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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Choreographing American Citizenship
in the Age of the Improvised Explosive Device
by
Sara McDonald Wolf
Doctor of Philosophy in Culture and Performance
University of California, Los Angeles, 2013

Professor Susan Leigh Foster, Chair

This dissertation investigates contemporary citizenship through an investigation
of intermedia choreography and performance during the first decade of the twenty-first
century. I theorize the present era as the age of the improvised explosive device (IED) to
argue that citizenship has been fundamentally redefined within instable, unpredictable
political and social conditions best encapsulated by the signification of the IED. The IED
represents one of two twenty-first century phenomena affecting how citizenship is
conceptualized, practiced and experienced in which I situate my investigation. The
second is the rapid rise of the U.S. surveillance assemblage as part of the post-September
11 U.S. security state, which has similarly transformed the constitutional rights, liberties
and protections of citizens around the world as well as the meaning of human presence

and embodiment.

i1



Though the dissertation is interdisciplinary in nature, pulling from scholarship
across the humanities, it is directly in conversation with citizenship and critical dance
studies. Recent theorizations in each highlight such characteristics as embodiment,
agency, relationality and collectivity. Close choreographic analysis is the primary
methodology; choreography is also a rubric for conceptualizing citizenship as a
physically enacted, dynamic relationship between the individual citizen subject, the body
politic and the nation-state.

Over the course of the dissertation I theorize seven different models of
citizenship. I begin by delineating a new normal habitus of citizenship in the twenty-first
century, then propose citizenship as dissonant through an analysis of dances by HIJACK
and the William Forsythe Company. Central chapters address citizenship as it references
the singular political actor and “the people” of American democracy. I first analyze
dances by twentieth-century choreographers Isadora Duncan and Yvonne Rainer, which,
I argue, choreograph citizenship, respectively, as incorporative and intersectional. These
models provide a foundation for comparing the radical changes discussed in ensuing
chapters on British South Asian live artist Rajni Shah, French Algerian choreographer
Rachid Ouramdane and African American conceptual artist damali ayo [sic]. I argue that
work by these artists proposes citizenship as contaminative, projective and
improvisational. The final chapter asks what kind of political association and agency
might be imagined by theorizing the political potential of conviviality in relation to

participatory projects by Shah and Headlong Dance Theater.
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Introduction: Citizen Choreographers, Choreographing Citizenship

The seeds of this dissertation project began to germinate in 2006, when I noticed a
distinct shift in the manner in which dance and performance artists were conceiving of
their work, and themselves, in relation to the political exigencies of the moment. In
conversation with choreographers and performance artists in my role as a dance critic for
the major daily newspaper in my city as well as through my duties as a teaching associate
in my department, I found that, frequently, the question driving artists was what it meant
to be an American citizen in this particular historical moment. At the 2006 London
premiere of the overtly anti-war dance Three Atmospheric Studies, choreographer
William Forsythe explained his impetus for creating it to The Guardian by stating, “I’'m a
citizen, and I have the opportunity to speak in public and many people don’t.... I feel

91

obligated to use [dance] to make a comment.” A year later, prior to the dance’s Unites
States premiere, Forsythe reiterated this sentiment by telling The New York Times that
choreographing the piece was “an act of citizenship.”> Forsythe is a U.S. citizen; he was
born and raised in America, but he has been working in Germany for more than twenty-
five years. He is renowned for his work with Ballett Frankfurt and his bold renovation of
ballet technique, not for choreographing political work such as Three Atmospheric
Studies. So why did Forsythe use the language of citizenship rather than politics to
explain the piece?

In 2006 as well, choreographer Bill T. Jones stated in a speech that what has and

continues to compel him to choreograph is his desire “to hold up my end of the social

contract—to be an effective citizen.”® Jones has long been a public voice for the arts, a



role that became inevitable when dance critic Arlene Croce attacked his work in the
pages of The New Yorker magazine in 1994. Much of his prior work, however, has either
been highly formalist or addressed race and sexuality, issues pertaining to his identity. In
the fall of 2006, Jones premiered Blind Date, a major evening-length work that
questioned the blurring distinction between the soldier and the civilian, unexamined
patriotism and the role of the arts in the production of the latter. The title of the piece,
Jones has said, refers to the sense that the American people were on a blind date with a
destiny in the hands of a presidential administration bent on using U.S. military power to
assert the nation’s dominance as a global power, no matter what the human or political
cost. The dance is anchored by three narrative solos performed by company dancers from
Turkey, Taiwan and the U.S. that detail the entanglement of art, militarism and nation
building in developing young citizens. Love of country, along with desire for a home
nation (as Taiwanese dancer Wen-Chung Lin expressed) and the measure of duty owed to
one, inflected the recorded autobiographical narration that accompanied each solo,
reminding the audience that a citizen is made, not born A

A year later, yet another example of what seemed to be a growing trend could be
found in a program note for Not About Irag (2007).” In it, choreographer Victoria Marks
shared that the dance was evidence of her struggle to understand her role as a citizen and
an artist as much as it was the product of her inquiry into how dance could speak to the
contemporary moment. For Marks, this moment was one in which the American people
continued with their everyday lives in a state of willful denial of the wars the U.S. was

waging in Afghanistan and Iraq in their name.® For each of these artists, identifying as an



American citizen was an important distinction to make in public, to reporters and in
speeches or concert programs.

Around the same time, I also noticed choreography and performance events
distinctly marked by an inability to articulate a response to the political present. The
video project THRASH: Responses to the Bush Administration (2005-07) provides one
example. Included in a concert by Headlong Dance Theater (HDT) suggestively titled
Mix Tape for a Bad Year, THRASH comprises a series of clips showing dancers and
average people, young and old, moving around an empty dance studio alone. Sometimes
the person wildly gesticulates at the camera, as if trying to make the viewer understand
their gestures, in other instances—as the title of the final cut indicates—rolling, falling,
throwing themselves against a wall or uncontrollably shaking.

According to HDT co-founder and co-director Andrew Simonet, THRASH began
as a studio exercise with the troupe in which each dancer improvised alone with the
camera for four minutes after listening to a recording of a speech by then-President
George H. W. Bush.” HDT opened the project to the public after a showing of initial
footage in Philadelphia (where the company is based), generated the interest of the
audience. Sensing a larger need, HDT posted flyers on bulletin boards around the city.
Admittedly, the resulting video is an edited document. Nevertheless, the project
demonstrates that not only artists, but also the public at large wanted to express what they
felt they could not articulate otherwise. Simonet has stated, “There is, I have come to
believe, a seething ball of rage and alienation inside many people who are disgusted with

the Bush agenda and by the broader culture [sic] consensus that surrounds it.””®



Contrary to Forsythe, Jones and Marks, neither Simonet nor HDT discuss
THRASH in the language of citizenship. Yet the project shares certain features with the
mid-2000 work of these choreographers. Like the dances cited above, the project
inculcates the individual subject in the actions and policies of the federal government
made on behalf of and in the name of the U.S. people during the first decade of the
twenty-first century. Moreover, like Marks’ Not About Iraq, THRASH responds to the
tenor of the times, what can be called the social atmosphere of the historical moment.
Whereas the former foregrounds a sustaining yet debilitating state of denial, however, the
latter indicates that a sense of alienation and repressed anger were also prevalent among
the American body politic. In 2005 New York Times theater critic Ben Brantley
articulated the widespread disillusionment with foreign and domestic policies that had
created such an affective: “For many Americans, the course of current events, at home
and abroad, has engendered an attitude that has progressed beyond cynicism into a
wondering disgust and on into a blazing anger in search of an outlet. Unleashed anger has
been known to turn simply being mad into madness.””

