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Layered encounters: embracing ethical dilemmas of applied immersive 
theatre in Port of Entry
Damon Krometis

Theatre, Community College of Baltimore County, Catonsville, MD, USA

ABSTRACT
This article looks to synthesize debates about the ethics of applied immersive theatre, 
a form of immersive experience in which spectators interact with marginalized others. 
I frame this debate through Judith Butler’s readings of Hegel’s lord-bondsman dialectic. 
Immersive encounters with marginalized others can promote notions of interdepen
dence and mutual care, but they can also do normative violence by reinforcing harmful 
ideas about marginalized communities. Building from Derrida’s notion of the im- 
possible, I argue that layering multiple participatory encounters into an immersive 
event might open space to expose and minimize this potential harm. As a case study, 
I examine Port of Entry, an applied immersive production created by Albany Park Theatre 
Project and Third Rail Projects about the lives of immigrant families. The production 
smartly layers different forms of encounters to both expose the ways that norms shape 
understandings of who belongs and offer multiple chances to practice reshaping these 
norms.
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Introduction

A teenager named Aman pulls me out of their apartment onto the building’s fire escape. They tell me this is 
the place where they feel most at peace. As luck would have it, the sun is setting, streaking colour across the 
Chicago sky. Aman asks me if I frequent my own peaceful place, and I confess that I try to watch the sunset 
each day as self-care.

After watching the sunset in companionable silence for a moment, Aman turns to me and asks a favour. 
Their father received an immigration letter stating he must leave the country. Their father’s English is poor, 
and they are having trouble understanding the paperwork to file an appeal. Can I help them make sense 
of it?

I try to quickly read the document but struggle to comprehend it. I wish aloud that I had any legal 
expertise. After a minute of scanning the document ineffectively, Aman gently takes the papers back, saying 
they must get back inside and start dinner. I apologize for being unable to do more. Aman thanks me for 
listening, which they acknowledge is something. Before leaving, Aman asks me, ‘Have you ever had 
something where you just didn’t know if it would be alright? Did it turn out okay?’1

This scene, titled ‘Immigration Letter’, comes from Albany Park Theater Project and Third Rail Projects’ 
acclaimed immersive production Port of Entry, a play that invites twenty-eight spectators to explore the 
homes and lives of immigrant families in Chicago’s Albany Park neighbourhood. It is a recent example of 
a growing subset of performance which I call applied immersive theatre that uses immersive theatre 
aesthetics to allow spectators to encounter and interact with marginalized populations. These immersive 
encounters with marginalized others open space for spectators to consider their role in sociopolitical forms 
of oppression. Port of Entry has proven a particularly successful and prescient example. Having opened in 
August 2023, it has performances planned through January 2026.2 Its exploration and celebration of 
immigrant communities have only become more resonant since its opening, as the Trump administration 
launched a mass deportation campaign in Chicago in September 2025 that continues at the time of this 
writing. The play actively asserts that immigrants belong at a time when the American government is 
claiming otherwise.
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Yet as successful and resonant as the show is, Port of Entry also highlights an inherent tension 
within applied immersive theatre, especially when such work allows heterogeneous audiences to 
engage with a marginalized community. In this article, I frame this tension in relation to Judith 
Butler’s readings of Hegel’s lord-bondsman dialectic. By creating moments of mutual recognition 
between spectators and marginalized others, immersive encounters like those in Port of Entry 
promote notions of interdependence and reimagine how society treats the marginalized. However, 
immersive encounters can also cause what Butler terms normative violence – a form of violence 
created when ‘culturally particular norms define who is recognizable as a subject capable of living 
a life that counts’.3 This framework can hopefully synthesize conflicting scholarly arguments around 
applied immersive theatre and its impact.

I then argue that this tension within immersive encounters is un-synthesizable, as it points to the ways 
certain identities, according to Butler, are ‘mediated through that which is different’.4 Following Bulter and 
Jacques Derrida, I acknowledge these encounters as performatives which gain ‘the force of authority 
through the repetition or citation of a prior, authoritative set of practices’ which can be challenged or 
reinforced.5 I cite Derrida’s concept of the im-possible – the idea that a performative gains power by that 
which threatens its possibility – to contend that by embracing the tensions within immersive audience 
participation, artists stand a better chance of minimizing its potential normative violence.6 By searching for 
the edge of the possible within immersive encounters, artists can expose and challenge the string of citations 
that define marginalized communities within society.

