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The Cartesian Mind/Body Split in Lehmann’s  
Postdramatic Theatre: Doubting De-dramatic  
Theatre in Light of Social Cognition

Eleni Timplalexi

Abstract

Postdramatic theatre, celebrating bodily physicality and asemiotic sensations, declares as 
aesthetically superior de-dramatic theatre performance. However, when provoked in relati-
on to Lehmann’s eleven stylistic traits, this performance trend, rather belonging to the ca-
tegory of the ‘spectacle’, is found to enact anew the Cartesian mind/body split, establishing 
it as its fiction. In light of ecology and phenomenology of perception, as well as theories 
of social cognition, its theory is revealed as a normalising aesthetic proposal, undermining 
social interaction and cognition, which constitute the basis both of social life and of theatre. 

Key words 

theatre performance, drama, fiction, pretend-play, postdramatic theatre, semiosis, Cartesi-
an mind/body split, social cognition, one-sided ‘pseudo’ interaction
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Mapping the problematic 

Modernism and postmodernism caused disruptions, frictions, and fractures in the 
cultural sphere, completely altering the ways we make, perceive and evaluate art. The 
imitation of natural objects and artworks resemblance to them was abandoned for 
the sake of boldness, innovation and inquiry of artists’ intentions and the likings and 
opinions of others, professedly beyond aesthetic evaluative approaches relevant to the 
criterion of ‘beauty’ (MUNRO 1949). 

With regards to theatre performance, in particular, almost half a century after the 
peak of the modern avant-garde scene, Performance Studies and postmodern theatre 
deconstructed the hegemony of the text in theatre performance (AUSLANDER 1987). 
A couple of decades later, a trend coined as ‘postdramatic theatre’ found a passionate 
advocate. Hans-Thies Lehmann (2006), in his seminal work Postdramatic Theatre, se-
duced by bodily physicality, the visceral cry and asemiotic sensations, argued for a thea-
tre that discards the necessity of drama, by underlining the postmodern antithesis be-
tween text and stage action, ripping the actor-spectator interrelation from any fictional 
layers (LEHMANN 2006: 30–31; 99). His theory unites under the postdramatic um-
brella political performances of the 60s/70s, mostly 90s/00s Regietheater,1 and possibly 
also immersive theatre,2 leaving us wondering: is drama really essential in theatre mak-
ing? Is indeed a non-dramatic, de-dramatic,3 ‘fictionless’ theatre performance possible? 
However, before we reach an answer to this fundamental question, a couple of other 
answers need to be sought first: what is postdramatic theatre and in what way(s) does 
it differ from dramatic theatre performance? Does the split between body and mind, 
promoted by Lehmann (2006), echo the Cartesian mind/body split myth, and, if so, in 
what way? How is this split connected to fiction, drama and its lack in postdramatic the-
atre? In the article, the latter is sketched and provoked in relation to the eleven stylistic 
traits Lehmann (2006) proposes in his treatise. Lehmann’s (2006) postdramatic theatre 
theory is overlapped within the Cartesian mind/body split myth, in light of ecology 
(GIBSON 2015) and phenomenology of perception (MERLEAU-PONTY 2002), while 
theories of social cognition (indicatively, DE JAEGHER and DI PAOLO 2007; MIRSKI 
and BICKHARD 2021; VYGOTSKY 1978), especially the theory of ‘one-sided (pseudo) 
interaction’ (TESKE and GUT 2021a; 2021b), highlighting fictional and extra-diegetic 
mindreading, guide the discussion. Postdramatic theatre performance is found to be 
unattainable or considered as a mere spectacle instead of a theatre performance and its 
theory a normalising, immoral and aesthetic proposal, undermining social interaction 
and cognition, which constitute the basis both of social life and of theatre. 

1    Regietheater re-invents the director as an auteur of their own total world, often rejecting the necessity 
of the playwright (CARLSON 2015: 580–586). 

2    Devised and immersive theatre are not examined in the article as postdramatic. In our view, devised 
theatre seeks new creative, collective ways to produce a  performance script, while immersive theatre 
showcases fiction, characters and dialogue, while opting for an interactive multi-linear plot perspective. 
Hence, both are seen as dramatic and not postdramatic. 

3    The term ‘de-dramatic’ is used to signify the ostracising of fiction, plot and character/role playing.
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Basic working definitions: an attempt at a terminological 
consensus

In this section, as approaches to theatre, performance, fiction, drama, and postdra-
matic theatre tend to considerably vary, an attempt is made to convey the basic work-
ing definitions in play, as adopted in this article.

Fiction 

Fiction is here taken to signify any imagined, pretended illusion - with illusion deriving 
from the Latin words in and ludo (SJÖBERG 2018: 409), meaning an intended playful 
action, an ‘assumption of a possibility as a fact irrespective of the question of its truth’ 
in the actual world, that often gets manifested through some form of presentation, 
storytelling (MERRIAM-WEBSTER s.a.). Fictions are ‘finite and “furnished” human 
constructs’, ‘ensembles of nonactualized possible particulars’ (DOLEŽEL 1998: 787). 
In this rationale, fiction may be seen as a mode of being belonging to the sphere of 
the virtual (LÉVY 1998: 16).

Drama

Demarcated as ‘character-to-character communication’ (ELAM 1980: 135), drama is 
‘the mode of fiction designed for stage representation and constructed according to 
particular (“dramatic”) conventions’ (ELAM 1980: 2–3). Dramatic worlds are, indeed, 
fictional possible worlds, hypothetical constructs developed on an as if key, the pre-
condition of mimesis, recognised as counterfactual and embodied as if unfolding in the 
actual here and now (ELAM 1980: 102). 

The term, resonating with the ancient Greek term for action (drasis), brings, of 
course, to mind the medial paradigm emerging in classical Athens. Since then, the 
history of theatre is impossible to unfold without references to dramatic plays and 
playwrights, but also to more open and fluid dramaturgies, such as those of Commedia 
dell’ Arte, devised theatre, and improvisational role-playing. 

However, ‘imperialist’ Performance Studies (MCKENZIE 2006) started seeing dra-
ma as tight verbal narratives that can exist as codes, independent (emphasis added) of 
individual transmitters,4 easily made into written texts (SCHECHNER 1988: 94). This 
caused theatre performance to doubt its drastic potential, as a formalist, structural 
and hylomorphic antithesis between the dramatic and the performance text was in-
troduced: dramatic text started signifying a play produced for theatre, whereas the 

4    Here, Schechner, by claiming the independency of drama, supports the principle of hylomorphism, 
as if drama is an immaterial essence searching for a form to be embodied. This becomes even graver when 
he adheres to the certainty of ‘transmission’ in communication, recently provoked and found a  fallacy 
(TIMPLALEXI and FÜHRER 2023).
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performance text the textual material produced in theatre. Theatre Studies overcame 
this challenge by revising its understanding of drama as all textual material that is 
composed for theatre (ELAM 1980: 3), reclaiming any narrative or plot during a thea-
tre performance. Characteristics that form the corpus of drama include presentation 
of action, dialogue, plot, and characters. Drama has been appropriated by various 
media types, from TV series and film to larp, MMORPGs, and online social platform 
videos, so as to, nowadays, signify any form of dramatic expression, including role-
playing, pretend and make-believe play experiences. 

Theatre

As one of the most complex and multifaceted terms in arts and culture, this term has 
at least five meanings: (i) a specific spatial arrangement, usually architectural, contain-
ing a  stage (FÜHRER and SCHOENE 2022), and some sort of actualised or virtual 
‘magic circle’ (HUIZINGA 1955: 11), (ii) a social practice of partaking in a theatre per-
formance event, (iii) the actor-spectator communicative transaction (ELAM 1980: 2), es-
pecially through acting out in character (BENTLEY 1965: 150), (iv) a metaphor, as in 
theatrum mundi, when the term symbolically pervades discourse on social, political or 
philosophical terrains (ΠΕΦΑΝΗΣ [PEFANĒS] 2007: 117–118), and (v) a cognitive mecha-
nism (HOFSTADTER 2001: 536–537), known as theorein (ΠΟΥΧΝΕΡ [PUCHNER] 2010), 
that enables human beings to cognise, perform and perceive on stage, but also in life.5 

Performance

Performance Studies associates performance with ‘doing’ or ‘showing doing’ 
(SCHECHNER 2002: 28) and with ‘behaviour heightened, if ever so slightly and pub-
licly displayed’ (SCHECHNER 1993: 1). Such a broad definition summons up an un-
derstanding of the whole performance spectrum, ranging from rituals to football and 
from digital gameplay to street demonstrations and it subordinates all human activity 
to its certainty: any doing either constitutes performance or can be read as perfor-
mance (SCHECHNER 2002: 38). From an intermedial lens, Per Bäckström, Heidrun 
Führer and Beate Schirrmacher (2022: 199) inspiringly note that performance can be 
described as an event-media product which involves ‘affecting performers, character-
ized by its specific spatiotemporality’. 

