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PAbstract

Eppur Si Muove: Forms of Resistance in Performances of Movement in Public Space

This study is concerned with movement and its political potential for resistance, examining this potential
through artistic and cultural performances which center bodily movement in public space. The political
potential is created following the encounter between a physical movement and a spatial, social, cultural
or political limitation, and results from the impact of this encounter on the movement itself. The
“performances of movement” with which | am concerned appear as the result of political relations of
power or in response to structured spatial systems which are perceived as a cause, opportunity, or trigger
for movement. “Performances of movement” are the paradigmatic test cases which enable the kinetic

perspective suggested by this study.

The kinetic perspective is a form of thought which uses movement and its broad contexts as a key
for understanding the world in which we live. The originality and innovation of this study are linked to the
interdisciplinary nature of the expressions of performances discussed therein, and to my concern with the
spaces between opposing forces, practices and formations of representation. The research offers a new
interpretation of the function of border spaces, of the multifarious presence of movement in these liminal
spaces and of the transgressive power of bodily movement — both everyday and artistic — which
encounters a real or symbolic limitation and finds creative ways of persisting. This study is located at the
intersection of cultural critique, performance research and spatial investigation. The kinetic perspective
which it offers expands the field of discourse on movement by encompassing both test cases in which
bodily movement is quotidian and takes place in spaces where physical limitations and power are visible,
as well as cases in which the bodily movement is an aesthetic maneuver undertaken as part of a work of

art, enabling theoretical insights on movement, power relations and resistance.

The central question which this research intends to answer is what makes the encounter between
bodily movement and various obstacles found in public space into an event with critical potential for
political resistance. Moreover, how does movement with performative awareness and aesthetic intention
interfere with spatial orders and dominant political powers? The main claim of the research, and the
theoretical thread connecting its parts, centers on the moment of encounter between movement and
obstacle as a singular event which gives rise to political and creative gestures. The main characteristic
which makes a performative movement in public space an act of resistance is a break in planned, stable,

conventional or enforced spatial divisions, which creates a moment or moments of encounter between
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the movement and its blockage or arrest. Since movement in public space is controlled and surveilled by
mechanisms of power and control, primary among which is the gaze (Foucault 1975), the appropriation
of public space through bodily movement and the breaking of (allowed or prohibited, formal,
conventional) “rules of movement” in the performances of movement creates new and complex relations
between the moving body and the gaze which signifies power — whether a visible and concrete power like
that of the surveillance camera, or an internalized one like that of the law. These are dialectical relations
in which the gaze which controls physical space organizes, channels, limits or polices the appearance of
movement, just as movement undermines the stability of power and resists it. With the help of theories
which comprehend space and time as fields of power, and their relation to theories of performance
research based on the performative awareness of action in space, movement appears as a form of
conscious action. In this action the moving body is that of the performer, and the body is also the material
which provides performative resistance, challenging the limitation or blockage by unraveling the field of
power and infiltrating through the cracks. It usually becomes possible to create such cracks when
movement challenges the total dependence of the field of power on a static (stable, time-stopping)

division of space.

This study is divided into three chapters, each concerned with a different geopolitical space,
occupied by forces and organizing orders of different kinds. At the center of each is a movement, and
together they define the kinetic-political cultural and artistic perspective suggested therein. The
performances of movement included in the study can be defined as choreographic interventions at the
intersection of cultural action (undertaken as part of the field of action, the practice and the reciprocal
attachments of every-day life), artistic action (characterized by aesthetic intention in an artistic
framework), and activist action (expressed in a planned act of civic disobedience). These performances of
movement clarify the link between the performative awareness of those undertaking the movement and

the potential of this movement to interrupt and resist the various orders which organize or delimit space.

Chapter One, “Every-day Choreography in a Limited Space,” considers questions of political
philosophy, of spaces and borders, sovereignty and governmentality, and the tension between global
powers and the nation-state. The chapter focuses on every-day bodily movement and the space in which
it takes place. The limitation exposed in this chapter is a concrete, physical one embodied by the wall, the
fence, the checkpoint, and the border crossing. That is, a material expression of a blockage created by the
force of state power. The encounter between movement and these limitations does not always lead to

crossing; sometimes it leads to a reversal of movement and sometimes to stopping in place, but the
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repetition engendered by the necessities of life turns it into a ritual, and the ritual then turns into a

performance constitutive of political consciousness, which creates political potential for resistance.

