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Theatre and Embodied Collective Reflexivity

Tobin Nellhaus

Theatre is a distinctive type of social reflexivity. The question is how, like other social prac-
tices, theatre's social function shapes its form. By examining theatre in relation to social
ontology, the components of agency, and the requirements of an embodied form of collective
reflexivity, one finds that theatre is characterized by a double homology with social ontology.
Furthermore, conducting embodied collective reflexivity requires the performer/character
distinction, which is fundamental to theatrical performance. Social ontology, then, sharpens
our concept of theatre's structure and the meaning of its practice.

Keywords: social ontology, collective reflexivity, agency, embodiment, Peirce

Social practices arise to serve some social purpose, and to a greater or lesser
extent social forms will follow their functions. Over time a practice will usually
change, but nonetheless it arises for a reason, even if we do not know what purpose
it fulfills. The point applies to theatre—a necessarily collective event. | have argued
elsewhere that theatre is a form of social reflexivity and a model of social agency.'
Here I will extend the social theory behind that analysis, focusing on the structure
of embodied collective reflexivity, and drawing methodologically from both critical
realism and Charles S. Peirce. Given space limitations, this article will consider
only the paradigmatic form of theatre, consisting of the live performance of scripted
drama—a paradigm that arose in Europe, South Asia, and East Asia. Other genres,
such as performance art and postdramatic theatre, will await exploration elsewhere.

General Social Ontology

Analysis of social forms and practices is grounded by a key issue: the relation-
ship between social structures and agents. Most theories have viewed society in one
of three ways: solely as individuals and small groups; individuals as functions of
larger social forces; or structures and agents as so mutually constitutive that they
are effectively two sides of the same thing.? The position adopted here is a critical
realist one that largely follows the analysis developed by sociologist Margaret
S. Archer, who holds that structures and agents are distinct and irreducible, but
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continuously interact. More, society actually possesses not two but three “levels™:
structures, agents, and discourses.’

Social structures, as Archer defines them, depend on relationships connected
to material resources, such as the use or possession of land, livestock, buildings,
and equipment. Human bodies are also material resources, which can be used for
labor or procreation. The second plane of social ontology consists of agents, espe-
cially their social interactions, alliances, groups, conflicts, and the like. Individual
agents operate within these networks via their personal capabilities, affinities, and
so forth. Finally, there are discourses of all sorts (political, religious, scientific,
artistic, etc.), or more generally, ideas, words, images, and so on.*

For the present argument, however, we need a finer-grained concept of the levels
than Archer offers. Examined more concretely, each level has material, social, and
conceptual elements. Ideas develop in society and can only be communicated via
some material means, such as voice or writing.’ At the agential level, friendship,
dating, and marriage are shaped by distinctive sets of concepts, bodily interactions,
and dynamics such as power and cooperation within the couple and their relation-
ships with people beyond themselves. And the centrality of material objects in social
structures does not mean structures are those objects: ideas identify what sort of
relationship with an object obtains, and mold people’s actions in connection with
it. For instance, owning, renting, and squatting are all possible relationships to the
same physical building. The structural, agential, and discursive levels derive their
distinguishing properties from the relative primacy of their material, social, and
conceptual elements, and the ramifications that fall from that.®

Under this theory of social ontology, people as social agents strive to achieve
their goals under the preconditions of whatever social structures and discourses
surround them (which may alter as a result of agents’ activities). The analysis cor-
responds to lived experience: for instance, in a down economy an actor may find
few opportunities to be cast, but when she does get roles she discovers herself
persistently typecast; likewise, an instructor may attempt to follow her guiding
beliefs and values but struggle to implement them in the face of growing class sizes
arising from university budget cuts. Social activity consists of and is explained by
the three elements’ development and interplay.

Individual agents have a strikingly similar ontology, in a manner consonant
with my refinement of Archer’s theory. Agents are characterized by their embodi-
ment, their intentionality, and their power to take action: in critical realist philoso-
pher Roy Bhaskar’s phrase, we must think of agents in terms of their “embodied
intentional causal agency.”” These three aspects—embodiment, intentionality, and
causal efficacy—are fundamental to what I will call embodied collective reflexiv-
ity. Agents’ intentionality has a key role: as Bhaskar observes, “The capacity for a
reflexive self-monitoring of one’s own causal interventions in the world, to be aware
of one’s own states of awareness during one’s activity (to monitor the monitoring
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of one’s activity), is intimately connected to our possession of a language” (or, 1
would add, other sign systems).®

