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Abstract  
 
 This research is an exploration of physically-devised performance processes. 

The paper is in dialogue with a major performance (Loss2Lust), which has been 

recorded on DVD, and will remain stored at Queen’s University in the Department of 

Cultural Studies (it has also been submitted to Qspace).  

 The performance of Loss2Lust reflects a process that is ongoing and self-

reflexive, and as such this paper is also a process of ongoing self-reflection about 

performance within academic contexts. 
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Chapter 1: A Free-Agent of Embodied Subject:  
the record shows I took the blows and did it my way 
 
 My research aims to decenter dominant hierarchies of normative structure by 

privileging the alternative positionality of physically-devised process. Due to the physical 

nature of this work, the crux of my research exists within a context of critical 

performance (entitled Loss2Lust) rooted in impulse and body memory. As such, 

Loss2Lust contains the main argument of my research (my way of showing rather than 

telling), and provides greater insight into the embodied process, because physical 

information and lived histories cannot always be quantified on paper.  

 With this paper, I am simply trying to contextualize my positionality and explain 

the nature of my work. For this reason, I hesitate to define my process within contexts of 

power, as I believe this pressure continues to reify systems of hegemony. Accordingly 

the first half of this paper functions as metonymic device, providing a subjective account 

of my lived experience leading up to the performance of Loss2Lust. This section is not 

meant to be analytic, as it relates to a development of personal consciousness. My 

primary intention is to explain how I - personally – experienced alienation from dominant 

structures (in my own subjective telling). Simply characterizing this account as 

hegemonic model reduces the subjective experience—and furthermore fails to address 

the specific consequences of power. The second half of this paper (in fulfilment of 

academic requirements) attempts to impose critical meaning onto a collection of lived 

experiences (mine and my two best friends), to situate physical subject within processes 

of the self, performance, and knowledge-production—though, I posit the performance of 

Loss2Lust speaks for itself. Moreover, I must stress that this paper is not a criticism of 
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normative structures, but rather a questioning of dominant hierarchies within established 

cultural institutions, and a proposal for new ways of understanding information.  

 Back in 2007, I enrolled in a fairly unexceptional Theatre program at York 

University (in Toronto). In the first year, we were required to write sanctioned essays on 

canonical drama, build sets and costumes under strict work regulations, and take a 

weekly class in method acting. The exploratory year proposed a broadening of the 

many professional capacities available within the so-called Theatre industry, yet 

operated not-so-clandestinely as a means of indoctrinating incoming students into 

normative hierarchies of power. Over the course of a year, we were taught which job 

titles were more acclaimed than others, which plays were more important than others, 

and which bodies were more profitable than others. Theatre, we learned, was an 

insidious set of structures aligned with dominant culture, but we were encouraged, 

nonetheless, to worship its every relic.  

 It is important to note that Theatre, within the context of this paper, refers to a 

cultural hegemony of performance, an institution contingent upon sanctioned 

hierarchies which continue to position dominant structures as superior. A close reading 

of Peter Brook’s The Empty Space perhaps demonstrates the full nuance of this term, 

as Brook identifies two distinctions between structure and performance. First, he aptly 

suggests that a prescribed method (training, theatricality, and convention) is “confusedly 

superimposed” unto acts of performance in the name of Theatre (9). In many cases, 

both critically and generally, the addition of normative method abets a sense of cultural 

legitimacy or superiority, which signals a commitment to power through an attachment 

to hierarchy. Though his complicity in dominant structures is difficult to position, Brook’s 
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extensive work with the much-acclaimed Royal Shakespeare Company (especially in 

his powerful position as director between 1950 and 1978) perhaps signals an 

endorsement of cultural hegemony or, at the very least, adds a sense of irony to his 

further claims.  

 Secondly, in an apparent attempt to distance his work from dominant structures, 

Brook posits that “a man walks across [an] empty space whilst someone else is 

watching him, and this is all that is needed for an act of theatre to be engaged” (9). By 

dismissing the prescribed method attached to Theatre, Brook seemingly calls for a 

democracy of performance; however, the overtly gendered nature of his revision 

continues to ratify hierarchies of normativity through a systematic exclusion of identity. 

This telling language exemplifies the coded rhetoric of Theatre, as it continues to reify 

hegemonic structures of power through an inability (or unwillingness) to fully address 

the intricate system it is seemingly trying to emancipate. From Peter Brook’s example, 

we learn performance – in theory - can be infinite, enacted any place, by any body, 

regardless of the condition; while a simultaneous subtext continues to ratify a Theatre of 

finite structures and normative standards. To summarize, Theatre manipulates 

performance paradigms through a privileging of normative structures attached to 

method and identity, and thus perpetuates hierarchies of cultural hegemony.  



