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Abstract
In this paper I attempt a political reading of Ioanna Portolou’s latest performance with Griffon Dance 
Company, Risk, which draws from Judith Butler’s re-conceptualization/reframing of performativity 
as a potential for action against precarity and (sociopolitical) invisibility, as well as from Arjun Ap-
padurai and Homi Bhabha’s theorization of the cultural implications of modernity and its effects on 
subject formation. Examining the stage action as a performative potentiality that extends beyond its 
choreographic and/or theatrical rims, this paper focuses on the negotiation and materialization of 
agency as an ongoing performative act entangled (and in conflict) with hegemonic narratives and 
power structures.
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Performance digest 
Drinks in hand (spirits are served at the foyer and are allowed – indeed, invited – to be carried 
inside the auditorium, the audience members walk into an ongoing, and already in full swing, 
party of five. Abba’s “Dancing Queen” plays on and the dancers sing along: “You can dance, hav-
ing the time of your life”, dancing cheerfully to the tune. The song is followed by the Pointer Sis-
ters’ “I’m so excited” setting the tone for party. The alternating well-known hits from the ’80s 
and the performers’ seemingly carefree, club-like moves, create a “light” permissive atmosphere, 
contrasting the normative, ritualistic silencing of the audience in anticipation of a performance. 

1 The present reading of Ioanna Portolou’s Risk draws from Judith Butler’s lecture at the Athens Panteion Uni-
versity of Social and Political Sciences, in December 2009, titled “From Performance to Precarity”. With performa-
tivity accounting for agency and precarity focusing on “conditions that threaten life in ways that appear to be 
outside of one’s control”, Butler focuses on the potential for assuming “performative action […] against precarity”, 
in order to allow for “new modes of existence, which are not yet fully recognizable” to emerge.
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Throughout the forty-five minutes of the show, the group’s energy rises and falls, complying with 
the dj’s music choices, while the odd number of the performers results in ever-shifting pairings 
and short-lived groupings, punctuated by scattered moments of unison, where the whole group 
participates. At the front of the stage, four microphones2 invite the performers’ confessions, 
which start off as sporadic performative declarations of their current state (“I’m having a great 
time! I am the soul of the party!),3 inner thoughts (“I feel lost […] I’m tired of being positive. I’m tired 
of doing what’s expected of me”) and desired attributes (“I am dynamic and independent. I’m burst-
ing with confidence”, “I have total control”), as well as statements, responsive to what – they feel – is 
expected of them (“I am discreet”, “Ι am a good guy”, “I like to take care of others”). Progressively, 
the confessions become more frequent, more honest and even desperate. As the “party” unfolds 
alliances are formed and dissolved, statements are made to be immediately deconstructed and 
promises are perpetually broken. All five repeatedly fail to stand up to (their own) high standards 
and imaginary self(-ves), while their shortcomings are quick to be both judged and forgotten, as 
the party goes on incessantly. 

 

2 Strategically, one less than the dancers, always excluding one.
3 All quotes are extracts from the performance, each derived from the performers’ personal explorations during the 

rehearsals. While each “confession” traces a personal path (or loop), as the complexity of the characters and 
their constantly (re-)emerging intricate relations unfold onstage, the naming and charting of each of these 
trajectories seemed outside the scope of this paper. 

Risk, 2018 (Photograph: Ioanna Chatziandreou)
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Modes of existence
Ioanna Portolou’s latest performance with Griffon Dance Company bears the clear-cut and some-
what provocative title Risk.4 Right from the start, the program notes leave no ambiguity in its de-
ciphering, clarifying that the title does not correspond to “the physical aspects of the notion, but 
rather to the cost entailed in subjective risk, in conquering or losing what is important to each one”. 
The spectator is, thus, promptly cued to the underlying score of the project, which creates an 
environment of precariousness, where subjectivities are eventually destabilized, only to be re-
negotiated. Hence, while no real hazard threatens the performers’ physical integrity and health,5 
their participation in this – externally orchestrated – “party” is conditional. Complying with the par-
ty’s specific set of rules, the performers assume a certain degree of risk, entering a pre-conceived, 
yet not pre-determined state of precariousness, with unpredictable outcomes.

