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5.0 Introduction
While the previous chapter has introduced new analytical frameworks for thinking 

through the contributions of technological elements to performance and performance 
theory, an analysis based on technological performance still falls short of being able to 
deal with staged digital dance choreographies in terms of their emergence from a 
relationship between human and technological performance elements. The treatment of 
this dynamic process arising from the relationship between human and technological 
performance, requires me to focus in this final chapter upon framing staged digital dance 
through the concept that I am calling interperformance. The concept of interperformance 
enables a framing of the engagement between human and technological performance 
elements in less hierarchical terms, especially once we consider interperformance through 
a focus on parallel technical skills and capacities, and agential forces of human and 
technology. 

Susan Leigh Foster’s (1998) theoretical reappraisal of the notion of “performance” 
from the perspective of dance, has pointed to the way in which dance skill and 
competency specifically is able to reframe and critique recent post-structuralist 
conceptions of performance that have been developed by gender studies scholars. 
Drawing on Foster, in the first part of this chapter, I emphasize similarities between human 
and technological performance from the perspective of capacity or skill. While Foster’s 
insights are intended to reframe the performance of gender specifically, her achievement 
of this through such a pointed coupling of performance and skill is a coupling that I 
consider extremely useful to apply laterally to the performances and active relationalities of 
the human performer, the interactive system, and the imagery implemented in staged 
digital dance. I will show that positioning human and technological performance in terms of 
“skill” or capacity complicates the normative association of “agential force” with the human, 
and allows us to draw lines of connection between human and technological performance 
through the concept of agency.

In making this argument, I am also drawing from the Actor-Network-Theory of Bruno 
Latour. For Latour, a post-human reframing of agency, in terms of elements that “make a 
difference” within a performance ecology,1 allows us to make striking comparisons 
between the human and technological in terms of agential power. Presented in this way, 
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1 By performance ecology I mean the type of choreography, which portrays humans and non-humans as 
performing elements that are both part of the choreography proper. 



my proposed concept of interperformance is also intended to offer an alternative to the 
concept and discourse of interactivity, discussed in chapter four, which standardly sees 
human agency as the (positive) orienting criterion for (interactive) performance analysis. 
That is, in terms of the empowerment, or technologically bound constraint, of the human 
participant. Contrarily, the application of Actor-Network-Theory to staged digital dance 
helps further unsettle the hierarchy of perceptual importance by both problematizing and 
multiplying, across different human and non-human elements, the definition and possibility 
of who and what can contribute as a performing element to any choreography. In this way, 
from the perspective of skills and agency, interperformance allows us to destabilize the 
human-centered perspective in dance, opening this art form to the domain of the 
posthuman.

I want to be clear that in reframing performance in this way, in terms of a concurrent 
reading of human and technological skill, capacity, and agential power, I do not claim that 
human and technological performance are seen as the same thing, or as converging. On 
the contrary, the ‘inter’ accentuates a relationship that takes place between two different 
kinds of performance. The differences that remain between human and technological 
performance, I argue, can be understood as productive differences, which open up dance 
to non-human agencies and, therefore, contribute to expand the art form of dance beyond 
the human. As a concept that reframes its object of staged digital dance, interperformance 
also enables me to bring together an analytical approach to examine the relationship 
between human and technological performance non-hierarchically, which has long been 
overdue during the emergence of digital dance, and the theory surrounding it. While 
current studies on theatre and performance are beginning to account for a shift towards a 
posthuman paradigm in art works created with digital technologies2, digital dance to a 
certain extent has been neglected from this. Connecting staged digital dance with the 
posthuman paradigm helps show how dance corresponds with other contemporary art 
forms and with changes taking place in culture and society more generally.

Through the notion of interperformance then, this chapter aims to deconstruct the 
hierarchy of perceptual importance between human and technology in dance. Section 5.1 
starts out by discussing similarities between human and technological performance in 
terms of technical skills or capacities. Section 5.2 problematizes the notion of performer as 
a human-centered concept. The following section elaborates on the notion of agency, 

171

2 See for instance Bay-Cheng, Sarah, Kattenbelt, Chiel (eds.) Mapping intermediality in performance. 
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2010.



followed by a discussion of interactivity. The notion of the posthuman in philosophy and in 
the discourse in theatre and performance is presented in section 5.5.
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5.1 Performance as (technical) skills 
After the journey we have taken through these four chapters so far, it is possible to 

observe that concepts of performance skills and capacities might need to be rethought 
further if they are going to be useful in rethinking potential relations between human and 
technological performing elements. That is, between two different kinds of efficacies. 
Foster’s approach to performance and skill is useful because it allows us to open up the 
notion of performance to non-human entities, even while this falls beyond the scope of 
Foster’s own project. 

Foster’s starting point in ‘Choreographies of Gender’ (1998) is her critique of the 
use of “performance” as a term in recent theory that draws from a critical approach to 
gender as performance.3 She pays particular attention to the insights and impact of Judith 
Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990). Butler’s acclaimed study draws on the theories of 
philosopher of language J.L Austin, to describe sets of ultimately creative social 
processes, considered normative, that constitutes the subject as gendered. Butler argues 
that our participation in gendered performativity is ensured by various discourses, such as 
those learned from our parents, institutional organizations and the media. Accordingly, she 
understands performativity as “cultural ritual, as the reiteration of social norms.”4 Here in 
Butler performativity is a repetition of, to a certain extent, externally scripted acts, that are 
naturalized or normalized as culture, and in which we unconsciously partake (and which in 
turn determine our gendered identity). 

For Foster, there are several problems that arise from Butler’s theory of 
performance, which has had strong theoretical appeal in cultural analytic studies 
considering the relationship between culture and performance. For Foster, Butler largely 
neglects corporeal enunciation and restricts speech acts to the domain of linguistics in 
order to explain gender, as her example, as performance. Also, she does not explore 
action (opposed to speech) as a kind of accomplishment of the body (as opposed to a 
cultural submission or petition). Furthermore, we can understand the relevance of Foster’s 
critique for my own work when we can consider that although Butler emphasizes that 
performativity is composed of series or multiples of acts, based on the reiterations of a set 
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3 Foster, Leigh, Susan. ‘Choreographies of Gender’. Signs, vol. 24, no. 1 (Autumn 1998): pp. 1-33.

4 Butler, Judith. (2000), ‘Restaging the universal’, in Contingency, Hegemony, Universality:
Contemporary Dialogues on the Left, by Judith Butler, Ernesto Laclau and Slavoj Zizek, London, Verso: p. 
29.



of social norms, for Foster, Butler’s focus on the repetition of acts overlooks differences 
and relationality between them. Finally, Butler’s understanding of gender as performance 
neglects the domain of the performing arts in which verbal and non-verbal actions are (in 
most cases) consciously created and staged, rather than unconsciously reiterated on the 
basis of a set of rules and conventions. Paradoxically, I suggest, Foster’s awareness of 
this disconnect does not push dance theory and (cultural but inartistic) theories of 
performance and performativity further apart, but instead points out what dance actually 
can offer to such theories in general. 

