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I 

 

Anglo-American philosophy, like continental philosophy, is best thought of as a philosophical 

tradition that provides thinkers with resources upon which they can draw in their own individual 

philosophical inquiries. In the Anglo-American (or ‘analytic’) tradition, issues in the philosophy 

of language have played a central role, and this has tended to focus the attention of philosophers 

on linguistic issues in their respective fields. In the philosophy of art, this was exemplified in the 

very influential idea that the philosopher’s task was to analyse the language used in art criticism 

(Beardsley 1958). The so-called linguistic turn often seen as central to contemporary work in 

Anglo-American philosophy (see Rorty 1967) involved a commitment to address metaphysical, 

epistemological, and axiological questions in a linguistically-inflected way. Central figures in 

this tradition include Frege, Russell, Moore, Wittgenstein, Quine, Davidson, and Kripke. To 

philosophically address a question within this tradition is to bring to bear the broad range of 

philosophical resources that these philosophers and their successors have developed. As we shall 

see, these resources can and have been brought to bear in various ways on the issues of concern 

to performance philosophy. Exploring these engagements will provide the basis for a 

constructive critique of assumptions embedded in some articulations of performance 

philosophy’s rationale. 

 

Neither artistic performance nor the performing arts received much attention in Anglo-

American philosophy of art prior to 1968. A principal focus of attention was the perceived error 

in traditional philosophical attempts to ‘define’ art. ‘Ordinary language’ philosophers such as 
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John Passmore (1951), Morris Weitz (1956), and William Kennick (1958) bemoaned the 

“dreariness” of aesthetics and argued, by appeal to the later views of Ludwig Wittgenstein 

(1953), that attempts to provide a definition of ‘art’ rested on a misunderstanding of the linguistic 

roles played by this and other related terms.  

 

The Wittgensteinian challenge to aesthetics as a serious philosophical field elicited two 

kinds of response. First, some philosophers transposed the definitional project into an 

‘institutional’ key. The defining conditions of artworks, it was claimed, are not manifest 

properties of objects or events, but the institutional frameworks within which certain objects and 

events are generated and received. Second, some philosophers renounced the definitional project 

in favour of a seemingly more modest task - that of clarifying the nature of the entities in 

particular art-forms through which the artistic contents of works in those art-forms are 

articulated. While adherents of the first approach occasionally made very abstract claims about 

the social practices in the performing arts (Dickie 1974), it was in the context of the second 

approach that philosophical interest in the performing arts developed and, especially in the case 

of music, flourished, coming to rival or even surpass more traditional interests in painting and 

literature. Two books published in 1968 led the way.  

 

First, in Languages of Art, Nelson Goodman looked at how differences in our artistic 

practices could be understood as reflections of differences between the symbol systems to which 

the entities that served as the vehicles of artworks belonged. For example, Goodman argues that 

musical and literary works differ from paintings in that the former, unlike the latter, can be fully 

appreciated through an engagement with different instances of a work. This is possible because 

the properties required in well-formed instances of musical and literary works can be divorced 

from their histories of making through the use of a notational system, whereas this is not the case 

for paintings. The distinctive properties of musical notation played a central role in Goodman’s 

account. In trying to explain the relationship between musical works and performances, 

Goodman argued that the role of the score is to preserve the identity of the musical work from 

performance to performance. This required that the scores definitive of particular musical works 

could be unambiguously retrieved from individual performances. For this to be possible, only 
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those features of works that can be captured in musical notation can be constitutive of those 

works. This excludes other devices used by composers such as verbal indications of mood, 

tempo, and dynamics, and led Goodman to further conclusions that struck many of those 

involved in actual musical practice as outrageous. For example, he claimed that no verbal 

markings on the score of a musical work can constrain correct performance of that work, and that 

any performance of a musical work that departs in the slightest way from what is formally 

notated in the score is not a performance of that work. Interestingly, some critics of treatments of 

the performing arts in Anglo-American philosophy wrongly take Goodman’s very 

counterintuitive claims to exemplify the latter (Taruskin 2010, Bowie 2015), even though nearly 

all subsequent work in Anglo-American philosophy of music has repudiated these claims. It is 

also worth noting that Goodman’s assumption that performable works can be retrieved from 

individual performances overlooks issues central to contemporary debates about dance 

reconstruction and our ability to access past dance works through notational transcriptions or 

videos of performance events (Conroy 2009, McFee 2011, Pakes 2017 and forthcoming).  

