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Abstract 

 

Mark Andrew Flisher 

 

Slave and Master: A New Model to Affect Interactivity 

 

This thesis sets out to explore how interactive performance making maybe re-

considered in regards to the audience and participant relationship. Through a practice as 

research methodology, it identifies how current interpretations of interactivity suggest 

an equality and autonomy between artist and participant. However, this thesis 

recognises the need for power inequalities located within this mode of performance 

making, but looks to see whether agency can exist within the form. Rather than 

focussing on the power inequalities of just the participant and artist, an interrogation of 

the heteronormative male performer is considered. This thesis puts forward that the 

inequality of power is not just located in the genius of the artist, but also in the cultural 

and social politics that are also bought into the space. In this respect, because the thesis 

places specific interest in the male performer, the heteronormative aspects that could 

affect performance interaction should be destabilised. This is achieved by the queer 

practice of Bondage, Discipline, Slave, and Master (BDSM).  

 

This interrogation of interactivity framed by BDSM was explored through a practice as 

research methodology. Through a one-to-one performance, entitled Cleanse my body, 

deeply, it sought to achieve a destabilisation of the heteronormative male performer 

through the following techniques: the autobiographical, penetration, and castration. The 

findings located within this research suggest that although transcendence between 

submissive and dominant roles can exist, it only does so temporarily. However this 

momentary transcendence is achieved through the presentation of the phallus, rather 

than its disappearance. Once the phallus appears it is the turned against the 

heteronormative performer and used to penetrate him. This thesis argues that prolonged 

penetration, and castration, is the primary attributes to be used when submitting the 

heteronormative performer. 
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Slave and Master: A New Model to Affect Interactivity 

 

Introduction 

 

Interaction is a well documented phenomenon in contemporary performance making. 

With the development of pervasive gaming, internet performances, and Second Life, the 

notion of the participant has become regularly interrogated in performance research. In 

turn, and as a result of the interface located between the participant and the artist, the 

definitions of interactivity are in constant flux. One such interpretation of the term 

suggests autonomy for both the participant and the artist. Andy Lipman for example, 

notes that interactivity „is a mutual and simultaneous activity on the part of both 

participants, usually working towards the same goal...but not necessarily‟ (Lipman in 

Dixon, 2007: 560). Like many academics and artists, when Lipman make claims of 

mutuality, and refers to both artist and participant as „participants‟, he is making claims 

of equality. However by making these claims he is neglecting the active power of the 

artist, the power that offers the artist privilege over the work. In opposition to Lipman, 

Shulgin suggests that interactivity, rather than being autonomous is „a very simple and 

obvious way to manipulate people‟ (Shugin in Stallabrass, 2003: 61). The artist, by this 

definition, is more powerful than the participant.  

 

In this respect one-to-one is an interesting mode of performance making as the form 

relies on a development of trust between the individual performer and artist. However 

even though the participant, may have a heightened feeling of activity within the work, 
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they are still limited to experiencing the performance rather than owning it. The 

experience of, rather than the ownership of, the performance creates an inequality of 

power, which in turn fashions a binary. This inequality of power is further 

problematised when the cited bodies located within the performance bring with them 

their own cultural politics. For example, the white heterosexual male performer brings 

with him a specific cultural power into the space, in addition to the power that the artist 

or creator of the work is already privileged with. With this, the performer is at danger of 

presenting the participant as submissive or more submissive depending on their own 

position within heteronormative constructs. However when the heterosexual male 

performer becomes naked he also brings an additional level of danger to the work 

(Blocker, 2004). This thesis therefore focuses its interrogation on the notion of the 

submissive and dominant roles, or the roles of slave and master, in one-to-one 

performance. This will place specific emphasis on the submissive male performer. 

 

In order to interrogate this further I have two primary questions. Although these look at 

destabilising the artist/participant relationship they do so specifically by focussing on 

the heteronormative male performer. The first question is aimed at interrogating 

whether it is possible for the heteronormative male performer to be positioned as 

submissive within the body of his work. The second asks what activities do the roles of 

slave and master (submissive and dominant) play within the creation of interactive 

performance making.  
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Slave and master (also referred to as submissive and dominant), although located in 

many forms of discourse, are specifically used within this thesis in conjunction with the 

sex based practice of sadomasochism
1
. Sadomasochism is a contraction of the terms 

sadism and masochism and are widely referred to as BDSM (Bondage, Slave, 

Discipline, and Master). Masochism is taken from the writings of Leopold Von Sacher-

Masoch who emphasised the enjoyment of receiving pain within his work (Sullivan, 

2003). Conversely sadism, the sexual enjoyment of giving pain, has been taken from the 

Marquis de Sade. Both of these terms have been, and up to a certain extent still are, 

considered as sexual perversions, with Freud ascertaining that they are sexual 

aberrations (Freud, 2002). To date sadomasochism is still a problematic practice despite 

its iconography being consumed into mass culture (particularly within popular TV and 

films such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Secretary) (Barker, 2005). 

 

The problem with sadomasochism, particularly from the view point of cultural 

feminists, is its reliance upon power inequalities. These appropriations of patriarchal 

constructs which involve, beating, humiliation, pain, and endurance present the 

feminine as submissive and the male as dominant. This is further supported by Freud 

who distinguished masochism‟s submissive „nature‟ as feminine, whilst citing the 

aggressive and dominant sexuality of the male as sadistic (Freud, 2002). This 

interpretation is considered even when these are not necessarily the roles assumed by 

the specified cited bodies (Dolan, 1988). However BDSMers argue that this is taken out 

of context. They do admit that sadomasochism is based on power inequalities, but if you 

                                                      
1
 The connection between sex and one-to-one performance has been made previously by Dominic 

Johnson who noted that the labour costs of the prostitute and the artist of one-to-one performances are 
synonymous (Johnson 2010). 
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take away these inequalities you are left with vanilla sex
2
. However, they continue to 

note that these roles are not reproductions of patriarchal power, but rather simulations 

located in a scene, thus reflecting an insincere product of „reality‟ (Sullivan, 2003). 

Foucault emphasises the notion of a simulated scene further, by noting that these roles 

are not based on a sexual identity, but are interchangeable and thus the roles of 

submission and domination are fluid (Foucault, 1997). If Foucault is considered, then 

sadomasochism queers the heteronormative space because it parodies, through 

simulation, the heteronormative power constructs which are created by the white 

heterosexual male. 

 

If sadomasochism can be used to destabilise the heteronormative construct, then it 

seems logical that body artists of the 70s (a time of great social reconfiguration) used 

masochism within their work (Jones, 1998). However O‟Dell does question that to state 

such performances are masochistic  

 

„is to engage in a hyperbole. Putting fire‟s out with one‟s bare feet (Pane), 

repeatedly bighting one‟s self (Acconci), breathing in water at the risk of 

drowning (Burden), or sewing one‟s mouth shut (Ulay) is not, strictly, 

speaking, masochistic acts...‟ (O‟Dell, 1998: 3).  

 

She goes onto note that if these practices were truly masochistic they would be related 

to sexual urges involving the acts of humiliation or pain. O‟Dell does offer a less 

                                                      
2
 Vanilla sex is a term used by those practising BDSM to describe heteronormative product based sex 

which places emphasis on the penetrative action of the penis, the orgasm, and eventually procreation. 
Although generally vanilla sex may contain BDSM type activities, bighting, hair pulling, and scratching, 
the essence of simulating power inequalities are absent. This maybe, according to some cultural 
feminists, because the power inequality already exists in the invasive actions of penetration (Dolan, 
1988). 
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clinical approach though, as she suggests that these acts are sadomasochistic because of 

the contract which is developed between the masochistic (artist) and the sadist 

(participant). This contract is similar to Dominic Johnson‟s observations in 

Performance, Art, and Body Modification. Here he states that the contact between the 

watcher of the body art and the artist is located in the responsibility of the artist‟s body 

(Johnson, 2010). This reference, when read through O‟Dell, suggests that the sadist is 

also responsible for the masochist, a construction which is always present in consensual 

BDSM. 

 

Jones (1998) also recognises the influence of sadomasochism in 70s body art, although 

rather than associating it with pain, as O‟Dell does, she places its focus on narcissism. 

Narcissism can be read through the work of Acconci, Schneeman, Ono, and Wilke 

amongst other practising artists of the 70s. Once locating one‟s self in one‟s own work 

detailed personal narratives start to develop which can be interpreted as 

autobiographical. Jones notes that although narcissism gives way to negative 

connotations, the opening up of one‟s inner self to the external other, at the risk of 

humiliation, creates a sense of vulnerability similar to that of masochism (Jones, 1998).  

In this sense, if the opening up of one‟s self reflects the autobiography then the 

autobiographical performance is by definition narcissistic and in turn the artist becomes 

a masochist.  

