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Immunity to change? Attending to 
symptoms of culture and cultish in the 
actor’s training regime 

Mark Seton1 

Abstract 

Participant observation in places of actor training in Australia has identified 
instances of transformative actor training across a spectrum – from healthy 
learning cultures to cultish Master-Apprentice training. While cult-like abuse of 
power by teachers manifests as perhaps the most transparent mistreatment of 
student wellbeing, how do we address resistances in students to new learning 
experiences – what psychologist Robert Kegan and educator Lisa Lahey might 
describe as “immunity to change” – without undermining the student’s 
appropriate rights to self-care and respect? When is resistance apparently 
laziness and when is it a sign of something more that needs compassion and 
patience? How might both teachers and students participate together in meaning-
making that respects the challenges of transformative change as crucial to 
embodied learning? 
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I have previously suggested in my doctoral research that students of acting and their 
teachers profoundly form each other and are formed by each other, through their 
embodied interactions, within the institutional processes of actor training. 
Furthermore, students and teachers presuppose requisite yet arbitrary forms of 
givenness, agency and disposition towards each other. These three forms become 
manifest through practice in the classroom and in public performance. I use the term 
givenness to refer to how actors presuppose themselves as self-contained, self-sufficient 
and self-governing rational agents. Their presumed agency enables them to convey, 
transfer or exchange ideas, intentions and emotions with audiences, which are 
understood as other self-contained, self-determining entities. Their concurrent 
dispositions are understood as the habitual reproduction of techniques that produce 
affective aesthetic and social meanings for each other. 
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However, in this article, I want to deepen my interrogation of the significance of desire 
in training and how that might paradoxically both produce formative change and 
trigger what Kegan and Lahey refer to as “immunity to change.” This can manifest 
especially in training environments that function in varying degrees, across a spectrum 
from the culturally divergent to cultishly constrictive, as to what is permitted and what 
is excluded or ostracised as being considered disruptive to the pedagogical project. 

Background 

The following statements are drawn from my doctoral research experiences of 
participation in three institutional sites of actor training through which predominantly 
young adults are seeking to train as actors. I conducted participant observation in three 
acting schools, Ensemble Studios, RE:ACTOR Acting Services and the School of Drama, 
Victorian College of the Arts, University of Melbourne and during my participation I 
witnessed the following interactions with my fellow student actors where teachers were 
advising them on what was best practice: 

…if you can affect one person in an audience, you’ve done your job… 
actors have that power in front of people … one by one, you actors become 
the force that civilises people… (Zika Nester, Ensemble Studios, 2000) 
 
…the only thing that stops you is fear – so take a risk, get over it – get over 
the fear of foolishness or failure… (John Mildren, RE:ACTOR Acting 
Services, 2000) 
 
… you need focus, concentration, rigour, breath, centre of the moment and 
letting it happen to you … the language working on you … be willing to let 
anything happen… (Lindy Davies, School of Drama, Victorian College of 
the Arts (VCA), 2000) 
 
(Seton, 3) 

These statements may be variously interpreted as either expectations of how student 
actors should perform, or requests for the student to alter their performance practice, 
or even a demand that the student must embody such risk-taking. Yet the intentional 
desire, for teachers and students alike, is to do whatever it takes to shape or be shaped 
towards particular practices that will be recognised and experienced as affective and 
professional acting. This shaping of professional practice is an ethical activity involving 
relations of power between teachers and students of acting. 

As such, these various formational actor training practices – taking a risk, being willing 
to let anything happen even if it is personally confronting or distressing – may be 
understood either, as somehow regrettable but necessary, or, as being frankly 
problematic as they may seemingly justify a teacher’s over-riding of a student’s seeming 
resistance to changing behaviour. Such ethical and aesthetic judgements depend on 
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whose interests are seen to be at stake, whether it is the acting teachers, or student 
actors, or the training institution, or industry expectations. 