5    In this article, the term ‘theatre’ mostly means the actor-spectator communicative transaction 
(especially through acting out in character), thus theatre performance, and the cognitive mechanism of 
theoria. In relation to the latter, although Πούχνερ [Puchner] (2010) and Hofstadter (2001) discard the 
notion of a literal ‘hypothetical theater in which an “inner eye” watches as various images go parading by on 
a “mental screen,” and becomes “aware” or “conscious” of such imagery’ (HOFSTADTER 2001: 537), both 
scholars adhere to such an understanding within the space of analogy, metaphor, creatively contemplated 
by playwrights such as Evreinov, Pirandello, Hofmannsthal, Anouilh (ΠΕΦΑΝΗΣ [PEFANĒS] 2007: 66). 
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Performance, attracting the attention of anthropology (TURNER 1979), social sciences 
(GOFFMAN 1974) and visual arts, became gradually conceivable outside the frame of 
theatre performance; its clear bond to visual arts gave rise to various media types, such as 
the happening, installation, and performance art. The lack of role, plot (the experience 
of a linear, fully constructed narrative) and the erasure of the distinction between the real 
and the metaphorical became performance criteria (GOLDBERG 2001). 

Theatre Performance

Theatre and Performance Studies suggest different understandings to theatre per-
formance. The former underlines the importance of drama, role-playing, character 
impersonation, as in Bentley’s (1965) minimal definition of theatre, ‘A impersonates 
B while C looks on’ (150), denoting how fundamental this subjective and shared super-
imposing of a fictional layer onto the stage world is. On the other hand, Performance 
Studies considers theatre performance as a mere case of the broader performance 
category, a heightened behaviour exhibited publicly in a  theatrical space, bound to 
specific social and spatiotemporal conventions – often rather conservative ideological-
ly. From a more ‘neutral’ and abstract intermedial perspective, theatre performance 
is a communicative process with the self, fiction and others, in some spatiotemporal 
circumstance, anchored in the willing undertaking of the functional role of the per-
former – the actor-performer acts out in character a plot, whereas the spectator, per-
forming their part, perceives and makes meaning (TIMPLALEXI 2022). 

Dramatic theatre

Since drama is discussed in relation to specific conventions, emerging from synthetical, 
compositional intention, methods and techniques, manifesting in plot, dialogue, char-
acter formation, while any text composed for theatre performance is drama, any theatre 
performance proposing the acting out and perception of a fictional premise registers 
to dramatic theatre. The notion of this text, as already mentioned, is comprised of fully 
developed dramatic plays, but also scenarios and devised material. Performance Stud-
ies, however, excludes from the dramatic corpus heightened behaviours publicly dis-
played, seen as literal, void of character and plot (GOLDBERG 2001), opening up the 
way for the emergence of the non-dramatic, de-dramatic postdramatic, which follows.

Postdramatic theatre

The 60s and the 70’s political performance, often in search for the Ur-theatre and Ur-
drama (LEHMANN 2006: 46), rejecting the dominance of the dramatic text and what 
was thought to be conventional narrative structures (JOUVE 2018), as well as late 
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90s/00s visual, performative and often hypermediated ‘director’s  theatre’ (CARL-
SON 2015: 580) are often considered indicative cases of postdramatic theatre. 

But, what exactly is ‘postdramatic theatre’? Although David Barnett (2008: 14) 
demarcates the term as potentially inclusive of reflective and meta-strategies of the 
dramatic and Marvin Carlson (2015) highlights its purported de-dramatic dimension 
(578), Karen Jürs-Munby (2013: 1) supports Lehmann’s ‘postdramatic theatre’ as a suc-
cessful alternative to ‘postmodern theatre’, because it is said to showcase considerable 
distance from drama, while safeguarding artistic connections to modernity. Indeed, 
Lehmann, a  key thinker of postdramatic theatre, underlining the post-Aristotelian 
dramaturgical shift since the ‘70s and rephrasing the already diagnosed conceptual 
chasm between written text (drama) and stage action (performance), leaves the per-
former-spectator communicative transaction disruptively bare of any fictional layers, 
promoting what appears to be a ‘theatre of the real’ (LEHMANN 2006: 103).6 In tune 
with performance (art) and postmodern theatre, a postdramatic theatre performance, 
without a fictive cosmos or ‘representation’ of fictional action, is seen as feasible and, 
in fact, aesthetically rewarding for the performer and the spectator, even as ‘restor-
ing’ the lost flexible actor-audience relationship (LEHMANN 2006: 31). This kind of 
theatre claims to negate drama, denouncing ‘the textual elements of plot, character 
(or at least dramatis personae) and a  moving story predominantly told in dialogue’ 
(LEHMANN 2006: 31), and to remain ‘theatrical’,7 of solely a performative, somatic 
functionality. Thus, postdramatic theatre appears to be a limit case between theatre 
– since it comprises of the term – and performance art, capitalising on the notions 
of theatre spectacularity and spatiality rather than role-playing (LEHMANN 2006: 
82–107). However, the latest medial and socio-political evolvements caused it to shift 
from the much-sought liminal viscerality of the cry and the rough physicality of the 
body towards a multimedial, simulational immersive paradigm, often integrating ele-
ments of digital culture, games (CHARITOS and TIMPLALEXI 2023), and micro-
performance (BUCKNALL 2016: 56). 

Deconstructing Lehmann’s postdramatic theatre: scrutinising the 
eleven stylistic traits

Lehmann (2006: 86–107) describes a palette of eleven stylistic post-dramatic theatre 
traits, most arbitrarily and axiomatically prestigious, remaining largely unprovoked. In 
this section of the analysis, an attempt is made at critically tracing the vulnerabilities 
of his stylistic mesh, as well as at subverting the certainties they evoke.

6    Lehmann (2006), oddly enough, lists ‘celebrating art as fiction’ (25) within the characteristics of 
postdramatic theatre, a rather obscure remark since fiction is an outcome of imagination and semiosis, both 
purportedly ostracised from the postdramatic dogma.

7    The term ‘theatrical’ is, of course, not exhausted by the physical, as another take on theatricality, 
introduced later, relates it rather to the perceiver’s imaginative gaze (FÉRAL 2002).
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Parataxis/non-hierarchy

Lehmann (2006) explains that postdramatic theatre showcases elements one next to 
the other (parataxis), as opposed to those being organised, like in ‘traditional’ dramat-
ic theatre, one under the other (hypotaxis). He claims that, by connecting elements in 
ambiguous, chaotic ways, postdramatic theatre hinders the production of meaning by 
the spectator (semiosis) for the sake of enhancing the storage and culmination of mere 
sensory impressions (LEHMANN 2006: 86–87), a process applauded as conceptually 
and aesthetically superior to those at work in non-postdramatic theatre.

In the first place, this criterion clearly exhibits some serious ignorance towards 
experimental dramatic theatre instances, constructed in a  somewhat ‘paratacti-
cal logic’, such as Strindberg’s Dream Play: if drama, even in its narrower sense, 
e.g. a  fully developed play, may exhibit parataxis, we are left wondering why it 
should be considered a  privilege of the postdramatic. Furthermore, it remains 
totally unjustified why ‘the storage and culmination of mere sensory impressions’ 
is superior, let alone feasible, to the holistic process of meaning-making. Indeed, 
the seeking of so-called ‘sensory impressions’ often envelops strategies of chaotic 
hypermediacy, immersion or estrangement, long before the postdramatic or even 
the modern took over, like in the Geometric Period, Pompeii frescos or with the 
Baroque grotesque. 

