
(Fig. 1) = A visual representation of the theory of temporal embodiment 
Within this theory the participant is embodied, which means the individual bodily past and 
present experiences of that participant renders their experience inherently unique. Their 
participation in the performance event is similarly embodied, meaning every action they take 
derives from their body, depends on the theatrical frame which the show has generated, and 
has the potential to change the meaning of the piece. This participation is impacted by other 
factors including the space the participant occupies, the actions they perceive themselves as 
invited to take, the scenography, the participants around them and how the theatrical frame 
responds to their actions (ie. actions of other participants, performers, or the space itself). 
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Dramaturgical Techniques:
● Generation of community (Participants are guided/organized into marches and formations, 

pulled into dances with strangers, singing along in unison, chanting, eating together)
● Physical interaction (Being fed various dishes, given helmets and prop bricks to throw at 

riot police, close proximity to other audience members and performers) 
Embodiment occurring:
● Participants re-enact scenarios of protests while watching real news footage of them and 

being filmed themselves by performers    
● Participants assimilated as protestors within the space and 

embody the narrative being told   
Results:

This theatrical experience uses participation in simulation to 
embody the lived experience of participants in real 
protests. Moments of realness push participant’s 
understanding of the narrative of the real event into a felt 
physical experience of the significance of it. 

COUNTING SHEEP  🐑

It is important to keep in mind that while considering protest events as embodied participation 
with performative actions, which can be seen as equivalent to theatrical frames the 
significance or purpose of protest as a real event is not belittled by this comparison. Instead 
the theory of temporal embodiment offers an analysis of how staging bodies in protest similarly 
generates powerful affect in the way that participatory theatre can. The various theories on 
embodied participation in protest of Foster (2003), Diverlus (2018) and Juris (2008) elucidate 
this similarity. Just as audience members enter the theatrical frame of a participatory work 
committed to participating within the event, protestors make a commitment to physical action 
when they choose to participate in political demonstrations. This physical action generates 
movement vocabularies; embodied acts of resistance such as re-enacting or reclaiming which 
are contextually imbued with significance. Protests are performances and the specific 
embodied participation within them creates powerful meaning. Participants can address the 
past, act through their bodies in the present and change the future. This exciting potential is 
addressed by Magelssen (2014) in his work on simming, where he suggests some 
participatory events “might reinscribe the hegemonic discourses intended by the producers, 
while others invited their participants, in sincere ways, to cocreate the meanings generated 
through performance and embodiment.”

Theories of embodied cognition as Shapiro (2014) explains suggest an individual’s perception 
and action in an environment derives entirely through their bodily experience. By this logic, all 
theatre experiences are technically embodied and participatory. Sitting in a dark proscenium 
theatre and clapping at the end of a show represents participatory acts whose presence does 
not necessarily imply a work of participatory theatre. The theory of temporal embodiment 
specifically concerns the generation of frames which contextualize continuous active 
participation of an audience in order to generate meaning. Participants become aware of their 
potential to co-create the event through their participation. In other words, when the dissolution 
of the audience-performer binary is both inherent and explicit in the performance.  

Dramaturgical Techniques:
● Gatherings en masse (Chanting, marching, standing alongside each other, formations)
● Occupation of space (Blocking streets, standing in front of significant buildings) 
● Re-enactment of events (kneeling for 8 minutes, reading the names of MMIW)
Embodiment occurring:
● Protest can re-enact past events in the present for 

future change 
● Black Lives Matters protests can bring protestors into 

spaces of police brutality in order to oppose it 
Results: 

Such protests use performativity to enact change, 
gather bodies and move them in choreographed ways to 
reframe narratives and highlight inequality and injustice

BLACK LIVES MATTER PROTEST

Participatory theatre experiences constitute increasingly varied and imaginative forms, 
encouraging radically different types of participation ranging from walking tours to murder 
mysteries to international voyages, and always experienced through the body. This broad 
range of different embodied experiences within participatory theatre works can represent 
opportunities to re-enact the past or rehearse for the future. The context of each theatrical 
experience instructs audiences on how they can participate in these cross-temporal activities. 
Andrew Houston (2007) suggests that when spectators become participants they “play an 
active role in the mapping of the site, the unfolding of the event.” Through their unique 
participation within the site “they embody different meanings of the event based upon how they 
have ‘read’ the map. This reading is not only seen but felt.” This participation is equally artistic 
representation and an act of social geography, “a way of being-in-the-world and bringing to 
bear a social, political and historical consciousness upon our navigation through and 
experiences of lived space.” Embodiment is a powerful tool for situating audiences in theatrical 
contexts as our body will always be our body, and participating through our bodies means 
immersing them in the environments theatre artists create. In my research I have developed a 
theory of temporal embodiment applicable to any participatory work. The framework of this 
theory reveals the affective potentiality participation represents through embodiment, even in 
embodied participatory contexts outside of theatre such as protests. 