 

 The project of the second book published in 1968, Richard Wollheim’s Art and its 

Objects, was to understand the nature of the things that serve as the vehicles of works in the 

different arts, and to explain how such things can possess the appreciable properties rightly 

ascribable to those works.  Starting with the provisional hypothesis that all artworks are physical 

objects, he addressed the obvious objection that this could not hold for literary and musical 

works. We take the latter to be distinct from the particular physical objects or events - copies of 

novels and performances of musical works - through which they are appreciated. Wollheim 

maintained that musical and literary works are ‘types’ of which their performances are ‘tokens’.1 

The refinement of this suggestion has been a central thread in Anglo-American philosophy of 

 
1 The type/token distinction is one that should be familiar from more everyday contexts, even if the terminology is 
new. Consider the question, ‘how many letters are there in the word “sheep”?’.  If we count the number of 
occurrences of individual letters, the correct answer is five: ‘s’, ‘h’, ‘e’, ‘e’, ‘p’. If, on the other hand, we count the 
number of different kinds of letters that occur, the correct answer is four: ‘s’, ‘h’, ‘e’, ‘p’. In the terminology of 
interest to us here, we might explain this difference as follows: the word-type ‘sheep’ contains two tokens of the 
letter-type ‘e’. In the case of literature and music, works might be identified with structure-types - verbal or sonic - 
and tokens of those works would be individual objects or events exemplifying those structure-types. While the 
dominant view of the nature of types themselves is that they are abstract entities of some sort, this is a matter of 
some current dispute. 
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music.  

 

 Two generalisations are broadly true of Anglo-American philosophy of performance 

following the publication of Goodman’s and Wollheim’s books. First, the focus of philosophical 

attention was for a long time the musical arts. The assumption was that the model held to 

accurately represent matters in Western classical music would also apply mutatis mutandis to 

other kinds of music and to theatre and dance. This model, which might be termed the ‘classical 

paradigm’ (Davies 2011), holds that a performance in the performing arts is generally of 

something else - what we can call a performable work - and plays a necessary part in the 

appreciation of the latter. Performable works prescribe certain things to performers, and are 

appreciated for the qualities realizable in performances that satisfy these prescriptions. The 

salient question, then, is what performable works must be if they allow of different performative 

interpretations and are appreciable through those interpretations. Alternative answers to this 

question have taken performable works to be (1) abstract objects that exist eternally and are 

discovered by their ‘creators’ (Kivy 1983; Dodd 2007), (2) abstract objects as picked out by one 

or more individual in a particular art-historical context (Levinson 1981), (3) higher-order but 

non-abstract objects somehow dependent upon or constituted by certain concrete objects and 

events - scores, particular performances, etc, (Caplan & Matheson 2006; Rohrbaugh 2003; 

Davies 2012) or (4) fictional entities that we posit to help us in our practice (Kania 2012). 

Second, while a relation to performances partly defines what it is to be a performable work, the 

interest of Anglo-American philosophers in performances was for a long time parasitical upon 

their interest in the things performed. The only salient exception, reflecting developments in 

performance practice, was an interest in the nature and significance of authenticity in musical 

performance (for example, Kivy 1995). Both of these features of analytic treatments of 

performance are apparent in what, until recently, was the only general philosophical treatment of 

artistic performance in the forty years following the publication of Goodman’s and Wollheim’s 

books, Paul Thom’s For an Audience (1993). 