As is clear from the examples I have provided, by mid-decade denial, alienation
and disillusionment began to resolve into action as artists registered their dissent in
openly political work. They did so by identifying as citizens of the U.S. nation-state and,
as I argue in this text, by interrogating the political and social construction of the
individual subject as a national citizen. To claim the status of citizen is a double gesture
of positioning one’s subjectivity both inside and outside the nation-state. It establishes an

artists’ right of critique within a language of political legitimation. As political science
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scholar Linda Bosniak writes: “To characterize practices or institutions or experiences in
the language of citizenship is to afford them substantial political recognition and social
value.”"" Yet to make such a claim also implicates an individual in the decisions and
actions of the nation-state. Whether by questioning a citizen’s responsibility to the
common good of the nation, such as Jones does in Blind Date, or attending to the
affective fallout of decisions made on behalf of a citizenry, as Forsythe, Marks and
Simonet do, these choreographers ask pressing questions about the political conditions of
possibility and constraint for the citizen subject in the contemporary moment. Viewed
together, they evidence an artistic zeitgeist that demanded further consideration.

The question that Simonet sought to answer when he brought recordings of Bush
speeches to the studio that first day was: what could the body contribute to a discussion
of the political moment? This question has driven the artists I examine in this dissertation
and that I have asked in my analyses of their work. Another question that has driven my
research is: what phenomena during the first decade of the twenty-first century motivated
artists to interrogate the relationship between citizens, citizenry and nation-state? To
answer this question, I focus on two fundamental features of this decade: the advent of
new forms, agents, spaces and technologies of war and the rapid rise of the U.S.
surveillance assemblage, a key feature of the post-September 11 security state. Each of
these has substantially transformed the constitutional rights, liberties and protections of
American citizens as well as their enactment of citizenship in the everyday lived
experience of the social. Moreover, new forms of war and the U.S. surveillance

assemblage have altered the meaning of human presence and embodiment even as they



demonstrate the centrality of the material body to the construction of the political and
social subject.

As a scholar of dance and performance, I am interested in the citizen as an
embodied subject as well as the nominative political and social subject of the nation-state.
Thus, the previous question can be restated as: what phenomena affected the status of the
body during the first decade of the twenty-first century? In the chapters that follow, I
formulate an answer by conducting close choreographic readings of an archive
comprising a range of performance modalities, including staged concert dance
productions, performance installation, guerrilla street action and participatory
interventions in public space. Many of the artists whose work I discuss identify as
choreographers, while others self-identify as practitioners of performance/live art or as
conceptual artists. Some enjoy independent solo careers while others helm regional
troupes or elite, internationally touring dance companies. Most are American though I
examine performances by British South Asian live artist Rajni Shah and French Algerian
choreographer Rachid Ouramdane that emphasize the global effects of the U.S.
surveillance assemblage. The work, even that defined as dance, frequently falls into the
interstices of disciplinary fields, employing multiple forms of media in a single work or
as part of an eclectic practice. Some of the artists I discuss enjoy independent solo careers
while others have regional troupes or elite, internationally touring dance companies.
Common to all of the artists about whom I write are the significance of bodies and/or
movement and their focus on the shifting conditions of citizenship during the first decade

of the twenty-first century (the approximate parameters of the dissertation.)



Though I find citizenship to be an important analytic by which to investigate the
formation of the contemporary social and political subject given the substantive
renovation it has undergone over the past decade, I also recognize that it is a highly
problematic concept. In the following section I address this with a review of recent
theorizations that have expanded traditional definitions. I next outline the theoretical
foundation of the dissertation by examining its key terms of corporeality and

choreography. I conclude by outlining the structure of the dissertation.

Reconceptualizing Citizenship

The citizen is traditionally conceived as the abstract subject of democratic
egalitarianism and an ontopolitical subjectivity constituted by law. At its most basic, to
borrow Hannah Arendt’s concise, elegant definition, citizenship is the right to have
rights."" In the present global interstate system, basic rights, liberties and protections are
awarded through membership in the political structure of the spatially bounded sovereign
nation-state.'> As such, citizenship indicates a formal, juridico-legal status that endows
political enfranchisement with all its attendant rights and responsibilities. In this regard
citizenship entails a relationship between individuals and the state according to the rule of
law, in which individuals recognize the right of the state to rule and are imbricated into a
set of laws. Yet citizenship also constructs the political and social subject through psychic
identification with the nation-state, or more accurately, through emotional attachment to a
concept of nation that interpellates the individual as a subject of the state. Citizenship

thus inspires a constellation of affects (pride, shame, love) and effects, such as a sense of



solidarity, belonging and identity. For the subject, citizenship is more than a legal status;
it is a way of operating through which not only political, but also social agency and
belonging are recognized and enacted.

As Bosniak writes, citizenship refers to a “set of institutions, practices and
identities in the world.”"” Historically, citizenship has been used to claim a position of
social privilege; its institutions, practices and identities benefitting a select group of
individuals. In the U.S. this group comprised white, propertied, middle class men. Within
its traditional fields of study, political science and sociology, conventional liberal-
communitarian debates citizenship emphasize either the individual rights of the citizen of
western liberal democracy or a republican focus on the duties and responsibilities of the
citizen to the common political life of the nation. Over the past twenty years, however,
scholarly interest in citizenship has exploded. The concept has been assessed,
interrogated and reconfigured in American, transnational, cultural and literary studies and
by postcolonial, feminist, queer and performance theorists. At issue is whether the
historical exclusivity of citizenship is immanent to the concept.

In the introduction to a special issue on citizenship in Cultural Studies published
in 2000, editors Cindy Patton and Robert L. Caserio explained the need to surpass
traditional ideas about citizenship and its practice due to an impasse based on an
“inevitable exclusiveness” that delineates according to axes of identity formations based
on class, gender, race and sexuality. Summarizing the deleterious consequences of this
division, they continue, “The opposition between citizen and non-citizen, in an ever-

ramifying process, confirms or produces invidious distinctions between propertied and



non-propertied classes, between employed and unemployed persons, between genders,
between ethnicities, and between nationalities.”'* Patton and Caserio’s assessment
underlines the diverse ways that an individual’s legal status structures the social.

One result of scholarly attention to the concept of citizenship across disciplines
has been a proliferation of theories that articulate new ways of being, becoming or
operating as a citizen. Whereas the citizen has been traditionally linked to the nation-
state, the subject position more recently has been posited in relation to supranational and
subnational structures. The citizen is no longer the universal subject of western thought
but is marked by alignments to particular identity formations, constituencies,
communities of interest or ethical obligations. Citizenship can be trans- post- or
denational; diasporic, global or post-colonial; dual, partial or informal; participatory,
inclusive or agonistic; cultural, neoliberal, flexible, sexual, ecological, aboriginal or
cosmopolitan; Internet, consumption or market based. Another is the establishment of
citizenship studies as an interdisciplinary field, employing a range of research methods."

Among the most productive advancements in critical studies of citizenship over
the last two decades has been to acknowledge that citizenship consists of more than an
individual’s legal or formal status; it is produced by the manifold, substantive ways in
which citizenship is lived, enacted and practiced. This emphasis on the lived experience
of citizenship has been investigated in relation to the spaces and places in which it is

practiced, how these practices are passed on and how they shape social structures and

interaction.



Citizenship theorist Engin F. Isin uses the phrase “the normative habitus of
citizenship” to differentiate substantive from formal citizenship. The concept of the
habitus, as theorized by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu is the structured and
structuring dispositions, expectations and values that “generate and organize practices
and representations.”'® For Bourdieu, the habitus is durable, in that dispositions develop
over an agent’s lifetime to become second nature, and transposable, in that they can
engender practices in multiple contexts. Isin invokes Bourdieu’s term in order to
encompass the banal habits, cultural rituals and informal ways in which citizenship is
conceived, practiced, taught and passed on that constitute its lived experience. In other
words, the protocols, pedagogies and conduct that contribute to a citizen subject’s
understanding of themselves as a rights bearing member of a national polity.

