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In September 2002 I attended a dance performance, 
Five Foot Feat, featuring the collaboration of Catherine 
Cole and Christopher Pilafian at the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley. Cole is a theater scholar and artist who began 
dancing after losing one of her legs to cancer. Her show 
addressed the themes of independence versus interdepen-
dence, prosthetics versus unaided movement, and the search 
for new forms of ability. Cole detached her prosthetic leg 
in front of the audience during her show. In a post-show 
discussion, she admitted that in negotiating space with 
one less leg, she had to literally dance in order to regain 
locomotive efficiency.1  This self-recognized relationship 
between disability and performance as mutually-assistive 
rather than mutually-exclusive partners in a dance toward 
functionality is central to my thesis: disability redefines 
performance as performance redefines ability. 

Cole realizes that on the dance floor, her prosthetic 
leg inhibits her movement, so she enters wearing it and 
promptly takes it off. She holds it beside her such that 
the audience witnesses an instantaneous transformation 
from the artifice of her assisted body (as falsely complete) 
to the actuality of her non-assisted body (as whole in a 
new way). She dances the rest of the show in this second 
body, with and without the aid of crutches. In one sec-
tion, she dances supported by two non-disabled partners 
who lift her and treat her body as an organic extension 
of their own. When all three dancers perform an arm 
movement simultaneously, they act as a unified whole—
one unit with five feet and six arms. They are, collectively, 
the body of the future. 

Although prostheses are functionally beneficial to indi-
viduals who need them for purposes of mobility, Cole’s 
rejection of her attachment raises an important issue: if 
a one-legged person can dance a duet or a trio with two-
legged performers to support her such that her body-as-

is becomes an integral part of the movement, this dance 
reflects a perspective that incorporates disability as a given 
movement circumstance. Cole’s environment changes to 
accommodate her impairment rather than excludes her 
because she only has one leg. Her ability depends on the 
support of her fellow non-disabled dancers, who work to 
accommodate rather than stigmatize her physical differ-
ence. She makes a conscious choice between prosthetic 
functionality and movement that depends on other non-
disabled bodies. 

 

Five Foot Feat. Dancers: Matthew Adams,  
Catherine Cole, Christopher Pilafian. 
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Whereas prostheses remake the disabled body in the 
image of the non-disabled, Cole’s partners support her 
non-prosthetic physical difference as a means to move-
ment innovation. Cole strives to bring images of disability 
to the stage that refashion the concept of ability and the 
body in ways that encourage audiences to recognize their 
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own cultural impairments. Her body with the prosthetic 
leg attached to it appears more whole, more normal to 
viewers who have no other models for understanding how 
amputees can be dancers; and yet this artificial attachment 
is what impairs Cole’s movement. She rejects both the 
prosthetic leg and the assumption that, as a dancer, she 
needs this artifice to be functional or complete.

Beyond the stereotypes and the misconceptions about 
disability, there is space on the stage for new images of 
equality, self-determination, and an inclusive subjectivity 
where disability is the norm rather than the anomaly. As 
Lennard Davis indicates in the title of his introductory 
chapter for Bending Over Backwards, “People With Dis-
ability: They Are You.”2  Rather than making the assump-
tion if a person is currently non-disabled they will remain 
this way, Davis stresses the inevitable likelihood each indi-
vidual will experience some form of impairment in his or 
her lifetime, be it temporary or permanent. Impairment 
and disability are therefore not outside but rather inside 
the realm of daily human possibility. 

In Davis’s vision of the world, people with disabilities 
are everyone everywhere. All people have the potential for 
impairment. Of course, there are inherent dangers in Davis’s 
push to abandon disability as a minority identity. At its 
worst, this move resembles an earlier postmodern one in 
which white male European scholars ran around shouting 
“The author is dead!” just at the time when minority women 
came to authorial prominence. At its best, this expansion 
and/or evacuation of disability identity could mainstream 
disability to the extent that, for example, theater seasons 
might include disability performance as readily as their 
standard Chekhov or Shakespeare. At this point, I’m not 
holding my breath, but optimism may breed innovation. 
With disability, the fight for representational space and 
time in the performing arts is still about achieving access. 
Once we have secured this, then theater scholars can begin 
to deconstruct a disabled identity category.

