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Politics as Linguistic Performance: 

Function and 'Magic' of 
Communicative Practices 

ANGELIKA LINKE 

I The Linguistic Construction of Reality 

In his 1999 essay 'A Pragmatist View of Contemporary Analytic 
Philosophy', Richard Rorty pointedly expresses the central ques-
tion of analytical philosophy as follows: 'What happens if we trans-
form old philosophical questions about the relation of thought to 
reality into questions about the relation oflanguage to reality?' 1 

The outcome of this re-evaluation of language not only in 
philosophy but also in other sciences is now called the 'linguistic 
turn'.2 In the contemporary discussion in the humanities, the term 
is used in a generalized sense largely detached from philosophy.3 

The thesis of the power oflanguage as both representing and gen-
erating reality stands out as one approach linked to the 'linguistic 
turn'.4 In this socio-constructivist context, Humboldt's categoriza-

1 Richard Rorty, 'A Pragmatist View of Contemporary Analytic Philosophy', in 
William Egginton and Mike Sandbothe (eds.), The Pragmatic Tum in Philosophy: Contemporary 
Engagements between Analytic and Continental Thought (New York, 2004), 131-44, at 139. 

2 Coined by Rorty's teacher Carl Gustav Hempel (see id., 'Reduction: Ontological and 
Linguistic Facets', in Sidney Morgenbesser et al. (eds.), Philosophy, Science, and Method: Essays 
in Honor of Ernest Nagel (New York, 1969), 179-g9), this expression became popular when 
Richard Rorty used it as the title of a volume of essays. In this context, it refers to the 
importance and influence that philosophers and theoreticians of 'ordinary language phi-
losophy' have exerted on twentieth-century philosophy. 

3 The fact that Rorty himself regarded the language analytical approach in philosophy 
as essentially outdated twenty-five years after its appearance (Richard M. Rorty, 'Twenty-
five Years After', in id. (ed.), The Linguistic Turn: Essays in Philosophical Method. With Two 
Retrospective Essays {Chicago, 1992), 371-4, at 374) has been unable to stop an increasingly 
linguistic orientation in mainly the human and social sciences since the 1970s. 

4 German linguistics, strangely enough, has voiced an opinion neither on the theoretical 
concepts nor on the historical effectiveness of the 'linguistic turn', at least not explicitly. 
The essay by Antje Hornscheidt, 'Der "linguistic turn" aus der Sicht der Llnguistik', in 
Bernd Henningsen and Stephan Michael Schroder {eds.), Vom Ende der Humboldt-Kosmen: 
Konturen von Kulturwissenschaft (Baden-Baden, 1997), 175-206, is an exception. 
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tion oflinguistic signs as interpreting the world has definitely been 
revivified. 5 

The new attention to the world's linguistic make-up and, from 
there, to the linguistic make-up of scientific objects and data 
within cultural studies is not directed at all linguistic levels or phe-
nomena to the same extent: 'semantics' and 'symbolisms'6 of lin-
guistic elements are favoured objects of study, while narrative 
patterns, structures, and textual genres are relatively neglected. 
Thus it is above all the lexical level that historians have analysed, for 
example, in French Lexicometrics, the history of concepts, histor-
ical semantics à la Koselleck, and works adopting Lakoff and 
Johnson's analysis of metaphors and collective symbols. 7 In addi-
tion, linguistic entities such as texts and text sorts come to the fore 
mostly at the secondary level of 'meta-history', that is, the analysis 
focuses more on historiographical texts than on historical docu-
ments themselves, a scientific field that is fundamentally 
influenced by the work of Hayden White. In all these approaches, 
with regard to primary as well as secondary texts, the interest lies 
mainly in language as a sign system through which our world 
comes into being only at the moment when we make it 'readable' 
through signs. This new understanding of language in cultural 
studies can be tied to Ernst Cassirer's Philosophy of Symbolic Forms8 

and its semiotic concept of language. Although Cassirer's work 
(surprisingly) does not belong to the compulsory literature of ref-
erence in the discussion on the 'linguistic turn' within cultural 

5 See Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, Die gesellschaftliche Konstruktion der Wirklichkeit: 
Eine Theorie der Wissenssoziologie (Frankfurt am Main, 1966, 196g). 