More recently, Isin has theorized citizenship as produced by acts rather than
experiences or practices. Acts, as Isin and Greg M. Nielsen write in their introduction to
the volume Acts of Citizenship, can be individual or collective, everyday as well as
creative, ethical, cultural, sexual or social. What distinguishes an act of citizenship is its
capacity to disrupt socio-historical patterns in order to constitute political subjects. Isin
positions acts against practices structured by repetition and what he views as the passive
reception of ways of living and practicing citizenship. Instead, acts creatively intervene in
situations marked by “the failure of our habits and recognition to act as usual.”
Spontaneous or planned, acts mediate conditions of politicality to performatively
constitute citizenship through unprecedented moments of rupture that “create a sense of

the possible and of a citizenship yet to come.”"” Acts, then, imagine new forms of

10



citizenship than what exists in the present even as they respond to and manifest in the
present. In this regard, Isin and Nielsen’s proposal shares with dance and performance
creative capacities.

The kind of citizenship the authors theorize is produced through a convergence of
the political, the aesthetic or creative and the ethical. Isin and Nielsen reformulate the
quid pro quo relationship between the state and the citizen by reducing it to the basic
principle of affiliation based on mutual obligation and responsibility. Acts of citizenship
reimagine this model of affiliation through two-way answerability. In “Theorizing Acts
of Citizenship,” Isin explains his proposal in greater detail by explicating a distinction
between acts and actions. Acts comprise a class of deeds, whereas action refers to
specific, temporally and spatially situated behavior. By focusing on acts, Isin is interested
in theorizing, “an assemblage of acts, actions and actors in a historically and
geographically concrete situation, creating a scene or state of affairs.”"®

To build his argument for two-way answerability, Isin turns to early twentieth-
century phenomenologist Adolf Reinach’s theory of social acts. Reinach theorized the act
as prior to actor and action and thus accorded it ontological status. He defined the social
act as an expression of the need to be heard. Investigating linguistic speech such as
willing, promising, commanding, Reinach formulated the act according to two essential
components: “the turning to another subject and the need of being heard.”"® Reinach’s
theory of a social act is thus dialogic; it compels a response through the form of address.
Isin’s use of Reinach’s conceptualization of social acts clarifies acts as a class of

phenomena that manifests in actions and performances but also in virtual or linguistic
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acts, such as the act of forgiveness. Considering citizenship according to acts focuses on a
range of interaction between individuals, groups and social structure that elucidates the

need for change while also imagining new forms and definitions of citizenship.

Choreographing Citizenship

Akin to recent theorizations of citizenship as constituted through practices, lived
experience or acts, | theorize citizenship in the dissertation as more than an indication of
legal status or political membership in a territorially bounded sovereign state. Isin’s
concept of a normative habitus of citizenship and his emphasis on the performativity of
citizenship, as that which is produced by a political actor through acts that simultaneously
produce the actor, have been important to the development of this text. My research also
has been influenced by the work of critical dance scholars who theorize an embodied
subject within the structural contexts and conditions of its historical moment.
Corporeality, as it has been theorized in dance studies, foregrounds the relation of bodies
in motion to the use to which bodies have been discursively put. Choreography, as a
mode of organizing embodied ways of operating individually and with other bodies,
provides a particularly appropriate analytic to conceptualize citizenship according to
relationality and collectivity. It further offers a methodology for analyzing the
interconnectivity of individual and collective acts not as momentary ruptures but within a
social and political matrix of legislation and policies—the traditional form of relationality
between the citizen and the nation-state. Relationality emphasizes the non-static

negotiation of agency without denying the shifting networks of force in which the citizen
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subject operates. This is key to understanding what embodied practices, acts or actions—
whether dancing, enduring, improvising, marching or occupying —can accomplish.
Within this theoretical framework, citizenship is a physically enacted, dynamic
relationship between the single citizen subject, the body politic and the nation-state. This,
in turn, evinces more complex imbrications of power and agency. The application of
theories of corporeality and choreography thus broadens conceptions of citizenship as it
has been theorized in other fields.

The work of Michel Foucault is foundational to theories of corporeality and thus
to my project. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault traces a genealogy of the governance of
the body politic from the perspective of bodily subjection. That is, according to
technologies of power exercised on bodies to construct, or subject, the citizen. Foucault
argues that political and economic investment in the body intensified in the formation of
the capitalist nation-state as the foremost form of governance in Europe, in turn
producing a panoply of techniques and procedures constituting nothing less than the
coercion of individual bodies in order to shape the collective social body.” Such
coercion arises from knowledge of and mastery over the body to enable a political
technology of the body that is diffuse, multiform, non-systematic and non-localizable in
any one institution or state apparatus. This political technology exerts force through the
spatial and temporal regulation of citizen bodies.

Within a Foucaultian framework, there is no pre-existing subject of the state
knowable outside the forces of governance. The body of the citizen, as the object of

governance, exists at the nexus of the biological and political, what Foucault refers to as
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the biopolitical. A Foucaultian reading of contemporary citizen subjection therefore
discerns the biopolitical administration and regulation of the body politic.*' For my
dissertation research, this translates into acknowledging the disciplinary technologies
shaping citizen behavior, comportment, and acts at this particular econo-political*®
conjuncture of expanding, globalized markets and media on the one hand, and, on the
other, a virulently nativist, xenophobic brand of nationalism. Moreover, citizenship itself
can be considered a disciplinary technology that acts on an individual and a body politic
via government policies and legislation; the discursive normativization and regulation of
legal and illegal bodies; and an increasingly extensive surveillance assemblage —what
Foucault refers to as “the closer penal mapping of the social body.”*

Feminist transnationalism scholar Inderpal Grewal points to the global scale of
these technologies in Transnational America: Feminisms, Diasporas, Neoliberalisms,
arguing that “America” has become a polyvalent signifier that produces subjects, types of
agency, practices, imaginaries within transnational networks of knowledge and power.
Grewal notes that since 9/11 these transnationally circulating subjects and imaginaries
have been heavily influenced by U.S. investment in defining proper forms of national
governance according to American ideologies. (This is a point I return to in my analysis
of Shah’s Dinner with America.) Thus, contemporary technologies of citizenship
configure legible citizen bodies according to globally circulating norms as well as
through the promotion and dissemination of ideologies of democratic nation building.

In the U.S., post-9/11 patriotic fervor became a political technology regulating the

proper conduct, speech and affect of citizens. Within such a climate, live performance
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provides an avenue to foreground, critique and disrupt the signification of technologies of
citizenship through the hypervisibility of the staged body. As Ananya Chatterjea argues,
the hypervisibility of the dancing body in all of its multilayered materiality disrupts
syntaxes of perception: “Since the founding paradigms for ‘seeing’ are mediated through
pre-existing grammars, organized hierarchically, live performance calls for
acknowledgement of performing bodies and their symbolic valence in those very
terms.”>* Chatterjea avers that dancing bodies rupture established norms and invert
meaning precisely because the body is always already implicated in systems of
signification. What enables resistance from within dominant systems of representation is
the body’s polyvalence as both producer and product of signification. Randy Martin
similarly conceives of the body as existing at the intersection of the lived and the
represented. He theorizes the body as unstable and composite, “mediated across a
conflicted space of the imaginary and the performative,” wherein its figuration the
representational domain is negotiated by the facticity of its materiality.”’

In addition to foregrounding bodies within their discursive construction,
Foucault’s vision of a political anatomy enacted through “dispositions, maneuvers,
tactics, techniques, functionings; ... the network of relations, constantly in tension, in
activity,” suggests that power is always already in motion (my emphasis).” If, as
Foucault attests, a social body is obtained through the temporal and spatial regulation of
individual bodies and populations, then a conscious intervention into this regulation holds
the potential to renegotiate relations of power. As Foucault’s formulation of disciplinary

power indicates, such a renegotiation occurs by manipulating active networks of force
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within axes of time and space —a definition synonymous with that of choreography. By
taking charge of these elements, the choreographer produces negotiates or imagines anew
concepts of corporeality, collectivity and agency within a spatio-temporal nexus of
power. The choreographer, as scholar Susan Leigh Foster writes, “engages the body’s
semiotic field” —its referentiality and capacity for signification—in order to “fashion a
repertoire of bodily actions that may confirm and elaborate on conventional
expectations..., or [she] may contrive a repertoire that dramatically contravenes such
expectations.”” Through the active interplay of bodies in motion, the choreographer
furthermore theorizes “relationships between body and self, gender, desire, individuality,
community, and nationality.””® Choreography, expansively defined as the creative
exploitation of conventions, codes, and protocols of bodily acts, thus foregrounds the
kinetics through which national identifications are set in motion and the agency of the
embodied, motional citizen in relation to the nation-state.