Ebbs,	  4	  
	  

 Furthermore, this close reading of The Empty Space is by no means a totalizing 

description of Theatre, but rather a representation of my growing consciousness and 

understanding of a lived cultural experience. Of course, Brook describes many types of 

Theatre in his text, some of which - he purports - even resist an institutionalization of 

power structures; for example, the holy Theatre of Jerzy Grotowski (who I discuss later 

in this section). Though arguably like anything holy, Brook’s definition of Grotowski’s 

work suggests a further attempt to monopolize the intangible by attaching normative 

structures of method and identity. Notably, this is evidenced in his likening of holy 

Theatre to that “magical thing called music [coming] from men in white ties and tails” 

(42) which provides an undeniable catalogue of exclusionary images connected to 

normativity. Again, Brook’s telling language exemplifies the coded lip service of an 

institution invested in power, as he discusses the potential for emancipating 

performance, while continuing to ratify the supremacy of normative hierarchies.  
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F 1. “A normative Puppet”  

 Although, Peter Brook perhaps seems dated to the modern self-identified 

Theatre person, his text is still considered gospel at many Theatre schools (in fact, it 

was a required reading at mine in 2007). At the time, I was 17, and beginning to identify 

my sexuality within a context of queerness; an identity that clashed with the normative 

ideology of a fairly unexceptional Theatre school, as it did not take long to intuit the 

hidden curriculum beneath their coded methods. In our acting class (which of course 

endorsed every normative hallmark of naturalism) I was repeatedly asked by instructors 

to walk like a cowboy and to use a more baritone vocal register—which I learned was 

thinly-veiled code for: stop acting gay. We were being trained to act like normative 

puppets, and albeit mortifying, I eagerly assimilated the sanctioned mannerism of this 
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method. After a while, I was taken aside by an instructor named Mark Wilson, and 

informed enthusiastically that my hit or advantage as an actor was effeminacy, 

androgyny, and gender-bending; though he admitted there were few roles available for 

these stereotypes. I understood the coded sentiment of his back-handed guidance to 

mean I was not passing, so to speak, as a normative puppet. Later that year, I was 

unsurprisingly excluded from the program’s coveted upper-year acting classes.  

 Initially demoralized by this exclusion, I learned thankfully in Theatre history class 

that - other - narratives of Theatre existed to represent excessive structures of divergent 

identity, and that a selection of this work was even annexed into the hegemonic 

hierarchies taught at my school. In fact, not only did an entire oeuvre of abject 

narratives exist, they had already conveniently been reduced into collective imaginings 

of difference, and an entire lecture was devoted to each one! The systematic complexity 

of this segregation, in fact the mere acknowledgement of otherness as regulatory, 

seemed to signal a sense of coded legitimacy, as it was reasoned that these narratives 

were acceptable but different, or perhaps accepted in spite of difference (and therefore 

ostensibly less).  

 During the one lecture devoted to queer Theatre, my classmates all winked and 

nodded approvingly in my direction, as if suddenly the entire imagining of a queer 

identity had grown into an extension of my - self. It became quite apparent that these 

were perceived as my (queer) narratives, which my self-righteous peers happily 

recognized, but notably marked as different from their (normative) narratives. 

Nonetheless, I was quite happy to belong with this collective reduction of sexualized 

work, as it meant perhaps finally I would be chosen to read a part aloud. As we 
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engaged with seemingly interchangeable narratives of sanctioned queerness (endless 

loops of oppression and resilience), I was somehow being made to feel validated or 

perhaps redeemed by their legitimizing structures of homonormativity. For the first time, 

I was the intended recipient of the syllabus, and an acknowledged structure within 

hegemonic hierarchies, albeit a position of subordination. At first, the novelty of this 

interpellation was intoxicating (certainly a sense that my tuition was not in vain), as 

finally I was being hailed within dominant Theatre cultures—though, deep down I felt 

just as alienated by the inclusion of collective difference, as I had by the exclusion of 

collective sameness.  

 In my second year of Theatre school, I decided (or perhaps rather was 

pressured) to consciously create queer Theatre, and so, I became involved with 

Buddies in Bad Times Theatre (Toronto’s largest facility-based queer Theatre 

Company), as it was strongly endorsed by Robert Fothergill, York University’s long-time 

tenured Theatre history professor. On the surface, this queer company, led by artistic 

director Brendan Healy, purported an inclusive space, celebrating radical difference, 

and their annual theme was unironically centred on the sublime. Of course, I was 

humbled by their support, and excited for the opportunity of exploration without fear of 

social reproach or cultural relativism. However, as I continued to work with this company 

(in their young creators unit), I sensed a constant pressure from the artistic team to 

replicate normative structures of identity and method, as this was apparently what rich, 

old, queer season ticket holders expected from me. Specifically, I was encouraged to 

recycle a prescribed narrative of queerness (one which mimicked the acceptable 

feistiness of a Quentin Crisp novel), while replicating a prescribed theatricality attached 
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to normative methods of production. This is not to say that Buddies in Bad Times 

Theatre lacked narratives of intersecting identity, or solely employed normative methods 

of theatricality; however, it was carefully determined which bodies (typically those of an 

increased and thus more obvious degree of difference) were sanctioned to enact these 

more transgressive, though less legitimate, structures. As such, the company functioned 

(perhaps unintentionally) in regulating - and furthermore elevating - certain queer 

identities within sub-cultural hierarchies attached to normativity. As a result, I sensed my 

own work restricted within dominant structures of white-queerness, which upheld 

contrived narrations of attempted assimilation, while implementing imposed 

methodologies of hegemonic Theatre. It seemed, beneath a surface of affected 

radicalism, Toronto’s largest facility-based queer Theatre Company was, in fact, just 

another set of carefully protected hierarchies, perpetuating the nuanced polemics of 

cultural hegemony—and ironically, I was, once again, playing an - other version of the 

(homo) normative puppet.  
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 F 2. “An appealing sort of queerness thrust unto normative structures”  

 It is important to note that queer Theatre, within the context of this paper, refers 

to a projection of acceptable queer narratives unto prescribed hierarchies of hegemonic 

