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Two days ago, I had a friend call bullshit on the way I was living my life. He had issues with 

the way I engage with the world--mostly that I don’t do it enough because I’m too focused on 

maintaining control. He believed that focusing on control kept me from taking enough chances, and 

without taking chances you miss a lot of exciting things. I’ve probably given some extra thought to 

what he said because at the time he was in a bar in Tanzania watching a soccer game and I was 

wrapped safely in a towel preparing for the (very thrilling) excursion to church in Provo. As I did my 

mascara, we started talking about the post-graduation void facing him. Our plans for life were very 

different--he had a Political Science degree, more cynicism than he could handle, and a summer 

internship teaching business skills to people in a small village in Africa. I was planning on two 

carefully curated graduate degrees (complete with the title of my doctoral thesis) and then saving the 

world by way of academia’s ivory tower and my favorite high heels. By the time I had gone from 

mascara to eyebrows to curling iron, we were talking more about life philosophies than what came 

next. He ended up a lot more vulnerable than I did in that conversation, and that’s when and why he 

called me out. I have gotten really good at keeping up my facades, and, in turn, avoiding the 

vulnerability that underwrites our closest relationships.  

He’s not wrong. I think I pride myself on the exact thing he pointed out. I make sure I 

always have my life together. Frankly, I’m really good at school and I’m pretty organized and I’m 

happy with where I’m at in a lot of ways. However, there’s a lot of stuff underneath that that I’m still 

figuring out, mostly about people and love and openness. He managed to nail me, probably because 

he’s in that exact place where I could have opened up and gotten a lot closer to him. We had been 

passing friends in a capstone class the past semester, but then some conversations about 

international terrorism and time travel led to some more conversations about life and, well, he was a 



lot more open than I was willing to be. Even in situations where I am getting close to someone, I 

hold on to stories about myself--the facades that keep people at arms’ length and me totally in 

control. With those stories, I can control exactly what they see and when they see it, and it’s all 

curated to show exactly what I want them to believe about me. Does that bring mutual reliance and 

interdependence in a friendship? No. But I get the satisfaction of people thinking I’m awesome and 

slightly intimidating. Or at least getting called out on trying too hard with my life. 

After he mentioned this, I started paying more attention to what people said in those 

moments where they were getting to know someone else. I was working on this essay in a coffee 

shop one day when I discovered that they had terrible WiFi. Like any self-respecting individual, I 

started listening to the couple next to me while I waited for the page to load. She had been seated 

there working when I arrived, and he had just gotten his order and sat down next to her. They struck 

up a conversation and in the way of Provo conversations, he was from (some town) in Colorado, 

she was from Colorado as well, they happened to know some of the same people who went to the 

same elementary school and wow don’t you miss this trait about (some town) and isn’t Provo the 

worst but oh I love the mountains and I graduated from BYU in this major and your job sounds so 

interesting and that political opinion you shared was so informed (as an aside from a Political 

Science major: it wasn’t). Maybe it’s unfair that I said their conversation was interesting and then 

treated it cynically. But it felt like a conversation that both of them had had so many times it was 

almost worn through. We’ve all been there. It’s so easy to say exactly what you’re supposed to say. 

What’s irritating is that we’re only supposed to say it because it’s exactly what we’re used to hearing. 

At that point, we aren’t actually conversing, we’re just performing a social nicety for appearance’s 

sake.  