 

 Over the past twenty years or so, however, matters have been changing. First, whereas 

failings in Goodman’s treatment of the performing arts might be seen as resulting from the 



 5 

attempt to impose a simple philosophical model upon a complex set of practices, Anglo-

American philosophy of performance, and of art more generally, has come increasingly to define 

its task pragmatically, as one of providing a philosophical framework that does justice to our 

practices and furthers their self-understanding. This tendency is characterized in David Davies’ 

‘pragmatic constraint’, which purports to capture a methodological assumption taken to be 

implicit or explicit in earlier work by figures such as Arthur Danto (1981), Jerrold Levinson 

(1981), and Gregory Currie (1989). According to the ‘pragmatic constraint’, ‘artworks must be 

entities that can bear the sorts of properties rightly ascribed to what are termed "works" in our 

reflective critical and appreciative practice; that are individuated in the way such "works" are or 

would be individuated, and that have the modal properties that are reasonably ascribed to 

"works", in that practice’ (Davies 2004, 18). 

 

 Two consequences of this ‘pragmatic’ shift in Anglo-American philosophy of the 

performing arts are salient in the present context:  

 

1/ There has been increasing sensitivity to the diversity of our practices in the performing arts, 

and a consequent awareness of the need for a plurality of philosophical models for the 

performing arts. Philosophers have argued for the limited applicability of the ‘classical 

paradigm’ not only in theatre and dance, but also in music itself. While some have striven to 

accommodate the diversity of our practices through drawing more subtle distinctions within the 

general framework of the classical paradigm (S. Davies 2001), others have rejected that 

framework altogether for particular fields of performance practice. James Hamilton, for example, 

has repudiated entirely the application of the ‘classical paradigm’ to theatre, proposing instead 

that we view a theatrical script as merely one among a number of ‘ingredients’ upon which a 

theatrical company can draw in working out a production or an individual performance through 

collective rehearsal (2007). Andrew Kania has argued that a philosophical model of jazz 

performance should eschew the idea of performed works - jazz, as he nicely puts it, is all play 

and no work (2011). Kania has also followed Theodore Gracyk (1996) in defending the idea that 

works of rock music are recorded ‘tracks’ to be distinguished from much thinner ‘songs’ that are 

freely interpreted in rock performances. While some work on dance still takes the classical 
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paradigm as a model (McFee 1992), other work looks much more closely at ‘non-classical’ 

aspects of dance practice (Carroll and Banes 1992, Conroy 2009, Pakes 2017). As noted above, 

work on dance has also raised theoretical concerns about the idea that dance practice has access 

to, and works with, a tradition of performable works (Pakes forthcoming). Dance studies are one 

of the growth areas in this burgeoning Anglo-American interest in performance practice. 

Relatedly, whereas philosophical attention to artistic performance in the Anglo-American 

tradition was for a long time dominated by work in the philosophy of music - which was felt to 

be both representative of artistic performance in general (through the ‘classical paradigm’) and 

more tractable to philosophical inquiry using the resources of the tradition - increasing attention 

has been paid not only to dance and theatre (as in the works just cited), but also to performance 

art (Davies 2011, ch. 10).  

 

2/ While, as we saw, philosophical interest in performance on the part of Anglo-American 

philosophers was derivative upon their interest in the performed works taken to be appreciable 

through such performances, there has been a growing interest in performance for its own sake. 

While this originated in an interest on the part of philosophers of music in the improvisatory 

performances characteristic of jazz, other aspects of performance practice have drawn increasing 

attention. In the first systematic analytic study of the performing arts since Thom’s book (Davies 

2011), for example, there are lengthy discussions not only of improvisation but also of rehearsal, 

the relationship of the performer to the audience, and the embodied nature of the performer. 

 

II 

 

 Clearly, then, performance has been an object of philosophical enquiry in the Anglo-

American tradition. Is it also acknowledged as a medium of philosophical investigation? 

Certainly, there are various arguments for dance and theatre as thinking practices, even as 

distinct forms of thought; and arguments that see the performing arts as ways of knowing, even 

ways of generating new knowledge. To show that performance thinks is not yet to show that it 

does philosophy: thinking takes many forms, not all of them plausibly construed as 

philosophical. And knowledge can be practical, scientific, anthropological, and so on, rather than 
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(or without necessarily also being) philosophical. Nonetheless, these arguments have potential to 

support a performance-as-philosophy thesis and assist in elaborating its most convincing 

versions. They can be summarised in terms of three broad categories. 