6 This is valid at least for the German discourse. These plural forms, which seem so 
unusual to linguistic scholars, have become common in the language of neighbouring dis-
ciplines which are now more linguistically oriented because of the 'linguistic turn'. There 
they enjoy an almost programmatic identity-constituting function. As far as I can see, the 
plural form announces the variability and changeability of linguistic meaning and the sig-
nificance of non-linguistic signs. Thus it might also signify a link between the (new) atten-
tion paid to language in cultural studies and a view that is both social-constructivist and 
linguistic-relativist. 

7 Cf. George Lakoff and MarkJohnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago, 1980); George 
Lakoff, Moral Politics: How liberals and Conservatives Think (2nd edn. Chicago, 2002); Alan 
Cienki, 'Bush's and Gore's Language and Gestures in the 2000 Presidental Debates: A 
Test Case for Two Models of Metaphors', Journal of Language and Politcs, 3/ 3 (2004), 409-
40, is an application ofLakofPs Moral Politcs analysis to the presidential election campaign 
between George W. Bush and Al Gore in 2000, which takes non-verbal aspects and the 
visualization of metaphors into consideration. 

8 Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, trans. Ralph Manheim, 3 vols. (8th 
edn. New Haven, 1975). 
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studies, his rhetorically and theoretically outstanding definition of 
language as 'an entirely determinate formation, not exactly of 
the world, but rather making for the world', 9 focuses attention on 
linguistic processes of symbolization as constructions. Cassirer's 
definition of language could, therefore, be seen as the basic pro-
grammatic principle of this discussion. 

II The Performative Construction of Reality 

Approaches to performance theory in cultural studies, 10 which are 
now pursued under the label 'performative tum', do not present a 
contrast with the linguistic turn. Rather, under this umbrella term, 
they extend and dynamize the linguistic turn. It seems appropriate 
to discuss these approaches a little further since, to my knowledge, 
they have received only highly selective attention in historical and 
linguistic analyses of political language. 11 Performance-theoretical 

9 Ibid. i. 79-80. The definition refers to language and the other two systems of symbol-
ization that Cassirer describes in his three-volume work on the 'symbolic forms', i.e. myth 
and art. 

10 Cf. e.g. Uwe Wirth, 'Der Performanzbegriff im Spannungsfeld von Illokution, 
Iteration und Indexikalitat', in id. (ed.), Performanz: Zwischen Sprachphilosophie und Kultur-
wissenschaften (Frankfurt am Main, 2002), 9-62; Andrew Parker and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 
(eds.), Performativity  and Performance (New York, 1995);Judith Butler, 'Burning Acts', ibid. 
197-227. 