It’s telling that we were in a coffee shop at the time. In Provo particularly (with some built-in 

barriers to actual coffee-related habits), I think those who go there for their Saturday afternoon are 



there for that precise reason: appearance, or more accurately, performance. Perhaps you play the 

part of the busy Millennial who’s woke enough to drink kombucha and fake liking it. Perhaps you’re 

playing the bookish type who loves people watching while sipping tea with a nice copy of something 

important next to you. Perhaps you’re playing the business aficionado who’s seizing a networking 

opportunity and organizing a casual brunch with a coworker. These are all personas that our culture 

has written for us, and it is so easy to parade them as an substitute for real vulnerability. The 

substance of a story, our actual self, doesn’t seem to make too big of a difference, but how we tell 

that story makes for a persona or facade that serves a multitude of purposes: our own satisfaction, 

approval of others, or simply convenience. We use those stories to write identities for ourselves 

because we’re afraid. Afraid of the effort that it takes to find yourself, afraid of being yourself and 

being rejected, afraid of a thousand other things. So we use these ready-built substitutes as a crutch 

for our real selves, especially when we first get to know people. While it’s easy to empathize with 

that mindset and its reticence for vulnerability, we also have the opportunity for freedom--not only 

of being ourselves but of finding those that are most like us and enjoying those connections.  

The most valuable part in any relationship is when the facade comes down--when we are 

willing to let go of whatever that we are holding between ourselves and the world. It’s also when real 

vulnerability happens, when you can be completely yourself with someone you trust. I think it’s 

because we want this so badly that we put so much effort into pretense. Love happens organically, 

but we get too used to fighting and working for things that we try too hard to make it happen. The 

relationships that invite that kind of vulnerability can be few and far between--the last time I felt 

completely comfortable and totally open was dancing the Cupid Shuffle in a law school in Africa, 

and it made me realize how rare that feeling is in my life (and if it takes the Cupid Shuffle, law 

school, and transcontinental travel every time then I need some serious life evaluation). So when 

does it happen? And why do we put up barriers to it in the first place? Do we use the facades as 



templates for relationships? Imagine a thought process with me: “Wow, whoever that girl really is, 

she decided to portray herself to the world as the one with red lipstick, overalls, and Docs. I bet that 

means she likes avant-garde literature and spoken word poetry. I like those things. We should be 

friends!” That might feel like a perfectly logical conclusion, because that’s how we’re used to 

evaluating people. Really, their performance of who they want to be is the only metric we have at the 

first impression. But isn’t there a real possibility that we spend enough time creating a facade that we 

lose the substance behind it? Or what if we spend our lives performing to some mythical norm and 

never let that down long enough to be fully vulnerable? Can we have viable friendships, 

relationships, or families if we do? 

From an evolutionary perspective, we began having relationships and attaching ourselves to 

others because there was a demonstrable benefit. According to evolutionary theory in psychology, 

relationships of all kinds give us protection, assistance, comfort, and provide a functional 

improvement over life lived alone. We evolved to have relationships simply because we do better 

with them than without them (Griskevicius et al. 2015). Think of the iconic families in history. The 

Reagans. The Obamas. The Kennedys (my choice of major might be demonstrating itself in this list). 

The Corleones. Royal lineages stretching across centuries. Kids in the inner city who don’t have this 

familial group might join gangs because they offer connection and near-familial ties (LAPD 2018). 

We form these groups and stick to them because centuries of evolution have trained our psyche to 

crave companionship. Can you imagine living your life without anyone to turn to for comfort, 

assistance or advice? I mean, I didn’t even buy health insurance without calling my mom at least 

three times.  

Too often though, loneliness is reality for people. While personal reflection is necessary, a 

lack of meaningful relationships erodes at our identity and our self-perception. The last time I spent 

a Friday night home alone, not by choice, I started doing the dishes (fairly normal for me) in a 



sweatshirt (not normal) and questioning my worth as a human being (totally not normal). How did 

this happen? Well, one of my best friends and roommates had just gotten engaged, so my circle of 

immediate friends was being depleted by one very important human. It was summer, so the 

meetings, classes, work engagements, homework assignments and everything else that normally fills 

my time was gone, along with a large part of my identity. And then it was Friday and I had nothing 

to do. Totally normal, small things that can add up on an emotional day. Did that experience teach 

me a panacea for the universal human emotion of loneliness? Of course not, I just ended up 

watching Avatar the Last Airbender after the dishes were done. But I did realize that superficial 

things like meetings and work and class don’t create relationships and trust.  