 

 Firstly, some arguments seek to demonstrate the sophisticated thinking intrinsic to 

performing or performance-making, either as part of a general account of expertise and its 

conditions (e.g. Montero 2016) or as part of an effort to draw out the educational value of a 

particular performance practice such as dance (e.g. Carr 1978, 1984, 1999). Some of these 

arguments emerge from a more general interest in philosophy of mind in forms of enacted and 

embodied cognition, some from a concern in philosophy of education, philosophy of action and 

ethics with forms of practical reasoning, whilst some also connect with efforts to articulate the 

epistemological basis and value of performance practice as a form of academic research (Pakes 

2003, 2004, 2018 [2009]). It is argued that performing and making – over an extended period of 

apprenticeship – develop distinctively practical kinds of thinking and reasoning in the agent, 

generating knowledge how rather than knowledge that in Gilbert Ryle’s terms (Ryle 1963 

[1949]). Such knowledge does not derive from prior theoretical understanding, but is an 

intelligence or rationality intrinsic to the developed practice as such. Rather than moving from 

general laws to empirical facts (or vice versa), practical reasoning puts the agent’s purposes in 

relation with the particular circumstances in play, concluding in appropriate action. Such 

reasoning, it is argued, underpins intentional action generally, including the intentional action 

involved in artistic making and performing.  

 

 Carr’s later work acknowledges that the model of practical reasoning accounts well for 

“the acquisition of fairly routine or habitual techniques – staying well clear of the less 

predictable creative and imaginative aspects of dance practice” (Carr 1999, 126). He suggests 

conceptualising creative dance knowledge as a form of phronesis (or practical wisdom) in 

Aristotle’s sense: that is, not in terms of technical command of processes standing apart from the 

agent herself, but rather as a creative sensitivity to circumstances as they present themselves to 

the agent in the midst of making, a kind of “attunement to the particularities of situations and 

experiences” (Pakes 2018, 19). The self is implicated, unfolded and cultivated, not set aside in 
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cool objectivism, and the process of performance-making thereby also becomes a process of self-

knowledge. Does this mean that such practical wisdom remains locked into the person of the 

artist-researcher, or can it also be disseminated or generalised in some way? It might be 

disseminated via collaborative studio practice and workshops. But it is not obvious that such 

wisdom is shared through any dance or performance product (where there is one), since the 

audience member’s relationship to this work is qualitatively different to the artist’s. Also, this 

kind of knowledge seems largely internal to performance practice: it has no object beyond 

performance itself, although potentially it results in the agent’s heightened reflection upon her 

encounters with others and thereby on social relations and the nature of collectivity.  

 

 This links to a second category of arguments about performance thinking: arguments that 

dance – and, perhaps, physical theatre or other kinds of performance which emphasise their 

bodily aspect – enhance understanding of human embodiment. Eric Mullis (2016), for example, 

suggests that engagement as a dancer with certain kinds of improvisational practice (specifically, 

Gaga technique and Contact Improvisation) is a way to foster new somaesthetic experiences and 

explore new realms of embodied sensation. Provided we move away from a narrow conception 

of philosophy as advancing arguments, he suggests, this somaesthetic process is philosophical 

insofar as it prompts self-reflection on the characteristics of those experiences, and 

contemplation of the nature and social significance of embodiment more generally. In 

experiencing different modes of corporeality, I become aware of a range of alternatives which 

relativizes my everyday, social habitus. This “opens the door to intelligent self-fashioning” and 

to the pursuit of “increasingly rich somaesthetic experience” through different body practices 

(Mullis 2016, 62). But it also enables understanding of how embodiment structures experience 

on individual and social levels. Moreover, those practices like Contact Improvisation that involve 

embodied interaction at a deep level, make possible an encounter with otherness that teaches me 

how to accommodate difference and work collaboratively regardless of my partner’s gender, 

ethnicity, sexuality or political ideology. This constitutes an “embodied ethic” which furthers 

both understanding and ability to act in a morally and aesthetically sensitive way (Mullis 2016, 

69). Mullis’s elaboration of this dance-as-philosophy thesis draws significantly on Richard 

Shusterman’s somaesthetics and its pragmatist inheritance (see Shusterman 2008, 2012), but also 
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links (like arguments in the first category) with the much older Socratic philosophical project of 

self-knowledge.  

