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I want to begin my comments by thanking Jess Dempsey and Gerry Pratt (and of course Caleb 

Johnston) for the opportunity to read and reflect on this deeply thoughtful and thought-provoking

work, Migration in Performance: Crossing the Colonial Present.

It is rare to feel, in reading an academic book, that one has traveled with the authors on a 

journey where the subject of the book quivers with uncertain being, both mutating and persisting 

as a thing that is also occasion and scene for the ensemble of unexpected questions and 

connections. Migration in Performance is ostensibly this subject, the play Nanay, the testimonial

play developed from the authors’ research, the thing with a life of its own, moving and being 

moved by the people it gathers in the Philippines and Canada on the subject of Filipina 

migration. When I say that I travelled with the authors on this journey, I mean I wondered 

alongside them at the very uncertainty of what they were doing, of what or who this was about 

(the quintessential issue of “research” – the object of study), and I followed curiously the 

itinerary set by them, witnessing that subject shifting and transforming in the course of its 

performance as play and as research “object”.

I say all this in great appreciation, rather than as a criticism, precisely in an academic 

context in which increasingly, and direfully, the value of social scientific scholarship is measured

by its deliverance of a stable, unified, consistent and bounded knowledge object that can 

contribute to a field of accumulative learning. I see, on the contrary, the narrative performance of

the book and its innovative research practice as the accomplishment, as much an accomplishment

as the authors argue that the performance of their play was (not only as a space providing for 
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holding open and fluid multiple, even conflicting perspectives, but also as a social space of 

encounter and connection, of collaborative organization and care).

Indeed, I appreciated the liveliness of the performance of the book as the very example of

the politics of care they would uphold. As a critical reader, I inevitably had lots of questions and 

doubts (about the limits of representational and ethnographic approaches and their desires for 

“complexity”; about who was speaking to whom and the ends to what was being said and shown,

what they call their initial “melancholic realism”; about how much “consciousness” or 

“knowledge” continued to be the goal of these performances; about the emancipatory potential of

theater as an egalitarian space; of the deeply felt as a measure of political effectivity, etc.). But 

the authors too had lots of questions and doubts, and in their writing, rather than being 

definitively “settled”, those questions and doubts hovered, sometimes voiced and tentatively 

answered, sometimes reconfigured or recast, and sometimes made irrelevant or displaced 

altogether – that is affected and acted upon – by what others, so many different others (actors, 

directors, activist organizers, audiences), brought to the play – questions, doubts, affective 

responses, other testimonies, views and scripts.

I found both brave and politically fruitful the way the authors allowed their writing to 

take on the testimonial character of their original play, where their own questions and doubts as 

well as their perceived failures and limitations – that is, their subjective experiences of their 

research project in the course of its practice across different milieus – were provided space 

alongside this diverse crowd of voices and experiences they took such care to render. It is this 

unbounded collective performance that is, I believe, the true fruit of the experiment they 

embarked upon. By collective performance I do not refer only to the collaborators in the project 

(whether as theater players or as audience), but also to the wide range of thinkers they converse 

with as they are moved by the unexpected issues raised by the play’s performances, issues that 

lead them to fine considerations of and connections to the work of Black and Indigenous 

feminists, as a way of further reflecting on the insidious grounds of racial capitalism and settler 

colonialism on which our political agencies stand.
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I feel I will not have contributed much to this panel, however, if I do not offer a couple of 

critical thoughts that remain. Despite the authors’ disavowal that “the project was never just 

about returning home with a fuller understanding of labour migration and processes of racial 

capitalism”, I cannot help but feel that the narrative structure of going out into the world and 

returning home persists, over and above the porous and open episodic encounters of the chapters,

and it this narrative structure that holds stable the authors’ subjectivity as the place in which to 

locate the gains and lessons of this journey (as the learning and connecting subject, the one 

“returning home”). I say this cautiously because that subjectivity is, as I’ve already said, one of 

the valuable characteristics of this work, which seeks to disrupt the claims of objectivity and 

atonality of social science. At the same time, because of the power of its place in the world, that 

subjectivity as a site of understanding is also a danger. It risks overriding the experiences that are

not its own but that make it possible. (After all, people themselves “relation” diverse, seemingly 

impermeable worlds. And as the authors show, we are not the only ones who travel and occasion 

comparative relations and intimacies; we are also what are moved by others, our work is the fruit

of the work of others.) We all risk this overriding tendency in academic work, so I offer this not 

as a critique but as a political question that is not far from the question that the authors 

themselves broach but do not, I feel, grapple with enough: how might care be thought in 

radically new ways?

I think, in many ways, this is one of the most important political questions we face today. 

Migration in Performance does not only raise this question, it also provides the occasion and 

abundant material for us to grapple with it further. The question of care cuts through the half 

measures and correctives that we sometimes reach for to answer the epistemological critiques of 

social struggle (complexity vs. reduction; contingency vs. foundationalism; partiality vs. 

objective universalism), and presents us with the problem of what we think our “work” (how we 

understand it) should be doing beyond providing a liberal forum for public discourse (in the 

“democratic” model), beyond even “disrupting” existing sexist, racist norms of capitalist life (as 

critique, protest, refusal) – what should our work bring into being, make, and do in the world, 
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what alternative modes of social being and social life should it enact, and how might that be an 

actual practice (and not just a vision) of radically transformative modes of care?
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