Theatre (the institution), which in effect continues to perpetuate normative structures of 

method and identity. First, on perhaps the most obvious level, queer Theatre reflects a 

commitment to dominant method, through its basic reliance on sanctioned hierarchies 

attached to theatricality. This is exemplified in the unambiguously queer work of Tony 

Kushner, which often (and quite consciously) attempts to replicate the normative 

methodology of Bertolt Brecht (a noted contributor to cultural hegemony). More 

specifically, in his capacity as playwright, Kushner uses explicit annotations to dictate a 

“consistent use of epic theatrical devices and Brechtian performance tropes” (McDaniel 
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100). For instance, in Angels in America, the stage directions demand a prescribed 

theatricality modelled after Brecht’s distancing effect (by exposing production wires and 

eliminating theatrical blackouts). Within this lucidity, Kushner’s explicit queering of 

normative structure is, at once, critically atoned and seemingly justified, due to its 

assimilation of legitimizing (or rather normalizing) methods of hegemonic Theatre—

which consequently ratifies dominant hierarchies as culturally superior. Fittingly, even 

the subtitle of his seminal queer classic, A Gay Fantasia on National Themes, proclaims 

an appealing sort of queerness thrust unto normative structures of Theatre.  

 Secondly, queer Theatre propagates hierarchies of hegemony by privileging 

identitarian structures invested in normativity. This is clearly demonstrated in the 

recycled narrative of acceptable (and thus regulatory) queerness, which imagines a 

sanctioned otherness attached to the ascendency of power. Accordingly, in Preaching 

to the Converted, Tim Miller accuses queer Theatre of “reifying the culture of the (white) 

queer ghetto” (174), which of course, promotes dominant structure by privileging 

narratives of homonormativity. Effectively, queerness becomes reduced to a common 

denominator of normalized difference invested in power, while perceivably more abject 

identities are relegated or altogether silenced. By endorsing hegemonic structures, 

queer Theatre reflects “a carefully choreographed racialization of [bodies] of color that 

mimics the masculine hierarchy in straight communities” (Han 89), and ultimately 

positions queerness as culturally inferior. Although, pressure to reproduce 

homonormativity may stem from misplaced notions of strategic essentialism, explicit 

elevation of dominant identity structures continues to perpetuate binary notions that 

Queer Theatre is different than – and therefore presumed as other or inferior to –
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normative Theatre. In Subculture: The Meaning of Style, Richard Hebdige suggests 

conscious replications of hegemonic hierarchies, specifically within contexts of 

otherness, operate “to develop alternative sources of self-esteem” (76); however, they 

also function, perhaps more insidiously, in maintaining a sense of cultural relativism 

attached to power. To summarize, queer Theatre reflects a homonormative addendum 

placed onto sanctioned structures of hegemonic Theatre (contingent upon normative 

hierarchies of method and identity) for purposes of abetting a sense of cultural 

legitimacy.  

 By third year, I reached an intersection of many frustrations, stemming largely 

from the discouraging thought that maybe an insidious power structure did, in fact, 

regulate every possible trajectory of the sanctioned Theatre industrial-complex. 

Nonetheless, I remained adversely determined in my conviction to skirt the stuffy 

shadows of cultural hegemony. At school, I resolved - on a whim - to enrol in a 

seemingly maverick design of studio-based courses, specializing in the physically-

devised processes of a creative ensemble. At the time, I was unfamiliar with this style of 

work; though, as luck would have it, Allyson McMackon, the newly-appointed instructor 

of this two-year sideshow (as it was regarded by York’s Theatre program) was 

unaffected by the normative hierarchies of her fellow pedagogues. Instead, McMackon 

irreverently characterized her teachings as ‘mystic-tinkle hoo-hoo’, and adamantly 

positioned her work outside the parameters of Theatre. A departure, in the latter, that 

quite literally (and unironically) came to fruition, as all our classes were inexplicably 

(though quite tellingly and perhaps even systematically) held in a distinctly separate 

building than the rest of York’s Theatre department (and all its state-of-the-art 
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amenities). In any case, we learned quite early to do without; in fact, it was encouraged, 

as we learned to prioritize the scarcity of ongoing development (process), over the set 

implementation of theatrical result (method), and as such, our work was frequently 

experimental, though quite often went unmounted. However, we were nonetheless 

enriched. Our small class comprised of the same eighteen bodies for two consecutive 

years, and as a result, we grew quite close. We were vastly different in many ways, 

though united in our collective desire to transgress the normative structures of Theatre.  

 Over the course of two years, each member of this small practicum was 

encouraged to develop physical praxes on their terms, and notably detached from the 

otherwise normative structures of our Theatre school. The two-year intensive was 

designed mainly upon Jerzy Grotowski’s river work, complemented with variations on 

Butoh, Suzuki method, and the techniques of seminal dance artists Jose Limon and 

Rudolph von Laban. Though, it was repeatedly stressed that such methods were never 

considered to be axiomatic, as “Grotowski [himself] did not work according to ‘a system’, 

implying that he…used numerous approaches” (Laster 212). It is also worth noting that 

even Grotowski’s method (which heavily informed our perception of process) was 

problematized for its sexist privileging of normative structures related to masculinity 