I offer Port of Entry as a useful case study because it provides clear examples of these tensions within its 
immersive encounters. A moment like ‘Immigration Letter’ – and other immersive encounters I will 
dissect – promote forms of interdependence but also risk doing normative violence to the immigrants it 
depicts. But the play ultimately embraces the un-synthesizable nature of these tensions and chooses to layer 
multiple encounters within its dramaturgy. This layering, I argue, provides the accumulating citational 
weight to open space for reimagining how American immigrant communities are defined. Such layering 
may be one tool for artists working at the confluence of applied and immersive theatre to navigate the 
ethical quandaries involved in immersive encounters between spectators and marginalized identities.

The debate about applied immersive theatre

This article examines a subset of performances that I refer to as applied immersive theatre. In doing so, I am 
combining two nebulous terms. The word ‘immersive’ has become so widely used to describe myriad 
theatrical experiences that it potentially lacks meaning.7 ‘Applied theatre’ is equally ambiguous, used to refer 
to disparate performances that are usually relational and interested in social change.8 I define applied 
immersive theatre as performances which combine the social justice goals of applied theatre and the 
multisensory aesthetics of immersive theatre to spotlight forms of audience participation and encourage 
spectators to reflect on their actions. They do so by creating moments where spectators enter a multisensory 
world and encounter a subject(s) from a marginalized community. The immersive aesthetics help to key 
these immersive encounters; spectators must wrestle with the contradictions of being both actor and 
spectator, watching the work and making it.9 This dissonance allows them to view their actions in a new 
light through which they might question similar actions they take in real life and examine their socio
political implications. Immersive encounters can thus encourage spectators to consider their position within 
structures of sociopolitical dominance.

There is a growing catalogue of productions that fit this definition of applied immersive theatre and 
address issues like the refugee crisis, chattel slavery, antiblackness, and state-sanctioned violence.10 

Marketing themselves as ‘immersive experiences’, they tend to attract more heterogeneous audiences 
than purely ‘applied’ theatre. They sometimes even require spectators to identify with a dominant group.11

Applied immersive theatre has largely been critiqued by immersive theatre scholars and they currently 
point in divergent directions regarding its ethical impact. Some attest that immersive aesthetics contain 
unique capacities for promoting social change. Scott Magelssen suggests that the embodied and affective 
nature of immersive encounters expose the ways that bodies are ‘living history museums’ which simulate 
‘society’s sedimented expectations’ of how individuals are meant to act.12 Positivist scholars most com
monly focus on this point and argue that applied immersive theatre can simulate real life situations that 
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highlight forms of injustice and, having affectively impacted audiences, offer them chances to act differently. 
Just as in applied theatre, the immersive encounter becomes a rehearsal for creating societal change.

As producer and product of culture, however, theatre can as easily reinforce injustices as resist them. 
Applied immersive theatre is subject to the cultural norms of the societies it tries to critique. These 
productions market themselves as immersive experiences, which attract predominantly white 
audiences.13 Thus, many applied immersive works contend with dominant theatre norms both in terms 
of spectatorship and representational strategies.14 They thus reinforce ‘assumptions of who can speak, who 
must listen, and who is not even invited to the conversation’.15 Negative critiques of applied immersive 
productions point to this conundrum to highlight the unintended harm they do to the marginalized 
communities they mean to champion and uplift.

One example of this debate is Jackie Sibblies Drury’s Pulitzer-winning play, Fairview. It begins as 
a domestic comedy about the Frasiers, a Black family preparing for grandmother’s birthday dinner. Then, 
four disembodied white characters begin to fetishize the family’s actions before invading the playing space 
and twisting the narrative to their whims. The play suddenly becomes immersive when the daughter halts 
the action and invites white spectators onstage to be viewed by non-white spectators, mirroring the white 
characters’ racializing surveillance of the Frasiers. Positive critiques of the finale acclaim the play’s 
‘performative rehearsal’ which allows white spectators to practice ‘for life beyond the theatre’ and reconsider 
their surveillance of Black people.16 Negative critiques point out that the play focused too much on white 
spectators and ‘offered nothing for people of color to show their active participation’, reinforcing a power 
imbalance between white and non-white viewers.17

Repeatedly, critiques of applied immersive productions point to a similar tension between its worthy 
aspirations and unintended harm. However, scholars offer few suggestions on how to minimize that harm. 
I wish to remedy this by framing this debate through Judith Butler’s readings of the lord-bondsman 
dialectic. It provides a way of synthesizing these critiques within one framework that is ultimately un- 
synthesizable, thus requiring artists to embrace the im-possible performatives of the immersive encounter.