To fill the gap in which Butler’s approach to performance falls short, Foster develops 
a revised methodological way of thinking about performance through the example of 
dance. For Foster, dance is useful to rethink the notion of performance (of gender) for two 
reasons. It entails verbal and non-verbal bodily acts and it grants a clear function for the 
performer as the one who actualizes encoded behavior through idiosyncratic skills. The 
way in which Foster sheds light on performativity, inside of dance arts, to make these 
claims, generates numerous theoretical insights that I consider hugely productive to apply 
to this chapter of the thesis on staged digital dance choreographies as interperformace.

Key to Foster’s methodology is that she makes a distinction between performance 
and choreography as two separate but interrelated concepts or components of dance 
works that have remained separable throughout dance history, but that have each also 
changed conceptually over the course of that history.5 Choreography, she understands as 
the historically developed social and cultural codes and conventions of behavior (drawn 
from artistic and extra-artistic realms) through which meaning is constructed in dance. 
Inside of dance, choreography furthermore implies the creation of two kinds of ‘human’ 
relations: the relations of body parts one to other and relations among different bodies. 
Performance, on the other hand, refers as a concept to the idiosyncratic nature of 
interpretation - whether by dancer or audience - of bodily and social values. The individual 
embodied executions of codes and movement patterns that are developed in, and 
prescribed by, the choreography are elements of performance, in her model. In other 
words, Foster writes, choreography is the score and performance is the execution of that 
score based on the dancer’s skills. This is in order to be able to “translate the 
choreography into performance by learning the movement, its timing, and its disposition for 
body in space as meticulously as it is required by the aesthetic demands of the situation.”6 
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5 I have explained the changing meaning of the term choreography in chapter one. See footnote 25.

6 Foster, 1998: p. 9.



! As we can see, through this line of thinking, the distinction between choreography 
and performance remains, even if the dancer contributes to the development of the 
choreography. And indeed this is often the case: dancers for example in many companies 
and director-performer relationships are given the liberty to slightly modify the 
choreography so as to adapt the movements of the choreography to the capacity of his or 
her own physicality. At other times also, the dancer may develop certain movement 
material on the basis of various directions from the choreographer. Yet for Foster, even in 
examples such as these, choreography remains the guiding score for action whilst 
performance refers to the execution of that score. Following the logic of Foster, it can be 
concluded that the task of the dancer is to execute the score of the choreography with as 
much aesthetic efficacy at the level of performance as possible, by means of slight 
adjustments in his or her physicality. Such an awareness of aesthetic efficacy, so key to 
the analysis of the performance of the dancer, foregrounds theoretical attention to skills, 
capacities, and agencies. But further than this, it also points to a striking resemblance 
between the task of the dancer and the task of technology in terms of performance in 
staged digital dance. 

Recall that in the previous chapter, I have defined technological performance as the 
execution of a given task in a specific context, which is evaluated on the basis of its 
effectiveness within that context. In the context of staged digital dance, I have shown that 
the effectiveness of technological performance within such projects can be evaluated on 
the basis of the execution of the technology’s role in the choreography, meaning the 
actualization of certain features in dance composition: energy, time, and space. Reading 
Foster’s theoretically productive distinction between choreography and performance 
alongside the frameworks I have developed in chapter four, we can notice common 
theoretical ground between human and technology within these notions of performance. 
Specifically, an effectively staged digital dance comes together in different but parallel 
concepts of human and technological execution; or in other words, the presentation of the 
score of the choreography as effectively as possible. To theorize digital dance in terms of 
this notion of effective execution requires close (and theoretically rewarding) attention to 
the concepts of skill and agential power, in so far as these inform human and technological 
performance. This brings out totally new insights for our understanding of performance in 
staged digital dance as an actualization of what the human and the interactive system 
differently and together contribute to the choreography. It also points to a shift in the 
understanding of dance: from a human-centered art form to a posthuman artistic practice 
in which the human and non-human “share” the stage. 
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We might ask at this point: What kind of skills does a human performer need to 
develop to be a professional performer? Philosopher Stan Godlovitch’s (1998) description 
of skills within the context of music provides a useful way to really engage with what is 
meant by this question (and in the presence of the technological). Godlovitch considers 
two aspects of ‘skill’ that are necessary for a human performer to bring to an effective or 
successful performance. The first aspect of skill is technical, but the other imperative skill 
is interpretive. According to Godlovitch:

Whereas technical skills involve causing objectively  determinable and (often) 
quantitatively measurable acoustic effects (...) interpretive skills involve 
aesthetic effects for which no obvious quantitative measure exists, and 
typically  emphasize “expression, the details of which are often matters of 
irresolvable dispute.7

Godlovitch’s distinction between technical and interpretive skills can be translated 
easily enough to dance.8 I suggest that technical skills can be translated as dance 
technique, that is, the physical training of muscles and the coordination of body parts 
according to the norms and values of a certain form of dance (i.e., classical ballet 
technique, modern dance technique, partner-work technique). Interpretive skills on the 
other hand, can be translated as the artistic or expressive qualities that a dancer may 
articulate whilst actualizing dance movement through the principles of choreography, such 
as energy, time, and space.9 My use of this concept of skills as described by Godlovitch 
points to a difference between human and technological performance. Whereas human 
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7 Godlovitch, Stan. Musical performance: a philosophical study. London: Routledge, 1998: p. 54.
Godlovitch’s distinction between technical and artistic skills can also be illustrated via figure skating 
championships in which the performance of the skater is evaluated separately on the basis of technical and 
artistic skills. 

8 It should be noted that, although a distinction of technical and artistic skills is useful for the sake of analysis, 
quite often, technical and artistic skills overlap. 

9 In chapter four I have described these elements via Lois Ellfeldt’s study. To recapitulate, in A Primer for 
Choreographers: An Introduction to Modern Dance Composition (1967, 1974), Ellfeldt describes energy, 
time, and space as the three major elements with which a choreographer engages during the composition of 
the choreography.



performance entails technical and artistic (“aesthetic”) skills and capacities, technological 
performance entails only technical ”skill,” or capacity.10

Let us take a scene from 16[R]evolutions (2006), created by the New York based 
company Troika Ranch, to illustrate the operation of skills and capacities within human and 
technological performance. As I have mentioned earlier in the introduction of this thesis, 
the imagery created by the interactive system in this work plays out as one element within 
a larger staged narrative about socialization and domesticity, exploring the differences 
between our intellectual and animal or primitive selves. The scene that I want to consider 
here takes place towards the end of the choreography and can be seen as the 
dramaturgical climax of this piece, in which the performative and aesthetic effects of the 
interactive system feature prominently. At this moment, a female dancer (Lucia Wong) and 
two male dancers are on the stage, sitting on chairs at a table. One of the male dancers 
strips off the woman’s clothing and quite literally makes her more ‘accessible’ to a strongly 
reciprocal interactive relationship with the motion-tracking technology.11This is the first time 
in this scene that a dancer has extracted themselves from the human “company” on stage 
(which is centered often around the table) to engage directly with the live ‘feed’ of 
interactive light data. The dancer at this point appears to reciprocally feed all of her 
gestures, the full range of her movements, into the interactive system, in a space apart 
from the other dancers and also furthest from the audience, towards the back of the stage. 

