Introduction: 
Performing networks, networks of performance

Karen Fricker and Ronit Lentin

Networks are everywhere: from migrant organisations to information technology, from business to social movements, from international governance to global non-governmental organisations, from theatrical collectives to fan clubs, from memory sites to narrative circles. The portmanteau terms networks, and more specifically, global networks, seem to have become the mots du jour in contemporary cultural and social studies. This volume is quite clearly a product of the extraordinary current interest in network studies, but it is also an attempt to step back from the network fray to engage critically in what networks are (and are not) and what ‘networking’ means and accomplishes, and to identify and name some potential limits on the usefulness of network theory and terminology. The overall focus and thrust of this volume is on the work of networks: each of the thirteen chapters focuses on a particular network or set of networks in order to interrogate what they actually do or accomplish, always casting a critical eye on the effects of power and influence that might inadvertently or invisibly circulate, alongside more obvious, intended, or espoused agendas. 
This collection follows Grahame Thompson’s rallying cry for a clearer analytical approach to the ways in which networks are ‘enacted, assembled, conducted, and performed,’ (2003, 2-3, our emphasis), understanding ‘performance’ at its most basic level  as meaning ‘the working out of anything ordered or undertaken’ (OED, cited in States 1996, 4). However, ‘perform’ here has multivalent meanings, as we have already hinted in the title of this collection. 

In order to further explicate the multiple meanings of ‘performing’, ‘global’, and ‘networks’ in the context of this volume, it is important to introduce the unique collaboration which is the basis of our research project. The Global Networks group, funded by and located in the Institute of International Integration Studies at Trinity College Dublin, is a research project comprising sociologists, theatre scholars, and historians. The volume was inaugurated by a conference in September 2005 at which most of these chapters were initially presented. Our project is characterised in particular by the intersection of sociology and theatre studies. Our theatre-oriented members bring to the collaboration their specific language and tools, in particular the focus on ‘performance discourse, and its new theatrical partner, “performativity”’ (Worthen 1998, 1093) that has marked their field from the 1980s forward. An engagement with Austin’s speech-act theory and Judith Butler’s seminal argument that gender is performance (2004) fundamentally re-shaped the discipline of theatre studies by drawing attention to what Bert O. States has called ‘…the limit-problem of performance... [the fact] that we all are, in a manner of speaking, performers’ (States 1996, 2). This led to a move away from traditional studies of texts and venue-based performances towards a consideration of all social activity as in its way performative, and the expansion of theatre studies into new disciplinary areas: anthropology, cultural studies, tourism, and – crucially, for our purposes here – sociology. 
This new interest in human experience as performative dovetails with similar moves in the sociological field, specifically Erving Goffmann’s engagement with everyday life, and his appropriation of the concept of performance as a metaphor for social behaviour (Goffman 1975). The chapters in this volume are clearly marked by this consequent intellectual and disciplinary overlap, and by the appropriation of each other’s language and terminology for use both as metaphor and as active theoretical tools and methodologies. 

 This merging of analytical and methodological tools is complemented by our shared insistence on scholarship that is socially and politically engaged, something very clearly in evidence in this volume’s chapters. While the writers here make use of the idea of performance as metaphor, we all at the same time focus in on grounded, real-world activity, understanding the human actor as someone whose actions have material ramifications. Scholars across many fields have noted a tendency of recent research on social and cultural change to focus on macro-level phenomena and to fail to engage with the individual lives and subjectivities involved (see De Tona and Lentin, and Holton and Holton, in this volume). Our goal here is to insert the actor back into theories of networks and networking, an agenda which of course has double valence in a volume that discusses (amongst other subjects) theatrical and other performance practices.  All of the authors here focus on individuals as social agents – as actors in the sociological sense; while some chapters (specifically those by Bisi Adigun, Jason King, Patrick Lonergan and Brian Singleton) doubly define actor as a stage performer who is, by his or her work, taking a role in social change. 

Global network theories are not in themselves a wholly new phenomenon. Migration studies have long discussed chain migrations which describe similar phenomena (see De Tona and Lentin’s chapter in this volume); while anthropologists use the concept of networks to describe interpersonal relations based on family, kinship and other ties. According to Norman Long (2001, 135), networks may be pre-selected by family and community background, but may also be developed from scratch through friendship and occupation. The advent of information technology was one of the primary stimuli for the current network theory boom, with Manuel Castells’s The Rise of the Network Society (1996) providing an important reference point to further studies of what has become known as contemporary network society. It is the ‘global’ modifier that marks the contemporary network studies in which we participate as something new; these currents of anthropological, sociological, and cultural studies are now being brought together in the examination of contemporary transnational activities. 

