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Willful Actors: Valuing Resistance in American Actor Training

Kari Barclay

This article examines sexuality’s role in Stanislavskian and Method actor training in the 
United States. Placing theatre history in dialogue with Sara Ahmed’s queer phenomenology, I 
argue that some strains of training produce “willing bodies” capable of matching their erotic 
desires with those of a director, character, or production. First I introduce Stanislavsky’s 
understanding of the educable will, which renders his technique liable to shape performers’ 
sexualities. Next I examine how Lee Strasberg and Stanford Meisner used the educable will 
to enforce normative sexual scripts on students. Lastly I underscore how resistant actors 
have challenged or remade normative sexual scripts.

Keywords: sexuality, Method, Stanislavsky, consent, history

In Sanford Meisner Masterclass, a video recording of the acting teacher’s 
FODVVHV� LQ� ������0HLVQHU�ZDONV� DPRQJ�KLV� VWXGHQWV�� UHDG\� WR� GHPRQVWUDWH� WKH�
principle of action and reaction. He pinches the arm of one of his male students, 
who gives an “ouch” and pulls away. Then he turns to a female student and puts 
his hand down the front of her blouse to touch her breasts. When she giggles and 
H[FODLPV��³6DQG\�´�0HLVQHU�DVNV�WKH�FODVV�LI�WKDW�ZDV�DQ�KRQHVW�UHDFWLRQ��7KH\�
QRG�\HV��)LOPHG�E\�6\GQH\�3ROODFN�LQ�WKH�PLGVW�RI�WKH�VH[XDO�UHYROXWLRQ��WKH�YLGHR�
presents the moment like any other in the class.1�6DQIRUG�0HLVQHU� DQG�'HQQLV�
Longwell’s handbook, Sanford Meisner on Acting, unabashedly describes the event 
as an example of truthful behavior.2�0RPHQWV�OLNH�WKLV�ZHUH�QRW�XQFRPPRQ�DPRQJ�
IRXQGDWLRQDO�DFWLQJ�WHDFKHUV�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��,Q�KLV�H൵RUWV�WR�³IUHH´�DFWRUV�IURP�
inhibitions, Lee Strasburg was notorious for verbally attacking female performers3 
and coaching them to perform sexual and emotional availability.4 In his manual 
for aspiring directors, Elia Kazan states, “It is not necessary that you should want 
to fuck the leading lady, but it is essential that you should feel emotions well past 
those of ordinary friendship or respect.”5�0L[LQJ�HURWLFLVP�ZLWK�SHGDJRJ\��VRPH�RI�
the most famed acting teachers in the twentieth century attempted to shape actors’ 
VH[XDOLWLHV�LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�ZRXOG�DODUP�PRVW�DUWLVWV�LQ�WRGD\¶V��0H7RR�HUD��,Q�IDFW��
many of their behaviors resemble the harassment, assault, and abuse revealed in 
UHFHQW�\HDUV�DW�LQVWLWXWLRQV�VXFK�DV�&KLFDJR¶V�3UR¿OHV�7KHDWUH�6 Houston’s Alley 
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Theatre,7� DQG�0DVVDFKXVHWWV¶V�*ORXFHVWHU� 6WDJH�&RPSDQ\�8 As scholars and 
practitioners today promote consent culture in American theatre, to what extent 
do norms antithetical to sexual consent inform the teaching of Stanislavskian and 
0HWKRG�DFWLQJ"�+RZ�PLJKW�DGYRFDWHV�OLNH�LQWLPDF\�GLUHFWRUV�OHDG�VFKRODUV�DQG�
SUDFWLWLRQHUV�WR�HQYLVLRQ�DFWRU�WUDLQLQJ�LQ�D�GL൵HUHQW�ZD\"

)RFXVLQJ�RQ�6WDQLVODYVN\¶V�V\VWHP�DQG� WKH�$PHULFDQ�0HWKRG�� ,�DUJXH� WKDW�
several of the most prominent schools of actor training in the United States posit 
sexual desire as inherent to subjectivity and task the director with unearthing it in 
hirself and hir pupils.9 This task, which I term re-eroticization following Joanna 
%UHZLV�DQG�6WHSKHQ�/LQVWHDG��KDV�PDGH�LW�GL൶FXOW�IRU�GLUHFWRUV�WR�DFNQRZOHGJH�
actors’ hesitance to perform sexual scripts.10�$V�DGYDQFHG�E\�GLVFLSOHV�RI�)UHXG��
UH�HURWLFL]DWLRQ�WKHRU\�WHQGV�WR�LPDJLQH�VH[XDO�GHVLUH�DV�QRQPLPHWLF²H[SUHVVLYH�
RI�DQ�DXWKHQWLF�LQWHULRULW\²PDNLQJ�SHUIRUPHUV�ZKR�GR�QRW�DUWLFXODWH�DSSURSULDWH�
VH[XDO� GHVLUH� DSSHDU� LQDXWKHQWLF��7R� FRQWH[WXDOL]H� WKH� UROH� RI� UH�HURWLFL]DWLRQ�
LQ�/HH�6WUDVEHUJ�DQG�6DQIRUG�0HLVQHU¶V�0HWKRG�SHGDJRJ\��,� WXUQ�WR�)RXFDXOW¶V�
repressive hypothesis and Sara Ahmed’s account of the will. According to Ahmed, 
rationalist education sometimes attempts to “strengthen” pupils’ wills and instruct 
them to desire “correct,” socially sanctioned objects. She traces this education of 
WKH�ZLOO�EDFN�WR�WKH�VDPH�SV\FKRORJLVW��7KpRGXOH�$UPDQG�5LERW��ZKR�LQIRUPHG�
Stanislavsky’s acting technique. Exploring the role of Ribot in Stanislavsky’s 
WKLQNLQJ�� ,� DUJXH� WKDW� WKH� EHOLHI� LQ� D�ÀH[LEOH�ZLOO� UHQGHUV�6WDQLVODYVNLDQ� DFWRU�
training liable to disregard consent and pathologize performers’ resistance. When 
texts and teachers transmitted Stanislavskian practices values to the United States, 
VRPH�0HWKRG�DFWLQJ� WHDFKHUV�H[WHQGHG� WKLV�PRGHO�RI� WKH�ÀH[LEOH�ZLOO� WR�HURWLF�
GHVLUH�DQG�HQIRUFHG�QRUPDWLYH�VH[XDO�VFULSWV�IRU�WKHLU�VWXGHQWV��&ODLPLQJ�WR�IUHH�
VSRQWDQHRXV�LPSXOVHV��WHDFKHUV�OLNH�0HLVQHU�DQG�6WUDVEHUJ�VWLÀHG�LPSXOVHV�WKDW�WKH\�
found illegible and criticized students who hesitated to manifest standard desire. 
$V�0HWKRG�WUDLQLQJ�VRPHWLPHV�DWWHPSWHG�WR�GLVVROYH�WKH�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�DFWRU�
and character, recalcitrant actors stubbornly asserted their wants and boundaries. 
I suggest that “willful actors” like Stella Adler are precursors to the contemporary 
push for consent in actor training and intimacy directing. Promoting script analysis 
and adaptation of stock characters, Adler encouraged actors to repeat social scripts 
ZLWK�GL൵HUHQFH��¿QGLQJ�SOHDVXUH�LQ�PLPHVLV�UDWKHU�WKDQ�LQ�WKH�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�LQQDWH�
sexual selfhood.