(Schechner 486). As such, we engaged in several methods, to expand our subjective 

understandings of form and style, as well as strengthen our physical apparatus—but 

never at the expense of individual or artistic integrity. Within this context, process 

remained uncompromised by the coded rules of normative structure, but rather adhered 

to a set of personal principles, which “are stronger than rules because they are about 

the foundation for the work, the inherent truths in the work” (McMackon 1). More 
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specifically, we exercised a critical appropriation of method (rather than assimilation), 

exploiting its constructive frameworks through a conscious disregard of hierarchal 

pressures attached to normative structure. In the words of José Muñoz, we developed a 

process of disidentification, rather “a performative mode of tactical recognition that 

various minoritarian subjects employ in an effort to resist the oppressive and 

normalizing discourse of dominant ideology” (97). By disidentifying with structures of 

hegemonic Theatre, our personal process was certainly informed by notions of method, 

but never limited or restricted by prescribed structures of normativity, as ultimately, we 

learned to honour a sense of subjective authority over our work.  

 For the sake of further context, Grotowski’s river work is a physically-devised 

method for creating performance, which uses impulse and lived memory in a series of 

guided questions to pull physical vocabulary directly from the body. In a recent issue of 

New Theatre Quarterly, Dominika Laster defines river work as an:  

 Insistence on precision in the process of rediscovering the bodily position and 

 actions associated with pivotal memories from the actor’s past helped to create a 

 concrete physical score which would subsequently be inserted in a larger 

 performance montage (212).  

My personal process, however, is likely more akin to the embodied research-creation of 

Yomtoob, as described in Globalizing Cultural Studies, specifically the process of 

“sensing very carefully the impulses of the nervous system while following through on 

imagistic and aural messages of the waking and sleeping dreams as they emerge” 

(444). In the most basic terms, my process attempts to interpret source using the 

physical apparatus, by expressing meaning through the embodied subject. There is no 
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required structure or narrative enforced unto physical vocabulary—simply a series of 

embodied questions. As such, my process may appropriate or disidentify different 

elements of method, but at its crux, it always prioritizes the physical impulse and lived 

experience of an artist.  

 

F 3. “La Maitresse (pictured with a classmate)” 

 In the fourth and final year of my undergraduate work, our practicum class was 

challenged to autonomously develop a full-length, physically-devised, collective thesis-

performance based on 1920’s dance marathons. This was our most open-ended 

assignment to date, for despite the enforced setting (chosen by our instructor for 
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purposes of diplomacy) this was an unprecedented opportunity to explore physical 

process without any imposition of dominant structure (attached to method or identity). In 

the studio, each class member: first, identified an individual source-object (literal or 

abstract); second, directed this source-object through a series of embodied impulses 

attached to lived history; and third, developed this catalogue of physical information into 

a vocabulary of character—which we then integrated into a collective performance 

about 1920’s dance marathons.  

 Incidentally, to fulfil a compulsory credit outside of York’s Fine Arts department, I 

took a course entitled Queer Culture, and became completely fascinated with the idea 

of becoming disinherited from society’s collective future (as referenced by the likes of 

Halberstam, Ahmed, Foucault, ad nauseam). Specifically, I connected with the idea that 

queer narratives are intentionally alienated from “tropes of reproducibility and survival” 

(Ahmed 162), and thus excluded from hegemonic legacies of heredity. In my thesis 

assignment, I chose cultural disinheritance as the source-object of my physical inquiry, 

because I was interested in further exploring unsanctioned narratives of identity. In the 

studio, through a series of impulse-driven questions, I considered the similarities 

between dance marathon judges and normative judges (who determine one’s 

worthiness of futurity), and how this connected to my own lived history of exclusion. As 

a result, the physical vocabulary of my research contained abstract narratives of 

disinheritance, including images of infertility, barrenness and miscarriage. From these 

physical impulses, I came up with La Maitresse, a genderless cocaine-addicted, former 

champion and current guest-judge of a 1920’s dance marathon circuit—with a placebo 

pregnancy. This character completely excess-ed hegemonic structures of cultural 
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identity, as the physical process generated information impulsively from my subjective 

recollections of lived experience. Accordingly, La Maitresse contained a multitude of 

embodied positionalities, and thus cannot be reduced to collective narrations of 

sameness or difference. Within this process of embodied subject, I inadvertently 

discovered an emancipatory potential, which transcended prescribed structures of 

normative identity by articulating the physical impulse that precedes cultural 

signification.  

 Eventually, Anthology of Endurance grew into a collective composition sourced 

from eighteen different bodies, and informed by eighteen different lived experiences. At 

this time, the nature of our work was unprecedented at York University’s Theatre 

school, still invested in the continued preservation of dominant structures. However, as 

the invited performance drew nearer, our class became increasingly self-conscious with 

the emergent insecurities of a physically-devised process, specifically the conflation of 

subjective experience within notions of unstructured development. As a result, we 

began to doubt the inherent intimacy of our own impulses, and thus endeavoured to 

corroborate a more legitimizing, albeit explicitly theatrical structure of methodology. This 

was achieved primarily through a reproduction of dominant methods, such as 

implementing a more conventional design of production, offering embellished pre-show 

programmes, and imposing an affected style of acting onto performance. Furthermore, it 

seemed this compliance in dominant structure had signalled a complicity in hegemony, 

which allowed our performance to become scrutinized within a broader context of 

Theatre standards. As a result, this addendum of method unconsciously endorsed 

hegemonic hierarchies by positioning dominant structures as necessary or superior. As 
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such, Anthology of Endurance befell the same system of power we, as a class, sought 

to subvert, and effectively cancelled out the emancipatory potential of embodied subject 

by reifying structures of hegemony.  