 Happiness in life presupposes a risk. But do we take the risk in order to be happy? 

 
The performance guide poses the question right from the start, bringing audience attention to 
the many and diverse personal realities that it involves. As noted, risk is subjective and it entails 
a cost: the stakes involved in the endless – and relentless – pursuit of happiness. As an intrinsic 
human force, this pursuit appears to be a lifelong quest. It is a journey towards a final, almost 
mythical state of contentment, gratification and adulthood, which may, however, never come. 
Within this journey, idleness and disassociation mark a set of – however unconscious – choices, 
which are ultimately as defining and formative of its course as the decision for planned action. In 
every choice there is a risk to be assumed. 

Portolou’s “subjective risk” presupposes an understanding of subjectivity as a work in 
progress, rather than as a finite enclosed entity. Similarly, while discussing performativity and 
precarity, Judith Butler (2009) notes: 

We do not make ourselves singlehandedly and neither are we fully determined. We struggle to 
exist and persist within schemes of recognisability.

4 Risk premiered at the Onassis Cultural Center, Athens, from the 15th to the 18th of January 2018. Choreography: 
Ioanna Portolou; Dramaturgy: Ioanna Portolou and the dancers; Dancers: Ioanna Apostolou, Nikoletta Karmiri, Ce-
cile Mikroutsikou, Yiannis Nikolaidis, Ilias Chatzigeorgiou; Music Dramaturgy: Antonis Palaskas; Sets, Costumes: 
Ioanna Tsami; Lighting: Tasos Palaioroutas; Assistant Choreographer: Danae Giannakopoulou; Assistant to the 
Set and Costume Designer: Ifigenia Daountaki; Photographer: Myrto Apostolidou; Video Documentation: Grigoris 
Panopoulos / makeyourownfilms, Aristotelis Papakonstantinou; Translations: Danai Kapranou; Accounting: Geor-
gios Papadopoulos, Christina Geradamou; Legal Counselling: Katerina Chatzianastasiadou; Costume Construction: 
ARGIS; Production Co-ordination, Communication: Giorgos Katsonis; Production Manager: Manolis Sardis / PRO4; 
Assistant Production Manager: Christina Polychroniadou; Produced by: Onassis Cultural Centre, Athens; Subsidized 
by: Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports. 

5 Although pushing one’s personal (physical and emotional) limits, with all the risks that this entails, appears as a 
core concept to this project.
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These schemes of recognisability are largely defined by the imperatives of one’s geopolitical, 
social and cultural milieu and are in direct reference with power structures and “hegemonic forces 
that constantly try to dominate, and prevent the creation of subjectivities by binding individuals 
into reproductive mechanisms of subjection, abjection and domination” (Lepecki, 2006, p. 8).6 
As works-in-progress, the constantly re-emerging subjectivities are reproducing these hegemonic 
norms, while constantly negotiating their sovereignty and free agency. 

Within this everlasting process, subjectivities are shaped, performed and (re)negotiated, 
in an ongoing dialogue with personal, political and cultural ontologies, affiliations and aspirations, 
through a non-linear course that resembles what Michel Foucault describes as “technologies of the 
self”.7 A set of operations which

permit individuals to effect by their own means […] a certain number of operations on their own 
bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct and way of being so as to transform themselves in order to 
attain a certain state of happiness (Foucault cited in Lepecki, 2006, p. 8).

In Risk, the performers are asked to take control (and responsibility) of that course (or set of 
operations) and – for a determined, pre-set and non-negotiable time and space – to make these 
operations conscious and visible, performing them for themselves and others. The risk of mak-
ing choices, confessions and claims, stating them in front of a live audience and owning up 
to them (even as momentary “truths”) forces them to further deal with the expectations that 
arise from their claims on happiness, as well as with the motives and effects of their chosen ac-
tions towards (or against) it. In claiming authorship and conscious leadership of this subjective 
course, one is also forced to take responsibility for both its conquests and failures. At the same 
time, locating and re-staging the embodied mechanisms that administrate one’s performativity 
creates an ambivalence that bears the possibility for an overthrow of established power struc-
tures, allowing for the surfacing of alternative modes of existence. As Butler (2009) exemplifies:

There is no reproduction of the social world without the reproduction of the norms that govern 
the intelligibility of the body in space and time. By intelligibility I include readability in social 
space and time and so an implicit relation to others – and to possibilities of marginalization, ab-
jection and exclusion – that is conditioned and mediated by social norms. Such norms are made 
and re-made and sometimes they enter into crisis in their (re)making. They are vectors of power 
and of history.