Foster’s theorizations of choreography as an explanatory rubric for non-dancing
actions and relationships have been critiqued as a potentially universalizing analytic.
This, in turn, has led her to problematize its discursive development.” For this project,
however, choreography provides a conceptual framework for examining the relationship
of the citizen subject to the nation-state in which the citizen is not solely constituted
according to oppositional binaries of obeisance and resistance. Rather, by considering the
relationality of the citizen or the body politic to national imaginaries and state
apparatuses as choreography, the citizen subject is positioned within shifting fields of

force, configurations of materiality and discursivity, entanglements of power and
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complicity and a confluence of identifications. Instead of an abstraction, the citizen
subject is that which is choreographed and choreographs in relation to specific political
and social, temporal and spatial circumstances. Choreography offers a perspective
through which the citizen can be understood as a subject position that is not only
inscribed but which inscribes its relationality to other citizens and/or the nation-state by
devising new tactics or inserting bodies into traditional strategies that might be preset but
can adapt to the moment depending on who is “dancing,” which bodies carrying which

legacies, narratives or discursive freight.

The Chapters

The dissertation is divided into three sections within which each chapter is
dedicated to a close reading of a few select pieces. In the opening section, I define the
first decade of the twenty-first century as the age of the improvised explosive device
(IED). By all measures, citizenship was under duress during inaugural decade of the
twenty-first century. The inauguration of military action against Afghanistan and Iraq,
along with rapid development of the U.S. security apparatus in the wake of the events of
September 11 (hereafter referred to as 9/11) rent, and continues to rend, permanent tears
in the rule of law, to effectively redefine the citizen as a rights bearing subject and the
experience of American citizenship. This period has been referred to under various
rubrics. It has been called the September 11 decade as well as the post-9/11 era. Indeed,
the events of that day have defined the ensuing decade in a manner that belies getting

over or beyond it, leading scholars to interrogate the event as a singularity.
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The decade has also been referred to as the Bush era, given the multiple
phenomena (two wars abroad, the surveillance state at home, illegal detention, torture, the
militarization of borders and the increased power of the executive branch) were instigated
during the Bush presidency. Framing the events according to the parameters of Bush’s
term in office is somewhat misleading, however. The military action initiated by the
U.S.—in Afghanistan in October 2001 and against Iraq in March 2003 —in the early
years of his presidency, like the collapse of the U.S. financial sector in the latter part, may
have commenced during the Bush era, but the effects of these continue to redound.
Likewise, legislation that passed, policies enacted and technologies of security and
warfare that were developed during this time did not suddenly evaporate after Bush
stepped down.

Rather than trace causality, British South Asian performance artist Rajni Shah,
who I discuss in two chapters, looks to the structure of feeling of the first decade of the
new millennium by calling it simply “a very dark time,” an accurate summation for what
others have termed an age of terror. Marks’ similarly references the spirit of the times by
titling Not About Iraq after Neil Greenberg’s Not About AIDS Dance (1994). Like
Greenberg’s dance, created during a year in which he lost his brother and nine other
friends to the AIDS pandemic, Not About Iraq asserts that artistic production cannot be
detached from the political exigencies and (ir)rationalities of the moment in which it is
made. Americas performance artist Susanna Cook provides a different perspective in her
one-woman show, Unpatriotic, by defining this period as the midlife crisis of American

empire.”
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I argue that the fundamental changes in the relationship between the nation-state
and its citizenry, in the rights and liberties of this body politic and in the creation of infra-
citizen subjectivities such as the terrorist manifested in an instable, unpredictable social
atmosphere that was initiated by, and best encapsulated in, the IED, its signification as a
threat to the nation as well as its modus operandi. After delineating the conditions of what
Vice President Richard Bruce “Dick” Cheney called “the new normal,” I present my
argument for defining the period under consideration as the age of the IED. I then analyze
two dance productions, HIJACK’s Fetish (2003-04) and William Forsythe’s Three
Atmospheric Studies (2006). Each of these thematically addresses the new normal
through their attention to the multiple signification of the IED. Moreover, as I argue, each
choreographically reproduces the effects of an IED explosion. I end by proposing that
contemporary citizenship is based in dissonance in the age of the IED.

The center section, Choreographing Americans, comprises five chapters, each of
which is dedicated to a specific work by an intermedia movement artist. I theorize these
performances as examples of choreographing the conditions of possibility and constraint
for the political and social subject. Here I address citizenship as it references both the
singular political actor and the body politic. My analysis yields five different models of
citizenship: incorporative, intersectional, contaminative, projective and improvisational.
During the period in which I conducted research for the dissertation, I noticed that artists
were using the U.S. flag as the point of interceding into normative conceptions of the
American body politic. The performances I examine intervene into the technologies that

regulate citizen conduct through a tactic I refer to as “flagging the body.””' By
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choreographing intimate conjunctions or awkward disjunctions of flags and bodies artists
and audiences alike are inserted into the potent, if polyvalent, symbolic economy of
nation. A dense signifier of the sovereign state as well as its people, flagged bodies (or
what I call flag bodies) enact a vivid metonym for the relationship of citizens to the
nation-state. I consider flagging the body a choreographic tactic to argue that each of the
five works I examine choreographs a different model of citizenship.

Following the events of 9/11 the U.S. flag, already a feature of quotidian and
political life, became omnipresent. Oversized flags draped office buildings and homes,
were laminated onto shop windows and taxicabs, and adorned the lapels of newscasters
and presidents. The semaphoric potency of the American flag also could be seen around
the globe, where it was raised in a gesture of alliance with a nation under duress.
Likewise, remnants of flags recovered from the rubble of the World Trade Towers gained
the significance of religious relics, touring the nation as part of the Smithsonian’s
exhibition, September 11: Bearing Witness to History.”> The flag draped over the
Pentagon’s damaged west wall between September 12 and October 11, 2001, remains on
view in the Flag Hall of the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History
(NMAH).”

An overdetermined object of interpellation and identification, the American flag is
lightning rod for an array of affective and cognitive responses based on the idea that, as
art historian Albert Boime has noted, “all Americans can find themselves within its
folds.”** Boime’s turn of phrase at once evokes the intimate embrace of the nation-state.

Like a mother’s apron behind which a small child might hide, the flag represents a
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capacious and elastic space of safety, security and welcome. Yet Boime’s turn of phrase
also gestures toward the interpellation of citizens to want to see themselves within the
nation-as-flag; to recognize and be recognized within the community of nation. “Rallied
‘round the flag,” the nation becomes a shared psychic space wherein an individual may
find her or himself among the horizontal comradeship of fellow citizens. As such, the
U.S. flag provides the semantic thread that stitches diverse citizen-subjects into the
seamless whole cloth of a body politic. Within its folds, private bodies are ushered into
public, political signification as “we, the people.” As the mirror upon which the polity
looks for its reflection, the U.S. flag is an important point of intervention for artists to
affirm, critique or propose alternative models of relationality and collectivity.