This chapter presents the array of forces which accompanies the entire study: its first section
considers the limitation itself as a paradigm and form of control based on the segregation of the internal
and the external, and its second part considers three categories of movement and their mode of grappling
with limitation. The origin of the separation paradigm is in the emergence of the European nation-state
and its inculcation through the spread of Western colonialism and capitalism (Brown 2010). Its
contemporary expressions can be found in the strict immigration policies enacted by Western states, in
the high walls built all over the world in the decades since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of
the Eastern Bloc, and in the variety of technological mechanisms of surveillance and movement
modulation located at various border crossings. The separation paradigm is based on the performance of
control, which creates a simulacrum and mechanism of modulation and preservation of constant

movement; hence, its utility is unstable.

The categories of movement considered in the chapter are not stable either, and are often found
mixed together. The three categories of movement, here titled “legal movement,” “infiltrating
movement” and “blocked movement,” create every-day choreographies which the chapter examines
through the global movement of migration, the movement of refugees which has intensified over the last
two decades, and the ways in which the Palestinian population deals with the Israeli regime of movement
control. The distinction between these three categories is an outcome of the separation paradigm and a

response thereto. These distinctions have a biopolitical dimension, which is formed by the changing

definitions of the emergency which defines both liberal and illiberal regimes (Agamben 1995).

Labor migration is perceived as a legal movement so long as one’s visa is valid, but as soon as its
expiration date passes, the migrant’s status becomes illegal. Unauthorized border-crossing is understood
as legal when the crosser belongs to a population marked as deserving of refugee status, but not for those
who leave their homes looking for a livelihood. Jumping the fence between Morocco and the Spanish
enclaves, for example, is considered illegal, but setting foot on “European” soil can turn the jumper into
a protected asylum-seeker. Locally, work permits allow for legal presence in Israel during certain hours,
and beyond this limit the individual becomes an illegal presence, her movement prohibited. The liquidity
of these categories serves the mechanisms of distinction and control while simultaneously resisting and
destabilizing them. The chapter ends by investigating the political potential of movement that has been

stopped in place and of the interruption created by such movement. This part focuses on the “Great
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March of Return” and the series of weekly marches to the separation wall between the Gaza Strip and
Israel, which took place between 2018 and 2020, and the military and mediatic Israeli response to these
marches. interruption plays a central role in the study, and it appears and reappears in each chapter in

different forms.

Chapter 2, “Minor interruptions in Public Space,” considers aesthetic and political questions
related to consciously performative movement and to issues of representation in artistic contexts. A
central question in the chapter is that of the minoritarian stance of the performances of movement
discussed and their performers as against the majoritarian orders and forces which characterize local
public space. This minor position is examined in relation to narrative, ideology, the organization of space
and planning, and is characterized as an interruption which, if only momentarily, destabilizes these orders
and forces. The chapter focuses on three performances of movement which have taken place over the
last decade in Israel: the performance piece Dancing in the Streets, created by the Public Movement
collective as part of the social protest of summer 2011, performed several times in central Tel Aviv;
Echoing Yaffa, an audio tour created by artist Mirjam Schickler in 2014 which tells the erased story of the
neighborhood of Manshiyeh, between Jaffa and Tel Aviv; and the performance Concrete, created by
choreographer Ophir Yudelevitz in 2019 in the town of Sderot. These performances are examined as part
of a tradition of minor interruptions in public space, which begins with the avant-garde of the early 20t
century and continues with the work of the neo-avant-garde groups of the 1950s and ‘60s and the great

revolt of 1968.

These minor interruptions are in conversation with the critical theory that was conceptualized
during these events as part of a spatial turn, consolidated in the research fields of several disciplines over
the second half of the twentieth century. The analysis of performances of movement in this chapter relies
on the spatial thinking of Henri Lefevbre (1991) for an understanding of the invisible powers organizing
public space, and on the insights of Michel de Certeau (1980) with regard to the potential of pedestrian
movement to act as a disturbing, transgressive force. The three performances of movement considered
in the chapter were created for a particular public space and respond to its spatial characteristics and the
history embedded therein. Their kinetic action in public space charges it with new meanings, brings muted
forces and narratives to the surface and disturbs the existing order. The limitations treated in the chapter
are mostly "invisible” ones whose spatial presence indeed responds to the city’s plan and the movement
that takes place within it, but act invisibly and ephemerally in that space. The performances of movement

presented in the chapter are located in an additional in-between space (on top of the public space in
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which the movement takes place) due to their positioning between everyday action, artistic action, and

activist practice.