6 See also Arjun Appadurai on The Politics of Affect. Drawing from the works of Asad (1983) and De Veer (1989), he 
notes that “[…] bodily techniques and affective dispositions often represent just the opposite, namely the inscrip-
tion upon bodily habits of disciplines of self-control and practices of group discipline, often tied up with the 
state and its interests” (Appadurai, 2000, p. 148).

7 See also Marcel Mauss (1973) on the techniques of the body, as well as Pierre Bourdieu (1977) on habitus.
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For a body to be socially “readable”, intelligible and hence accountable, it needs not only to comply 
with the rules that govern the specific socio-cultural (and inherently political) space that it inhabits. It 
also has to performatively reproduce – and thus further empower and confirm – the suggested 
norms. Yet, it is in the act of performative reproduction that ruptures may occur, disrupting or 
even subverting the seemingly predetermined course of action. These unpremeditated ruptures 
bear the potential to question and ultimately overthrow the established power dynamics, by 
opening up new possibilities for performative action, and the emergence of new – so far “un-
readable” – subjectivities. 

On stage the ongoing action dictates the repetitive, incessant reproduction of the imaginary 
self(-ves), until the solidity of the construction cracks. The dancers’ performed selfhoods carved in 
ever-shifting layers and informed by (unarguably political) social and gender conventions, family 
norms, expectations and inner drives, are gradually shaken, revealing hidden possibilities for alterna-
tive action. Hence, the compliant, “good guy” admits his inner need to be seen (“I like to stand out”), 
to act “bad” and to break his normative pattern of behavior and self-evaluation. The “discreet”, 
self-effacing woman (“I am not important”, “I prefer being in the dark”) “steals” the spotlight, as soon 
as she feels she can escape her regulated self. The self-sufficient and solid one (“I have total con-
trol”, “I like to take care of others”), appearing judgmental and often hostile towards the group, con-
fesses weakness, loneliness and a need for belonging (“I want to participate”, “I want to be important 
to others”, “Who will help me?”). Similarly, the ever-energetic, defiant and tireless man (“I am very 
active and enthusiastic”, “I don’t care about other people’s opinion”, “I never stop moving”), confesses 
exhaustion (“At this pace I have no time to think”), solitude (“I always end up alone”) and existential 
agony (“I am afraid I will […] cease to exist”). Finally, the “dynamic” and “confident” woman (“I don’t 
like giving up”, “What I like most about myself is that I don’t care what others are saying”), seeks the 
group’s validation and acceptance (“Am I pretty?” she asks, gun to her head), and support (“I need to 
be able to fail and be accepted for it”), claiming her right to vulnerability.

Modalities of risk
The finalized material of the performance – produced by the performers and directed by the 
choreographer – was a direct outcome of a three-and-a-half-month rehearsal process, which 
held similar conditions: for a five-hour period at a time (five days a week) the dancers were not to 
leave the designated space of action, nor declare “absence” and remove themselves from its pro-
gression, no matter how inconvenient, awkward or strenuous this got. While withdrawal was not 
an option, the dancers were encouraged to voice and perform their inconvenience, annoyance, 
self-doubt, or even hostility towards the group (a gun is there to provide a symbolic outlet to 
those feelings), or towards the project, in a most sincere way. Verbalizing their frustration, as well as 
their moments of epiphany and/or delight and taking performative action, the five members of the 
group are forced to acknowledge their inadequacies, suppressed fears, drives and inclinations and 
actively reflect on them, always aware of – and in constant interaction with – their environment.



