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I looked at the boot. Its sheen, its heel, its 
texture. Its taper. My partner lifted it and I took 
it into my hands. I found the zipper and unpeeled 
the boot, looking up into my partner’s eyes. 
I removed the boot. The other was placed into my 
hands. Again, I opened and removed. This time 
when the leg was withdrawn from my hand, my 
partner stood and I looked up at waist, torso, 
shoulder, neck, hair, cheek, lips, nose, eyes. 
My face was directly in front of the belt of my 
partner. My partner, who was a stranger to me. 
As were most of the people watching us. 

*****

In the fall of 2003, Felix Ruckert and his twelve 
dancers toured the United States with their 
productions Deluxe Joypilot and Secret Service. 
Ruckert, a former dancer for Pina Bausch, 
has established a body of work known for its 
participatory nature – pieces often involve 
direct physical contact between dancers and 
attendants1 and some of his work involves 
explicitly sexualized provocations. In Secret 
Service, for example, blindfolded attendants are 
taken through a series of encounters involving 
different kinds of movement and touch, 
including the removal of more than a pair of 
boots (Boenisch 2003: 38–40).2

For their Chicago visit at the Museum of 
Contemporary Art’s (MCA’s) theatre, they 
conducted a week-long residency and I was one 
of thirteen dancers chosen by audition to work 
with Ruckert and his company creating two new 
pieces, Tools and Consulto.3 For Consulto, eight 

pairs of facing chairs were placed across the MCA 
stage, and attendants were invited to come and 
encircle them. Each set of chairs was assigned 
three dancers. Within a thirty-minute time frame, 
the dancers took turns sitting in one of the chairs, 
waiting for or inviting an attendant to sit in the 
facing chair, and then performing a dance for 
their ‘partner,’ finally ending the ‘performance’ 
at a moment suggested by the exchange. Not 
all attendants were able to sit in the chairs, but 
all were free to move around the playing area, 
perhaps looking for the dancers they wanted to 
have perform for them, perhaps changing their 
visual perspective, perhaps trying to take in as 
many different duos as possible. At the close of 
this section, pre-assigned dancers took their last 
partners, closed their eyes, and manipulated them 
in teams, racing, rolling, lifting and guiding the 
temporarily sightless attendants through set 
choreography before bringing them to the ground 
where the piece ended. 

In this article, I examine the shifts of power 
undertaken during the first section of Consulto 
and the markedly divergent claims made by 
performers and attendants about who was ‘in 
control’. The different responses constitute the 
‘good ambiguity’ that the French philosopher 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty described as a basis 
of perception and that I locate as a crucial 
element of Consulto (Merleau-Ponty 1964: 11). 
I further thematize ambiguity by drawing on and 
departing from Michael Warner’s (2002) theory 
of publics, defining what I call ‘micropublics’ 
as disruptions of the boundaries underpinning 
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1 I will refer to ‘audience 
members’ and 
‘spectators’ as 
‘attendants’. This latter 
term both removes an 
emphasis on one sense 
and accurately describes 
the manner in which 
those not performing 
nonetheless actively 
participate in making the 
performance; we attend 
to one another’s needs, 
for example (and most 
performers ‘need’ a 
public to witness their 
work at one moment or 
another). This second 
sense of the word touches 
on the French word for 
‘attend’ – assister – a 
word that, back in 
English, nicely indicates 
the help offered by 
attendants. Although my 
reasons do not 
necessarily match his 
own, I was inspired to use 
this term after Di 
Benedetto (2007: 126).

2 In the second part of 
Secret Service, 
attendants were ‘asked to 
take off as much clothing 
as they like’ before 
allowing themselves to be 
chained to a scaffold 
from which position they 
were subjected to 
physical prompts ranging 
from breath blown onto 
skin to light whipping 
(Boenisch 2003: 39). 
Boenisch indicates that, 
having left only his 
underwear on, this too 
was removed before the 
piece ended.