The embodied desire of both teachers and students can be interpreted as an agency that 
is creative, intentional and productive rather than an agency that must compensate for 
a lack of skill, knowledge or recognition. However, such intentional agency on the part 
of teachers and students towards each other manifests in particular circulations of 
power and resistance. By interrogating in this article certain aspects of social dynamics 
of sites of training, through the framing of a spectrum from cultural to cultic, I propose 
to offer alternative possibilities of knowing and creating identity as ‘actors’, where 
assumptions and judgements of what makes an actor are placed alongside a mutual re-
negotiation of relations of power between desiring agents. 

Bodies on demand 

For Maurice Merleau-Ponty, everything in the human body is, at the same time, a 
“necessity” and a “contingency” because human existence is the perpetual 
transformation of contingency into necessity and the potential dissolution of necessity 
into contingency once again (ibid). Carol Bigwood concludes that in everyday life, the 
body’s sentience tends to be sufficiently “attuned” only towards “culturally significant” 
presence and undervalues the nonhuman element that is also part of the thing’s 
presencing (Bigwood, 108). Yet, she observes that 

[…] when we linger in a forest or over a work of art, we glimpse this bare 
“that it is” of a thing, this aspect of the thing that holds itself aloof from us, 
transcending our experience of it (Heidegger, 190) … At such times we 
may be struck by wonder at this upsurge of existence beyond our control. 
(Bigwood, 111) 

Therefore, it is the indeterminate constancy of the body that necessarily misrecognises 
its world as a consequence of its variable attunement to what is regarded as socially and 
culturally valuable i.e. what constitutes an authentic actor. The necessity of such 
misrecognition is indeterminate even though some aspect of the experiential encounter 
with the other will always be subject to a kind of blind spot in perception. However, to 
account for this absence of experience as a void or lack of presence is also a 
misrecognition of what may actually be happening in situ. 

The notion of corporeal presence has been often problematised by its apparent 
correlate absence, yet as Anthony J. Steinbock (1999) argues, the experience of lack or 
absence as commonly understood may indicate a “uniquely saturated, ‘specific’ 
presence” that makes it inaccessible or unrecognised in the moment (Steinbock, 179). 
Steinbock proposes that the concept of “saturated intensity” is implied in the 
phenomenological descriptions by Husserl and Merleau-Ponty as an intentionality 
characterised by surplus and a type of generative presence (ibid). Just as Deleuze 
regards desire as not a lack, but an extension of fullness, so Steinbock regards desiring 
consciousness as that which is “satiated and wants more on the basis of plenitude” 
(Steinbock, 178). He identifies lived-body intentionality functioning as an “I can” rather 
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than an “I think” in that bodily space is given towards a person in an intention to grasp 
without being given in an intention to know. The ‘I can’ is the embodied ability to fulfil 
its intentionality, not as a sudden acquisition of fulfilment, but as a constant beckoning 
to perceive more that is given as available in a situation. In this way, the “intentional 
arc” of Merleau-Ponty becomes the “general power of putting ourselves in a situation” 
(Steinbock, 183). 

In actor training, this embodied ability to fulfil intentionality may be also interpreted as 
the desire to form, shape and condition a body to affect and be affected by others, 
which is itself a manifestation of vulnerability. This intentionality is quite different to a 
judgement that regards education as simply the transmission and acquisition of a set of 
skills and knowledges. However, as agents in institutional contexts, how do teachers 
and students, in their intentional embodiment, interact with each other in ways that 
acting ‘talent’ is reproduced in students and consequently recognised and valued as 
evidence that they are, indeed, actors? 

Desire and education 

The significance of desire for education has a long history, according to Sharon Todd 
(1997). The classical notion of learning has been deeply intertwined with the (unsaid) 
desire for knowledge. Knowledge holds the promise of fulfilment but only, Todd notes, 
for those who “like Plato’s philosophers, place themselves in a position of ‘feeling 
want’” (Todd, 2). It seems that a recognition or belief in a lack, absence, or ignorance is 
deemed necessary to motivate any search for knowledge. But Todd argues that it may 
also be that the offer of education instils the very want, the very love, it proposes to 
satiate and so it “creates” desire as it offers the means for its gratification (ibid). She 
proposes that this impulse is evident in the erotic relations between teachers and 
students as embodied subjects. 