Perhaps the most alarming certainty, latent in this criterion, is the feasibility of 
formation of pure sensory impressions, void of semiosis. Here, postdramatic thea-
tre summons a  nonexistent asemiotic capacity (LEHMANN 2006: 47), that allows 
visual information processing without semiosis being triggered. It is true that the 
sensorial modality has been denoted as presemiotic (ELLESTRÖM 2021: 46), but, 
the distinction between presemiotic and the semiotic modalities has recently been 
reconsidered (TIMPLALEXI 2023; TIMPLALEXI 2025), and, in tune with the ecol-
ogy of perception (GIBSON 2015) and phenomenology (MERLEAU-PONTY 2002), 
meaning-making is made during perception, allowing us to evoke cognitive schemata 
(PIAGET 1999) and to process information available to our perception in the envi-
ronment; thus, the formation of a ‘mere asemiotic sensory impression’ prevails as 
unattainable. 

Closing the critique of this criterion, despite Lehmann appearing to favour the 
metaphor of the rhizome (DELEUZE and GUATTARI 1987) over arborescent-like hi-
erarchies, projected clumsily onto dramatic theatre, he not only fails to acknowledge 
the rhizome as an alternate form of organisation (emphasis added), but falls victim to 
the authoritarian centre of the total director, panoptically orchestrating the alleged 
postdramatic theatre internodes. Lehmann does not actually here negate hierarchy – 
he just supports another one.
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Simultaneity of signs

Dramatic theatre, in Lehmann’s eyes, promotes a focus of attention on specific ele-
ments of performance, dictated each time by the playwright or the director in ex-
pected ways, due to plot and character development currents, without leaving space 
to the wondering, bold, and adventurous spectators’ gaze. On the contrary, he says, 
Heiner Müller, a prominent figure of the postdramatic scene, is proclaimed to ‘load 
so much onto the readers and spectators that they cannot really process everything’ 
(LEHMANN 2006: 87). Concentration on one particular aspect is discouraged; so is 
a panoptic view upon an organic whole for the sake of a fragmentary mode of percep-
tion, or, as Lehmann purports, ‘the spectator’s desire for orientation turns out to be 
disavowed’ (LEHMANN 2006: 88).	

Lehmann here ‘sells’ a diachronic potentiality of theatre performance as postdra-
matic, sometimes already actualised at various instances. The idea of an overwhelming 
scenic fluid semiotic load, not restricted to a proscenium stage (LEHMANN 2006: 
87–88), is not new in dramatic theatre. The latter has often built upon the notion of 
polytopy, i.e. from dramatic theatres of Asia that inspired Antonin Artaud to post-me-
dieval and renaissance Valenciennes Passion, the Martyrdom of St Apollonia, or The Tri-
umph of Archduchess Isabella performances (HARTNOLL 1980: 30–32). Not to mention 
dramatic strategies of subplots so prominent in Shakespeare and other playwrights, 
that create multiple and often overlapping layers of action on stage. Hence, this spa-
tiotemporal multiplicity has been practiced, both scenically and dramatically, long 
before the advent of postdramatic theatre; thus, it cannot constitute per se a  solely 
postdramatic trait. 

In addition, in terms of the organicity of the whole performance: this may appear 
scattered all around in the postdramatic spectators’ perceptual horizons, but has been 
beforehand excessively subjugated to the ‘total’ director, whose excessive centripetal 
intention to cause a fragmental and overwhelming scenic load often blurs the specta-
tors’ attention and orientation. However, another fallacy echoes here: signs are not 
provided on stage; spectators make meaning through the semiosis process – what may 
be a sign to the gaze of one may pass unnoticed to that of another (TIMPLALEXI and 
FÜHRER 2023).

Play with the density of signs 

Lehmann somehow reads a ‘norm of sign density’ in dramatic theatre (LEHMANN 
2006: 89) that he does not in the postdramatic one. The latter is supposed to in-
troduce a  ‘too dense’ or ‘too loose’ sign density instead, proposing an aesthetic of 
‘plethora or deprivation’ (LEHMANN 2006: 89). In other words, on the postdramatic 
stage, one is faced with either too much or too little happening. 

However, although this sign play is considered as a postdramatic aspect (LEHMANN 
2006: 89–90), Lehmann mentions Beckett. This reference obviously does not instantly 
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make Beckett postdramatic; on the contrary, as the dramatic appears to showcase 
a similar play with sign densities, it does not make much sense for this trait to remain 
a postdramatic privilege. Beckett is, truly, a pioneering figure in playwriting and lit-
erature, exploring the boundaries of the dramatic – but to prove him postdramatic 
instead is not an easy task.

Plethora

Under this characteristic, Lehmann lists a tendency for ‘deforming figuration’, a ‘laby-
rinthine chaotic accumulation’ and a ‘multitude of rhizomatic connections of hetero-
geneous elements’ (LEHMANN 2006: 90). 

‘Plethora’ echoes all the already mentioned purported postdramatic characteristics 
and gives rise to another field of the problematic: on what philosophical and logical 
basis is the rhizome not a strategy to organising information? The ‘multitude of rhizo-
matic connections of heterogeneous elements’ (LEHMANN 2006: 90) is by no means 
equal to a  random, chaotic proliferation. On the contrary, hypertext, for example, 
which is sold as the ultimate rhizomatic mode of organisation experienced through 
the web e.g. via hyperlinks, is structured and organised, from a designer’s point of 
view. Lehmann lists here what appears to the eyes of the beholder as random and 
chaotic, but has behind it a cunning design, as well as pre-predicted multi-branching 
ergodic experiential paths with predetermined internodes. 

Musicalisation

The rise of ‘auditory semiotics’ is said to be prominent in postdramatic theatre 
(LEHMANN 2006: 91–93). In the process of deconstructing dramatic coherence, the 
actor’s speech is claimed to become either a terrain for experimentation or just anoth-
er sign in a semiotic load. Music in postdramatic theatre is said to become spectacular, 
like a protagonist. 	

Theatre performance, rich in auditory semiotics has, of course, existed in the past, 
from ancient Greek drama, with its choruses, to operatic performances. Musicalisa-
tion was, and still is, diachronically, an organic element of dramatic theatre, even from 
the ancient times, discussed by Αριστοτέλης [Aristotelēs] (1991) as μέλος [melos]. The 
reasons why ‘conceptual composing’, structuring and manipulating of ‘the entire sonic 
space of theatre in a targeted fashion’ (LEHMANN 2006: 92) are not seen as met in 
dramatic theatre remain rather obscure. The multilayered compositions of composers 
may run different layers of sonicity – and from different sources in dramatic theatre 
too.8 The auditory is claimed to evoke a sensation of direct experience, as opposed 

8    Let us here remind the reader, indicatively, of the incredible dramatic sonic landscape proposed in 
Apollinaire’s drama The Breasts of Teiresias. 
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to that offered by the visual faculty. Indeed, the aestheticised orality-performativity of 
a sonic postdramatic performance can sporadically lead to a fallacy of nostalgia for 
the tribal man; but, his actual ‘rebirth’ could only be illusional, since the ‘folksiness’ 
prerequired cannot be rephrased in postmodern society. On the contrary, we could 
support, dramatic theatre’s auditory aspect is more ‘tribal’, because it usually tends to 
involve the evaporation of a written text, often understandable by most, functioning 
more iconically, while framing plot and character. Thus, Lehmann’s (2006) postdra-
matic theatre theory performs a certain elitism: it leaves us with an oral and aural 
puzzling sonic landscape that feels as having the significance of a written text, erudite 
rather than tribal, for the selected few connoisseurs. 

Scenography, visual dramaturgy

Postdramatic scenography, anchored in the physical, the actual, the ‘real’, under-
lines some sort of literal, scenic ‘cosmos’, of a visual and performative ‘worldliness’ 
(LEHMANN 2006: 93–94), instead of seeking to inspire fictional investment, as in 
dramatic theatre. 