 

In a series of interviews which explored the essence of one-to-one performance making, 

Zerihan asked her respondents (a group of practising one-to-one artists) to comment on 
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a number of terms regularly used to explain this mode of performance making. It was 

interesting to note that only two artists made comment on the term confessional. Here I 

assume the term confession is synonymous with that of the autobiographical and 

therefore by engaging in confessions the artist and the participant have to make their 

internal external. Adrian Howells‟ response to Zerihan supports this concept. He noted 

that although confession does play a part in personal experiences of individuals, 

confession were more of a shared experience between the artist and the participant 

(Zerihan, 2006). Leena Kela, in response to her work Goldilocks peep show, notes that 

there were shared experiences between artist and performer. However these were only 

located within the performance and were not explicit in conversations outside of the 

work. The peep show style of performance meant that her audience were kept 

anonymous and had the right to keep their anonymity.  In this case the confession of the 

audience to identify what they saw through the holes in the wall places them as more 

powerful than the performer; thus allowing the participant to act as sadist to the 

performer acting as masochist (Zerihan, 2006).  

 

In this case the female performer has been placed as submissive, despite owning the 

performance. Here, although the artist‟s ownership of the creative work placed her as 

dominant within her performance, the penetrative and anonymous gaze of the 

participant rendered the artist also as submissive. In this case if the female artist is able 

to locate herself as submissive within her work, can the heteronormative male do the 

same? 
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The methodology employed by this thesis prioritises practice as research. By applying 

the terminology of BDSM, and in particular the roles of slave and master, to re-read 

interaction in one-to-one performance making, this approach considers how the 

heteronormative male performer is placed within his work. Despite claims that the 

participant can become empowered by interactivity (Stallabrass, 2003), I argue that one-

to-one performance is still owned by the artist and thus automatically constitutes the 

artist as dominant over the participant. This dominance is further emphasised by the 

heteronormative male performer‟s cited body. 

 

However, through the employment of BDSM, one-to-one performance can become a 

queer space even when the performer is a heteronormative male. Through Cleanse my 

body, deeply, a one-to-one performance performed at The University of Plymouth, I 

attempt to queer the straight space through a process designed to make me submissive. 

As a heteronormative male performer this methodology first required the removal of my 

penetrative gaze through the use of a blindfold. This was designed to remove my 

dominance as an objectifying male performer. The second part to this process required 

me to make myself vulnerable which consisted of three elements. This would involve: 

the inclusion of the autobiographical performance as a way of destabilising my own 

dominance within the space (this is reflected in the parodying of the institution of 

marriage and the nuclear family); the castration of my own phallus through the process 

of being blindfolded; the act of the „Other‟ demanding my body to be penetrated. The 

emphasis throughout this study was to destabilise heteronormativity and not the 

masculine, as the latter relies heavily on identity and thus can only be achieved through 

the „becoming‟ of the feminine which creates a hierarchical binary. With BDSM, 
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although a binary still exists, an identity does not have to, this allows all bodies to be 

both submissive and dominant. 

 

This thesis is divided into two chapters. The first uses a theoretical approach to 

critiquing the male performer. The second is used to critique my own submissive 

performance and question whether the heteronormative performer can become 

destabilised. The first chapter of this thesis The Political Act[tions] of Submission and 

the Dominance of the Heteronormative Male Performer, explores whether it is possible 

for the heteronormative male to be placed as submissive within his work. Although this 

thesis places its emphasis on interactive performance making, this chapter focuses on 

Vito Acconci‟s body art performance Conversions. I have chosen this, rather than an 

interactive performance, because Acconci specifically attempts to convert his dominant 

masculinity into the submissive feminine.  

 

Through Amelia Jones and Jane Blocker‟s analysis of the techniques that Acconci 

affords in his performance, this chapter outlines why Acconci fails to move into the 

submissive by deconstructing masculinity. However, it does also identify how Acconci 

may have temporarily destabilised the dominant male performer through a 

deconstruction of heteronormativity. This emphasises the need to avoid the construction 

of identities through the cited body and instead look at the ability to queer the 

heteronormative space. Finally Chapter 1 identifies the need for penetration as an action 

destabilise the heteronormative performer into becoming submissive.  
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The second chapter, Cleanse my body, deeply, is a critique of my one-to-one 

performance of the same name. It looks to question how the appropriated terms of slave 

and master, or more specifically submissive and dominant, allows for a reinterpretation 

of interaction in one-to-one performance making. It considers the mistakes the Acconci 

has made and how these might be re-aligned in order to present my cited body as 

submissive. Through this analysis it identifies how the term „scene‟ maybe used to 

reconfigure the political inequalities of power located in interactivity. This chapter goes 

on to critique the need for three techniques in order to aid the creation of the submissive 

heteronormative performer; these are the use of autobiography, as well as the castration 

and penetration of the male performer.   
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Chapter 1 

 

The Political Act[tions] of Submission and the Dominance of the Heteronormative Male 

Performer. 

 

„...sexuality, as we know it, has become one of the most creative sources of 

our society and our being.‟ (Foucault, 1997: 163-164). 

 

Foucault (1988), amongst other academics, noted that the 70s were epitomised, 

specifically, through liberation. This is supported further by Amelia Jones who 

highlights it as being „the most productive movement in the history of body art, [it] was 

a time of great social upheaval‟ (Jones, 1998: 103). As a result of this liberation, attacks 

against white patriarchy started to emerge from „Othered‟ cultures including lesbian, 

gay, black, and women‟s rights movements. In short heteronormative subjectivity and 

the privileges that it had come to expect was now becoming de-centred.  

 

These skirmishes against normativity are prominent in the activities of artists whose 

aims were to dislodge normative subjectivity and reconfigure identity politics.  Female 

body artists such as Ono, Schneeman, and Wilke opted to explore the female body as an 

object of desire and subject by working to liberate the body from the confines of 

patriarchal constructs (Schneider, 1997). Schneeman‟s Eye/Body, for example, was a 

direct assault on the patriarchal art scene for which she was suspicious that she had 
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become a „cunt mascot.‟ Covering herself with paint, grease, and garden snakes 

(amongst other items) Schneeman lay naked, locating herself within her work. Not only 

was she the image maker, she had also become the image. Here she directly confronted 

her male counterparts; they had to recognise Schneeman the artist and Schneeman the 

woman. 

 

However in addition to female body art, many male artists were also looking to 

destabilise the normative culture in which their very bodies were privileged. One such 

artist was Vito Acconci, whose particular interest during his body art explorations was 

that of masculine submission and phallus transfer. He desired the deconstruction of 

gender and the critique of masculinity, he wanted a transcendence from dominant male 

to submissive female (Jones, 1998). In spite of Acconci‟s desire, Blocker questions his 

abilities to become submissive, as she notes, „opening himself up to the other is a 

privilege Acconci enjoys by virtue of his whiteness, masculinity, and heterosexuality...‟ 

(Blocker, 2004: 9).  

 

This chapter will consider Acconci‟s ability to become submissive through an analysis 

of his Super 8 film Conversions. Through reconsidering Amelia Jones‟ claims that this 

is a deconstruction of gender, Conversions will be subjected to an interrogation which 

promotes the notion that Acconci was in fact destabilising normativity through sex 

practice; an analysis which will be framed through Acconci‟s sadomasochistic 

activities. Using the role-playing activities, politics, and agency of slave and master 

relationships in sadomasochistic sex practices, I will question whether Acconci‟s 
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activities can be considered as submissive.  Finally in order to highlight the failings of 

Acconci‟s transition from dominant to submissive, I plan to interrogate the vulnerable 

body through the analysis of masochistic actions seen in the TV series Jackass. I argue 

that both Acconci and the male performers in Jackass, through their extreme actions, 

reject femininity. This argument will framed through an interrogation of both castration 

and penetration. 

 

Conversions are a series of body art works that Acconci made in 1971. Within these 

performances Acconci explores complex and multi-textured work which experimented 

with the conversion of his gender (Blocker, 2004). Divided into three parts, the film 

depicts: Acconci burning his hair from his chest with a candle, and then manipulating 

his bare pectorals to produce breasts; completing a set movements with his penis tucked 

between his legs; and finally Acconci, pulling his penis between his legs and placing it 

into the mouth of a kneeling, unnamed
3
 woman.  

 

In her book Body Art/Performing the Subject (1998) Amelia Jones considers that 

Acconci‟s Conversions, although controversial, destabilises the gender binaries that 

exist through a heteronormative social construction. She notes that some have 

interpreted Acconci‟s Conversions negatively, only picking up on the misogynistic 

attributes of the work, which as Jones argues, is reductive. Instead Acconci‟s work calls 

                                                      
3
 Unfortunately, it should be noted here, that this woman was not mentioned at any point during the 
film and only Acconci’s name was presented in the credits. Only after later interrogation does Jones 
(1998) identify that this female was actually Kath Dillon, an artist and poet in her own right who lived 
with Acconci during this period of his life. It should also be noted that throughout this thesis Dillon will 
be known as the unnamed female in reference to Acconci’s decision to not cite her in his work. This is 
used to highlight the inaccuracies of Acconci’s approach to transcendence from dominant to submissive. 
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for multi-vocality in regards to its reading. Jones identifies that rather than privileging 

the male body over the submissive female, Conversions „enact[s] the reciprocity of 

gender identity and the fundamental lack installed at the core of all subjectivity‟ (Jones, 

1998: 144). Although Jones notes that Acconci „egregiously appropriates the feminine‟ 

he does offer his penis in part 3 to the unnamed female. This, she argues, constitutes the 

penis as a transferable attribute and emphasises the reliance that masculinity has on the 

„privileged meaning of the body-with-penis‟ (Jones, 1998: 144). She notes, further still, 

that the continual repetition of Acconci‟s movements reflect the fragility of the 

masculine form. A form which is in a constant state of becoming week. Thus, Jones, 

arguing against the misogyny of Conversions, proffers that by hiding the penis and 

repeatedly offering it to the unnamed female performer, Acconci recognises the flaws in 

his artwork as inherently masculine and in turn exposes himself (literally and 

emotively). These actions allow him to become vulnerable and both object and subject 

of his own work expelling the dominance from his body and reconfiguring the fragility 

of the submissive male subject.  