3 The dancers chosen 
included a college 
student, professional 
dancers and non-dance 
performers, all from the 
Chicago area.
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notions of privacy, in particular those that 
secure the exclusivity of binary sexuality. I argue 
that through its arrangement of micropublics, 
Consulto does more than ask attendants to 
participate; it provokes us to question the terms 
of participation in performance by emphasizing 
a shared, ambiguous situation at play. In doing 
so, Consulto stages ambiguity as a founding 
principle of our responsibility to and experience 
of others.

r e v e r s i b i l i t y ,  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  a n d 
t o u c h

I typically began each interaction breathing 
deeply so that I could smell the person opposite 
and to give myself the time to be provoked by 
any detail in their posture or clothing that might 
provide me with a beginning movement. This was 
the last moment in which I alone determined the 
movement to come. Each attendant understood 
the performance differently and responded 
accordingly. Some sat and watched, and for 
them the dances were indeed performed without 
any shared physical touch, a small solo for a 
small audience. Other attendants, however, 
increased their physical involvement with the 
performances. Some became exquisite followers, 
moving slightly or largely to complement me 
and reflecting on their own role with simplicity 
and precision. Others found ways of cornering 
me in relations I did not choose; one partner 
repeatedly found her way into my arms where 
she would slacken and expect me to hold her 
as she swayed. Another partner snatched my 
glasses and later refused to give them back to 
me, turning our exchange into an explicit power 
play. An attendant elsewhere onstage engaged 
with another dancer by singing a spiritual at full 
volume.

Lucia Mauro contrasts Consulto with other 
participatory pieces, suggesting that the 
operating principle here was, ‘a provocative idea 
that goes beyond dragging people up onstage and 
asking them to jump around. Ruckert addresses 
issues of choice, trust and control’ (Mauro 2003: 

29). No one was unwillingly brought ‘onstage’ 
both because everyone was already on the stage 
of the MCA and because only those attendants 
who chose to sit opposite a dancer did so. 
According to Mauro, attendants: 

could choose how much and how little they wanted 
to participate. The choreographer … did not so much 
topple the fourth wall as let viewers figuratively 
chisel out sections of that wall to engage in dance 
from a highly individual perspective. 

(Mauro 2003: 29)

These levels of participation varied as described 
above, with some remaining outside the direct 
encounters with the dancers, some sitting, and 
resolutely only sitting, opposite a dancer, with 
others moving themselves and their partners in 
improvised physical relations. 

And yet, Mauro also claims that, having 
chiseled their space, attendants then subjected 
themselves to ‘dancers [who] seem to maintain 
exacting control over their less experienced 
partners’ (Mauro 2003: 29). Thus, even though 
attendants exercised agency in determining how 
much they would participate, the dancers finally 
decided of what that participation would consist; 
they remained in control. University of Chicago 
Professor David Levin described feeling that 
the dancers ‘were running the joint,’ and added, 
‘I’m not sure that I would have felt comfortable 
sensing that I was in control, since this was 
properly the dancers’ space to control’ (Levin 
2011: email). 

These impressions form a strong contrast to 
my own. To begin, it did not seem to me that the 
roles of dancer and attendant were very clearly 
distinguished. Of course, the dancers were 
costumed differently than our partners: barefoot 
and in loose-fitting, single-layer clothing, we 
did not look like most of those that sat opposite 
us. In addition, for me to feel a shift in control, 
some sense of roles must have existed: in order 
for me to so much as experience my partner 
taking control of the performance the central 
relation of the performances must have at first 
involved the attendant submitting to my plan. 
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 Breaking this submission, while welcomed, 
served to heighten the sense that the dancer was 
meant to be the one directing the performance. 
And yet, my partners’ actions changed what 
I did and how I danced, revealing the attendants’ 
agency in our exchanges. Our shared initiation 
of impulse worked to resist – if not defy – the 
delineation established by our clothes. This 
was strengthened, for me, by the fact that the 
dancers in the first section of Consulto did not 
have unison choreography pre-set and each 
performance had to be negotiated on the spot 
with the attendants. 

Far from ‘running the joint’, my sense was 
of a constant waxing and waning of power and 
a regular negotiation of leadership with my 
partners.4 Although he does not equate control 
with ‘power’, Levin also notes that from moment 
to moment as the dancers responded to his 
movements, ‘the sense of discrete physical 
“control” would necessarily shift from one 
moment to another’ (Levin 2011: email). At the 
very least, for those attendants that understood 
and accepted the improvisatory nature of the 
encounter as announced by Ruckert at the 
beginning of the section (and the attendants 
opposite me did not all seem to either believe 
or trust Ruckert – or me), there quickly arose 
the possibility of actively changing the course, 
nature and sense of the performance.