Trust comes from loyalty and commitment and time (turns out there’s a Wikihow article 

titled “How to Build Trust in a Relationship” with, I kid you not, pictures and a helpful quiz to test 

your recollection). Those relationships can come from anywhere, including people you meet in work 

or class or meetings. The difference between trust and casual company is what we’re willing to invest 

in people, and whether we’re willing to build those relationships with the companion effort of self-

discovery and self-performance. When I am feeling lonely is usually when I try the hardest to 

convince myself that I shouldn’t feel that way--because I’m a strong independent woman, dangit.  

There’s a fairly strong voice making an argument for healthy loneliness in our culture. One 

Google search of “being alone” brings up pages of results like “How to Be Alone,” “Loneliness is a 

Thought, Being Alone is a Fact,” and, on Lifehack.com, “When You Start to Enjoy Being Alone, 

These 10 Things Will Happen.” The Huffington Post has an entire topic page on it (Huffington 

Post 2018). Cultural norms are a reflection of what we all think is the ideal--and healthy loneliness is 

part of that. According to popular culture, alone time lets us process things, practice #selfcare, and, 

importantly, discover ourselves (as I’m writing this I am sitting in a tapas cafe in Rwanda, totally 

alone with a brand new Ebola outbreak 50 miles away, and I can attest that being alone can be 



fantastic). However, (as many of the pages point out) being alone and being lonely are two different 

things. As I discovered on that Friday night, we can be lonely by ourselves, but we can also be lonely 

when we are around other people if our connection and depth of relationship with them is lacking. 

We want that depth, so we perform these roles that we believe will allow us to build depth. If that 

performance becomes the entirety of our connection, we lose that depth very quickly and find 

ourselves lonely and lacking the connections that give us meaning.  

We need each other for the most basic things, and many millions of years proving that point 

through evolutionary development have led us to our current situation (Camfield, Choudhury, and 

Devine 2007). That should carry a lot of weight--as the latest generation of humanity, we are at the 

apex of millenia of social, physical, and psychological progress. Humanity has spent millenia in trial 

and error creating cultures, trends, and pathways of progression that have led directly to connections 

and groups. All of that tells us humans are social creatures, and that these relationships are for our 

benefit in surviving and progressing on an individual level (by this argument, a prom queen might 

represent the human voted “Most Fit to Survive”).  

If we toss aside the more macro aspects of where evolution got us--a spectrum ranging from 

McDonald’s and witch hunts to democracy and ice cream--we are creatures of communities simply 

because that is where we are at our best (Cappioco and Patrick 2009). Dr. John Cappioco and 

William Patrick wrote a book explaining not only the evils of loneliness (including, apparently, 

obesity, dementia, and death), but also its corollary: if loneliness is bad, connectedness is good. We 

survive and prosper, and our genes survive and prosper, only because we are socially connected to 

each other (Burke 2009). There are levels of relationships that we pursue: coworkers, friends, parents 

and siblings, spouses, partners, and children (Griskevicius et al. 2015). Each one comes with both 

opportunities and threats. With a sexual partner, I may get the opportunity to pass on my genetic 

material, but I also might be abandoned after pregnancy to care for a child on my own and thereby 



endanger not only my progeny but my personal well-being. In a family or friend group, there is 

resource sharing and protection, but the chance of rejection, stigmatization, or free riders. With 

coworkers, it’s almost a straight exchange between improving or damaging social status and 

reputation. Empirically, it’s pretty clear that most people roll the dice on these threats because the 

benefits outweigh the costs. We need other people, so we are willing to perform in ways that we 

believe will get us those relationship-based rewards. Every relationship takes vulnerability and some 

degree of risk in exchange for some kind of return on that investment. 

