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Crit ique 

A major point  of a m b i g u i ty  i n  t h e  essay  on et h n i c  t h eater ,  n a m e l y  t h e  
i n exact .  ove r l y - g e n e r a l i z e d  a p p l i ca t i o n  o f  t h e  t e r m  et h n i c ,  
unwitt i ng ly perpetua tes  a w i d e - spread m i sconcept i o n  about  
i m m igrant g ro u ps a nd u nfort u na te l y  wea kens  va l u a b l e  observa t i o n s  
on i m m igrant  c u l t u re .  T h e  s t u d y  re i nforces t h e  t e ndency  to pe rce ive  
groups ot her than one ' s  ow n a s  h o m og e n e o u s  a n d  u nd i fferen t i ated .  1 

Q u ite the oppos i te  i s  t r u e .  E t h n i c  g ro u ps a re  a lways heterog e n e o u s  
and d ifferent i a ted .  S i m p l i f i ed categor i za t i o n e nc o u rages  s i m p l i f i ed 
interpretat ion ;  ne i the r  o n e  c a n  a ccom modate t h e  co m p l i cated  n a t u r e  
of i m m igrant  act iv i ty as  reported i n  t h e  essay .  I n  orde r  to  u nd ersta n d  
the remarkab le d i vers i ty o f  goa ls  m a n ifested i n  t h e  deve lop m e n t  o f  
eth n ic  theater ,  t h e  d ivers i ty o f  m e m be rs h i p  i n  a n  et h n i c  g r o u p  m u st 
be apprec iated .  I t  i s  t h i s d ivers ity w h i c h  s t i m u l a ted t h e  c u l t u r a l  
awaken ing  recorded i n  t h e  s u rvey .  I ro n i c a l ly ,  t h e  advent  o f  t h o ro u g h  
ana lyses revea l i ng t h e  co m p lex n a t u re of i m m ig r a nt  c u l t u re m a y  very 
we" have been due to the react i o n  p rec i p i tated by s i m i l a r  i nadeq ua te  
and a m biguous  l abe l i ng i n  e a r l y  s t u d i es o f  eth n i c m i no r i t i e s .  

Recent sc ho la rs h i p  h a s  i so l ated t h ree  se ts  of va r i a b l es w h i c h  
i nf l u ence t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i ps w i t h i n  a n  et h n i c  g r o u p  a n d ,  
conseq uent ly ,  t h a t  g ro u p ' s  acce pta nce  b y  t h e  host soc i ety 2 T h e  
first-the pree m i g rat i o n  h i sto r i e s  o f  t h e  m e m bers - i n c l udes  t h e  
d ifferent geog raph ic, educa t io n a l , a nd eco n o m i c  backg rou nds  o f  t h e  
ind iv i d u a ls ,  as  we l l  a s  t h e i r  v a r i ed po l i t i ca l ,  soc i a l ,  a n d  c u l t u r a l  v i ews.  
The second set refers to t he i m m i g ra t i o n  i tse l f :  t h e  mot iva t i o n  
(usua"y pol i t i ca l ,  re l i g i o us,  o r  eco n o m i c) .  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  l e a d i n g  t o  
the dec is ion t o  e m i g rate ,  a nd t h e  i nterve n i n g  h i story .  F i n a l ly ,  e a c h  
ind iv idu a l  wi th i n  t he g ro u p  i s  a ffected d i ffere nt ly  by t h e  contact 
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s i t u at i o n ,  wh i c h  refers to the  pos i t i o n  the  i m m ig r a nt a c h i eves bot h i n  
the  n ew soc i ety a nd with i n  the  et h n i c  g roup .  O nce  t hese  i nf l ue nt i a l  
factors a re recogn i zed, i t  beco mes c l ea r  t hat eth n i c  co m m u n it i es do 
n ot a pp e a r  f u l ly - evolved ove r n i g ht, w i th  a n  e st a bl i sh e d  code of 
va l ues ,  a sta nda rd d i a l ect, a co m mon r e l i g i o n ,  or even a sh a r e d  
p e rc ept i o n  o f  h i story.  S o c i a l  cohes i o n  a nd a co m mo n i d e nt i ty em e r g e 
o n l y  a fter  cons iderab le  i nt e r n a l  conf l i ct a nd accom modat ion . A n 
i m m i g ra nt com m u n ity deve lops s lowly;  its i de nt i ty ref lects d ivers e 
i n d iv i d u a l s  who h ave g rad u a l ly adj u sted to  one  a n other  a nd a new 
e n v i ro n m e nt .  