This was particularly apparent in regards 
to touch. I attempted to gauge my partner’s 
availability to being touched and to gently test 
that willingness, for example by keeping my 
hand on a withdrawn leg, or remaining in place 
after an attendant had stiffened under my breath 
on a shoulder. In other circumstances, however, 
I quickly noticed when my partners touched 
back. These moments staged what Merleau-
Ponty described as the reversible relationship 
involved in the foundational act of perception. 
As he understood it, when you touch another, 
you may experience the reversibility of sensation 
and be both touched and toucher. But he also 
maintained that you were never either one 
entirely.

Merleau-Ponty begins by describing the 
experience of touching one of his hands with the 
other. In his account, when he lays one hand on 
top of the other, he is able to feel himself touching 
or feel himself touched, but he cannot do them 
both at the same moment. Instead, he constantly 
shifts from one to the other, despite what appears 
to be the fact of his continuously doing both 
(Merleau-Ponty 1968: 147–8). This shift is what 
characterizes both the sensations and my being 
someone capable of experiencing the sensations. 
To touch oneself is not to ‘apprehend oneself as 
an ob-ject’, but instead ‘to be open to oneself’ 
(249). The experience of touching one hand with 
another and our inability to completely occupy 
one role (toucher) or another (touched) express 
a depth in being that always partly obscures 
experience and characterizes embodiment 
(Barbaras 2000: 82). As embodied beings, we 
participate in a world of depth and occlusion 
that denies us the possibility of self-coincidence, 
something only available to an abstracted, 
disembodied being – a non-participant.

Transposed to the experience of touching 
another, Merleau-Ponty argues that our 
perception of touch entails a continual escape 
from firm identity, in part because we exist 
in a reversible relationship with others: to 
be touched by you is to touch you. Without 
proposing the appropriation of the other 
through a claimed identity with myself, Merleau-
Ponty’s reversibility describes the experience 
of movement between relations. The touch of 
another affirms my reversibility as toucher and 
touched. As someone who touches, I am in the 
realm of the tangible and am tangible myself; 
as someone who smells I am in the realm of the 
olfactory and may be smelled by others; and 
so on with all the senses (Merleau-Ponty 1968: 
134).5 We are ‘caught up’ in what we perceive and 
participate in a world experienced through the 
shifts between sentient and sensible – I am not 
coincident with what I touch, but we both belong 
to the tangible (139). Once we understand that to 
touch is to be tangible, to see is to be visible, our 
situation with the world becomes reversible and 

4 I wonder, too, how the 
attendants who took my 
glasses or kept falling 
into my arms felt the 
question of control.

5 In addition, no sense 
exists on its own: ‘[T]here 
is encroachment, 
infringement’ between 
them (Merleau-Ponty 
1968: 134).
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we experience the intertwining of subjectivity 
and objectification.

Precisely because we cannot gain definition 
as a subject or object without experiencing how 
each is instituted by the movement between 
them, the principle of reversibility is impossible 
to achieve in fullness. When we touch each 
other, we are not reversible in the sense that we 
may occupy the other’s situation: we are only 
reversible with each other in the sense that we 
may touch and be touched. This assures us that 
we share a world through our specific and unique 
engagements with it. To touch is above all else to 
be in a tangible world, which is also to say, we are 
not so much toucher and touched, but touching. 
The act is reversible, not the situation.

a m b i g u o u s  r o l e - p l a y

The single attendants and I never firmly occupied 
the roles of performer and attendant, toucher 
and touched, but circulated between unachieved 
and incomplete identities. To be sure, there 
were cues – for example, the aforementioned 
difference in dress – that provided grounds 
for securing our identities or roles. And yet, 
as I argue, we disrupted and corrupted these 
cues by our movement and uncertain control. 
Far from being necessary or inevitable, our 
occupation of specific roles would have signalled 
not simply a failure of the piece but a failure 
of perception whose consequences are far-
reaching. As Roslyn Diprose writes, ‘the denial 
of the ambiguity of perception and with this the 
possibility of transforming imaginary worlds, 
is also the denial of the other’s alterity who 
animates perception and who therefore animates 
subjectivity’ (Diprose 2002: 176; my emphasis).