Carrie Sandahl suggests in her article, “Considering 
Disability: Disability Phenomenology’s Role in Revo-
lutionizing Theatrical Space,” that what lies beyond the 
initial phase of increased access for disability performers 
is a larger project of rebuilding the landscape of Ameri-
can theater. She believes “as we expand our idea of what 
makes up a representable body, we expand our idea of 
how to arrange space.”3 In this spatial reconfiguration, 
anything from the seating arrangement to stage wheel-
chair access should change to accommodate performers 
and audience members with disabilities. But even beyond 
this architectural adjustment, Sandahl argues for an aes-
thetic adjustment that takes disability into account: “In 
disability contexts, innovative use of space for the perfor-
mance and audience members becomes part of the com-
munication aesthetic rather than an awkward append-
age.”4 She questions how our “adaptive maneuvers” might 
foster and demand “alternative aesthetic choices” in ways 
that “transform the aesthetics and use of theatrical space 
altogether.”5  This transformation would therefore be less 
about simply mainstreaming theater spaces to accom-

modate disability and more about transforming the idea 
of theater itself; disability would be less an afterthought 
and more an instrumental part of how stage space accom-
modates all bodies.

Spatial and corporeal reconfiguration from disability 
perspectives on stage offers physical examples for generat-
ing new models of social interaction. In the introduction 
to his book, Hearing Voices: Modern Drama and the Problem 
of Subjectivity, John Lutterbie approaches this same kind 
of reconfiguration from a modern drama perspective. He 
touches on issues that resonate with Sandahl’s argument 
about changing spatial aesthetics in ways that broaden her 
position to include a conversation on subjectivity as it is 
mapped in space. Lutterbie asserts: “…the means by which 
we shape the limits of our bodies is crucial to determin-
ing how we locate ourselves in relation to difference. An 
investigation of this spatial topography is necessary if a 
theory of intersubjectivity is to be thought through that 
will allow us to imagine an aesthetics of the self on which 
to base an ethics for interacting with others.”6 In other 
words, if we can learn to look at Catherine Cole or oth-
ers with bodies beyond the normative pale as recognizable 
rather than as foreign or unacceptable, physical disability 
will be a less stigmatized difference. The non-disabled fear 
of losing limbs or functionality should not dictate social 
interactions with disabled individuals. Watching Cole 
dance with one leg on stage at first jars standard expec-
tations of what this disabled body can do, and then her 
movement becomes familiar as we learn to adjust to her 
difference. What better place to start when re-mapping 
intersubjective stage spaces than with an aesthetics of the 
disabled self? Surely this new system promotes interac-
tion that embraces and accommodates difference as well 
as fostering an ethics of inclusion.

If contemporary disability performance could manage 
to re-map the spatial limits of bodies, as Lutterbie suggests, 
Cole’s concept of a “five foot feat” might extend beyond 
the stage. When she is lifted, her single leg extends up 
to the sky in a gesture of defiance; she and her partners 
form a unicorn, unfettered by that sixth lower limb. If I 
could choose one image to exemplify Lutterbie’s inter-
subjective aesthetics of the self, this would be it. Three 
bodies—one disabled dancer flanked by two non-disabled 
partners—working together to create intersubjective 
equality on the stage. There is no hierarchy in this trio; 
all bodies form equal parts of the collective whole. Each 
one helps and is helped by the others. No one is left out. 
This is the clearest benefit of mixed-ability performance; 
each dancer adds what he or she is able to contribute to 
the work, and all three depend on each other as parts of 
a mutually-sustaining whole. These dancers embody a 
paradigm shift from independent ability to interdependent 
mixed-ability, a more inclusive system where performers’ 
differences create alternative partnering. 