 

However it is still difficult to read Conversions outside of a misogynist context, 

particularly with reference to the mode that this performance is presented in. On the 

most basic interpretation of the film the male gaze can be applied. On the first level, 

because Acconci is the artist, the camera represents the heterosexual eye, which forces 

the spectator to enter the frame through the voyeurism of Acconci. This action does not 

allow the unnamed female to „know‟ she is being watched.  
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However, Conversions is similar in presentation to Schneeman‟s 1964 film Fuses, in 

which she films herself, and her lover, James Tenney, making love multiple times. 

Rebecca Schneider notes that although Schneeman is objectified in the film by the gaze 

of the spectator, she is also the artist and thus the spectator. This double articulation of 

Schneeman, as Schneider continues, allows her to „know‟ that she is being watched. It 

also allows us to know that she knows that she‟s being watched (Schneider, 1997). 

However, although Acconci does also achieve this same fluidity between viewed and 

viewer (he is the artist viewing (albeit later) and also the viewed object) he fails to 

consider the unnamed female who is objectified by both Acconci and the viewer of the 

work, thus she becomes dominated by Acconci and also the penetrating male gaze 

(Mulvey, 1989).  

 

Mulvey (1989) also notes that the second level of objectification is the way the male 

performer looks at the female. Acconci avoids this by not looking at the female 

performer throughout the film. This does become problematic as not only is Acconci 

penetrating the female physically and figuratively, but he also does not allow the gaze to 

exist between him and the female performer. Although in one respect Acconci‟s action 

can be perceived as if Mulvey‟s second level of objectification is being removed, it is 

rather emphasising power over the female performer. In an analysis of male pin-ups 

Dyer (1992) notes that the model rarely looks into the eyes of the viewer. If we presume 

the viewer to be the unnamed female performer, and in this respect not the spectator of 

Acconci‟s art, his masculinity becomes enforced upon her. By directing his gaze off 

screen the male model‟s look suggests an interest in something else, something more 

important than the immediate geography of the spectators. Therefore rather than be 
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presented as passive, because Acconci is being looked out, he is in fact being presented 

as dominant (Dyer, 1992).  

 

However, although Acconci‟s gaze becomes problematic with regards to his attempts at 

becoming submissive, it his physical actions towards the unnamed female that is most 

distressing. By tucking his penis between his legs and inserting it into the mouth of an 

unnamed female performer, Acconci claims movement between male and female, but 

like Blocker (2004) I find it difficult to be convinced of this transference. He does 

attempt to „strip away all signs of maleness, ... the hairs from his breasts, ... the penis 

from his body‟ (Schor, 1997: 22). Yet, I am aware that my eyes are drawn to his hairy, 

sweaty, masculine form, I am aware that he still has a penis, one that it is hidden 

somewhere, hidden in the mouth of the disappeared woman. That same disappeared 

woman is also gagged and silenced by Acconci‟s penis. All of this seems somewhat 

removed from Acconci‟s repetitive actions whose aims were to achieve the 

destabilisation of masculinity  

 

The repetition that Jones asks us to read as the fragility of masculinity is instead, for me, 

represented as placing emphasis on citing the female body-without-penis, (a body 

lacking), a notion understood through a normative construction of binary opposites 

(Blocker, 2004). Furthermore, he constructs the silenced woman as an opening, 

replacing her vagina with her mouth, another orifice used in normative sex practice, 

whose role is to be penetrated by the penis (Dworking cited in Sullivan, 2003). By 

identifying the female as lacking, by citing her through an orifice, by gagging her, 
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Acconci is not becoming the female, but rather mimicking his own male construction of 

her, a notion further emphasised by Phelan in Unmarked (1993). Here Phelan identifies 

that, through an analysis of „whiteness‟
4
, models in American drag balls  (usually Latino 

or Black transvestites and transsexuals) strive to be „real‟ women and remain unnoticed. 

However, as Phelan notes, this is inherently flawed as they mimic their own masculine 

constructs of the female body, and thus they remain noticed. Phelan continues by stating 

that the drag artist „re-enacts instead the performance of the phallic function – marking 

her as his‟ (Phelan, 1993: 17). 

 

Yet the relationship that Acconci has with his body is complex and multi-textured. It 

extends further than just mimicking the female; instead there is something quite 

aggressive in the actions he performs on himself. Amelia Jones identifies that many of 

Acconci‟s works in the 1970s explored masculinity through sadomasochistic practice. 

She continues to note that although many male body artists in the 70s subjected 

themselves to similar actions, these were usually inflicted by an other. What is unusual 

with Conversions is that Acconci is both sadist and masochist and his body is the site of 

these BDSM type activities (Jones, 1998).  This reading of Conversions by Jones as 

sadomasochistic is an interesting reinterpretation, which rather than directly destabilises 

masculinity, instead destabilises heteronormative sex practice.  

 

                                                      
4
 Phelan uses this term not to identify a desire to become white, but rather a desire to fall within the 

normative constructs and become invisible, or perceived as normal. These constructs are created by the 
white heterosexual male. 
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By reading Conversions through a BDSM context we are still problematising the 

position of the female performer. Dolan (1988) notes that cultural feminists argue that 

the power games, violence, and binaries located between dominance and submission are 

essentially woman hating and promote patriarchal power. However Baker et al confirms 

that, although BDSM is based on a dichotomy of patriarchal power games, it gives the 

options for the female to possess the cock. As a result, unlike normative sex practice, 

BDSM does not have to focus on normative gender roles in which the male is presented 

as dominant (Baker, Lantaffi & Gupta, 2007).  

 

Foucault also notes that because these roles are constructions within a fantasy world 

they are completely reversible and therefore fluid (Foucault, 1997). This fluidity 

suggests that the notion of scenario can be employed. In this case the pro-patriarchal 

power relationship with the penis is only ever simulated rather than reproduced in 

BDSM. The term „simulated‟ is important because it implies a heavily managed 

scenario in which both slave and master are consensual. It is not the dominant or master 

which holds the power within the scenario, but rather the slave or submissive. Franko B. 

Emphasises this notion when discussing the relationship he has with his Slave Philip: 

„Although I am the dominant one, Philip has more power because he allows me to do 

things to him‟ (Sullivan, 2003). In this case rather than promoting the dominant (or 

heterosexual) it allows the submissive to mock authority, thus destabilising 

heteronormative constructs (Sullivan, 2003). Therefore it is important to realise that the 

notion of BDSM and sadomasochism deserves a wider understanding than just being 

defined by gender (Champion, 2010).  
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Rather than destabilising masculinity, the actions of BDSM within Conversions may 

destabilise heteronormative approaches to sex. In the second half of Part 1 Acconci 

starts to manipulate his own chest, he pushes and pulls his pectorals together to simulate 

female beasts. Soon, his hairless skin starts to resemble his desired effect. His manly 

hands massage and pull at his breasts allowing Acconci the privilege of simulating two 

opposed cited bodies. In this action Acconci is simultaneously the active male and the 

gazed at female.  

 

Furthermore the candle, seductively bisecting his feminine breasts, allows its flame to 

lick at his chest, momentarily given Acconci (the male form) a tit wank
5
 from Acconci 

(the female form). The flame coming from is the product of ejaculation onto the female 

Acconci‟s neck and chest. In pornography the ejaculating penis is a sign of intactness a 

sign that the female has yielded the penis unscathed (Schneider, 1997). Yet Acconci‟s 

actions cannot be constructed as normative. If BDSM situations involving women 

„topping‟ can be seen „as ridiculing, undermining, exposing and destroying the 

traditional man-woman power dynamics inherent in heteronormativity‟ (Champion, 

2010: 113) then Acconci „topping‟ and „bottoming‟ himself parodies normativity further 

still. In this case the sadomasochistic activities of role playing both male and female, 

and using the body as site for this activity, allows Acconci to become both dominant 

and submissive and queer his heteronormative notions of masculinity. 