Literary critic William Empson defined seven 
kinds of ambiguity (Empson 1966), but Merleau-
Ponty was concerned with two: ‘bad’ and ‘good’. 
The first he described as, ‘a mixture of finitude 
and universality, of interiority and exteriority’; it 
is a stasis or deadlock, an inert moment between 
two possibilities. ‘Good ambiguity,’ on the other 
hand, exists ‘in the phenomenon of expression, a 

spontaneity which accomplishes what appears to 
be impossible when we observed only the separate 
elements, a spontaneity which gathers together 
the plurality of monads, the past and the present, 
nature and culture’ (Merleau-Ponty 1964: 11). This 
ambiguity does not stall out between multiple 
possibilities but recognizes that the movement 
between them constitutes a world.

As was often his habit, Merleau-Ponty here 
invokes the plurality of being and then encloses 
it in a series of pairs. While commentators such 
as Renaud Barbaras consider this a foundational 
flaw in Merleau-Ponty’s work (Barbaras 2004: 
xxiv), I contend that the fragmentation of being 
indicated by plural images of an object need 
not be trapped in the prefix ‘ambi-’. It is not so 
much that there are two meanings as that there 
are multiple meanings. Merleau-Ponty himself 
elaborated on how a pair, left and right, need 
not suggest a binarized structure of power or 
meaning, but instead may signal ‘a fragmentation 
of being, [the] possibility for separation … the 
advent of difference’ (1968: 216–17).

During Consulto, not only the channels 
of power, but also the different roles, 
responsibilities and impulses were rendered 
ambiguous. It was difficult to say moment 
to moment who was in control or where the 
movement would lead next as my partners and 
I moved between roles and changed touches. This 
same kind of ambiguity, I contend, pervaded the 
establishment of performance spaces. It was 
not clear whether the space of the performance 
comprised simply where the dancer moved – 
the model of the solo performance for the sole 
attendant – or if it also comprised the space made 
between dancer, attendant and other attendants. 
No matter how much the seated attendant 
participated, each dance was more like a duet 
than a solo. Even when remaining firmly in 
their chairs, the single attendants’ movements 
fell within the same semiotic frame as that of 
the dancers’ movements: each tensed shoulder, 
repressed smile and raised eyebrow reached the 
dancer opposite and the attendants surrounding. 
And although the dancers performed for their 
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 sole audience member, we were of course also 
performing with them for others for whom 
the entire interaction, not simply the dancers’ 
movements, was a performance.

At least, this is how I understand it. As I have 
offered, however, this was not everyone’s 
experience, nor was it mine in every single 
moment. And yet, if anything, this only increases 
the ambiguity I want to locate in Consulto by 
extending it well beyond the initial encounters. 
While the difference between Mauro and Levin’s 
accounts and my own suggests that we cannot 
resolve who was ‘actually’ in control during the 
performance, the principle of ambiguity offers 
that this is hardly a failure. Indeed, following 
Joshua Abrams’ account of Hautnah (1995), 
the continued dissolution of roles after the 
performance might be understood as a marker 
for Ruckert’s work (Abrams 2003: 8). Our 
inability to reach a conclusion about power or 
control or role is itself the kind of ambiguity 
I experienced during many of my encounters. 

p u b l i c s  a n d  m i c r o p u b l i c s

With each performance space – that of soloist 
with one attendant and that of two partners 
with many attendants – arose a different, if 
related public. The smaller of which – the dancer 
and the attendant – I call a micropublic. In his 
seminal essay ‘Publics and counterpublics’, 
Michael Warner identified seven characteristics 
of a public and each assembly of dancer and 
attendant maintained them: They are 1. ‘Self-
organized’; 2. ‘A relation among strangers’; they 
involve 3. ‘Personal and impersonal’ address; 
and are 4. ‘Constituted through mere attention’; 
they involve a 5. ‘Social space created through 
the reflexive circulation of discourse’; they 
6. ‘Act historically according to the temporality 
of their circulation’; and they are 7. ‘A poetic 
world-making’ (Warner 2009: 49–90). Although 
most of these characteristics are apparently self-
evident in codified performance, the practices 
of avant-garde performance and participatory 
installation art clearly suggest that they all 

deserve serious scrutiny. For example, how self-
organized are performances existing within the 
international touring circuit, and how likely is it 
that attendants at an outré project in the rarefied 
world of performance will be entirely strangers 
to one another? Given the aims and constraints 
of this article, however, I will focus on the third 
and fifth.