 Again, I failed to address the same pervasive structures that plagued my studies 

for the previous four years; though, this time, I was not defeated. I had glimpsed the 

emancipatory potentiality of embodied subject, and hoped to further this exploration 

within greater contexts of research-creation (and perhaps even share my discoveries). 

Although, I was wary of getting into bed with another industrial complex, I decided to 

continue this vendetta in grad school, and received support from Queen’s University 

and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada.  

 

F 4. “Loss2Lust”  
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 The second half of this paper is interested in decentering the prescribed 

structures of cultural hegemony, by applying the physical skills I acquired during York’s 

two-year intensive to my academic coursework at Queen’s—specifically the articulation 

of physical impulse that precedes cultural signification. I believe this process is ideal for 

an exchange of collective expression, as the impulsive nature of this work allows each 

body to bring its own distinct elements of experience into dialogue. Using this process, I 

collectively came up with Loss2Lust, a physically-devised performance piece sourced 

from the embodied subjects of Jamie Ebbs, Shadrack Jackman, and Amit Mohan, 

depicting the body’s attachment to time as an object of loss. In this context, time is 

fundamentally indiscriminate, though loss is embodied in many lived variations. This 

provides an ideal launching point for research-creation, as it allows the individual history 

of three bodies to find narratives of shared meaning, while impulsively and dynamically 

juxtaposing—beyond prescribed structures of sameness or difference. Loss2Lust was 

workshopped, in Toronto, at the end of February 2014, and performed at Queen’s 

University on March 16th, 2014 (which was filmed and submitted for archival purposes). 

It is also worth noting that no dominant program or design of structure was imposed 

unto this physical process. Accordingly, before every invited performance, the only 

context given was this statement, read aloud by our outside-eye, Alexis Eastman, and 

serving as critical hypothesis for my research:  

 As a tool of research, the embodied process provides a unique opportunity to 
 examine the physical subject, a position which seemingly transcends the social, 
 political, and moral pressures of what narrative ought to be—because the body 
 remembers things much differently than the mind—and as such, the physical 
 subject is not bound by prescribed constructs of cultural identity, rather it has the 
 capacity to contain a multitude of identities and embodied histories beyond 
 collective tropes of sameness or difference.  
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 Using the physical process, I posit three separate bodies with diverse lived 
 histories can exchange shared feelings sourced in personal experience, and find 
 meaningful connection beyond pre-imposed notions of identity.  
 
 These are stories, our stories, which intersect and dynamically oppose, sourced 
 from bodies of oppression, and class, and race, and resilience, and gender, and 
 sexuality, and so many other experiences, like joy, camp, lust, playfulness, and 
 nostalgia. We do not judge these stories, nor did we attempt to manufacture 
 something that is sanitized or equitable or by any means theatrical—because 
 that is not always the lived experience. Not everything is black or white or 
 structured, or appears on a spectrum, and follows a normative narration of time. 
 Allyship, and racism, and homophobia are not always as “tangible” as we’d like to 
 believe, and sometimes keeping tally on which body gets the better line or 
 sassiest comeback distorts the narrative rooted in our bodies, and insidiously 
 perpetuates those same constructs of sameness and difference.  
  
 Loss2Lust came from our bodies, impulsively, like poetry, and evolved into this 
 performance, which laments the loss of time through a series of embodied 
 feelings. We ask that you please suspend any cultural beliefs, attachments, or 
 expectations, and simply engage in a collection of shared feelings and 
 experiences.  
  
Therefore, by proposing Loss2Lust as prototype, the following sections of this paper 

posit the efficacy of embodied subject in its ability to emancipate notions of process 

from prescribed structures of normative power, specifically within contexts of self, 

performance, and knowledge-production.  
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F 5. “Subverting Identity: the process of self” 
 
 Within contexts of cultural hegemony, the ascendance of identity is the most 

inescapable structure attached (or rather imposed) unto notions of the self. In fact, the 

privileging of normativity is so prevalent that every initiative to subvert its power only 

seems to amplify its strength. The embodied subject, however, demonstrates an 

effective alternative to this insidious set of structures, as it employs non-reactionary, 

non-reductive, and non-revisionary positionalities rooted in lived experience, and thus 

remains detached from systems of power. Firstly, the initial motivation of my research 

stems from a frustration with acceptable queerness (specifically in queer Theatre), as 

this totalizing narrative imposes a binarism unto notions of the self—instead of 
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addressing the oppressive system of power this alternate position claims to deviate. 

Moreover, the relational opposition of otherness, within dominant hierarchies, suggests 

queer narratives serve as reactive counterpart to normative structures of identity. In 

Contingent Foundations, Judith Butler suggests normativity is “constituted through 

exclusion, that is, through the creation of a domain of deauthorized subjects, 

presubjects, figures of abjection, populations erased from view” (13). In this postmodern 

context, the explicit replication of sanctioned queerness demonstrates an adherence 

(via its reaction) to normative tactics of exclusion, which effectively positions otherness 

as inferior within dominant hierarchies of identity. Frustratingly, by maintaining this 

reaction to normativity, queerness continues to impose narratives of subordination unto 

its - self. As such, Loss2Lust initially set out to create explicit narratives of non-

queerness, with the intention of countering totalizing structures of identity. However, my 

frustration with queerness was, ironically, a reaction to a reaction. More specifically, I 

was not adequately addressing dominant structures of identity, but rather extending the 

positional binary by constituting my work in direct opposition to queerness. As well, by 

focusing solely on a denunciation of queerness, I had failed to address other 

problematic identities of homogenized difference, which further mitigated any possibility 

for total parity. Thankfully, embodied process is impulse-driven and privileges the 

physical subject, which relies on personal consciousness rather than cultural structures. 