 

                                                      
5 A tit wank is a term usually employed in Heterosexual sex practice and pornography which is used to describe the male placing 
his penis between the pressed together breasts of the female which represent a larger, softer, tighter vagina. Here the male will 
penetrate and thrust until he orgasms over her neck. This is then referenced as a pearl necklace.    
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However, part 3 of Conversions remains problematic as the sadomasochistic activities 

of the Jackass performer‟s reveals
6
. In an analysis of new-laddism, a term employed by 

Fintan Walsh, the masochistic activities of the performers in the TV series Jackass is 

used to discuss the behaviour associated with young heterosexual males in the Twenty-

First Century. Walsh suggests that these activities seem to act as a backlash to the 

„straight norms‟ which have been interrogated through feminist readings of the 

heteronormative male. This reaction is designed to give licence to a range of negative 

behaviours which are used to socially replace the male as dominant (Walsh, 2010). By 

comparing similar activities in Jackass to those in Conversions it seems that Jones‟ 

assumption of a vulnerable Acconci maybe troubled.  

 

The performers in Jackass undertake a number of dangerous or abject activities in order 

to prove their masculine endurance. These include defecating in public and on each 

other, consuming urine, bobbing for jelly fish, and in what can only be described as a 

Burden-like-performance, Knoxville was shot in the chest (Walsh 2010). However, 

what is most interesting is the emphasis the performers place on the mutilation of the 

penis. In the first episodes of both series two and three, Jonny Knoxville invites 

members of the public to kick him in his genitals. In addition to this, he invites the 

opportunity for other members of the Jackass crew to join the public and throw heavy 

objects at his penis. Rather than suggesting a defamation of the body-with-penis, Walsh 

suggests that this activity „ultimately work[s] to foreground that (biological) castration 

has not taken place ... [and as a result is symbolic of the] rejection of femininity‟ 

                                                      
6
 It is probably worth noting that a comparison between male sadomasochistic artists practicing in the 

60s and 70s and Jackass performances has already been made. Cintra Wilson has encouraged this 
comparison by suggesting that if Jonny Knoxville, the leading man in Jackass, was performing in the 70s 
his work would be considered conceptually important (Wilson, 2002). 



 

26 
 

(Walsh, 2010: 165). We can compare this to part three of Conversions in which Acconci 

hides his penis between his legs and places it into the mouth of the unnamed female. 

Rather than proffering his penis in an attempt to become transcendent to the submissive 

female, he is promoting and enforcing his masculinity as a way of triumphing over her; 

this is signified by her silence. 

 

At this point I would like to go back to Blocker (2004) when she asks „wasn‟t there a 

way Acconci could do this [other than] by asking this woman to get down on her knees 

and put his penis in her mouth?‟ (Blocker, 2004: 11). To answer this question, I refer 

back to an episode of Jackass in which Steve-O (another established performer of the 

series) declines a challenge to insert a bottle into his rectum because his father would 

disown him. Walsh identifies that prolonged anal penetration is a complete gesture and 

whilst brief penetration is acceptable, the penetration of the anus exposes the 

vulnerability of the body (Walsh, 2010). If Acconci wanted transcendence to the 

submissive I wonder why he did the penetration and why the unnamed female did not 

penetrate him. This action would have queered Acconci‟s heteronormative constructs in 

part 3, as it would encourage an anal eroticism which is not usually received by the 

heteronormative male. This in turn has the ability to queer the patriarchal construction 

of normative sex (Waldby, 1995).  

 

Although Acconci managed to destabilise the heteronormative male, in parts 1 and 2, 

through a reading of sadomasochism, his work was inherently flawed by his own 

identity. Acconci‟s flawed performance in Conversions is located in that there was no 
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real danger to him
7
. There were no moments of abandonment, apart from the attempt to 

abandon his own sexuality. He failed at his attempts, and in doing so, he also failed at 

destabilising the masculine construct. If his actions were not inherently dominant in part 

3, if he was made to feel vulnerable, if he were to be penetrated, he may have 

successfully achieved his aims. The performer in interactive performance and in one-to-

one therefore needs to become vulnerable. 

 

Acconci‟s performance of Conversions attempted transcendence between dominant 

male to submissive female, however this attempt was flawed. Through the penetration 

of an unnamed female he, instead, presented a work that supported the dominance he 

was trying to expel from his body (Jones, 1998). Despite his failures to achieve this 

Jones maintained that multi-vocality of his work was important. Through a re-reading of 

his performance she identified that the repetitive nature of his actions suggested a 

deconstruction of masculinity. However, it was argued in this thesis that by the very act 

of destabilising masculinity, an identity attributed to the heteronormative male, Acconci 

was highlighting the power inequalities located in westernised cultural politics. Instead 

it is more articulate to read Acconci‟s work as a destabilisation of heteronormative 

constructs which can be read through a framing of BDSM. 

 

Although I feel Acconci only partly assumed the role of submissive performer in his 

works, it is possible to see how the notion of role-play can be an important construct in 

queering the straight space. In reference to Acconci‟s Conversions, Blocker notes that 

                                                      
7
 The placing of the penis into the mouth of woman is not sign of danger, but rather a sign dominance in 

which he mocks the power of the female body. 
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the naked male body is a dangerous tool (Blocker, 2004). For Acconci, the danger came 

from the privileged power that comes with owning a penis and its insertion (or 

intrusion) into the mouth of the literal and figurative silenced female. If Walsh identifies 

that the prolonged penetration of a male constitutes the complete acceptance of 

vulnerability then it would be logical to assume the same for the female. Dolan (1988) 

confirms this by identifying that the act of penetration by the male, for some cultural 

feminists, can be described as invasive, predatory, and aggressive. In this case, whether 

Acconci‟s penis was flaccid or erect, the very act of penetration was an aggressive act.  

 

In short, Acconci‟s failure in Conversions was not necessarily his desire to explore the 

dominant and submissive, but the framing of his penis.  Rather than emphasising the 

penis as a primary construction of masculinity, it would have been more pertinent for 

him to focus on inverting the dominance of the penis onto himself. This would have 

focussed on destabilising heteronormativity rather than the cultural identity of the 

masculine form. As a result of destabilising masculinity he inadvertently created a 

binary opposite between male and female which promotes the masculine as being 

straight and having a penis. This interpretation of masculinity is not necessarily accurate 

outside of a heteronormative construct, particularly in reference to BDSM.  

 

It is therefore difficult to perceive Acconci as vulnerable as his identity as a 

heteronormative male and as an artist, carry political connotations. Thus if the need to 

explore the submissive via the penis was important then Acconci should have explored 

its failures and vulnerabilities. Alternatively and possibly more accurately Acconci 
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should have turned the phallus onto himself and penetrated his own body. Ultimately 

though, his attempts at destabilising masculinity and becoming submissive were 

problematised because he did not open, reveal, or externalise his inner self. I would 

further note that Acconci‟s lack of transcendence between dominant and submissive 

was a result of his reliance upon the identity of masculinity, rather than destabilising 

heteronormativity. 
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Chapter 2 

 

Cleansing my body, deeply 

 

„I‟m not sure that ... a male body – one that involves vulnerability and is 

subject to penetratory gazes – exists or even that it can be performed‟ 

(Blocker, 2004: 9) 

 

In Conversions, the terminology that Acconci chose to use did not suggest fluidity 

between opposites, but rather a movement from dominant male through to submissive 

female. To reiterate the conclusion of Chapter 1, Acconci‟s problem was caused by 

placing emphasis on cultural identities, rather than promoting a switching ethos that is 

sometimes used in BDSM (Sullivan, 2003). By trying to achieve the feminine, Acconci 

will always be reinforcing his masculinity and suggesting that to define the feminine is 

to have a body-without-penis, a body which is lacking. However the creation of agency 

between submissive and dominant in the heterosexual male performer is possible 

through the creation of a vulnerable body.  Despite the need to avoid heteronormative 

constructions, it would be naive to assume that the heteronormative male could be 

destabilised in isolation from the phallus, and therefore in order to become vulnerable 

the male artist must be opened up and penetrated. 

 

Cleanse my body, deeply is a One-to-One performance performed at the University of 

Plymouth, is response to the question proposed within this thesis. I propose that it is 
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possible to create agency between the dominant and submissive by exposing the internal 

self through autobiographical performance. Here I argue that although historically this 

mode of performance making has been represented as solipsistic, and narcissistic this 

can be used as a positive signifier of the vulnerable. However, in an attempt to link this 

to sadomasochistic practices there has to be an acknowledgement to the notion of the 

managed environment. This interprets each individual participant‟s performance of 

Cleanse my body, deeply as a scene. Although the performer is presented as submissive 

within the scene, in essence its creation offers them the privilege of also being 

dominant, in comparison to BDSM this scene is the equivalent of my fantasy.  

 

Furthermore, to emphasise the development of the vulnerable body there are two 

additional approaches which aid the autobiographical scene in the creation of the 

submissive male performer. These approaches are penetration and castration. Therefore, 

like Acconci‟s Conversions, the phallus becomes an important focus in the submission 

of the male performer, not because of the absence of the penis or phallus, but rather 

because of its presence. This queers the straight space by using the male performer‟s 

own penis as a mode of making him submissive. However it should be noted that I am 

not promoting the penis/phallus as the only form of power within our cultural construct. 