Warner explains that a public involves an 
address to select people who are nonetheless 
unknown and left un-particularized by the form 
of address: 

We might recognize ourselves as addressees, but 
it is equally important that we remember that the 
speech was addressed to indefinite others; that in 
singling us out, it does so not on the basis of our 
concrete identity, but by virtue of our participation 
in the discourse alone, and therefore in common 
with strangers. (Warner 2009: 58)

So far so good – this matches up with 
attendants at performances. Warner contrasts 
this with Louis Althusser’s subject hailed by the 
policeman (Althusser 1971: 174–5), claiming that 
the lawman ‘will be understood to be addressing 
a particular person, not a public’ and suggesting 
that any onlookers will move on when they 
understand that they are not the subjects of 
address (Warner 2009: 58). Warner thus stakes 
the formation of a public in part on the absence 
of a singular addressee whose identification 
would preclude the formation of a public for 
any discourse directed to the addressee. The 
‘personal’ address involves our understanding 
that we are being addressed while recognizing 
that it is not us in particular being addressed.

But this overlooks the fact that the policeman’s 
hail depends on a public performance of the role 
of ‘policeman’. The subject is not interpellated 
into the web of state power by a sole human 
voice but by a shared recognition that this voice 
emanates from an agent of the state. Which is to 
say that the policeman crying ‘Hey you!’ is indeed 
addressing a public, communicating to them his 
status and power while attempting to modify the 
movement of a single person. Furthermore, his 
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ability to do so depends on his making his status 
clear to others. Far from dismantling Warner’s 
public, however, this example demonstrates 
the operation of a micropublic. This species of 
public alters the nature of the ‘personal’ and 
‘impersonal’ in a larger public. A micropublic is 
one that singles out a participant on the basis of 
identity while also ratifying this genre of address 
by virtue of active witnessing by others.

In Consulto, I addressed each attendant 
opposite me not only in particular, not only 
in the place of others, but also for others. My 
performance was to, based on and meant for 
others, but it was also apparently and self-
consciously performed before others. I could 
not address the sole attendant without also 
addressing the others. I was performing for 
each attendant in particular while the existence 
of each micropublic depended, much like the 
policeman’s hail, on a larger public, one that 
ratified the smaller ones. The two publics shared 
the ‘reflexive circulation of discourse’ (Warner 
2009: 62) by reflecting each other and making 
possible the personal and impersonal nature of 
my interactions with the person seated opposite 
me. In this sense, a micropublic does not 
simply supplement a larger public as a personal 
correspondence might; a public does not need 
a micropublic the way a public and a private 
serve to supplement each other. Instead, the 
micropublic allows us to dwell between these two 
supplements while undermining the security of 
a distinction between the terms. It demonstrates 
not only how participation involves more than 
an attendant joining a dancer in order to share 
agency for their mutual movement, but also 
how the fundamental ambiguity of perception 
involves more than two hands touching.

( m i c r o ) p u b l i c  i n t i m a c y ,  t h i r d 
p a r t i e s  a n d  p o s s i b i l i t y

One woman sat down across from me, and when 
I found myself suddenly at a loss for movement 
I leaned in and whispered into her ear. She then 
whispered something to me. We continued back 

and forth for several minutes before I nodded 
my head and left the chair. In the moment, I was 
disappointed that I had not ‘performed’ a dance 
with my partner. But our display of secrecy, 
telling secrets in public, inflamed the curiosity of 
other attendants, several whom approached me 
afterwards and begged to know what my partner 
and I had discussed. It seems to me that whether 
we admitted fears never discussed with another 
person or discussed the weather, the simple 
fact that the other attendants were allowed to 
watch but not hear was the main work of the 
interaction. Our whispers felt intimate to those 
watching, whether or not they seemed so to us. 
Again, a tension emerges through the unresolved 
movement between different roles.