I begin by analyzing dances by two important twentieth-century choreographers,
Isadora Duncan and Yvonne Rainer. These chapters provide an alternative perspective to
the foundational relationship of the nation to U.S. modern concert dance. Each also
provides insight into the ensuing chapters in several ways. Analogous to the twenty-first
century work I examine, which was produced during the development of the U.S. security
state, Duncan’s La Marseillaise (1917) was performed in the U.S. at the same time that
the twentieth century state was inaugurated. Parallel to the contemporary era, revisions in
the manner in which the individual subject enacted citizenship and how the body politic
saw itself as national were underway. Concomitantly, new federal structures of
surveillance and immigration were instantiated during this time. Within this social
atmosphere, Duncan reified the American nation-state by choreographing citizenship as

an incorporative state.
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Rainer’s Trio A with Flags (1970) was similarly created during an acute historical
moment in which national identity was negotiated in relation to war and a particularly
strident, divisive atmosphere of national patriotism. Yet Rainer choreographs citizenship
as an intersectional activity of material bodies moving in contiguous time and space.
Nevertheless, Rainer, like Duncan theorizes a body politic in a manner that the three
twenty-first century artists I proceed to discuss—Shah, Ouramdane and damali ayo
[sic]**—do not, given the particular exigencies of the age of the IED. For the latter,
embodiment, the time and place of the nation and “the people” are not presumed to be
stable.

In chapters three through five, I pick up the concept of the threat established in the
opening section. These chapters detail various embodiments of the threat as it is posed by
the U.S. nation-state. In chapter three, I examine Shah’s solo performance installation
Dinner with America (2008) in relation to the U.S. surveillance assemblage and the use of
Remote Piloted Aircraft or drones in order to argue that the piece choreographs global
bodies as contaminative. In chapter four, I examine Ouramdane’s Exposition Universelle
(2009) within the surveillance modality called dataveillance. I posit my analysis within
colonial scopic regimes of containment to demonstrate that the technological determinism
of dataveillance has a history. Conceding to the contemporary mediation of the citizen by
informational and telecommunication digital technologies, I argue that Ouramdane
choreographs contemporary citizenship as projective. I then question the possibility for

agency within this model. I have chosen these specific aspects of the U.S. security state

for three reasons. First, military personnel have identified drones and biometric security
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techniques (a form of dataveillance) as tactical “game-changers” against IEDs.”
Secondly, both forms of surveillance are global phenomena that currently are, or may
soon become, aspects of everyday life for the national citizen. Third, the U.S.
surveillance assemblage is based on a philosophy of preemption that has fundamentally
altered the conceptualization, experience and practice of citizenship in the twenty-first
century.

In the last chapter of this section I examine ayo’s street action Living Flag:
Panhandling for Reparations (2003). Ayo’s panhandling for reparations for the chattel
enslavement of Africans presents a different kind of threat, that of the panhandler on
urban streets who is antithetical to the contemporary neoliberal citizen. My reading of the
piece also contextualizes it within the racialization of citizenship in the U.S. and the
ongoing economic and political disenfranchisement of African Americans citizens. |
argue that ayo choreographs a body politic as that which is only possible to realize in
fleeting, happenstance encounters among strangers. Citizenship, as a duty of care to other
citizens, is thus enacted within the social improvisationally.

The issues addressed and the model of citizenship proposed in the chapter on
ayo’s Living Flag creates a bridge to the final section, wherein I ask what types of
engagement between citizens might be imagined as alternatives to the six I have
theorized thus far. To this end I discuss two participatory projects, HDT’s This Town Is a
Mystery (2012) and Shah’s give what you can, take what you need [sic] (2008). Each of
these projects fosters convivial spheres of interaction among strangers that, similar to

Isin’s acts, offered opportunities to imagine a citizenship yet to come. The forms of
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exchange and sociality produced by conviviality, I argue, rehearse new possibilities for
politicality. I then consider the political potential of conviviality as it has been theorized
by Paul Gilroy and enacted in the Occupy movement.

From dissonance to conviviality, over the arc of the dissertation I propose seven
types of citizenship exemplified in the work under discussion. By conceptualizing the
artists and their work as “choreographing citizenship,” I do not mean to imply that they
can affect the material or legal conditions of citizenship. Instead, the work offers models
of citizenship that conceive of the citizen as an embodied subject and address the
contemporary conditions affecting the everyday, lived experience of citizenship. These
models reify or revise, critique or imagine anew the relationality of the individual citizen
subject, the body politic and the U.S. nation-state in the age of the IED. By using
choreography as methodology and an analytic for reconceptualizing citizenship, my hope
is that my research will contribute to the field of citizenship studies. By addressing the
production of the citizen subject, this project contributes to dance studies in several ways.
It provides a different perspective from which to consider the nationalist project of early
modern dance of the twentieth century. It eschews the binary reduction of aesthetics and
politics in dance studies. And, lastly, it contributes to the ongoing development of

choreography as an analytical, if perhaps not entirely explanatory, rubric.
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1. Choreographing the Bomb: Corporeal Dissonance in the Age of the IED

This chapter examines two dance productions that contend with contemporary
conditions of embodiment in an era in which the definition, conduct and technologies of
war in the twenty first century have permanently altered the normative habitus of
American citizenship. The work under discussion includes Fetish (2004), a duet by the
Minneapolis, Minnesota, based group HIJACK, and Three Atmospheric Studies,
choreographed by internationally renowned William Forsythe for his Frankfurt,
Germany, based troupe, the Forsythe Company. Each of these dances was created in
response to the U.S. invasion and occupation of Iraq. Both, I argue, articulate “the new
normal” habitus of twenty-first century citizenship as the age of the improvised explosive
device (IED).!

I use Isin’s definition of normative habitus as a starting point to theorize a
decisive break in the way citizenship has been lived and understood in the twenty-first
century. I begin by examining “the new normal,” a phrase introduced into public
consciousness by Vice President Dick Cheney. Revisiting 9/11 and its effects, I propose a
different perspective by considering the four airplanes that were used in the attacks that
day as IEDs. Upon discussing the IED and its effects in greater detail, I then examine
HIJACK’s Fetish, which evinces the heightened paranoia of the early 2000s, a time in
which the ongoing threat of terrorist attacks by anyone, anywhere, conditioned citizen
conduct. Within this context, the IED is present in the dance as threat, prop and, as I
stress in my analysis, in choreography that replicates its logics of disruption. Whereas

Fetish choreographs a state of ongoing, amorphous threat of a bomb attack, William
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Forsythe choreographs the moments following the detonation of an IED in Three
Atmospheric Studies. Though the piece can be analyzed according to its narrative arc
about the consequences of the bombing, I consider its choreography in relation to the
physics of bomb technology. I conclude the chapter by arguing that the post-millennial
conditions for how citizenship is understood and lived is shaped by cognitive and

corporeal dissonance.

The New Normal

The first decade of the twenty-first century was infamously defined as “the new
normalcy” by Vice President Dick Cheney on October 25,2001. In a speech to the
Republican Governors Association, Cheney used the term to describe the dramatic
change in national security policies and protocols that lay ahead. He stated unequivocally,
“Many of the steps we have now been forced to take will become permanent in American
life. They represent an understanding of the world as it is, and dangers we must guard

against perhaps for decades to come.”

Cheney’s comments presented an assured
administration making the necessary decisions and actions to safeguard the nation and its
people. His flair for the dramatic articulated the extent of these —the lengths to which the
Bush administration was willing to go—as altering the very concept of normal American
life. Cheney’s phrase, shortened to “the new normal,” quickly spread, becoming an oft-

used headline and catchphrase in the media to describe a wide swath of phenomena

during the decade that ensued, from post-attack political realities and features of the new
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American security state to mundane realities of everyday life for American citizens, even
the loss of irony, perspective and humor.

Cheney’s new normal also described changes in how formal citizenship is
understood and enacted. In a 2003 report titled “Assessing the New Normal,” the
Lawyers Committee for Human Rights defined the new normal according to the loss of
rights, an increasingly opaque state, and the treatment of citizens under the rule of law;
“changes,” the report states, “that have meant the loss of particular freedoms for some,
and worse, a detachment from the rule of law as a whole.”® Unbound from the
commitment of the rule of law, the government, under the umbrella of national security,
has fundamentally altered the conception of the citizen subject by both distinguishing and
dissolving the difference of formal status between citizen and “alien.” As in states of
crisis, the alien has become an internal enemy or contaminant of which the nation must
rid itself, as mass deportations and restrictions on entry into the country attest. Yet formal
citizenship status does not secure one’s protection from the state, just as it did not prevent
the detainment of thousands of Arab American male citizens in the months and years
following 9/11. The xenophobic culture of fear that has developed continues to target,
anyone whose name, ethnic heritage, religion or appearance (skin color, facial hair, mode
of dress) deviated from the default idea of the American citizen as being of European
descent.