Of course, the initial difficulty is to prove here any scenic universe as fictional. On 
the one hand, possible worlds theory (DOLEŽEL 1998) outlines the tensions between 
the actual and the possible, reminding us that any scenically framed performance is 
just another ‘furnished’ possible world. On another key, literality is impossible even in 
quotidian life, because the spectator’s gaze invests by default theatrically, metaphori-
cally (FÉRAL 2002).

Paradoxically enough, although Lehmann appears to reject the so-called textual 
paradigm of dramatic theatre, his visual dramaturgy is clearly attributed to textual 
qualities, succumbing to a text-grounded symbolicity, opposing the icon and similar-
ity – the spontaneous associative analogy in the semiotic process; thus, adhering to 
the hegemony of the text. Tension becomes evident when the author attempts at 
dissociating a postdramatic dance performance from iconic references. The semiotic 
openness or vagueness the author ‘reads’ in a woman’s dance, however, does not drive 
the perceiver away from the specific (icon) to the abstract (symbol), as proclaimed. On 
the contrary, it merely betrays the author’s inclination to acknowledge the abstract as 
a quality of the symbol and the specific as a vulnerability of the icon. This professed 
inferiority of the icon implies not only undeclared evaluative approaches to art being 
latently at work, but also a selective reading that can be challenged by various non-
modern and non-postmodern artworks.9 

Hence, the author’s attribution of ontological superiority to the symbol over the 
proclaimed ‘easy’ icon is revealed as an arbitrary axiomatic convention, born from 
a personal aesthetic inclination; but, ‘freeing’ a  performance from the ‘burden’ of 

9    The reader is encouraged to consider, indicatively, Lascaux frescoes, Diego Velázquez’s Las Meninas 
and the ambiguous Naxian kouros’ smile. 
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iconic association is not necessarily of a higher aesthetic quality. Besides, no matter 
how hard a performer might try to dissociate performance from the iconic function, 
the spectator’s gaze may, in fact, function very iconically in meaning attribution, be-
cause sign functions (iconic, symbolic, indexical) are, in the end, in the hands of the 
perceiver, and not objectively in some media product creator’s  intention (TIMPLA-
LEXI 2023). Neither is Lehmann’s  desired homogenisation of the spectators’ gaze 
feasible: a  spectator is free to interpret at will – watching a  performance, even if 
postdramatic, cannot be synonymous to a lobotomy of human imagination and the 
evaporation of freedom. A spectator ‘working’ symbolically, semiotically speaking, is 
by no means superior to one processing information iconically. Besides, the function 
of the symbol has been revised as a diversion of the icon, rather than a discreet func-
tion of the sign. Passing through iconic association to symbolic or indexical associativ-
ity is estimated as a cognitive strategy resulting from the need for comfort and speed 
in human communication and interaction (TIMPLALEXI 2025).

Warmth and coldness

The postdramatic de-psychologisation and purported ‘de-throning’ of the textual ele-
ment are said to bring a certain alienating coldness into the proscenium (LEHMANN 
2006: 95). A ‘terrifying’, uncanny, cool beauty may indeed indicate an impact of the 
modern and postmodern visual arts legacy on the corpus of postdramatic perfor-
mance, evident, for example, in Jan Fabre’s or Robert Wilson’s works. 

This postdramatic cool indifference towards the dramatic warmth of ‘human for-
tunes’ and cruelty or suffering are not seen as Lehmann’s subjective interpretations 
but as objective characteristics of postdramatic theatre. Here, the author mistakes 
a personal liking for ‘overdistance’ (LANDY 1993: 25) for an undisputed aesthetic 
criterion. Why are Robert Wilson’s stylised, minimalistic performances not chances 
to celebrate critical distance, favoured also by epic theatre, making us contemplate, 
laugh or cry at the human condition? This promotion of lack of warmth for human 
fortunes and the resentment towards instinctive human empathy, apart from echo-
ing an alarming inclination to detesting humanness, ignores that overdistance is 
a grade of pretence, thus related to dramatic expression, not a postdramatic quali-
fying performance criterion. The cognitive responses of sympathy and empathy are 
‘warm’, participatory mechanisms, grounding the very experience of theatre per-
formance. The idea of merely watching a show without developing anything more 
than an aesthetic liking or disliking, automatically ejects postdramatic performance 
from the theatrical realm towards the realm of the spectacle – or rather towards 
an empty shell of spectacularity; even spectacles can enjoy cognitive partaking and 
even strong emotional responses.
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Physicality

This criterion wants the body to become the centre of attention in its physicality and 
gesticulation, and not a ‘carrier of meaning’ (LEHMANN 2006: 95–97), as if it could 
substitute the wholeness of the performing subject and ‘carry’ meaning. 

Lehmann obviously ignores here the choruses of Ancient Greek Drama, Comme-
dia dell’ Arte, and Kathakali, but also Meyerhold’s  and other formalist avant-garde 
directors’ performances, all overtly physical, and, simultaneously, soundly anchored 
in drama. Not only is a  solely somatic performance impossible, as any physical ac-
tion is as much material as it is cognitive, necessarily performed within the space of 
the cognitive-somatic continuum; but, also, meaning is attributed to anything by the 
perceiver, despite performers’ intentions, not ‘carried’ by bodies or other entities and 
events (TIMPLALEXI 2023). Role playing is a mindset (HELIÖ 2004: 70); a playful, 
imaginative spectator may ‘read’ fiction in anything, even postdramatic performances. 
The mind and the body are not in opposition, except in the myth of the Cartesian 
mind and body split (ALANEN 1989: 392) – as supported further down in the coming 
analysis. 

‘Concrete Theatre’

Lehmann proposes the term ‘concrete’ (LEHMANN 2006: 98–99) as a  prominent 
characteristic of postdramatic theatre, reaffirming the influence of visual arts (‘con-
crete painting’, ‘concrete art’). The, so-called, non-mimetic aspects of postdramatic 
theatre are here found to converse with the ‘non-representational’ nature of ‘concrete 
art’; human bodies and, in general, all the material means included in the entire 
art work, are said to potentially become autonomous objects of aesthetic experience 
(LEHMANN 2006: 98). 

There are a lot of reasons why this trait is rather problematic. First of all, the pro-
posed term, ‘concrete’, underlines the distinction between the so-called ‘representa-
tional’ and ‘non-representational’ art, which is, or should be, recognised as completely 
outdated.10 The term ‘representation’, resonating with an understanding of mimesis as 
imitation of some prototype, nurtures the certainty of an objective reality graspable 
in correct or wrong ways, reformulated and multiplied in artworks, which completely 
lacks the principle of inclusivity. On the contrary, perception gives shape and organises 
the physical world into a subjective inhabitable and navigable environment (GIBSON 
2015: 294–95). All information is thus cognised, not a duplicate of some original ob-
jective world – just as artworks are never imitations of such a world, but performative 
expressions of subjective unique assimilations (TIMPLALEXI and FÜHRER 2024). 

10    Homer established our understanding of epic poems as dramatic performances, shared orally by 
the communities of his era, while Αριστοτέλης [Aristotelēs] (1991) encompassed diegesis within the matrix 
of mimesis. 
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Hence, the distinction between ‘representational’ and ‘presentational’ art is but a eu-
phemism, implying a positive aesthetic evaluation of artworks, appearing to showcase 
a considerable distance from realism. Again, this is an approach to art rather than 
a scientific argument. Especially with regards to theatre, and since each performance 
is a  unique spatiotemporal sociopolitical event, information is per definition ‘pre-
sented’ and not ‘represented’. At least, the term ‘presentation’ highlights and values 
the fluidity and presence of those unique and subjective perceptual assimilations of 
information available in the environment – and the self.

Furthermore, the argument about an exceptional materiality of postdramatic thea-
tre does not make much sense. Materiality is a notion bound to the perception of 
all matter, not a prerogative of accentuated hypermediated modern, postmodern or 
postdramatic artworks. Dramatic theatre is, for example, very material, celebrating 
materiality explicitly with masks, costumes, and performers, metaphorically becom-
ing objects of aesthetic experience. The autonomous objects Lehmann envisions are 
outcomes of animation, be it thanks to puppetry or character impersonation. Pretend-
ing that matter has a life of its own is achieved through pretend-play, role-playing and 
theatre performance.