Choros International Dance Journal 7 (Spring 2018), pp. 52–65 57

IOANNA TZARTZANI – SUBJECTIVITIES IN JEOPARDY: DISCUSSING PERFORMATIVITY AND PRECARITY IN IOANNA PORTOLOU’S RISK

Much like in life, the party goes on, until it is over and whatever transpires during its 
course must be actively addressed and dealt with. Here, contentment, peace and/or happiness 
cannot be achieved by reclusiveness and disassociation. In fact, one’s very presence (and mani-
fested subjectivity) must be claimed and sought after through constant and persistent action, 
while endlessly (re)negotiating one’s performative devices, as well as those of others (both as 
separate agencies and as a collective body with specific dynamics) always in reference to the 
limitations and potentials of the pre-established conditions. Allegorically, the party has its own 
unspoken rules, known, internalized and reproduced by all participants. There is no room for 
self-reflection and doubt, introversion, melancholy or anti-social behavior. The right for partici-
pation comes with definite expectations, allows for specific modes of representation and auto-
matically excludes the misfits. Everyone seems to “instinctively” know these rules and feel the 
pressuring need to conform and reproduce them.

To be a subject requires first compliance with certain norms that govern recognition. Non-compli-
ance calls into question […] the ontological condition of one’s persistence (Butler, 2009).

Risk, 2018 (Photograph: Ioanna Chatziandreou)
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All five dancers strive to be heard (“I am here. Can you hear me?”) and seen (“I love the light”, “I am 
unique”), in order to validate their existence. The need for visibility, social interaction and acceptance 
re-emerges as critical within all “confessions”. In order to authenticate and safeguard their ontolog-
ical condition, the performers sense the urgency to reproduce – and hence preserve – the group’s 
structure and dynamics, assuming whatever role they feel is “appropriate” and/or expected of them. 
The compliant, modest or caring woman, the dynamic, self-motivated man, the “good sport” are all 
acceptable modes of representation and are exercised in both conscious and subconscious levels, 
as embodied techniques of survival. Personal desire and compliance to social expectations appear 
intertwined, so that it is almost impossible to dissect and operate on them without risking both.8 
Hence, when admitting their exhaustion by the incessant performative fitting into the canon – and 
thus shifting the established order – the dancers enter a state of precarity, threatening to their 
persistence. 

Within the more private spheres, where the unraveling of a carefully constructed – and 
safeguarded – self occurs, the tracing and acknowledging of contradictory, suppressed and even 
unrecognized – or misread – facets within the known, composed and socially functional self can 
be deeply disturbing. The decision to locate and renegotiate, within one’s personal mythology, 
such “unwanted” traits bears the risk of disrupting one’s normative self-imaging (and subse-
quently their interaction with the world). The dancers take the risk to embark on that journey and 
fully commit to its course, while the choreographer takes the risk to coordinate, shape and present 
this rather personal and idiosyncratic process as a finished and marketable cultural product.  

Unarguably, all action takes place within a relatively “safe zone”, clearly defined by the 
specific choreographic and socio-cultural conditions that frame the project. Still, as in all moments 
of performance, exposure bears some inherent risks. The privacy of the rehearsal studio is condi-
tional and short-lived, bound to become public. The deconstruction and renegotiation of the social 
self – as micro-managed within the group’s scope – is yet to be exposed to wider criticism, initi-
ating an open-ended discursive terrain, well outside the borders of the performance. Since recog-
nition, “readability” and ultimately acceptance appear as prerequisites for the presentation and 
sustainability of subjectivities in both political and social terms, exposing one’s “technologies of 
the self” risks its (social) presence. As Butler (ibid.) points out, “the way in which we specify our 
modes of existence – what we might call the domain of our performativity – is situated in a sphere 
of relationality, without which there can be no persistence”.