I offer Port of Entry as my case study because it is a clear example of applied immersive theatre. Albany 
Park Theatre Project (APTP) creates ethnographically researched productions about, for, and starring 
young adults from the historically immigrant community of Albany Park, Chicago. The company actively 
fights the narrative of ‘crimmigration’ which paints immigrants as inherently criminal and violent ‘by 
making theatre based on their stories without “outing” them or putting them at risk of deportation’.18 

Collaborating with the New York-based immersive company Third Rail Projects, APTP’s most recent play 
leads audiences through an apartment complex in Albany Park. Groups of seven spectators rotate through 
four different apartments featuring unique families and contexts. The performers approach spectators as 
neighbours or community members, creating a warm, inviting environment that attempts to tear down 
differences between the audience’s experiences and those being depicted. The play celebrates ‘the struggles, 
joys, and triumphs of people from around the globe forging new lives alongside one another’.19

And yet, while there is much to applaud in Port of Entry, it still is subject to American cultural norms 
concerning immigrants. In small and large ways, it contends with the same dangers of normative violence 
that other applied immersive productions face.

In what follows, I will first detail Butler’s positive readings of Hegel’s dialectic and show how Port of 
Entry’s framing of spectators as neighbours/allies highlights Butler’s notions of interdependence. Then, 
I will explore Butler’s negative readings of Hegel relating to normative violence. I will show how Port of 
Entry’s focus on the immigrant community illuminates contemporary discourse about who does and does 
not belong, exemplifying how cultural norms influence immersive participation. Finally, I will contend that 
the tensions explored are un-synthesizable and apply Derrida’s notion of the im-possible. I will detail how 
the play’s layering of dozens of encounters with various characters creates space to challenge the string of 
citations regarding societal norms about immigrants.

Butler’s positives: interdependence in Port of Entry

Hegel conceptualizes the lord-bondsman dialectic as the result of when one consciousness encounters 
another. This encounter is disorienting, which leads each consciousness to seek recognition from the other 
to reverse their sense of self-negation. The desire for recognition is inherently violent, and after a ‘life and 
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death struggle’ ensues, one consciousness (the bondsman) submits to recognizing the other (the lord) as 
a subject.20 By recognizing the lord, the bondsman simultaneously mediates the lord’s subjectivity and 
denies their own; they exist only for the lord’s subjecthood.21 Thus, ‘the outcome is a recognition that is one- 
sided and unequal’.22 Through their labour, however, the bondsman creates something outside themselves 
that allows them to recognize their own subjectivity.23

Judith Butler has written extensively about Hegel’s dialectic, reading it both positively and negatively. 
Her positive readings focus on how humans gain personhood through the vast web of their social 
interactions. In Subjects of Desire, she argues that the fact that individuals seek recognition from each 
other is ‘the basis of harmonious interdependence’:

When the Other is viewed as the same as the subject, and this subject understands his own act of recognition as 
having brought the Other into explicitness, then the self is also revealed as the author of the Other. As it becomes 
clear that the same truths hold true of the Other’s relationship to the self, the Other is also viewed as the author of 
the subject.24

This suggests that people may be able to empathize with each other’s desire for recognition, and that doing 
so is mutually beneficial. Through this process, people can understand that their consciousness is never fully 
self-created. It is created between self and others, as nobody exists alone within society. Recognizing this fact 
can foster a ‘reciprocal ethical obligation’ between people based in non-violence and care.25

Immersive encounters with marginalized characters simulate this process of recognition and can 
promote this sense of interdependence. Performers approach and invite spectators to actively engage with 
them, thus recognizing spectators as occupying a role within the play. This role suggests both the social 
relationship between performer and spectator and what forms of Foucaultian power-knowledge the 
spectator holds.26 The encounter thus becomes a space to reframe how spectators use this power- 
knowledge in other relationships within their real-life social structures. Recognized by the performers 
and invited to consider how to recognize the performers in response, spectators come to consider their 
power to grant personhood to marginalized subjects in their everyday lives.

Let me apply this idea to ‘Immigration Letter’, the scene described in the introduction. The scene had 
three parts: the invitation to the fire escape, the sharing of the immigration letter, and the questioning if 
things would turn out okay. By inviting me to enjoy their secret spot, Aman quickly established intimacy 
with me, breaking any notions we were strangers and allowing a moment of mutual recognition. David 
Feiner, co-founder of APTP and a member of the show’s nine-person directing team, believes that sharing 
a secret is a shortcut to establishing intimacy; it quickly brings a deeper dynamic to the spectator-performer 
relationship.27 As a lover of sunsets myself, the environment felt tailormade to entrance me. I felt instantly at 
ease with this person I met moments earlier. We could recognize each other as people in need of moments of 
peace and quiet.