Although individuals and organizations are different, individuals’ three basic
characteristics have counterparts in organizations and organized activities. Or-
ganized activities are embodied in the sense that they utilize material resources,
which provide various concrete capacities and are fundamental to their operation.
Organized activities also involve ideas and aims, including such things as corporate
culture and public presentation. Finally, through the group’s individual members,
each with their roles and abilities, the organization obtains efficacy within the world.
A university, for example, has a material structure encompassing buildings, faculty,
library collections, etc.; discourses, including curricula, a “mission,” an institu-
tional culture; and a wide variety of agential activities, among them instruction,
research, and faculty meetings. Since organizations have such strong similarities to
individual agents, they can be described as agents writ large—collective agents.” At
the same time, organizations arise within society as entities formed within society’s
larger conditions and resources. Organizations and organized activities, then, are
bidirectionally emergent: inwardly from society as a whole and outwardly from
individual agents, but identical to neither. They are simultaneously microcosms of
society and macrocosms of individual agents—macro/microcosms.

The ontological similarity between society, individual agents, and organiza-
tions—their common trifold structure—arises because any social entity emerging
from agents’ interactions will have to possess agents’ own ontological features.
Their similarity is not mimetic, just as the skeletal similarity between a human
arm and a bird’s wing is not mimetic, and is more than an analogy. The similarity
derives from their common origin: agential, organizational, and societal ontologies
are homologous."

The Social Ontology of Theatre

As an organized activity, theatre is a collective agent, and so it develops
structural, agential, and discursive components. At the structural level, the only
absolutely essential material resources in theatre are the performers and audience
members as watchable, physically productive, and responsive bodies along with
some type of performance space, but of course costumes, props, sets, and the like
are commonplace; material elements can also include ticket booths, concessions,
and other resources not directly part of a performance. Essentially, the material
resources constitute a set of possibilities that exist before, during, and after a per-
formance—while the theatre is dark, so to speak. At the agential level, theatrical
performance always includes the performers and the audience as active beings;
today they usually also include directors, designers, office staff, and so on. The
discursive component encompasses such things as the concepts guiding the group’s
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artistic choices, stated and unstated goals, audience appeal, inner culture, produc-
tion history, and plays under consideration.

Thus, as with any other social practice, there is a homological relationship
between the theatre and society. However, theatre possesses the structure/agents/
discourses ontology not just as an organized material activity but also in the ac-
tivity itself. The theatrical level, which can also be described as the performance
event, is a material structure involving not just the actors and spectators but also
the mise en scéne, the space, and so forth—but only those entities involved in
the performance itself, not those when the theatre is dark." The dramatic level is
the performed event per se, centered on the characters as (fictional) agents acting
within their (fictional) world. Finally, although dramatic performance is guided by
a script of some sort, that script can consist of just a rough scenario, a set of stage
directions, or merely rudimentary ideas of character and intention. These are suf-
ficient to constitute the scriptive level, which we might also call the performance
score. Taking these three levels together, we again find a social ontology consisting
of structures, agents, and discourses, making dramatic performance ontologically
homologous with society in general.

These two ontological homologies—between society and organized practices,
and between society and theatrical performance—are fundamental to the social
ontology of theatre. Looking at them in further detail, we can position several
other components of performance. The theatrical level is internally structured by
two dualities. One is the polarity between spectator and performer (observer and
observed). In principle, individuals can switch between the poles instantaneously,
as they do, in different ways, in improvisational theatre and Augusto Boal’s forum
theatre." In the other duality, performers and audience members alike maintain two
concurrent cognitive states. Actors never truly disappear into their characters, and
continue to have their own consciousness. They are always simultaneously out of
character and in character. However, the audience maintains a dual consciousness as
well: spectatorship as such always occurs in the nonfictional world, but spectators
watch people who they accept as fictional characters—in that respect, the audience
is cognitively “in world.” One can describe the status of being in character and in
world as the intrinsic aspect of the theatrical level: the creation of a shared fictional
world, in which a real human plays, for example, the fictional Rosalind while a
backdrop portrays the Forest of Arden. The theatrical level’s extrinsic aspect—out
of character and out of world—is the one in which the actors hit their marks, access
a misplaced prop, or wait for laughter to peak, and in which spectators interpret
stage dialogue, admire the actors’ skill, suppress a sneeze, and struggle to see around
someone tall. The extrinsic aspect also includes spatial elements such as the shape
of the stage and the arrangement of audience seating. The dualities shaping the
theatrical level are illustrated in figure 1.
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Fig. 1: Internal structure of the theatrical level."

However, it is vital to recognize that we are speaking of two necessary as-
pects of the performance event, which exist in a dynamic, changeable relationship
(somewhat like how speaking and listening are both requisite and dynamic aspects
of conversation). For that reason they open many possibilities in performance.
One aspect can “invade” the other, as happens in Dario Fo’s Accidental Death of
an Anarchist: the Police Chief, bragging that he has informants everywhere, says,
“Even tonight, in the audience, I guarantee there are a few of our men, as always
... do you want to see?”” He claps his hands, and several men scattered about the
auditorium declare their readiness for duty. The Fool then reassures the audience
that those were just actors—the real agents are keeping mum.'