8 “If what I want is only produced in relation to what is wanted from me, or what I have received from another’s 
desire […] I am, in my desire, negotiating what is being wanted of me. […] If we take this perspective, then 
gender performativity does not necessarily presuppose an always active subject, or an incessantly repeating 
body. It establishes a complex convergence of social norms on the somatic psyche and a process of repetition 
that is structured by a complicated interplay of obligation and desire. Indeed a desire that is and is not one’s 
own” (Butler, 2009).
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Modes of performance
Described as an “idiosyncratic performance […] a play created by [Portolou’s] need to make 
a confessional onstage”,9 Risk seems to also have been a personal bet for the choreographer, 
shaped through a long reflective process of experimentation with different forms and modes of 
performance, as well as with the staging of – often suppressed, unrecognized or stigmatized – 
inner drives, aspirations and emotions. Having tackled themes relating to human interaction and 
the negotiation of socio-cultural norms, Risk was the outcome of a conscious decision to revisit 
and further explore a number of recurring concepts, which appealed (both personally and pro-
fessionally) to the choreographer.10 The staging of a “non-performance” in terms of structure 
(non-linear), narration (abstract and open-ended), movement (no display of technical virtuosity), 
music (non-ironic use of popular music, to be performed literally) and space (restricted and yet 
open to the public),11 the performative negotiation of the effects of confinement (in both literal and 
psychological terms),12 of the fissures emerging within interpersonal relations, of the intricate con-
ditions of adulthood, as well as of the debriefing of gender norms and socio-cultural conventions, 
are all ideas that have been played out before, within Portolou’s work,13 and are “confronted” 
anew in Risk.

As a choreographic device, the exploration, discussion and performative (re)interpreta-
tion of the performer’s agency, emerging within a specific choreographic framework in a given 
space and time, has almost become normative in contemporary dance works, both in Europe 
and the US.14 A performative engagement with the discrepancies that occur between the re-

9 See program notes.
10 In a private conversation, Portolou “confessed” that Risk came at a time when she felt ready to take her chances 

in revisiting (and furthering) some ideas, which had been touched upon, but not explored to their full potential 
within previous works.

11 Many of Portolou’s performances with Griffon Dance Company have been held within the company’s studio, dis-
solving the boundaries between the rehearsal space and the theatrical stage. The audience’s proximity to the 
staged action, as well as their non-frontal point of view (i.e. surrounding the stage, as in Viewmaster, in 2010) also 
function along the same lines. While Risk is set in a conventional concert hall, the serving of drinks attempts 
to – at least partially – extend the staged party to the “outside” world. Nicoletta Karmiri’s call for someone to 
dance with is also addressed towards the audience, inviting stage participation, even though the known theatre 
conventions restrain the spectator from entering the stage (at least unless explicitly and persistently asked to 
do so). 

12 See Arizona (2009).
13 Interpersonal relations, power dynamics and social norms, integration and exclusion, social visibility and the ne-

gotiation of alternative modes of presence, are all themes previously visited in works like 4.2.1 (2001), Kennel 
(2002), Solitaire (2006), Tupper (2003), Lapland (2004). The negotiation of gender and the journey towards 
adulthood (Fractal, 2005) and their implications on social – yet intimate – social conventions, such as marriage 
(Flesh, 2008), have also been tackled repeatedly, “resulting” in the triptych Forest (2014), Taboo (2015) and Por-
no (2017), consisting of three duets performed by Cecile Mikroutsikou and Yiannis Nikolaidis, which explored 
different facets of a dual relationship – always in conversation with the wider conventions and (hi)stories that 
both precede and exceed it.

14 With choreographers ranging from Pina Bausch to Bill T. Jones, Jérôme Bel and more.
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alities and imaginings of the self and the world taking an active interest in their – however 
anomalous – course is also a key concept in many postmodern works, which revisit both grand 
narratives and personal histories through a newly formed – and informed by current global af-
fairs – state of sensitivity.15

Furthermore, modes of performance and spectatorship16 and their inherent ties to social and po-
litical structures (i.e. capitalist imperatives) continue to be under scrutiny in both choreograph-
ic and theoretical texts,17 while movement itself, as a key component of dance, has also been 
questioned, demythologized and stripped down to the core. In his seminal work, Exhausting 
Dance (2006), Andre Lepecki reads this intentional exhaustion of (or resistance to) movement 

15 A most recent example is Akram Khan’s farewell work Xenos (2018).
16 The politics of spectacle (from Guy Debord to Yvonne Rainer and beyond) and the power of the gaze (on and off 

the stage) have been key concepts for performance theory and practice, while the exposure and subversion of 
dance and theatre conventions, date even further far back, as early as the 20th century experimentations with 
performance (i.e. Dadaism).