HOW EXACTLY DO WE PARTICIPATE?

Getting audiences moving through dancing or walking 
keeps them engaged with the performance event, and can bring them 
into heightened states of awareness. Real actions connect audiences 
emphatically to referential gestures, such as participants collectively 
marching in unison, or dancing together such as in Broken Tailbone. 

EXAMPLES OF CHARACTERISTICS OF EMBODIMENT

THEORY OF TEMPORAL EMBODIMENT

A spectator is invited out of their 
past to participate in a new role 

The participant is immersed in a theatrical 
frame that allows for and encourages 
specific actions in the present

Participants derive meaning, both in 
the present and future, rooted in 
their unique participation 
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Through examining the similar embodied characteristics at work within protests and participatory 
theatre it is clear that embodiment plays a vital, transformative role in any participatory event. 
Whether transporting eager theater-goers into contexts distant from their lived experiences or 
enacting social change, performance events harness the power of being a body. Embodied 
participation within theatrical frames may be cultivated by the dramaturgy or ‘rules’ of the event, 
but it can never be fully controlled or expected. I propose that the example of protests show that 
participants can enter performance events and co-create meaning, rehearsing for a future that 
opposes the past they are protesting. Bodies have the power to take abstract concepts and 
make them concrete, to assert and situate them in space. Bodies bring a story and can tell a 
story, and an audience in participatory theatre can truly experience a story. By generating 
simulations or theatrical events, participation allows for real experiences which simulate or refer 
to other real experiences. Though these two types of real experiences are not equivalent, their 
proximity has the power to transform participants, imbuing the meaning of the experience into 
them. Therefore, participatory theatre will continue to harness the power of embodiment by 
generating unique theatrical frames and opportunities for participation for the sake of meaningful 
experiences, rehearsing for futures that our bodies have never experienced.

CONCLUSION

APPLYING THEORY TO PROTEST

CASE STUDY

Protestors embody resistance + Participation in choreographies of protests  ➤ Demonstrations 
for Change 

CASE STUDY

Participants embody protestors + Participation in simulations of Kiev protests  ➤ Embodied 
understanding of Kiev protests  

📣

Protest as an event is long recognized for its affective power achieved through participation 
and performativity. Dance scholar Susan Leigh Foster (2003) asserts that “physical 
interference makes a crucial difference” in her analysis of what she refers to as the 
Choreographies of Protest. Alana Gerecke and Laura Levin (2018) comment on how protests 
encourage a consideration of “what is at stake in gathering and moving together in public 
spaces”. Protestors do not create or orchestrate narratives they oppose, such as systemic 
inequality and racial injustice, but by actively embodying a role within the narrative in a public 
space instead of passively existing within it, they gain power over it, and in turn force a 
consciousness of how those who oppose them embody the role of oppressors. 

EMBODIMENT IN PROTEST

The ways participants occupy a space varies greatly 
and constitutes affective power. Participants can be 
interspersed amongst performers in order to reduce aesthetic 
distance, participatory works can be site specific or participants’ 
distance from the theatrical context can be heightened. Walking 
tours like Landline situate participants in the city they move through.  

Engagement with the space and 
other participants through the senses constitutes observation and 
interaction, but when what constitutes the theatrical context enacts 
itself on the participant (ie. listening to audio through headphones, 
eating food) or when the participant enacts their own action in the 
context (ie. kissing a performer, throwing an item) the experience’s 
immersivity intensifies. Real actions occur in theatrical spaces 
through the real bodies of participants, such as participants  
engaging with a tactile installation in May I Take Your Arm? 

Moving

Situating

Sensory engagement

Participant Participation in performance event Experience 


