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1. Introduction 

 

This thesis aims at answering the following research question: How is the persona, defined as an 

ambiguous figure in between ostensible naturalness and various modes of performing, used in 

performance as critique? Critique is understood here along the lines of Judith Butler. She bases her 

discussion notably on Michel Foucault’s 1978 lecture ‘What is critique?’ and on the first volume of his 

The History of Sexuality (1978), but her first step in defining it as distinct from judgment departs from 

Raymond Williams. She quotes him saying “what he called for was a more specific kind of response, 

one that did not generalize too quickly: ‘what always needs to be understood,’ he wrote, ‘is the 

specificity of the response, which is not a judgment, but a practice.’”
1
 The notion of critique as 

offering a practice of values informs Foucault, Butler says.
2
 It “begins with questioning the demand 

for absolute obedience and subjecting every governmental obligation imposed on subjects to a rational 

and reflective evaluation”, and exposes the moral codes as a lived history that constitute subjects and 

their formation (‘governmental’ should be read as dominant ideology of any kind).
3
 Foucault’s 

questioning is a critical practice, asking “how not to be governed like that, by that, in the name of 

those principles, with such and such an objective in mind and by means of such procedures, not like 

that, not for that, not by them.”
4
 The questioning is an act of dissent: “Not to want to be 

governed....not wanting to accept these laws because they are unjust because...they hide a fundamental 

illegitimacy.”
5
 Critique is that which exposes this illegitimacy.  

 The personae in the case studies of this thesis embody different forms of government, expose 

their mechanisms, conventions and laws. They are not exposed as illegitimacy, but they are exposed so 

they can be perceived as such. In relation to implied “rules of conduct”, critique questions authorities 

that claim to be absolute and aims for the self-transformation of the subject: “To be critical of an 

authority that poses as absolute requires a critical practice that has self-transformation at its core.”
6
 

This self-transformation consists of a particular “stylization of the self in relation to the rules”,
 7

 Butler 

says, that allows for Foucault’s ultimate understanding of critique as “the movement by which the 

subject gives himself the right [...] to question truth on its effects of power and question power on its 

discourses of truth.”
8
 

                                                                 
1 Judith Butler, ‘What is Critique? An Essay on Foucault’s Virtue’. Published in different forms: as the Raymond Williams 

Lecture, Cambridge University, May 2000, then published in longer form in David Ingram (ed.), The Political: Readings in 

Continental Philosophy, London: Basil Blackwell, 2002, and the present version for European Institute for Progressive 
Cultural Policies, . Retrieved through: http://eipcp.net/transversal/0806/butler/en/print, on 6 August 2014. Butler cites from: 

Raymond Williams, Keywords, New York: Oxford University Press, 1976, p. 76. 
2 “I believe this last line also marks the trajectory of Foucault’s thinking on this topic, since ‘critique’ is precisely a practice 

that not only suspends judgment for him, but offers a new practice of values based on that very suspension.” (Ibid., np.) And: 

“Foucault’s contribution to what appears as an impasse within critical and post-critical theory of our time is precisely to ask 
us to rethink critique as a practice in which we pose the question of the limits of our most sure ways of knowing, what 

Williams referred to as our “uncritical habits of mind” and what Adorno described as ideology [...].”(Ibid.)  
3 “Thus, in section 3 of that same introduction, Foucault makes clear that it will not suffice to offer a chronicled history of 

moral codes, for such a history cannot tell us how these codes were lived and, more specifically, what forms of subject-

formation such codes required and facilitated.” (Ibid.)  
4 Ibid.  
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. ‘Rule of conduct’ is taken from this sentence in Butlers text: “Moreover, the critical practice in question turns out to 

entail self-transformation in relation to a rule of conduct.” (Ibid.)  
7 “The critical practice does not well up from the innate freedom of the soul, but is formed instead in the crucible of a 
particular exchange between a set of rules or precepts (which are already there) and a stylization of acts (which extends and 

reformulates that prior set of rules and precepts). This stylization of the self in relation to the rules comes to count as a 

‘practice.’” (Ibid.)  
8 Foucault’s definition: “If governmentalization is...this movement through which individuals are subjugated in the reality of 

a social practice through mechanisms of power that adhere to a truth, well, then! I will say that critique is the movement by  
which the subject gives himself the right (le sujet se donne le droit) to question truth on its effects of power and question 

power on its discourses of truth.” (Ibid.) 

http://eipcp.net/transversal/0806/butler/en/print
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 Although they use various media in different ways, the case studies discussed here, Christoph 

Schlingensief’s Bitte liebt Österreich (2000); Renzo Martens’ Episode III: Enjoy Poverty (2008); and 

Banksy’s Exit Through the Gift Shop (2010), all frame practices and performances of codified morals. 