The defining moment that inaugurated such fundamental changes in the
conception and experience of citizenship remains 9/11 for scholars such as Mark Selden,

who considers the Twin Towers in flames as “the iconic image of our times in American
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consciousness... [and] for U.S. war making.” Moreover, Selden contends that the event
of the attacks is “the primal scene that drives American fears of the future.” As Selden
suggests, the events that launched the new normal not only altered the relationship
between the nation-state and the demos but also shifted the public’s trust in the nation-
state. The hegemony that the U.S. exerts as the reigning superpower had not immunized
it from the violence of nineteen non-state actors, nor had its extensive, sophisticated
military. In an essay about the preeminence of American military airpower since World
War II, historian Michael S. Sherry notes this shift of the body politic. He writes that
after 9/11, “Americans could not so easily imagine a future in which their airpower
would be in control. It was one thing to imagine America’s destruction when it had never
happened.... It was much scarier to imagine America’s destruction after it had
occurred.... Once the future had had to be imagined in terms of American suffering, it
was perhaps better not to imagine it at all” (emphasis in text).” Sherry’s stress on the
historical supremacy of U.S. airpower for more than fifty years underscores the position
of the U.S. as a military power. It also points to an end to what James C. Scott calls “the
romance of the airplane, its place as an emblem of speed, power, distance and modernity
itself.”®

In the aftermath of 9/11, the Bush administration swiftly shifted public discourse
away from the widely broadcasted image of America as victim to one in which the nation
inhabited the role of the almighty hand of justice, ready to dispense retribution. Yet the
realization that the nation had been vulnerable and could be a target again remained,

engendering a culture of fear and pervasive atmosphere of suspicion. Fueled by the
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government, this culture fostered compliancy and hypernationalist fervor. 9/11 remained
in other ways, serving as a rationale to justify the quashing of dissent, the revocation of
civil rights, an unprecedented national security assemblage and two costly, ill-conceived
wars. Moreover, the very tenets of what constituted war as well as how it was to be
conducted were permanently redefined. Though there is evidence that this redefinition
was already underway during the 1990s, the events of 9/11 precipitated a thorough
overhaul of such basic attributes of war as the time and space of its occurrence as well as
the assumption that it is a contest of violence between territorial and symmetrical
sovereign states.

On September 20, 2001, just nine days after the attacks, Bush announced a global
war on terror, in a speech to the joint houses of Congress. This war would be like no
other. First, in identifying Al Qaeda as the responsible party for 9/11, the U.S. would seek
out and combat an enemy that was not a nation-state but an unknown and invisible,
displaced consortium of individuals. Secondly, Bush avowed that the U.S. would wage
war anywhere and for as long as it took to eradicate the nation’s opponents, which were
not only al-Qaeda. This war would be a crusade to wipeout all terrorist networks. Freed
from the constraints of location and periodicity, a state of perpetual war became a form of
ongoing statecraft that determined both foreign and domestic policy.

Without discounting the trauma or iconicity of 9/11, I want to shift the angle of
view to consider the four airplanes that were used as weapons that day as IEDs. The term
“improvised explosive device” encompasses a spectrum of decidedly low-tech

apparatuses such as pipe and car bombs, booby traps or suicide vests. The defining
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feature these share is that they have been fabricated out of cheap, easy to find, off-the-
shelf or found and repurposed components, including unexploded military ordnance, cell
phones, discarded batteries, stereo wire, nails, glass, fertilizer and other common items
found in a home or at a hardware store.” Like all bombs, the IED consists of a few basic
components: a container (package, vehicle or body), explosive packing material, a
detonator and triggering mechanisms that can be activated remotely or by a release
mechanism. Examples of the latter include spring-loaded or trip wire IEDs that are
hidden amidst rubble, beneath highway pavement or in an animal carcass and activated
by pressure from a footfall or vehicle tire. According to a 2007 National Research
Council report, the term “improvised” has been used to reference the use of IEDs by
“irregular forces™ as well as its repurposed materials or handmade construction.® The
term thus references the non-state actors who use them and their grass-roots ingenuity,
suturing the method to the agent.

The deployment of IEDs on the part of anti-American forces has been a salient
characteristic of the conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq. It became a significant tactic
against American forces in Iraq in the summer of 2003, in what seemed to be a direct
response to a speech given by Bush on May 1, 2003. Standing aboard the U.S.S.
Abraham Lincoln naval aircraft carrier in front of a large banner that read MISSION
ACCOMPLISHED just six weeks after the initial “shock-and-awe” maneuver phase of
Operation Iraqi Freedom had begun, Bush announced that the U.S. had, for all intents and
purposes, won “the battle of Iraq.” After praising the servicemen aboard the carrier for

taking part in an assault that “the enemy did not expect and the world had not seen
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before” —one that launched 2,000 missiles and bombs on the nation in four days’—Bush
took note of Iraqis now celebrating their liberation. He then assured the world that the
tide had turned in the war on terrorism. “No act of the terrorists will change our purpose,
or weaken our resolve, or alter their fate. Their cause is lost; free nations will press on to
victory.”"" Citizens within Iraq who had been subjected to the continuous bombardment
of the Rapid Dominance (shock and awe) strategy, and who viewed the presence of
American troops as an occupying rather than liberating force, however, challenged
Bush’s quick dispatch of the nation."

Two months after Bush’s assertion of victory, he added fuel to the fire, so to
speak, when he was asked to respond to the rising rate of casualties and death of U.S.
military by hostile forces in Iraq that had taken place since his May 1 speech. Bush told
White House reporters, “there are some who feel like that [sic] conditions are such that
they can attack us there. My answer is, bring ‘em on.”"> In the ensuing months, these
words would haunt the administration as the death toll continued to rise during the second
half of 2003. In August and September, IEDs caused more U.S. combat fatalities than the
combined total of traditional methods, and the count continued to rise. By late 2003,
monthly fatalities by IEDs were double those resulting from direct and indirect fire
weaponry.” According to two 2012 government reports, the IED continues to be the
enemy’s weapon of choice in Afghanistan," and a significant cause of death to U.S.
forces.” In May 2013, Army Lieutenant Michael D. Barbero, the director of the
Department of Defense Joint Improvised Explosive Device Defeat Organization,

acknowledged in an editorial for The Washington Post that IEDs have been responsible
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for more than sixty percent of all U.S. combat casualties in Iraq and Afghanistan since
2001.'

Much as the B52 bomber airplane is associated with World War II and the nuclear
bomb is linked to the Cold War, the IED and its effects are indelibly sutured to 9/11,
when four commercial jets were repurposed, in the national imaginary. It is not a new
technology, having long been used by revolutionaries and terrorist to fight a colonial or
state power. During the first decade of the twenty-first century, however, the IED
functions as a signifier for a complex set of tensions, affects and identities. It has become
a stand in for an invisible enemy. Like the terrorist, it could be anywhere. It represents
the threat of another attack on U.S. soil, with the attendant affects that come with this
potentiality. For those in areas in which the IED is commonly used, it represents chaos,
destruction and the ever-present possibility of injury or death. For the Bush
administration and U.S. military, the IED became a graphic gesture that belied American
rhetoric about Operation Iraqi Freedom and demonstrated the hubris of its mission and
the inadequacy of its disproportionately superior military force. As an emblem of the
unknown and unknowable, the IED disrupts the “toxic certainty” of American
hegemony."’