In the context of Loss2Lust, the physical apparatus emancipated extraneous structures 

of normative identity (even unconsciously), by positioning subject within lived 

experience and allowing notions of self to inform the work. It is also worth noting that, 

for purposes of documenting physical process, one should not simply reify normative 
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hierarchies by contextualizing the work within terms of dominant structure—as this 

would be a disservice to the multitude of embodied positionalities contained within the 

physical subject. For this reason, I explain my frustrations with queer Theatre (and 

acceptable queerness in general), but refuse to further acknowledge this dominant 

structure within my process (even through reaction), as the embodied subject has 

taught me to think beyond identities and to privilege narratives of self.  

 Secondly, physical process renews structures of identity by reimagining 

narratives of excess, because the embodied subject does not attempt to reduce the 

individual into a collection of sameness or difference. In Feeling Brown, Feeling Down, 

José Muñoz proposes the concept of brownness “to enable a project that imagines a 

position or narrative of being and becoming that can resist the pull of identitarian models 

of relationality” (677). As a process of research-creation, Muñoz’s concept highlights the 

emancipatory potential of physical subject, which empowers the individual by exploring 

opportunities to share experience within intersections of lived history. In reference to 

Loss2Lust, the emancipation of cultural identity was achieved using an embodied 

process, which enabled three performers to acknowledge impulse-driven similarities 

rooted in narratives of camp, nostalgia, lust, and loss (among others). In fact, masks 

were even worn during performances to further de-emphasis the signification of 

imposed structure, thus enabling an exchange of experience detached from power.  

Accordingly, by accessing alternative positions rooted in the body, the physical process 

expresses narratives of individual excess, and thus signals a departure from reductive 

identity structures.  
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 Thirdly, the desire to apply an ethical narration onto lived experience continues to 

reify structures of identity by upholding notions of sanctioned difference. The trending 

need to atone for histories of oppression perhaps stems from misplaced pressures of 

social justice; however, the conspicuous nature of this revision refuses to accept 

responsibility for ethical failures in the past. In Touching Feeling, Eve Sedgwick suggest 

that “one needn’t be invested (as pop psychology is) in a normalizing, hygienic teleology 

of healing…especially around issues of shame” (40). Conversely, the embodied subject 

does not attempt to revise narratives of lived history, as the physical process generates 

information impulsively from the body. As such, the embodied process accepts 

responsibility for the impartial truth and inherent inequities of lived history. For example, 

during the workshop of Loss2Lust, the overall narrative was brought into question by my 

academic supervisor, Jane Tolmie, for containing an inequity of language, specifically 

regarding performers of colour. This excerpt of our email response (in full verbatim) 

perhaps demonstrates the point of this argument more clearly:  

 My identity (as a queer white male) has been used to problematize my position, 
 and there seems to be a desire to clean-up the collective narrative, and redirect it 
 towards a more ethical or perhaps understandable form of ally-ship. This would 
 be dishonest to our lived experience, and to the physical process (Though, I only 
 received an excerpt of this comment and out of context; so, perhaps I am not 
 understanding the point)...  
 
 We are presenting three separate narratives - in collaboration - some informed 
 by degrees of privilege (not just mine), and others informed by degrees of 
 oppression/discrimination. I did not choose the stories they told. They did. I 
 chose to be loud and aggressive, because my lived history has been informed by 
 periods of being a brat. Their performances may be more subdued or muted in 
 language, as that is how they expressed their lived histories (perhaps this is due 
 to past oppression or perhaps their parents where just stricter than mine). We are 
 not saying it’s good or bad. These are stories, our stories, which reflect questions 
 we have as artists, feelings, memories, fears, uncertainties, subconscious ideals 
 and imagery—which have all been sourced from our physical memory and 
 pieced together in an honest and collaborative way.  



Ebbs,	  24	  
	  

 I asked Shadrack and Amit for their opinion on solving the apparent ethics issue, 
 and they questioned why they should feel pressured to respond to my 
 aggression, simply because they are performers of colour. Are bodies of colour 
 unable to question their own complicity in structures of power, the shame and 
 guilt? Or is it the sole responsibility (and presumed privilege) of the white male to 
 question notions of positionality and justice. We all have equal agency, and not 
 everyone reacts with a sassy comeback, just as not everyone uses profanity. 
 Moreover, oppression and resilience is not always “imaginable” or “tangible 
 within actual lived experiences--neither is ally-ship.  
  
  We are attempting to create performance, beyond identity, which posits that 
 keeping tally on which body gets the better lines distorts narrative. We are not 
 vying for a Tony; we are simply trying to share our experience through a 
 collective sharing of feelings beyond prescribed notions of cultural identity.  
 