Irruption of the real

Here, ‘the “intentional object” of the staging has to be distinguished from the empiri-
cally “accidental performance” and the level of the real is explicitly turned into a “co-
player”’ (LEHMANN 2006: 100). 

There have been several phases in art history and culture when the quotidian and 
the trivial intruded ‘highbrow art’ in different ways. Especially with postmodern-
ism and performance art, there has been an infatuation with the real. In Marina 
Abramović’s words, ‘performance is just the opposite of theatre, the knife is real, the 
blood is real, and the emotions are real’, and a performance artist has to hate theatre 
because it is ‘fake’ (HICKLING 2010). Theatre performance, however, can celebrate 
its ‘fakeness’, none other than its symbolic dimension, as well as the intentional moral 
departure from murder, self-harm and sacrifice; theatre performance’s symbolic agon 
is a respectful preference. Performance art, and postdramatic theatre, on the other 
hand takes distance from the symbolic dimension of occurring events and allows per-
formers, including spectators, to be literally impacted. Thus, performance art and 
postdramatic theatre exploit the theatre performance communicative transaction, but 
consent to processes and outcomes pervading the quotidian, in an arena-like logic. 
This incoherence, postdramatic theatre sells to its partakers, nurtures the ‘ghost in the 
machine’ metaphysics it aspires to denounce by hijacking their theatrical gaze, while 
ripping it of symbolic interaction layers.

However, even this professed total literality of performance art and postdramatic 
theatre is a mere aspiration. This form of theatre does not put its advocated ‘real’ on 
equal footing with the fictive, because they already are so when on a theatre stage, 
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within the frame of a theatre performance, tending to merge into a unified ensemble 
of realia and possibilia. When publicly displayed, the ‘real’ is seen in a  heightened 
mode anyway. Hence, theatre performance has the power to turn even the quotidian 
into metaphorical – but, with some rules. 

The latter remark brings us close to our next observation: in postdramatic theatre, 
even when shocking events happen, such as the literal killing of an animal on stage, 
e.g. the squashing of a frog (an example provided by Lehmann), they instantly register 
for metaphorical understandings. Spectators tend to justify such an action by thinking 
‘it is a fake frog’ or ‘the poor animal had to be killed, for genocide to be symbolised’. 
Hence, they find themselves trapped in the functional role of the theatre specta-
tor, often failing to resist reactions for etiquette. The purported playful a-morality of 
postdramatic theatre is revealed as a deep sadistic immorality, mocking spectators for 
being ‘passive’, while having thrown in their faces violent literal actions, framed as 
theatrical, which would cause proportionally equal violent reactions, if spectators did 
not fully respect other spectators and the performers involved. 

Event/situation

‘The production of events, exceptions and moments of deviation’ (LEHMANN 2006: 
105) are professed to characterise postdramatic theatre, which is said to depend on 
the notion of presence (‘doing in the real’), as opposed to the kingdom of ‘re-presenta-
tion’ (LEHMANN 2006: 104). Signs are claimed to be inseparable by ‘their “pragmat-
ic” embeddedness in the event and the situation of theatre in general’ (LEHMANN 
2006: 104). 

Many arbitrary assumptions are packed in this postdramatic trait (LEHMANN 
2006: 104–107). To name but a few: a ‘mute gesture’, which is a paralinguistic sign 
by definition, is seen as deprived of signification, although theatre semiotics clearly 
incorporates gestures; a ‘communicative event’ is axiomatically taken as the oppo-
site to delivering ‘representation within a frame’. But, the delivery of information 
resonating with the transfer has been demystified (TIMPLALEXI 2023), just as the 
term ‘representation’ implies a universal objective environment for a unified, ho-
mogenised all, to be grasped ‘correctly’. ‘The execution of acts that are real, in the 
here and now, and find their fulfilment in the very moment they happen, without 
necessarily leaving any traces of meaning or cultural monument’ (LEHMANN 2006: 
104) echoes views addressing the ontology of theatre performance, and not only 
that of the postdramatic (e.g. PHELAN 1993). Here, Lehmann, not only denounces 
the virtual and possible worlds as fake, but also ignores the fact that performing the 
fictive is a very real doing. 
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The Cartesian mind/body split 

Known also as ‘Cartesian Dualism’, the notion of the split is brought down to ‘an im-
material soul or mind working “inside” an extended material body functioning accord-
ing to the mechanical laws of nature’ (ALANEN 1989: 391). This rationale, labelled 
also as the ‘Ghost in the Machine’, wants humans to be thinking things lodged in the 
moving body, in their ideal form identifiable with the mind alone, and not with the 
composite whole (RYLE 1975: 115–116). 

René Descartes’s definition of ‘thought’ is anything of which we are immediately 
conscious. Thinking is said to include reason, intellect, conscious mental states and 
events, acts of will and imagination, emotions and sense perceptions. The terms ‘soul’ 
(anima), ‘mind’ (mens) and ‘thought’ (cogitatio) are synonyms overlapping with ‘con-
sciousness’. Descartes’s distinction between the mind and the body amounts to a rec-
ognition of the fact that the knowledge of the mind and its states, on the one hand, 
and that of ‘outer’ physical bodies, on the other, are totally incomparable (ALANEN 
1989: 400).

As Alanen (1989: 392) sums up, a narrative has been made out of the Cartesian 
myth, to which we should be alarmed. Descartes in his early writings started off by 
highlighting the interaction between the rational, immaterial soul and the body, as 
a ‘mechanically working statue of earth’ (ALANEN 1989: 394). Later, he considered 
the union between mind and body a ‘primitive notion’ that needs no explanation, with 
God coming into the discussion, reserving for the mind the position of the epistemic 
subject (ALANEN 1989: 395–396). The third position held was that the mind, as an 
epistemic subject, is intermingled with a body (ALANEN 1989: 395–396). Hence, since 
conceiving the mind and the body as distinct, and, at the same time, as really united 
is a logical impossibility, his mature view of ‘man’ changed into that of a conscious 
and embodied agent (ALANEN 1989: 397). In the sixth meditation, he acknowledges 
modes of thinking, such as imagination and sense perception as consequences of the 
mind-body union, calling them ‘accidental properties’ of the self but ‘necessary’ of the 
intermingled mind with the body (Descartes in ALANEN 1989: 403). Outcomes of 
the mind-body union notion are said to be experienced ‘within’, such as ‘appetites of 
hunger or thirst; emotions or passions like hunger, joy, sadness, love, etc.; sensations, 
such as pain, pleasure, light, sound and so on’ (Descartes in ALANEN 1989: 407).

Theatre performance attempts at delving deeply into the problematic elements of 
human cognition and affect, as well as the state and process of reflexivity upon both. 
The socio-cognitive grounding of pretence (RUCIŃSKA 2019), which is the corner-
stone for any dramatic performance, is revealed by the fact that a spectator should be 
co-present with the actor to verify co-presence and provide some performative feed-
back. In this respect, even the most phenomenally passive spectator that engages with 
pretence partakes in it.11 

11    The spectator may be a co-actor, the self, or a spectator, actual, imaginary or ideal. See (TIMPLALEXI 
and FÜHRER 2023).
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On the level of perception, during pretence, especially in the form of acting in char-
acter and role playing, the mediation of the subjective perceptual field is simulated: 
when in character, the pretender’s sensory perspective ‘overlaps’ with that of the char-
acter.12 When we pretend, we see through someone else’s eyes and do as if we are that 
other entity, but also ‘remain ourselves’, retaining a degree of distance, so that we may 
actually achieve pretence (LANDY 1993: 25). When the subject’s perceptual field coin-
cides with that of a fictional character, the ego feels a bit like ‘a Ghost in the Machine’ 
(RYLE 1975), as if the ego is the mind capable of animating matter (the character); of 
course, it just ‘feels’ like that, otherwise we would be that other person – and we are 
not. Since this tension between the ego and the character, the actual and the fictional, 
may be staged, performed, the mind/body split sensation feels manipulated, artificial, 
revealed as a subjective impression springing out from human perception rather than 
an undisputable, universal objective truth. The focus of attention shifts from the need 
to figure out how a mind animates the body to that of a relative, demystified, subjec-
tive, and self-aware metaphor explaining dualism as another impression. It may feel 
‘real’, but it is a ‘true fallacy’, just as the curtains at the end of a theatre performance 
indicate. Theatre performance situates the ontological problem within the epistemic 
space, employing the mind/body split as a process we can control, a choreography for 
the contemplation of mediation, rather than treating it as a manifestation of a univer-
sal incarnated mind. 