On the one hand, we have the very model of a 
modern heteronormative relation: A male/female 
pair marking an exclusive space from a crowd. 
And yet, this micropublic’s work consisted of 
subverting the pair by establishing a space of 
intimacy that was neither private nor entirely 
exclusive. This intimacy did not depend on 
self-revelation, or a separation of public and 
private, or an association of the private with 
heteronormativity. Rather, it relied on the active 
attention of others to acts intended both for them 
and for the micropublic alone. Instead of what 
Bruce Barton has called a ‘betrayal’ of intimacy, 
these dances expanded intimacy’s range by 
installing it firmly in the expansive attention of 
others (Barton 2009).

The expansion of parties to intimacy achieved 
by Consulto provides us with examples of how 
performance may weaken contests of power and 
imperatives of the other. As Merleau-Ponty puts 
it in his description of the antagonistic account 
of alterity exemplified by Jean-Paul Sartre’s work: 
‘The problem of the other is always explained 
by the philosophies of the negative in the form 
of a problem of the other … This is significant: 
the other is here not an other, he is the non-I in 
general.’ However, Merleau-Ponty continues, 
‘[T]he problem of the other is a particular 
problem of others, since the relation with 
someone is always mediated by the relationship 
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 of third parties’ (Merleau-Ponty 1968: 81; my 
emphasis).

By insisting on the specificity of our encounter 
with others, Merleau-Ponty reveals how 
imagining that others are ‘the’ other tends to 
reduce interaction to opposition; the abstraction 
of others into the emblem of ‘the non-I’ plunges 
us into competition and relations of dominance. 
Instead, Merleau-Ponty suggests that, even 
between two people, we encounter another, not 
the other. We are never one or two, but always 
among many others with whom we institute the 
world. This is not to say that encounters with 
others cannot involve coercion, dominance or 
violence; it is to claim that these are neither 
necessary nor inevitable. 

It is also to claim that a performance bringing 
us to an encounter with the ‘third parties’ 
mediating our relationship with another will 
bring us to questions of responsibility. As Sara 
Ahmed notes in Queer Phenomenology, the 
‘I can’ of bodily intention depends on others 
allowing us to perform actions, that our abilities 
are inseparable from conditions of possibility 
that are not made by us alone (2006: 139). 
‘Doing things’ depends not so much on intrinsic 
capacity or even on dispositions and habits, 
but on ways in which the world is available as 
a space for action’ (Ahmed 2006: 110). At the 
same time that we can claim our experience of 
the world is instituted by the limits to our range 
of actions, we can recognize that these limits 
are neither exclusively our own nor those of 
others. In her account of the phenomenology of 
political repression, Janice McLane observes, ‘if 
human beings exist through shared corporeal 
schemata, we must ask ourselves just what 
schemata are being shared’ (McLane 2006: 
138). In other words, we may learn a range of 
possibilities circumscribed by multiple forms of 
institutionalized denial and privilege. 

In Black Skin, White Masks (1952), Frantz 
Fanon addresses how an ability is conditioned 
by racial histories that narrow possibilities for 
bodies read, and felt, as black. Detailing his 
alienated awkwardness reaching for a cigarette at 

a table in the company of white bodies, he unveils 
the ways in which his body, not simply recognized 
as black but as black in a specific place and era, 
effects his movements in ways that separate him 
from other bodies (Fanon in Ahmed 2006: 109). 
Now, this is not to suggest that ‘white’ bodies 
operate freely, as they demonstrably do not, but 
that in many circumstances they operate within 
habits of freedom applied to bodies (un)marked as 
white: ‘what phenomenology describes is not so 
much white bodies, but the ways in which … such 
bodies are not “points” of stress’ (Ahmed 2006: 
138–9).

How to embrace a loved one must of course 
be learned, but Ahmed and Fanon help us 
remember that it must also be experienced as 
possible. The ‘successful’ body, as Merleau-
Ponty’s countless examples of bodies modified by 
history and circumstance make clear, is a fiction; 
each form of ability carries with it not only 
individual accomplishment, but the inheritance 
of sedimented histories acquired through all 
learning of bodily movement. In Roslyn Diprose’s 
words: ‘My possibilities are borrowed from the 
bodies of others, always with an incalculable 
remainder’ (54). There is not ‘a’ successful body, 
but multiple bodies variously engaged in shared 
projects. 