11 Furthermore, approaches influenced by aesthetics and/ or theatre studies seem to 
dominate; see the anthology by Gunter Berghaus (ed.), Fascism and Theatre: Comparative Studies 
on the Aesthetics and Politics of Performance in Europe 1923-1945 (Providence, RI, 1996). The lin-
guistic debate on the political use oflanguage is dominated by linguistic discourse analysis, 
at least in the German-language context (see the works produced by the Dusseldorf School 
around Georg St1itzel and Martin Wengeler; for the particular form of 'critical discourse 
analysis' see the work by Ruth Wodak and her collaborators). Here, the interest is primarily 
in the vocabulary, concepts, topoi, and argument of political language. In addition, we find 
research which focuses on dialogic patterns in genres of political discourse; see the work by 
Armin Burkhardt, Das Parlament und seine Sprache: Studien zu Theorie und Geschichte parlamen-
tarischer Kommunikation (Tübingen, 2003); id., Zwischen Monolog und Dialog: Zur Theorie, Typologie 
und Geschichte des Zwischenrufs im deutschen Parlamentarismus (Tubingen, 2004); some of the con-
tributions to J1irg Kilian (ed.), Sprache und Politik: Deutsch im demokratischen Staal (Mannheim, 
2005); still basic for German studies of political language is Walther Dieckmann, Politische 
Sprache-Politische Kommunikation: Vorträge, Aufsätze, Entwürfe (Heidelberg, 1981); and id., 'Wie 
redet man "zum Fenster hinaus"? Zur Realisierung des Adressatenbezugs in 1iffentlich-dia-
logischer Kommunikation am Beispiel eines Redebeitrags Brandts', in Wolfgang 
Sucharowski (ed.), Gesprächsforschung im Vergleich: Analysen zur Bonner Runde nach der Hessenwahl 
1982 (Tubingen, 1985), 54-76. Performative analyses still remain to be done. An exception 
is Joachim Scharloth, 'Ritualkritik und Rituale des Protests: Die Entdeckung des 
Performativen in der Studentenbewegung der 196oerJahre', in Martin Klimke andJoachim 
Scharloth (eds.), 1968: Handbuch zur Kultur- und Mediengeschichte der Studentenbewegung (Stuttgart, 
2007), 75-87. 
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approaches focus less on language as a system of symbolization than 
on linguistic acts as a dynamic activity generating particular effects. 
Performative analysis of interaction is concerned less with the medi-
ality of language than the transformational effect of speaking. The 
obvious potential of everyday life 'to bring about the fit between 
words and world' 12 can, of course, be understood as a profane 
version of the magic function oflanguage, 13 which manifests itself 
in past practices such as magic spells, curses, and contemporary reli-
gious and legal contexts. The fundamental concept and the stimu-
lating potential of performance theory both draw on two main lines 
of origin:John L. Austin's speech act theory and its development by 
John R. Searle, above all, as interpreted by Judith Butler; and the 
interactionist approaches in (mainly American) ethno-methodo-
logical and anthropological linguistics. Representatives of the latter 
direction are primarily Harold Garfinkel, Harvey Sacks, and Erving 
Goffinan. Despite many differences in their main focus and views 
of the transformative potential of linguistic acts, these lines of 
enquiry converge in terms of their interests and theoretical basis. 
The central question is no longer one of linguistic reference, but of 
a performative and (inter)active construction of reality. In this 
context language plays a central part, but one that is no longer 
exclusive: para-verbal and non-verbal behaviour must also be taken 
into consideration. In so doing, the interacting partners step into 
the limelight on the theoretical stage. What language as such can do 
is no longer of interest; instead, attention focuses on communicative
practices, which are understood as the 'place' of shaping, negotiating, 
questioning, and upsetting reality-a reality that also encompasses 
the acting agents and the communicative situation itself. Interaction 
consists not only of reciprocal activity such as staging and acting 
out the participants' social roles and their relationship to one 
another, but also of emphasizing selected aspects of the situative 
context by appropriate practices of contextualization. 14 

12 John R. Searle, 'How Performatives Work', Linguistics and Philosophy, 12 (1989), 535-58, 
at 574, quoted in Ulrike Bohle and Ekkehard König, 'Zurn Begriff des Performativen in der 
Sprachwissenschaft', in Erika Fischer-Lichte and Christoph Wulf (eds.), Theorien des 
Performativen (Berlin, 2001), 13-34, at 17. 

13 Cf. Toshihiko lzutsu, Language and Magic: Studies in the Magical Function of Speech (Tokyo, 
1956). 

14 See Peter Auer, 'lntroduction:John Gumperz' Approach to Contextualization', in id. 
and Aldo Di Luzio (eds.), The Contextualization of Language (Amsterdam, 1992), 1-38.
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III 'Doing Being': The Performance ofIdentity 

The expression 'doing being', a seemingly strange linguistic con-
struction, enjoys expert status in Anglo-American conversation 
analysis. The term is based on the assumption that much of what 
we understand as an individual's being, that is, as a static property, 
turns out, when critically considered, to be a doing, that is, an 
activity and, in this sense, an achievement. Accordingly, the 
unusualness of the expression 'doing being' reflects a part of its 
meaning: a questioning of the obvious. 

The action-oriented concept of 'doing x' (or also 'doing being 
x') implies that social roles, cultural identities, and their charac-
teristics should not be understood as a stable individual 'property'. 
Instead, they should be seen as dynamic and unstable qualities 
positing demands (of the self and others) or expectations that must 
consistently be met anew through suitable performances. Seen in 
this way, even the normal, the obvious, and the unspectacular 
must be seen as an interactive achievement. Put differently: if 
humans are seen as social beings, there is no categorical difference 
between their 'being' and their 'doing'. 