Furthermore, there is another reason why pretence, when achieved, for example, in 
a dramatic theatre performance, enhances the mind-body wholeness over the split. If 
we were to draw analogies between a pretence session and the mind/body split, the 
pretender would undertake the role of the mind and the pretended character the role 
of the body, as so many acting methods and the use of props, like costumes and masks, 
propose. By adhering as individuals to the category of the actor, animating matter, 
character and dead words, a sense of holistic unity of being-in-the-world is acquired, 
not dispersed between mind, body and psyche, but as one organic whole.

On an affective level, since a  theatre performance has for ages been thought of 
as related to empathy/sympathy, or, more theoretically, to pity, fear and catharsis 
(ΑΡΙΣΤΟΤΕΛΗΣ [ARISTOTELĒS] 1991), theatre performance appears to spring out 
from, as well as to nurture, the oneness of mind/body. If ‘persons whom the pas-
sions can move most deeply are capable of enjoying the sweetest pleasures of this life’ 
(Descartes in ALANEN 1989: 408), theatre may boast to capitalise on all that Descartes 
listed as properties of the intertwinement between mind and body: sense perception, 
imagination, sensations, emotions and appetites. 

12	     This becomes clearly replicated in the case of wearing a mask or first-person avatarial embodiment 
in digital games. 
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The Cartesian mind/body split in postdramatic theatre: from metaphor to 
the fallacy of literality

Coming now to the already debated potentiality of a spectacle that does not involve 
the metaphorical embodiment of dramatic fictional entities: as already mentioned, 
any state of events and behaviours publicly exhibited on a stage, within the frame 
of theatre performance, becomes heightened, accentuated, potentially co-fabricated 
with fiction in the spectators’ gaze, serving the construction of social understanding, 
so that there is, at least, a slight degree of distance from the conventional ‘actual’. 
Because the term ‘theatre’ has for millennia complied with the dramatic paradigm, 
postdramatic theatre appears to adopt the territory of dramatic theatre but negates 
in it anything virtual, imaginary, potential. In fact, postdramatic theatre does not 
simply erase the fictional, but substitutes it with an aestheticised version of the real, 
void of any virtual connotations. What’s more, by denouncing the metaphorical min-
gle between the fictional and the actual and seduced by a purported achievable bare 
physicality, postdramatic theatre turns its back to the category of the ‘mind’, forcing 
the subject to undergo uncanny encounters in order to acquire memorable impres-
sions – only these acquaintances often evoke a  traumatic sense of some ‘lack’ or 
‘absence’ to the spectators.

Let us now examine in greater detail how postdramatic theatre rephrases and dis-
solves the physical-cognitive continuum, rephrasing the Cartesian mind/body split:

(a)  �it performs a split within the mind and develops a liking only for the basically func-
tional brain, discarding all cognitive meaning making capacities as undesired, so 
that longed for asemiotic sensations occur. By giving up meaning making through 
its aesthetic rejection as passé or banal, the attempt at petrifying semiosis in the 
encounter with media products and at experiencing them only sensorially is, of 
course, a serious reduction of human cognition.

(b)  �it rephrases the performing body as an autonomous intelligent posthuman agent. 
If a  solely somatic performance is feasible, it surely requires some sort of con-
trol, like a robotic one. A  ‘smart body’, which has shaken off any ambition for 
triggering iconic representation, is ready to puzzle the spectator with demand-
ing symbolic, arbitrary, conventional associative semiosis or total asemiosis. In this 
rationale, the body is not even a vessel of the Cartesian myth – it becomes itself the 
smart subject. 

(c)  �it disrupts the communicative actor-spectator synergy. By retaining the role of 
the posthuman body for the performer – a performing body said to negate the 
iconic function of the sign, resembling a cool robot rather than a performer – and 
the role of the ‘soulless’ or ‘mindless’ brain for the spectator, it fractures social 
interaction, which is based on semiosis. If watching postdramatic ‘brains’  cannot 
attribute meaning to performance actions, the communicative synergy is disman-
tled and social interaction disrupted. 
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(d)  �by denying meaning-making, the postdramatic also denies basic cognitive func-
tions related to it, such as imagination and memory, causing performers and 
spectators to feel frustrated, castrated, and abjected.

(e)  �although proclaiming that a mind is not needed, this theatre employs ‘mind’ in the 
designing of the postdramatic experience and in specialists’ interpretation and 
critique. The director, the dramaturg, the critic and the scholar retain the privi-
lege of the mind in the equation. Since iconic and empathetic understandings are 
useless here, these ‘gurus’ are entitled to think and interpret for us, allowing us to 
tune in with their arbitrary aesthetic and theoretical doctrines.

One important implication of the Cartesian myth is that ‘the notions of the mind 
and the body belong to different and incompatible kinds of knowledge’ (ALANEN 
1989: 410). Dramatic theatre attempts at solving this knowledge problem by adopting 
a personified methodology in the study of consciousness (DENNETT 1991: 365) or 
by suggesting access to the phenomenological realm through the observation, hypoth-
esis and interpretation of publicly observable data. As Gallagher and Zahavi (2012) 
highlight, ‘accordingly, the heterophenomenologist intends to access consciousness 
from the outside. His focus is on the mental life of others as it is publicly expressed 
or manifested’ (17). Postdramatic theatre, on the other hand, by condemning ‘know-
ing’, which requires a ‘mind’ and ‘mind’ processes and states, causes the actor and the 
spectator to completely give up any aspiration for knowledge. It appears to even dis-
card the awareness ‘of our actual states and of the “tacit knowledge” involved in daily 
experience and action’, that Alanen (1989: 410–411) brings up in the analysis of the 
mind/body split, where the movements of limbs and sensations are contained within 
the horizon of human knowledge. In this respect, postdramatic theatre drives both the 
actor and the spectator away from meaningful praxis towards a bare spectacular drasis, 
unavailable for meaning making. 

To conclude, Descartes contemplated the logical possibility of the separability be-
tween the mind and the body (Descartes in ALANEN 1989: 409), rather than their 
actual a priori distinction and separation. Dramatic theatre is much closer to this sche-
ma: it unveils the mind/body split as a performable metaphor rather than an objective 
literality concerning the definite ‘incarnation’ of human cognition, which can enhance 
cognitively and affectively the mind/body oneness through the unity of mind/body/
psyche into one sole entity, that of the pretender of some fictional entity. On the 
other hand, postdramatic theatre exhibits a literal dissecting intention and illustrates 
the actual separation between mind and body, in the ways described above. While 
dramatic theatre, as a prototype, metaphorically elaborates on the existential urge to 
be ‘animated’ by divine powers, by God, so that immortality, at least of the soul, may 
be philosophically explored, postdramatic theatre keeps the physics (movement) and 
denies the metaphysics of animation, by rendering the latter equivalent to its physical 
manifestation. Dramatic theatre wishes well for dead matter to be animated by ecstasy 
or a miracle, whereas postdramatic theatre sweeps away from matter any potentiality 
other than that of random, accidental movement, depriving also the material human 
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from movement as a symptom of a mind, a psyche. Hence, postdramatic theatre, offer-
ing instead its secular mysteries, rips the human as well off any potential psychological 
dimension, let alone spirituality.

