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Thesis Abstract 

The present thesis explores six plays written by three (post)modern American playwrights – 

David Mamet’s Sexual Perversity in Chicago and Oleanna, Sam Shepard’s Buried Child and 

True West, and Suzan-Lori Parksʼ The America Play and Topdog/Underdog in order to define 

and analyze the functions of performative storytelling in the dramatic texts as well as its 

effects on the characters’ identity. In Reading Narrative, J. Hillis Miller analyzes 

performative storytelling as a human shaped process that people use in order to translate 

events into meaning and meaning into shared information. Moreover, in Narrative as 

Performance, Marie Maclean demonstrates the importance of this device in recalibrating 

human memory and communication and in enriching the traditional mimetic process used in 

theatre. These ideas are closely followed in the aforementioned American plays through the 

lenses of the most prominent themes of the end of the twentieth century American theatre. 

Each of the three American writers uses performative storytelling to delineate socio-political 

themes. David Mamet comments on the artificiality of the American self, Sam Shepard speaks 

about the importance of familial past and relationships, whereas Suzan-Lori Parks describes 

the impact of major national narratives on the African-American identity. Together, these 

perspectives form a map of (post)modern American consciousness, a territory of disrupted 

identities and fragmented experiences. The idealized views on life propagated by mass-media 

formulate artificial standards that people unsuccessfully struggle to attain; when they fail to 

meet these expectations, they try to maintain the false sensation they are close to them. All 

these create unnatural social expectations and usually people find themselves living in the 

anxiety of not being able to attain exterior ideals. Performative storytelling’s techniques 

provide individuals with the opportunity to reevaluate their consciousness and their choices. If 

theatre’s message is not penetrating enough to change people’s attitude, it surely creates, 

through performative storytelling, a necessary state of awareness.  