A n  exa m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  compos i t ion  of t h e  eth n ic groups ment i o ned 
i n  t h e  essay wou l d  d o u bt less ly  i l l u m i n ate  t h e  reasons that  the sty le  
a n d content  of t h eat r i c a l prod u ct ions  va r i ed w i th in  a s i n g l e  
co m m u n i t y  a nd fro m o n e  com m u n ity t o  a nother .  The essay eq u at es 
fore ig n l a n g u ag e  t heater  w i t h  eth n ic t h eater ,  i m ply ing tha t t h e  
s t a n d a r d  u s e  o f  fore ig n l a n g u ages  i n  t h ese theaters becomes t h e 
bas i s  for  t h e et h n i c  d es i g n a t i o n .  Y et .  eth n i c  theater freq uent l y  d i d  
offe r  prod u c t i o n s  i n  E n g l i s h .  W i t h i n  t h e  w i d e  range of theat r i c a l  
prese n t a t i o n s  n oted ,  t h ere i s  n o  s i n g l e  ident i fy i ng characterist i c t h a t 
c a n  be c o n s i d ered u n iq u e ly  et h n i c .  Log i c a l ly ,  t h e  i nst i tut ion of e t h n i c  
t h e a t e r  c a n n ot be d e c l a red eth n i c  o n  t h e  bas is  of lang u a g e, 
nat i o n a l i ty ,  r e l i g i on ,  or even soc i a l  sta t u s . N o  common denom i n ator  
see m s  t o  ex is t .  To say that  a co m m o n  bas i s  i s  provi ded by the ro l es of 
t h e  t h eater  i n  i m m i g r a nt com m u n i t i es pres u m es that a context u a l  
def i n i t i o n  h a s  a l r e a dy bee n  for m u la ted .  I t  h a s  not.  a nd we are th u s  l ed 
to fee l  t h a t  we m u st  e it h er  a c cept  t h i s  p h e nomenon on i nt u i t ive 
g ro u nds, recog n i z i ng i ts o r i g i n  i n  t h e  i m m ig rant adj ust m e n t  to 
A m e r i c a n  c u l t u re,  or  d i s m iss  i t  on t h e  g ro u nds  of log ic .  This d i le m m a 
reco n f i r m s  t h e  i m porta n ce of u n dersta n d i n g  t h e  compos i t io n a n d 
h i story of a n  i m m i g r a n t  co m m u n i ty .  T h e  d i ffe r i n g  mot ivation s  for 
e m i g r a t i o n  a nd t h e  d iverse c u l t u ra l i nterests  represe nted in e a c h  
g ro up  exp l a i n  t h e  a pp a r e nt cont ra d ic t i o n s; t h ey exp l a i n  why b o t h  
a ma t e u rs a n d profess i o n a l s  pa rt i c i pated i n  t h e a te r ,  why immig ra nts 
as  we l l  as  i m ported fo re i g n  co m pa n i e s  p e r fo r m ed, a nd why bot h 
n ewly -composed a n d  c l a s s i c a l  m a t er i a l s  were  p resented .  