In this climactic scene, both the human choreographed body and the technological 
system are acting at the edge of their limits and capacities. The female dancer taps in to 
the border of the system, revealing its potential by making clear its limits of its constraints. 
Individual gestures are also worth noting. Initially she executes a set of movements, 
engaging her legs, arms, and then upper torso, which can be described as smooth in 
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10 It can be argued that technology cannot possess technical skills because skills involve a level of conscious 
reflection in order to learn and develop a certain skill. It is true that the capacities demonstrated by interactive 
technology in staged digital dance are not learned by the system itself but are developed and programmed 
by humans. Nevertheless, in staged digital dance what counts for the perception of the choreography are 
aesthetic effects, which are produced by technological and human performance. Since the aesthetics of the 
projected images are created in real-time by the performance of the interactive system, I argue that it matters 
little whether or not skill is a learned process or in-built feature. Moreover, the requirement of learning a skill 
is problematized by technologies equipped with Artificial Intelligence that are able to learn from external 
stimuli and adjust their behavior accordingly, such as the acclaimed chatbot Jeremiah, performing in Susan 
Broadhurst’s Blue Bloodshot Flowers (2001), which I explain in the conclusion of this thesis. 

11 In general, motion-tracking works best when the dancers wear neutral colored clothes that are close to 
skin color. Clothing makes the dancer less susceptible to the video capture, and therefore the removal of the 
dancer’s yellow colored vest is both dramatic and technical in this instance. 



terms of energy, but she also changes the accent12 of her movements from subtle to sharp 
gestures. She primarily performs on the same point in space and the height of her posture 
in space changes from being hunched down low, to eventually shift in to an upright body 
position, whilst she increases and decreases the size of her movements [Fig. 5.1 and 5.2]. 
The second female dancer gradually joins the first dancer in a disorderly duet.

Fig. 5.1 and 5.2 — 16 [R]evolutions (2006)

The technological system responds to these movements by producing a moving line 
of light on the backdrop that changes color- from blue to red and to white - and which 
gradually become thicker, developing into layers. The line projects firstly from a position 
high up on the backdrop, and gradually moves downward to position itself more or less at 
the same level in the space as the human dancer. From this point, the colored line moves 
in to a much more close alignment with the dancer (in real-time) as she changes her 
location across the stage. The line also changes its height in space, moving higher and 
lower, with the human dancer’s movements. The energy of movement executed by the line 
can also be described as smooth and flowing. Moreover, the line fades as the dancer 
stops moving and reappears as the dancer reinitiates action. As the second dancer enters, 
the light starts engaging and responding to both dancers simultaneously. The backdrop 
gradually is filled up with these kind of reciprocal marked lines, which creates the effect of 
storing, archiving, or showcasing all of these different layers of the dancer’s series’ of 
movements in to one plane. The thick lines of gestures, in white, red (higher) and blue (at 
the top) – serve in this way as a kind of live ‘store’ of the recent human score, that is also 
quite emotive due to the intense color. Then the system suddenly stops accumulating 
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12 Movement accent should be understood as a jargon term, referring to the emphasis given to certain 
movements during their execution by the human dancer. 



these live gestures – though not completely. The accumulation is much slower and less 
responsive in the background, putting the centre of focus back on to the two female 
dancers, who again take up a central role between the “filled” system and the two men 
sitting at the table – the dancers here are taking over again, essentially, from the inhuman 
(technological) performance. [Fig. 5.3]

Fig. 5.3 — 16 [R]evolutions (2006)

How can we understand this scene through the notion of performance that I have 
just outlined for both human and technology? Here, the human technical capacities include 
the dancer’s trained physical strength, as well as coordination necessary to execute the 
type of movements required by the choreography. Of course, a level of artistic skills is also 
required to relate to these technical capacities. For instance, to some degree, the artistic 
skill of the dancer helps to determine the appropriate timing and different uses of energy 
applied to the physical and technical changes in movement, direction and tempo. In this 
respect, the dancer cannot but help add some degree of interpretation. Nevertheless, such 
artistic decisions and freedoms on behalf of the dancer do not alter her main task, which is 
to execute the score of the choreography as it has been determined by the artistic choices 
of the choreographer. To this extent, while the dancer is equipped with aesthetic capacities 
that the technology does not have at all, from the perspective of technical skills, I argue 
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that the analysis of human and technological performance in many respects (but not all) 
traverses common theoretical and conceptual ground in choreographies that demand high 
technical skills from the dancer, such as in staged digital dance.13 In such cases, quite 
often the human performer will make reduced use of his or her artistic skills, relying 
instead mainly on technical skills for the execution of the score of the choreography. 

Concerning the technology, technical skills or capacity refers to the capacity to 
produce different types of visual images, the system’s ability to react in real-time with 
visual imagery of different kinds, and the speed with which it can process its incoming 
data.14 These are the intrinsic capacities of the interactive system, such as those of 
Eyecon and Isadora, which I have explained in chapter four in the section “quantitative 
performance”. In that section, I explained what is distinct about the quantitative 
performance capacities of motion-tracking interactive systems, which stands them apart 
from other digital technologies used in interactive dance (such as telematics). Moreover, I 
outlined there that the performance capacities or skills of the interactive systems used in 
digital dance have evolved since their initial application in the early staged digital dance 
works of the mid-1990s. Relying on first-generation digital dance practitioner-authors’ 
arguments, I showed how the advances in technical skills of the interactive system has led 
to “more subtle” dialogic processes between the input of the human dance and the output 
of the interactive system, perceived in the form of visual abstract imagery projected on a 
backdrop/screen and at times on the body of the human dancers. Pulling together the 
above close reading of 16 [R]evolutions with this theoretical toolkit, it is possible, 
unconventionally, to observe that the notion of performance as skill or capacity can be 
applied to the actions taken by both human and technology in 16 [R]evolutions, alongside 
the other case studies examined in this thesis. Such an application involves also a 
destabilization of the hierarchical positioning of human and technology understood within 
conventional hierarchies of perceptual importance in dance, and, points to the undoing of 
a human-centered understanding in staged digital dance. 

It is from this point that I propose to examine the relationship between human and 
technological performance in staged digital dance through the notion of interperformance. 
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13 I would like to emphasize that I am not making a universal claim on choreographic practices as these tend 
to vary. What I refer to here are choreographies in which the dancer needs to perform quite a high level of 
technical skills for the execution of the choreographic score as determined by the choreographer.  

14 From this perspective human and technological performance show one more similarity. The 
comprehension and appreciation of technical skills of human and technological performance requires a 
certain amount of literacy from the spectator: movement literacy concerning the former and technical literacy 
concerning the latter.