It should now be clear that we agree with Holton (2005) that the network metaphor has become the heart of many debates about globalisation. Indeed global network analysis threatens to replace theories of globalisation once focused on systems and structures, social fields, and social movements. But if networks are indeed everywhere, and if global networks are ‘dynamic and flexible types of connection between individuals, groups and organisations that criss-cross the world’ (Rogers et al. 2001, iii), they are also ‘interlocking, changing, and multifarious’.  And while they are a sign of ‘human accomplishments’ and global openings, they also expose the costs of globalisation (Rogers et al. 2001). Theories of global networks – as multi-centred rather than being organised around one controlling force – are the product of a new approach that ‘reflects the movement away from general macroscopic views on globalisation’ (Rogers et al. 2001, iv). This calls into question the agency of network actors vis-à-vis global structural forces, and highlights, as Holton suggests, that ‘empirically networks are also assemblages of people, institutions, social practices, interactions and bodies of knowledge oriented to “problems”’ (Holton 2005, 212). Thus we return to performativity – centring on the agency of actors making global networking – which becomes pivotal as global network analysis threatens to replace structural theorisations of globalisation with ‘a concern for myriads of instances of networked connectivity’ (Holton 2005, 209).

As Holton argues (forthcoming), much of the global networks research to date has been quantitative, and based on case study methodologies. Structural analysis, using methods such as sample surveys, measuring characteristics of linkages between ‘units’ – be they individuals, groups, or organisations – has assisted researchers in constructing morphologies of networks. According to Holton, however, these quantitative methodologies raise two main epistemological difficulties when applied to global networks. The first has to do with analysing network limits, because global networks are characterised by amorphousness and tend to cross boundaries, making it difficult to know the population of actors upon which to base quantitative analysis. The second difficulty – familiar to cultural studies scholars, historians, and sociologists – is the impossibility of quantitative research to account for experience, feelings, emotions, imagined communities, life-narratives and historic memory, which, as subjective data, cannot be easily quantified. While network morphology can be of interest in detailed case studies of networking patterns, this type of structural analysis does not fully take on board social agency and the meanings accorded by actors to their network membership. Nor is it sufficiently dynamic, ‘providing a set of static snapshots rather than a close sense of evolving continuities and changes in what networks do and how they respond to challenges they face’ (Holton forthcoming). If networks are to become more than metaphors for inter-connection, we need systematic evidence of what and who is connected, for what purpose and with what effect. 

The chapters in this collection – all of which deal with the subjective rather than the objective – eschew a quantitative analysis of global networks, opting instead for a variety of qualitative research methodologies, from historical archival retrieval, through documentary analysis, interviews, ethnographies and auto-ethnographies, to personal narratives. Such qualitative research methods capture the experiences of actors within networks which quantitative methodologies cannot grasp. Readers will note a similar emphasis in these chapters on the reflexive and processual nature of networks. As Stephen Fuchs has argued, asking what a network ‘is’ is the wrong question, for it is only what it has and will become’ (Fuchs 2001, 270). This implies that networks, differently from other forms of sociability such as encounters, groups and organisations, are fluid forms of social association composed of ‘nodes [that] are not, in themselves, fixed and stable. They are made so by embedding them in relations’ (Fuchs 2001, 252). Networks go to work and, over time, they ‘become more similar and known to themselves, acquiring a distinctive identity, mode of self observation, and history’ (Fuchs 2001, 269). The resulting self-similarity – not necessarily consensus or agreement – means that a working network focuses attention on itself, distinguishes its identity from other networks and draws boundaries around itself. 

Analysing social movements as networks, Fuchs emphasises that networks often emerge against all odds, and since ‘nothing activates like activism’, activism is more the result of network participation than its antecedent cause (Fuchs 2001, 270-1). Readers will note an emphasis in the volume on studying social movements as networking, including two chapters focused on the direct testimony of activists: Adina Aviram’s account of her participation in New Profile, a feminist Israeli network focusing on the de-militarisation of Israeli society; and Bisi Adigun’s story of the creation of Arambe, Ireland’s first African theatre company, a tale which Adigun embeds in his sharp observations of the uses to which contemporary Irish theatre has put the image of the ‘fear gorm’ (black man). Both Aviram and Adigun’s chapters give a potent impression of cultures and social movements in extreme flux, and of their activism as a means of locating and anchoring agency within rapidly changing contexts.