There are also patterns here. Griskevicius et al. delineated the five levels of relationships we 

may have, from associates and coworkers to spouses and partners, and explained the evolutionary 

theories, relationship tasks, threats, and sensibilities attached to each one. They managed to capture 

the most fundamental and necessary human networks in a table that fit on a single page by voicing 

and articulating the roles we play along with the motivations and risks associated with playing them. 

If it is so simple to map out our most fundamental relationships, acting them out seems suddenly 

plausible. We know what it should look like, and what the actors in a healthy relationship look like, 

and so we try to live that because we are built to crave connection. Their categories were broad to be 

sure, but it still illustrated that our lives come with very clearly defined roles, which we fit into 

according to different situations. This categorization is both healthy and, well, impossible to do 

without. We can’t treat spouses and family like coworkers and maintain a healthy relationship, and 

treating your coworkers like your spouse carries consequences as well (as a host of high-profile men 

in various industries learned recently). This means we sort people in our lives according to the roles 

they have: spouse, coworker, sister. Like I said, healthy and necessary. But what is it that makes 

some roles different from others? Why is performing the role of a good sister by babysitting and 

holding my sister when she cries different from performing the role of a bougie and well-informed 

Millenial?  



Maybe we’re just better at performing things that are true. Maybe because my sister is my 

best friend and someone I love more than life itself my performance in that role is sincere. The way 

we frame this linguistically is so telling--I act like a good person, I have a role as a sister, as a mentor, 

and as a student. The way we talk about it shouts performance. But when I’m acting like myself, 

there’s no falseness in the relationships I form.  

Recently, I was at a genocide memorial in Kigali, Rwanda. In 1994, between eight hundred 

thousand and one million Rwandese were murdered by their neighbors because of a socially 

constructed identity. (I know that sounds like just another sentence about another terrible thing that 

happened in the world, but it is literally true. Take the time to process what that actually means.) I’m 

not an overly empathetic person, so I don’t usually cry and I didn’t there even though the stories 

were heartbreaking. I was conscious of this fact about myself, so I was making an active effort to 

understand the pain represented in front of me. One thought kept coming to my mind--the Tutsi 

(the minority group that was targeted during the genocide) took refuge in churches. The Hutu 

(majority party and the main perpetrators) knew that, and so they would go to the churches to enact 

their systemic butchery. Sometimes, there would be so many people seeking refuge that they could 

not kill them all in one day, and so Hutus would hamstring their victims with a machete to ensure 

that they did not escape before the Hutu returned the next day.  

That kept coming back to my mind, but coupled with incomprehension--I knew I could not 

empathize because that experience was completely alien to me, and so I struggled with the reality of 

their death. Eventually though, I decided that I didn’t need a grand emotional outpouring or 

lightning bolt for this to be real. My understanding of my human experience was enough to frame 

their human experience and that, instead of some grand comprehension of the depth of their 

suffering, could be the motivation for my actions. This realization came as I was kneeling next to a 

cement slab topping a mass grave--my legs got really sore while I sat there waiting for this moment 



of enlightenment. I decided that while I couldn’t comprehend being crippled by a machete in a 

church, I still knew what pain felt like. So I could frame their incomprehensible pain through a pain 

I did understand. I decided my humanity could meet theirs and that I was qualified by that shared 

humanity to engage in policies that would prevent anything like it from ever happening again.  

That decision has already framed an upset of my carefully curated graduation plans 

(complete with the title of my doctoral dissertation), but somehow it became most real when I 

started to walk away. Because as I did, I started trying to put that experience and realization into 

words and a story. Writing it here makes it even more real. That experience is one of the most 

sincere I’ve ever had, but the impact it had on me was cemented by communicating it to others. I 

needed to perform the experience for it to be real. I didn’t understand the experience fully until I 

tried to frame it in a narrative I could tell someone else, even though it was intensely personal. So is 

performance inescapable? Do we need to perform our identities for others so we can understand 

them ourselves? And when does performance become reality? Because I really do enjoy coffee 

shops, and sometimes kombucha really does hit the spot (Taste good? No. But it can be perfectly 

satisfying). But I’ve also done things which were intended for a performance instead of sincerity. I 

think we’ve discovered two types of roles. Those that are actually a part of us, and those that we 

choose and present to others who don’t know better. One is how we are now, one is what we want 

to be.  