Despite the fact that the intrinsic and extrinsic aspects are cognitively dif-
ferent, one can mistake the two, as when an actor gets injured but the audience
thinks it is part of the show. Some productions attempt to blur the line altogether,
as though the spectators are to be confronted by the actors themselves; an obvious
example is Peter Handke’s Offending the Audience, in which the performers insult
and flatter the audience, and do not create characters in a traditional sense at all.
Characters can also speak to the audience as though it too is part of the fictional
universe, say, by addressing it as citizens of Rome. And because the intrinsic and
extrinsic aspects of performance are concurrent cognitive processes tied to practical
activities, spectators can become performers and vice versa. However, such errors,
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effacements, infringements, and alternations presuppose the cognitive distinction
between the intrinsic and extrinsic aspects of performance, which remain real and
distinct, even as they interact.

The “performers” part of the theatrical level has its own main components. On
the one hand are all the contributors to the performance event: the actors’ bodies,
the set, music, and the rest. On the other hand is what they are doing: producing a
performance. Simply put, this is the distinction between actor and acting. The acting
is conducted on the basis of the script, in the broad sense above; however, in certain
respects the script too is functionally a material element—raw material—whether
it is physical script or only ideas. Scripts can be cut, adapted, and in other ways
changed, and the interpretative activity inherent to acting makes raw material of
the script as well. The performers use the script to produce the drama (the events
performed), which itself has two basic elements. One is the set of characters and
their circumstances; the other is the plot or action arising from them.

Beyond the theatrical performance per se, theatre’s ontology is completed by
the audience’s experience of the performance, which they take home: imagery,
metaphors, feelings and other emotive responses generated by the performance; the
references and allusions pointing from the performance to a world beyond it, often
needed for understanding the performance itself; and whatever interpretations and
themes the spectators may draw. Thus we have the following components of theatre:

1) Organizational structure and resources
2) Audience during the performance
3) Actors, mise en sceéne, etc., in performance
4) Acting, including the active influence of the mise en scéne, etc.
5) Script
6) Characters and circumstances
7) Action or plot
8) Feelings, metaphors
9) References, allusions
10) Themes and interpretations

But if social forms are structured to meet some function, this structure cannot
have arisen by happenstance, and needs to be explained. To do so we must consider
one of the key aspects of agency: reflexivity.

Reflexivity, Recursion, and Acts that Speak

Most discussions of reflexivity concern the individual, and it is useful to begin
there before considering collective reflexivity. Under the definition of reflexivity
adopted here, two aspects are key. Reflexivity is self-targeted: the agent herself
is the object of reference and/or action. More precisely, reflexivity is recursive.
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It creates self-similarity, in which a part is similar to the whole. Recursion arises
in many realms. In the natural world, it appears in such forms as the branching
patterns of fern leaves and various trees. In human culture, it is used in imagery
of self-containment (such as microcosms, the matryoshka doll, and the mise en
abyme), spirals, fractals, and other geometrical designs. And recursion is manifested
in areas of social activity—in particular, organizations and collective activities
can be understood both as miniature societies and as large agents, so that they are
micro/macrocosms of them. The structure of recursion is central to the argument
I will be making.

Reflexivity is also motivated: it arises from uncertainty and/or underdetermi-
nation. Archer, a major figure in the study of reflexivity, puts it this way: “People
are necessarily reflexive about their ‘context’ or ‘circumstances’ when they ask
themselves quotidian questions (in internal or external conversation) such as: ‘What
shall we have for dinner?,” ‘Do I need to visit the dentist?,” or ‘Can one of us get
back from work in time to pick the kids up from school?’”'¢ (Archer borrows the
phrase “internal conversation” from Charles S. Peirce as a way to describe indi-
vidual reflexivity.) The central point here is that the motivations for reflexivity are
questions. Although Archer’s examples happen to concern the future, the questions
can equally refer to the past: “Should I have said that to her?,” “Where did I put
my keys?” The temporal reference involved in reflexivity highlights the fact that
agency always occupies time: it is situated in history as a process in which the agent
creates change and is herself changed. An agent’s activity becomes summarized
and understood through a narrative.

Additional issues arise when we turn to collective reflexivity, whether the
number of people involved is two or two thousand. In a discussion of collective
reflexivity, Archer offers examples ranging from couples to department meetings;
scale introduces no essential differences in the reflexive process.'” But I want to ex-
amine collective reflexivity in more performative terms than Archer provides. Take
the example of meetings: they are (like individual reflexivity) conducted principally
through language, as when faculty members discuss curricula, budgeting, special
events, and so forth. However, as anyone attentive to meetings knows, plenty may
be communicated through nonlinguistic means—which is even truer in ordinary
interpersonal interactions. During any social interaction people must discern oth-
ers’ intentions, emotions, and perspectives, which they do by listening to others’
words, and by noting (often subconsciously) the facial expressions, vocal tone,
gestures, and other bodily elements, within whatever context seems appropriate.