In this context, the physical process fully embraces responsibility for aesthetic and 

ethical failures of the past, by examining identity in an active and self-reflexive manner 

(by returning to the physical impulse of inquiry). In effect, to revise the lived experience, 

would be a distortion of the inherent subjectivity of self, in favour of a more acceptable 

and thus normative notion of identity. What embodied subject proposes is a departure 

from prescribed structures attached to identity, by employing a physical process which 

privileges the body’s lived experiences and impulsive memory. In this context, 

embodied subject honours notions of the self, and no longer fuels the flames of 

structure (even unconsciously), but rather steps away from power altogether, by 

refusing the pressure to react, reduce, and revise.  
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F 6. “Subverting Theatre: the process of performance” 

 Within a context of Theatre, performance is often exploited for the purpose of 

power through an addition of structures attached to method (and identity, though this 

was addressed in the former section). The addendum of dominant methods signifies a 

legitimizing adherence to normativity, which is often to the detriment or limitation of 

process. However, the embodied subject has the potential to emancipate performance 

from hegemonic structures, by reimaging process beyond the finite methods of result 

and linearity. Firstly, product-orientated structures perpetuate dominant Theatre through 

a reliance on resolution and closure. Furthermore, the desire to tie a neat proverbial 

bow around process is restricting, as it applies pressure to produce results, which in 
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itself is totalizing and implies a reliance on power. Due to the nature of embodied 

subject, which is constantly changing and repositioning, the physical process cannot be 

quantified in terms of result; in fact, imposing result effectively destroys its emancipatory 

aim. More specifically, this is a causality of the lived experience, which remains at the 

crux of physical process, and ostensibly never stops receiving information (unless the 

subject is dead). As such, the physical process of performance is always alive (even 

after performance is enacted), which suggests an ongoing and interconnected sense of 

development. In fact, Agamben argues "it is to be doubted whether the concept of the 

work is even conceivable in unambiguous fashion" (Agamben 1966, quoted in 

Durantaye 385), which submits that process, in actuality, is incapable of result. Within 

this context, result can perhaps be equated to notions of Agamben’s justice (a necessity 

in maintaining hegemonic power), which implies a contingency on dominant structure. 

Loss2Lust exemplifies the unresolved nature of an embodied subject, as every scene 

remained unstructured (no conclusive text or movement was assigned to performance). 

Of course, there was a general mapping of script and physical vocabulary, but never to 

the limitation of ongoing lived experience, as the embodied process requires 

impulsiveness in every action (which can alter from performance to performance). 

Resolution thus destroys the immediacy of physical subject (which must always remain 

active), by imposing a sense of stagnancy onto the lived experience.  

 Secondly, due to the impulsive nature of the embodied process, notions of 

narrative are not contingent upon a prescribed structure of sequence. As such, the 

design of narration cannot be reflected in terms of linearity, and thus disrupts normative 

arcs of time and action. This is exemplified, In a Queer Time and Place, as Halberstam 
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suggests structures of power are modelled upon “the normative narratives of time that 

form the base of nearly every definition of the human in almost all of our modes of 

understanding” (152). Within a context of hegemonic Theatre structures, this is 

represented by the linearity of rising and falling action, spliced together (usually) by a 

clever climax. However, since the physical process relies on unstructured impulses, 

sequences of action are not bound to this structure of normativity, but rather adhere to a 

fragmented series of embodied images and feelings. This is reflected in the non-linear 

narrative of Loss2Lust, which follows a narration of feelings based on Kübler-Ross’ Five 

Stages of Grief (denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance). By refusing to 

submit narrative to the prescribed structures of normativity, the embodied subject 

reclaims performance as an emancipatory (and thus critical) process of story-telling 

rooted in the impulse of lived experience. Therefore, by situating embodied subject 

within processes of performance, the expression of meaning becomes liberated from 

the methods of power attached to resolution and linearity.  
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F 7. “Subverting Academia: the process of knowledge-production”  

 Within contexts of Academia, the embodied subject has the potential to 

emancipate knowledge-production by challenging sanctioned structures attached to 

normative research methods. Due to the physical nature of my process, which 

generates information directly from the body, knowledge cannot be defined in terms of 

quantity, thus providing a uniquely subjective positionality for exploring theory. More 

specifically, the embodied subject renews knowledge by reimagining structures of 

methodology attached to autoethnography and affect theory. Firstly, within the 

Academy, the method of autoethnography serves an admittedly similar purpose to the 

process of embodied subject, as both rely on notions of personal experience. However, 

the former abets structures of normativity through a wilful subordination of power, and 
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thus ultimately compromises its own positionality. Notably, autoethnography adheres to 

a dominant method of research contingent upon the authorized admission of inferiority, 

which is problematic at it continues to reify structures of oppression. This is exemplified 

in Andrea Smith’s The Problem with Privilege, in which she outlines a structured pattern 

of ethnographic entrapment. Specifically, Smith suggests the confessional model of 

ethnography stems from a desire to be validated by normativity, which only becomes 

granted through a deliberate objectification of difference (Smith 2013). The embodied 

subject, however, proves an effective alternative to this method, as the physical process 

relies on impulsive information that does not apologize or attempt to seek validation 

from structures of power. Moreover, the body does not lie. This is evident in Loss2Lust, 

as positionality is constituted entirely through a lived history of embodied experience 

(which does not react, reduce, and revise narrative), and thus does not rely on 

legitimizing subordination within structures power. Within this physical process, 

knowledge is liberated via a refusal of validation—and thus the embodied subject 

remains fresh, and honest, and times deliciously abject. Incidentally, this paper could be 

regarded as ethnographic entrapment (as it has been submitted for approval); however I 

consider this documentation of process to be in fulfilment of academic requirement, and 

thus more akin to Muñoz’s disidentification. As such, I consider this paper a long-winded 

means to an emancipatory end.  