This tension between what we can be and what we are is challenging for many of us, but 

insight comes from many places and in this case, insects have important things to teach us. 

Biologists have explored performance fairly thoroughly by studying butterflies and some other 

insectoid species. Insects as a whole are remarkable for the mimicry they use to avoid predation. The 

leaf butterfly Kallima is a well-documented example of almost perfect mimicry--when it lands on a 

stem and closes its wings, the orange and brown coloration renders it nearly indistinguishable from 



an ordinary dead leaf, even down to the stalk (Forbes 2009). Its perfection is so remarkable some 

were led to question whether its discovery had been a fake. Evolution rewards survival, not artistry, 

so perfect mimicry is unlikely to occur because it is unnecessary. The camouflage does not need to 

be flawless, merely passable. So surely, mimicry this perfect could not be a product of nature’s 

course because it represented an inefficiency. It is also doing the Kallima too much credit to believe 

there was conscious adaptation on its part, so many assumed the discovery was faked (although if it 

were possible to consciously change our appearance, let’s just say my grandma wouldn’t have 

offered to buy me a nose job that one Thanksgiving). 

The scientists at the time of the Kallima’s discovery questioned its performance because it 

seemed too real, too perfect to be natural. The same question was raised regarding the development 

of the bird-dropping spider (Ornithoscatoides decipiens), whose web so perfectly mimics bird excreta 

that late 1800s biology again turned up its collective nose in disbelief. However, the naturalist who 

discovered our dear Ornithoscatoides decipiens lent this as a defense of the process of natural selection: 

“Is not the exactness [of the mimicry] probably the result of the unconsciousness of the spider? 

Conscious design would possibly have resulted in failure and abandoning the plan, or at best a more 

clumsy imitation (Forbes 2009).” Dr. Forbes is forcing us to question the role of culpability in 

performance. While arguing about the consciousness of spiders and butterflies is well beyond my 

pay grade (and interest level), Dr. Forbes’ question challenges our performances.  

It is far easier for us to do exactly what we are programmed to do--that is to say, to do things 

unconsciously. That seems to imply that we should be ourselves, simply because doing anything else 

would not provide adequate reward for the attempt. Conscious reproduction will be at best a clumsy 

imitation of something else and therefore a useless expenditure of effort. However, the spider’s 

performance was unconscious. Therefore, it was neither clumsy nor useless: it was doing what it was 

programmed to do. In fact, it was programmed to act like something which rings utterly false with 



its true character (unless that spider’s innermost self is represented by bird excreta). We cannot claim 

it was bad for the spider to act like something it was not--the false performance was its lifeline to 

food, shelter, and safety. To continue construing biological mimicry as insight, our dear 

Ornithoscatoides decipiens seems to tell us that performance can be totally natural, and will do us good. 

Not only that, it may be part of what we naturally do. However, because we are not spiders, we may 

be able to choose the shape of that performance and thereby shape our identity to it. 

The focus within both psychology and biology on evolution is fascinating--at its heart, 

evolution is just progressing to a better, or more efficient, resilient, survivable version of ourselves. 

For many, this is a central question and industries of self-help have been built around it. Even 

religions (or at least the one I believe in), claim progression as the whole point of existence. That can 

be read as humans creating for ourselves a divine enabler and designer for our progression, which 

certainly implies that we care about it. What if that progression is exactly what performance gives us? 

In our psychological progression we learned about the necessity and structure of relationships, while 

biology taught us that insects and potentially other species can perform to their advantage by 

pretending to be something they aren’t. For them, this is an unconscious outgrowth of evolution, 

while we can shape our performance to our desires. Their example simply tells us that it may not be 

unilaterally bad. Our personal performances of different social roles or our own expectations might 

tie those two together, with an emphasis on our ability to act as agents of our own progress. If this is 

true, then performance is our tool for our growth--we act as if we were what we ought to be, and by 

doing so we become what we are capable of being.  