I. 'Doing Being Ordinary' (Harvey Sacks) 
'On doing "being ordinary'", a posthumously published lecture 
by the American sociologist and ethno-methodologist Harvey 
Sacks, foregrounds this thesis: 
Whatever you may think about what it is to be an ordinary person in 
the world, an initial shift is not to think of 'an ordinary person' as some 
person, but as somebody having as one's job, as one's constant preoccu-
pation, doing 'being ordinary'. It is not that somebody is ordinary; it is 
perhaps that that is what one's business is, and it takes work, as any other 
business does. If you just extend the analogy of what you obviously think 
of as work-as whatever it is that takes analytic, intellectual, emotional 
energy-then you will be able to see that all sorts of nominalized things, 
for example, personal characteristics and the like, are jobs that are done, 
that took some kind of effort, training, and so on. 15 

15 Harvey Sacks, 'On Doing "Being Ordinary'", inJohn Maxwell Atkinson andJohn 
Heritage (eds.), Structures of Social Action: Studies in Conversation Analysis (Cambridge, 1984), 
413-29, at 414. 
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In order to make this definition more accessible, I cite the 
example that Sacks uses to illustrate his basic thesis: 

A core question is, how do people go about doing 'being an ordinary 
person'? In the first instance, the answer is easy. Among the ways you go 
about doing 'being an ordinary person' is to spend your time in usual 
ways, having usual thoughts, usual interests, so that all you have to do to 
be an ordinary person in the evening is to turn on the TV set. Now, the 
trick is to see that it is not that it happens that you are doing what lots of 
ordinary people are doing, but that you know that the way to do 'having 
a usual evening', for anybody, is to do that. ... (And some people, as a 
matter of kicks, could say, 'let's do "being ordinary" tonight. We'll watch 
TV, eat popcorn', etc. Something they know is being done at the same 
time by millions of others around.) 16 

Social roles, cultural identities, and much of what we perceive as 
a person's character are actually always tied to some (mostly inter-
active) doing. Identities are simultaneously produced and 
confirmed in volatile communicative exchanges, in which they 
might also change and adapt to new contexts. 

The conceptualization of socio-cultural identities as the product 
of the communicators' permanent performance is also a key 
concept in the work of Harold Garfinkel 17 and Erving Goffman, 1a 

who fruitfully pursued it, for example in the deconstruction of the 
'naturalness' of gender identity. 19 Subsequently, the concept of 
'doing x', which was more pointedly expressed inJudith Butler's 
interpretation of Austin, gained great resonance and was further 
explored in social science and linguistic gender studies. 20

Helga Kotthoff, one of the scholars within German linguistics 
who early picked up performance theory and made it productive 
in her own work, defines the concept of 'doing' and 'doing being' 
with regard to gender construction as follows: 'Anyone dealing with 
"doing gender" wants to describe how people performatively identify 

16 Ibid. 415. 
17 Cf. Harold Garfinkel, Studies in Ethnomethodology (Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1967); and id., 

'Remarks on Ethnomethodology', inJohnJ. Gumperz and Dell H. Hymes (eds.), Directions 
in Sociolinguistics (New York, 1972), 301-24. 

18 The basic texts are Erving Goffman, Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behavior 
(Garden City, NY, 1967); and id., Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience 
(New York, 1974). 

19 Id., 'The Arrangement between the Sexes', Theory and Society, 4 (1977), 301-31. 
2° Cf. Candice West and Don H. Zimmerman, 'Doing Gender', Gender and Society, 1 

(1987), 125-51; Helga Kotthoff, 'Was heißt eigentlich "doing gender"? Zu Interaktion und 
Geschlecht', inJirina van Leeuwen-Turnovcova et al. (eds.), Gender-Forschungin der Slawistik, 
Wiener Slawistischer Almanach, Sonderband 55 (Vienna, 2002), 1-27. 



Politics as Linguistic Performance 59 

themselves as male or female and through what strategies the cul-
tural gender thus created is made relevant in everyday culture.'21 

2. Backgrounding and Foregrounding 
Helga Kotthoff emphasizes that not all interactive procedures of 
construing social and cultural identity have the same status. She 
differentiates betweenfaregrounding activities, which are explicitly 
and consciously directed towards the staging of a social role or a 
particular identity, and activities which are performed in passing 
and therefore have the status of background phenomena but, despite 
this, have a crucial function in the construction of identity. 
Interacting partners are rarely conscious of such communicative 
activities. 22 In a functional perspective, they often do not seem 
relevant for the completion of the communicative task. 