 

 Still, though, it seems that the thinking, knowing or putative philosophising of such 

practices is confined to the performer or performance-maker. It remains unclear how it gets 

shared (or, indeed, tested) more widely. A third category of arguments, however, suggests that 

the audience member’s act of engaging with the performing arts fosters cognitive skills and 

offers a form of emotional education. In David Best’s formulation (1978, 1985), the arts make 

possible the expression of a conception of “life issues” or “life situations”: they offer a new 

perspective on human predicaments and concerns, refining the concepts under which our feelings 

about these are experienced, enabling “finer shades of feeling” to emerge (McFee 1992, 168). 

Engagements with artworks, then, enable existential insight in affective terms. The “life issues” 

thesis concerns art generally, not the performing arts specifically. But if “what is said about life 

in a work is inseparable from that particular work” (Best 2004 [1982], 168), then distinct 

experiences of performance will offer similarly unique emotional refinements. So performance is 

no mere vehicle for messages or ideas that could be communicated otherwise: experiencing a 

particular performance is the only way to engage in the reconceptualization and refinement of 

feeling that it makes possible. In this respect, there are affinities with more recent claims about 

performance practice itself doing philosophy by expressing problems (Cvejić 2015). 

 

III 

 

 We noted above Mullis’s claim that the somaesthetic process characteristic of certain 

kinds of dance experiences is philosophical insofar as it prompts self-reflection on the 

characteristics of those experiences, as well as more general contemplation of the nature and 

social significance of embodiment. But, if this is to support the idea that artistic performance can 

be a way of doing philosophy, we need to counter the analogue of an objection raised by Paisley 

Livingston against the idea that ‘film’ can do philosophy. Livingston’s argument can be re-

expressed in the following terms (for critical discussion, see Davies forthcoming). If film 

experience is to count as a kind of philosophizing, two conditions must be met. First, the 
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purported advancement in philosophical understanding through film experience must depend 

upon distinctively cinematic features of that experience, and not, for example, on features of the 

cinematically presented narrative that it might share with a literary work. What a film can share 

with a literary work are features of its narrative that can be characterized linguistically in purely 

propositional terms – its narrating certain events involving certain individuals. If the 

philosophical value of a film lies only in its narrative so construed, it adds nothing of 

philosophical interest not already there in the literary text. Both literary work and film may 

indeed have such philosophical value, but in neither case will it have anything to do with the 

distinctly artistic values of these works - values residing in the different ways in which they 

present the shared narrative. If there is an interesting sense in which a cinematic work can do 

philosophy, the philosophical value of that work must at least in part depend upon the use of 

cinematic means. The second of Livingston’s conditions, meanwhile, is that the advancement in 

philosophical understanding must occur in the experiential engagement with the film, rather than 

in later reflection where something extracted from that engagement is verbally transcribed and 

introduced into a propositionally articulated philosophical problematic. If we take the thesis of 

‘performance as philosophy’ to be subject to parallel requirements, the worry about Mullis’ 

claim is that it may not meet the second requirement. Even if we think that the self-reflection and 

insight identified by Mullis requires the somaesthetic processes generated in dance experience, is 

it not later reflection upon such experience that yields these kinds of insights? The same problem 

arises for the spectatorial reconceptualisation and refinement of feeling identified by Best and 

Cvejić. 

 

 In countering such scepticism, it is helpful to draw upon Robert Sinnerbrink’s notion of 

‘cinematic thinking’ which is intended to counter Livingston’s argument as it relates to film. 

Sinnerbrink maintains that we should focus upon the ways in which cinema can do philosophical 

work in virtue of its aesthetic dimensions - “the multifarious sensuous and affective ways in 

which film can provoke altered states of mind, body, and thought” (Sinnerbrink 2011, 52). 

“Works of cinematic art,” he argues, “do not generally make abstract universal claims in 

theoretical or argumentative terms. Rather, they aesthetically (that is to say cinematically) 

disclose novel aspects of experience, question given elements of our practices or normative 
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frameworks, challenge established ways of seeing, and open up new paths for thinking” (Ibid., 

141). ‘Cinematic thinking’ in Sinnerbrink’s sense is internal to our experiential engagement with 

a film, rather than occurring subsequent to that experience. What is of philosophical value, then, 

occurs in a dialogical process involving our experiential engagement with the ‘aesthetic 

dimensions’ of the film and the reflections prompted thereby. While we may have recourse to 

language to describe the cinematic thinking elicited in us by a film, the philosophizing is intrinsic 

to the cinematic thinking, not something that occurs when we export content from the film. 

