

















Decision two: Will you be a good guest?

1 am not particularly adept in the kitchen. The potluck plays on one of my b st weaknesses, brings it1~ " t out into the
spotlight for all to see (or rather, to taste). Thus, once the office has announcea the potluck, one may find oneself as I do in a
double bind of hospitality/hostility. Jacques Derrida calls this “hostipitality”.

Derrida wrote extensively about the underlying paradox of hospitality: hospitality and hostility have the same etymological root,
and thus hostility is always an inherent element to hospitality. There is no such thing as “absolute” hospitality, which would
entail an unconditional generosity. On the contrary, everyday hospitality, he says, is “the greeting of the foreign other as a
friend but on the condition that the host...maintains authority.” If there is necessarily a host, and this host necessarily defines the
conditions of welcome in his home, there can be no unconditional welcome. And this isn’t true hospitality, then, because it’s so
tied up in rules, expectations and power structures.

The hostility comes in when the host and his rules are challenged. By agreeing to participate, you are accepti: 1 particular role
within the structure. Being welcomed by the host is contingent upon vour performance as a Simply put, if line
the invitation, you send the message of rejection to your community.  d yetif you iose to parti e your r

and accept the potluck challenge, then you become a guest and are suddenly obligated to play not only by the rules of the
potluck, but by the bigger rules of hospitality.

Decision three: Will you bake?

If youare invited toap i1ck, you st bring a contribution. To arrive empty-handed is contrary to the very = of potluck:
The potluck is an exchange. More importantly, it is an exchange that privileges the homemade. There is an economics to
potluck, and the homemade dishes are | -ally the most valued because of the time and labor involved. In Marx’s terms, Mr.
Kahler’s tuna pasta salad has more exchange-value than the Chick-Fil-A nuggets.

The value of homemade items has been one of the most difficult aspects of potluck for me to reconcile. I recognize that it is
not in the spirit of the potluck for me to bring the paper plates and plastic forks EVERY TIME. And yet, I do. Or I run out to
the local grocery store and pick up a meat tray. Not very creative. Not very time consuming. And not very connected with my
community.

In the past, I haven’t worried too much about it: just making the gesture of putting a dish on the common table seemed to me to
be adequate. But lately, this has become a bigger decision, intimately connected to the strength of my working relationships.
Not only do I want to belong to a community of educators who like to bake, but [ want to belong to a community of people
invested in one another and invested in this particular, singular place.

So at some point after deciding to participate as a good guest, you will also have to decide, “Will [ bake? Will I contribute
something more than purely economic?” And what you are really asking is the significant question, *“What is the value of my
fellow guests, my co-workers, in terms of my own irreplaceable time and labor?”

Decision four: Will you eat?

If you decide to participate in the potluck then not only must you bring a contribution, but you must eat other contributions. You
must not just drop something off and run away.

But the idea that one must eat poses a whole new set of considerations. Why must we eat? Because with regard to “‘being-in the
world,” there is also a certain “being-with” when it comes to other people. We are not solitary entities and it’s not until we begin
to communicate and interact with other people that any sense of spirit, community and love can come about. In order to do this,
one must exceed the limits of one’s body.

How do we exceed such limits and achieve “being-with?” It’s more than just proximity of physical space. One must connect
with another person, one must touch and be touched, both figuratively and literally. Jean Luc Nancy calls it philosophical
penetration. Eating, digesting, he says, is one possible way. To eat something that someone has made personally, in the privacy
of his own home, is an intimate act, an exceedingly personal “‘being-with.” The casseroles at a potluck thus take on the
potential of allowing you to infiltrate the stomach, the guts, the very blood stream and spirit of your co-workers.

But with the ability to philosophically penetrate a co-worker also comes the possibility of infection and viruses. E-coli, spoiled
ingredients and other general forms of food poisoning directly the affect the intensity of the potluck experience. I worry about
this when I bring something homemade: How will my contribution infiltrate the guts of my coworkers in a negative way?

As you decide whether you will eat, remember that the casseroles at a potluck are sublime: they have the power to instill both
admiration and fear in the guests that they infect.
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Jllary to decision four: Wi iff?

. is the corollary to the very lle that | must eat: you must not sniff. >umus 1fa and ask, “W]
is it?” You take a bite, and you eat it. No one wants to take home a full casserole dish at the end of the day, and you certainly
don’t want to humiliate the host. (Note: a dutiful host should assure that vegetarians and other special-dieters can abide by the
rules of hospitality by making appropriate dishes available that they are obligated to eat. The host should assure that we are all
afforded the same opportunity for hostipitality.)

If you sniff and do not eat, you become an unwanted guest because you’ve broken the rules of the host’s hospitality. By
refusing to extend beyond the limits of your body, by refusing to be penetrated by someone else’s contribution, you are not
“being with.” You are, at best, an intruder. The intruder, according to Nancy, neither affirms nor negates a situation. He is in
between, and this is problematic. No one knows what to do with the intruder in polite society.

Decision five: Will you ask, “Who?”

Generally, it is expected that participants will ask of one another, “What did you bring,” or “Who brought that?” This is the fun,
social part. (Unless, of course, people are only sniffing your dish.) Anonymity is anathema to the hospitality of the potluck,

but to ask, “Who?” immediately draws the hospitality of the potluck back into the realm of rules and obligation. In order for
the power structure to work correctly, v must identify ourselves and our contributions which function as the  tension of
ourselves. So as the reluctant participant, I am again thrust into the spotlight as my dish begins to represent my self and beyond.
That is a great responsibility, one that you invoke every time you necessarily ask, “Who made this?”

In Conclusion

The potluck, I have come to appreciate, is really just an analogy: homemade goods are to potluck as we are to our community.
We should make the decisions above not only in regard to gooey butter cake, but in regard to those we choose to “be-with.”

It is not enough be a fork-and-plate bringer when it comes to the community that is developed in our workplace. We must
participate fully and authentically, as faculty, managers, administrators, as whoever we are. We should be the kind of potluck-
as-lifestyle participants who infect one another not only with conversation and committee meetings but with dishes and
concoctions that reflect our individual time and energy.

What’s more, we should strive to infect our students with the notion of hostipitality. We should invite them, we should obligate
them, as our guests, to feel our classes in their guts at some point, for at least a brief moment. With any luck, our hostipitality
will generate an intensity big enough that they, too, feel what it’s like to “‘be with” us in the spirit of the community, of
hospitality, and of the potluck. And, with any luck, they will bring us homemade cookies in exchange.
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