This differentiation is theoretically interesting and methodo-
logically helpful. Hence, for 'doing gender', utterances which 
thematize 'common knowledge' of what tasks men or women are 
especially apt for, such as 'Let me do that, women are better at 
that', are examples of an explicit staging of gender. The fact that 
women perform many interactive activities with a smile, which 
men do less often, is, on the other hand, an example of a perfor-
mative background phenomenon. Such background phenomena 
do not have the characteristics of an intentional activity; they are 
habitualized and are not interpreted as a conscious interactive 
achievement but as normal or 'natural' behaviour--by the actor 
himself/herself as well as by the addressee. 

What Clifford Geertz demands of good ethnographical descrip-
tions, namely, that they are 'microscopic' and 'thick',23 is some-
thing that performance analysis should also be. Doing 'thick 
descriptions' of communicative practices is a methodological 
means of becoming aware of the systematics of background phe-
nomena that are otherwise easily ignored. 

3. Actors, Co-Actors, and Addressees 
As the preceding discussion has made clear, performances are 
at least partly a communicative co-production. Social roles and 

21 Ibid. r (trans.), emphasis added. 22 See ibid. r. 
23 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York, 1973). 
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cultural identities are rarely constituted by the speaker alone, but 
must normally be brought forth, or at least ratified or supported, 
by all interlocutors in cooperation. And whenJudith Butler empha-
sizes that 'the meaning of a performative act is to be found in 
[the] apparent coincidence of signifying and enacting',24 this focus 
on the part of the actors must be widened to include that of the 
interacting partners. Only when signifying and enacting is com-
plemented by understanding and co-acting is the performative 
effect fully achieved. This again presupposes a broad congruence 
between behavioural patterns and expectations of the co-actors 
and, as a condition for successful communication, a shared know-
ledge of social symbolics. This knowledge, which is culturally and 
historically conditioned and, accordingly, variable, is normally not 
explicit and the interlocutors do not have to be aware of it. Many 
of the discrepancies in intercultural or intergenerational commu-
nication that arise despite the interlocutors' goodwill can be traced 
back to infelicitous cooperations in the performative production of 
social roles because of a lack of shared knowledge. The analysis of 
performative acts therefore presupposes that critical attention is 
given not only to a 'sender's' staging performance but also to the 
interpretation and cooperation performed by the respective 
addressee(s). 

In addition to the cognitive dimension of knowledge, the emo-
tional level, which has frequently been discussed but rarely sys-
tematically investigated, probably plays a certain part. I make this 
point thinking of Paul Ricœur, who suggested it in a brief remark 
in his essay 'L'Ecriture de l'histoire et la representation du passé' 
(2000). He states that 'the creation of beliefs is not the theme of 
rhetoric only. It is the crossover of convincing and attracting.'25 
Whereas the term 'rhetoric' refers to the role of the speaker and 
thus his/her linguistic performance, the term 'attraction' refers to 
the role of the addressee and co-actor, on whose resonance the 
actor (speaker) depends. This emotional dimension of performa-
tive acts which Ricœur is talking about has so far largely been 
ignored in both performance theory and linguistic theory.26 The 

24 Butler, 'Burning Acts', 198. 
25 'Il apparaît al ors que le faire-croire n' est pas la chasse gardée de la rhétorique. Il est 

le lieu d'entrecroisement du convaincre et du plaire.' Paul Ricœur, 'L'Ecriture de l'histoire 
et la representation du passé', Annales: histoire, sciences sociales, 4 (2000), 731-47, at 745 (trans.). 

26 Selective attempts to present the category theoretically and to make it productive in 
the analysis of political language have been made by e.g. Utz Maas, 'Konnotation', in 
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linguistic concept of 'connotation', which is suitable to account 
for the dimension of emotionality, at least at the lexical level, has 
so far been predominantly treated as the 'wastebasket of semantic 
analysis'.27 However language, whether at the analytical level of 
words and phrases or at the level of communicative practices, 
must be considered a decisive factor in the way that emotions, 
attitudes, and values are collectively appropriated. Therefore 
emotional effects should also be included in the analysis of per-
formative acts. Conceptions of the performative, which are more 
strongly oriented towards theatricality and its aesthetics, typically 
foreground self-referentiality. 28 The fact that both theatricality 
and aesthetics may contribute to the co-actors' 'attraction' and 
thus secure their part in the performative act is a theoretical point 
that should not be ignored. 

IV Performance(s) in Politics? 