Chapter 3, “Parkour: Decolonization as Movement,” synthesizes the theories discussed in the first
two chapters by considering action which opposes physical limitations of two kinds. The first part
considers the invisible limitations of the urban space discussed in Chapter 2, and the second part considers
occupied space replete with the visible, concrete limitations discussed in Chapter 1. Unlike the previous
chapters, which each discuss several examples, this chapter focuses on one case study — parkour —
completing the main theoretical claim of the study regarding the political potential for resistance which
appears when a bodily movement meets a limitation within a cultural and political context. Parkour is a
practice of movement based on the principle of maintaining continuous motion while dealing with the
physical obstacles of the city. As a performance of movement, it combines sport, art and cultural practice
and pertains to a wide range of performances emerging from a subculture which developed mostly in the
1990s. Parkour joins the physical-literal and the metaphoric-symbolic levels of the theoretical claim about
the fertile, potent and effective encounter between movement and blockage: a movement which

encounters limitation and is forced to change direction or break its trajectory in order to keep on moving.

This chapter returns to movement which takes place in a limited space and ties parkour to the
issues raised in the first part of the study regarding limitations on movement, surveillance and control, to
the tension between global and local forces, and to the impact of neoliberalism on the possibilities of
movement for entire populations. As a movement of resistance, parkour is examined throughout the
chapter as part of the tradition of aesthetic-political movement in public space considered in Chapter 2.
The chapter presents the genealogy of parkour: its origins in a colonial martial practice developed at the
end of the 19t century, and the translation of this practice to the urban space of Paris banlieues. The
political promise of parkour is then examined through the constitution of the parkourist subject out of the
category of the multitude, as an individual acting within a group (Virno 2004). The two final parts of the
chapter consider parkour groups in Palestine and their movement as an act of resistance to the Israeli
occupation and a symbolic act of decolonization. The multiplicity of parkour performances around the
world, the concrete and immediate use of the parkour movement makes of various limitations present in
the city to maintain continuous movement, and its online presence combined with its ephemeral spatial

presence, all make it a paradigmatic case for this study.

Several strands connect the different parts of this study, together forming the kinetic perspective

offered therein: the function of the body in performances of movement; the encounter between
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movement and limitation in various spaces; the performative awareness of movement; the role of the
gaze; choreography as an apparatus of capture and the organization of bodies in space; the emergence of
the political gesture; and the dual status of concrete movement and representation. Thinking the political
potential of movement as resistance connects action and its interruption; that is, it encompasses two
opposed characteristics: the continuous flow of movement and that which attempts to stop it as
resistance. In nature, for example, the potential of movement for resistance is embodied in the movement
of water which erodes rock and finds its way by seeping or breaking through. In a political context, the
potential for resistance will appear in many ways, including as a mode of social organization around shared
ideas or beliefs against the exercise of various kinds of state or regime power (economic, social, colonial).
But wherever there is movement, even in political and intellectual contexts, there is a material dimension
and embodiment (Kotef 2015). Hence, the presence of the body is of importance for understanding
movement as a political potential of resistance. The limitations of resistance are imposed on people’s
bodies as a consequence of various physical and material categories. These categories often determine

the degree of their freedom of movement and demonstrate the power of the limitation.

The study ranges between two types of public space in which movement encounters limitation:
the space of liberal regimes, where limitations are invisible and the law has been internalized, and that of
non-democratic spaces under the control of the same liberal regimes — border crossings of various kinds,
territories under military occupation and territories devoid of recognized sovereignty. In such spaces
limitations are visible, often physical, and known to all. The passage between these types of spaces invites
a focus on different kinds of performances of movement. Despite the essential difference between spaces
and types of movement, this entire line of argument deals with the moment of encounter between
different categories of body and movement and the multiplicity of limitations. The encounter is
accompanied by consciousness of the moving body, of the limitation, of the persistence of movement and
of its desire to keep moving. Hence the political potential of the bodily movement in encounter with
various spatial limitations also lies, in all the contexts under discussion, in consciousness of the very action
of moving. The policing of space clearly draws out the presence of the limitation, and here too there is

performative awareness of movement as well as of its performative and symbolic power of action.