In 2002 at Berkeley, Davis gave a lecture that spoke 
to this need for inclusion and disability’s potential role in 
crafting a new, dismodernist subjectivity. He argued in 
favor of a new ethics of the body that should begin with 



Telory w. Davies: Five Foot Feat   1 3

rather than end with disability. Davis’s dismodern subject 
is dependent on technologies and support networks in 
order to achieve and maintain functionality. In dismodern 
culture, independence becomes a recognized interdepen-
dence where ability relies on assistance.

If we take Davis’s definitions of the dismodern subject 
out of their disability context for a moment, his argument 
about universal disability seems more familiar. Who in 
contemporary first-world environments is not depen-
dent on technology and/or other support networks for 
self-maintenance? If we recognize our interdependence 
on these technologies and other people as a fundamental 
disability concept, disability seems more familiar and less 
like an unknown experience. Borrowing Richard Schech-
ner’s “not character, not-not character” acting theory, the 
average individual would be not-disabled but also not-
not-disabled.7  

If Americans embrace and adjust to Davis’s conceptual 
challenge to see themselves and the world around them 
as disabled, the question arises as to who will be in con-
trol of how we re-envision disability. I agree with Davis 
that we marginalize disability as a minority identity, but 
the biggest danger in fully mainstreaming disability—to 
the extent it becomes more of a norm—is stereotyping. 
The goal, according to performance artist Karen Finley, 
should not be solely mainstreaming minority represen-
tatives into dominant culture, but rather “mainstreaming 
radical aesthetics and ideas”8 such that the majority cul-
ture changes. We might call this activity mainstreaming 
with a difference.

If we reject the concept of guaranteed corporeal or 
cognitive wholeness and embrace fragmentation as a 
new paradigm, people with disabilities will no longer 
be lacking. They will be different, and in many respects, 
they will be what Davis has termed a “neo-identity” in 
a “dismodernist” world.9  In this world, disability is the 
rule rather than the exception; humanity acknowledges 
rather than rejects a fragmented subjectivity as the only 
possible existence. It is a return to the actual after post-
modern theorists have exploded and discredited the real 
in favor of simulacrum without taking disability into 
account: after all, disability often necessitates a marriage 
of real and simulated elements.

 The postmodern subject (or lack thereof ) is outdated; 
Davis offers the dismodern subject in its place. Impair-
ment demands cyber equipment in today’s highly techni-
cal world of medical engineering and receives the actual 
response of prosthetics, wheelchairs, canes, and implants, 
for better or for worse. With paraplegics, quadriplegics, 
and amputees, man’s dependency on machine overrides 
earlier separations in favor of functionality. Postmodern-
ism adopted fragmentation as a purely theoretical concept 
in relation to the body and discourse, but dismodernism 
begins with an actual rather than theoretical base. Dis-
modernism never claims an original whole body as the 

ideal, so physical fragmentation replaces wholeness as the 
new norm, an ever-present possibility.

When Catherine Cole faces her audience and removes 
her prosthetic leg, she re-enacts her amputation. Audi-
ences are struck by the immediate horror of this detach-
ment and then either adjust to her one-legged form or 
continue to process her altered body as strange, awkward, 
non-human. The first moment of removal places viewers 
in a position similar to Cole’s upon losing her leg. Where 
did it go? What are we supposed to do with the visual 
space of absence that had previously been occupied by at 
least a simulation of the real leg? No amount of humor 
or virtuosity will replace this limb. In the end, it is the 
actuality of Cole’s one-legged presence that overrides our 
trepidation. She is not-us but not-not-us. Cole’s presence 
forces us to adjust to this new body as she herself has done. 
The difference of her body changes our perceptions of 
what is humanly, actually, possible. 
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