The efficacy of the IED is based in its invisibility and its ability to thwart the
success of an enemy through their own labors. Because it is set in motion by the
movement of the enemy it seeks to eradicate, the IED disrupts the efforts of the U.S.
forces to advance, whether via the motion of a soldier’s footfall or rolling tank. Likewise,

these devices prevent troops from securing an area once they have occupied it.
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Additionally, car bombs continue to erase the distinction between the safety of “green
zones” and the red zones of active warfare in Iraq and Afghanistan. The message is that
nowhere is secure; the very ground beneath one’s feet is unstable. Thus, the IED has
become iconic as a stand-in not only for the absent body of the terrorist or the spectral
threat of future attacks, but also for corporeal and cognitive instability. Instability is an
apt trope for a decade in which the nation experienced its first major attack in sixty years,
a deadly hurricane (Katrina) and to which the nation contributed by instigating a
worldwide crusade against terrorism, two public territorial wars and a now-global

financial collapse.

Tactics of Disruption in HIJACK’s Fetish

Kristen Van Loon and Arwen Wilder are the two choreographers who collaborate
and perform under the aegis HIJACK. The duo has taught and performed in such places
as Japan, Russia and throughout Canada, the U.S. and Central America and topped “best
of” year in review lists by dance critics. Yet the profile they maintain is resolutely
experimental and adventurous; more renegade than familiar to dance audiences. In their
hometown they have performed at the esteemed Walker Art Center as well as such
alternative venues as Bryant Lake Bowl (a former bowling alley turned performance
space), Patrick’s Cabaret, Rogue Buddha Gallery and Northwest Casket. In New York
City they have performed at Dance Theater Workshop and P.S. 122; across the U.S. they
follow the alternative dance and performance circuit and frequently appear in various

regional, thematic or college dance festivals.
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Based in Minneapolis since 1993, they have developed a reputation for work that
is as boldly provocative as their name, which speaks to Van Loon and Wilder’s desire to
sabotage expectations. To that end, their adventurous work —predominantly duets though
they have also created spectacles the size of a football field involving upward of fifty
performers —trades in absurdity, a result of juxtaposing a wealth of disparate cultural
references. Sometimes this source material serves as inspiration or manifests in structural
decisions and visual tropes, other times it remains obscure. Their dances display equal
measures of improvisation and rigorous, some have said obsessive, if arcane
choreographic logic. The latter are developed out of their long-term practice of Contact
Improvisation, which Val Loon refers to as their primary research arena. “It’s where the
best lessons are learned about... the real and present moment, and in negotiating your
partner and your context.”'® The physical trust and disposition toward risk the two have
developed over twenty years has lead to increasing the stakes in their partnering gambits,
from which they develop set chorography that is seamlessly integrated with
improvisatory decisions in performance. The combination of scored improvisation and
controlled structure inflect one another to lend an air of inevitability to the results, which
Claudia La Rocco of The New York Times described as the interplay of “cool formalism
and hot insanity.”"”

The work Van Loon and Wilder develop together provides lively commentary on
the national imaginary as it manifests in popular culture (in dances such as
Cellulite/Angelina Jolie (2007)), and political culture, as can be seen in Mr. Khrushchev

(2002), an early work about mutually assured nuclear destruction that the duo resurrected
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after 9/11; their critique of presidential election politics, Eulogy for John Kerry (2005)
and Fetish. Van Loon and Wilder call Fetish a wartime dance, which in one respect
references its genesis in April 2003, in the weeks following the onset of the shock and
awe campaign.”’ Though the dance did not premiere until a year later, an excerpt was
shown that July, making Fetish among the first dance productions to respond to the
invasion of Iraq by U.S. forces.”

At first blush “wartime dance” would seem to be an abstruse description of a
dance that rigorously adheres to the musical structures of Franz Schubert and Frédéric
Chopin. When the two women enter at the start of Fetish, dressed in billowing shirts and
what look to be rolled up bloomers, all in dirty white, with black thigh-high stockings and
lace-up knee high boots, they scrupulously reiterate Schubert’s Piano Sonata in G with a
movement phrase that develops via an alternating game of follow the leader. The phrase
begins with the two walking in profile, lifting their downstage knee up and out to the
side, turning with the leg gesture to rotate, kneel, sit down and roll up again. The follower
echoes the phrase in canon then catches up, overtakes and replaces the leader. Each time
this happens, they repeat its opening movements before advancing the phrase in new
directions. At times their movement choices are humorous, as when they sit down with
legs spread wide and proceed to lick up one leg and down the other (boots and all), yet
even this obeys the musical structure. The center of the stage is illuminated while the
edges remain in black, with several objects that will come into play at different points in
the duet suspended overhead. A hamburger hovers from a thin wire downstage while

upstage and to one side a small handheld tape recorder, a circa 1980s portable tape deck
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(boom box) with a metronome on top of it, a black nylon backpack and an unidentifiable
rectangular object, roughly the size and shape of a household toaster, similarly hang from
wires.

Fetish consists of a series of vignettes in which Van Loon and Wilder take turns
performing solos for one another and issuing what seem to be dares, as when Van Loon
speaks into the tape recorder “Arwen is Imelda Marcos and she hits the wall over and
over’ and Wilder does as she says. They also engage in actions that have no obvious
purpose such as when they set the hamburger spinning and swinging above their heads
and hence must duck and dodge it. These scenes are colored by the sense that Van Loon
and Wilder are isolated from the everyday world. Where they may be sequestered (in a
bunker? An A-bomb shelter?), or why (is it part of their survival rations or just a stale
leftover strung up out of boredom?) remains a mystery. What is clear is that the women
are in a world in which they bide their time by amusing one another. An almost visceral
feeling of containment and claustrophobia haunts the dance.

By the time the two face offstage shouting “NOW! COME NOW!” into the dark,
the suspicion that the two have waiting for something to happen or someone to release
them appears to be confirmed. What they have been waiting for turns out to be a music
cue, which arrives suddenly, loudly blasting a distorted, scratchy version of pop singer
Barry Manilow singing Could It Be Magic. But then the music just as abruptly cuts out,
leaving the two women to stumble out of the sweeping, space engulfing turn-hop phrase
into which they had launched themselves. Van Loon and Wilder dutifully return to the

upstage corner to again wait; the music snaps on and then just as quickly shuts off. Their
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efforts are repeatedly thwarted and progressively their commitment to the scale and
exuberant athleticism of the phrase wanes. When the music cue at last does not flick on
again, the two shrug and move onto something else.

Toward the end of the half-hour piece, HIJACK’s designation of Fetish as a
wartime dance becomes clear when Van Loon and Wilder methodically complete a series
of tasks as they stand side-by-side, facing the audience. Reaching up and pulling down
the black bag that has been hanging upstage throughout the piece, Van Loon pulls out
wires, wire cutters, duct tape, a box of nails and a six-inch length of capped pipe.
Unscrewing one end of the pipe, she pours in nails and what appears to be gunpowder,
and then attaches a kitchen timer with tape and wires.”> While Van Loon quietly goes
about constructing a pipe bomb, Wilder has brought down the rectangular object, the
characteristics of which she announces to the audience:

Multipurpose Tool safety feature number 1: flashlight

Multipurpose Tool safety feature number 2: thermometer

Multipurpose Tool safety feature number 3: radio

Multipurpose Tool safety feature number 4: compass

Multipurpose Tool safety feature number 5: lantern

Multipurpose Tool safety feature number 6: siren

Multipurpose Tool safety feature number 7: straps!

Multipurpose Tool safety feature number 8: television.

The audience listens to Wilder point out each aspect of the all-in-one security
device, which has been jerry rigged from various components strapped together with an
abundant amount of silver duct tape. They watch as she tests each feature, turning on the

flashlight, radio, and very loud siren in turn; reading the temperature of the theater; and

announcing which are broken (the compass and lantern). After turning on the television,
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she sits down to watch a video of the dance they are still in the midst of dancing on the
four- or five-inch screen while Van Loon, after placing the pipe bomb and her materials
back in the bag, clutches it tightly to her belly while furtively looking around, then runs
into the theater and places it under an empty seat. Wilder and Van Loon’s actions, though
played for comedic effect, at once invoke the possibility of violence and an effort to be

spared from it.