Having established some intimacy between us, the scene could move on to its primary ask: help with the 
appeal paperwork. Gareth White notes that immersive participation explicitly relies on viewers’ funda
mental desire to care for a play’s characters.28 This is because as Butler argues, humans are ‘defined by their 
social bonds: an attack on that bond is an attack on the self’.29 Having established a bond with Aman, the 
threat to their father felt to me like an attack on that bond. Its affective impact was to leave me wondering 
what could be done to aid Aman’s family so that I could be sure it would turn out alright.

Of course, Aman’s situation has no answer. Not even lawyers with specialized knowledge of immigration 
law could help, and certainly not in the five minutes allotted in the scene. According to Feiner, the goal of 
the interaction is to have the participant consider how they deal with uncertainty.30 Let me read the scene’s 
intentional lack of closure in two ways. First, it brings a complicated issue alarmingly close. In her studies of 
how audiences experience applied theatre content differently in immersive and proscenium settings, 
Nandita Dinesh found that immersive audiences experience a deeper situational understanding of complex 
political topics.31 I would argue that I felt this deeper understanding in this case, and that was helped by the 
implied power differential between us. Aman could not solve this problem; I might have had the answer. 
This possibility activated what James Thompson terms the ‘infinite demand of the other’, wherein one feels 
the need to take political action after encountering another’s plight. Thompson believes a relational 
imbalance like the one implied here is central to immersive encounters: it becomes ‘a major propellant 
for political action because it has this implicit universal assertion structured into it’.32 Standing face to face 
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with someone whose parent may be deported made me hyper-aware of the ways I was complicit in an 
immigration system that is impossible to navigate. I hated that, as White explains, the scene ‘stage[d] 
a problem with me in it . . . but they don’t show me in a good light’.33 I felt like I was not doing enough to aid 
immigrants like Aman’s father, both in that moment and in my personal life. This feeling remains urgent 
given the current climate in America.

But I recognize that I am reading this encounter through my privilege as a white, cis, heterosexual, able- 
bodied third generation male. Privileged spectators often react to immersive encounters by trying to prove 
they are one of the ‘good people’ who are not responsible for the oppression being explored.34 So let me read 
this scene another way. A spectator with embodied experience navigating the immigration system might not 
try to solve the problem as I did but simply care for Aman. James Thompson argues that care is ultimately 
an aesthetic experience that involves full, embodied, sensory attention to the one needing it.35 The sunset’s 
beauty, the calm of our interaction, and the power of Aman’s ask all heightened my senses and made me 
aware of Aman’s needs in that moment. It is not hard to imagine other spectators experiencing the same 
heightened sense of this moment and focusing on the person, not politics. Such an act acknowledges the 
ways in which all humans face moments of deep precarity and need support through them, echoing Butler’s 
interest in communal care.

Port of Entry includes dozens of moments for spectators to engage with immigrant characters, though 
each involves different relationships and vastly different asks. Maggie Popadiak, APTP Associate Director, 
and Miguel Angel Rodriguez, APTP Co-Executive Director, explain that each apartment begins with 
‘threshold experiences’ to ease spectators into participating.36 These interactions cast spectators as outsiders 
to the building, but also allies – people capable of aiding and empowering the marginalized. In the 
apartment where I began my evening, a volunteer with World Relief greeted me. The Lays – a family of 
Karen refugees from Myanmar – were arriving soon and my fellow spectators and I needed to ready their 
apartment. Our threshold experience was stacking groceries and toiletries, an easy, low-stakes activity. 
When the Lays arrived, the tasks grew marginally in urgency. The children asked two spectators to help 
them cook macaroni and cheese while the mother asked me to map out her route to her new job. These 
interactions placed me and my fellow spectators in a position of power-knowledge. Our understanding of 
American norms surrounding cooking and transportation gave us power that we could use to practice being 
good allies.

In other apartments, I gave small forms of aid like helping to cook or assisting with flower decorations. At 
other times, characters invited me to play Lotería, dance, or see their world in Minecraft. Care ultimately 
flowed both directions – I received hospitality as often as I gave assistance. These exchanges highlighted the 
ways communities come together to share knowledge and resources to thrive. I couldn’t help but feel that 
the characters of Port of Entry were a part of an interconnected web like Butler describes. I saw how my 
relationships with characters and fellow spectators defined me as ally, friend, and neighbour, and how my 
interactions likewise defined them as part of the community.

‘Immigration Letter’ and other moments throughout Port of Entry effectively illuminate Butler’s notion 
of interdependence. But for all the positives I can glean from this episode, I can point to ways it, and Port of 
Entry as a whole, contends with the normative violence of American concepts of who belongs.