As I historicize the role of eroticism in actor training, I envision today’s intimacy 
GLUHFWLQJ�PRYHPHQW�DV�D�UHSDUDWLYH�SUDFWLFH��0HWKRG�GLUHFWRUV��VXFK�DV�0HLVQHU�
DQG�6WUDVEHUJ��DUH�LQWLPDF\�GLUHFWRUV¶�SDWULDUFKDO�FRXQWHUSDUWV²WKH\�GLUHFWHG�VWDJH�
LQWLPDF\�QRQFRQVHQVXDOO\� DQG� LQVWLOOHG� LQ� SHUIRUPHUV� D� VHQVH� RI� LQVX൶FLHQF\��
&ODLUH�:DUGHQ��ZKR�KDV�GLUHFWHG�LQWLPDF\�RQ�%URDGZD\�IRU�Frankie and Johnny 
in the Clair de Lune, Slave Play, and Linda Vista, reported to the New York Times 
that much of her work is undoing actors’ previous training. As intimacy directors, 
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she said, “We are having to, at a fundamental level, subvert the conditioning that 
DOO�DFWRUV�DUH�SXW�WKURXJK²ULJKW�IURP�OLNH��KLJK�VFKRRO�DFWLQJ²ZKLFK�LV�WKDW�QR�
LV�D�GDQJHURXV�ZRUG��:H¶UH�VXEOLPLQDOO\�WROG�DQG�FRQGLWLRQHG�WKDW�LI�,�VD\�QR²WR�
DQ\WKLQJ²,¶P�EHLQJ�WKH�GLYD��2U�,¶P�QRW�GHGLFDWHG�HQRXJK��2U�,�GRQ¶W�ZDQW�LW�
enough.”11�5H�HURWLFL]LQJ� DFWRU� WUDLQLQJ� SURGXFHV� LQ�PLQRULWDULDQ� VXEMHFWV� WKH�
IHHOLQJ�RI�QRW�ZDQWLQJ�HQRXJK��RI�ZDQWLQJ�WR�ZDQW�PRUH��6WUDVEHUJ�DQG�0HLVQHU¶V�
DFWLQJ� WHFKQLTXHV� SRVLWLRQ� GHVLUH²HVSHFLDOO\� HURWLF� GHVLUH²DV� DQ� LPSHUDWLYH��
7KH�VH[XDOLW\�VWXGLHV�VFKRODUV�-RDQQD�%UHZLV�DQG�6WHSKHQ�/LQVWHDG�ZULWH�WKDW�UH�
eroticization expresses “a certain conception of mental health, so that liberation 
is undertaken under the guise of dissolution of the psychopathology produced by 
repression.”12� 6WUDVEHUJ� DQG�0HLVQHU� DWWHPSWHG� WR� GLVVROYH� WKH� GLYLGH� EHWZHHQ�
public and private, to make theatre emotionally intimate, and to bring eroticism 
into the public sphere. The movement to standardize intimacy directing shares with 
UH�HURWLFL]DWLRQ�D�FRQFHUQ�ZLWK�PHQWDO�KHDOWK�DQG�WUDXPD��IRU�H[DPSOH��,QWLPDF\�
'LUHFWRUV�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�HQFRXUDJHV�FRXUVHV�LQ�³PHQWDO�KHDOWK�¿UVW�DLG´��13 However, 
instead of hoping to dissolve the public/private divide entirely, some intimacy 
directors attempt to preserve elements of performers’ privacy. Intimacy directors 
encourage performers to decide the kinds of intimacy that they will perform and 
to set boundaries for their emotional involvement. In this way, intimacy directors 
FRPELQH�0HWKRG�GLUHFWRUV¶�LQWHUHVW�LQ�UH�HURWLFL]DWLRQ�ZLWK�HOHPHQWV�IURP�FRQVHQW�
culture that emphasize sexual autonomy. As I propose, intimacy directors might 
UHVWRUH�DQ�HOHPHQW� WR�6WDQLVODYVNLDQ�WUDLQLQJ²D�SHUIRUPHU¶V�GXDO�DZDUHQHVV�RI�
KLUVHOI�DV�DFWRU�DQG�FKDUDFWHU²WKDW�6WUDVEHUJ�DQG�0HLVQHU�DWWHPSWHG�WR�HOLPLQDWH��
To promote consent, instead of indiscriminately denouncing actors’ resistance, 
actor training can treat an actors’ resistance as embodied knowledge about their 
identities, desires, and strengths.

Educating the Will
)RU� GHFDGHV��$QJOR�$PHULFDQ� IHPLQLVW� VFKRODUV� KDYH� GHEDWHG� WKH�PHULWV�

DQG�VKRUWFRPLQJV�RI�6WDQLVODYVNLDQ�DQG�0HWKRG�DFWRU� WUDLQLQJ�� ,Q�³$��)HPDOH��
$FWRU�3UHSDUHV´� ��������/LQGD�:DOVK� -HQNLQV� DQG�6XVDQ�2JGHQ�0DORXI� DUJXH�
WKDW�6WDQLVODYVNLDQ�DFWLQJ� LQ� WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�KDV�SURPRWHG�JXUX�OLNH� WHDFKHUV�
“for whom the performer must be absolutely vulnerable (opening the way to both 
psychological and sexual exploitation).”14 In Feminism and Theatre (1988), 6XH�
(OOHQ�&DVH�KLJKOLJKWV�KRZ�WKH�0HWKRG�UHOLHV�RQ�D�)UHXGLDQ�IUDPHZRUN�VHSDUDWLQJ�
active, aggressive male sexuality from female passivity and victimhood.15 In 
Unmaking Mimesis �������� (OLQ�'LDPRQG� DUJXHV� WKDW� WKH�0HWKRG� DQG� HDUO\�
naturalism place the acting teacher, director, and audience in the voyeuristic 
position of psychoanalyst dissecting the deviant “fallen woman” or “hysteric.”16 
0HDQZKLOH�� LQ� ³5HWKLQNLQJ�)HPLQLVP��6WDQLVODYVN\�� DQG�3HUIRUPDQFH´� ��������
-��(OOHQ�*DLQRU� VXJJHVWV� WKDW� WKHVH� FULWLFV�ZHUH� WDNLQJ� LVVXH�ZLWK� QDWXUDOLVP¶V�
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scripts, not its techniques: “:KDW� KDV� UHDOO\� XQGHUODLQ� WKH�$QJOR�$PHULFDQ�
IHPLQLVW�RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�6WDQLVODYVN\�DQG�WKH�0HWKRG��DV�ZHOO�DV�LWV�FKDPSLRQLQJ�
of Brecht, is not really technique, but text.”17 ,Q�³0LQLQJ�0\�%XVLQHVV´���������
'HE�0DUJROLQ�RI�6SOLW�%ULWFKHV�ZULWHV� WKDW�0HWKRG�$FWLQJ�FDQ�EHQH¿W� IHPLQLVW�
SHUIRUPHUV��0DUJROLQ�FODLPV�WKDW�KHU�0HWKRG�WUDLQLQJ�DOORZV�KHU�WR�GUDZ�RQ�KHU�
own biography and to productively explore the disjuncture between her life and 
social expectations.18 In Method Acting and Its Discontents (2015), Shonni Enelow 
XQGHUVFRUHV�WKDW��DOWKRXJK�WKH�0HWKRG�IDOVHO\�SURPRWHV�WKH�ZKLWH�PDOH�DFWRU�DV�
XQLYHUVDO�VXEMHFW��LW�FDQ�VKRZ�WKH�¿VVXUHV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�ERG\�DQG�ODQJXDJH�19 By 
GHOYLQJ�LQWR�DFWRUV¶�SV\FKRORJ\��WKH�0HWKRG�EULQJV�DERXW�SHUIRUPDQFHV�WKDW�H[FHHG�
WH[W�DQG�VLJQL¿FDWLRQ��:KLOH�FODLPLQJ�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�KXPDQ�SV\FKHV��WKH�0HWKRG�
ultimately reveals their incomprehensibility.20

As the variety of these responses suggests, there is no singular practice of 
6WDQLVODYVNLDQ�DFWLQJ�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��QRU�DUH�6WDQLVODYVN\�DQG�WKH�0HWKRG�
HTXLYDOHQW��$OWKRXJK� LW� LV� WHPSWLQJ� WR� YLHZ�6WDQLVODYVN\� DQG� WKH�0HWKRG� DV�
V\QRQ\PRXV��WKH�WKHDWUH�KLVWRULDQ�DQG�DFWLQJ�WHDFKHU�6KDURQ�&DUQLFNH�HPSKDVL]HV�
WKDW�6WDQLVODYVN\¶V�V\VWHP�XQGHUZHQW�VLJQL¿FDQW�FKDQJHV�DV�WKHDWUH�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�
WUDQVIRUPHG�LW�LQWR�WKH�$PHULFDQ�0HWKRG�21�)ROORZLQJ�-RQDWKDQ�3LWFKHV¶V�XVH�RI�
cultural transmission theory, I examine Stanislavskian acting as a “culture” with 
shared vocabularies, traditions, and values.22 As Stanislavskian acting collides 
with other cultures and value systems, it has the potential to transform them and 
be transformed.23� ,� IRFXV�RQ�RQH�HOHPHQW� LQ�6WDQLVODYVNLDQ�FXOWXUH²D�IRFXV�RQ�
WKH�ÀH[LEOH�ZLOO²WR�H[DPLQH�KRZ�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�DGDSWHG�KLV�
techniques to educate performers’ sexualities for better or for worse. If the will 
LV�ÀH[LEOH��DQ�DFWRU�QHHG�QRW�EH�³ZLOOLQJ´�WR�SHUIRUP�DQ�DFW�RQVWDJH²HGXFDWLRQ�
can make hir willing. Sara Ahmed connects this fungibility of the will to sexual 
YLROHQFH��$OWKRXJK�GH¿QLWLRQV�RI�UDSH�KDYH�KLVWRULFDOO\�UHOLHG�RQ�SK\VLFDO�IRUFH�24 
Ahmed suggests, “We need to hear the cases in which yes involves force but is not 
experienced as force.”25 To do so is to uncover the dynamics that shape subjectivities 
and make “unbearable…the consequences of not willing what someone wills you to 
will.”26 A system of economic and social incentives disciplines performers’ desires. 