The question of specific performative acts in the context of polit-
ical communication can now be expressed with respect both to 
particular performative signatures used by individual exponents 
in the political arena, and complex systems of such signatures that 
distinguish political systems on the whole. 

The 'manual' that Harvey Sacks recommends for the develop-
ment of a performativity trained view of the world, 'to see that all 
sorts ofnominalized things ... are jobs that are done',29 is helpful 
in both cases. Performance analyses and the questions they entail 
will neither open a radically new perspective on political commu-
nication nor will they give any completely new answers to the 
question of the function of 'Political Languages in the Age of 
Extremes'. However, an approach via performance theory can 
usefully (I) address existing questions more precisely, (2) comple-
ment existing investigative designs for the analysis of political com-
munication, that is, for example, the theatricality of fascism 
FranzJanuschek (ed.), Politische Sprachwissenschaft (Opladen, 1985), 71-g5; and Dieckmann, 
Politische Sprache-Politische Kommunikation. 

27 Utz Maas, 'Sprache im Nationalsozialismus: Analyse einer Rede eines Studenten-
funktionars', in Konrad Ehlich (ed.), Sprache im Faschismus (Frankfurt am Main, 1989), 
162-g7, at 168. 

28 Cf. Erika Fischer-Lichte, Ästhetik des Perfomativen (Frankfurt am Main, 2004). 
29 Sacks, 'On Doing "Being Ordinary'", 414. 
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proposed by Emilio Gentile, 30 and (3) increase the awareness of 
the performative effects of linguistic acts in politics that are not 
normally given foremost attention but precisely for that reason 
might be all the more effective. 

As mentioned earlier, so far not even linguistic research on 
political language and communication has made any thorough 
use of performance-theoretical approaches.31 Konrad Ehlich's 
innovative considerations on the use of political language in 
National Socialism are an exception,32 one which I shall discuss 
briefly in what follows. 

I. Performative Signatures of Political Communication in National 
Socialism 
As one of the few linguists who deals extensively with the use of 
language in fascism, Konrad Ehlich thematizes the level of speech 
acts. In so doing, he carves out performative elements, without 
using this terminology, that had a constitutive function in National 
Socialism. What is at stake here is the speech act of 'promising', 
that of 'commanding', and their specific interdependency-an 
approach that can be further developed from the perspective of 
performance analysis. 

As Ehlich states, 'promising' is a speech act that was central to 
fascist language practice, 33 and reappeared with striking fre-
quency in various kinds of political performances and events. 
According to Ehlich, the characteristic of the speech act of prom-
ising as a 'reference to a verbally anticipated future'34 contributed 
decisively to the success of National Socialism. However, given 
that referring to the future is part of the verbal business of politics 
in general, 35 and not only at times of uncertainty as was undoubt-
edly the case after 1928, the special effectiveness of Nazi acts of 

30 Emilio Gentile, 'The Theatre of Politics in Fascist Italy', in Günter Berghaus (ed.), 
Fascism and Theatre: Comparative Studies on the Aesthetics and Politics of Performance in Europe 1925-
1945 (Providence, RI, 1996), 72-93.

31 Cf., however, Scharloth, 'Ritualkritik und Rituale des Protests', for an approach to 
the forms of protest in the 1968 students' movement in Germany along the lines of per-
formance theory. 

32 Konrad Ehlich (ed.), Sprache im Faschismus (Frankfurt am Main, 1989). 
33 See ibid. 23. 34 Ibid. (trans.). 
35 As the felicity conditions for a promise presume that one only promises something 

pleasant for the addressee, Ricœur's 'attraction' factor must be considered a systematic 
element of this speech act. 
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promising does not seem to be satisfactorily explained by their ref-
erence to the future alone. 36 

What should be considered, therefore, might be less the speech 
act of promising as such but rather the overwhelming 'piling' of 
this particular kind of speech act in the context of public commu-
nication under National Socialism. What 'job'-sensuSacks-was 
actually being done here? Before attempting an answer, one must 
consider, beyond Searle's 'felicity conditions', that when promis-
ing, a speaker not only announces what he/ she is going to do, but 
simultaneously states that he/ she has the means and the power to 
realize the thing promised. More technically formulated, it could 
be said that the speech act of promising pragmatically presupposes the 
necessary acting power of the speaker. And this means that in and 
with the (however theatrically supported) performance of promis-
ing, the relevant pragmatic presuppositions are performatively 
produced as well. Whoever makes a promise also claims to be in 
a particular position of power which, because of the promise's ori-
entation towards the future, can only become falsified at a later 
point in time when the speaker can or cannot deliver what he/ she 
has promised. 