Butler’s negatives: normative violence in Port of Entry

Butler is equally critical of Hegel’s lord-bondsman dialectic, claiming that it ignores how cultural norms 
shape perceptions of who belongs in society. In Undoing Gender, she argues that:

The terms by which we are recognized as human are socially articulated and changeable. And sometimes the very 
terms that confer ‘humanness’ on some individuals are those that deprive certain other individuals of the 
possibility of achieving that status, producing a differential between the human and the less-than-human.37

She explains that humans are ‘understood differentially’ depending on both their identities – such as race, 
gender, and ethnicity – and society’s perceptions of them.38 These norms are not easily adjusted because 
they are created through ‘a sociality that has no single author (and that radically contests the notion of 
authorship itself)’.39 Butler looks for new articulations of how society can include a wider range of social 
identities, making true, equal recognition more possible.40
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Normative violence results from this ingrained differential. Butler defines normative violence as the 
violence done by repeating ‘pervasive assumptions’ about various identities ‘that are informed by ordinary 
and academic discourses’.41 For instance, when individuals claim that all immigrants are lazy, it is a form of 
normative violence because it repeats negative assumptions about immigrants within the ordinary dis
course. But normative violence is not always so obvious and can be difficult to avoid due to the pervasive 
nature of the norms that frame it.

Applied immersive theatre runs the risk of repeating normative violence in two main ways. One is 
through the multisensory nature of immersive encounters; if the work misrepresents the world being 
inhabited, it can stereotype or fetishize the marginalized community being explored.42 The other, which 
I will explore further, is that the immersive encounter can unintentionally repeat forms of oppression done 
to the individuals encountered. In his critique of Fairview, Paul J. Edwards explains how he, a Black man, 
had to move from his seat so a white spectator could head onstage and actively participate in the show’s final 
moment. Even though the show was looking to reverse the racial gaze, Edwards found that he was given no 
means of actively participating in that reversal, thus reinforcing the existing power imbalance between white 
and Black spectators.43

Port of Entry was not devoid of such risks of doing normative violence. I kept thinking about my sunset 
encounter with Aman after I returned to my group in what was called the Time Travelling Apartment. 
While the other three apartments in Port of Entry dealt with specific families and contexts, this one 
dramatized the evolving history of Albany Park itself. I joined my colleagues in a bedroom, where 
a young actor presented us with items left behind by previous tenants, giving brief glimpses into the 
many lives who had inhabited the space. Projections on the walls supplemented the actor’s narration to 
illuminate each tenant’s story.

The focus thus became on the complex, sometimes contradictory identities of these inhabitants. For 
every aspect that seemed specific to their cultural diaspora, another seemed quintessentially ‘American’. For 
example, as the actor unrolled a prayer rug from a Muslim tenant, images of a mosque and Middle Eastern 
strife collided with posters of The Rolling Stones and Star Wars. David Feiner explains that in each instance 
the goal is to show that these immigrants immerse themselves in the cultural zeitgeist just as any long- 
established American family does.44

Such quick depictions are a double-edged sword, though. If they make the character too ‘American’, they 
risk suggesting immigrants must assimilate to mainstream culture to truly belong. If they make the 
character too foreign, they potentially become exoticized and fetishized. Seeing this process play out 
repeatedly in that room, with ‘Immigration Letter’ still fresh on my mind, their layering sparked 
a question: did Aman have to prove they were ‘like me’ before they could request my help? What would 
have changed in that encounter if Aman had not shared their secret place with me but simply pulled me 
aside and presented the letter? Would the lack of clear similarity between us have been too much of a barrier 
to me showing compassion and generosity?

Port of Entry repeatedly seems interested in closing the distance between spectators and the performed 
identities they encounter. The families in the last two apartments I entered welcomed us warmly as guests. 
I helped cook turons, played Lotería, and danced meringue with various family members. If APTP’s work is 
ultimately for the Albany Park community, then for spectators with ties to the diasporas depicted, such 
interactions are a form of reparative mirroring, of seeing oneself onstage free of the stereotypes and 
misrepresentations of white, Eurocentric theatre.45 While I made turons, a Filipino spectator shared his 
love of the food and explained differences in his grandmother’s recipe.

