
TUTORIAL 3 – Using Critical Theory 
 
The history of performance studies has always been closely tied to the rise of theory in 
the humanities especially since the 1960s when the civil rights movement led to the 
formation of new university departments in the areas of gender and ethnic studies. The 
neo-Marxist philosophers of the Frankfurt School had an enormous influence on 
academia, and the impact of psychoanalysis and poststructuralism still continue to 
inform debates, especially in the humanities. Because the field of performance studies 
has roots in several disciplines, such as theatre, communication studies, and 
anthropology, critical theory that is used in performance studies scholarship shares 
theoretical influence with these areas. Anthropology, for example, is highly informed by 
postcolonial theory; theatre studies approaches “theory” first through “criticism” of 
plays.  
 
Performance studies is heavily influenced by the work of several key theorists such as 
Theodor Adorno, Giorgio Agamben, J.L. Austin, Jean Baudrillard, Walter Benjamin, Homi 
Bhabha, Judith Butler, Hélène Cixous, Gilles Deleuze, Jacques Derrida, Franz Fanon, 
Michel Foucault, Félix Guattari, Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva, Jacques Lacan, Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, Slavoj Žižek, and many others. Theory, at its best, provides a 
framework for performance analysis—a particular way to view and/or understand 
performative acts. Using critical theory means to go beyond description and 
sociocultural/historical context—it means that you, as the researcher, the writer, have 
an ability to move from the general to the specific and back to the general with impact. 
Key texts in performance studies that use theory well include Peggy Phelan’s Unmarked; 
Rebecca Schneider’s The Explicit Body in Performance; André Lepecki’s Exhausting 
Dance; Shannon Jackson’s Social Works; and many others.  
 
Critical theory can be intimating to the newcomer; don’t be dissuaded by philosophical 
jargon and thick language. You, as a student of performance studies, can decide if and 
when to use theory to enhance your argument.  
 
For beginners: Browse the basics of critical theory on Wikipedia and read summaries of 
some of the key areas of criticism at Purdue University’s Writing Lab website, including 
psychoanalysis, feminism, queer theory, formalism, structuralism and poststructuralism, 
semiotics, new historicism, postcolonialism, and others. If you are ready to dig further, 
visit the Marxists Internet Archive, which hosts an enormous amount of resources on 
Marxism and post-Marxist thinking. For a detailed and high-level database of 
philosophical concepts, see the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. A textbook aimed 
at undergraduates is Elizabeth Bell’s Theories of Performance (2008), which provides an 
accessible introduction to theory in performance studies from a communication studies 
perspective. The anthology Critical Theory and Performance edited by Janelle Reinelt 
and Joseph Roach (2006) offers a set of essays that exemplify case studies that engage 
with critical theory.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frankfurt_School
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Critical_theory
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/722/08/
http://www.marxists.org/
http://plato.stanford.edu/
http://www.sagepub.com/textbooks/Book228244#tabview=toc
http://www.press.umich.edu/93184/critical_theory_and_performance


 
 
Sample Projects 
 
Using a chosen site of performance (for example, a play you recently saw; your favorite 
television program; a political rally or speech; a beauty salon; a holiday celebration; 
etc.), think about different theoretical frameworks: poststructuralism, postcolonialism, 
psychoanalysis, feminism, critical race theory, etc. Which set of ideas do you think 
would best illuminate the performance you wish to analyze? Why?  
 
Choose an essay or book chapter in the area of performance studies that uses critical 
theory. Write a short analysis in which you identify what theoretical framework is used 
and why you think the chosen framework (or multiple theories, if that’s the case) suits—
or doesn’t suit—the main subject (i.e., site of performance) of the piece. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