Rather I am suggesting that in order to create a submissive male, we must first 

destabilise the authority of the penis and in turn trouble the male body. In short I plan to 

destabilise heteronormativity with heteronormative constructs through a 

sadomasochistic practice.  
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For me the bathroom, or the bath more specifically, is a place of emotive confusion, its 

geographical space providing a map of both dominant and submissive moments. The 

bath filled with a couple of inches of warm water is moments spent with my brothers, at 

three, four, and six years old we played, a time when they both listened to me intently. 

Conversely the bath filled deeply, with hot, foamy water is moments spent with a wife. 

Luxuriating, pampering and attending. However, the rim of the bath holds less fortunate 

memories. My parents, as a punishment, would sit me on its edge and make me eat a bar 

of soap. One particular incident was the moment at eighteen when I told my mother to 

go fuck herself. Although at first the act of force feeding soap to a son sounds cruel, the 

intentions were to make me realise the impact of my failures, something that I imagine 

most parents strive to teach their off spring.  

 

I sit in a bath of warm water, blindfolded, and waiting for the participant to enter the 

space. Four high pitched beeps, down the middle of the pad, could be heard as they 

punched in the code in order to access to their own private one-to-one performance. 

Once the participant enters the space they are confronted with its geography, a multi-

textured terrain of acrylic, sponge, tile, cotton, and skin, amongst other accidental 

textures. Beside the bath was a small metal shelving unit, with glass plates. On the top 

shelf lay twenty-four bars of organic soap, they were all taken out of their wrappers. In 

the future, those who entered the space would find that some of these bars of soap 

would have teeth marks carved into their sides. Carefully placed on other shelves below, 

laid ten white towels, and five pens. The bath was placed on a white titled platform 

which also contained three natural sponges, and two bottles of soap. Later on, the white 

titles would be written on and the sponges used to wash my back and feet.   
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As I open my legs and place them on the sides of the acrylic rim, I reveal my penis. 

Rather than this being an aggressive gesture, it was meant as an offering of the most 

vulnerable area of heteronormativity. In Chapter 1 I discussed that Acconci‟s proffering 

of his penis demanded the presentation and dominant action of the blow-job, rendering 

the unnamed female as passive accepter of the penis. Instead, I offer my penis forward 

as an invite for the participant to take off their clothes and climb in with me. Very rarely 

did anyone enter the bath, instead the participant would pick a bar of soap, place it in 

my hands and I would scrub my mouth out as a way of cleansing the foulness that once 

seeped out of it. Whilst this was happening they would write a wrong doing on the tiles 

which they had committed, but had never been punished for. I would continue to scrub 

my mouth with soap until it was taken out of my hands. After the participant engaged 

with the writing, they would then leave the space. However, those who stayed long 

enough were able to listen to a narrative that was being played under the water.  

 

The narrative was a letter to a woman that was once my wife. It was written to her in 

part as an apology for those things that she felt I had done wrong, and as a way of 

reminiscing back to a time when the bath once made things better. The letter consisted 

of memories, of the stroking of backs, washing of hair, and the waiting patiently for the 

water to cool down, she liked to soak. It also consisted of a list of all those things that I 

had done wrong to her; these included crashing her car, lying to her, and watching 

porn
8
. This was a fifteen minute narrative which played continuously for five hours, 

even when participants were not in the space. Those who stripped and climbed into the 

                                                      
8
 See Appendix 1 for the full narrative. 
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bath, those who listened for a while experienced this with me. This was a moment 

where I could share some of my anxieties. Those laying in the bath with me navigated 

the situation delicately, some stayed silent, some participants asked to wash my back, 

the one who came back for a second time asked if I was okay.   

 

However despite the embracement of these anxieties I, as the artist, still have a 

dominant role to play. As the artist I have artistic knowledge of the performance, I 

understand the rules and the mode because I have created this construct. Thus, from the 

beginning there is an inequality between artist and participant which has to be 

destabilised. At first this can be achieved by the artist engaging with, and presenting, an 

autobiographical narrative. 

 

The autobiographical approach to performance making is not a new phenomenon. 

Again, as in Chapter 1, confessional performances can be linked back to the 70s in 

which  female performers used this mode as a way of developing the transgressive 

female by revealing, exploring, and presenting aspects of their own lives. Such 

explorations of the quotidian regularly accumulated into personal confessions making 

visible what heteronormativity wanted hidden (Hedden, 2006). It is, though, not always 

looked upon with great respect. When Schneeman performed her Eye/Body it is 

interesting to see that her male colleagues and critics, in response to her work, revered it 

as narcissistic. What is even more telling is that artists such as Klein, where able to use 

beautiful naked women as blank canvases, or objects to be used. Women however could 

not use their own bodies in their own work without condemnation (Schneider, 1997). 
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This is conflated further with critics referring to the autobiographical as self indulgent 

and only of interest to the performer (Hedden, 2006).  

 

However, despite such aggressive demonising from critics, autobiographical 

performance is also much revered by performance artists. This, admittedly, solipsistic 

approach to performance making is usually interested in what is real and the 

experiences of individuals. Although this narcissism can be seen as self indulgent, it is 

also seen by Adrian Howells as a way of helping other people, as well as the artist, in 

„making connections, realisations, or understanding[s]...‟(Howells, 2010). Alternatively 

these autobiographical performances can be perceived as confessions, similar to that of 

Bobby Baker who, as Hedden suggests, used confession as a way of self-revelation 

(Hedden, 2006). The use of confession in this case demonstrates shame, humility, and 

modesty, which as Foucault notes „are the main features of punishment‟ (Foucault, 

1988: 42). Thus, through use of narcissism and punishment, in order to promote the 

vulnerable performer the autobiographical one-to-one performance can be viewed as a 

scene in which the performer is presented as submissive. I argue then that by opening 

up the subject encourages the artist to face the most vulnerable aspects of themselves, 

by allowing the internal self to connect with the external (Jones, 1998).  This allows 

those narratives/confessions of the artist to be judged by the „Other,‟ an activity not 

usually embraced by the heteronormative male. 

 

Although these performances are not indicative of „real life‟, the performer puts into 

place techniques in order to achieve distance. In BDSM distance is achieved through the 
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creation of scenes, in which rules, roles, and contracts are agreed by both submissive 

and dominant roles. This agreed contract promotes a sense of safe consensual play in 

which both submissive roles are required to trust the other (Champion, 2010). The term 

scene is used then because it is a simulation of „real life‟, rather than a reproduction of 

heteronormative power inequalities. Although Cleanse my body, deeply is framed 

within my own experiences, the simulation of these cannot be considered as „real.‟ My 

original experiences lacked a control mechanism that enabled a sense of distance from 

the event. The scrubbing of soap, specifically, was forced upon by an institution that 

„knew better.‟ Like the original experience, the simulated scene presented me as 

submissive; however as the performer my ability to manage the scene also constructed 

me as dominant. The performance environment, therefore, should be „viewed as a game, 

or a microcosm with its own rules and territory – and as such ... it is autonomous from 

real life inequalities (Polehums cited in Sullivan 2003: 159). It should also be noted that 

although I present myself as submissive, I give power to the participants to penetrate my 

mouth and to get in the bath with me. This is viewed similarly in BDSM where the 

master recognises that their slave is more powerful within the constructs of that specific 

environment as they allow the activities to be performed onto their own bodies 

(Sullivan, 2003).   

 

The action of submission therefore is not weak, but empowering and those terms which 

are used by the heteronormative to highlight submission are queered and parodied.  

Walsh, using Theodore Reiks‟s writing, makes a more thorough analysis. He notes that 

the masochist‟s activity yields defiance, a type of submissive opposition. This is located 

underneath their softness, a hardness, or a rebellion, which is concealed (Reik in Walsh, 
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2010). Sullivan (2003) in reference to the politically poignant practice of BDSM with 

gay men makes a more specific observation. She notes that the heteronormative 

stereotyping of the effeminate, camp, gay male, is destabilised by the BDSM practice, 

because it parodies the categories that have been constructed by heteronormativity. This 

is further emphasised by the masochist Bob Flannigan and his performances with 

Sheree Rose, who nominally played the dominant in their relationship. Within his 

performances, despite the inequalities performed, Flanagan was acutely aware of the 

paradoxes of masochism. „[H]e directed every action and even motivated the BDSM 

orientation in their relationship in the first place‟ (Jones, 1998: 233).  

 

The scene in BDSM therefore, and I would argue Cleanse my body, deeply, is a simple 

simulation of heteronormative, patriarchal power (Foucault, 1997). In this case although 

I manage the scene for the participants (enabling me to be dominant), I am presented as 

submissive and vulnerable resulting in a queering of my own heterosexual space. 

Therefore as I simultaneously engage with sub/dom roles my vulnerability is presented 

in a heavily managed context, reiterating a parody of the heteronormative constructs 

located in the nuclear family unit and the institution of marriage. 

 

In addition to the autobiographical mode of performance, the presentation of my 

vulnerability comes in two other forms: through the application of castration and 

penetration. The penetrative attributes come in the form of the insertion of soap into my 

mouth and the gaze of the participant. The castration of my penis, at least in the 

metaphorical sense, comes from its apparent uselessness, its apparent impotence, in the 
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bath. „When normative masculinity is threatened, the disruptive element must be 

rejected or incorporated for (the) order to be restored‟ (Walsh, 2010: 58). Impotence, 

therefore, is either rejected as non-masculine or incorporated into the masculine as 

misogyny - it is her fault that she does not turn me on.  