In Willful Subjects, Sara Ahmed describes “the education of the will” as the 
attempt to bring individual desires in line with social norms.27 Although Ahmed’s 
JHQHDORJ\�RI�WKH�HGXFDEOH�ZLOO�GDWHV�DV�IDU�EDFN�DV�6W��$XJXVWLQH�LQ�WKH�¿IWK�FHQWXU\��
DFFRUGLQJ�WR�$KPHG��WKHRULHV�RI�WKH�ZLOO�JDLQHG�VFLHQWL¿F�JURXQGLQJ�DW�WKH�WLPH�
of Stanislavsky.28�$W�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�QLQHWHHQWK�FHQWXU\�� WKH�)UHQFK�SV\FKRORJLVW�
7KpRGXOH�$UPDQG�5LERW�GHYHORSHG�D�WKHRU\�RI�WKH�ZLOO�WKDW�VHHPLQJO\�UHVROYHG�
a central question of psychologists of the era: how can one have an impulse and 
QRW�DFW�RQ�LW"29�)URP�D�SROLWLFDO�SHUVSHFWLYH��WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�FRXOG�\LHOG�D�VHHPLQJO\�
VFLHQWL¿F�DQVZHU�WR�ZK\�VRPH�SHRSOH�ZHUH�QRW�DFWLQJ�RQ�WKH�³FRUUHFW´�LPSXOVHV��,Q�
his 1883 treatise, Diseases of the Will, Ribot ascribes “weakness” to nonnormative 
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desire. As Sara Ahmed writes, the alleged diagnosis was not with people wanting 
the “wrong” things but rather with their desire for the “right” things being too weak. 
Weakness got in the way of “natural impulses.”30 Ribot called this weakness abulia 
DQG�FDWHJRUL]HG�LW�DV�D�ERGLO\�GHIHFW��5LERW�SURYLGHV�WKH�H[DPSOH�RI�D�PDQ��0U��3��
who will not sign over the deed to his house. According to Ribot, he has “healthy 
MXGJPHQW´�DQG�D�ZRUNLQJ�KDQG�EXW�LV�³XQDEOH�WR�FRPPDQG�WKH�¿QJHUV�WR�DSSO\�
the pen to the paper.”31 Between the want and action is a barrier, an inhibition, 
in Ribot’s words, a “paralysis.”32 Bodies that would not give consent were cast 
as disabled, and disabled bodies cast as stubborn. John Smith and Jennifer Terry 
ZULWH�WKDW�DEXOLD�KDG�VXFK�IDU�UHDFKLQJ�LPSOLFDWLRQV�WKDW�SV\FKRORJLVWV�ODWHU�XVHG�
it to pathologize queer existence.33 By psychologists’ account, queer subjects did 
QRW�GHVLUH�WKH�ZURQJ�REMHFW²WKH\�PHUHO\�GHVLUHG�WKH�ULJKW�REMHFW�WRR�ZHDNO\�34 

In his 1900 Essay on the Creative Imagination, Ribot goes so far as to extend 
KLV�PHGLFDO�GLDJQRVLV��DEXOLD��WR�WKH�¿HOG�RI�FUHDWLYLW\�

In its normal and complete form, the will culminates in an act, but 
ZLWK�ZDYHULQJ�FKDUDFWHUV�DQG�VX൵HUHUV�IURP�DEXOLD�GHOLEHUDWLRQ�
never ends…The creative imagination also, in its complete form, 
KDV�D�WHQGHQF\�WR�EHFRPH�REMHFWL¿HG��WR�DVVHUW�LWVHOI�LQ�D�ZRUN�
WKDW�VKDOO�H[LVW�QRW�RQO\�IRU�WKH�FUHDWRU�EXW�IRU�HYHU\ERG\��2Q�WKH�
contrary, with dreamers pure and simple, the imagination remains 
D�YDJXHO\�VNHWFK\�LQQHU�D൵DLU��LW�LV�QRW�HPERGLHG�LQ�DQ\�HVWKHWLF�
RU�SUDFWLFDO�LQYHQWLRQ��5HYHULH�LV�WKH�HTXLYDOHQW�RI�ZHDN�GHVLUHV��
dreamers are the abulics of the creative imagination.35

In Ribot’s view, if the artist hesitated, grew tense, or could not demonstrate desire, 
[H�ZDV�ZHDN�ZLOOHG��7R� FRUUHFW� DEXOLD��5LERW� DWWHPSWHG� WR� VWUHQJWKHQ� WKH�ZLOO�
through education, particularly education of the body. He wrote that a strong will 
ZDV�UHVXOW�³RI�DUW��RI�HGXFDWLRQ��RI�H[SHULHQFH��,W�LV�DQ�HGL¿FH�FRQVWUXFWHG�VORZO\��
piece by piece.”36�7KH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�D�VWURQJ�ZLOO�ZDV�IRU�5LERW�D�VFLHQWL¿F�V\VWHP�
meant to eliminate inhibition, much like Stanislavsky’s approach to actor training.

7KH�TXHVWLRQ�5LERW�DQG�RWKHU�SV\FKRORJLVWV�ZHUH�DVNLQJ�DW�WKH�WLPH²KRZ�FDQ�
RQH�KDYH�DQ�LPSXOVH�DQG�QRW�DFW�RQ�LW"²ZDV�RI�LQWHUHVW�WR�6WDQLVODYVN\�DV�ZHOO��
7U\LQJ�WR�UHPHG\�DFWRUV¶�VHOI�GRXEW�DQG�LWV�SDUWQHU��H[KLELWLRQLVP��6WDQLVODYVN\�
KRSHG�WR�SURGXFH�LQ�DFWRUV�D�³FUHDWLYH�VWDWH´�LQ�ZKLFK�DFWRUV¶�SHUIRUPDQFHV�ÀRZHG�
XQREVWUXFWHGO\�WKURXJK�WKHLU�ERGLHV��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�6KDURQ�&DUQLFNH��6WDQLVODYVN\�
RZQHG�VL[�RI�5LERW¶V�ERRNV�DQG�¿OOHG�WKHP�ZLWK�PDUJLQDOLD�37 Stanislavsky explicitly 
cited Ribot in part 1 of An Actor’s Work, ZKHUH�KH�DGRSWHG�5LERW¶V�WHUP�³D൵HFWLYH�
memory.”38 Stanislavsky attempted to strengthen an ability that Ribot cites in rare 
cases: the ability to reexperience sensation based on memories from one’s past. 
6WDQLVODYVN\�ZURWH�WKDW�³D൵HFWLYH�PHPRU\�LV�ZHDN��EHFDXVH�LW�LV�QHYHU�GHYHORSHG�´39 
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$FFRUGLQJ�WR�&DUQLFNH��5LERW¶V�FRQMHFWXUHV�ZHUH�³HDVLO\�DVVLPLODWHG�E\�6WDQLVODYVN\�
WKH�DUWLVW�DQG�ODWHU�EHFDPH�/HH�6WUDVEHUJ¶V�YHU\�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�DFWLQJ��µWKH�DELOLW\�WR�
react to imaginary stimuli.’”40�+RZHYHU��D൵HFWLYH�PHPRU\�ZDV�RQO\�D�IUDFWLRQ�RI�
5LERW¶V�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�WKH�5XVVLDQ�DFWLQJ�WHDFKHU��$൵HFWLYH�PHPRU\�ZDV�PHUHO\�D�
means to the end of what Stanislavsky called willfeeling. As Stanislavsky argued 
based on psychology of the day, wants and emotions are inseparable, and an actor 
needs to muster hir will and feeling to motivate action onstage. Stanislavsky aimed 
to strengthen willfeeling so that actors could perform their roles unimpeded: “If the 
line of willfeeling comes to a halt, the human being/actor and his role will have no 
motivation, there will be no experiencing. The human being/actor and the human/
being role live all these lines almost continuously…If they are broken, the life of 
the role is cut short and paralysis or death occurs.”41 In Stanislavsky’s view, to be 
KXPDQ�ZDV�WR�KDYH�D�ZLOO��GHVLUHV²HURWLF�RU�RWKHUZLVH²FKDUDFWHUL]HG�KXPDQ�OLIH�

With his work on physical actions, the technique he pursued in the latter part 
of his career, Stanislavsky sought to keep the actor’s willfeeling alive at all times. 
By Stanislavsky’s account, the actor must align hir will with the character’s actions 
DQG�NHHS�KLU�ERG\�RSHQ�WR�H[SUHVV�WKDW�ZLOO��$V�D�UHVXOW��WKH�VFLHQFH�RULHQWHG�DFWLQJ�
teacher created a technique that would activate both the imagination and the body 
and try to dissolve the boundaries between the two. Stanislavsky writes in An 
Actor’s Work, “In every physical action, there is something psychological and in the 
psychological, something physical.”42 Stanislavsky’s technique resembles Ribot’s 
recipe for creative activity: 

7ZR� HOHPHQWV� DUH� UHTXLUHG²RQH�� FRPLQJ� IURP�ZLWKRXW�� WKH�
physiological stimulus acting on the nerves and the sensory 
centers,…the other, coming from within, adds to the sensations 
present appropriate images, remnants of former experiences.43 

6WDQLVODYVN\¶V�GLVFLSOH�6RQLD�0RRUH�ZULWHV�WKDW�WKH�GLVFRYHU\�WKDW�KXPDQV�EHKDYH�
in life in a psychophysical way animated his entire theory of physical actions.44 
“6LQFH�WKH�6\VWHP�LV�EDVHG�RQ�QDWXUDO�ODZV�RI�KXPDQ�EHKDYLRU�´�0RRUH�DUJXHV��
“it is the same for old and young actors, for classic and contemporary plays, for 
conventional and unconventional productions, for all nationalities and in all times.”45 
:LWK�D�VFLHQWL¿F�DSSHDO�WR�XQLYHUVDOLW\��6WDQLVODYVN\¶V�V\VWHP�D൶UPV�D�YLVLRQ�RI�
the natural will that claims to apply across societies. 