Interperformance, is not a homogenizing term; it respects ontological differences between 
human and non-human performance. On the one hand, interperformance schematically 
reduces differences between human and technology by resort to the analysis of technical 
skills and capacities, but it should be underlined that human and technological 
performance are not the same. Indeed, no physical dancer can project light, turn into 
particles, or create digital colorful patterns by means of their physical capacities. No 
technological system possesses the physical texture and qualities of a breathing and 
sweating human body. In other respects, the staging of these different qualities offered by 
human and technological performance and the assembly of various performance qualities 
within staged digital dance can be perceived as an enrichment for this art form resulting 
from the leveled incorporation of non-human performances in dance. In this sense, the 
drawing of parallels between human and technological performance through the 
framework of interperformance is beneficial because it problematizes the human-centered 
understanding of the performer concept, and acknowledges the presence of non-human 
performers in dance. 
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5.2 Machinic performers
The work of performance scholar Philip Auslander captures in a different way my 

argument on these matters of skills and capacities as they apply to human and 
technological performance, especially in his problematization of the humanist notion of 
performer – of what is permitted to be considered to perform. Rejecting ontological 
differences as the rationale to exclude technologies from the domain of performance, in ‘At 
the Listening Post, or, do machines perform?’ Auslander argues that even if machines are 
assumed to be incapable of interpretation, this limitation in itself does not distinguish 
machines decisively from human performers.15 He argues that the history of each of the 
performing arts consists of so many examples and ways in which human performers have 
been asked to exercise their technical skills but not their interpretive skills. In such cases, 
Auslander reports, human performers are employed primarily for their technical skills and 
are asked to transfer their agency elsewhere. In dance of course, the performer’s agency 
would most often be transferred to the choreographer. But this means also, Auslander 
argues, that such supposed “performer” roles might be taken on just as easily 
(conceptually speaking) by humans who are not using their interpretive skills as by 
machines that simply lack artistic skills but possess technical skills. 

In ‘Humanoid Boogie. Reflections on Robotic Performance’ (2006), Auslander 
illustrates this argument via the Tiller Girls dance troupes.16 The first Tiller Girls group, 
Auslander points out, was founded in the 1890s and in its aesthetic it carried Taylorist 
methods of labor and mass-production into the popular cultural realm. The Tiller Girls were 
highly trained and precise in terms of technical skills and were mostly known for their high-
kicking routines with linked arms. Auslander underlines that the dancer girls not only 
performed movements accurately but they also looked identical and were matched very 
precisely in terms of height and weight. Of course, it is possible to argue that as soon as 
this is an aesthetic effect, there is an artistic performance and knowledge being shaped by 
such a purposively “technical” composition. Nevertheless, the Tiller Girls exemplify an 
exaggerated form of technological capacity within a supposedly human performance that 
can easily be compared with the discussion of machinic effectiveness of chapter four.
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15 Auslander, Philip. ‘At the Listening Post, or, do machines perform?’ International Journal of Performance 
Arts and Digital Media (2005):  vol. 1, pp. 5–10. [doi: 10.1386/padm.1.1.5/1] 

16 Auslander, Philip. ‘Humanoid Boogie: Reflections on Robotic Performance’, in Saltz, David, Krasner, David 
(eds.). Staging Philosophy: Intersections of Theatre, Performance, and Philosophy. Michigan: University of 
Michigan Press, 2006: pp. 87-103. 



An additional and very useful perspective on the Tiller Girls, which interweaves 
labor, performance, and effectiveness is offered in the work of dance scholar Felicia 
McCarren (2003). According to McCarren, Tiller Girls formed part of an ‘economy of 
gesture’, which comes in to view in culture and society in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century and which captures and represents an industrial background in which, 
labor, performance, and physicality are being made sense of, assembled and scientifically 
examined for mass industry purposes. This concept of an ‘economy of gesture’ articulates 
the fact that human and technological/machinic performances were being schematized 
and reduced at this moment, in terms of energy expenditure, and furthermore that the 
performance of humans and machines, converging in industrial modernity, were being 
increasingly viewed together through the lens of productivity. 

In his study Human motor. Energy, Fatigue, and the origins of modernity (1992), 
historian Anson Rabinbach gives a detailed account of this economic-cultural mode of 
thinking that dominated the nineteenth century. He writes that the metaphor of “the human 
motor” strongly dominated the era between the nineteenth century and the end of World 
War 2 as a result of the discovery of automation, while (paradoxically) promising to liberate 
work from materiality and physicality (muscles, nerves, energy). The human motor then is 
a metaphor of work and energy that provided nineteenth century thinkers with a new 
scientific and cultural framework. Through this metaphor, scientists and social reformers 
could articulate materialism, nature, industry, and human activity into a single, overarching 
concept: labor power. In Rabinbach’s explanation:

In the mental life of nineteenth century, work was at the centre not only of 
society but of the universe itself. The metaphor of the human motor united 
these developments into the single idea that the working body is a proactive 
force capable of transforming universal natural energy into mechanical work 
and integrating human organism into highly  specialized and technical 
working processes.17

Hence, the human body and the industrial machine were both entities that 
converted energy into mechanical work, which “points to a striking similarity between 
physiology and technology.”18 A very important consequence of this, of relevance for the 
arguments of this chapter, is the association of notions of performance to human work in 
terms of labor power. As Rabinbach explains, since the human organism was considered 
as a productive machine, it could be stripped of all social and cultural relations and 
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18 Rabinbach, 1992: p. 24.



reduced to “performance”, which could be measured in terms of energy and output. 
McCarren too underlines the association between performance and productivity:

As the scientific term puissance—power or force—became associated with 
the force or energy mobilized in labor power, it intersects with the term 
‘performance’, used in engineering and mechanics to describe the 
technology. With a different resonance, and a different history, from 
puissance, the idea of ‘performance’ as measurable productivity becomes 
important in European work-science late in the nineteenth century and in the 
theories of productivism inspired by the application of thermodynamics to 
working bodies.19 

In other words, humans are understood as efficient machines and performance is 
measured through productivity. As a result, human and technological performances 
intersect at this moment, as the evaluation of performance becomes viewed through 
frameworks of quantifiable efficiency.

It is unconventional, counter-intuitive, and indeed somewhat contentious to 
conceptualize dance through concepts of labor; but what this quote is doing is illustrating 
how human and technological performance may meet in situations where performance is 
seen as equivalent to physical labor and efficiency of effort. In dance, the connection 
between performance, physical labor, and efficiency of effort can be applied to 
choreographies that require high technical skills from the human performer, such as in 
staged digital dance or classical ballet, which enables us to deconstruct the hierarchy 
between them. In chapter three, I have already described how the mechanistic principles 
in classical ballet were one of the reasons some dance artists began looking for other 
means of expression, which led to the development of modern dance. To recapitulate, 
evolving as a reaction to the restrictions of classical ballet but also as a reaction to the 
mechanization of dance by cinema, in free dance, the body was considered an “instrument 
of redemption from growing mechanization.”20 Hence, the idea that human and machinic 
performance have conceptual affinity counter-balances the received modernist notion of 
the authenticity of the human dancer within contemporary and especially digital dance 
theory. This enables us to shift the emphasis from the human performer to non-human 
performing elements in staged digital dance. In addition, it enables me to apply the notion 
of effectiveness, which I described as a quality of technological performance in chapter 
four, to human performance. There, relying on the work of Jon McKenzie, I have described 
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the challenge of cultural performance in terms of “efficacy” and the challenge of 
technological performance in terms of “effectiveness.” Now, we can see that the qualities 
used to describe and distinguish cultural and technological performance may not be so 
clear-cut after all, which results from staged digital dance’s problematization of the 
humanist assumptions of the notion of performance. 