One of the things that separates us as humans from everything else is our ability to exercise 

the conscious design Forbes mentioned and change (I know anthropology has literal encyclopedias 

on what makes us human, but I already used my behavioral discipline and that’s not the point of this 

essay). The Kallima and the Ornithoscatoides decipiens will never actually become dead leaves or bird 



excreta, for good reason. And as wonderful as our human capability is, we won’t either. But we do 

develop as we go along, and that takes work to be effective. Performance can be our way of coming 

to understand that progress within ourselves, or of striving toward it when we find ourselves 

wanting. Living a life according to our basest instincts (eat, sleep, reproduce) might be easier in the 

short term, but I have a hard time believing it would lead to sustainable or worthwhile outcomes by 

measures we have created once we moved past basic survival needs. Living without progression is 

stagnation, and in Darwin’s world those who stagnate die quickly. Then we must reject at least some 

of our natural tendencies and change, even improve. Do this right, and you are on your way to both 

salvation (according to LDS doctrine) and enshrinement in the next generation of genetic progress. 

By this argument, our coffee shop performances are simply individuals trying to mirror the 

actions that they believe are their best bet for progress. I won’t fault anyone for that. But let us 

revisit the goal here: we want to be a part of meaningful, vulnerable relationships because that is 

where we are at our best. Griskevicius, Cacioppo, their respective colleagues, the Huffington Post, 

and dozens of other sources (academic and otherwise) agree on this. To get there, we need to be the 

people and meet the people with which it would be worthwhile to form a relationship, whether the 

relationship in question is platonic, romantic, or that happy in between kind. So we imagine, 

consciously or unconsciously, what those people are like and then we act that way. By acting that 

way, can we become these people we want to be? The humanist and the idealist within me says yes. 

We can change to whatever we put our efforts toward. If we keep that original idealistic goal, 

performance sounds wonderful. But that’s not always true. A few days ago, there was a (very 

handsome, muscular, and interesting) guy (with soulful eyes and a very nice voice) sitting on my 

couch as we had a conversation about life (he also invited me to go sailing later). We talked about a 

lot of very personal things, and I don’t doubt that everything he said was true. I don’t doubt that he 

was sincere. But sometimes those stories feel like another performance: you want someone to see 



you a certain way, and you tell the right stories to create the right persona rather than the complete 

one (we’re still going sailing). I want to know what makes the difference between true vulnerability 

and performed vulnerability. 

Recently a friend of mine sent me a link to a BYU devotional by a professor for whom we 

had both worked for over a year. The professor was in charge of Model United Nations, and he 

teaches students how to perform 1. As a delegate of a country they likely know nothing about and 2. 

As a cutthroat, ice cold negotiator who is dead set on diplomatically castrating the rest of the group. 

Quite a stretch for a bunch of nice Mormon kids raised on a steady diet of talks about charity and 

self-sacrifice, and something that led to a whole lot of existential crises for at least this delegate. His 

talk that day wasn’t about MUN though, it was about persuasion, long-suffering, meekness and love. 

He focused particularly on “love unfeigned” in the context of his experiences being a representative 

for the LDS Church at United Nations conventions in New York, Nairobi, and Geneva (Leonard 

2011). There, they were subject to that exact cutthroat negotiation style on behalf of the Church. 

Looking back on his experiences, he painted a beautiful picture of what that experience could have 

been had they used a different mindset and acknowledged that it is useless to go into a negotiation 

looking for differences or some kind of fight. You have to go in knowing there is good in the other 

person (cue Star Wars Theme) and in their position, and then capitalize on that good to build a 

consensus. It’s this intent, and only this intent, that allows us to have love unfeigned for others. So 

then the performances we’ve been discussing are not unilateral.  