Yet, since the show kept trying to reduce differences, it suggested that normative violence was still in play. 
Sara Ahmed has studied the normative violence strangers face in colonial societies. Strangers must work to 
prove their sameness to mainstream culture yet attempts to do so only reinforce their strangeness. When 
mainstream culture accepts the stranger, it still marks them as an outsider to be fetishized.46 By taking the 
time to try to prove a connection to me, did Aman only confirm that there was a difference to overcome? If 
so, then the moment exposes the very impossibility of true hospitality to strangers, which Ahmed defines as 
‘the act of welcoming in the absence of commonality’.47 Since Port of Entry repeatedly asserted common
alities between its characters and my own cultural touchstones, I could not help but feel cultural norms were 
still very much at play in determining who belonged in the play’s logic. Sharing the sunset made me think 
that Aman was ‘like me’ in one small respect, even as I questioned what made me feel like it mattered that 
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they were. It suggested that immigrants continually face normative violence even when stating facts devoid 
of any call for help, as Aman did in sharing their favourite place.

Additionally, while power differentials are useful in creating an ethical demand, I question the ultimate 
power differential between me and the families I encountered. Ahmed argues colonial societies are built on 
the idea that ‘the power to give remains with the national subject’ rather than with strangers and thus ‘even 
if no subjects have the inherent “right” to be hosts, some subjects have the power to be hosts. This means 
that even if we are all guests, we are not all guests in the same way’.48 Even as I performed the role of guest, 
did not the cultural norms of America ensure that I retained a privileged status over these families? At the 
end of the night, I went home and retained the power to shut my door (both literally and metaphorically) to 
the immigrant families I had or could encounter. I admit that I am not actively protesting the Trump 
administration’s actions. It is thus a form of normative violence to assume dynamics easily change.

Derek Barnett cites Hegel’s lord-bondsman dialectic to make a similar argument. Critiquing my own 
claim that Fairview’s ending involved a ‘role reversal’ for white spectators, he states that ‘inverting a power 
relationship does not reverse the roles; they are only renegotiated’.49 A white spectator cannot feel exactly 
what a Black person feels when being watched. ‘Immigration Letter’ renegotiated the relationship between 
myself and Aman, seeking connection around the common experience of uncertainty. But Barnett’s 
argument highlights the fact that my privilege would always keep me from affectively understanding 
Aman’s particular plight. To assume I could empathize further would be a form of over-identification, its 
own type of normative violence.

Other forms of normative violence were connected to the mechanics and expectations of applied 
immersive theatre. Port of Entry’s structure requires its encounters to be short. Seven spectators have 
roughly 30 minutes in each apartment to not only have these private moments with characters, but also to 
experience a complete narrative of the family occupying the apartment. Given that part of each encounter is 
partially improvised based on audience responses, only so much character information can be given. 
Popadiak and Rodriguez confirm that ‘Immigration Letter’ is among the shortest encounters of the show. 
The short time frame and intense content of the encounter mean each detail carries considerable weight.

Ultimately, I learned two things about Aman: they liked sunsets, and their family was in crisis. Since the 
first fact seemed designed to make them appear less alien, I did not get a chance to understand Aman’s full 
alterity. The second fact carried the danger of painting them as a victim incapable of helping themselves, 
thus repeating the problematic norms wherein refugees must continually perform their own victimhood to 
receive aid.50 The scarcity of detail in the scene risked flattening Aman and adding citational weight to the 
harmful presumptions surrounding immigrants. It also risked reinforcing a deficit view of applied theatre in 
which the depicted group appears incapable of solving their own problems.51

Finally, immersive theatre indelibly privileges the spectator, ensuring the power imbalance at the heart of 
the lord-bondsman dialectic. Adam Alston explains that immersive theatre is strongly tied to the experience 
economy, which is built on what he calls ‘productive participation’ – spectators must see more, do more, or 
gain inside knowledge for the experience to be deemed meaningful.52 My sunset encounter was a high point 
of my time at Port of Entry because I knew it was private and rare. But the play’s structure must allow other 
spectators to have similar memorable encounters so that they also walk away satisfied. It thus risks turning 
an egalitarian project like Port of Entry into a piece which sensationalizes the lives of immigrants for select 
audiences. Popadiak and Rodriguez admit that Port of Entry’s tiny audience size creates a barrier to 
widespread viewership.53 While APTP hosts numerous affinity groups to ensure the play is seen by the 
communities and allies it represents, I worry how experience economy consumers engage with the show. 
Since a ticket is so hard to come by, they may be more prone to seek moments of productive participation 
rather than engage with the play’s efforts at communal care.

Due to this confluence of experiential expectations, limited time for character development, and the 
inherent fetishization of strangers, immersive encounters in Port of Entry carry the risk of normative 
violence. They hold immense affective power, but that power can unintentionally do harm by either 
reinforcing presumptions about how immigrants must act to be accepted or cared for, building false notions 
of sameness, or promoting productive participation that ignores existing power imbalances.