They are questioning and critical formalizations of the relations between truth and power, staged to be 

interpreted by the spectator. Enacting self-transformation (as a formalized anticipation of a self-

transformation on behalf of the subject, perhaps), they provoke an awareness of the epistemological 

horizon of an ideological, everyday landscape. The questioning takes the form of instability: the 

performances employ diverse ways of acting, but all evoke a rational and reflective evaluation by the 

spectator on how a subject forms itself, or rather, is formed by “an authority that poses as absolute”.
9
 

They invite questioning obedience to ideology as well as the reasons and conditions of that obedience. 

Their common ground that is most relevant to this thesis, however, is that they employ personae to 

perform the critique. Drawing on disciplines such as anthropology, social psychology, history of 

science and performance studies, one can differentiate a variety of approaches to persona, departing 

roughly either from a notion of public figures, what I will call a public persona, or a more theatrical, 

performative background, what I will call an aesthetic persona. As I will argue, in these aesthetized 

but otherwise natural environments it is increasingly difficult to make this differentiation, and it is 

precisely the conflation of different notions of persona that enables the critique. 

 

Andrea Fraser’s use of a persona allows her to shape a performance figure that in her fictional identity 

implicitly personifies themes that are discussed explicitly within the performance itself. With 

Castleton, Fraser realizes three different meanings of performance which I will briefly outline here, 

and elaborate on further in Chapter 2. Fraser enacts Castleton in the theatrical sense, as a fictional and 

staged rendering traditionally belonging to the domain of art but concealing rather than explicating this 

enactment. Secondly, Castleton embodies the social role and function of museum docent as a site of 

signification, modelled after a specific socio-economic class. Furthermore, Castleton reflects and 

reiterates the conditioning qualities of this class as manifested in her fictional identity.  

 The elements in Castleton’s plot – the sign, the museum docents, the security system, the 

museum building, both as architecture and power structure, to name just a few – become involved in 

her critique both directly and as representations of something larger. This holds true for all three cases 

analysed in this thesis: people, objects and phenomena that are not intrinsically part of the 

performance, are rendered accomplices, perhaps inadvertently or involuntary, agents within the artist’s 

project. This further confuses the already hazy distinction between the natural and the staged, between 

performers and people, emphasising, too, the imploding distinction between aesthetic and non-

aesthetic (public and social) personae. 

 The way the personae and their ‘accomplices’ function differs from case to case, but in the 

works of Schlingensief, Martens and Banksy, even more than with Castleton, there certainly is one 

common denominator: the ambiguity of the personae renders the critique ambiguous as well. It 

becomes more difficult to tell what is ‘real’ and what is ‘staged’, what is intended and what is 

corollary, what is straightforward and what is hypocritical: just as the critique is enabled by the 

conflation of modes of performance, it is destabilised. This production of critique through the use of 

personae in performance is the subject of this study.  

  

                                                                 
9 Butler on Foucault: “In his view, critique begins with questioning the demand for absolute obedience and subjecting every 

governmental obligation imposed on subjects to a rational and reflective evaluation. Although Foucault will not follow this 

turn to reason, he will nevertheless ask what criteria delimit the sorts of reasons that can come to bear on the question of 

obedience. He will be particularly interested in the problem of how that delimited field forms the subject and how, in turn, a 

subject comes to form and reform those reasons. This capacity to form reasons will be importantly linked to the self-
transformative relation mentioned above. To be critical of an authority that poses as absolute requires a critical practice that 

has self-transformation at its core.” (Ibid.) 
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Each chapter discusses a performance where personae are an important part of the social critique, and 

to a degree, the critique of art. The order of these case studies is chronological as well as informed by 

an increasingly complex structure of the relationship between the persona and its critique – by degree 

of performance, one could say. 

  

Christoph Schlingensief’s Bitte liebt Österreich (2000) was a multi-media and intermedial Aktion 

offering a critique of the increasingly xenophobic nationalist policies and populism in Austria. Film 

and theatre director Schlingensief did this at the time of the government participation of the FPÖ, an 

anti-immigration right wing party, and while the reality TV-show Big Brother was at the height of its 

popularity. As part of the Viennese cultural festival Wiener Festwochen, he stages a show in which 

(what appear to be) real asylum seekers are held in a container dwelling, while people can (allegedly) 

vote them out of the show and, by extension, out of the country, as if it were a xenophobic version of 

Big Brother. The asylum seekers can be considered a collective persona.
10

 They produce meaning in 

relation to a variety of representations of xenophobia, instrumentalized in a way that renders the 

location a highly semantic stage. 

 Schlingensief can be considered a persona as well: it is difficult to tell whether he is being his 

natural self or enacting his public persona, that of an activist media personality, both on location, on 

television and in other media. He is the pivot in an event which strategy is one of ‘over-identification’ 

(Slavoj Žižek). Appropriating and embodying formal qualities and symbols as well as argumentation 

structures based on a sometimes exaggerated variant of his antagonist’s ways, Schlingensief attempts 

to subvert and reveal the essence of their implied governance of the public sphere.  

 Other public figures gradually become somehow part of the project, as does the general 

audience present on location and in the public discourse on deportation, ethics, media, subversion, and 

so on. The main agents in Schlingensief’s critique (asylum seekers’ collective persona, representations 

of xenophobia, and Schlingensief’s persona) work together to create a disruption of the public 

representation of Austria. This disruption became a spatio-temporal stage for the general public to act 

on. 