When we meet new people, often both individuals are playing a role, looking for differences, 

and projecting expectations onto the other. So, on both sides, it takes a willingness to speak and a 

willingness to listen with sincerity in order to build a relationship. All the honesty and vulnerability in 

the world will not build friendship when the other party wants none of it. This could have been the 

source of that lack of connection between my handsome, muscular, and interesting friend and 



myself. Most performances are done on behalf of an audience, and playing the very real role of a 

genuine and open person can be completely unappreciated by the wrong listeners or the right 

listener with the wrong attitude. Few, if any, appreciated Van Gogh during his lifetime, but a 

different culture considers him one of the greats. Perhaps this will prove true of our own 

performances--real and feigned--as well. 

It seems straightforward to claim that performance on behalf of an audience is the heart of 

acting. People watch plays and movies to have their hearts touched, their minds changed, and a few 

silent tears wiped away. If an actor attempts a technique that does not touch the audience, they 

remain unmoved and the goal of communication is lost. On a daily basis, we perform with the goal 

of gaining acceptance and building relationships with others. Their receptiveness to our chosen 

brand of performance will then determine the effectiveness of our performance. But what if the 

reverse were true? As we try out new ideas, new selves, we get to discover which fits us and which is 

to be discarded. We try new narratives that shape our identity, and some of them might actually fit. 

Performance becomes a sliding transition of appeal to others and discovery for ourselves. So then, is 

it wrong to try to act in a way that may not be natural to our most basic selves? Are we trying to 

improve, or are we lying to ourselves? Do we become that part we play, and if so should we? How 

much of it is in our control and how much of it is simply us letting ourselves be swept along by our 

environment? 

Since we have been discussing performance, it seems almost remiss to have kept from 

directly mentioning the discipline of performance studies until now. Their theories have 

underwritten this entire piece, and this section seemed the perfect way to cap this conversation. The 

scholarship in drama and performance studies is fascinating, partly because it is so very fluid and 

interdisciplinary. In a way, I think this is because the scholars often spend their lives performing, and 

this gives them the confidence to speak their own thoughts in turn. The performance gives them the 



ability to be sincere. Rosalind Russell, an actress famous during the Golden Age of Hollywood, once 

remarked that “Acting is standing up naked and turning around slowly.” For her, clearly, 

performance was a tool by which she learned to be vulnerable, but also to master her own 

trepidation (Russell 2018). This conscious decision to choose a role in turn shapes the identity of the 

performer.  

One scholar, Diana Taylor, specializes in exploring the interplay between performance and 

history. She focuses on an annual festival performed in Tepoztlán, Morelos, Mexico—a small village 

about 45 miles southwest of Mexico City. This festival and the events it celebrates were successfully 

used to argue against the Mexican government in a legal battle for land rights. She uses this to ask 

about history and our portrayal of it--when we perform something it gives context and power to an 

idea. When an event is performed for centuries, as in Tepoztlán, it gains its own power and identity. 

That is useful in itself, but shapes that event into something new. She explains this relationship 

between historical studies and performance studies here: 

“History-as-discipline, which relies on scripted archival sources, often has no way 

of dealing with various pasts. What documents would ground their inquiry? If 

historical studies cannot legitimate the repertoire of embodied practices, how do 

historians approach the undocumented "event"? Perhaps this is where performance 

studies, as a post-disciplinary methodology, comes in—illuminating that 

disciplinary blind spot that history cannot reach on its own. But we would need to 

imagine performance studies being able to offer another aspect of history, one 

grounded in the repertoire as well as the archive, focused on embodied practices 

that distill meaning from past events, store them, and find embodied modalities to 

express them in the here-and-now, yet with an eye to the future (Taylor 2006).” 