What controversially challenges the humanist foundations of modern dance here, in 
Auslander, is the acknowledgement that the capacity to produce and reproduce certain 
results on call is not only a requirement for technological performance but it is an important 
condition expected from a human performer. In fact, Auslander (2006) argues that the 
capacity of the human dancer to produce and reproduce specific results on call establishes 
a strong measure of dancer skill:  

Since a performer who does something only once and cannot repeat it is not 
of much value in the traditional performing arts—or in most realms of human 
endeavor—the ability  to “duplicate a result” is a measure of skill. We ask of 
human performers the same reliability  that we demand from machines and 
measure their skills in those terms.21

For Auslander, the skill to reproduce a result on call in human performance 
undermines the cultural value attached to conventionally romanticized artistic skills - such 
as individuality and uniqueness - which are most often considered to be distinctive 
features of human performance within the performing arts. In this respect, the argument for 
the analysis of digital dance that has been formed around the perceived “compatibility” of 
interactive technologies with the liveliness of human performers (which I have explained in 
chapter three) only reinforces Auslander’s recognition of the strong role of cultural habits 
and values in assessing the apparent authenticity of human performers. 

As you will recall, in chapter three, Mark Coniglio and David Saltz argued that 
interactive technologies are compatible with live performance because in contrast to 
recording technologies, which produce and reproduce the same content each time, 
interactive technologies generate ‘live’ unrecorded content during the time of performance 
itself. As we can see, this kind of logic, valorizing liveness, tends to confer or re-cognize 
human qualities in the technological system – arguably a sort of human-centric projection 
of authenticity in itself. In contrast, Auslander deconstructs the authenticity of the human 
performer, and argues that much of the actual performing in conventional, Western genres 
of the performing arts is highly routine and automatized, a fact which is overlooked in favor 
of the individualistic and interpretive views of performance. Here, Auslander’s revaluation 
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of the concept of performer resembles the arguments of performance scholar Michael 
Kirby, which I have addressed in chapter two, who has shown how the perceptual habits 
and expectations of Western theatrical presentation are influenced by the cultural 
institution of theatre, its power and cultural connotations, and on the modern perception of 
acting in particular.22 In his acclaimed essay ‘On Acting and Not Acting’ (1972), Kirby 
concludes that the placement of any human onstage automatically transforms him or her 
into an actor, aided by props and costumes, which enhance the credibility of the specific 
role, even though the person onstage may just as well be standing there as a figurant.  

This is a very interesting inversion of human-centered perspectives within 
performance theory. Why indeed is our perception so focused on singling out the human 
onstage? And why are we so keen on preserving the so-called humane qualities of being a 
performer, such as authenticity and originality? Auslander proposes an interesting answer 
to these questions: he argues that the cultural value given to interpretive skills within the 
performing arts may in fact be a defense mechanism against larger societal fears of 
becoming machinic, or becoming automata.23 The fear of becoming automata is perhaps 
best explained by Jane Goodall in ‘Transferred Agencies: Performance and the Fear of 
Automatism’ (1997). 

Goodall argues that the fear of losing agency has taken many diverse forms and 
expressions in the history of culture, all of which “vary according to the discourses in which 
they are reflected.”24 She gives the example of the fear being captured in the technological 
determinist conception of technology (perceived to limit human creativity and variation); 
but also for example in fairy stories about evil enchanters (such as in classical ballet). 
Capturing many other instances of these externalizations, in performance practices, of 
anxiety surrounding the risk of the loss of human agency, Goodall traces these anxieties to 
the late nineteenth century, when electrical technologies began to link bodies and 
machines in continuous circuits of activity. According to Goodall, “as the automatic 
machine became increasingly suggestive of agency, any appearance of the automatic in 
human behavior conversely seemed to suggest loss of agency.”25 She concludes that “the 
performer and the machine have some strange affinity that draws out cultural anxieties 
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about becoming automatic.”26In the previous chapter, I have shown a contemporary 
example of such anxiety in the criticism of Martina Leeker, who argues that 
choreographies created with real-time interactive systems reduce the body to electric 
circuits, which in her view leads to a loss of the personality of the human dancer as s/he 
becomes part of the technical system. In chapter three, I cited the early origins of this 
anxiety towards automatism within the formative years of modern dance, when ‘free 
dance’ was being established in the late nineteenth century as a counter-movement to 
balance this anxiety. Auslander and Goodall’s work helps us to contextualize these 
anxieties inside of dance history and discourse, and to not only recognize but make room 
for the very conceptual tension between the human and technological that contribute to 
the interperformance paradigm. 

The articulation of interperformance from the perspective of technical skills in 
particular enables us to undo these kinds of primary/secondary hierarchies between 
human and technology in staged digital dance. Interperformance problematizes the notion 
of performer because it draws attention to what human and technology both do, differently, 
and how they interact within the choreography in terms of technical capacities. In this 
sense, interperformance requires the application of the notion of performer to non-human 
entities because their actions also contribute to the realization of the choreography. Hence, 
interperformance helps to illustrate certain unforeseen similarities between humans and 
technology in terms of agency, and signals a shift towards the domain of the posthuman. 
To further undo the hierarchical ordering between human and technology, in the next 
section, I consider another line of connection between human and technological 
performance in terms of agency.
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5.3 Human and non-human agencies
A comparison between human and non-human agency turns out to be very useful in 

terms of thinking about interperformance in the wake of staged digital dance’s 
destabilization of the hierarchy of perceptual importance between human and technology 
in digital dance. Agency, most usually figured in terms of consciousness, intention, and 
reflection, frequently figures in analytical discussions of human performance. It is important 
to spend some time with this discourse, which most often takes as its starting point the 
(liberal) humanist subject,27 and which, I argue, even in the context of dynamic human-
technology interactions, tends to anxiously figure technology as an overpowering, 
alienating other. 

In staged digital dance, I suggest that agency captures some additional human 
capacity on behalf of the performer to contribute to choreographed performance. 
Auslander, for example, reminds us that most traditional definitions of performance place 
their “emphasis on the agency of the performer as one who does not merely execute the 
instructions contained in a text but who interprets the text and expresses something of his 
or her own through the act of interpretation.”28 Dancer and researcher Susan Kozel (2007), 
writes that performance entails a “reflective intentionality on the part of the performer 
herself, a decision to see/feel/hear herself as performing.”29 Godlovitch (2005) considers 
intention as an asset possessed by humans and describes it as “action undertaken 
expressly in order to affect someone else who has chosen to be affected.”30 For 
Godlovitch, such intentions are integral to performance because they allow the performer 
to influence the kinesthetic reactions of the spectator. It is through these means, 
Godlovitch argues, that musical performance constructs a communication between 
performer and audience. Performance scholar Marvin Carlson (2004) writes that the 
performer needs to be conscious of the fact that s/he is putting on a role for someone. In 
fact, for Carlson, during performance, the performer takes on a double consciousness 
“according to which the actual execution of an action is placed in the mental comparison 
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with a potential, an ideal, or a remembered original model of an action.”31 The agency of 
Carlson’s performer described in this work is of course figured in terms of the rational 
liberal subject position giving little consideration to the actual acts and impacts of other 
non-human elements. 