 

As the participant enters they are met by a male strip[ped] artist, he is stripped of his 

clothes, his sight, and a penetrative penis. This is the opposite of a male striptease, the 

roles assumed by sexually objectified men are usually more masculine. „Gladiators, 

policemen, military officers, business executives, and the like strut their sexual stuff 

onstage in performances of physical strength and social authority‟ (Liepe-levinson 

1998: 10). Albeit they are not presenting an erect penis, they are performing phalluses, 

erect, virile, and dominant. 

 

Instead my flaccid penis suggests a lack of virility and, within the heteronormative 

constructs of which it safely operates within, it lacks social authority. It is not just the 

penis which is impotent. It is the humiliation of me and the confession to my 

inadequacies that also renders me impotent. I am, in this respect, submissive and 

vulnerable. However, to accept the role of submissive is problematic, particularly 

through my cited body. As a white, heterosexual, male performer it seems impossible 

for the dominance cited within my own body to be removed, as experienced by 

Acconci. In heteronormative dialogue the penis represents power and this language, the 

language of the naked male, can be very dangerous to read in performance art (Blocker, 

2004).  
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Laying in the bath, however, places a sense of vulnerability towards my penis and 

rejects the power it represents. The penis, bobbing on top of the water, becomes useless, 

it looks pathetic, small, and lacks the ability to penetrate. This interpretation of the 

floating penis may not seem very different from Acconci‟s hidden penis; both are 

seemingly hiding its power. However unlike Acconci‟s penis, mine becomes almost 

separate from the body. Floating there unsupervised by the blindfolded owner, it waits 

patiently to be removed, to be humiliated, and more importantly it becomes ignored. It 

acts as a buoy highlighting the failed male performer, which includes the personal 

failures of a failed marriage, the failure to respect my mother, and the failure to be 

perceived as dominant within my own space (although these should still be seen as 

achievements within the context of a submissive performance). By highlighting these 

failures the power of my male body-with (out)-penis becomes destabilised and, with the 

blame of these failures on me, my authority becomes fragile.  

 

Furthermore it seems fitting to mention at this point that BDSM and particularly 

dominance and submission is not always genital focussed. In Sex, Power, and the 

Politics of Identity Foucault notes that practices such as fisting, BDSM, and so forth 

place emphasis on the pleasure of different parts of the body with different types of 

objects. He notes that BDSM is a kind of creation which promotes a „desexualisation of 

the body‟ (Foucault, 1997: 164). This suggests that the idea of bodily pleasure being 

connotative of sexual identity is problematic. If this is the case, then the main 

instrument of sexualised and bodily pleasure for the heteronormative male is his penis. 

By ignoring this, by making it look weak, and impotent, by not placing any emphasis on 
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it, the pleasure becomes desexualised and lacks a „naturalised‟ (or normative) 

dominance. Thus, his penis has become figuratively castrated. 

 

This leads straight into a Freudian analysis which frames the male performer within the 

framework of castration anxiety. The male child, when desiring to see the genitals of 

other people, realises the apparent lack of penis in his mother. The result being that he 

fears his father has castrated his mother and will then in turn castrate the boy. After 

hitting puberty, Freud ascertains that castration anxiety can be the cause of sexual 

deviancy and misogyny (Freud, 2002). Thus castration, as noted by Phelan, represents 

the female-body-without-penis and thus as lacking (Phelan, 1993).  

 

Through reading Phelan and Freud it seems that the figurative castration of the male is a 

rejection of the feminine. However this antiquated interpretation of castration promotes 

heteronormativity through its own apparent sexism and thus inhibits a creative use of 

the term. I propose that the one-to-one performer should not fear figurative castration, 

but instead the artist should embrace it in order to become the submissive owner of the 

scene. Therefore castration does not represent the body as lacking, but rather the body-

with-dominance which is synonymous with the submissive body in BDSM. The most 

obvious example of castration in Cleanse my body, deeply is the castration of my male 

gaze through the use of the blindfold. 

 

It is usually the male gaze, of the performer and spectator, which is associated with the 

penetrative activity of control, and omnipotence (Mulvey, 1989). As noted in chapter 1, 
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even when the gaze of the male model is projected off frame, they are still claiming 

control as the male has decided that the female is not worthy of noting (Dyer, 1992). 

However, in Cleanse my body, deeply this activity is taken away from the performer. 

The act of blindfolding inhibits the ability to associate a sexual identity to the 

individual, thus my own sexuality cannot be maintained as dominant. The maintenance 

of power, which so often falls in favour of the heteronormative male is now under threat 

through castration and emphasises a loss, or more accurately, a redundant image of my 

phallus. Rather than my cited penetration of the participant, the control is offered to 

them and instead my body becomes penetrated by their gaze, their control, and their 

omnipotence. This inversion of the gaze literally makes the seer invisible, but unlike the 

vulnerability of Mulvey‟s gaze (Schneider, 1997) the participant-voyeur is never 

exposed. Thus in a heteronormative construct my inability to penetrate makes me 

penetrable. 

 

However, I do feel that there is more to interrogate in regards to the penetration of my 

heterosexual body. Penetration seems to specifically render my body as submissive 

rather than dominant. In Cleanse my body, deeply my mouth had come to represent my 

anus, in that the abject material of my swearing at my mother and the wrong doings that 

were committed by the participants were being cleansed from my mouth. This 

representation of the mouth as anus is similar to the unnamed female in Conversions 

who had her mouth represented as the vagina (Blocker, 2004). The difference being 

though, that when Acconci penetrated her mouth he was engaging in heteronormative 

activities, whereas by presenting my mouth as anus problematises the notion of 

heterosexuality. This is because despite penetration signifying a heteronormative 
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construct, the anus as a hole for expulsion rather than input, dos no create a product 

related sex experience. Here I mean to infer that anal eroticism does not encourage 

procreation, or usually an orgasm. Furthermore, „the anus is the ultimate organ of 

homosexuality, and anal sex is associated with self annihilation‟ (Walsh, 2010: 170).  

Therefore the abject quality of the anus, the organ that spurts out shit and the unwanted, 

is always attributed to the unacceptable homosexual by the heteronormative male. With 

this interpretation of heteronormative constructs, it seems that the straight white male is 

seen as clean where as the gay male is perceived as dirty. 

 

Both the gaze and the penetration of soap into my mouth can be construed as an 

aggressive act. Here both actions violate the body. For me my mouth became swollen 

and ulcerated as I received chemical burns from the soap. The participant‟s gaze, 

conversely, secretly watches my pain and this penetration results in the voyeur not 

desiring my body as a form of sexual pleasure, but rather fetishising it as a site of pain 

and punishment. This emphasises Foucault‟s need for a site of bodily pleasure, rather 

than sexualised pleasure (1988). 

 

For the heterosexual male performer then, the symbols of the phallus, the penetration of 

soap, the penetrative gaze, and the figurative castration, becomes an interesting 

experience. On the one hand, the penis is a tool for pleasure, if only for the male who 

owns it, yet in this case it causes pain, a burning sensation not always attributable to the 

male normative sex experience. The presence of the voyeur inverts the masculine 

penetrative gaze onto me which in turn makes my castrated penis furthermore 
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redundant. The phallus, in Cleanse my body, deeply, is still dominant, but through the 

creation of the scene it has become a symbol which dominates the heterosexual male 

performer making him submissive. However, I am aware that this is only a momentary 

transcendence and is only created through the fantasy of BDSM. Although the cock has 

been given to the „Other‟ this is only done so on the proviso that it is returned. Sullivan 

inadvertently supports this when noting that the roles in BDSM can be switched 

whenever individuals desire, try doing that with your socio-cultural identity (Sullivan, 

2003). 

 

The castration of the penis and phallus is problematic in regards to the promotion of a 

phallic-centric language with reference to the destabilisation of the heteronormative 

male performer. However it does provide the opportunity to promote castration not as a 

negative body-lacking, but rather, particularly in line with BDSM, as a body-with, thus 

queering the heteronormative space. This does not promote Walsh‟s (2010) notion 

which suggests that the heteronormative body which endures pain and figurative 

castration rejects the feminine. Instead the body which endures pain, humiliation, and in 

turn penetration embraces castration and creates the submissive vulnerable performer. 

The body-with-submission, in the case of BDSM and Cleanse my body, deeply, 

provides an opportunity for the submissive to be the dominant role within the scene.  