In classical Greek education, the relation between love and knowledge is performed 
through a homoerotic and pederastic teacher-student economy – an economy in which 
the “teacher” is invested with the authority to “instil” desire, or at least the belief in the 
necessity for such desire (ibid). Todd cites Jane Gallop’s identification of pederasty as a 
useful paradigm for classic Western pedagogy in which 

[a] greater man penetrates a lesser man with his knowledge. The student 
is an empty receptacle for the phallus; the teacher is the phallic fullness of 
knowledge … This structure and its sexual dynamic are explicit in [the 
Marquis de] Sade. The student is an innocent, empty receptacle, lacking 
his own desires, having desires “introduced to him by the teacher”. (Gallop 
in Todd, 2) 

Todd draws attention to how pedagogical theories and practices are involved in a 
“particular libidinal economy and social imagination” (op. cit). For example, Paulo 
Freire has critiqued the banking model of education that advocates that the teacher fills 
up the student with knowledge. The student who acquires the desires of the teacher, 
displays those knowledge/desires back to the teacher. However, as in the one-
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directional banking model, the teacher nevertheless remains unaffected by the 
student’s own thinking, desires, and ways of knowing. It becomes a “necrophilic”, 
“exercise in domination,” where the “educator’s role is to regulate the way the world 
‘enters into’ the students” (Freire, 58, 57). Todd interprets Freire’s dialogic ‘production’ 
of knowledge as a shift, in terms of desire, “from the erotic framing of the teacher-
student relationship as penetrative to a more lateral view of desire as an exchange of 
mutuality, of fluidity” (Todd, 3). It is this latter model of embodied desire as 
productive, mutual, fluid and interdependent, rather than privileging the purportedly 
all-knowing teacher, that may prove useful to subsequent phenomenological 
interpretations of drama schools as sites of actor formation. 

However, Todd observes that there is still an inherent tension in attempts to theorise 
desire for pedagogic ends. If, she asks, as Cornelius Castoriadis proposes, desire is not 
that which is unrepresented but is simply not representable, what does this say about 
attempts to “name” it, “communicate” it, “represent” it or at least “work” with some 
notion of it (Todd, 6)? For Todd, attempts to theorise or write about desire reveal 
something of a penetrative impulse, to the classical position of love and knowledge that 
is purportedly founded in a recognition of lack. Yet, she notes, desire can also be 
understood in terms of productive, creative and sometimes violent aspects of social 
encounters. 

Todd suggests that teachers and students are always far more than the sum of their 
schooling performances. The line between what is “learnt” in educational institutions 
and what is “learnt” outside cannot always be easily drawn. There is something more to 
pedagogy than the spoken word and likewise there is something about desire operating 
within, through, and between teaching and learning bodies (Todd, 7). In this sense, we 
cannot regard givenness, agency and disposition as abstracted or removed from their 
bodily outworkings and interpenetrations. Nor does this mean that the body should 
only be understood in terms of its sexualisation. As David Shumway observes in his 
discussion of how schooling practices discipline the body: 

The body for Foucault is not a euphemism for the sexual, and 
desexualizing (emphasis mine) is only one aspect of the way the body is 
constructed in schooling. The body is used by Foucault to indicate the fact 
that disciplinary controls are not merely memorised or accepted, but 
actually form the body itself. One could say that they are habits in the 
sense that they work without the conscious choice of an individual but are 
ingrained in the very posture and musculature of the body. (Shumway, 
227) 

Disciplinary control is fundamental to how institutions and their agents, the teachers, 
perceive and embody their function as those who directly engage with the desires and 
reservations of other agents, the students. It is the students who come to embody, 
throughout the course of their training, behaviours implicating vulnerability in order to 
be judged and recognised as competent actors. 

However, it cannot be presumed that all these intentionalities or desirings between 
teachers and students go unchallenged as particular relationships of power. Many of 
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the arguments for restructuring what are regarded as more ‘appropriate’ teacher-
student relations of power and desire are premised upon an ontology of stable being or 
givenness rather than indeterminate becoming. Such an ontology suggests a correlative 
Lacanian interpretation of desire as ’lack’ rather than desire as machinic framed by 
Deleuze as the “productive process of life that produces organisms and selves” 
(Colebrook, xxii). Is the student desire of, and yet resistance to, the formation nurtured 
by teachers, an indication of naïvete and ignorance or a sign of inevitable struggle 
between autonomy and interdependency? 