I would like to introduce the recently developed Actor-Network-Theory of sociologist 
Bruno Latour in order to present an alternative, non-hierarchical understanding of agency 
that makes room for technological effects.32 Actor-Network Theory challenges agency as 
understood by the rational liberal subject position because it considers the social as a 
network of heterogeneous participants, called actors, but which need not be human. An 
actor is instead any independent entity that has the capacity to ‘make things happen’ 
within the network. Actors do not need to possess the qualities associated with 
humanness; they need not be conscious of what happens, or to become reflexive about a 
certain action. Hence, an actor is not defined on the basis of their ‘humanness’. Rather, 
actors are defined on the basis of what they do, their capacity for interaction, and how their 
actions cause changes within the network.

The translation of this recent conceptualization of agency from Actor-Network-
Theory to staged digital dance helps to further deconstruct the hierarchy of perceptual 
importance towards other ways of thinking the performance of technology and the human 
together, for three reasons. First, it makes it possible to apply the notion of agency to 
objects since any component (human, animal, object) can function as an actor as long as 
their actions create changes within the network. Translating Actor-Network Theory to 
staged digital dance, it is possible to argue that the actions taken by human and 
technological entities contribute to the realization and actualization of the choreography.33 
As I have described in the previous chapter, the capacities and limitations of the interactive 
technological system both inspire and constrain the movements of the dancer, who adjusts 
his or her movements accordingly. In turn, the qualities of the visual images projected by 
the interactive system during the creation of the work are programmed to correspond to 
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the movements executed by the human performer. Hence, the technical system influences 
the creativity and responses of the movements of the human dancer; the aesthetics of the 
choreography are partially inscribed with the agential power of the interactive system. In 
this respect, Actor-Network-Theory grants agency to technology in staged digital dance. 
Indeed, if we are to think the consequences of this line of thinking, with a backward 
glance, and beyond the scope of this thesis, it would be possible to recognize many kinds 
of non-human actors within dance history, a history otherwise considered to be mostly 
object-less. 

It is also worth bearing in mind that Actor-Network-Theory understands the 
“collective” as made out of heterogeneous actors that possess various degrees of 
agencies.34 It is in this respect that this theory goes beyond the boundaries of human 
agency to address other, including non-human agencies inside staged digital dance. 
Further, the degree of agential power and power relationships between different actors are 
not fixed but are reconfigured each time anew on the basis of the specific situation in 
which an action takes place. With this shift, we have the recognition that human and 
technology both can possess potentially low or high agential status - or in other words, 
agency is unpredictably co-determined. The interactive system has an unpredictable, and 
only partial agency because it is dependent on the movements of the physical dancer in 
order to perform at technically translating the dancer’s physical movements into abstract 
visual imagery in real-time. The dancer has an unpredictable, and only partial agential 
status because his or her task is to execute the score of the choreography as efficiently as 
possible. Therefore, s/he, to a great extent, is dependent on the interpretive choices made 
by the choreographer, regardless even of whether or not technological systems have been 
incorporated into the choreography. Human-centered understandings of dance tend to 
downplay this fact, to the detriment of a theoretical encounter with dance-making. 

A very obvious but not often discussed fact of dance production that makes another 
case for the need for this concept of interperformance is the way in which the agency of 
dancers is often delegated outwards, beyond the dancing body. Delegated agency means 
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that the dancing body can often be figured in a decent red way, they are not the producer 
but instead a contributor to the larger creative ‘work’ of the choreography as a whole. A 
closer look at dancers who have worked with a distinguished choreographer for a long 
time period helps me to illustrate the dancer’s delegation of his or her agency also to the 
choreographer. 

Delegation happens explicitly and implicitly, and at numerous levels of production. 
The most common example is that the choreographer expects the dancer to take over his 
or her movement style, and to recreate it within the borders of his or her physicality. This is 
the way that dancers working with George Balanchine or Ohad Naharin are expected to 
cultivate performances inside of others’ choreographies. From this viewpoint, the 
supposedly low agential power of the dancer in staged digital dance (supposedly 
submissive to or constrained by overpowering technologies), combined with the dancers’ 
assimilation of a specific choreographer’s movement style, complicates the notion that 
agency is only ever reduced in dancer’s negotiations with non-human components. 
Indeed, agency may be an over-simplified and celebrated concept when it comes to this 
perception of restriction versus human agency within a particular performance of staged 
digital dance. 

A third reason why Actor-Network-Theory is useful in breaking down bias in the 
hierarchy of perceptual importance between human and technology in dance, is because it 
requires us to examine the relations between different agencies that take part in an action 
or sequence. Latour understands action as a node created between different set of agents. 
For Latour, action “is not done under the full control of consciousness; action should rather 
be felt as a node, a knot, and a conglomerate of many surprising sets of agencies that 
have to be slowly disentangled.”35 My disentanglement of the relations between human 
and technological agent inspired by this, via the concept of interperformance, helps to 
acknowledge choreography as a collection of human and technological performances, 
which emerge out of the whole set of relations between these two performing elements 
onstage. By interlacing the agential power of human and technology, interperformance 
confronts the dominant understanding of the role of technology as a supporting device, 
and figures it instead as a serious player - in relations. Finally, the concept underlines the 
fact that staged digital dance needs to be understood within a posthuman approach to the 
art form of dance, rather than within very humanistic perspectives. 
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To sum up, this articulation of agency, in interperformance, via Actor-Network-
Theory demonstrates how the hierarchical understanding between human and 
technological performance is capable of being radically and unpredictably realigned in 
digital dance. My own adaptation of Actor-Network-Theory through the concept of 
interperformance also clearly confronts and makes sense of the new focus upon (and 
anxieties around) the actual set of relations between human and technological agencies in 
the first generation of digital dance practice and theory. Developing this perspective 
further, I argue that interperformance is also useful in theory as an alternative means of 
thinking about “interactivity,” a concept which has quite standardly been applied to, and 
conceived within, this emergent cultural practice of staged digital dance.
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5.4 Replacing interactivity with interperformance
It is unconventional that I have come this far in to a thesis on digital dance and paid 

so little attention to interactivity, but there are many reasons for this avoidance. In the 
previous section, I have outlined the concept of interperformance which I suggest as a 
preferred analytical framework over “interactivity”, otherwise more familiar to scholars of 
new media theory, human-computer communication, and new media art and so on. While 
different related disciplines like these understand interactivity in slightly different ways, 
generally speaking, the concept of interactivity tends to denote a communication process 
between at least two entities.36 Whether this process involves human-to-computer or 
human-to-human communication depends on the context in which interactivity takes place.  
Nevertheless, for cases that entail human-to-computer interaction, most theories of 
interactivity take human agency as the focal point of theorization, and in this sense tend 
not to attend to the agency of the technology as I have done in the previous section. Some 
contemporary performance theorists do draw on theories of interactivity in their work, so it 
is worth emphasizing the difference of my own approach in this thesis by comparison. 

In Digital Performance (2007) Steve Dixon’s treatment of interactivity in his 
historical overview of new media in theatre, dance, performance art, and installation, 
comes closest to being applicable, in an overarching way, to the argument that I am fine-
tuning around staged digital dance practices in this thesis. Since digital dance is a sub-
genre of digital performance, the schema of different models that Dixon sets up in this text 
to address interactivity across digital performance should also cover individual digital 
dance practices. However, a detailed look at this model, despite its useful taxonomic 
arrangement of practices, shows us that this is not necessarily the case. 