Social cognition: fiction in theatre performance and postdramatic 
theatre

Social interaction between humans is possible through, and, at the same time, nur-
tured by, social cognition (BRUNER 1990; DE JAEGHER and DI PAOLO 2007; MEAD 
1934; MIRSKI and BICKHARD 2021; VYGOTSKY 1978), variously approached, and 
also through the prism of theory of mind and interaction theory.13 Joanna Teske and 
Arkadiusz Gut (2021a; 2021b) speculate that theories of social cognition, and especial-
ly ‘one-sided (pseudo) interaction’ (TESKE and GUT 2021a: 1) may apply to literary 
contexts,14 and in relation to various styles/genres (realism, modernism, postmodern-
ism) (TESKE and GUT 2021b: 48–50). This process involves mindreading occurring 
during ‘the reader’s  encounter with fictional beings (characters, narrators, implied 
authors), as well as (less directly) the real author who has called them into being’ 
(TESKE and GUT 2021a: 2): it is about a  ‘kind of make-believe, one-sided interac-
tion’ that takes place ‘between the reader and fictional characters’ (TESKE and GUT 
2021a: 10). The authors highlight, in particular, the metafictional nuances of reading 
the postmodern text, embroidered with non-standard mindreading social interactions, 
attracted towards the postmodern author, instead of the fictional characters (TESKE 
and GUT 2021b: 66). Their approach applies in the case of theatre performance as 
well, with the reader being acknowledged as the human agent-performer (actor or 
spectator), and fictional characters as embodied dramatic ones, or, in the case of post-
dramatic theatre, as the performance auteur respectively. 

Indeed, theatre performance takes place within the space of social interaction; it 
pre-requires a society whose members interact when at the theatre and outside of it, 
and, at the same time, enhances societal bonding. It itself constitutes a paradigm of 
framed social interaction, also presenting instances of social interaction onstage, in 
the auditorium and in between the stage and the auditorium. Theatre performance 

13    Theory Theory (TT), or ‘theory of mind’ (GALLAGHER and ZAHAVI 2012: 171–196) assumes the 
opaqueness of the Other, claiming that we understand others by drawing inferences about their mental 
states and predict their future actions based on those. Simulation Theory (ST) focuses on the simulation of 
the mental process of another person, emphasising the assimilation of another’s perspective and its incor-
poration into one’s own first-person mechanisms. Interaction Theory (IT)’s view differs both from TT and 
ST in that it highlights socio-cognitive coordination with others, not as a goal, but a consequence of our 
embodiment (DE JAEGHER and DI PAOLO 2007; MIRSKI and BICKHARD 2021). 

14    This fiction-related IT social interaction level, also called ‘authorial mindreading’ (TESKE and GUT 
2021b: 67) or ‘artefact mediated interaction’ (TESKE and GUT 2021a: 1) between present performers (ac-
tors and spectators) and absent human agents, such as the playwright or the director, can be important. 
Besides, ‘it is the mind of the artist and the mind of the recipient that are always part of the aesthetic experi-
ence and the playground for mindreading in artistic contexts’ (TESKE and GUT 2021b: 67).
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functions thanks to the undertaking of the role of the performer, which comprises the 
sub-roles of the ‘actor’ and the ‘spectator’, coming in different analogies throughout 
the theatre performance for all partaking individuals (TIMPLALEXI 2022). This func-
tional arrangement conceptually reproduces the basics of social interaction and be-
comes the terrain for the unfolding of a communication sequence. The arrangement 
also grants permission for entrance to the virtual level of social interaction, only partly 
physically actualised, but resting in the hands of the beholder(s) to unfold. In this 
process, the bonds between social cognition and performed dramatic fiction become 
evident; theatre performance is thus comprehended as ‘augmented social cognition’. 

Theatre reveals the Cartesian mind/body split as a performable metaphor rather 
than a literal truth, enhancing the mind/body unity. It accentuates the perception of 
lines, gestures, pauses, facial expressions, proxemics as indices of psychological pro-
cesses and nurtures explicit thinking about other people’s, fictional or actual, partly 
inaccessible lives. At the same time, it clearly exhibits, through the various dynam-
ics between the several roles (actor, spectator, fictional character) its socio-cognitive 
explanandum: without ever losing sight of constant social interaction, theatre perfor-
mance aspires at displaying how people perceive, produce and make meaning. In this 
respect, pretence is apprehended in terms of situatedness, convention and context 
(MIRSKI and BICKHARD 2021: 23–28), rather than as ‘(solely) mind-internal pro-
cesses’ (DUNIN-KOZICKA and GUT 2022). Hence, theatre performance invites us, 
when performing, to be first-person phenomenologists, whereas when spectating, to 
become what Gallagher and Zahavi (2012: 17) term as heterophenomenologists, and, 
by encouraging the observation of other subjectivities on three levels, the biographi-
cal, the systemic and the fictional (FINE 1983).

But, let us see how the correlation between social cognition and fiction is shaped 
within a postdramatic theatre performance context. The spectrum of social cogni-
tion between individuals, actors and spectators in postdramatic theatre is rather 
restricted. The infatuation with the real rules out not only dramatic possible worlds 
of fiction, but also any hypothetical construct that may serve as a tool to interpret 
another’s subjective psychology and help proceed to explicit thinking about other 
people. Sporadic asemiotic eruptions of unclassifiable mass awe, horror or disgust, 
individually risen and not subtly, commonly negotiated and nurtured, are presum-
ably allowed, lacking empathetic depth or meaning making. Mindreading between 
actors and spectators is even more suspended in postdramatic theatre, as things are 
expected to be taken at interface value. Part of an actor’s oeuvre, acting out a plot in 
character, is not part of the postdramatic menu. If gestures and facial expressions, 
movement, proxemics, sound and props are all dictated as void of meaning, asemi-
otic, then, social understanding based on reading actors’ behaviours is not desired. 
Actors, on the other hand, having consented to performance contracts of mock 
spectator agency do not need either to mindread. Mindreading as a socio-cognitive 
strategy is discouraged by the postdramatic elitist ‘cultural fashion police’. Mean-
ingful hypothetical constructs pose a  threat to those secluded, socio-cognitively 
blocked witnesses, performers (actors and spectators) of the postdramatic, who 



197

[ s
pe

kt
ru

m
 ]

T
heatralia  [ 29 / 2026 / 1 ]

Eleni Timplalexi        
The Cartesian Mind/Body Split in Lehmann’s Postdramatic Theatre: Doubting De-dramatic Theatre ...

197

[ s
pe

kt
ru

m
 ]

risk being ostracised as banal or traditional, should they dare to construct meaning. 
However, making meaning extra-diegetically about the intentions, states and opin-
ions of others, such as the director’s, author’s, the critic’s or the theorist’s is, oddly 
enough, just fine, although cognising those ‘creative’ absent agents always involves 
a degree of fictionalisation. 

Thus, postdramatic theatre is not only impossible, as anything exhibited on a stage 
becomes heightened and subjugated to the theatricality of the spectator’s  gaze, in-
vested fictionally by default (FÉRAL 2002: 97), but, postdramatic theatre, by holding 
firmly that meaning making and mindreading may be omitted from theatre perfor-
mance and pushed out onto extra-diegetic layers, where other people, even if experts, 
are better at telling us what to think and feel, becomes anti-communal, anti-social and 
malevolently individualistic.

Conclusions: distilled findings

In this article, an attempt has been made to systematically challenge the myth of post-
dramatic theatre, starting from provoking its eleven stylistic traits, proceeding in un-
derlining its enactment of the Cartesian mind-body split and highlighting its ‘one-sided 
(pseudo) infatuation’ with extra-diegetic characters, not void of fictionalisation at all. 
Major assumptions scrutinised and found inconsistent include the feasibility of asemi-
otic sensorial impression, the superiority of the conventional symbol over the natural 
icon and the heralded aesthetic triumph of an achievable solely somatic performance. 
The biggest, perhaps, philosophical remarks are the postdramatic rephrasing and en-
actment of the Cartesian mind/body split and the cancellation of social interaction. In 
particular, postdramatic theatre was found to reduce the ‘mind’ to a functional brain, 
recasting the performing body as an autonomous intelligent posthuman agent, split-
ting the communicative ensemble of the actor-spectator synergy and, finally, assigning 
mind to a backstage cunning designer, such as a director. Obviously, the evaporation 
of the ‘mind’ category from the spectator has further implications, examined through 
the lens of theories of human social cognition in cognitive science, specifically in 
terms of the social interaction between actors, spectators, dramatic fictional and extra-
diegetic characters (playwright, director). 