17 To those I include all the in-between hybrid forms of research and presentation, which extend well beyond the 
binary division of theory and practice.

Risk, 2018 (Photograph: Ioanna Chatziandreou)
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as a political act of resistance against the imperatives of modernity and its imperious demand for 
incessant motion. Having theorized and eventually accepted and valued (at least by a certain 
faction of critics and audiences) this stream of choreographies18 in the 1990s and 2000s, move-
ment “resurfaces” liberated from preconceived ideas and assumptions regarding its form, level 
of expertise and indeed its very own existence. 

Indeed, in Risk movement is always present as the ongoing motion begins before the 
auditorium doors open and stops with the end of the show, its intensity directly linked to the dj’s 
choices.19 The sporadic short “intervals” appear as landmarks of a significant confession, and/or a 
subversion of the stage act, accentuating the (temporary) ostracism of the misbehaved one. Still, 
the main condition remains: the dance must go on and, with it, the persistence of the group, 
which ultimately appears more resilient than the private (hi)stories of its members. Seemingly 
situated in the opposing pole of the political ontology of the “annihilation” of movement, Risk is 
still “exhausting dance” in both literal (by not allowing it to cease) and political terms (by denying 
it its commercialization as an art-product showcasing expertise and mastery of technique). There 
is no doubt that a performance is on: professional dancers are moving on stage, costumes, music, 
light and spatial design are employed, all directed towards a ticketed audience. And yet, some-
thing is off: the dancers’ moves, their attitudes and attires refer to clubbing and partying modes 
of performance,20 rather than those of a concert stage. The dance seems “unchoreographed” (or 
“unsophisticated”) and “commercialized”.21 It is a dance that “everyone could do”, and more impor-
tantly one that everyone would want to do, with easy to follow, repetitive moves, many of them 
familiar from musicals, clubs and parties. 

Risk negates expertise in dance technique, but does not share the postmodern engage-
ment with “pedestrian”, non-spectacular, “natural” movement, nor the resistance to motion, as de-
scribed above. Instead, Risk emphasizes movement, while its setup is all about the spectacle: the 
dancers are overworking themselves to put on a show. Reaching the realms of exhibitionism, they 
perform their glam, beautiful, happy, carefree, un-problematised (and un-problematic), overly so-
cial and excessively confident self(-ves). The disco music, the glam clothing and the exhilarated 
party atmosphere underlined by the incessant rhythmic motion of the dancers (conditional to 

18 Lepecki uses as examples works of La Ribot, Jérôme Bel, Bruce Nauman, Xavier Le Roy, Vera Mantero, Trisha 
Brown, Juan Dominguez and William Pope.L.

19 In accordance with the choreographer’s intentions.
20 While popular, club and street dance practices (including music videos) are regularly employed within contempo-

rary dance formats, there are still certain expectations (tied to the conceptualization and evaluation of “high” art) 
regarding the regulation of their use and their “choreographic” renegotiation when presented on a “contemporary 
dance” setting. (See also Dodds, 2011.)

21 Similarly, I use quotation marks here to emphasize my awareness of the problematic use (and regular misuse) of 
these terms when describing a dance. Nonetheless, I need to draw attention to certain expectations that arise 
when dealing with a “contemporary dance performance”, which still (after years of intensive theorization and 
presentation of alternative performative practices) do not consort with the club aesthetics and movement vo-
cabulary employed in Risk.
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partying) would account for a “mainstream” euphoric experience, if it weren’t for the compulsory 
nature of the project: at the performance, as in the rehearsals that preceded it, the dancers are 
forced to party. And therefore “forced” to enjoy dance, to “feel excited”, to be happy, sociable, 
desired and pleasing. It is this condition, visible and known to the spectator, that shifts the whole 
dynamics of the show. 