This argument is supported by Konrad Ehlich's observation 
that apart from 'promising', 'commanding' was the most salient 
speech act in the National Socialist speech act economy.37 This is 
relevant to the extent that 'commanding', too, like 'promising', 
presupposes the speaker's position of power, in this case not towards 
the general social circumstances, but towards the addressee. 
Correspondingly, the agent of the future act to which the 
command refers is the recipient and not the speaker himself or 
herself. 

The interaction of the 'central illocutionary types of promising 
and commanding'38 in fascist political speech acts as described by 
Ehlich can therefore be analysed as a doubling of the performance of 
power. The speaker's superior position, systematically presupposed 

36 Nor is Ehlich's explanation of the particular credibility of National Socialist promises 
(that the addressees had 'not yet been disappointed by earlier promises') entirely convin-
cing. Ehlich refers to the positive changes in the economy after 1933, which actually had 
no direct connection with fascist policies but were frequently experienced as a 'confirm-
ation of precisely this credibility in the individual biography of many people'. Ehlich, 
Sprache im Faschismus, 23 (trans.). 37 See ibid. 24 

38 Ibid. (trans.). Ehlich sees this interaction primarily in that promising and persuasion 
help produce the 'preconditions for commanding'. 
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by promising but usually unnoticed, is reinforced and highlighted 
by the juxtaposition of promise and command: the saliency of the 
two speech acts in the performative economy of National Socialism 
thus appears to be an element of a particular 'doing being power-
ful'. And in this respect, the juxtaposition of promise and 
command can be understood as a performative signature of fascism. 

2. Performatives and Collective Identity 
Greetings and farewells are among the almost unnoticeable every-
day performatives. Although quantitatively dominant in interac-
tive everyday life, they rarely attract meta-communicative 
attention. In view of the level of social contacts, Erving Goffman 
describes them as 'access rituals', that is, as specific forms of 'sup-
portive interchanges' which, as 'ritual brackets', separate states of 
'increased access' from those of 'decreased access'. They mark a 
transition from one such state to the other. 39 Greetings create a 
rhythm in the stream of everyday interaction and in that sense 
have an 'auxiliary function'. At the same time they are independ-
ent performative acts whose formal spectrum stretches from the 
fleeting non-verbal toss of the head with which one greets a col-
league in passing, to the complex and often highly ritualized greet-
ing ceremonies in institutional contexts,40 such as state visits 
whose central function is to produce or confirm social and cultural 
order. Greetings comprehend hierarchies of status or gender, 
configurations of social and emotional proximity or distance, 
modalities of communication such as formality and informality, 
etc. The practical variability of greeting acts is immense and cor-
relates with the variability of the individuals' social relations and 
with the diverse socio-cultural identities of those taking part. 

Yet in all communicative communities there are specific linguis-
tic and gestural traditions and patterns of communication which 
to some extent restrict this variability at the individual level, in tum 
producing collectivity.41 Hence greetings are cultural performances 

39 See Erving Goffman, Relations in Public: Microstudies of the Public Order (London, 1971), 
eh. 3, 62---g4, esp. 79. 

40 See e.g. Adam Kendon, 'A Description of Some Human Greetings', in id., Conducting 
Interaction: Patterns of Behavior in Focused Encounters (Cambridge, 1990), 153-208, for a detailed 
description of the complex interplay between verbal and non-verbal practices in greeting 
ceremonies. 

41 Communicative communities differ in their more or less fixed greeting formulas. 
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par excellence: they serve the iterative generation of affiliation and 
of cultural and social orders. The history of (linguistic) greeting 
behaviour should therefore also be read as that of social and cul-
tural change. Against this background, resistance on the part of 
the older generation or other social groups to 'new' greeting for-
mulas-in German this currently applies to the upcoming greeting 
'Hallo'-should be interpreted as resistance to changing socio-cul-
tural orders. In these cases, the irritation is triggered not by the 
choice of words, but by the performance crystallized in it; the irri-
tation is not a matter of language-worlds but of life-worlds. 42 

Therefore a change in the use of linguistic greeting formulas dis-
plays long phases of competing linguistic habits. 