Another way of putting this, is that the 
‘I can’ does not exist separate from a ‘You may’. 
Micropublics perform how this permission does 
not emanate solely from the other, but through 
the attention of multiple others. The permission 
to slowly remove my partner’s boots did not arise 
solely from my partner or myself, but from our 
being situated before others. Of course, this is 
what happens every day in formal performance 
– a public assembles and grants permission to 
performers to do things otherwise unacceptable. 
In these situations, however, a more or less 
enforced line separates performer and attendant 
spaces. As I have claimed, Consulto complicated 
this model first by weakening the differences 
between dancer and attendant by making the 
source of impulse ambiguous, and then by 
undermining the grounds of intimacy.
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Nowhere was this more strongly staged than 
through the performance of touch. In Consulto 
touch remained an assertion of proximity but 
without the privilege assigned to the approach to 
a core subject via bodies. Subjects here existed 
as fields – ranges of agency involving several 
parties; the micropublics of Consulto staged our 
intertwining with a plurality rather than with 
a sole ‘Other’. Thus, intimacy was achieved by 
sharing the proximate with the further away, 
by having the common grant permission to 
and participate in the exclusive. As binaries 
break apart in performance, what it means 
to participate becomes uncertain because its 
terms lose their grounding – there is no point 
of entry ‘into’ participating in the performance 
but instead a constant state of perception and 
ambiguity. These conditions make clear how 
difficult and how important it is that we grapple 
with the roots of our responsibilities to others.

i m p e r a t i v e s ,  a m b i g u i t y  a n d  o t h e r s

By formulating Consulto’s duets as ambiguous 
exchanges involving multiple parties, I seek a 
model of ontological responsibility that might 
evade the traps laid by Emmanuel Lévinas’s oft-
cited ethical model of the face-to-face.6 On the 
one hand, the duos performed in and by Consulto 
seem to stage this encounter in a way that 
most theatre simply cannot. Unlike traditional 
attendant–performer arrangements, in which 
each party is kept at some distance from the 
other, the paired chairs placed attendant and 
dancer close enough for their knees to touch; my 
face was certainly before that of my partners. In 
addition, the work of the surrounding attendants 
seems to align with the ‘third party’ (le tiers) 
invoked by Lévinas as a mediator between 
oneself and the Other (Lévinas 1998: 157–60). On 
the other hand, to describe the dancer–attendant 
relation in this way is to force a complex 
perceptual experience into Lévinas’s concept of a 
pre-perceptual, pre-social encounter from which 
responsibility arises. Furthermore, to describe 
the dancer–attendant–attendants relation in 

this way locates these third parties solely in the 
post-perceptual world that follows and is this 
excluded from the fundamental experience of 
responsibility. 

Joshua Abrams addresses the tension between 
a desire to establish responsibility in the face of 
the other and the desire to place that encounter 
in a social context in his Lévinasian analysis 
of two other Ruckert pieces. For Abrams it is 
necessary to pry the face-to-face from its security 
in the pre-conscious and lodge it in a social 
encounter that includes third parties activated 
by discourse (Abrams 2003: 12–14). For Lévinas, 
however, the third-party relation (self, Other, 
others) alters a pre-existing relation between 
self and Other: ‘Consciousness is born as the 
presence of a third party.… It is the entry of the 
third party, a permanent entry, into the intimacy 
of the face to face’ (Lévinas 1998: 160). If, as 
Merleau-Ponty argues and I follow, perception 
is a foundational act of being, then third parties 
must participate in this experience, not serve 
as an adjustment to it. In order to maintain the 
plurality and ambiguity of being I am arguing 
for, the third party must be involved with the 
most basic accounts of our encounter with the 
world: ‘[T]he relation with someone is always 
mediated by the relationship of third parties’ 
(Merleau-Ponty 1968: 81, my emphasis). Far 
from the third parties arriving on the scene of a 
face-to-face encounter and rendering an ethical 
relation political, they, from the start, participate 
in a perceptual act that otherwise seems to 
involve only two parties.