Despite Stanislavsky’s universalist appeals to psychology and natural law, the 
VFLHQFH�RQ�ZKLFK�KH�UHOLHV�HPHUJHG�IURP�D�VSHFL¿F�VRFLRSROLWLFDO�FRQWH[W�WKDW�KDV�
implications for the system’s treatment of consent. In an increasingly heterogeneous 
urban society, Ribot’s theory of weak and deviant wills attempted to create the 
LOOXVLRQ�RI�D�XQL¿HG�SXEOLF��5LERW�DQG�KLV�IROORZHUV�UHÀHFWHG�D� ODWH�QLQHWHHQWK�
century sensibility focused on reproducing a healthy labor force.46 Pathologizing 
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SROLWLFDO� GLVVHQW� RU� QRQSURGXFWLYH� GHVLUH� DV� ³ZHDNQHVV�´� )UHQFK� DQG�(QJOLVK�
VRFLHWLHV�WKDW�D൶UPHG�5LERW¶V�WKHRULHV�FRXOG�PDQXIDFWXUH�FRQVHQW�IRU�WKRVH�ZKR�
rejected dominant norms.47 Per Ahmed, this attempt to manufacture consent runs 
throughout rationalist thought. Those in power have historically branded some 
wills and desires as deviant or weak, thereby pathologizing and disciplining those 
IURP�PDUJLQDOL]HG� LGHQWLWLHV²TXHHU� IRONV��SHRSOH�RI� FRORU��ZRPHQ�� WKRVH�ZLWK�
GLVDELOLWLHV��7KRVH�ZKR�UHIXVH�WR�EHQG�WKHLU�ZLOOV�EHFRPH�³ZLOOIXO�VXEMHFWV´��WKHLU�
stubbornness causes the rest of society to think of them as problematic.48 While 
Stanislavsky many never have expressed an explicit bias against minoritarian 
actors, his system’s grounding in psychophysical theory leaves it open to misread 
nonconsent as weakness. If an actor hesitates or refuses to perform an action, 
Stanislavsky’s system might read the actor as “paralyzed.” The system might try to 
change the actor, transforming a no into a yes, rather than recognizing the actor’s 
hesitation or refusal as a sign of hir needs or expertise.

7KH�0RVFRZ�$UW�7KHDWUH�KRXVHG�LWV�RZQ�ZLOOIXO�VXEMHFWV��ZKR�SXVKHG�DJDLQVW�
WKH�EDUULHUV� WKH\� HQFRXQWHUHG� DW� WKH� WLPH��6WDQLVODYVN\¶V� VWXGHQW�2OJD�.QLSSHU�
talked back to her teacher and implemented her own mode of acting. The theatre 
KLVWRULDQ�0DULD�,JQDWLHYD�ZULWHV��³6KH��MXVW�OLNH�6WDQLVODYVN\��SUHIHUUHG�WR�PDNH�
her own decisions. She would not surrender to someone else’s will.”49�'HVSLWH²RU�
SHUKDSV�EHFDXVH�RI²KHU�UHVLVWDQFH��.QLSSHU�HDUQHG�JUHDW�VXFFHVV�DV�$UNDGLQD�LQ�
6WDQLVODYVN\¶V�SURGXFWLRQ�RI�&KHNKRY¶V�The Seagull DQG�0DVKD�LQ�Three Sisters.50 
$QRWKHU�VWXGHQW��0DULD�$QGUH\HYD��HQMR\HG�³WHVW>LQJ@�WKH�OLPLWV�RI�IHPDOH�SRZHU´�
DV�+HGGD�*DEEOHU� EXW� VWUXJJOHG�ZLWK� LQJHQXH� UROHV�51�0RVFRZ�$UW�7KHDWUH¶V�
FR�GLUHFWRU��9ODGLPLU�1HPLURYLFK�'DQFKHQNR�� GHVFULEHG�$QGUH\HYD� DV� ³WKH�
troublemaker of the whole venture,” and the company started edging her out of 
leads.52�1RW�FRQWHQW�DV�VROHO\�DQ�DFWRU��$QGUH\D�GHYRWHG�KHU�H൵RUWV�WR�&RPPXQLVW�
revolutionary activity, leading Lenin to dub her “the phenomenon” and eventually 
appoint her as commissar of theatres and performance in Petrograd.53 Although 
0RVFRZ�$UW�PD\�KDYH�DWWHPSWHG�WR�DOLJQ�WKHVH�ZD\ZDUG�ZRPHQ¶V�ZLOOIHHOLQJ�ZLWK�
WKH�UROHV�DYDLODEOH�WR�WKHP�DW�WKH�WLPH��WKHLU�ZLOOV�RYHUÀRZHG��7KHLU�GHVLUHV�ZHUH�
QRW�ZHDN�DW�DOO²WKH\�PHUHO\�ZHQW�LQ�QRQQRUPDWLYH�GLUHFWLRQV��

Re-Eroticizing the Actor
As actors, directors, and educators in the United States adopted Stanislavskian 

acting techniques in the 1930s, they brought their own interpretation to the education 
RI�WKH�ZLOO��,Q�1HZ�<RUN�&LW\�LQ�WKH�PLGVW�RI�WKH�*UHDW�'HSUHVVLRQ��PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�
*URXS�7KHDWUH�VRXJKW�WR�XQHDUWK�DUWLVWLF�LGHDOV�GHHSHU�WKDQ�FRPPHUFLDO�VXFFHVV��/LNH�
Stanislavsky, they wanted to release honest impulses, and they added to the work an 
Emersonian search for a nonconformist, authentic existence. Stanislavsky’s “work 
RQ�WKH�VHOI´�UHVRQDWHG�ZLWK�WKHLU�VHDUFK�IRU�³VHOI�UHOLDQFH�´54�7KH�SOD\ZULJKW�&OL൵RUG�
2GHWV�KXQJ�D�SRUWUDLW�RI�(PHUVRQ�LQ�KLV�URRP�DQG�SUDLVHG�WKH�SKLORVRSKHU�DV�WKH�
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“wisest American.”55�2WKHU�*URXS�7KHDWUH�PHPEHUV�LGROL]HG�:DOW�:KLWPDQ�IRU�KLV�
LFRQRFODVP�DQG�LGHDOLVP��WKH\�TXRWHG�:KLWPDQ�DQG�GUDPDWL]HG�VFHQHV�EDVHG�RQ�KLV�
life and works.56�*URXS�7KHDWUH�FR�IRXQGHU�+DUROG�&OXUPDQ�ZURWH��³,�DP�$PHULFDQ�
enough to say that the jungle which the American forefathers fought with tools, 
,�ZLOO�¿JKW�DJDLQ�LQ�D�QHZ�ZD\��DQG�MXVW�DV�WKH\�FRQTXHUHG�WKH�RXWHU�ZRUOG��,�ZLOO�
conquer the inner.”57�7KH�(QJOLVK�DQG�1DWLYH�$PHULFDQ�VWXGLHV�VFKRODU�0DUN�5LINLQ�
emphasizes that transcendentalists like Emerson and Whitman, although queering 
some aspects of masculinity, incorporated colonial frameworks into their visions 
of country and selfhood.58 Settler masculinity in the United States, which prized 
H[HUWLQJ�RQH¶V�ZLOO�RYHU�VHOI�DQG�RWKHUV��LQIRUPHG�*URXS�DUWLVWV¶�SXUVXLW�RI�VHOI�
mastery.59 This pursuit combined with Stanislavskian ideals to produce a synthesis 
SUHVHQW�LQ�/HH�6WUDVEHUJ�DQG�6DQIRUG�0HLVQHU¶V�SUDFWLFH�RI�WKH�$PHULFDQ�0HWKRG��

)UHH�ZLOO�DQG�$PHULFDQ�IUHHGRP�UHLQIRUFHG�HDFK�RWKHU�LQ�0HWKRG�LGHRORJ\��DQG�
HPEHGGHG�LQ�$PHULFDQ�IUHHGRP�ZDV�D�VSHFL¿F�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�PDVFXOLQLW\��David 
.UDVQHU�ZULWHV��³0HWKRG�DFWLQJ��SDUWLFXODUO\�6WUDVEHUJ¶V�YHUVLRQ�RI�LW��LV�URRWHG�LQ�
LGHDV�RI�IUHH�ZLOO«7KH�0HWKRG�PDLQWDLQV�WKDW�DFWRUV�DUH�IUHH�WR�SHUIRUP�DQG�FRQWURO�
actions and to determine their goals and objectives.”60 The actor must be able to 
shape hir choices and impulses onstage such as to be able to reproduce the action 
every night with conviction and clarity. In Strasberg at the Actors Studio, Robert 
Hethmon writes, “Will enters every phase of training from the beginning. Nothing 
LV�DOORZHG�WR�KDSSHQ�µZLWKRXW�WKH�DFWRU¶V�ZLOO�EHLQJ�WKHUHE\�VWUHQJWKHQHG�¶´61 Trying 
to free the will from its social constraints, Strasberg’s acting technique set its sights 
on eliminating inhibitions. Hethmon describes a lesson in which Strasberg coached 
a young male actor on Mourning Becomes Electra. After the actor performed a 
scene, 6WUDVEHUJ�VWDWHV��³,�VDZ�D�WHUUL¿F�WHQVLRQ��D�¿JKW�ZLWK�WKH�PXVFOHV�RI�WKH�
mouth which indicates a great inner struggle taking place. In the future I do not 
wish to see any of this. I do not wish to see any of the struggle. The struggle must 
take place inside.”62 Strasberg instructs the actor to push through the struggle and 
say, “I’m going to follow through. I’m going to go through with it come hell or high 
water. I will not let myself slide back the moment I feel insecure. I will go on.”63 
,Q�WKH�86�FRQWH[W��6WUDVEHUJ�DPSOL¿HG�WKH�V\VWHP¶V�WHQGHQF\�WR�YLHZ�KHVLWDWLRQ�
and struggle as a sign of weakness. Socialization in the United States has trained 
cisgender men to hide their pain and struggle, and Strasberg here enforced this norm 
in the name of strengthening the actor’s will. Showing one’s willpower was a mark 
of masculinity. Despite the supposedly universal applicability of Stanislavsky’s 
V\VWHP��WKH�0HWKRG�LQFRUSRUDWHG�JHQGHUHG�DQG�UDFLDOL]HG�DVVXPSWLRQV�DERXW�ZKR�
was to will and who was to be willed upon.  

)RU�6WUDVEHUJ��WKH�PDQLIHVWDWLRQ�RI�HURWLF�GHVLUH�RQ�VWDJH�ZDV�HPEOHPDWLF�RI�WKH�
actor’s willpower. In a class session at the Actors Studio captured on tape in 1960, 
Strasberg describes the dilemma actors face when performing intimacy in theater: 
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The body with which you make real love is the same body with 
ZKLFK�\RX�PDNH�¿FWLWLRXV� ORYH�ZLWK�VRPHRQH�\RX�GRQ¶W� OLNH��
ZKRP�\RX�¿JKW�ZLWK��ZKRP�\RX�KDWH��E\�ZKRP�\RX�KDWH� WR�
be touched. And yet you throw yourself into his arms with the 
same kind of aliveness and zest and passion as with your real 
ORYHU²QRW�RQO\�ZLWK�\RXU� UHDO� ORYHU��ZLWK�\RXU� UHDOHVW� ORYHU��
In no other art form do you have to do this monstrous thing.64 

Although he presents acting in intimate scenes as “monstrous,” Strasberg captures 
RQH�RI�LQWLPDF\�GLUHFWLQJ¶V�FHQWUDO�G\QDPLFV²WKDW�WKH�QRQ¿FWLRQDO�ERG\�SHUIRUPV�
ZKDW� LV� ¿FWLRQDO�� DQG� WKH�¿FWLRQDO� FLUFXPVWDQFHV� VKDSH� WKH� QRQ¿FWLRQDO� ERG\��
Intimacy is both performance and performative. However, in contrast to today’s 
LQWLPDF\�GLUHFWRUV��KH�XUJHV� WKH�JHQGHUHG�IHPDOH�DFWRU� WR�VXSSUHVV�KHU�R൵VWDJH�
LQKLELWLRQV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�PDQLIHVW�ZLOOSRZHU��7R�VD\�\HV�WR�³EH>LQJ@�WRXFKHG´�DQG�WR�
³WKURZ�\RXUVHOI�LQWR�>D�PDQ¶V@�DUPV´�GHPRQVWUDWHV�IHPDOH�DFWRUV¶�³UHDOHVW´�GHVLUHV��
0LFKHO�)RXFDXOW�DUJXHV�WKDW�ZLWK�WKH�DGYHQW�RI�)UHXGLDQ�SV\FKRORJ\�LQ�WKH�ODWH�
nineteenth and early twentieth century, “Sex was constituted as a problem of truth” 
to be unearthed by psychologists and educators.65 In keeping with psychology of 
the day, one of Strasberg’s tasks was to elicit demonstrations of truthful desire, a 
WDVN�WKDW�,�IUDPH�DV�UH�HURWLFL]DWLRQ�

:KLOH� VRPH� VFKRODUV� WHQG� WR� DVVRFLDWH� 6WUDVEHUJ� VROHO\�ZLWK� )UHXG�� WKH�
GLUHFWRU�DQG�VFKRODU�3HWHU�0F$OOLVWHU�ZULWHV�WKDW�6WUDVEHUJ�KDG�DOVR�UHDG�5LERW��
Ivan Pavlov, Wilhelm Reich, and Alexander Lowen, among other psychologists.66 
Strasberg explicitly cites Ribot twice in A Dream of Passion in relation to his 
D൵HFWLYH�PHPRU\�H[HUFLVHV�67�0RUHRYHU��KH�XVHV�WKH�ODQJXDJH�RI�³LPSXOVH��VWLPXOXV��
response, transmission, volition, tension, relaxation, habit, conditioning, sensation, 
emotion etc,”68 drawn from psychology literature of the era that Joanna Brewis and 
6WHSKHQ�/LQVWHDG� WHUP�³UH�HURWLFL]DWLRQ� WKHRU\�´69�5H�HURWLFL]DWLRQ� WKHRU\� FDOOV�
to bring eroticism into the public sphere, eliminate the public/private divide that 
relegates eroticism to the home, and challenge the historical opposition of eroticism 
and reason.70 As the re in re-eroticization� VXJJHVWV�� UH�HURWLFL]DWLRQ� LPDJLQHV�
LWVHOI�DV� UHFRYHULQJ�VRPHWKLQJ� ORVW� LQ� WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXU\�(XURSH�DQG� WKH�8QLWHG�
States. Wilhelm Reich, for example, writes, “Psychic health depends on orgiastic 
potency, that is, on the capacity for surrender in the acme of sexual excitation in 
WKH� QDWXUDO� VH[XDO� DFW� >KHWHURVH[XDO� SHQHWUDWLYH� LQWHUFRXUVH@«0HQWDO� LOOQHVV� LV�
a result of a disturbance in the natural capacity for love.”71 Seeking to establish 
DQ�DXWKHQWLF�H[LVWHQFH�GH¿DQW�RI�VRFLDO�UHSUHVVLRQ��6WUDVEHUJ�DQG�RWKHU�DUWLVWV�RI�
WKH�*URXS�7KHDWUH�LPDJLQHG�WKH�HURWLF�DV�D�UHDOP�RI�OLEHUDWLRQ��5H�HURWLFL]LQJ�WKH�
actor entailed a physical and psychic approach to remove inhibitions, what Reich 
GHVFULEHV�DV�³FKDUDFWHU�DUPRU�´�&KDUDFWHU�DUPRU�LV�WKH�PXVFXODU�WHQVLRQ�SUHVHQW�
in the body resulting from personal history, habits, and socialization.72 As Reich 
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VXJJHVWV��H[SHULHQFHV�LQ�WKH�SDVW�LQ�ZKLFK�LW�ZDV�UDWLRQDO�WR�VD\�³QR�QR´�HQGXUH�
into the present, when the no been transformed into a “neurotic and irrational 
µQR�QR�¶´73 The primary result of character armor is not only an irrational no but 
“the incapacity on the part of the organism to say YES.”74 Building on Reich’s 
ERG\�RULHQWHG�SV\FKRWKHUDS\��6WUDVEHUJ�IRXJKW�DJDLQVW�PDQLIHVWDWLRQV�RI�WHQVLRQ�
and hesitation as interfering with the orgiastic yes.75 

:KLOH� LQ�PHQ�6WUDVEHUJ� HQFRXUDJHG� D� VWRLF� IROORZ�WKURXJK� �DV�ZLWK� WKH�
aforementioned actor in Mourning Becomes Electra), in women he often encouraged 
D� JHQHULF� VH[XDO�ZLOOLQJQHVV�� ,Q� NHHSLQJ�ZLWK� UH�HURWLFL]DWLRQ¶V� UHVLVWDQFH� WR�
the public/private divide, Strasberg’s “private moment” exercise encouraged 
actors perform behaviors they would only do in private, thereby dissolving the 
“character armor” they might put up in front of an audience.76 Strasberg describes 
one experience with a female actor who achieved “startling abandon” through a 
private moment exercise. She lay around in bed listening to Turkish records until 
she started dancing. Strasberg recounts, “You have never seen such abandon as this 
girl on the stage. It was what I call hot dancing, and it was exciting, thrilling, and 
shocking as you didn’t think of this kind of thing with that girl. She hadn’t seemed 
like that kind of girl.”77�)RU�6WUDVEHUJ��LW�LV�SUHFLVHO\�WKH�DEDQGRQPHQW�RI�FKDUDFWHU�
armor that demonstrates control over the body. Simultaneously, Strasberg frames 
the student as “that kind of girl,” a disparagement of the desiring female body that 
Strasberg seems so eager to evoke. Rather than signaling a freedom from sexual 
scripts or an authentic privacy, the student’s behavior wields sexual scripts (and 
SHUKDSV�WKH�VH[XDOL]HG�RULHQWDOLVP�RI�7XUNLVK�PXVLF��WR�JHW�D�VSHFL¿F�UHVSRQVH�IURP�
Strasberg.78 She performs a script of abandon that registers to Strasberg as liberating, 
D�VFULSW�RI�LQWHUHVW�WR�UH�HURWLFL]LQJ�DFWLQJ�WHDFKHUV�LQ�WKH�PLG�WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXU\. 

