Disassociation from Cultural Identity

The main theme of my thesis deals with a disassociation from my cultural heritage, as told through alternate languages. With most of my work at ITP I have been exploring issues of perception through a variety of mediums, namely wearable performing arts technologies, performance, and video. The nature of perception I was exploring had more to do with a basic perception of the world on a granular level and less about perceptions of race, identity, etc. However, for my thesis I want to use the media I am comfortable with to explore this notion of cultural disassociation. 


Growing up a Baha’i half-Iranian woman in an Evangelical Texan suburb, I’ve always felt like an outsider. But with an assimilationist Iranian father who never taught me Farsi, I am also an outsider in my own extended family. As Iranians, Arabs, Muslims and brown people in general in America are currently treated as the enemy or the outsider, I empathize with that feeling doubly: an outsider in America, but not treated as such since I am an outsider from the Iranian culture as well. Breaking down the notion of half-Iranian or “half” reveals a multi-ethnic perspective many Americans understand:  no specific association or direct attachment to a strong cultural heritage.

 For my thesis, I want to create an interactive participatory performance dealing with this theme of disassociation told through my personal history, but broad enough so others can empathize as well. For me, language played a large role in this feeling of separation, so I want to somehow create alternate language systems for the participants in the performance to use. I have an idea of making the performance multi-day, so the “audience” or “participants” come the first day for a costume or mask-making workshop in which we create costumes dealing with our personal histories. The second day would be the actual performance, or scheduled enactment of happenings in our costumes as a group. Masks create a separation from the self while being fully present and aware, which works as a metaphor for identity disassociation. The anonymity created also allows for a more thorough and personal exploration of this issue while interacting with others. The main question I have about this idea, however, is whether my own personal exploration of identity will be lost in facilitating a larger group’s individual personal histories.

To start smaller, I have begun creating a series of short films in which I act as my father and/or mother and give myself advice/tips on fitting in, politics and family history from their perspective. Another aspect of the isolationism I felt growing up was living in the suburbs. Somehow playing this angle up as I act out these films is an important issue for me as well. I want to create an interactive experience by the end of the semester, so participants feel their own disassociation from their cultural identities. In acting these scenes out, however, I find it very therapeutic and emotionally overwhelming, which I would like to explore more. Building an installation with these films, or creating a longer-form piece where I play all of the characters of my family (similar to Kalup Linzy) that could somehow be immersive and interactive for the audience would also be a way of exploring this theme.