Sinnerbrink’s account speaks to Livingston’s argument in that (1) it makes the doing of 

philosophy internal to the watching of a film, and (2) it also makes it essentially cinematic, 

dependent not on the narrative per se but upon the “aesthetic dimensions” of the film where 

intrinsically cinematic means are used to produce affect. Philosophy here is “an accompaniment 

to the film..., elaborating and translating the uniquely cinematic aesthetic experience into a 

register that opens up a transformative encounter with philosophical reflection” (Ibid., 181) 

 

 In the case of performance-as-philosophy, the analogue to cinematic thinking would be 

“performance thinking”: the stage action or image produces, in performer or viewer, an affective 

experience that hinges on the specifically theatrical or performative means employed, and which 

itself generates philosophical reflection as an intrinsic part of that experience. One example 

would be the thinking provoked through Jérôme Bel’s (2014) Disabled Theater, a work made 

with members of the Swiss group Theater Hora, all of whom are professional actors with 

learning disabilities. At the start of the work, each performer walks to the front of the stage to 

stand for a minute in silence, looking directly at members of the audience. Their action raises a 

number of questions that frame the unfolding work: what do we, as viewers, expect of/from the 

performers? How are the actors’ identities related to their stage personae and our reactions? 

(How) does the fact of the performers’ disabilities affect the audience’s approach to watching? 

Crucially, the embodied presence of the viewer in the auditorium and the durational quality of 

these “introductions” push their effect beyond simply raising these questions about the nature of 

performance, and towards a lived negotiation of its ethics: each minute feels long, and the 

discomfort increases cumulatively as audience members have to decide how to meet the gaze of 

the performers across the black box divide. As the work develops, selected performers present 
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dances of their own devising, but also talk about the choreographer’s choice of material, with 

those dancers whose solos were not selected voicing disgruntlement about Bel’s aesthetic 

judgments. The announcer (who sits at the side of the stage throughout, detailing the instructions 

given by Bel to the performers) then explains how the choreographer, in the face of the dancers’ 

complaints, decided that the solos he initially left out should be shown after all. And so the last 

third of the performance is devoted to presenting these “rejected” dances, raising a plethora of 

questions about choreographic craft, authorship, performance virtuosity, the basis of aesthetic 

preference and what grounds our judgments of others’ actions. The work wears on its sleeve its 

own strategies of construction, explicitly undoing itself as a composition and provoking 

philosophical reflection through the self-conscious experience of watching. And it is this 

experience, not the show’s verbal content or post-performance interpretation, which does the 

philosophical work.  

 

 Another instance of performance thinking is evident in the ending of Patrick Marber’s 

adaptation of Eugene Ionesco’s Exit the King [Le roi se meurt] for the National Theatre in 

London in 2018. The play is “an attempt at an apprenticeship in dying” (Ionesco and Bonnefoy 

1970), examining with brutal honesty and humour the difficulty of understanding and coming to 

terms with the fact of one’s end. “Your Majesty, you’re going to die in 68 minutes,” announces 

Queen Marguerite (Indira Varma), checking her watch impatiently, soon after the grand entrance 

of the chief protagonist, King Bérenger (Rhys Ifans). These kinds of self-conscious references to 

the theatrical frame draw attention to the stage action as microcosm of the human predicament, 

with the King passing through various stages of denial, anger, despair and depression as the stage 

time elapses. The action is surreal: Bérenger is a 500-year-old tyrant whose kingdom (the 

auditorium to which the actors frequently gesture) is crumbling in parallel with his physical and 

psychological selves. Ifans, by turns, rants melodramatically and quivers pathetically, as his five 

companions observe, advise, berate, comfort and scorn him. But it is the final extraordinary coup 

de théâtre of the production that enables the most vivid and profound philosophical exploration 

of what it might be to die. 