Part of the dynamic of Strasberg’s actor training was to provide “evidence” of 
HURWLF�GHVLUH�WKDW�PLJKW�UHYHDO�ZRPHQ¶V�GHYLDQFH��)RXFDXOW�GHVFULEHV�WKH�LPSHUDWLYH�
on sexual subjects to confess their disorderly desires and render desire visible to 
VXUYHLOODQFH��)RXFDXOW�HPSKDVL]HV�³WKH�SOHDVXUH�WKDW�FRPHV�RI�H[HUFLVLQJ�D�SRZHU�
WKDW�TXHVWLRQV��PRQLWRUV��ZDWFKHV��VSLHV��VHDUFKHV�RXW��SDOSDWHV��EULQJV�WR�OLJKW��DQG�
RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��WKH�SOHDVXUH�WKDW�NLQGOHV�DW�KDYLQJ�WR�HYDGH�WKLV�SRZHU��ÀHH�IURP�
it, fool it, or travesty it.”79�+RZ�PLJKW�WKH�UH�HURWLFL]LQJ�GLUHFWRU�DQG�WKH�UH�HURWLFL]HG�
DFWRU�SOD\�WKLV�JDPH�LQ�H[HUFLVHV�OLNH�6WUDVEHUJ¶V�SULYDWH�PRPHQW"�,Q�VRPH�FDVHV��WKH�
game can be pleasurable and reciprocal, and we need not read the student dancing 
to Turkish music as disempowered. It is worth asking, however, whether this game 
teaches lessons about acting and, as importantly, whether all acting students want to 
WDNH�SDUW�LQ�LW��)RXFDXOW�FRQWLQXHV��³2QH�FRQIHVVHV²RU�LV�IRUFHG�WR�FRQIHVV��:KHQ�LW�
is not spontaneous or dictated by some internal imperative, the confession is wrung 
from a person by violence or threat.”80 Some actors experienced acting exercises 
to break through character armor invasively. In An Actress Prepares: Women and 
the Method, 5RVHPDU\�0DODJXH�DUJXHV�WKDW�6WUDVEHUJ�GURYH�ZRPHQ�WR�HPRWLRQDO�
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“breakdowns” as a way to “break through” their inhibitions. Strasberg’s classes 
praised “weeping women” for their performance of truth.81�0DUJDUHW�%DUNHU�RI�WKH�
*URXS�7KHDWUH�UHFRXQWV�

0\�ZKROH�IHHOLQJ�ZDV�WKDW�LI�\RX�FU\��\RX�FU\��DQG�LI�\RX�GRQ¶W��
you don’t. But it was awful, with Strasberg, because you felt that 
if once you cried and had a full emotional thing, you weren’t 
acting if it didn’t happen every time…Strasberg was so interested 
in what he called “real emotion” that he reduced us to a pulp.82 

As Barker’s scare quotes around “real emotion” suggest, the “truth” behind 
Strasberg’s ideal performance for women was never free from bias. If true masculine 
performance meant showing an ability to stick to action without inhibition, then true 
feminine performance meant showing woundedness. Women enacted victimhood 
WR�SURYH�WKHLU�HPRWLRQDO�DQG�VH[XDO�DYDLODELOLW\�WR�WKH�VSHFWDWRU��0RUHRYHU��ZKHUHDV�
)UHXGLDQ�DQG�5HLFKLDQ�SV\FKRORJ\�LPDJLQHV�WKDW�UHSHWLWLRQ�DOORZV�RQH�WR�RYHUFRPH�
trauma, Barker experiences the repetition of victimhood scripts as damaging.83 
Seeking spontaneous shows of emotion and desire, Strasberg did not adequately 
prepare performers for theatrical repetition.

6WUDVEHUJ�ZDV�QRW�WKH�RQO\�0HWKRG�DFWLQJ�WHDFKHU�WR�GHYHORS�D�SODQ�WR�XQORFN�
spontaneous intimacy for performers. Basing his technique on repetition, one of 
6WUDVEHUJ¶V�FROODERUDWRUV� LQ� WKH�*URXS�7KHDWUH��6DQIRUG�0HLVQHU��VDZ�D�VLPLODU�
need to free actors from societal repression. Amplifying a performer’s ability to 
“live truthfully under imaginary circumstances,”84�0HLVQHU�GHYHORSHG�D�WHFKQLTXH�
to reveal actors’ impulses, which he taught at the Neighborhood Playhouse in 
1HZ�<RUN�&LW\��,Q�0HLVQHU�WHFKQLTXH��WKH�PHDVXUH�RI�D�SHUIRUPHU�LV�KRZ�ZHOO�]H�
embodies “natural” impulses.85�+RZHYHU��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�5RVHPDU\�0DODJXH�� WKLV�
DSSURDFK�KDV�WZR�SLWIDOOV������0HLVQHU�SRVLWLRQHG�KLPVHOI�DV�DUELWHU�RI�WKH�QDWXUDO��
and (2) the seemingly natural is often socially constructed.86�0DODJXH�DUJXHV�WKDW�
0HLVQHU�HPSOR\HG�D�VLPSOL¿HG�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�)UHXGLDQ�SV\FKRORJ\�87 In Sanford 
Meisner on Acting��0HLVQHU�FLWHV�VHYHUDO�WLPHV�WKH�DVVHUWLRQ�WKDW�LQGLYLGXDOV�RQO\�
want sex and power. He opens his chapter on improvisation with a quote from 
)UHXG�DERXW�GD\GUHDPV�� ³,Q�\RXQJ�ZRPHQ�HURWLF�ZLVKHV� WHQG� WR�GRPLQDWH� WKH�
fantasies almost exclusively, for their ambition is generally comprised in their 
HURWLF� ORQJLQJV�� LQ�\RXQJ�PHQ�HJRLVWLF�DQG�DPELWLRXV�ZLVKHV�DVVHUW� WKHPVHOYHV�
plainly enough alongside their erotic desires.”88�7KH�UH�HURWLFL]LQJ�DFWLQJ�WHDFKHU�
instructed performers to embody this pattern of desires. When performers failed 
WR�HPERG\�LPSXOVHV�OHJLEOH�WR�0HLVQHU��KH�FULWLFL]HG�DFWRUV�IRU�WKHLU�UHVWUDLQW�DQG�
“weak” impulses. 

$�WHOOLQJ�H[DPSOH�RI�WKLV�GLVFLSOLQH�LV�0HLVQHU¶V�WUHDWPHQW�RI�D�\RXQJ�DFWRU��
José, in an acting class videotaped and later released as Sanford Meisner Master 
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Class�� ,Q�DQ�LPSURYLVDWLRQ�H[HUFLVH��KH�VHQGV�-RVp�R൵VWDJH�DQG�ZKLVSHUV� WR�KLV�
female scene partner that she is to seduce José upon his entrance. Sure enough, 
when José walks in the door for the scene, the female actor wraps her arm around 
José and brings him to the bed. José, queer man of color who has spoken in a past 
class about his boyfriend, does not show any interest in sex with his female scene 
SDUWQHU�DQG�LQVWHDG�ORRNV�FRQIXVHG��0HLVQHU�VWRSV�WKH�VFHQH�DQG�DVNV�-RVp�ZKDW�
happened to him. José scratches his head and says he didn’t understand what his 
VFHQH�SDUWQHU�ZDQWHG��0HLVQHU�LQVLVWV�WKDW�LW�VKRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�REYLRXV��³:KDW�PRUH�
GR�\RX�ZDQW"�$�GLDJUDP"´89�)RU�0HLVQHU��WKHUH�ZDV�RQO\�RQH�QDWXUDO�LPSXOVH�WKDW�
-RVp�VKRXOG�KDYH�IROORZHG²WKH�GHVLUH�IRU�KHWHURVH[XDO�VH[��5RVHPDU\�0DODJXH�
ZULWHV��³7UDLQLQJ�SUHVXPHV� �RU�SUHWHQGV�� WKDW�DQ�DFWRU¶V� µQDWXUDO¶� LPSXOVHV�ZLOO�
be heterosexual.”90 $V�5LERW�SDWKRORJL]HG�QRQQRUPDWLYH�GHVLUH��VR�0HWKRG�DFWRU�
training attempted to remedy weak wills by enforcing traditional heterosexual 
sexual scripts.91 Adrienne Rich describes this dynamic in society as “compulsory 
heterosexuality,” the social mores that naturalize heterosexual desire and repudiate 
WKRVH�ZKR�GHVLUH�GL൵HUHQWO\�92 In improvisation and scene work, the scripts available 
to performers limit the horizon of expectations.