  



For her, performance studies fills a hole in collective and historical memory. Without it, 

there are things we simply cannot remember or understand. And with it, we can see them in 

a new way. Is the performance always a perfect reflection of the original way an event 

occurred? Probably not, but it repurposes that original identity into something that has 

meaning in the here and now. It becomes more relevant and more powerful by virtue of its 

performance. In a way, it gains an entirely new identity, which may have even more 

meaning than the original. Who’s to say our own identities are not the same? Perhaps we 

begin with an event: the death of a loved one or a triumph of our own ability. We tell that 

story to ourselves at first, and it becomes something slightly different--a memory or a 

paradigm-changing recollection. Then when we meet someone we take this, and the 

multitude of events like it, and begin the colossal task of sharing the identity these events 

create with this new person. Sometimes this performance is conscious, but sometimes it is 

not. Like any performance, it will not be without its faults. And like any performance, it 

changes with time. When we discuss things this way, any relationship that we manage to 

form out of the chaos isn’t just an interpersonal pastime, it is a triumph.  

Groups, consciousness, and performance are all important considerations. To 

return to the insectoid stage which began part of our conversation, we must introduce a 

new player. The Kallima butterfly, it turns out, has a cousin. This cousin is simply referred to 

as a “plant-juice-sucking species of insect” known as Itraeya nigrocincta. Itraeya nigrocincta joins 

Kallima and Ornithoscatoides decipiens in blatantly pretending to be something it is not. Its 

method is somewhat different, however. J. W. Gregory first discovered it in the 1890s while 

on a trip in East Africa (Forbes 2009). Walking near the Kwibezi River, he noticed some 

unusual flecks of white lichen on the base of a plant. Since lichen does not usually grow at 

the base of a flower spike (as this appeared to be), he reached his walking stick toward the 



inflorescence to get a closer look. When he did, the pink and green flowers suddenly rose 

up and flew away--they were not flowers at all, but rather a group of Itraeya nigrocincta. The 

fluffy white patches underneath were not, as Gregory suspected, lichen, but rather the 

larvae that would eventually grow into the adult “flowers.” 

These insects are pretending to be something they are not, it is true. But they do so 

as a group, because they have evolved (as we have) to know that this will benefit them. As 

they work together, they are stronger and better, and their performance creates something 

new. It may not actually be a flower spike, but it certainly provides beauty and it also 

provides protection for the adults and their children. So it is a new interpretation of an old 

idea. I believe Itraeya nigrocincta can teach us a few things about both building relationships 

and performing. 

As I’ve written this little performance piece, I’ve been surprised a number of times. I started 

writing because I was a little annoyed, both with myself and others. I thought performance was 

simply a crutch I was using, a way I was keeping myself from being whoever I really was, and that 

others did the same thing. How could pretense be anything but destructive? But there is another side 

to that conversation, as there always is. Performance is a tool like any other. We have the 

opportunity to choose who we become and to shape ourselves by the performance of that identity. 

That is a powerful opportunity. I think the weakness in it is getting carried away by the performance 

and forgetting the reality. When people occupy themselves more with the performance rather than 

the discovery associated with it, the substance disappears. And of course like any story, we can get 

lost in it. I have a tendency to get lost in the rabbit hole of trying to pick mine apart even as I’m 

living it. Sometimes we simply need to let the story be and choose to let ourselves fit into it. When 

we maintain the balance of a performance we have the opportunity to see each other as we wish to 

be seen. We can see the best version of ourselves, what would be true if we could write the script of 



our lives in its entirety. And when we have put forth the effort, like the most privileged of audiences, 

we see past the stage into the staging and design of someone else’s identity in its most vulnerable 

form. Performance allows us to thrive. And as we curate that performance from an informed and 

personal perspective we are able to draw close to those who understand the meaning behind it. I 

think that the next time I go into a coffee shop I will decide to be comfortable there. I will start 

taking performances at face value instead of insisting on winnowing the story form the reality. I will 

choose to see them as what they are: hopes and plans for progress, as well as an imperfect draft of 

what might be.  
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