 Secondly, within contexts of knowledge production, the embodied subject 

explores information stored inside muscle, bone, and flesh. As a tool of process, this 

provides unprecedented insight into notions of research-creation, as the physical 

impulse cannot be regulated within prescribed structures of power. As such, embodied 
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subject has the capacity to explore a deeper consideration of knowledge through 

aesthetic innovation, and effectively achieve results that are accessible outside the 

Academy. For instance, when applied to notions of affect theory, the physical process 

transcends structures of power through a renewal of embodied positionalities. Notably, 

in Clare Hemming’s Invoking Affect, she explains that affect reimagines “our qualitative 

experience of the social world, to embodied experience that has the capacity to 

transform as well as exceed social subjection” (Hemming 549). In conflation with my 

physical process, which directs impulse through the body, an expression of affect can 

thus be fully articulated and studied before the signification of even words. This 

effectively liberates knowledge production, as it creates an embodied dialogue for 

information, which does not rely on normative structures of quantity or quality. In 

Loss2Lust, this process was used to uncover physical impulses connected to micro-

aggressions of oppression, which provided new insight into notions of shame beyond 

hegemonic understandings of difference. Therefore, the embodied subject creates a 

more practical context for perceiving knowledge, specifically by challenging structures of 

power attached to notions of autoethnography and affect theory.  

 To conclude, I obviously question whether any of this makes sense, because 

sometimes, it is easy to get lost in words. By documenting my experience, I aim to 

provide a better context and mapping for those seeking a similar process of 

emancipation. The emancipation of power within dominant structures of hegemony is an 

ambitious task, one which requires strict self-awareness, and a constant questioning of 

one’s own complicity. As mentioned, I have contributed both knowingly and unknowingly  
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to normative hierarchies (in the form of disidentification, assimilation, appropriation, and 

self-preservation, and at times even ignorance), but always in an attempt to transform 

systems of power. I do not believe I have fully emancipated my personal process from 

dominant structures (though I believe Loss2Lust remains a testament of progress). 

However, partial transformations have value too—because I am not done exploring the 

embodied subject. Questioning structure is at the crux of my physical process; and as 

such, the work remains unending, but may I say, not in a shy way—I did it my way. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Ebbs,	  32	  
	  

Work Cited  
 
Ahmed, Sara. The Promise of Happiness. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 2010.  
 
Brook, Peter. The Empty Space. London: Penguin, 2008.  
 
Butler, Judith. "Contingent Foundations: Feminism and the Question of  
 Postmodernism." Feminists Theorize the Political. Ed. Joan W. Scott. New York: 
 Routledge, 1992.  
 
De La Durantaye, Leland. Giorgio Agamben: A Critical Introduction. Stanford, CA:  
 Stanford UP, 2009.  
 
Halberstam, Judith. In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural  
 Lives. New York: New York UP, 2005.  
 
Han, Chong-suk. "Darker Shades of Queer." Men Speak Out: Views on Gender, Sex,  
 and Power. Ed. Shia Tarrant. New York: Routledge, 2008.  
 
Hebdige, Dick. Subculture: The Meaning of Style. New York: Rutledge, 1979.  
 
Hemming, Clare. “Invoking Affect: Cultural Theory and the Ontological Turn.” Cultural  
 Studies 19.5 (2005): 548-67.  
 
Laster, Dominika. "Embodied Memory: Body-Memory in the Performance Research of  
 
Jerzy Grotowski." New Theatre Quarterly 28.3 (2012): 211-29.  
 
McDaniel, L. Bailey. (Re)constructing Maternal Performance in Twentieth-century  
 American Drama. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013  
 
McMackon, Allyson. "Basic Principles for River Work from Linda Putnam prepared by  
 Allyson McMackon." Handout. York University. Toronto.  
 
Miller, Tim, and David Román. “Preaching to the Converted.” Theatre Journal: Gay and  
 Lesbian Queeries 47.2 (1995): 169-188.  
 
Muñoz, José. Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics.  
 Minneapolis: U of Minnesota, 1999.  
 
Muñoz, José. “Feeling Brown, Feeling Down: Latina Affect, the Performativity of Race,  
 and the Depressive Position.” Signs:Journal of Women in Culture and Society 
 31.3 (2006): 675-688.  
 
 
 



Ebbs,	  33	  
	  

Schechner, Richard. "Exoduction: Shape-shifter, Shaman, Trickster, Artist, Adept,  
 Director, Leader, Grotowski." The Grotowski Sourcebook. Ed. Lisa Wolford. 
 London: Routledge, 2001 
 
Sedgwick, Eve K. Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity. Durham: Duke  
 UP, 2003.  
 
Smith, Andrea. "The Problem with Privilege." Andrea366. Wordpress, 14 Aug. 2013.  
 Web. 07 July 2014.  
 
Yomtoob, Desiree. "Resistant Presences: Configuring Intervention in Auto-ethnographic  
 Movement Performance Art." Globalizing Cultural Studies: Ethnographic 
 Interventions in Theory, Method, and Policy. Ed. Cameron McCarthy. New York: 
 Peter Lang, 2007. 