Others, of course, observe their own characteristics, words, and behaviors in
order to make inferences about one’s own mental states. In a further act of reflexivity,
it is possible to consciously shape one’s own behavior in order to utilize the fact that
others interpret it, in the hope of achieving a particular impact. The point recalls the
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argument that agents do not simply consist of their intentionality and their power
of reflexivity: agency is also necessarily embodied and capable of taking action.

The fact that both self and other conduct bodily communication suggests the
possibility of collective reflexivity in which all three levels of agency are involved.
In other words, embodied collective reflexivity would involve observation and
interpretation not only of others’ embodiment, but also through embodiment (both
others’ and one’s own). The question, then, is what would be required for a group
to be reflexive collectively, not just through language but through their entire be-
ing—simultaneously intentional, efficacious, and embodied.

First, nothing agents do ever consists purely of either discourse or the body:
to a greater or lesser degree, both are involved. Even such seemingly disembodied
activities as reading involve physical activity. However, in embodied collective
reflexivity, embodiment plays a sui generis role because of the need to intuit others’
intentionality and mental states through their outward behavior.

Reflexivity aims to achieve or assess agential efficacy in the world. Efficacy
comes in varied forms. As is well known, J. L. Austin argued that all utterances
are speech acts—a type of action or way to do things—from the obvious like dec-
larations that a meeting is adjourned to the more subtle like logical proofs: they
accomplish things. His term for speech acts is performatives. To be clear, Austin
is sometimes taken as proposing performatives as one of two classes of utterance,
but this view ignores his eleventh lecture on speech acts, which explodes that
distinction. All speech, then, is performative.'®

But not just speech. Consider that, on the one hand, self-awareness and embodi-
ment are inseparable from agents’ causal efficacy; and, on the other hand, we always
“read” people’s “body language” to understand their intentions. Together these
indicate that embodied intentional activities (and often unintentional activities) tend
to bear meaning. Actions can in effect be utterances, sometimes via conventional
means. One can answer a question negatively by saying no, but also by shaking
one’s head or even becoming motionless. The meaningfulness of action is not (or
not just) semiotic; it is also experiential, emotive, and social. It infuses a person’s
habits, their gestures and physical styles, whether and how they touch others, the
quality of their voice, their sense of timing, the way they inhabit their body and
the space around them—the way, for example, some people “own’ a space as soon
as they enter it, while others seem to make themselves disappear.'” Most current
acting styles focus on a refined grasp of the meaningfulness of physical action.?
Expanding the concept of performatives to embrace not only speech acts but also
what I will call “acts that speak™ allows us to conceptualize a form of reflexivity
that is conducted bodily, not (or not only) verbally.

Reflexivity must be a particular type of performative. This is where reflexiv-
ity’s recursive structure becomes salient. In individual reflexivity, each self-directed
question generates a new round of internal conversation, not so much in a circle
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as in a spiral; with each round, discourse further enfolds the agent. To the extent
that collective reflexivity is mainly discursive (such as during a meeting), it has
the same spiraling structure. However, in the spiral of discourse, the only capacity
undergoing recursion is semiosis. In contrast, if all three elements of agentiality
are to undergo recursion, we cannot assume they each recurse in the same way,
because their interrelation is not symmetrical. The definition of agency as embodied,
efficacious, and intentional describes a stratified and emergent structure. Discur-
sive recursion has one layer alone; it is “flat.” In contrast, embodied recursion is
multilayered; that is, stratified.

The nature of a stratified, emergent structure might most easily be understood
historically. At the foundation of agency is basic physical existence—a feature we
share with stones and water—which provides the matrix of possibility for all else.
From core materiality emerged entities with the power to act upon the environment, a
power all biological forms possess and which transforms the living being’s physical
composition into its body, its corporeal being. Through their bodies lifeforms obtain
food, protect themselves from danger, and reproduce. Humans do many other things,
of course, but the emergent ability to act upon the environment is the causal efficacy
necessary for all agency. Finally, the emergent powers of intentionality, language,
and reflexivity arose within humans; actions become not just physical but meaning-
ful—that is, embodied. Intentionality would be nothing without the ability to act,
which in turn depends on corporeality. Due to the unidirectional line of dependency
and the different natures of these three characteristics, the structure of embodied
reflexivity must involve not simply the recursion of all three layers of embodied
intentional agency but recursion governed by their stratification and emergence.

