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The World’s a Stage: Performance in Politics, 
Culture, and Everyday Life 
 
ENGL 18660/TAPS 20060 /SIGN 26049 
Autumn 2020 
TTh 1-2:20pm 
 
Prof. John Muse 
jmuse@uchicago.edu 
Office hours: (via Zoom) Th 3:10-4:30 and by 
appointment 

 
Discussion sections:   
Friday 12:30-1:20pm,  @uchicago.edu 
Friday 1:30-2:20pm,  @uchicago.edu 
 
Canvas course site: 
https://canvas.uchicago.edu/courses/29374 
 
Course Description  
To describe a campaign speech, a political demonstration, or a friend’s behavior as “mere 
theater” or performance is typically to condemn the act as false, dishonest, or hollow. But 
understanding the extent to which performance creates our social world and our identities 
suggests a more complicated relationship between performance and reality.  
 
This course traces the history of the double-edged notion that the world might resemble a stage 
from its ancient roots to its current relevance in politics, social media, and gender expression, 
among other areas. We will explore these questions by reading performance texts and 
performance theory from classical to contemporary, by screening plays and films, and by 
observing non-theatrical events in order to consider them as occasions for performance.  
 
Course Objectives (in no particular order)  
1. To gain familiarity with theatricality and performance as transhistorical concepts, and to be 
able to apply those concepts to historical and contemporary examples in a nuanced way 
2. To develop familiarity with performance studies as an interdisciplinary field 
3. To develop critical thinking and writing skills 
 
Required Texts:  

• Henry Bial, ed., Performance Studies Reader (PSR), 2nd ed, Routledge, 0415772753 
(the 3rd edition will also work: ISBN 1138023361)  

• William Shakespeare, Henry IV, Part 1, Arden Shakespeare. ISBN: 9781904271352 
(another edition will suffice if you already own the play).  

• Jean Genet, The Balcony, Grove, 9780802150349 
 

NOTE: When time allows, I urge you to support an independent bookseller by buying texts 
 from the Seminary Coop or by searching on IndieBound.com.  
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All other readings and images may be found on Canvas. You should print a copy of these texts and have 
them with you during class.  

 
Assignments: [Under Construction: MAY CHANGE] 
I will determine your grade by evaluating the following:   

• Short group presentation in class on a critical or performance text  
• Writing assignment ~800 words. Thick description of a social activity 
• Paper/Performance Assignment: 1600-1800 words. Details TBA. You will likely have 

the option to write a critical paper, to compose/perform your own performance piece and 
submit an explication of it, or to write a performance analysis of a political, cultural, or 
everyday event.  

• Final Project: TBD – will not be a longer paper.  
• Quality of participation and engagement: based on careful engagement with the readings, lively 

participation in discussion and in section, and the completion of occasional small assignments on 
Canvas or otherwise.  

 
Expectations and self-care: Our expectations can be summed up simply: do your best to make 
the class everything you want it to be, while acknowledging that we are living through several 
unfolding crises. In the face of considerable uncertainty, we will all need to be flexible and 
understanding. I value frequent, open, honest communication. We will seek feedback from you 
and will remain flexible in order to adjust as needed. If you are having difficulties that are 
affecting your access to the course or your ability to keep up, please let us know: We are 
committed to your success and your well-being, and will keep your concerns confidential. We 
are all in this together, so let’s prioritize supporting each other as humans, finding simple 
solutions, sharing resources, and communicating clearly.  

• There is an expectation that students in this course will be actively engaged and on 
camera while on Zoom. If a student requires an exception, they will need to reach out to 
the instructor directly.   

 
Names/Pronouns 
We will respect each other’s names and preferred personal pronouns in this class. If your 
preferred pronouns change at any point in the term, please feel free to let me know how you’d 
like to handle things in the classroom.  
  
Office hours: Thursday 3:10-4:10pm or by appointment. Thanks in advance for coming to my 
regularly scheduled office hours if possible. When a conflict prevents you from doing so, I am 
glad to arrange an alternate time. Please e-mail to schedule an appointment.  

Content Notice 
Some of this quarter’s material deals with charged issues, including bigotry and racism, class, 
gender and sexuality, and both physical and emotional violence. Please feel free to contact me to 
discuss this further, or to request more specific information about content. As critics and students 
of culture, we cannot always shy away from challenging material. Please understand that such 
material may generate a wide variety of reactions and opinions among our colleagues in the 
classroom. I urge you to remain aware of and sympathetic to the reactions and opinions of our 
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classmates. Respect and sensitivity will produce a stronger learning environment and generate 
better and more nuanced discussions.  
 