 

Conclusion
Returning to the discourse on modernity, Harvie Ferguson (2000, p.5) examines modernity, as “a 
new form of subjectivity”, with movement hailed as its “permanent emblem”. As such, modernity 
“subjectivizes by interpellating bodies to a constant display of motion, to the ontological ag-
itation” (Lepecki 2006, p. 9). Similarly, Homi Bhabha (2004, p. 344) questions modernity’s 
ethics of “the constant reconstruction and reinvention of the self […]”22 focusing on “political 
situations of  ‘unfreedom’ – in the colonial and postcolonial margins of modernity”. Ferguson 

22 Here Bhabha references Mladan Dolar, The Legacy of the Enlightenment: Foucault and Lacan (unpublished 
manuscript).

Risk, 2018 (Photograph: Ioanna Chatziandreou)
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(2000, p. 38) further assigns “individuation” as the key feature of “modern embodiment”, re-
marking the “identification of the body with the person as unique individual and, therefore, as 
the bearer of values and legally enforced rights”. 

Since those subjectivities that are recognized (and legislated) as modern appear as 
bearers of “legally enforced rights”, the question returns to the status of those “other” subjectivi-
ties, living – or attempting to live – “on the far side of established modes of intelligibility” (Butler, 
2009). Those that fall into the realms of the “pre-modern” (or primordial) and “anti-modern”23 are 
deemed excessive or threatening to the established sociopolitical order and hence ignored and/or 
punished, as invisible and/or unaccountable. As Butler (ibid.) notes, living in precarity (that is with-
in a non-recognized, non-legislated state of limbo), is potentially threatening to one’s existence. 

By intentionally recreating and staging a performative state of precarity, Portolou draws 
attention to those “unrecognized” bodies and modes of being, which struggle to persist outside 
the assigned area of propriety and normalization. While group dynamics seem to prevail, with the 
performers rejoining the set action even after their moments of epiphany, collapse and/or revolt, 
these disruptions of “normality” function as a precedent, paving the way for future action. The 
performers take initiative in claiming space for their “illegitimate” selves and by acting they lay 
claim to power. 

Drawing from Hannah Arendt, Butler focuses on freedom as “coming into being through 
its exercise, rather than as a potential that waits to be exercised”, concluding that exercising one’s 
rights performatively is the only way to both claim and ensure them (Butler, 2009). In Risk, the 
dancers are given the opportunity to exercise their rights to freedom, explore, compose and 
expose their alternative, non-canonized subjectivities. But to exert and exploit this opportunity 
they have to resort to performative action and persist in their selected course, owning up to its 
volatile effects and acknowledging the risks and potentials of this exercise.

While framed by the specific conditions of a dance performance,24 Risk attempts to 
make these conditions evident, while also pushing their boundaries, in order to expose and draw 
attention to the more subtle, internalized – and therefore resilient to change – terms of perfor-
mance, coined by Butler as performative. Discussing Louis Althusser’s notion of interpellation 
within dance and performance contexts, Mark Franko (2002, p. 60) proposes that “dance and per-
formance could also ‘call’ audiences to subject positions”. As the dancers diagnose and reproduce 
onstage some of their performative mechanisms – questioning both their discursive terrains and 

23 See also see Appadurai (2000) and Mamdani (2004).
24 As a choreographic project leading to a public performance, Risk falls into specific terms of production: subsidies 

have been ensured (the work was produced by the Onassis Cultural Centre and subsidized by the Hellenic 
Ministry of Culture and Sports), a professional team has been assembled (dancers, music, lighting and costume 
designers have been hired), while the site of the performance bears its own structures and norms (from time and 
space design to ticketing and standardized spectatorship modes), with media advertisement, press releases and 
even program notes creating a specific set up for the performance. 
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their efficacy – they actually stage a second show within the show, which undermines its very 
own terms of existence. By destabilizing the theatrical experience Risk creates an ambiguous 
space, where the emergence of uncertain, fluid and yet deeply relational bodies hints towards 
the possibility for alternate modes of existence and commonality claiming visibility, account-
ability and power, both on and beyond the stage.
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