Desire and resistance to formation 

Much of the literature in contemporary pedagogy regards student resistance to learning 
as a response due to a ‘deficiency’ within the student. According to Alexander Reid, the 
identification of this purported psycho-emotional and/or material lack within the 
student becomes the premise that pedagogy will address (Reid, 4). He argues that 
educational institutions tend to define students by their shortcomings through such 
“discourses of lack” (a lack of knowledge, experience, or maturity) (Reid, 8). Students 
seek entry into educational institutions often with a perception that through the 
institution they will gain what they believe they lack. Even positive experiences within 
the institution are constructed upon acts of judgement as recognition for ‘getting it 
right’. When students resist such judgements these are also interpreted as a lack of 
critical understanding or commitment to the task (ibid). Reid suggests that Deleuze and 
Guatarri’s critique of psychoanalytic and capitalist practices asserts that the state 
processes of subjectification “turn upon the inculcation of a lack” (Reid, 9). Whether 
the lack is symbolic (in Lacanian terms) or material (in Marxist terms), student action 
through resistance is still located as a reactionary force that is seen as something for a 
teacher to overcome. In Deleuzian terms, when students’ actions are termed as 
resistance, their actions are recaptured within the machineries of state social 
production, and within the order of lack (Reid, 26). 

Yet desire is a paradox of human experience. It is desire that enables the perseverance 
of the student in the midst of short-term failings or mis-understandings. We applaud 
students who pursue, in a disciplined way, their goals and prove their ability to 
perform. But it is also desire that can compel students to accept continual abuse and 
mistreatment because, using the same premise of self-discipline, they are willing to 
undergo maltreatment and suffering in order to get it right. 

We may also think that students simply want to learn the profession of acting, but each 
also desires to be shaped into someone who is ‘recognised’ and valued as a performer, 
an actor, as part of the tribe. For many, the opportunity to train as an actor feels like 
coming home even while it potentially sets them further apart from normal people and 
‘normal’ lifestyles. Being an outsider can be painful and lonely but it can also veer 
towards the romanticism of becoming a martyr, feeling the obligation to suffer for one’s 
artistic freedom. 

The ethical challenges of educators to nurture transformational change in students 
exist on several fronts. Firstly, teachers want to assist students to transform their 
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bodies and psyches so they can access physical, psychological and emotional capacities 
to affect and be affected by text, imagination, scene partners and audiences. In my own 
doctoral research, I have witnessed the symptoms of students sometimes resisting such 
invitations to change. 

Secondly, teachers want to honour the importance of students’ extra-curricular lives 
and wellbeing. They want students to have a life beyond the arts world. Teachers know 
it will broaden and empower their student’s artistic expression as well as sustain their 
lives. Therefore, many teachers want to inculcate healthy habits of sleep, nutrition, 
relationships, good financial management and so on, in them. Logically, students 
should want to embrace personal changes that will embody these healthy practices. 
However, in my own current teaching of healthy practices for actors I have witnessed 
symptoms of both students and professional actors resisting these well-being changes 
too. 

Psychologist Robert Kegan and educator Lisa Lahey suggest there are often 
unconscious personal factors that can inhibit or counteract the new skills that the 
person genuinely wants to make a difference. They cite replicated studies showing that 
when doctors tell patients, with life-or-death heart conditions, that they will need to 
change their lifestyle habits, that only 1 in 7 patients can actually make the changes 
(Kegan 2012). If, in a life or death situation, so few can actually change, what does it say 
about challenges of genuinely desiring a change about something that isn’t life or death 
such as learning an acting skill or getting better nutrition or sleep. This is the so-called 
immunity to change that Kegan and Lahey have framed in their book. 