From this perspective the introduction of the so-called 
'Deutscher Gruss' Oiterally: German greeting; that is, the Hitler or 
Nazi salute, consisting of the verbal formula 'Heil Hitler' and/ or 
the gesture of raising the right arm) by the German Nazi Party 
after 1926 and its general adoption by the German public after 
1933 is a performative monstrosity. It is to the sociologist Tilman 
Allert's merit that he made this 'ghost of a twelve-year-long sym-
bolic and spiritual masquerade of beginning and parting'43 a topic 
of research. In his study, Allert explores and analyses the contexts 
and cognitive mechanisms that accompanied private and institu-
tional forms of appropriation and approval of the 'Hitler salute'. 44 

And despite the passage just quoted, which speaks of a linguistic 
and gestural 'masquerade' and thus misses the performative char-
acter of the act condensed in the Hitler salute, Allert's investigation 
is quintessentially performative. Neither the study's point of depar-
ture nor its framework explicitly subscribes to performance theory 
approaches. But by analysing in detail the potential of the Hitler 

Examples are religious greetings ('Griiss Gott'), greetings typical of certain professions (such 
as 'Gliick auf', used by German miners), military greetings, non-verbal greeting rituals in 
youth peer-groups, generational and/ or socially marked forms of greeting, farewell kissing, 
etc. 

42 The quick dissemination of the German greeting formula 'Tschiiss', which until the 
1960s was reserved strictly for farewells between close friends, among strangers as well is, 
therefore, not only a historico-linguistic phenomenon, but also of socio-historical and cul-
tural-historical pertinence. See Angelika Linke, 'Informalisierung? Ent-Distanzierung? 
Familiarisierung? Sprach(gebrauchs)wandel als Indikator soziokultureller Entwicklungen', 
Der Deutschunterricht, 52/3 (2000), 66-77. The same can be said of the generalization of the 
greeting form 'Hallo' earlier mentioned. 

43 Tilman Allert, Der deutsche Gruss: Geschichte einer unheilvollen Geste (Berlin, 2005), 2, (trans. ). 
44 Ibid. 
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salute (consisting of a gesture and a linguistic act) to generate 
awareness and reality, Allert redirects the focus onto the perfor-
mative power of the greeting as a medium of desired or enforced 
participation in the collective forming of a new societal order. 

Allert's study shows how the communicative practice of the 
greeting can be understood as the place of the performative amal-
gamation of individual and collective identity and of public and 
private speech, thereby identifying the 'Hitler salute' as a consti-
tutive element in the totalitarian society of National Socialism. 
The study thus demonstrates-even without the label-the pro-
ductivity of the performative approach, especially for understand-
ing the techniques of integrating individuals, citizens, and national 
subjects into political systems and for understanding the formation 
of a particular ordering of power. 45 

The two studies I have chosen here as examples deal with polit-
ical communication under National Socialism as a political 
system, which is particularly characteristic of the 'Age of 
Extremes', and whose linguistic and performative signatures 
require further investigation. However, the performative construc-
tion of democratic systems is by no means less crucial as a topic 
of research. 

One field of research that makes use of performance theoretical 
approaches in empirical studies and critically discusses and theo-
retically develops performance theory is (American) linguistic 
anthropology. Alessandro Duranti, who is one of its outstanding 
representatives, formulates the central concern of his work as to 
'venture into the world of social action, where words are embed-
ded in and constitutive of specific cultural activities such as telling 
a story, asking for a favor, greeting, showing respect, praying, 
giving directions, reading, insulting, praising, arguing in court, 
making a toast, or explaining a political agenda'.46 As this quota-
tion emphasizes, even the analysis of political communication 
should pay particular attention to the juxtaposition of unimpor-
tant and important, of ostentatious and elusive communicative 
practices, and their performative impact. 

45 The interactional and symbolic effects connected with the choice of the greeting 
formula 'Heil Hitler' and the corresponding gesture identified by Allert cannot be discussed 
in detail here. However, they represent one core issue of his study and offer many points 
of departure for further investigation based on linguistic performance theory. 

46 Alessandro Duranti, 'Linguistic Anthropology: History, Ideas, and Issues', in id., 
linguistic Anthropology: A Reader (Malden, Mass., 2001), 1-38, at 1. 