Trichotomous Recursion

Just such a structure of trifold, asymmetrical recursion was developed by
Charles S. Peirce. Peirce is principally known for his work in semiotics, but [ will
instead draw primarily on his philosophical ideas, which he believed applied to
many if not all fields.”' I noted above that Peirce’s concept of reflexivity has already
influenced critical realism (as have some of his ideas in logic and semiotics). Here
I want to introduce another element of his philosophical work: his recursive meth-
odology. It underlies his semiotics, but it also offers an extraordinary technique for
analyzing the anatomy of emergent, stratified entities and processes that are only
partly semiotic (and possibly those that are nonsemiotic as well)}—and embodied
intentional agency is just such an entity. The method is rooted in his three funda-
mental categories: Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness. These are, respectively,
(1) qualities and possibilities; (2) action/reaction and actual being; and (3) relation-
ship, mediation, and rule-boundedness.” The categories’ exact meaning adjusts to
the context. Although Peirce’s categories may seem unduly abstract, in practical
application they prove remarkably useful and revealing.
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The categories are fundamental to Peirce’s semiotics. Firstness concerns
qualitative elements that can make a sign similar to its object, and thus these signs
consist of images, analogues, models—in Peirce’s terminology, icons. Icons can
be as varied as a drawing of the moon, a mathematical formula modeling electron
flow, and a metaphor that tells us “Juliet is the sun.” Next, indexes involve Sec-
ondness because they represent real connections. Thus, effects are indexes that
indicate causes (as chirping is an index that a bird is nearby); a pointing finger is
an index directing or referring one’s attention to some place or thing. Symbols are
a semiotic form of Thirdness because they involve conventions—the application
of a general rule. Language is the usual example; for instance, the word “book” is
a symbol (conventional sign) that applies to any book. There also are nonlinguistic
symbols, such as the yellow triangular hazard sign. Sign-types can combine: there
are, for instance, conventional indexes (such as arrows as directional pointers) and
conventional icons (like the smiley face ©@ ). Moreover, Peirce argued, every index
contains an iconic element, and every symbol contains both an indexical and an
iconic element. The icon/index/symbol distinction is the simplest of Peirce’s clas-
sifications of signs; partly to account for “mixed” signs like conventional icons, he
developed a taxonomy identifying ten different types of signs, which most Peirce
scholars consider more important than the three initial types.”

The way Peirce identified the ten sign-types (rather than the signs themselves)
is my central interest here. He applied the three fundamental categories method-
ologically, in order to detail further categories, characteristics, and components.
His method consisted of trichotomies, which can be described as trifold recursive
subdivisions in which each of the primary categories iteratively subdivides in a
different manner.** Under this system, Firstness continues as Firstness; Secondness
subdivides as both itself and its embedded Firstness; and Thirdness subdivides as
itself and its embedded Secondness and Firstness.” The same rules are then ap-
plied to each sub-element, creating a complex branching structure, as illustrated in
figure 2, which shows the results of three recursions. (The dashes between numbers
demarcate the successive outcomes or subcategories.) In Peirce’s semiotics, these
results are the ten classes of signs.

Still more germane, Peirce’s three categories stand in an emergent relationship
themselves. Secondness includes Firstness, but introduces a new and irreducible
element: the transition from possibility to actuality. Similarly, Thirdness depends
upon Secondness and Firstness, but relationships, governing laws, and meaning
cannot be collapsed into the instantiations given by actuality.*

The ontology of agency, I argue, can be conceptualized in accord with the
three categories. Its Firstness consists of the agent’s embodiment (with its quali-
ties and possibilities).?”” Its Secondness is activity and its causal efficacy. And its
Thirdness is intentionality (which is discursive; i.e., semiotic). I hold that, likewise,
the categories match social ontology of structures, agents and their activities, and
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Fig. 2: Trichotomous recursions of Peirce’s categories.

meaningful discourses (respectively); and the ontology of collective agency as well.
The definition of agency as embodied, efficacious, and intentional also demarcates
a line of emergence and stratification. Material embodiment, as an array of powers
and possibilities, is as it is. Since causal efficacy is emergent from material em-
bodiment (as a realm of potentiality), it both depends on materiality and includes
it as an aspect of itself. Last, intentionality is emergent from causal efficacy and
therefore is dependent on and contains both it and material being. Consequently
we can utilize trichotomous recursion in order to specify the structure of embodied
performatives. The first level, embodiment, iterates simply as embodiment. The
level of action (causal efficacy) iterates with two branches: the embodied source
of action, and the action per se, which entails something acted upon (including the
case where one acts upon oneself). And finally, intentionality (semiosis) iterates
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with three subtypes reflecting its respective forms of semiosis, action, and embodi-
ment. The same process applies at each further iteration.