Some acting teachers have told me that transformative change can only be achieved by 
breaking through or breaking down blocks or resistances of students. Resistance, in this 
context, expressed through hesitation is often variously interpreted by teachers as due 
to fear of failure, or fear of change, or even apparent laziness. Yet, it is also not 
necessarily a conscious intention of teachers to require such unquestioned submission 
of students. Many acting teachers have, themselves, been ‘initiated’ into acting by 
similar teaching traditions of unquestioning obedience to a Master-Apprentice style 
teacher. “If it was good enough for me, it is good enough for them” may become the 
default mantra expressed by teachers, rather than inviting actor-teachers to more 
consciously interrogate the way they learned how to act, in lieu of more contemporary 
awarenesses and sensitivities to pre-training traumatisation that students may 
knowingly or unknowingly bring into the acting school environment. Many impactful 
acting techniques (such as Strasberg’s approach to affective memory and Morris’ 
expurgation exercise) have presumed highly stable and healthily self-regulating 
students, often already mature in life. Furthermore, many acting teachers believe that 
unquestioning submission will provide their student with three important and 
interrelated desires: acting ability, industry recognition and both social, and hopefully, 
financial reward. 
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Actor training as oscillating between cultish and 
cultural 

How do we distinguish between Master-Apprentice style teaching environments and 
more diverse, even divergent teaching environments? Why do Master-Apprentice style 
environments tend to become cultish, resulting sometimes in harmful outcomes for its 
obedient students? Could more multi-practice teaching environments allow a cultural 
rather than cultish space for students to feel OK about hesitating and even manifesting 
some resistance to change? 

This is where I see potential value in discerning what contributes to a range of 
behaviours from the cultish to the cultural. Marc Galanter sees these terms as 
functioning along a continuum, rather than as polar opposites. He begins with the 
observation that while the public focus on cults is usually on bizarre and often 
destructive behaviours, there is an under-recognition that there are meaningful 
psychological processes that may account for what is judged as extreme or strange. The 
boundaries may blur between groups that are accepted as part of a culture and those 
groups that either position themselves or find themselves positioned as marginal, 
alternative or counter-cultural. He argues that the psychological forces that mould 
intensely affiliated groups cannot be examined adequately through individual 
psychological models. Rather they need to be studied as social systems through 
dynamics such as group cohesiveness, shared beliefs and altered consciousness. To 
avoid the stigma of these groups as cults, he defines them as “charismatic groups” in 
terms of systems theory (Galanter, 1,2). So I’m exploring how drama schools may 
function along a continuum from cultural to cult-like. 

Galanter proposes that the characteristics of any social group may be understood in 
terms of four key dynamics: transformation, monitoring, feedback, and boundary 
control (Galanter, 92). So, by evaluating the particular patterns and practices of cultish 
institutions that produce what is perceived as detrimental both to individuals and the 
broader community, Galanter suggests a clarity can emerge between what makes a 
system cult-like rather than cultural. This is based on the premise that both are 
produced and sustained by the same dynamic principles (Galanter, 79-81). 

Firstly, any social systems, it is believed, take from the outside and process it into a 
productive outcome. Transformation allows a system to carry out operations essential 
to its own continuity or the needs of a larger system to which it belongs (Galanter, 93). 
The most significant transformation is that which shapes the system’s particular 
identity. Therefore, many components of the social system are oriented towards this 
shaping or preventing any disruption of such habit formation. In the case of one drama 
school I participated in, there were particular weekly rituals that informed its unique 
approach to training. I deliberately describe these as rituals, as distinct from regular, 
pragmatic physical and vocal warm-ups, because they served primarily to build a sense 
of group identity and cohesion – a regular reminder that we were being ‘set apart’ to 
become actors. 
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Monitoring is essential to any system to assure the effective implementation of its 
transformational orientation (Galanter, 96-97). The social system must have various 
apparatus for monitoring the components or dynamics of the system. Monitoring is 
most easily implemented when a voluntary collaboration exists between those in 
control and those being managed (Galanter, 99). Strong identification with the group 
can even be produced when the member’s own safety and wellbeing are jeopardised by 
their leadership. In such cases, leaders inflicting distress on the dependent person are 
also perceived as those who will provide eventual relief (Galanter, 85-87). I witnessed 
this on a regular basis during my doctoral field research. For example, individual 
students would be invited onto the stage (all the other students and the teachers would 
sit in the place of the audience). The students on stage would be instructed to walk a 
variety of steps towards various objects or pieces of furniture on the stage. They might 
have to walk to a chair, initially in six steps, and then in eight steps, and then in three 
steps. If they failed any of these tasks they would be asked to do it again and again until 
they correctly got it. In this way, the teacher would set up many students for initial 
failure and discomfort, in such acting tasks, until the moment they ‘got it’. Then there 
would be applause and a sense of euphoria/relief that another student has ‘passed’ 
through this early stage of initiation. 