In his model, Dixon offers four different categories of interactivity and illustrates how 
each category operates in the context of specific and numerous artwork examples. The 
four categories furthermore are related in a hierarchical order, which Dixon suggests move 
consecutively from “less” interactivity to greater degrees. For Dixon, “more” interactivity is 
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achieved when most agency is granted to the interactor 37 and the artwork is open to 
change in its content. Furthermore, he conceives of this hierarchical arrangement using 
three criteria, which he labels as the degree of the openness of the system, the degree of 
agency of the interactor (the human participant who engages with the technical system), 
and the degree of change in the content of the artwork. 

The openness of the system refers to whether the technical settings of an 
interactive system are flexible (meaning changeable) or restrictive (meaning showing little 
changeability) during the engagement between the interactor and the content of the artistic 
work. The second criterion concerns the degree of agency of the interactor. That is, 
whether the technical system grants a large or limited amount of freedom to the human 
agent in making decisions within the interactive system. The last category, degree of 
change in the content of the artwork, is a follow-up of the first two categories. It is 
concerned with whether the interactor’s choices cause a significant change in the content 
of the artwork in comparison to the artwork’s initial stage envisioned by the artist. Appendix 
4 presents an overview of the characteristics of Dixon’s model of interactivity for summary 
purposes.

The hierarchical ordering in Dixon’s categories and the criteria to evaluate 
interactivity in fact situate human agency - yet again - at the centre in Dixon’s model. To 
illustrate this, I will elaborate on the particular typology of interactive art that Dixon labels 
“participation” which is relevant because Dixon locates staged digital dance created with 
first-generation interactive system within this typology. In “participation” type interactive 
works, Dixon suggests participants help to bring the environment’s sensory features to 
“life” by means of their physical engagement with the artwork rather than clicking on some 
buttons. In other words, he suggests, interactive works that enable “participation” require 
the inclusion of more than one body part than for example just the hand or digits.38 Dixon 
curiously locates “participation” on the lower end of a continuum of art interactivity, arguing 
that it leads to “less” interactivity because human agency in such works is restricted in 
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artworks created in the 1960s which were made with less sophisticated (and analogue) interactive 
technologies.



comparison to other types of interactive art works.39 What is interesting here is that Dixon’s 
categories of interactivity evaluate the level of interactivity on the basis of the 
empowerment offered to the human by the artwork, whilst at the same time overlooking 
the agency of technology within his model – or perhaps even figuring this as a negative 
element. Moreover, the examples with which Dixon illustrates “more” interactivity rely on 
artworks that facilitate human-to-human interactivity rather than human-to-technology 
encounters.

The very obvious value granted to human agency illustrated via Dixon’s model 
underlines why interperformance as a concept is better suited to examine the different type 
of agencies involved in staged digital dance performances, as well as their 
interrelationship within the context of staged digital dance choreographies. 
Interperformance accentuates a plurality of agencies and it requires examining how 
different agencies influence each other by means of their actions. Moreover, within the 
context of staged digital dance, interperformance shows that human and technology both 
possess an unpredictably co-determined agential status. In this sense, interperformance 
brings human and technology closer together in terms of the recognition of their degrees 
of agency and enables us to co-relate these as two performing components, which leads 
to a destabilization of the hierarchy between their roles within the choreography. From this 
perspective, the reading of staged digital dance that I am presenting here, sees staged 
digital dance in terms of an interperformance: an art work is produced out of exchanges 
between and negotiations of both human and technological performances, which come 
together. To examine staged digital dance as interperformance through these perspectives 
of agency and skills enables us to better grasp the impact of that decentralization of the 
human performer in the choreography. There are numerous ways in which we can map the 
consequences of this line of thinking.

To begin with, in staged digital dance both human and technological performing 
components are part of a feedback system, but in contrast to Leeker’s negative view of 
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this, both retain their distinction as separate performing entities. Secondly, both 
components “perform,” as well as technically “actualize”, the score of the choreography. 
Thirdly, the perceptual effects created by the actions, movements and interactions of 
human and technological performance - which include intensity, color, tempo, spatiality, 
responsivity, and so forth – generate kinesthetic responses in the spectator. As a result, 
the integration of the effects of technological performance within the choreography in 
staged digital dance presents a break from established perceptual habits concerning the 
coupling of the definition of performer with the human. Accordingly, this integration of the 
technological into the experience of such performances urges us to redefine or indeed let 
go of existing definitions of the “performer” or performing components of dance, so as to 
include non-human elements within this definition. This line of thinking inevitably leads to a 
posthuman approach. 

Posthuman thought is not only relevant for staged digital dance but for many other 
art practices that integrate digital technologies in to the creation and perception of the 
artwork. In Mapping Intermediality in Performance (2010), performance scholar Robin 
Nelson suggests that we already find ourselves in a shifted stage of posthumanist, (what 
he calls) “intermedial reality,” in which the impact of computer technologies plays out in our 
performance practices.40 Here, “the digital doubling of bodies, virtual bodies, robots, and 
cyborgs, have entered the intermedial stage, if not to displace humans, then most 
assuredly to engage with them and question some of their most fundamental 
assumptions.”41 Nelson’s observations of current forms of intermedial performance 
practices leads him to state that we might be  “at the cusp of a paradigm shift into a new 
age where former paradigms are displaced” in theatre, dance, and performance.42 Dixon 
writes that “there is no reason why we should recognize breathing living bodies to have 
greater solidity and authenticity than electronic humans similarly engaged in performative 
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actions” from a posthuman perspective.43 In Dixon’s view, posthuman perspectives may 
offer alternatives for analyzing certain performance practices, which increasingly trouble 
the traditional notions of embodiment and presence.44 What these quotes point to is the 
need for a less ontological and more variable understanding of what performs; this 
enables non-human performers to enter the stage and engage with humans in less 
hierarchical terms.  

The changing understanding of performance, and perspectives of performance 
theory, that I am tracking in this thesis, in proximity to staged digital dance production and 
reception specifically, when viewed in this larger posthuman milieu, allows us to rethink 
human-technology relationships. The less hierarchical ordering between human and 
technology offered by interperformance corresponds with these larger transformations of 
contemporary thought, including especially the posthuman thinking and ethics of Katherine 
Hayles. Hayles’ strongly articulated ethical positioning of the human vis-à-vis other organic 
and non-organic beings and things with which humans share the world is the level at which 
I would like to conclude the contributions of this thesis. Following the lines of thought that I 
have produced, I think it is possible to show not only show staged digital dance’s 
connection with current theatre and performance practice but I also possible to 
demonstrate that dance, but especially staged digital dance, is in these works reflecting on 
changes taking place within culture and society at large.
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5.5 Posthuman encounters in theatre, dance, and 
performance

Posthuman thinking tends to capture, as Katherine Hayles recognizes, certain 
conflicts of divisions in thinking about the future of human and technology relations in 
either greatly optimistic or pessimistic registers. Hayles’ description of these two 
perspectives upon the posthuman are able to be easily associated with the similar 
vacillations between positive and negative discourses regarding the integration of 
technology in dance at the beginning of the twentieth century, which I have noted in detail 
in chapter three. In that chapter, I distinguished those that wanted to synthesize dance and 
technology and celebrate technology as the optimists, such as Oskar Schlemmer and 
Craig Gordon, from the pessimistic naturalism that resisted the machinization of the 
human body, such as in the work of Isadora Duncan. I emphasized also that this anxiously 
vacillating discourse is a kind of legacy, which haunts the discussions on the integration of 
technology in dance within the literature of digital dance, up to today. Drawing on the work 
of Hayles, it is possible to point to certain parallels between the discourse in dance and the 
broader philosophical discourse of the posthuman. That is, how (staged digital) dance 
reflects upon changes and discussion taking place in present society at large. 