 

However the penetration of the male, which is usually used to signify homosexuality, 

„creates a more complete gesture that reveals the actual vulnerability of the body‟ 

(Walsh, 2010: 169). Thus the dominant penetrative gaze of the participant, and the act 
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of penetration, destabilises the heteronormative male performer. This is particularly 

evident in Cleanse my body, deeply when soap is inserted into my mouth which is 

indicative of cleaning out my anus. The symbolic abjection of the foul language and the 

foulness that is excreted out of the body is synonymous within this performance. Thus 

the creation of the submissive male performer in Cleanse my body, deeply seems to be 

mostly destabilised by its questioning of heteronormativity. The penetration of the soap 

and the climbing into the bath naked, both allowed the feminine and the masculine to 

engage in making my body vulnerable. In this case rather than creating a 

heteronormative binary, I create a homo/heterosocial environment in which the 

penetration of me was offered to all. This encouraged a simultaneous experience o both 

submissive and dominant roles for both artist and participant.  

 

However, despite this agency I am still drawn towards Blocker‟s position cited at the 

beginning of this chapter. When considering whether or not the heteronormative body-

with-penis can become vulnerable, and in turn submissive, I still have to consider the 

privileges that are „given‟ to my body. In this respect I have to be aware that these 

submissions are only ever temporary and that transcendence can only happen 

momentarily. The result of this means that although my heterosexual space in Cleanse 

my body, deeply may have been queered, I am in the spirit of BDSM, only playing a 

role within a scene.  Thus the doors which have allowed transcendence to the vulnerable 

and submissive must be left open in order for the heteronormative constructs to continue 

to exist, which inevitably they will. 
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Conclusion 

 

The aim of this thesis was to investigate how the role of slave and master (or 

particularly submissive and dominant) can be used as a model to affect interactivity.  It 

sought to answer two specific questions. The first asked whether it was possible for a 

heteronormative male to be presented as submissive within the context of his interactive 

work. The second asked what type of activities do the roles of slave and master play 

within interactive performance making. In both questions, and throughout this thesis, 

the notion of slave and master was synonymous with the terms submissive and 

dominant. 

 

Whereas the first question proved to be complex in regards to the multi-textured 

political engagement between artist and participant, the second also became complex in 

its application of slave and master. Whilst on the one hand the application of slave and 

master was able to focus on sadomasochistic techniques, such as the use of the „scene‟ 

and autobiography, it also began to question the specific roles of the submissive and 

dominant within the performance space. The emphasis here looked to employ 

Foucault‟s notion that the roles within BDSM were interchangeable, because they did 

not rely on a sexual identity. This destabilises the traditional Freudian interpretations of 

BDSM which was focussed on sexual aberrations (Freud, 2002). 
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Blocker (2004) in her analysis of Acconci‟s Conversions states that „I‟m not sure that ... 

a male body – one that involves vulnerability and is subject to penetratory gazes – exists 

or even that it can be performed‟ (Blocker, 2004: 9). In this respect the submissive male 

remains unachievable in its destabilisation of dominance. However, permanent 

destabilisation will always remain problematic because the male will always re-assert 

the dominance of heteronormativity though outside of the scene. A temporary and 

continual transcendence is possible through a destabilisation of heteronormativity. In 

this respect it is important not to focus on a sexual identity (as Acconci did), but rather 

the roles of submissive and dominant located within the heteronormative constructs of 

western culture. In this respect rather than treating heteronormative power as „real life‟ 

the participant and the artist should engage in a role-playing of these constructs. This 

parodies heteronormativity in a similar way as BDSM does and thus it queers the 

straight space. 

 

Yet the problem for interactive performance is the process of destabilising the 

heteronormative politics that enter the space, as it hinders the submission of the 

heteronormative performer. When Acconci performed Conversions he chose to 

destabilise masculinity through the removal of his penis. However, by removing the 

penis he reinforced the binary between body-with-penis and body-without-penis. This 

enforcement of the binary, and the additional insertion of Acconci‟s penis into the 

female performer‟s mouth, emphasised the heteronormative construct that the male was 

dominant and the female was submissive. This only enforced established Freudian 

notions of sadomasochism which promoted the feminine as masochist and submissive, 

and the male as dominant and sadist (Freud, 2002). However, it is noted, that part 1 of 
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Conversions, does achieve a type of transcendence, but not through the destabilisation 

of masculinity. Instead, as argued in Chapter 1, Acconci actually destabilises 

heteronormative approaches to sex. When avoiding the removal of the penis and 

simulating heteronormative foreplay on his own body, Acconci attempts to dominate 

himself. This parodying of heteronormative sex combined with the pinching and pulling 

of his skin can be seen as simultaneously sadistic and masochistic. His role playing of 

both parts of this binary allows for Acconci to engage in both slave and master 

positions. This sadomasochistic act on the site of one‟s own body is in itself 

destabilising the heteronormative act of sex through parody. This however is lost once 

Acconci reverts back to hiding of his own penis in order to become vulnerable. 

 

However Cleanse my body, deeply emphasises the need to reveal the penis in order to 

make the artist vulnerable. Although the revealing of the penis feels dangerous in 

regards to academic performance research, I felt to hide it would only enforce a binary 

between the body-with and the body-without. Instead the penis had to be used to 

destabilise the heteronormative performer, particularly as it is the centre of his 

patriarchal control.  

 

The first step was to re-place the penis with the concept of the phallus. The penis, 

despite Acconci‟s attempts, cannot be transferred however the phallus can. From here 

the aim was to remove the penetrative gaze of the heteronormative performer through 

the use of the blindfold. This castration of the phallic gaze allowed the participant to 

become dominant, and becomes a voyeur of the submissive performer who is 
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experiencing pain and humiliation; the participant has become the sadist. By removing 

the privilege of the erotic gaze, the heteronormative male performer starts to become 

vulnerable they start to emerge as masochistic. Castration is furthermore emphasised in 

that the artist is unable to see, and therefore unable to control his penis. Blocker (2004) 

states that the power of the penis is always hidden and that Conversion emphasises this 

as Acconci hides his penis in the mouth of the female. Conversely in Cleanse my body, 

deeply the penis is always made visible to the participant, albeit being presented as 

flaccid and useless. 

 

However, to castrate the phallus does not complete the submissive heteronormative 

performer. Instead, as seen in Acconci‟s Conversions the phallus needs to be handed 

over. Nevertheless Acconci‟s attempts at phallus transfer were flawed in that he 

penetrated the unnamed female. This was an act which had connotations of 

heteronormative sex. This misapplication of penetration is a missed opportunity for, as 

Walsh (2009) notes the prolonged penetration of the male is a complete gesture and 

makes the male body vulnerable. In Cleanse my body, deeply my own body was 

penetrated in the attempt to clean the foulness that seeped out of my mouth. This 

penetration violated my body, but more importantly, my mouth. When referring to the 

foulness that once seeped out of it, my mouth becomes synonymous with that of an 

anus. This figurative anal penetration destabilises the performer‟s heteronormativity 

because it reflects the unacceptable homosexual. In this case the notion of anal sex, the 

prolonged violation of the heteronormative body, queers the straight space and now 

avoids gender binaries which Conversions promoted. 
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However it should be noted that this thesis is not stating that in order for power to exist 

one must have a penis. Instead it suggests that to create a vulnerable heteronormative 

performer (a submissive male performer) the power of the penis should be destabilised. 

Through the presentation of the penis, and by this I mean figuratively and literally, the 

heteronormative male body can become submissive. The advice then to the 

heteronormative male performer who wishes to achieve submission should be: Rather 

than hiding it, give your penis over to the participant, castrate yourself, and ask them to 

penetrate you. Stick it where your corporeal self rejects the abject self; embrace the 

dirty, embrace the waste. By embracing the abject the dominant artist may still exist at 

this stage, but at least the cultural politics bought into the space by his cited body can 

momentarily be destabilised. With this interpretation the dominant male artist can be 

momentarily submissive when „his‟ penis is turned against him. But for a complete 

destabilisation from submissive to dominant the artist needs to open up the internal and 

make it external. 

 

BDSM, and in particular the power inequalities that are constructed in the playing of the 

„scenes‟, have been vital in the destabilisation of the heteronormative male in interactive 

performance. This is primarily because BDSM itself looks to parody those same 

constructs (Sullivan, 2003). However it is the reading of the „scene‟ as a site for the 

simulation of the autobiographical that has proven to be most valuable in the creation of 

the submissive heteronormative performer.  
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The term „scene‟ was employed in this thesis as a way of generating an event that did 

not reproduce heteronormative constructs, but rather simulates them. The difference 

between simulation and reproduction meant that with the former the submissive artist 

could still mange the scene. This was synonymous with the dominant master in BDSM, 

who managed the scene on behalf of the submissive (Sullivan, 2003). However this 

dichotomy is not quite as clear when reading it through interactive performance making. 

Instead, the submissive performer must engage in both polarities.  

 

In respect of Cleanse my body, deeply the simultaneous roles of submissive male 

performer and dominant manager of the space meant that the contract between artist and 

participant became unclear. When O‟Dell (1998) and Johnson (2010) discuss the 

contract, with reference to masochistic artists, they are referring to the audience 

member‟s responsibility for the artist‟s body. If the audience are going to watch the pain 

and humiliation, if they are going to act as sadist watching the masochist, they must also 

claim ownership of the responsibility for her safety. However in interactive 

performance, and specifically one-to-one, this contract extends to both cited bodies, thus 

representing the cited bodies as both masochist and sadist. To reiterate, I manage the 

space and look after the body that enters the bath, that prepares to admit to their wrong 

doings, or, alternatively prepares to break the rules of the performance. Here I am 

presented as dominant and the participant as submissive. Conversely the participant 

looks after the body who is confessing his failures, who is consuming soap and being 

penetrated, who is being blindfolded and castrated. Here the participant is presented as 

dominant and the artist as submissive. In this respect the dichotomy of slave and master 

is as interchangeable as Foucault notes (1988).  
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In this case, if the roles of slave and master are interchangeable within BDSM and 

identity is not important then this should be the same for interactive performance. 