Feedback is one way for a system to obtain information on how well it is carrying out its 
primary task. Positive feedback tends to increase the deviations and elaborations of 
output, but if negative feedback is either absent or uncontained, the system can lose 
self-regulation and experience disruptions at its boundaries (Galanter, 103). In my 
research, although feedback was invited in acting classes, it was always clear that the 
teacher determined the way things were to be perceived and interpreted. On one 
occasion, again in the theatre space, the teacher instructed two students to interact on 
the stage while the rest of us observed their interaction. After this, the teacher asked 
several students what they saw and confirmed that they saw things correctly. However, 
some students, physically seated quite separately, could not observe this same 
described interaction. Yet the teacher had already determined that what she observed, 
from her viewpoint, was the only way it could be seen. There was no accounting for or 
acceptance of differing viewpoints and concurrent diverse interpretations. 

Finally, boundary control is identified by Galanter as vital because such socially enacted 
control protects a particular social system against other individual and social dynamics 
outside of it. This control includes the screening of ideas as these are “a potent 
determinant of behaviour” (Galanter, 105). At the same time, because a social system’s 
social boundaries are constantly contacting other social system boundaries, there may 
be a variety of potential reactions unless there is some attempt to negotiate sustainable 
interactions between such systems. In healthy social groups, representing cultural 
diversity, this negotiation may include the revision and reshaping of each system’s 
transformational intentionality and its formative social customs and ‘norms’. 

Galanter argues that if these four social dynamics – transformation, monitoring, 
feedback and boundary control – are all tightly constrained by those in power, this is 
indicative of a movement towards the cultish or cult-like rather than towards the 
cultural side of the spectrum (Galanter, 88-91). Indeed, breaking free of cultish social 
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groups can be highly traumatising because identity is so central to feeling included 
rather than ostracised (Galanter, 108-109). 

Conclusion 

I want to propose that there can be a productive place for students feeling the need to 
resist the demands of teachers to change, without care and negotiation about such 
expectations. Otherwise there may be pressure in a learning community to become 
more cult-like through unquestioning loyalty and blind obedience to some ideal of 
acting. 

I also believe we should take heed of what Kegan and Lahey bring into this 
conversation where they observe that there are usually very good and healthy reasons, 
albeit often unconscious, for why a person is either fearful or not yet ready for change. 
There may be quite profound and personal reasons or feeling states, known or 
unknown to the individual student, that prompt in them a reluctance to risk 
vulnerability or exposure beyond which they feel safe and supported to explore. 

To support a more sensitive and respectful process of change, Kegan and Lahey have 
designed a conceptual tool to help individuals discern what may be the unconscious big 
assumptions that cause resistance or immunity to change. This discernment empowers 
and gives agency to the individual to create and implement SMART tests (i.e. Safe 
Modest Actionable Research-supported Testable) – small steps in the direction of 
change to see if the ‘big assumptions’ are true or not (Lahey). This is done in 
incremental steps so that it allows risk-taking, but with a safety net. Such a tool can also 
reveal unconscious assumptions or myths about the acting profession, in broader areas 
such as the belief of needing to suffer, like a martyr, for one’s artistic practice. Both 
personal and professional myths or big assumptions can, in this way, be incrementally 
explored and tested by the student, supported by the teacher. 

In such a cultural rather than cult-like dynamic, student actors are thereby empowered 
to embrace change towards effective professional choices and healthier lifestyle choices, 
without dreading a loss of emergent identity. Therefore, resistance and immunity to 
change are actually important productive symptoms of something else unidentified that 
may be going on. Whatever that is, both the student and teacher need to have 
compassion and care to discern what the student feels appropriately safe and ready to 
explore as an emerging creative practitioner, shaping and being shaped through an 
acting school. 
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