 In addition, Abrams writes of Ruckert’s 
‘imposed intimacy’, and how attendants ‘must 
attempt to understand the performance’ in a 
particular way (Abrams 2003: 14, 12; emphasis 
in original7). This language neatly captures 
the contours of another trap set by Lévinas, 
namely the violence and coercion inherent 
in his encounter with the ‘face’ of the Other. 
Lévinas argues not only that we fail to recognize 
the Other (because recognition would entail 
corralling the Other within our ken, precipitating 
a colonizing solipsism), but that we submit 

6 For Lévinas, the formative 
experience of being arrived 
through a face-to-face 
encounter with another. In 
this model, the other’s face 
expresses all that cannot 
be known and has not been 
experienced by the self, 
introducing an irreducible 
alterity. Grappling with 
this encounter with an 
incomprehensible Other 
and the nature of our 
obligations to it formed the 
ongoing theme for much of 
Lévinas’s work. For the 
beginning of this trajectory 
see Lévinas (1998: 
187–220).

7 Abrams uses ‘intimacy’ in 
the traditional sense of 
exclusive proximity to a 
core subject.
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 ourselves to a becoming achieved solely through 
responsibility to the Other. This responsibility 
is not founded on choice, but an obligation that 
precedes all discursive, historical and ontic 
contingency (Lévinas 1998: 148). By establishing 
compulsion in the ethical encounter (going so 
far as to describe subjectivity as ‘persecution 
and martyrdom’), Lévinas not only removes 
agency from responsibility, he also excludes our 
ability to determine to whom we are obligated 
as a matter of ethics (146–86)8. Nicholas Ridout 
characterizes the result as ‘an ethics without 
content’ (2006: 30) because it is not only 
unable but also uninterested in distinguishing 
between faces. Making these distinctions 
involves contingencies that may result in an 
‘inversion’ of the ‘primary’ relationship, but 
they are a distortion brought about by the 
move into sociality (Lévinas 1985: 89). Such an 
ethics compels a response but does not provide 
any means for understanding how to respond 
because the response itself is understood to 
occur well before any political or social meaning 
arrives.9

At this point, I want to compare this ethical 
compulsion with Merleau-Ponty’s unfinished 
– or more accurately, unelaborated – ethics as 
we might find them in Consulto’s duets. Rather 
than an unrecognized Other to whom we owe a 
primordial allegiance, we have an uncertainty at 
the root of our encounter with multiple others. 
Our responses to one another, our basis for 
understanding the vectors of our choices and 
their consequences, begin not from obligation or 
antagonism, but from a shared participation in 
an ambiguous situation. Within these awkward 
encounters lies the promise of responsibility 
based in the fundamentally inconclusive and 
open nature of perception. Our relationship to 
others and our responsibilities to them arise 
from our continual and incomplete movement 
between one another in an embodied world of 
perception. 

Unlike the face-to-face, which cannot 
acknowledge history without losing its 
ontological power, perception understood as an 

ambiguous opening to others operates as the 
foundational movement of being while at the 
same time existing in a social, historical context. 
Instead of a moral imperative or pre-ontic 
obligation, there is a ‘perceptual faith’, a belief 
in a shared world despite our understanding 
that this world is composed by our different 
situations. Perception carries within it 
awareness of its incompletion, which is to say, 
it always bears a fundamental uncertainty: ‘[I]t 
is a faith because it is the possibility of doubt’ 
(Merleau-Ponty 1968: 103). The implacable 
certainty of the obligation to another is replaced 
with the ‘mysterious slippage’ that allows us 
to grasp ourselves through a movement with, 
through and by others (Merleau-Ponty 1973: 134). 
Micropublics stage how our responsibility to 
one another comes not from the imperative of a 
face-to-face encounter but instead arises from an 
ambiguous touch. 

The promise that this responsibility holds rests 
in its demand that we accept the contingency 
not only of perception – its formation by locale 
and history, its modification by habit – but also 
of how to perform this responsibility. What it 
means to be responsible, what other values this 
enacts and protects, will be difficult to establish 
locally and impossible to apply universally. 
And yet, far from an ‘ethics without content’, 
or a descent into formless relativism, this 
kind of responsibility makes its own stringent 
demands – to vigilance, adaptability, humility 
before the unfamiliar and to the perceptual 
faith. Attempting to understand how different 
publics and micropublics endorse or foreclose 
responsibility for one another may offer us a way 
to come to grips with the values of our embodied 
and plural existence. 
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