 

 In Marber’s production, ten minutes from the end, all but Queen Marguerite have 
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disappeared. As she begins to intone her long final monologue, verbally stripping away the 

different layers of existential attachment, the façade of the castle wall splits apart, gradually 

revealing a narrow red walkway, receding – with the king’s throne – into the dark depths of the 

stage space. Ifans, back to the audience, begins to walk hesitantly along this pathway as it 

extends further and further, impossibly far, into the distance, like the King himself gradually 

dwindling to the point of vanishing. The visual effect is astonishing, offering a “haunting image 

of extinction” (Hemming 2018) that “sears itself into your retinas” (Cavendish 2018). As it 

develops over ten minutes, the action embodies a philosophical reflection on what it means for 

consciousness to dwindle and eventually evaporate, a reflection which depends, crucially, on the 

physical presence of the audience in the theatre, their embodied relation to the illusion of 

impossible depth and the durational quality of the scene. We grasp the unfolding implications of 

disappearing consciousness because of the growing spatial gulf between our physical presence as 

spectators, the dwindling Ifans and the receding end-point of his walk, and because we are forced 

to play out the gradual effacement of the persona who has been the work’s empathetic centre. 

The existential predicament physicalized here is not something that the stage directions 

prescribe, but a feature of this particular theatrical production: it is an effect of the staging as 

such, and not of the narrative content or of verbal reflection after the fact of the performance. 

 

IV 

 

We hope to have demonstrated ways in which performance thinking operates in some 

works of dance and theatre, with the audiences’ affective experience of those works embodying 

philosophical reflection. This essay has also highlighted how various conceptualisations of 

performance as philosophy connect with – or derive from – a wider body of Anglo-American 

philosophical literature about performance. Our account challenges the idea that analytic 

philosophy often adopts a transcendent approach or an “application” model that posits 

performance as mere illustration of preconceived ideas rather than as itself a source of 

philosophical insight (Cull 2014, 24; for a more nuanced approach, see Cull Ó Maoilearca 2018). 
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In closing, however, we also want to reassert the value of philosophies of dance, theatre 

and performance, alongside performance philosophy in its various modes. Some performance 

philosophy writing urges us to “move beyond application in our approach to the use of 

philosophy with respect to the arts; that we stop thinking in terms of producing philosophies of 

performance” (Cull 2014, 17). The worry is that philosophy of performance dominates the stage 

with its authoritarian gestures, assuming the power to define what counts as/in performance and 

thinking. As suggested in this essay, however, we might rather think of philosophies of dance, 

theatre and performance as addressing philosophical problems or puzzling issues that already 

arise in these practices. What is it for a work to express? How is artistic or aesthetic engagement 

with something either different or similar to other kinds of engagement? What are the ethics of 

representing violence? What kind of thing is a dance work, as distinct from a performance event? 

Is a dance work a thing at all? These are questions raised through the making, performing and 

reception of art, and which might be addressed by various means – further performing, making 

or writing – more or less well suited to the task, depending on the particular question. A range of 

resources or strategies might be employed in the process: for example, developing or testing 

arguments; exploring and interpreting images; attempting to clarify the concepts implied by the 

practice and its discourse. Other practitioners, philosophers and/or philosophical traditions might 

be invoked either to support a particular way of thinking about the problem or to identify 

critically how and where such thinking goes wrong. But unless the authority of these voices goes 

unquestioned, this is not pre-existing philosophy being applied uncritically to practice, nor of 

practice (ab)used to illustrate that philosophy for purely extra-artistic aims. The philosophical 

problems in question are immanent in the art. The elaboration of those problems may be 

immanent too. But equally there may be some things we want to say about these problems that 

cannot be said via the means of the performance itself, so other resources come into play. That 

does not inevitably imply transcendence, nor application as an impoverished or impoverishing 

practice. It might be both enriching and liberating. And if so, this does not seem to be the kind of 

application that we want to move beyond. Thus, even if there are plausible senses in which 

performance does philosophy, this does not obviate the value and interest of philosophy of dance, 

theatre and performance, for which what it is to do philosophy through performance remains an 

enduringly important question.  
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