Figure 3 depicts the first three recursions in embodied performatives. It begins
with the basic breakdown of agential ontology between embodiment (E), causal
efficacy as action (A), and intentionality as semiosis (S). I will describe the out-
come of three recursions; analysis of subsequent recursions is unnecessary here.

Each node covers a variety of instances and components—consider the nu-
merous and complex aspects of embodiment alone—so they should not be taken
as representing a single thing, but rather as a particular type of distinction, differ-
ence, category, or relationship. The recursion of embodiment (E), as noted above,
is simply embodiment: although over time the body changes with age, nutrition,
injury, and the like, at any particular moment of reflexivity one has the body and
embodied experience one has, providing the grounds of possibility for the rest. The
recursion of activity involves two different aspects, one being the agent’s embodied
power to act and susceptibility to being acted upon (A-E), the other the independent
object that one could act on or might act on oneself (A-A). This is the distinction
between self and world. The independent object in turn has two aspects of its own:
its material or social qualities, characteristics or powers in potentia (A-A-E), and
its actual activity (A-A-A). For example, “Uh-oh, that’s a lion. Oh good, it’s sleep-

E = Embodiment
A = Action (Efficacy)
S = Semiosis (Intentionality)

EMBODIED,
INTENTIONAL
AGENTS

i
Vo d e

7
0F
hod

l1st RecursionJ [an Recursion] [Srd Recursion]

Fig. 3: The recursive structure of embodied performatives.
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ing,” or “My dean is a sheep in wolf’s clothing.” Node S-E, the material aspect
of semiosis, consists of sign vehicles, including writing, visual images, sounds,
physical materials, body parts, and many other objects—objects also in the sense
of things we work upon to produce meaning. They are not simply physical objects
but meaningful ones: one can fling a book, but here our interest is in which book
is flung (a novel? a Bible? Shakespeare?). Under this rubric as well are the words,
images, etc., as stored in our memories. At node S-A is the activity of semiosis
itself, that is, the process of generating particular performatives (whether speech
acts or acts that speak). S-A-E and S-A-A distinguish between the identity of the
speaker (the meaningfulness of who is speaking) and her speaking. Finally, there
is the semiotic relationship itself (S-S). The signs at node S-S-E are icons, node
S-S-A encompasses indexes, and at S-S-S we have symbols. Again, both indexes
and symbols have a necessary iconic element, such as the metaphors within thought,
as a cognitive substrate derived from our embodied engagement with the world.?®

In order to address reflexivity that is not simply discursive but rather involves
all three aspects of agency in a collective context, we need the theory of embodied
performatives I introduced above. An account of embodied collective reflexivity
must meet each of its aspects. First, embodied reflexivity may and often does include
discourse, but crucially, it is (also) conducted through the body; that is, through acts
that speak to their observers, so that the body is an essential means of expression,
even cognition. In short, embodied collective reflexivity is performative, involving
both speech acts and acts that speak. They may be determined by social convention
(such as a handshake or a kiss on each cheek), but equally they may work by direct
effect (say, a hug or loud drumming) and by iconic and associative characteristics
(for instance, looking downward upon someone can convey superiority).

Second, collective activity is not simply actions by multiple individuals. The
participants have to view themselves as members of a larger unit; their activities are
meant to achieve something useful or valued by the whole.?” Generally speaking, the
activity has to be at least minimally planned and organized, and parts of embodied
performatives that might otherwise occur subconsciously must become explicit.

Finally, reflexivity is motivated by a question, such as a problem to be solved,
the meaning of something, or speculation on how something might occur. For dis-
cursive reflexivity the problem or question could be the achievement of virtually
any goal. But when reflexivity is conducted bodily, to some extent the issue must
concern embodiment itself. For this reason, in addition to whatever other matters
it might focus on, it does not need to be wholly goal-directed (or rather, it can be
partly autotelic), and an important crux will be the encounter between self and
other—our activity of inferring others’ mental states and intentions based on their
outward behaviors and characteristics.

That returns us to the basic point: embodied reflexivity would be reflexivity that
engages all three aspects of agency: embodiment, efficacy, and intentionality. This
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reflexivity centers on agents’ circumstances, characteristics, and actions; it consists
of some sort of representation of, comment upon, reflection on, or self-reference
toward agency. In other words, agency itself, including all of its elements, must be
focal in a practice of embodied collective reflexivity.

Theatre and Embodied Collective Reflexivity

Theatrical performance meets all the criteria for embodied collective reflexivity,
and even more interestingly, embodied collective reflexivity explains the ontology
of theatrical performance.*® This becomes visible when we conjoin (1) theatre’s
two ontological homologies; (2) the dualities of the performance event depicted
in figure 1; (3) the structure of embodied collective reflexivity shown in figure
3; and (4) add the audience’s experience of the performance. Starting from the
agent embedded within social structures and discourses, performance’s ontologi-
cal structure is trichotomously recursive, as illustrated by figure 4. To help align
this diagram with figure 3, I have encircled each node representing an aspect of
theatrical practice with an ellipse that indicates its connection to the trichotomous
structure of embodied performatives. For clarity the diagram leaves out the numer-
ous interactions among the nodes, even the most basic ones; the reader should not
be misled by their absence.

