
Book Review Symposium

Caleb Johnston and Geraldine Pratt, Migration in Performance: Crossing the Colonial 

Present, New York: Routledge, 2019. ISBN: 9781138885639 (cloth); ISBN: 9780367138301 

(paper); ISBN: 9781315715339 (ebook)

Some Thoughts in Response

Inviting reviewers, creating a conference panel, negotiating with Oscar Larson to reschedule the 

panel, reading our book, thinking about our book, writing words about it: these are all acts of 

friendship and care. Pressing against other demands on time and energy, they even may be small 

radical acts of care, especially when the reading and writing is done – as it is in each of the 

reviews presented here – with such sensitivity to our intentions and goals.

Our book is about working through performance to gather and circulate stories of the 

violence of labour migration and the entwined and distinct experiences of different colonialisms: 

in the Philippines and Canada. It is about affecting worlds of non-academics through 

performance, and about troubled exchanges between white settler academics and worlds beyond. 

In some sense mirroring our methodology, we take great pleasure in the stories provoked by our 

book, and those offered in these reviews: Lieba Faier describing herself reading the newspaper 

and using our book to crystallize and reflect on her discomfort about tablet cats and automated, 

mediated lives; Alison Mountz taking off from our book to reflect on her own creative process in

her current work on war resisters; Sarah de Leeuw nudging us toward more textual 

experimentation through her “unabashed northern-working-class-lovin’ Indigenous-focused 

bingo-attending humour-celebrating reading-eyes”. Staging stories to provoke new unexpected 

stories is at the heart of the performance methodologies explored in our book.
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These reviews also leave us with more to think about, especially about textual and 

narrative form. We are left pondering Neferti Tadiar’s observation that the narrative structure of 

journeying from Canada to the Philippines and home holds stable our subjectivity. In the book 

we journey with our testimonial play from Vancouver to Manila and back to Canada (to 

Whitehorse). We perceived our return “home” to Whitehorse to be profoundly unsettling because

the performances there forced a close engagement with our personal histories and complicities 

within settler colonialism. It brought us to uncomfortable engagements with our community 

collaborators, our selves, and with emerging politics (and scholarly literatures) at the intersection

of migrant activism, social justice movements and indigenous resurgence. We are still uncertain 

about how to find a critical voice within this constellation, which may be why we could not find 

(or take) the opportunity to play with text (and might possibly even refuse Sarah’s compelling 

invitation to do so). In this book, and especially in the chapter on the Whitehorse production, we 

opted to stay within a cramped space of the scholarly text. We have a sense that finding a more 

capacious space for experimentation in writing would require a more long-term sustained 

research process in Whitehorse. We appreciate Sarah’s enticement to explore our discomfort and 

a constricted space of criticism in more textually adventurous ways, and will continue to ponder 

the possibilities.

Migration in Performance is about imagining and practicing a different practice of social 

science research: one that is out in the world as performance, building relationships, gathering 

stories, and inviting discussion and debate across communities not otherwise in conversation. It 

raises questions of who is the audience for social science research, its purpose and intent. It is 

about care: the care provided by Filipina domestic workers and the careless ways in which they 

are separated from their families as exported and imported labour. In some sense it is also an 

attempt to think about social science research itself as a practice of care. We thank our reviewers 

for taking the care to notice this.
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