Performative awareness — expressed in the creation of choreographies in space — serves as a
theoretical leitmotif for the variety of performances of movement in public space — both activist and
political ones and those which are performed as performance-art, though in these the activist stance also

appears, without sharp distinctions. An understanding of this kinetic complex relies on the central
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definition of performance as a repetitive act characterized by awareness (Schechner 2014) and creates a
liminal space, which can be isolated and examined apart from the flux of the every-day. This repetition is
“restored behavior” (Schechner 1981), which charges both the kinetic repetition in the potential of the
re-constitution of the subject and the meanings of restoration and healing. Performative awareness, the
awareness of carrying out movement which characterizes all the test cases of this study and which takes
place in the various spaces in which movement is carried out, encompasses both performativity in its
constitutive role (with regard to reality and the subject, following the conceptualizations offered by John
L. Austin and Judith Butler) as well as the act itself, marked as a cultural or artistic performance. The
presence of the body in the performances of movement is meaningful not just in the context of movement
(as kinetic critique and potential for action) but also as an agent of resisting subjectivity. The body is
simultaneously both the site and the agency through which the conscious performativity of movement is

expressed in resistance as a factor of reconstitution.

Thus, bodily movement in public space reappears in different forms in each chapter as movement
imbued with performative awareness, political consciousness, and resistant spatial presence. Throughout
the study, resistance is minoritarian, non-violent and based on the disturbance of order and law. This
disturbing movement challenges and cracks through the imaginary stability which maintains the power in
control of space. Each chapter presents different tactics (in de Certeau’s sense) of destabilizing the

mechanisms of power.

The gaze plays a central role in this study, but its presence changes between its various parts:
sometimes the gaze of power is present and visible, and at times it is invisible and internalized. When the
gaze is present, it is through the multiplication of surveillance cameras, soldiers staffing checkpoints and
formal border-control personnel. This gaze is countered by bodily movement, which it tries to label as
legal or illegal. These are fluid categories, which often melt into one another: movement which is legal
during the day becomes illegal at night; certain individuals are considered infiltrators when they cross the
border in a specific way, and when others make the same way, their movement is considered licit. But
when the gaze is everywhere, it is as invisible as the limitations found in every city; its continuous presence
has been internalized, and this is the source of its power. The resistance of the performances of movement
to the invisible gaze interrupts the continuity of space and narrative; it reveals the invisible gaze of the
ruling force which organizes public space and the public sphere — the place’s story, the relations of power

within it, and the historical and contemporary violence encapsulated in every stone.
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Another complex expression of the presence of the gaze is when performances of movement take
place in virtual and real-life spaces at the same time. The relationship between the visible gaze and the
internalized, invisible one are characterized by a doubling: not only does the gaze control movement and
constitute the movement of resistance, it is also reproduced and distributed online. The disappearance
from public space of the rapid, continuous motion which leaves no trace makes it very difficult for
surveillance cameras to locate, limit and modulate it, but the same movement is massively present online
due to its documentation and distribution. The passage to documented representation (in the form of the
YouTube video or other digital platforms) raises several questions: does movement continue to possess
the same potential for resistance in online space? What is the gap between photographic representation
and bodily movement? In what way is the practice itself, the convergence and the running, responsible

for the constitution of the resisting parkourist subject?

Two additional concepts reappear throughout the study, tying together its various strands:
choreography and gesture. Choreography, as a concept defining and organizing movement in space,
appears throughout in various contexts. It is an important component of the vocabulary of the kinetic
perspective, through which | aim to present the theoretical claim and the various case studies. In the
clearly political context which distinguishes movement from limitation (in Chapter 1), choreography
defines the borders of the event and enables the distinction between the continuous every-day and the
movement created around the spatial limitation, in encounter with it. In this case choreography is part of
the research terminology itself, and | read the action with its help. As the argument proceeds (in Chapter
2), it integrates choreography in the ordinary sense — as part of a movement-based work of art, in which
bodies move according to the stipulations of a kinetic score. Here, as well as in the concluding discussion
(in Chapter 3), choreography has another aspect which has subsisted in it from the beginning — it is the
code which organizes movement, and in this sense, it represents law or order, but also contains the
potential for interruption and the practice of freedom (Lepecki 2013). The trained bodies of movement
performers and parkourists, who undertake the same choreography, the same movements, again and
again, are practicing not only the “will of the choreographer” or the full spectacular event, but a physical
capacity, a spectrum of possibilities of movement, and as a result, a flexibility and creativity which

accompany this practice. This capacity holds radical potential for resistance.