What should one make of these tensions? I present them here not to suggest that Port of Entry is a failed 
project. Quite the contrary. It has achieved critical success and avoids some of the problems scholars have 
found in other applied immersive works. In the current political climate, its joyous depictions of immigrants 
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might be an affective bunker ‘protecting people from the worst of the situation’.54 Rather, I list these 
tensions to show how they are inherent to any immersive encounter, however well-conceived. What 
remains is to consider whether, given these risks, artists can take any steps to mitigate the potential harm 
of normative violence.

This is where I feel existing critiques of applied immersive theatre fall short. For all the debate that exists 
around this subgenre, there are yet to be many concrete suggestions on how to navigate this tension. It is 
here that I turn to performatives, Derrida’s notion of the im-possible, and Port of Entry’s use of layered 
encounters to posit one such way forward.

The im-possible and layered encounters

Butler ultimately suggests that some binaries are not easily reducible to Hegel’s concept of synthesis. She 
contends that heterosexuality requires homosexuality to exist and is ‘mediated through that which is 
different’.55 Here she echoes Frantz Fanon in his own critique of Hegel when he says a Black man ‘must 
be Black in relation to the white man’.56 Fanon suggests the fight for recognition is ‘always for a white liberty 
and a white justice, in other words, for values secreted by his masters’.57 Rather than seek to eliminate any 
harm from applied immersive theatre, it is critical to recognize that the Hegelian dialectic contains such un- 
synthesizable mediations and instead embrace them.

Butler has spent much of her career examining performative utterances and their simultaneously 
constitutive and revolutionary potential. She owes much to Jacques Derrida and has built her understanding 
of performatives off his dissection of J.L. Austin.58 In summarizing Derrida, she states that a performative 
‘provisionally succeeds . . . because that action echoes prior actions, and accumulates the force of authority 
through the repetition or citation of a prior, authoritative set of practices.’ Thus, ‘a performative “works” to 
the extent that it draws on and covers over the constitutive conventions by which it is mobilized’.59 If each 
immersive encounter functions based on its citation of historical interactions with marginalized commu
nities, each encounter can simultaneously reinforce or challenge normative violence.

Derrida’s notion of the im-possible thus becomes a useful means of embracing the performative nature of 
immersive encounters. Derrida suggests that ‘what makes the performative possible is that which threatens 
it, which threatens its possibility, and thus which renders its purity impossible’.60 A promise, for example, 
only has value if it threatens not to be kept. What Derrida seeks in the im-possible is that boundary between 
possibility and impossibility: ‘an invention that could only invent what it is possible to invent would invent 
nothing’.61 In ruminations on how gifts, hospitality, and love become possible, he keeps searching for the 
paradoxical moment when something is truly risked.62

Immersive theatre is a realm for exploring the im-possible, for testing relations and seeking when and 
how concepts of belonging become at risk. While I recognize the real harm that immersive encounters can 
do, I ultimately contend they only have political value if they risk failure – if they attempt to show what is 
seemingly impossible. They can open opportunities for breaking the chain of citations that give normative 
violence its weight, but this inherently means that the opposite is still possible. What seems critical is 
exploring this edge between the political latency of immersive participation and the normative violence it 
can employ, of finding ways of keying spectators to the mechanics of applied immersive theatre’s perfor
mative potential so they can consider the ways social norms bind societal definitions of belonging.

‘Immigration Letter’ is a scene based in failure. Even given APTP’s desire to have spectators reflect on 
uncertainty, that is only possible because Aman asks an impossible task – to solve their father’s immigration 
problem in minutes. Not only does it illuminate the structural morass of America’s immigration system, but 
it also exposes the edge of true hospitality. It made me question whether, as Ahmed defines hospitality, 
I could accept another in the absence of commonality. It also made me consider Derrida’s paradoxical 
‘hospitality of the event’: ‘awaiting him or her . . . without knowing what or whom to expect, what or whom 
I am waiting for’.63 What or whom was I prepared to encounter within this performance? By being received 
into that encounter, what was I prepared to give back? I must admit Aman’s request was more than I was 
mentally prepared for. As such, I was reminded of the ways that my actions can amount to ‘complicit 
participation’ – an avoidance of addressing the problems that my tacit actions allow.64

But Port of Entry is not about one single encounter. Instead, it relies on dozens of encounters – 
dozens of performative utterances – to open spaces to change the string of citations around societal 
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assumptions of immigrants. Port of Entry smartly layers encounters so that no single one becomes 
definitive and totalizing, as the final act of participation in Fairview does. Such layering makes it 
easier to study the workings of each encounter and investigate the power of their iterative 
accumulation.