However, this is slightly confused as the autobiographical performance is used to help 

make vulnerable. With this analysis it would mean that the autobiographical has to 

allow a sense of identity to be located in the performer. The opening up of the self, the 

revealing of the hidden, and the externalisation of the internal all help toward the 

destabilisation of the submissive performer, but this has implications for Foucault‟s 

observations on the lack of identity in BDSM. 

 

It is possible to navigate this problem by suggesting that, on the whole BDSMers do not 

always engage in „switching‟. Sullivan does note that, in response to a number of 

interviews the submissive and dominant positions of slave and master are located in 

personal experiences. For example one submissive recognises that his childhood 

experiences of being bullied at school allowed him to eroticise humiliation (Sullivan, 

2003). Although this may affect BDSM, I do feel that by employing this notion sides 

steps, rather than interrogates, the problem of identity in interactive performance. 

Instead I suggest that the embracement of confession and the autobiography as a 

narcissistic form of play, allows the creation of the scene, rather than directly 

establishing the submissive. Here the submissive is not created by the autobiography 

and identity, but rather by the activities, the act of confessing something that exists 

within the scene. This means that identity, through autobiography, is able to be present 

without troubling Foucault‟s analysis of BDSM. 
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Therefore the „scene‟ is a vehicle for the interactive performance to take place. Within 

this scene the humiliation, the castration, and the penetration exist to parody the 

heteronormative constructs located in the cited body of the heteronormative male 

performer. At the first stage the heteronormative male is dominant, whilst the 

participant is established as passive. It is only when the scene is acted upon, when the 

penetration and castration starts, that the male performer becomes passive and the 

participant becomes dominant. However at the same time both keep their initial roles as 

the dominant artist and the submissive participant, thus keeping in line with Shulgin 

who notes that interactivity is still a mode of art that manipulates the participant in to 

thinking that autonomy exists (Shulgin in Stallabrass, 2003).  

 

Although interactive performance can be read through BDSM, or at least elements of it, 

there are a number of problems which sit uncomfortably with me. Although the 

visibility of the penis is important within this model, I do wonder how this affects 

BDSM which is usually non-genital focussed (Sullivan, 2003). This thesis does not 

answer this problem and at times skirts over the amount of power the penis may 

possess. This also highlights another problem. By discussing the penis, by using it in a 

heteronormative performer‟s work, by giving the cock to the participant, or to the 

„Other‟, I feel it highlights the gender binaries of male and female. In addition to this, it 

only allows this model to work in conjunction with a heteronormative male, thus, by its 

very definition it privileges the already privileged. In this case I wonder whether or not 

a destabilisation of the heteronormative performer can happen without the phallus.  
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Finally, continuing with the problem of the phallus, I wish to end this study by 

questioning the role of penetration. Walsh (2009), referring to Steve-O in Jackass, notes 

that he failed his challenge (the insertion of a bottle into his anus) because he refused to 

do it. Walsh continues to note that anal penetration makes the male body most 

submissive because it is the most complete act. If this is the case, I question whether in 

Cleanse my body, deeply it was enough to figuratively penetrate the anus through the 

mouth. Instead maybe the actual penetration of my anus would queer my space more 

accurately, thus removing the power of the phallus completely from the performer.  
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Appendix 1: A Letter to her 

 

A Letter to Her 

You relax. You close your eyes and relax. You ask me to scrub your back, an action that 

I delicately perform for you. A soft, natural sponge, a good moisturiser, and a delicate 

touch are all that you require. We hardly speak. This isn‟t a problem, but to say it is 

beautiful would be lending ourselves to those clichés that you hate: chocolate, flowers 

and jewellery. The “how are you doing babes?” The nick the names, the “this is our 

song.” My hand hangs in the water, only moving to wash your hair or to delicately 

scrub your back.  

 

Alternatively you may lay on me. Your back against my front. We embrace, my arm 

gently resting on your chest. We breathe together, in and out, listening and silent, again. 

You trust me. I am privileged for this. We are both privileged as neither of us would 

normally give our bodies over like his. Neither of us would normally open ourselves up 

to such painful criticism. But we don‟t criticise, for our bodies make an agreement, they 

make a pact that only we know exist. Our bodies, our actions promise not to hurt the 

other. I did though, on a number of occasions, but you kept coming back, to the bath. 

 

A List of things that I have done wrong to her 

1. I kissed Nicola, when we first started out together.  

2. I lied to her about money 

3. I asked for anal sex 

4. I fell asleep whilst she was talking too me 
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5. I did not tidy up after myself 

6. I did not clean the toilet  

7. I broke my face before our wedding 

8. I crashed her car 

9. Twice 

10. I did not wipe the tooth paste from the sink 

11. I asked her to stick her finger up my arse when we were having sex 

12. I did not clean by beard out from the sink after shaving 

13. I moaned about her to my friends 

14. I imagined how I would act at her funeral 

15. I told her that I hated her 

16. I told her that I hated her more than I hated anything before 

17. I told her that our wedding was a sham 

18. I told her that the wedding had been cancelled 

19. I told her that I didn‟t love her 

20. I masturbated in my sleep (not that I a. Remember this or b. Could have done 

anything about it). 

21. I had sexual fantasies that were transgressive 

22. I asked her to act out these fantasies 

23. I laughed when she said they were transgressive 

24. I watched porn 

25. When she was in the house 

26. On the sly 

27. When we had an argument, I didn‟t watch porn on the sly 

28. I blatantly watched porn 

29. I was not the same man she fell in love with 

30. I never took her seriously 

31. I wished she was dead  

32. I broke a present from her mother and lied about it 

33. I didn‟t go to the hospital with her when her Nan died 

34. I used to fantasise about leaving her, about being single, and about having sex 

with other people 

 

The end of a list of things that I did wrong to her 

 

The bath makes all things better though. The bath is that OK space. The space where 

everything is forgotten and where we relax. No, you relax I attend you, making those 

bad things go away. It‟s amazing what a hot bath can do. The water lapping against 

your body, as a result I knew every mole, every scar on your back, and on your arms. 

This was the part of our relationship which we agreed, silently, would exist. A pact in 
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which we would never break, a bonding.  A bondage which held us tightly together, 

whenever we were near the white, acrylic, double ended bath. Our £700, save the 

relationship bath.   
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Appendix 2: Basic BDSM Glossary  

 

(Drawing on Wiseman, 1996 Cited in (Baker, Lantaffi & Gupta, 2007))  

Aftercare – The period after a BDSM scene when the top looks after the bottom, 

bringing them up from any submissive headspace and often praising them in general 

and in relation to the scene they have endured. For some this is almost more important 

than the scene itself.  

Bondage – Restraining/restricting someone, e.g. with ropes, chains, cuffs.  

Bottom – Slang term for a submissive/masochists, but generally meaning a person who 

enjoys being given various physical sensations as opposed to a „submissive‟ who enjoys 

being controlled psychologically. 

CBT – Cock and ball torture – strong sensations to the male genitals.  

Discipline – Training someone to behave in a certain way through punishment.  

Dominant (dom/domme/dominatrix/master/mistress) - Person who takes control over 

others, e.g. giving orders, binding or „torturing‟ them.  

Head space – State of mind somebody goes into during BDSM play (e.g.  

submissive/dominant headspace). Not all BDSMers talk in these terms. 

Kinky – General term for BDSM, fetish or non-vanilla sexual behaviour or people 

engaging in this.  

Play – Engaging in BDSM, e.g. „I played with her‟, „want to play?‟, or a specific 

activity e.g. nipple play, sensory deprivation play.  
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Safeword – A word that players can use to end the scene if it stops working for them.   

Scene – A BDSM encounter/session, sometimes divided into heavier/lighter scenes 

depending on physical and/or psychological intensity, although what constitutes this 

differs between people/occasions.  

Sensation Play – A term often used to describe play that involves physical stimulation, 

which may be pleasurable, painful or both.  

Submissive (sub/slave) – Person who gives control over to others, e.g. obeying orders, 

being bound and/or „tortured‟  

Switch – Person who can enjoy both sub/dom or top/bottom roles.  

Top – Slang term for dominant/sadist, but generally meaning a person who inflicts 

various physical sensations as opposed to a „dominant‟ who enjoys being in control 

psychologically.  

Torture – Administered erotic pain. 

Toys – Devices designed for BDSM or sex (e.g. riding crops, paddles, nipple clamps,  

dildos) or used for this purpose (e.g. hairbrush, candle, clothes pegs)  

Vanilla – A term sometimes used to describe non-BDSM, non-kinky sex. 
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