  

The second case study discusses Renzo Martens’ Episode III: Enjoy Poverty (2008), a film set in the 

Congo, documenting Martens’ performance. Like Schlingensief’s, Martens’ performance persona 

cannot be adequately distinguished from the ‘real person’ behind it. We can furthermore speak of a 

persona because Martens realizes a number of personifications of attitudes affiliated with the social 

issues raised in Enjoy Poverty (comparable to Castleton’s embodiment of a certain social class): a 

critique of development aid, global social inequality, and the hypocritical role of Western 

contemporary art, but foremost the reproductive role of Western media, which is the film’s main 

object in a variety of ways.  

 Martens tries to help local photographers earn more money by teaching them to take pictures 

of the misery that surrounds them – instead of the usual weddings and village parties – and send them 

to Western press agencies. This cynical manoeuvre does not succeed, as the photographers are not 

taken seriously. Various important agents (such as Médecins Sans Frontières, plantation owners and 

local art world people) are visited before Martens reverses policy, and explains to village people 

during impromptu parties that they have to accept and celebrate their poverty. The Congolese people 

do not seem to be literally staged and performed, yet they function as characters in Martens’ plot, as a 

collective persona rather than as individuals.  

  

                                                                 
10 See chapter 2.2 for a definition of collective persona.  
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In the final chapter on Banksy’s film Exit Through the Gift Shop (2010), there are two personae and an 

important modulation of one of them. Banksy ‘himself’ is explicitly staged as his public persona: a 

street artist, unrecognisable, obscure, pseudo-illegal. His counter actor, Thierry Guetta, is a frivolous 

shop owner who has the habit of shooting his life 24/7 on video camera. During the film he turns into 

the street artist Mr. Brainwash, an embodiment of the superficiality and commercialism of pop art and 

street art. Mr. Brainwash is a vital part of Exit Through the Gift Shop’s critical plot.  

 A central device in the film is its indeterminacy: while the plot seems ‘too good to be true’, 

Exit Through the Gift Shop does have all the formal and structural elements of a documentary film. 

Also, Mr. Brainwash has existed in real life outside of Banksy’s film, both before and after, having 

various exhibitions of which one is central to the film – but of course this is by no means an indication 

that Mr. Brainwash is indeed a real person. In fact, Mr. Brainwash is staged in real life, while the 

character is informed by Guetta’s character traits. This simulation-like motive is reflected in many 

components of Banksy’s critique: Guetta’s camera-lust as symbol of registration without reflection, 

the centrality of Hollywood referring to mediatized artificiality, the commercial and reproductive 

nature of his art, and the name of Mr. Brainwash, just to name a few.  

 As I will demonstrate, Mr. Brainwash represents a set of governing and performative features 

of the street art scene, which Banksy criticises, while he ‘himself’ is an active but concealed 

participant in this. Therefore, Exit Through the Gift Shop’s critique is really a critique of the invested 

truths his public persona negates. 

  

The modes of performance that these presumed personae manifest to redirect invested truths need to 

be analysed. They are not evident. Is Schlingensief consciously or unconsciously performing a social 

role? Is Martens enacting a role, an appropriation, an over-identification, or are we looking at the man 

himself? Is Mr. Brainwash a concealed demonstration of the way identities are formed by the 

conditions in which a subject comes to being? 

 As indicated, these three case studies are performances framed differently. Schlingensief 

staged his critique within the site of its object and chose the mediation, but let the action take its own 

course within a live, everyday reality. Martens and Banksy, on the other hand, staged their critiques 

likewise within their subject matters’ particularities, but were nonetheless able to choose and direct 

their staging meticulously. Martens presents a finished art object, Banksy does so too, but actually 

embeds a character in reality as well (a covert Aktion, possibly). In the latter cases, much more than 

with Schlingensief, the critiques are fictionalized from the outset. I will return to this question of 

staging when discussing theatricality.   

 Another difference between the works are the modes of intervention. Jane Castleton was 

ironically and strategically pretending to be a museum docent, but the enacted nature of Fraser’s 

persona must have become apparent relatively quickly. Schlingensief’s temporary intervention 

dominated the Viennese and Austrian political spheres and its images left quite an impression. 

Martens’ ‘emancipation programme’, as he has called it, did engage subjects in a project that was only 

artistic from the point of view of the film. Its intervention was real, but also symbolic, probably not 

intended to succeed in its proclaimed intention of emancipating Congolese photographers, but rather in 

emancipating the Western art world spectator of the film, far away from the site of the project. In that 

sense, the intervention is artistically conventional. In another sense it is not: it confronts the spectator 

with his/her co-responsibility for the depicted misery. Exit Through the Gift Shop is a film 

documenting the creation of a character that is inserted in reality, and gains a successful public persona 

as an artist. More than the others’, Banksy’s intervention implodes traditional distinctions of art and 

life, fiction and documentary, and subject and object. 

 