Gesture, like choreography, has a thematic meaning in this study, organizing the theoretical,
physical, cultural, and artistic aspects of art, which appear throughout in various guises. The interest of

this study in two central aspects of gesture — interruption (continuing Benjamin’s analysis of Brecht’s epic
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theater) and political potential (continuing Agamben’s investigation). In each chapter, the gesture appears
at the moment of encounter between the bodily movement and the limitation in public space. Sometimes
it is concrete and sometimes it is symbolic and internalized: the gesture appears as a leap over the fence
on the Moroccan border; it emerges at the meeting with the soldier at the checkpoint; it breaks through
in the dabkeh dance in the center of Tel Aviv; and it is embodied in the flip performed by a parkourist
headed towards a wall. The various kinetic and spatial performances of the gesture are manifold and
heterogenous, but it always breaks a continuum — whether of everyday life or of narrative — and invites
critical view and action. Thus, the gesture contains a potential for destabilization, disturbance and perhaps

even transformation of the current order.

The question of representation — the question of the representative-symbolic status of the
concrete movement — also winds through the entire study, if indirectly. Chapter 1 — that deals with
movement in daily mainly regimented contexts — also includes certain works of art which focus on bodily
movement and its encounter with various limitations, particularly in the fields of documentary film and
literature, as a mediating representation. The function of these aesthetic representations is to connect
the theoretical claim to the reality with which it is concerned, and movement is a central motif of their
narratives. But these cases obey the rules of the medium in which they are created and remain within the
realm of representation; hence, they are not the object of direct investigation. Unlike the works of art
which appear in Chapter 1, those discussed in Chapter 2 are representations in an unambiguously artistic
sense; they are characterized by a performative awareness attuned to the encounter between the artist
or performer and various limitations in urban public space, and hence also by a representation of the
encounter between movement and limitation in public space. The horah and dabkeh circles tell a historical
and political story about a conflictual space, and thus themselves create an interruption which raises this
conflict to the surface, as when the dancing body stops traffic and interrupts urban order. The audio tour
Echoing Yaffa presents the story of Manshiyeh by bringing the body of the participant, in motion through
space, as well as her sight and hearing, face to face with the ramifications of the past and with conflicting
narratives. In Concrete it is the bodies themselves which create the performance’s political significance.
The physical encounter of bare bodies with the frontier space of Sderot creates the representation of
reality. The political power of performance as living art, which is both representation and real-world action
at one and the same time, is an additional thread tying together the three minor performances of

movement presented in Chapter 2.
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The discussion of parkour which concludes the study considers the question of representation
from another point of view. Like the performances of movement discussed in Chapter 2, parkour also
subsists in the world and in the space of representation at the same time. But unlike these performances
of movement, which are undertaken with an explicitly aesthetic intent (even when they are part of an
activist milieu) and are thus framed as artistic practice, parkour is urban cultural performance; that is, the
“story” it tells about space depends on its very movement through the city. The performative dimension
(constitutive and present) is a product of training, repetition and performative awareness. The political
power of movement in this case lies in the performance of the run, even when it has no audience or goal,
among other reasons because the “stage” of parkour is the internet. The parkourist subject was born in
real-world public space, where it is ephemerally visible, but becomes part of a political community in the
space of virtual representation. The issue of representation also plays another important role in this
chapter. The representation of Palestinian parkour practitioners departs from the common
representation of Palestinians and their struggle in the media. Here, they are presented neither as victims
or as fighters-cum-“terrorists.” Rather, they are people who “have learned to fly.” Their physical
capabilities, their determination and passion for movement, embody resistance, not only to the array of
limitations posed on space and the Palestinian population by the Israeli occupation, but also to the way

the Palestinian subject is seen and represented worldwide.

This study therefore embodies various performances of movement, some of which are quotidian
outcomes of necessity and geopolitical circumstance, and some which are part of a work of art or a
planned aesthetic-political act. All the performances of movement considered in the study are based on
bodily movement and take place in public space. The movement of bodies in public space possesses a
physical agency which performs the movement in space. This agency, a concrete body of a man or woman,
must deal with multiple limitations in public space, which require decision (both bodily and political) to
enable the continuation of movement. This encounter between the movement and the limitation and the
decision to which it leads are the heart of the study and the organizing principle of its parts. The political
potential born at the moment of encounter between movement and limitation derives from the desire of
the performer of movement to keep going, as opposed by the various fields of power interested in
arresting that movement. The necessity of finding a new channel for movement, which will enable it to
continue, responds to the space of political happening and is created as a result. This study offers a reading
of this moment of encounter as a space of creative happening, which encloses a potential for

transformation and resistance to a social state of affairs or a ruling order.
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