Wayward Actors and Script Analysis
With a focus on strengthening willpower and eliminating inhibition, Strasberg 

DQG�0HLVQHU¶V�YHUVLRQV�RI�0HWKRG�DFWRU� WUDLQLQJ�VWURYH� WR�SURGXFH�D�FRQJUXLW\�
between a performer’s desires and those of a character. In practice, this goal caused 
HGXFDWRUV�WR�VXSSUHVV�WKH�GL൵HUHQFHV�DQG�WR�LJQRUH�WKH�OLPLWHG�VSHFWUXP�RI�UROHV�
available to actors. As a result, some performers from marginalized identities 
FKDOOHQJHG�0HWKRG�WUDLQLQJ�RU�FKDQQHOHG�WKHLU�GHVLUHV�HOVHZKHUH��7RJHWKHU��WKH\�
FUHDWHG�D�KLVWRU\�RI�UHVLVWDQFH�WKDW�ZDV�DV�PXFK�D�SDUW�RI�WKH�0HWKRG¶V�KLVWRU\�DV�LWV�
VH[XDO�QRUPDWLYLW\��$V�*URXS�7KHDWUH�DFWRUV�VWXGLHG�DQG�UHKHDUVHG�XQGHU�6WUDVEHUJ�
DW�D�VXPPHU�UHWUHDW�LQ�%URRN¿HOG��&RQQHFWLFXW��VRPH�NLQGOHG�LQWLPDFLHV�RXWVLGH�WKH�
ERXQGV�RI�QRUPDWLYH�KHWHURVH[XDOLW\��3HUIRUPHUV�IURP�ZHDOWK\��$QJOR�$PHULFDQ�
backgrounds were surprised by the amount of casual sex.93�$FWRUV�VQXFN�R൵�DIWHU�
class for “lesbian and homosexual” encounters.94�+DUROG�&OXUPDQ�DQG�6WHOOD�$GOHU�
carried out a openly erotic relationship outside of marriage.95�7KH�*URXS�7KHDWUH�
could be a safe haven for wayward intimacies, but it could also take advantage 
RI�WKH�YXOQHUDEOH��7KH�JRVVLS�FROXPQLVW�&LQG\�$GDPV�UHSRUWV� LQ�KHU�ELRJUDSK\�
of Lee Strasberg that anonymous sources said Luther Adler was a “grabber” 
DQG�&OL൵RUG�2GHWV�ZRXOG�³PDNH�\RX�>KDYH�VH[�ZLWK�KLP@�LI�KH�FRXOG�´96 In later 
LQWHUYLHZV��ZRPHQ�RI�WKH�*URXS�7KHDWUH�ZRXOG�VSHDN�RSHQO\�DERXW�WKH�*URXS�DV�
PDOH�GRPLQDWHG�DQG�ELDVHG�DJDLQVW�WKHP�97 At the time, though, gossip may have 
itself been a mode of resistance. As women warned each other of aggressive men, 
WKH\�IRUPHG�D�PXFK�GLVFXVVHG�¿[WXUH�RI�WKH��0H7RR�PRYHPHQW�WRGD\��D�ZKLVSHU�
QHWZRUN��0DQ\�JUHZ�FULWLFDO� RI�6WUDVEHUJ¶V�ZD\�RI�ZRUNLQJ��0DUJDUHW�%DUNHU��
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who was grappling with her sexuality and later had openly queer intimacies, felt 
“clobbered” by the acting teacher.98 Ruth Nelson asked to leave Strasberg’s class. 
After one of Strasberg’s outbursts in rehearsal, Nelson even charged at Strasberg 
and would have physically fought him if her fellow actors had not stopped her.99 
0DQ\�IHPDOH�DFWRUV�YRLFHG� WKHLU�FRQFHUQV�DERXW� WKH� ODUJHO\�PDOH� OHDGHUVKLS�DW�
JURXS�PHHWLQJV��6RPH�ODWHU�ÀHG�WKH�*URXS�7KHDWUH�WR�MRLQ�ZRUNHUV¶�WKHDWUHV��JHW�
LQYROYHG�ZLWK�WKH�&RPPXQLVW�3DUW\��DQG�SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�VROLGDULW\�H൵RUWV�ZLWK�DQWL�
fascists in Spain.100

3HUKDSV�WKH�PRVW�FRQFHUWHG�UHEHOOLRQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�*URXS�7KHDWUH�FDPH�IURP�
Stella Adler, who challenged Strasberg’s authority and staked a claim as the 
*URXS¶V� ULJKWIXO� DFWLQJ� WHDFKHU��)UXVWUDWHG�ZLWK�6WUDVEHUJ¶V�SURELQJ�DQG�XVH�RI�
emotional memory, Adler visited Stanislavsky in Paris to discuss actor training, 
ZKLFK�5RVHPDU\�0DODJXH�VXJJHVWV�ZDV�D�FRQVFLRXV�FDUHHU�PRYHG�DLPLQJ�WR�VHW�
herself up as Stanislavsky’s rightful spokesperson in the United States.101 When 
$GOHU�UHWXUQHG�WR�WKH�*URXS�7KHDWUH��VKH�GHQRXQFHG�6WUDVEHUJ¶V�ZD\�RI�ZRUNLQJ�
DQG�VWDUWHG�WHDFKLQJ�WKH�*URXS�WHFKQLTXH�EDVHG�RQ�JLYHQ�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�DQG�WKH�
power of imagination. Adler called the confrontation a “revolutionary moment,” 
DQG�5RVHPDU\�0DODJXH�GHVFULEHV�LW�DV�D�FUXFLDO�SRLQW�LQ�IHPLQLVW�WKHDWUH�KLVWRU\�
in the United States.102�$FFRUGLQJ�WR�0DODJXH��$GOHU�UHEHOOHG�QRW�RQO\�DJDLQVW�WKH�
0HWKRG¶V�ZD\�RI�ZRUNLQJ�EXW�DJDLQVW�JHQGHU�QRUPV�WKDW�IHPDOH�DFWRUV�UHSHDWHGO\�
HQFRXQWHUHG��6WHOOD�$GOHU�VD\V��³7KH�*URXS�7KHDWUH�ZDV�UHDOO\�D�PDQ¶V�WKHDWHU��,W�
was male dominated. The theater was aimed at plays for men. They understood 
men. There were really no women in the group. The women were ruined, absolutely 
neglected. Any actress that stayed there was an idiot.”103 Even after she started 
WHDFKLQJ�DFWLQJ�WR�WKH�*URXS�7KHDWUH��$GOHU�TXLW�DIWHU�WKH�*URXS¶V�GLUHFWRUV�NHSW�
casting her as desexualized “Jewish mothers” instead of the leading roles she 
wanted to play.104 Whereas some critics might view Adler’s departure as her being 
VHOI�DEVRUEHG�RU�D�³GLYD�´105 her action repudiated the sexual and gender politics 
RI�WKH�*URXS�7KHDWUH��$GOHU�UHIXVHG�WR�DOLJQ�KHU�GHVLUH�ZLWK�WKDW�H[SHFWHG�RI�KHU�
and purposely went on to found her own studio.

In The Art of Acting, Adler states: 

You have to reach the point where acting is pleasurable, not a 
source of anxiety. A lot of people think of actors as neurotic. 
That’s because the actors they’re thinking of are bad actors…
There are, I’m afraid, teachers who encourage them to dwell 
on their neuroses. If the students are neurotic, then the teacher 
looks strong. They become dependent on the teacher, which is 
something I’ve never wanted. The teacher becomes a parent, or, 
even worse, a kind of therapist.106
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Adler denounces the tendency to turn actor training into pathology and to instill in 
performers a sense of their inadequacy. By contrast, Stella Adler’s actor training 
moves performers closer to recognizing the gendered, racializing, and sexual 
scripts that other teachers and directors ask of them. Her pedagogy emphasizes 
script analysis and imagination, giving actors tools to examine identity categories 
and imagine alternate ways of being. In Beyond Method, Scott Balcerzak describes 
6WHOOD�$GOHU¶V� LQÀXHQFHV� IURP� WKH�<LGGLVK�7KHDWUH� WKDW� OHG� KHU� WR� GLVWLQJXLVK�
between slanted character types and realistic types. The slanted type contains an 
DFWRU¶V�FRPPHQW�RQ�WKH�FKDUDFWHU��VLPLODU�WR�%UHFKW¶V�9�H൵HNW���ZKLOH�D�UHDOLVWLF�
type attempts to leave that comment behind.107 In this way, Adler encouraged actors 
to recognize and understand archetypes and acknowledge that all characters are 
³W\SHV�´�ZKHWKHU�YLVLEO\�VR�RU�QRW��:KHQ�VKH�FRDFKHG�0DUORQ�%UDQGR�LQ�KLV�¿OP�
work, Balcerzak argues, Adler taught Brando to recognize the dynamics of postwar 
masculinity that would inform his performances in A Streetcar Named Desire, On 
the Waterfront, DQG�RWKHU�VLJQDWXUH�¿OPV�RI�KLV�FDUHHU�108 Brando could perform a 
W\SH�RQVFUHHQ�EXW�JR�EDFN�WR�D�PRUH�JHQWOH�PDVFXOLQLW\�R൵VFUHHQ��$GOHU�ZULWHV�WKDW�
the actor’s “job is to experience and interpret…the ideas of the playwright.”109 The 
actor responds to the script and lets hir vision shape hir performance rather than 
performing the script uncritically.