I t  i s  comfort i ng to f i n d  t h a t  t h e  conf u s i o n ,  t h e  i nc o n s i stenci e s ,  a nd 
the  co u nt l ess va r i a t ions  w h i c h  per m e a t e  d e s c r i p t i ons  of e t h  n i c 
theater  do n ot .  a s  i n i t i a l ly tho u g ht ,  defy effor ts  to  def i n e  i t  as et h n i c, 
but  g i ve u s  a n  a u t h e nt i c  record of t h e  t a n g l ed loya l t ies  a nd 
a s p i r a t i o n s  of i m m i g ra nts d u r i n g  t h e  l a t e  n i ne teenth  and e a rly  
twe n t i et h  c e n t u r i es .  The  d i ff i c u l t a nd pa i n f u l process of a d a pt io n a nd 
a cc u l t u ra t io n  found  i ts express i o n  i n  t h e  dyn a m i c, p rotean a rt of 
theater, where every emot i o n  co u l d  as s u me a s h a pe. T he  rew a r ds of 



such a dra m at ic  outpou r i ng we re c er ta i n ly m a n y  for  g e n e ra t i o n s  o f  
i m m ig ra nts .  Per haps  m ost p rec i o u s  o f  a l l  was a tempora ry f reedo m 
from the conf l icts a nd p ress u res of i nt ense ro le -p l a y i n g  i n  t h e  w o r l d  
beyond the stage. 
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Crit ique 

Sel ler 's b road overv iew of t h e  f u n ct i o n s  of et h n ic  t heater  i n  t h e  l a t e  
ni neteenth a nd ear l y  t w e n t i e t h  c e nt u ry p rov ides  a usef u l  c o m p i l a t i o n  
of i nfor mat ion h i t h e rto  scatt e red t h ro u g h o u t  a v a r i ety o f  ofte n 
obsc u re pub l i cat i o n s .  C o m m e nt i n g  c h ie f l y  o n  S c a ndanav i a n ,  
German,  a nd Y idd i sh  th eater ,  she p resents  a g l i mpse  i nto a 
comp l icated and  r i c h  soc i a l  a nd c u l t u r a l  l i fe t h r o u g h  w h i c h  A me r i ca n 
com m u ni t ies of i m m ig r a nt s  esta b l i s h ed a n d  m a i n t a i ned a sense of 
ident ity with the i r  p l ace a n d  c u l t u re of o r i g i n  a n d  t h ro u g h  wh i c h  l i fe i n  
Eu rope was sea -cha nged i nto a d i ffe ren t  b ut st i l l  d i s t i nct l i fe i n  
America. S e l l e r  sees t h ree v i t a l ro l es  for  t h e  t h e ater  of t h ese 
im migra nt peop les :  a t a n g i b l e  foc u s  fo r  com m u n i ty l i fe,  a n  
enterta in ment a n d  r e l e a se fro m t h e  r i g o r s  of l ife i n  c i ty  tene ments  
and pra i r ie  towns,  and  a veh ic le  for  educa t i o n  bot h o f  t h e  i m m i g r a n t  
generation and  of i ts c h i ld r e n .  T h e  e nter ta i n m e n t  fu n ct i o n  i s  h a rd l y  
un ique to eth n ic t heater ,  of cou rse;  c i r c u ses ,  w h et h e r  p rov ided b y  t h e  
govern ment o r  t h e  c o m m u n ity i t se l f , h a ve a lways s u bst i t uted for a n  
insuff ic iency of b read .  T h e  ot he r  two f u nct io ns ,  howeve r ,  a r e  more  
spec i a l  to co m m u n i ty theate r  ( w h et h e r  def i n ed et h n ic a l l y  o r  not ) ,  a nd 
it i s  they tha t  p rovoke t h e  m ost spec u a l a t i o n  for  f u t u re work  i n  t h i s  
area. 

Th e more co m p l ex of these  ot h e r  v i t a l  ro l es  is t h e  o n e  S e l l e r  
d isc usses i n  t e r m s  o f  " theater  a s  ed u c at i o n , "  w h i c h  s h e  c l a i m s 
compensated i n  p a rt for the  i m m ig ra nt s '  h av i n g  been "depr i ved of 