Recordings and Deletions Policies 
The Recording and Deletion Policies for the current academic year can be found in the Student 
Manual under Petitions, Audio & Video Recording on Campus.  

• Do not record, share, or disseminate any course sessions, videos, transcripts, audio, or 
chats.  

• Do not share links for the course to those not currently enrolled.  
• Any Zoom cloud recordings will be automatically deleted 90 days after the  

completion of the recording.  
 
Accessibility and Accommodations  
The University of Chicago is committed to ensuring equitable access to our academic programs 
and services. Students with disabilities who have been approved for the use of academic 
accommodations by Student Disability Services (SDS) and need a reasonable accommodation(s) 
to participate fully in this course should follow the procedures established by SDS for using 
accommodations. Timely notifications are required in order to ensure that your accommodations 
can be implemented. Please meet with me to discuss your access needs in this class after you 
have completed the SDS procedures for requesting accommodations.  
SDS Phone: (773) 702-6000 Email: disabilities@uchicago.edu  
 
I will treat as private and confidential any information that you provide. Please let me know if 
you have suggestions about how I might better facilitate your success in the classroom.   
 
COVID: If you were potentially exposed to COVID-19 or your COVID-19 test results come 
back positive, reach out immediately to C19HealthReport@uchicago.edu. Students who have 
been exposed to or who are experiencing symptoms of COVID-19 should contact UChicago 
Student Wellness immediately to be tested, and reach out to their area Dean of Students to 
request accommodations for classes until at least 10 days have passed since symptoms first 
appeared and; at least 3 days (72 hours) have passed since recovery—defined as resolution of 
fever without the use of fever-reducing medications and improvement in respiratory symptoms 
(e.g., cough, shortness of breath).  
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 Course Calendar  
Note: Most texts will be on Canvas. Readings followed 
by PSR can be found in the Performance Studies Reader 

1 T 29-Sep Teatrum Mundi 
Assorted Shakespeare selections + classical precedents.  
Plato, Republic, Book 7 excerpt (Allegory of the Cave). 
Moss, A Play Viewed from a Distance.   

 
  

Th 1-Oct 
  Henry IV, Part 1 (Acts 1-3) 

Optional: excerpts from Lakoff & Johnson, Metaphors 
We Live By.  

 

 
2 T 6-Oct   Henry IV, Part 1 (Acts 4-5)  

  

Th 8-Oct Performance: An 
Introduction 

Pamphlet, "A Student's Guide to Performance Studies," 
Carlson, "What is Performance" (PSR)  
Bell, "Performance Studies in an Age of Terror," (PSR) 
Taylor, "Acts of Transfer" excerpt  

 

 

  

3 T 13-Oct 

  
Féral, “Theatricality: The Specificity of Theatrical 
Language” 
Goffman, “Performances: Belief in the Part One Is 
Playing” (PSR 61-65)  
Geertz, “Blurred Genres” (PSR 66-69) 
Bell, “’Performance’ and Other Analogies.” (PSR) 

 

 

 

  
  

Th 15-Oct Performativity 

Austin, How to Do Things with Words, Lecture 2 (PSR).  
Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An 
Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory," (PSR) 
Parker & Sedgwick, “Introduction to Performativity and 
Performance." (PSR)  

 

 

4 T 20-Oct Performance Art 
Montano, You Too Are a Performance Artist (excerpts) 
Kaprow, “Just Doing” (PSR) 
Yoko Ono, selections 

 

 
 

  Th 22-Oct Gender/Race/Class Screen: Paris is Burning  
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5 T 27-Oct Politics/Nation 
Trump 
Christopher Grobe, "The Artist is President" 
other TBD 

 

 
  

Th 29-Oct 
  Crisis Actors 

Meredith Conti, "Look to the Crisis Actors" 
Lindsay Goss, "Crisis Actors" 

 

 
 

6 T 3-Nov 

  Election Day special **attendance is optional**  
Campaigning & Elections 
Mickle Maher, The Strangerer (will be available on 
Canvas) 

 

 

 
  

Th 5-Nov 
  Black Lives Matter 

Screen Anna Deavere Smith, Twilight: Los Angeles 
Other TBD 

 

 

7 T 10-Nov 
Putting it Together 

Genet, The Balcony 

 

 
 

  Th 12-Nov   Genet, The Balcony  

8 T 17-Nov   Screen Oppenheimer, dir., The Act of Killing  

  Th 19-Nov   Articles about The Act of Killing 
 

9 T 1-Dec   TBD  

 
 
 
 
 
 