When Adler encouraged performers to distinguish themselves from their 
characters, she restored a key element of Stanislavsky’s system that Strasberg 
DQG�0HLVQHU¶V�VFKRROV�RI�DFWLQJ�KDG�DWWHPSWHG�WR�H[FLVH��D�GRXEOH�DZDUHQHVV�RI�
one’s self as both character and actor, subject and object. In Stanislavskian acting, 
the actor experiences a performance as the character living through imaginary 
circumstances and the actor viewing the character from the outside. David Krasner 
compares these two layers of awareness to W. E. B. Du Bois’s notion of “double 
consciousness.”110 As Du Bois argues, black Americans experienced their society 
from the dominant view of whiteness and from their minoritized subject position 
of blackness.111�$Q�RIWHQ�GLVRULHQWLQJ�H[SHULHQFH��GRXEOH�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�HQDEOHV�
³FRQÀLFW�DQG�VHOI�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ´�DV�³WZR�ZDUULQJ�VRXOV´�ZRUN�RQ�WKH�VDPH�ERG\�112 
:KHUHDV�6WUDVEHUJ�DQG�0HLVQHU�LPDJLQH�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�DV�D�SDWK�WR�D�VWDEOH��OLEHUDWHG�
subjecthood,113�'X�%RLV¶V�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�GHVWDELOL]HV�WKH�FDWHJRULHV�RI�ZKLWHQHVV�DQG�
blackness to prompt a confounding awareness of social scripts. The fragmented 
VXEMHFW��FRJQL]DQW�RI�VWHUHRW\SHV�SURMHFWHG�RQWR�EODFN�ERG\�PLQGV��PLJKW�GHSOR\�
or subvert these stereotypes, as the performance studies scholar Brandi Wilkins 
&DWDQHVH�DUJXHV� LQ�KHU�DQDO\VLV�RI�GRXEOH�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�114 Reading Du Bois’s 
concept into Adler’s actor training, I want to gesture toward a minoritarian vision of 
LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�WKDW�PLJKW�FKDOOHQJH�WKH�IDOVH�XQLYHUVDOLVP�RI�6WUDVEHUJ�DQG�0HLVQHU¶V�
LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ��LQ�ZKLFK�³ZKLWH�LV�XQLYHUVDO��ZKLOH�EODFN�LV�SDUWLFXODU�´115 In Black 
Acting Methods, the directors and VFKRODUV�7LD�6KD൵HU�DQG�6KDUUHOO�/XFNHWW�R൵HU�
YLVLRQV�RI�DFWRU�WUDLQLQJ�OLNH�&OLQHVVKD�6LEOH\¶V�$IURFHQWULF�VFULSW�DQDO\VLV��ZKLFK�
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denaturalizes whiteness,116�DQG�.LUE\�)HUJXVRQ¶V�DFNQRZOHGJHPHQW�WKDW�³HYHU\WKLQJ�
is a remix,” which defetishizes originality.117 The ability to recognize and shape 
social scripts might equip performers to say no to stereotyped roles or repurpose 
roles for their pleasure.

Conclusion: Toward a Politics of Pleasure in Actor Training
:LOOIXO�DFWRUV�OLNH�2OJD�.QLSSHU�RI�WKH�0RVFRZ�$UW�7KHDWUH��-RVp�RI�6DQIRUG�

0HLVQHU¶V�PDVWHU�FODVV��DQG�6WHOOD�$GOHU�RI�WKH�*URXS�7KHDWUH�PLJKW�EH�SUHFXUVRUV�
to today’s intimacy directing movement. Articulating their noes in the face of 
training that attempted to direct their desires, they resemble the contemporary artists 
who denounce sexual exploitation and create opportunities for their colleagues to 
articulate boundaries in the rehearsal room. Although intimacy directors can perform 
some of the specialized work of choreographing erotically charged scenes for the 
stage, educators also have a role in cultivating critical performers. In Adler’s call 
for pleasurable acting and the analysis of social roles, I read a framework to prepare 
actors for stage intimacy. This framework, which I call sexual script analysis, strives 
QRW�WR�XQFRYHU�DXWKHQWLF�HURWLF�GHVLUH��DV�UH�HURWLFL]DWLRQ�GRHV��5DWKHU��VH[XDO�VFULSW�
analysis readies actors to identify, challenge, and rework sexual scripts and to locate 
SOHDVXUH�LQ�PLPHVLV��,I��DV�/\QGD�+DUW�VXJJHVWV��³$OO�GHVLUH�LV�WKHDWULFDO´²DQ�HQWU\�
LQWR�D�VKDUHG�IDQWDV\�ZLWK�RWKHUV²WKHQ�SHUIRUPHUV�FDQ�¿QG�DFFHVVLEOH�HQWU\�SRLQWV�
into sexual scripts and let desire follow from theatrical action (if desire is to follow 
at all).118�3HUIRUPHUV�FDQ�HQMR\�LPLWDWLQJ�LQWLPDF\�ZLWKRXW�¿QGLQJ�WKHLU�R൵VWDJH�
sexualities under scrutiny. 

In an acting class toward the end of her career, Adler told a group of young 
performers, “Every physical action is yours, if it bears your signature. You must 
reach your norm, not my norm.”119 Adler urged performers to adapt scripts to suit 
WKHLU�QHHGV��PXFK�DV�LQWLPDF\�GLUHFWRUV�WRGD\�XUJH�SHUIRUPHUV�WR�VD\�QR�DQG�R൵HU�
alternatives to blocking in rehearsal. Exploring textual analysis, Adler insisted, 
³*HW�SOHDVXUH�IURP�ODQJXDJH��,I�\RX�GRQ¶W��FKDQJH�WKH�VW\OH�´120 Adler’s vision of 
UHVLVWDQFH�IRFXVHG�RQ�SOHDVXUH�PRUH�WKDQ�FRQVHQW��7KH�KLVWRU\�RI�UH�HURWLFL]LQJ�
acting technique suggests that actors can consent to acts that undermine their 
SOHDVXUH��$V�WKH�OHJDO�VFKRODU�-RVHSK�)LVFKHO�ZULWHV��FRQVHQW� LV�D�³FKHFNER[��$�
IHPLQLVW��GHPRFUDWLFDOO\�KHGRQLF�VH[XDO�FXOWXUH²E\�ZKLFK�,�PHDQ�D�FXOWXUH�WKDW�
IDFLOLWDWHV�DQG�PRUH�HTXLWDEO\�GLVWULEXWHV�LWV�SRVVLELOLWLHV�IRU�SOHDVXUH�DQG�LQWLPDF\²
requires a whole lot more than the check of consent.”121 Willful actors like Adler, 
ZKLOH�HQFRXUDJLQJ�QR�VD\LQJ��DUH�DOVR�KLJKOLJKWLQJ�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�VHOI�DGYRFDF\�
and experimentation. When teaching performers Stanislavsky’s physical actions, 
Adler encouraged performers to “complicate the action.”122 Rather than pursuing 
a straightforward action (combing the hair), the actor might experiment with more 
challenging actions (tousling the hair).123�&ODLUH�:DUGHQ�GHVFULEHV�D�VLPLODU�G\QDPLF�
in intimacy directing, ³,I�ZH�MXVW�VD\�\HV�WR�WKH�¿UVW�LGHD�ZH�DOO�KDYH��WKHQ�ZH�QHYHU�
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JHW�WKH�EULOOLDQW�VWX൵�´124 Resistance might be part of a project of crafting more 
fascinating and enjoyable intimacies on stage.

In every acting class, there will be moments of resistance. When some strains 
RI�6WDQLVODYVNLDQ�DQG�0HWKRG�DFWRU�WUDLQLQJ�DWWHPSW�WR�UHVKDSH�DQ�DFWRU¶V�ZLOO�WR�
align with normative sexual scripts, actors’ bodies may rebel, consciously or not. 
+DELWV�SHUVLVW��*HVWXUHV�NHHS�VXUIDFLQJ��3HU�$KPHG��³$UPV�FDQ�GLVREH\��WKH\�FDQ�
wander away. The wayward arm could be heard as a call to arms.”125 While the 
history of rebellious actors is an archive of willfulness, so too each individual 
DFWRU�PLJKW�KRVW�KHU�RZQ�KLVWRU\�RI�VWXEERUQQHVV²“willfulness can be deposited 
in our bodies. And when willfulness is deposited in our bodies, our bodies become 
part of a willfulness archive.”126 As intimacy directors and advocates for consent 
FXOWXUH�LQWHUYHQH�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�DFWRU�WUDLQLQJ�WRGD\��WKH\�XUJH�HGXFDWRUV��GLUHFWRUV��
and actors to heed the willfulness housed in bodies. &RQIURQWHG�ZLWK�D�OHJDF\�RI�
minoritarian actors taught to ignore their needs, intimacy directors might encourage 
actors to honor their resistance and to advocate for their pleasure.  
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