The first column depicts the three ontological levels of society. Out of agents’
activities, however, all else develops. The next column shows theatrical organi-
zation as simultaneously emergent from agents’ activities macrocosmically, and
emergent from society microcosmically. The recursion shown in the third column
is the crucial one, depicting the moment of collective reflexivity, which incorpo-
rates theatrical performance itself; the fourth breaks these down into the generally
recognized elements of theatre.

In all recursions, the underlying level—the theatre organization and its material
and human resources—continues (node E). Nodes A-E and A-A, consisting princi-
pally of agents, need to be understood together, because here we enter performance
per se. The agents are present purposely, as a collectivity. This collectivity—the
theatrical level—constitutes a structural plane in its own right, based principally
on the social relationships between performers and audience, including theatre’s
watchable human bodies, the physical space, the set design, lighting, costumes,
music, and all the other elements that constitute “spectacle.” These all belong to
theatre’s extrinsic aspect. Yet there is a division in this collectivity. As we saw in
the outline of embodied reflexivity, nodes A-E and A-A demarcate the self/world
distinction. In everyday life, whenever two or more people interact socially, that
distinction becomes the difference and relationship between self and other, or the
observer and the observed. We pay attention to others’ speech, movements, ex-
pressions, gestures, tone of voice, etc. (all of which are included at node A-A-A),
and their personal characteristics (node A-A-E) such as bodily qualities (gender,
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age, ethnicity, size, and so on), clothing, accessories, social position (as far as that
can be determined), perhaps taking into account their environment as well. Such
observation of performers is theatre’s intrinsic aspect. As shown in the fourth col-

umn, that contains a distinction between the actors (node A-A-E) and their acting

(node A-A-A).
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The theatrical level establishes the foundation for the scriptive and the dramatic
levels. Together these three elements constitute theatrical performance (figure 4
encloses them within a rectangle). They are homologous with the three levels in
society’s ontology, as indicated by the heavy-lined arrows. However, as noted
earlier, the scriptive material is not something that people are thinking so much as
semiotic raw material (node S-E) that theatre artists utilize and transform in order to
produce the performance. The basic product of theatrical performance per se is the
dramatic level (node S-A), the performed event, in which fictional agents conduct
their activities. The fundamental distinction within the dramatic level is between the
characters, with their circumstances, goals, and so forth, who establish an array of
potentialities (node S-A-E), and the actions they take; that is, the plot or narrative
(node S-A-A). Narrative is important because, as I observed earlier, reflexivity
is connected to temporality, whether the topic is the past, plans for the future, or
imaginings about either. Conceptualizing agential activity requires a connection
to narrative; “nothing happens” itself describes a concept of agency. Finally, from
all three planes of theatrical performance arises the audience’s experience of the
performance: their feelings and their sense of the qualities and metaphors embodied
in the performance (S-S-E), their perceptions of the beings and events represented
in the performance, especially the referential element of performance (S-S-A), and
any themes or interpretations they may draw out of it (SSS).

Historically there have been divergent views about which element is of great-
est importance. For instance, Aristotle put plot first, and character second. The
Natyasastra emphasizes rasas (“tastes” or “feelings”), which are a form of the
qualitative element encompassed by node SSE.*' The literary scholar may focus on
themes. And so on. Although it positions these elements within an overall structure,
the social ontology of theatrical performance does not in itself suggest any such
prioritization: if a culture assigns one of them primacy, that is a sociohistorical
matter, not an ontological one.

The fourth column, then, encompasses the ten components of theatrical pro-
duction discussed above, as generated by the trichotomous structure of embodied
collective reflexivity—in short, theatre’s form follows its function. Note that
Handke’s “assault” Offending the Audience and Beckett’s acutely minimalist Breath
are as much examples of embodied collective reflexivity as Hansberry’s highly
realistic A Raisin in the Sun. The notions of a “slice of life” or “holding a mirror
up to nature” are irrelevant for understanding embodied collective reflexivity: the
ontology of theatrical performance is what is at stake, not what it displays. The
issue is less what theatrical performance shows than how it is structured in order
to meet a social function.
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Embodied Reflexivity, Fictionality, and the Role of Homology

Yet this seems a strange claim: “holding a mirror up to nature” sounds like
what reflexivity of any sort should require. It is true that even at its most improb-
able, abstract, fantastical, or bizarre, theatrical performance has to reflect some-
thing recognizable about reality, such as our desires, fears, and obsessions. That
is intrinsic to reflexivity. The problem, however, is more fundamental. Normally
audiences do not take theatrical performance for reality or even a representation
of literal reality—it is roundly understood as pretense. The duality between the
intrinsic (in-character and in-world) and the extrinsic (out-of-character and out-of-
world) aspects, which is vital to the structure of theatrical performance as a mode of
reflexivity, is founded on the participants’ act of distinguishing between the factual
and the fictional. Most other forms of collective reflexivity do not have this cast. A
couple actually plans the weekend housecleaning; they do not pretend to plan it.
It is similar with religious services, legislating, holding a political demonstration,
and so forth. Yet in theatre, fiction is essential.