My own thinking about ‘Immigration Letter’ deeply impacted – and was impacted by – my other 
encounters. My conversation with Aman changed how I viewed the Time Travelling Apartment’s bedroom 
sequence, and the bedroom sequence altered my reading of Aman’s actions. The ‘threshold events’ in each 
apartment prepared me to occupy more intense positions of power-knowledge later in each scene, but those 
later moments also made me look back on and reconceive my earlier encounters. Explaining bus directions 
in the beginning of my experience held a different meaning to me after I tried to help with immigration 
paperwork. I saw how each encounter held the possibility of enacting real care, of considering how one can 
be in community with those that are different and allow them to thrive.

Additionally, inviting spectators to participate in lots of low-stakes activities reveals what Popadiak calls 
‘the extraordinary in the ordinary’.65 The characters in the play are not defined in terms of their tragedies, 
which is another form of normative violence. Nor do the encounters demand audiences solve the characters’ 
problems. In the Milagros family apartment, the Mexican American characters invited spectators to play 
Lotería and assist with the daughter’s quinceañera preparations – both joyous occasions. But between these 
actions, the father called and reported he had been deported. The family showcased their resourcefulness 
and social capital as they raised the funds necessary to sneak him back across the border. All that spectators 
were asked to do was breathe a collective sigh with the family when they received word that he had safely 
crossed. By placing spectators in moments like this throughout the show, Port of Entry’s structure makes 
‘Immigration Letter’ a moment of punctum, a juxtaposition to these ordinary events that helps to showcase 
them as extraordinary. Both types of events need to exist to complete the impression, and the accumulated 
iterations of family resourcefulness and interdependence break from the historical notion of immigrants as 
victims.

Finally, the amassing encounters imply that characters have deeper lives that spectators can never fully 
access; an important counter to the challenges I saw in my quick time with Aman. A central sequence 
involving the Ocampos, a Filipino family, took place at the dinner table. Actors and spectators repeatedly 
mimed the saying of grace, and the repetitions revealed an evolving tension between the mother, Nay, and 
the daughter, Tala. Tala had discovered that Nay secretly left an older child in the Philippines.66 But having 
never interacted with Tala, I was unsure what she knew, or if their fight was about something else entirely. 
Gaps in the audience’s knowledge can give characters their own power and alterity, reminding spectators of 
the impossible task of truly knowing another person and highlighting that edge of what it is possible to 
know within an intersubjective encounter.

Conclusion

In this article, I begin an investigation that cannot be contained here. The examples cited from Port of Entry 
are but one way of acknowledging that edge of the im-possible and utilizing it to minimize the potential 
harm of immersive participation. Each immersive production will have to contend with its own set of 
citational possibilities. Each audience member brings their own references to their experience of the work.67 

I hope that future research on applied immersive theatre can expose other formulations of the im-possible.
But Port of Entry does suggest that widening and layering the range of encounters participants have in an 

applied immersive production might aid its social justice goals. Such layered encounters might provide 
accumulating citational weight and dissonance through which spectators can identify sites of rupture, 
examine how relational dynamics reinforce norms, and imagine new alternatives to those norms. They can 
likewise provide a range of experiences concerning intimacy and personal knowledge, providing a path to 
give others fuller alterity and resist any totalizing conception of them.

Additionally, Port of Entry reinforces my belief that, while applied immersive theatre can do normative 
violence, it is still worth pursuing how it can seek social justice goals. I do not mean any artist can or should 
create such work. Other scholars’ warnings about cultural authenticity and existing social power dynamics 
still hold true. But immersive theatre need not be solely enthralled to the experience economy. Let artists be 
considerate but let them be bold.
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Alongside these conclusions, I wish to suggest two directions for future research. First, in interviewing 
members of APTP, I caught glimpses of the incredible amount of care they take in guiding their young 
actors through complex material. Another study of APTP specifically focused on minimizing the harm done 
to performers, which seems indebted to growing literature on care and performance, is very much worth 
pursuing.68 Second, the pursuit of social justice gets harder the more heterogeneous the community. 
Studying how this impacts the overall efficacy of applied immersive theatre is worth further investigation. 
It requires careful thought about the potential references that may inform each encounter.

At a time when the American government and others across the world are actively trying to reshape who 
does and does not belong in their countries, applied immersive theatre can either reinforce those new codes 
or imagine new forms of interdependence and inclusion. It is no simple road ahead, but it is when artists 
truly risk something new that they can have the greatest impact.
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