Postdramatic theatre was found much poorer than the dramatic one, as, by rejecting 
the fictional/virtual from its territory, it also ostracises hypothetical cognitive con-
structs, making intra/transocial understanding suffer considerably. A distinct category 
of interaction that could be said to be excessively at work in postdramatic theatre, the 
extra-diegetic, metafictional one-sided pseudo-interaction between actors, spectators 
and fictionalised characters of absent performance agents, such as the director, the 
dramaturg/playwright and the critic, was found to alienate individuals and make them 
obey experts’ interpretations, instead of forging spontaneous audience communities, 
where meaning is – loudly or silently – negotiated in real-time during theatre perfor-
mances. But, fictional investment is, for the time-being, still, a spectator’s competence, 
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while meaning making remains free and difficult to monitor under the postdramatic 
doctrine. 

Without the intra/transocial understanding layer, a  theatre performance is not 
such, but an individualistic passive spectacle. Theatre is about understanding socially 
embodied fictional entities and ‘interacting’ with them – at least this is the meaning 
of role play and pretence. This sort of social understanding brings us closer to the re-
alisation that theatre is encircled by ‘another’ theatre: just as we are watching fictional 
characters coming in tensions as they attempt to understand each other within the 
theatre performance, we are being watched by others who attempt at understanding 
us and others in the theatre space, the actors and co-spectators, and in society. It is 
not just a matter of dimensions, but about the ‘in/out’, the subject/object correlation 
that we are reminded of, thanks to fictional characters’ understanding. The core of 
theatre is about the starting point of perception of the self and the other as epistemi-
cally differing, but, thanks to affective empathetic processes with fictional characters, 
those perceptual points become merged in one enmeshed ensemble. Dramatic per-
formance allows performers, actors and spectators to physically interact about ideas, 
not just material stuff, about states of affairs that are, but also about states of affairs 
that can be or could be. 

Thus, postdramatic theatre elusively establishes itself as ‘theatre’, leaking into the 
conceptual space reserved for dramatic theatre. It only deviates by ‘hijacking’ that 
space and event, gradually substituting the virtual by an aesthetically heightened ‘real’, 
an actual stripped of its potentiality. The conceptual terrain reserved for dramatic 
theatre does not cease to exist, it is just ‘abducted’ by postdramatic theatre for the 
evolvement of its eccentric spectacular play. 

Postdramatic theatre critically impoverishes our understanding of what ‘theatre’ 
means, by ruling out three of the five meanings of theatre, as already outlined earlier 
in the article. It keeps the ‘cultural practice’ and the ‘building’ meanings, but leaves 
out the modes of ‘pretence communicative transaction’, ‘metaphor’, and ‘cognitive 
mechanism’. But, theatre is also a cognitive machine that can teach us how we ex-
perience life. Instead of focusing on spatiality, which may also belong to the more 
general category of the spectacle,15 the understanding of the term ‘theatre’ is bet-
ter organised around the tension between the actual and the fictional. As meaning 
making in the postdramatic territory is an accidental failure, this theatre envelops 
us in a post-apocalyptic universe where we are disembodied, scattered perceivers of 
capable semi-autonomous agents, also deprived of their minds. By splitting sensation 
from meaning, body from mind, enacting their split, by discarding dramatic fiction, 
postdramatic theatre establishes the split as its fiction. In dramatic theatre, the actors 
subjectively actualise the virtual fictional field, while the spectators attribute meaning 
to stage actions and translate them into meaningful dramatic praxis. The one and only 
meaningful praxis of postdramatic theatre is its enactment of the Cartesian mind/

15    Even magicians present tricks in ‘theatres’, as cinema halls are often called in the US and elsewhere, 
or films are shown.
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body split. The postdramatic reduction of the subject to appetites and sensations and 
the cancelling of meaning attribution hands over the ‘intelligent mind’ category, once 
more, to North and West experts, art critics and scholars, who act as intermediaries, 
coolly observing bodies-objects performing ambiguously, elusively, symbolically, trans-
lating highbrow art to the masses. The sacrifice of the drama is the ultimate weapon 
for the dominant neo-erudite postmodern cultural hegemony, dictating as superior 
a spectacle to be comprehended and translated by some for others, rather than a dra-
matic expression for all to intuitively empathise with. 

The theory of postdramatic theatre proclaims to marginalise – or even to abolish – 
important aspects of cognitive life, such as imagination, memory and empathy, core 
elements of social cognition. This preference, however, cancels theatre and its core, 
namely social interaction.16 The latter depends primarily on semiosis and iconicity – 
the drawing of analogies between cognised entities and events and those assimilated 
during perceptual processes prerequires iconic similarity seeking, which the postdra-
matic dreads.17 Not only are the claims postdramatic theatre makes on our perceptual 
fields impossible (asemiotic sensations or the alleged superior symbolic function of the 
sign); they are also anti-social. We are thus left with some degree of semiotic frustra-
tion – we feel guilty we did not control ourselves and failed performing postdramatic 
symbolic semiotic etiquette, but also with some social frustration, as we failed per-
forming social understanding, empathy and community too. 

Are there any precious points that Lehmann’s theory of postdramatic theatre has 
helped us realise? Yes, there are a few. It made us revisit the Cartesian mind/body split 
it promotes in relation to theatre performance. By failing to prove possible asemiosis 
or pure symbolic semiosis and automated physicality, it makes us turn towards an eco- 
phenomenological approach. The fluid but inaccessible category of the mind subsides 
for the holistic category of the opaque subject, unified in the physical-cognitive con-
tinuum, objectifying to the gaze inner and outer events, while also becoming aware 
of their own subjects’ objectification in their very own gaze and others’. In addition, 
Lehmann’s  theory helps us realise that fiction can never be erased from the social 
and the theatrical/performative map. On one hand, the one-way (pseudo) interaction 
(TESKE and GUT 2021b: 67) – elsewhere also called ‘artefact mediated interaction’ 
(TESKE and GUT 2021a: 1) – is herewith acknowledged as interaction with oneself, 
with subjective understandings of fictional characters or, in postmodernism and post-
dramatic theatre, of fictionalised creative absent agents’ characters. On another, if 
role playing is a mindset (HELIÖ 2004) and fiction may be attributed to anything by 

16    The basis of theatre, that is social interaction, manifested through the constant bilateral impact 
between individuals’, performers’ (actors/spectators) and characters and made possible by the operation 
of the human socio-cognitive abilities, allowing what has been coined from a larp perspective as the col-
laborative construction of ‘subjective diegesis’ (MONTOLA 2003: 82) and participatory sense-making from 
a socio-cognitive one (DE JAEGHER and DI PAOLO 2007: 497).

17    The iconic function of the sign allows us to perform mindreading/social understanding, to seek 
natural paths of association and empathy –when these fail we call upon the symbol and the index, engaging 
in more arbitrary paths of association (TIMPLALEXI 2025).
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the perceiver18, as Josette Féral (2002: 97) highlights in the 3rd scenario of theatricality, 
social interaction is also based on fiction and framed by the theatricality of the gaze, 
a process acknowledged and inspiring to GOFFMAN (1974), as in his Frame Analysis. 

Furthermore, Lehmann’s passion and strife to persuade us on postdramatic thea-
tre’s  superiority through the professed sublime aesthetic criteria of raw physicality, 
asemioticity or enhanced semiotic symbolicity remind us of the Dawkinian viruses 
of the mind, which are said to impel their sufferers with convictions that lie beyond 
the need for evidence or reason (DAWKINS 1993: 13–27). In fact, we are obliged, for 
his treatise encourages us to revisit both modernism and postmodernism as such vi-
ruses, and to develop a certain theoretical immunity: the triumph of modernism and 
postmodernism was about giving up evaluative approaches relevant to pleasure and 
beauty; not for non-evaluative ones, as unveiled, but for equally evaluative approaches, 
relevant this time to artists’ intentions and the expert ‘others’. 

Even if fans of the postdramatic, which could also be called ‘postdarmatic’, to pay 
back Lehmann’s reference to Brecht’s sense of humour (LEHMANN 2006: 107), may 
stick to using elitist, aesthetic axioms, that elaborately hide conceptual and formal fal-
lacies under neologisms and aphorisms, an awareness and self-reflexivity is urgently 
required to disregard as impossible any re-contextualisation of theatre outside society. 
The last resort of human liberty is the attribution of fiction onto the actual, as Terry 
Gilliam so vividly illustrates in his Brazil. Who knows? Perhaps Lehmann could have 
even liked that film. 
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