The reason for fictionality lies in reflexivity’s fundamental operation: asking
a question. A crucial part of reflexivity is that it places previous, current, or future
thoughts or activities at a cognitive remove so they can be contemplated, critiqued,
appreciated, imagined, or changed. For performance, that moment is the use of
discourse as raw material—node S-E, the scriptive level, which seems to be in
the wrong place compared to theatre’s homology with society, as indicated by the
crossed lines that ought to be parallel. That transformation of discourse from the
actively thought to the thought-about is the moment of reflexivity itself, the mo-
ment of asking questions about one’s world. By raising questions, reflexivity does
more than motivate the agent to explore options: it creates the possibility that one
can find options. Reflexivity opens the possibility of possibilities—the ability to
consider what could be and what could be done.

In most forms of reflexivity (collective and individual), questioning is under-
taken primarily or solely within language (speech acts), and action is subsequent.
In contrast, an embodied form of collective reflexivity operates crucially through
the body itself. In fact, it might operate without words at all, as in pantomime and
dance. Physical bodies, not just discourse, must open the possibility of possibili-
ties. But bodies can ask questions, creating the necessary cognitive relocation, only
becoming other than themselves, thereby opening a distance from their own world,
the world as it is. Bodies must be (seen as) symbolic, indexical, metaphoric. Perfor-
mative reflexivity creates a split in cognitive modalities formulated as the duality
between “out of character” and “in character,” the literal and the fictional, which
establishes the structure’s extrinsic and intrinsic aspects. It is mimetic. It creates
signs of signs.** Thus bodies on stage displace the real world and produce in its
stead an imagined world. In short, comprehensively agential reflexivity—reflexive
activity that is simultaneously semiotic, social, and material, and incorporates the
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dialectic between self and other—is undertaken through a recursion in which agents
performatively create/observe a fictional world.*

Above and beyond the recursion that generates the organizational macro/
microcosm, the ontology of theatrical performance involves a double recursion.
One recursion consists of the trichotomous structure of embodied performatives;
the other is the trifold ontology of theatrical performance (the theatrical, dramatic,
and scriptive levels), which creates its own microcosm of broader social ontology
(structures, agents, and discourses). Hence an understanding of theatrical perfor-
mance must go beyond what is perceptible, which consists of its limited number
of people, and its characters, plot, and staging (which even under the dominant
paradigm of theatre considered here may be thoroughly unrealistic or outright
bizarre). Theatrical performance goes beyond even collective reflexivity. Due to
its ontological homologies with society, theatre performs societal reflexivity; that
is, reflexivity about being in a world with others, with all the material, discursive,
and social limits and possibilities that entails. Societal reflexivity explains why
theatre can be viewed as concerning “the human condition” despite the fact that
theatre traditions are culturally specific. Further, beyond even its nature as societal
reflexivity, theatre’s dense set of homologies with social ontology make it a model
of social agency; that is, of agents’ embeddedness within structures and discourses.
It is a model in its very structure.

Conclusion

A model only reveals so much. It is like a skeleton: human bones will not tell
you whether a person was bright or dull, if they played the flute or the horseraces,
who they loved, whether they were kind or cruel. And these are important things.
But a skeleton reveals that humans have the ability to run, jump, and grasp objects;
that they walk on two legs; that they have larger brains than most animals; that they
are related to other animals. The capacities disclosed by a skeleton lie under all the
individuals and unite them. So if one asks, “Is the animal in front of me a human or
arabbit?” starting with its skeleton—looking at how the creature is built—is better
than starting with its hair color. The social ontology of theatre accomplishes that.
Moreover, conceptualizing theatrical performance in terms of social ontology allows
us to not only describe its structure but also explain it—its need for collectivity, its
focus on embodiment, its multiple layers, its use of fictionality, and its function.
In order to achieve this, my analysis avoids theorization based on aesthetics and
simple analogy, and instead draws on ideas from critical realism and Peirce, in a
way that is internally coherent. Finally, by presenting a definition of theatre, I am
arguing that we can sharpen theatre studies’ object of analysis, while also posing
questions on how best to define performance.
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