Adigun’s chapter reflects one of the book’s primary sub-themes: the changing face of 21st century Ireland, a subject matter which was a natural outgrowth of this research group’s location in Dublin and its participants’ engagement with Irish culture and society. Jason King and Patrick Lonergan’s chapters complement Adigun’s in analysing and critiquing the growing emphasis in Irish theatre on the exploitation of a certain acceptable ‘brand’ of Irishness, one that might limit the inclusion of migrant cultures such as those represented in Arambe. King and Lonergan ask important questions about the reification of certain understandings of Irishness as Irish theatre becomes an increasingly valued commodity on the high-cultural, international festival circuit, understood here as a network of power and influence. Barbara Bradby and Bart Put’s chapter offers a complementary analysis of the circulation of ‘world’ and ‘migrant’ musics, in contemporary Dublin, examining the ways in which African and other new communities are setting up parallel and in some cases competing music networks alongside existing Irish-led ones. Bradby and Put offer an important critique of the existing literature on transnational music networks, cautioning against the too-easy and judgment-laden attribution of ‘cosmopolitanism’ to privileged white audiences and a tendency to exclude migrant populations from such discussions. 

Further insights into the changes in contemporary Irish culture are offered in Carla De Tona and Ronit Lentin’s analysis of migrant women’s networks – Italian and African – in Ireland, in which they propose the fluid structures of networking as the means whereby women migrants are rewriting the story of global mobility, which has traditionally been gendered male. In his chapter analysing the language and ideas that shaped the Northern Ireland Peace Process in the 1980s and 1990s, Andrew Finlay challenges the stereotypical depiction of Northern Ireland as atavistic and a-cultural, focusing in on very specific, privileged interpersonal relationships as the sites of creation and promotion of conceptions of culture in an Irish and Northern Irish context. Karen Fricker, Elena Moreo, and Brian Singleton’s chapter takes a different direction on conceptions of Irish identity by examining the identifications of Ireland-based fans with the Eurovision Song Contest, a site at which conceptions of pan-European and individual national identities merge and sometimes clash. Fricker, Moreo, and Singleton’s analysis identifies Eurovision networking as an activity in which fans share pleasures and identifications with the Contest, but also as a site for the creation and performance of expertise and (within its specific context) cultural power, drawing attention to the invisible meanings which are transmitted via networking activity. 
This notion of networks as conveyer of unseen but potent cultural and social influence is also the focus of Brian Singleton’s chapter about the work of the Paris-based Théâtre du Soleil, whose most recent production places the notion of actors’ agency centre stage. Le Dernier Caravanserail dramatises the contemporary crisis of conflict migration by staging real-life testimony of illegal migrants from Eastern Europe and the Middle East attempting to migrate to England; the production’s refusal to allow audiences to identify with – to even identify – individual characters is, Singleton argues, Théâtre du Soleil’s uniquely evocative and politically charged means of representing a contemporary phenomenon which by definition must refuse representation. Like Singleton, Gyllian Wylie and Deana Heath and focus on transnational networking activity: Wylie describes a current stalemate between the major international networks which oppose the trafficking of women, and argues that their inability to agree on whether prostitution by definition constitutes trafficking has meant that the overall movement has lost sight of its goals. Heath applies network methodologies to the study of the latter days of the British Empire, arguing that attempts to regulate the circulation of ‘obscene’ materials marked the evolution of new conceptions of governmentality. Robert Holton and Sandra Holton also take a historically-based approach, using the example of a particular family network of Quaker women involved in suffrage and abolition work, to argue (as does Finlay) for the relevance of interpersonal contacts in the study of the network of ideas and influence. Like Heath, Ronit Lentin takes a distant and critical stance on networking activity – in her case, that of Israeli intellectual networks commemorating the Palestinian Nakba – in order to analyse what regressive political meanings might inadvertently be conveyed through seemingly well-meaning activism. 
While in many ways an eclectic mix, these chapters engage with and inform each other, and hopefully offer readers a sense of the richness and challenges that the Global Networks group experiences as we navigate across disciplinary boundaries in search of new ways of thinking about culture, society, and agency in the age of globalisation. It seems unclear at the time of writing whether global network theory will become institutionalised as a framework for studying the movements of thought, people, and value, or whether its usefulness will have proven to be more fleeting – as a means to describe a particular cultural moment. It was a new paradigm for many of the writers represented here, and while it opened intellectual doors for some, others found it insufficiently focused or of questionable relevance beyond the study of immediately contemporary phenomena. These remain open questions for readers to contemplate as they explore the chapters that follow.  

We wish to thank the Institute for International Integration Studies, Trinity College Dublin, for its ongoing financial support and encouragement for the Global Network project, as well as IIIS staff members – in particular Adrienne Harten and Gail Weadick, and postdoctoral fellow Dr Fabrizio Trifiró – who  assisted in running the conference where many of these papers were first presented. 
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