In How We Became Posthuman (1999) Hayles writes that becoming posthuman 
both invokes terror and excites pleasure.45 The terror, for Hayles, is in the dual connotation 
of “post-.” It seems to imply replacing the human, or at least thinking in the wake of it, 
suggesting that the days of humanity may be numbered. According to Hayles, this is a 
teleological and apocalyptic version of the posthuman, found within certain discourses of 
robotics and cybernetics, but also in literary studies and evolutionary biology. Such terror 
has its origins, Hayles explains, in the default position of the liberal humanist subject, for 
whom conscious agency is considered to be the essence of human identity, and whose 
ethics assumes that humans, not machines, must be in control of the world. During the rise 
of the machine age, this apocalyptic view, which figures the loss of conscious agency and 
man’s lack of control over his environment, fears the contamination of human essence with 
mechanic alienness, and implies the inevitable end of humanity.46 In chapter three I have 
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described similar fears surrounding loss of agency in dance, especially in the rejection of 
the influences of machinization at the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Rejecting such apocalyptic views, Hayles finds pleasure in the notion of the 
posthuman precisely because it requires “getting out of some of the old boxes and 
opening up new ways of thinking about what being human means.”47 Hayles’s version of 
the posthuman has a predominately optimistic tone, in its thinking about human and non-
human encounters. For Hayles, the posthuman requires letting go of the assumptions that 
equate the essence of the human with the liberal human subject especially its high 
valuation of conscious agency and control. Hayles’s version of the posthuman discards 
such essentialist assumptions associated with the human. For Hayles, human subjectivity 
and the world was never ‘ours’ to begin with. Conscious agency has never been in control 
of the subject either; rather, subjectivity is an emergent process that takes place through 
complex interactions within an environment that includes both humans and non-human 
actors.48 It is worth pointing out that in Hayles’ posthumanist vision, what comes to an end 
is not humanity as such, but a certain understanding of humanity: 

Posthuman signals (…) the end of a certain conception of human, a 
conception that may have applied, at best, to that fraction of humanity who 
had the wealth, power, and leisure to conceptualize themselves as 
autonomous beings, exercising their will through individual agency and 
choice.49

Hayles here comes very close here to Latour’s argument on multiple and distributed 
agencies, to the degree that we can recognize how our persistent resort to arguments 
about conscious agency in the context of dance tend to always frame technology as 
inferior to the human simply because technology lacks (or indeed even violates, in this 
perceived lack) consciousness, agency, and intention. Hayles’ understanding of the 
posthuman supports a rather different framework that I have been capturing in this chapter 
- namely that staged digital dance’s choreography is an emergent process, evolving from 
the interperformance between human and technological performances. Hence, a 
posthuman account helps re-think Western theatrical dance as an amalgam of human and 
non-human components. Such a reading of dance is also ethical because it acknowledges 
the crucial role played by non-humans in terms of the staging of choreography within the 
history of dance—at least since the establishment of Western theatrical dance in the 
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nineteenth century. Indeed, also for Hayles, the posthuman offers an ethical way of 
thinking about the position of man and other life forms (biological or artificial) “with whom 
we share the planet and ourselves.”50 

At the same time I am emphasizing in this conceptualization that staged digital 
dance does not portray a synthesis between human and technology, as for example is 
captured in the political and metaphorical work of Donna Harraway, writing posthumanism 
in the same period as Hayles.51 Rather, human and technologies remain as separate 
entities in collaboration, which results in complex, observable relations between dancers’ 
physical movements, the interactive system’s programming, and the outputted digital 
visual imagery within the aesthetics of the choreography. Across the range of practices 
researched for this thesis, it can be noted that in both practice and theory, staged digital 
dance does not tend to be focused at all at synthetic mergers of human and technology. 

The application of a posthuman approach to dance implies indeed the end of a 
certain conception of dance as an art form, which situates the human at the centre and 
non-humans at the periphery of attention. In this regard, the posthuman thinking of dance 
helps to liberate dance from its strong humanist assumptions, leading to the 
acknowledgement of non-human performing elements, alongside the human. This 
conclusion inevitably raises questions on the future of digital dance and dance theory, far 
beyond the period of production and theory upon which this thesis is focused.
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5.6 Conclusion
In this chapter, I have set out to show the destabilization of the hierarchy of 

perceptual importance and distribute performance and agency between the human and 
technological elements in dance through the notion of interperformance. Understanding 
interperformance as that which emerges from the relation between human and 
technological performances, I demonstrated the dismantling of the hierarchical ordering 
between human and technology through focusing upon technical capacities and agency. 
By expanding and examining the notion of both human and technological performances 
through these concepts I have pointed out how the human and non-human co-relate within 
the choreography of staged digital dance practice. By achieving this kind of reframing, it 
has been possible to demonstrate that the human can no longer be perceived as the 
primary performing element situated at the center of attention in dance. 

Consequently, interperformance presents a break from the dominant understanding 
of the role of technologies as supporting devices for the centrally figured human performer 
within the art form of dance. Technologies are also granted the role of performer and share 
the stage with human agents. The impact of this unsettling is significant, if we remind 
ourselves that the hierarchical mode of perception between humans and technology has 
remained the dominant mode of perception in dance, at least since the nineteenth century 
in which Western theatrical dance became an autonomous art form. 

It seems that we are at the threshold of the posthuman paradigm within the 
performing arts in general and digital dance in particular. In this respect, the issues 
concerning the positioning of human and technology in dance examined in this thesis are 
timely and provide an innovative point-of-view to understand the relationships between 
humans and non-humans within this art form. Moreover, connecting dance with posthuman 
thought shows digital dance as a response to the increasing human-technology 
confrontations taking place within our cultural and historical moment. 

The notion of posthuman practice and interperformance may sound frightening to 
some, especially in the field of dance, in which a fear of disembodiment and the 
assumption of an incompatibility between body and technology is still operative. Yet, as 
Hayles’s and Nelson’s remarks accentuate, the integration of technology in dance practice 
does not need to imply the replacement of humans with technologies. On the one hand 
this much-needed perspective merely recognizes, and belated acknowledges, the ways 
that dance has always brought humans and technology in to contact; on the other hand it 
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offers ways of understanding and creatively producing such relationships. Indeed, 
computer technologies have become an integral part of our everyday lives and they have 
a major influence on how we perceive ourselves and the world. If dance is to reflect upon 
changes in human life, then, we need to reconsider the role of non-human components in 
these and many more ways, embrace our fascination with this tension, and be willing to 
share the stage with the technologies that are already within and around us.
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