Fig. 1.1 Kristin Van Look and Arwen Wilder in Fetish at Performance Space 122, 2006.
Photograph by Rachel Roberts.

Van Loon and Wilder’s simultaneous demonstrations firmly situate Fetish within the
age of the IED. Van Loon’s do-it-yourself pipe bomb references the IED and, by

extension, the figure of the terrorist; each of which is shrouded in the ambiguity of the
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anonymous, ongoing threat to evince the ubiquitous suspicion that anyone, whether
citizen or not, presents a potential threat. Alternately, Wilder’s “multipurpose tool”
references some of the more comical attributes of the national security state. Among
these is the Homeland Security Advisory System. Established in March 2002, it was
designed to notify the public of daily terrorist threat levels according to color-coded alerts
(green for low, blue for guarded, yellow for elevated, orange for high and red for severe).
When the Department of Homeland Security raised the alert to orange on February 7,
2003, the federal government offered such practical measures for ensuring one’s safety as
covering doors and windows with plastic and duct tape to protect against the threat of
airborne biological or chemical weapons.”

Whereas any discussion of security suggests its opposite, the threat,
interdisciplinary scholar Bregje van Eekelen notes that the system of alerts developed by
DHS only fostered fear, despite such helpful tips, especially compared to Civil Defense
measures of the 1950s.>* Then, the Federal Civil Defense Administration (FCDA) issued
advice on how to survive an atomic bomb through television ads and self-help manuals
on building a family shelter, stockpiling supplies and food rationing. While based on the
specious logic that a nuclear attack was survivable, the FCDA nevertheless mobilized
citizens to take action and inspired hope through participating in their own protection.
Querying how few suggestions were provided with the color-coded alerts, van Eekelen
argues that the DHS had become ‘““an instrument to endorse public fear.”® In Fetish,
though the section is played for laughs, it baldly presents the inadequacy of DHS safety

measures against the threat of a bomb attack.
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The questionable efficacy of Van Loon and Wilder’s home-made devices during
this segment—a pipe bomb that may or may not go off in the theater, a security device
that doubtfully will be of assistance if it does—points to other activities throughout
Fetish in which the Van Loon and Wilder’s endeavors that are thwarted, as seen in the
endless false starts of the Manilow music cue. The sections in which Van Loon and
Wilder commit to partnering gambits and intricately constructed sequences mirror the
contained feeling of the mise en scéne and the lack of profit or progress of their task-
based efforts. Van Loon and Wilder assiduously perform phrases that nestle within one
another like Russian nesting dolls, building on the detailed motifs of theme and variation
of the music only to abruptly stop and move on to another task. In this regard, Fetish is
fashioned like an IED: compiled from various scraps of phrases, tasks and partnering, the
duet replicates the IED’s use of found materials put to new uses.

Similarly, the choreographic tactic of continuous disruption follows the IED’s
modus operandi of disrupting progress or completion through one’s own labor. Nothing
that Van Loon and Wilder engage in, neither task, formal choreography, performing for
one another or telling a joke is sustained or carried through to satisfying conclusion.
Indeed, the tactics of disruption—the false starts and abrupt cessation of movement
phrases, phrases that peter out or lead nowhere —are less an interruption of the dance than
its driving logic. That is, until its denouement when Van Loon and Wilder revisit the
movement phrase they previously attempted to perform to Manilow’s Could It Be Magic.
Having stripped down to red satin undergarments (camisole and tap shorts for Van Loon,

a slip for Wilder), they finally perform it in full. This provides little satisfaction for the

40



spectator, or for them it appears, since they proceed to dance in a perfunctory manner
while lugubriously reciting the Manilow song.

The repeated refrain of the song’s chorus, “could it be magic?” begs the question:
What is the fetish of Fetish? Historically, the fetish is a concept that arose from the
colonial encounter within central Africa. In “The Problem of the Fetish I,” William Pietz
argues that the fetish is not as a singular idea, but is that which occurs at a confluence of
discourses disseminated in European nations and across disciplines from the late middle
Ages through the beginning of the twentieth century. Acknowledging that it is not a
discursive formation because the fetish is always connected to materiality, Pietz outlines
four basic attributes to the fetish that appear throughout the discourses to which it has
been applied by Enlightenment intellectuals, Marx, Freud and modern art aesthetics.
These include its irreducible, untranscendable status as a material object; its power to
repeat an originary event or first encounter; its association with social value; and its
connection to the materiality of the individual subject. The power of the fetish to enact an
originary event refers to the moment in which an object is imbued with the power to
synthesize heterogeneous elements and enact an ordering of relationships —that is, the
moment when an object becomes a fetish. In terms of the latter, Pietz writes, “the
material fetish [is] an object established in an intense relation to and with power over
desires, actions, health, and self-identity of individuals whose personhood is conceived as
inseparable from their bodies.”*
Like the fetish, the IED enacts relationships of materiality, ordering, value and

desire. The originary moment in which it became imbued with power was September 11.
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On that day four commercial jets repurposed as massive IEDs synthesized nineteen non-
state actors, a president reading a book aloud to school children, 2,996 people in the jets
or at their targets, tens of thousands more who knew them and the millions watching
around the world. The result of its power as fetish has affected relationships between the
U.S. government and its citizenry; the U.S. and other nation-states, those in the “coalition
of the willing” or those belonging to the “axis of evil”; and of the non-state actor to the
world media stage and to the U.S. These relationships have competing desires (to disrupt,
to be safe) and, as in all matters of war, rely on the relative valuation of embodied
populations to establish a new ordering of geopolitical relations. Following Bush’s
speech aboard the S.S.S. Abraham Lincoln, the IED was imbued with new powers. For
the U.S. the IED reified the new subject position of the insurgent, at once a viable threat
with unknown (magical) reach and a euphemism for civilians caught in the crossfire of
the conflict (since anyone could potentially be an insurgent). Conversely, the IED has
provided an effective means for individual agents and small groups to establish some
measure of parity against the significantly superior American war machine while also
giving lie to the nation’s neoimperial overreach.

In Fetish, Van Loon and Wilder entwine the IED and the U.S. security state to
demonstrate how, within the American culture of fear and paranoia during the early part
of the decade, each became obsessions in their own right but also were inextricably
linked in a circular pattern of cause and effect. The new normative habitus of citizenship
to which Fetish gives shape, is, like a house of cards, fragile. The illusion of national

stability and safety from territorial attack that Americans had long enjoyed was usurped
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by fear and doubt. Like Van Loon and Wilder’s labors, daily life became riddled with
continuous disruptions by the specter of the threat—anonymous, amorphous, ever-
present. The threat, citizens were repeatedly told, could be anywhere or anyone, a
formulation that conflates the IED with the terrorist and effectively reorients an
individual’s perspective of people and objects encountered in the public sphere. Though
the two women approach some of the outcomes of this new orientation with humor and
wit in Fetish, they also evince how maneuvering through one’s day had become saturated

with uncertainty and suspicion.

Corporeal Dissonance in William Forsythe’s Three Atmospheric Studies

Like Fetish, Forsythe’s Three Atmospheric Studies foregrounds the IED as a
signifier of instability with one important distinction. Whereas the former choreographs
the pervasive social climate that defined American citizenship in the early 2000s, the
latter is firmly situated within the Iraq theater of war. The intermedia dance transforms
the singular instance of an IED explosion into a network of unpredictable potentialities
and indeterminate effects that speaks to larger questions concerning perspective and
communication. As its title suggests, the piece is a triptych that progresses from an
opening movement section for the entire ensemble to a theatrical scene featuring three
characters in dialogue. Titled Clouds After Cranach, these comprise the first half of the
evening-length dance. The final section, Study III, incorporates ensemble movement and
verbal monologue, aspects seen in the prior two sections, but prioritizes a deafening sonic

environment in which movement and language devolve into stasis.

43



Three Atmospheric Studies underwent several incarnations before premiering in
full, as a three-act ballet, in Berlin in early 2006. A year earlier, it was presented in two
acts (the current parts one and three) at the Bockenheimer Depot in Frankfurt; in
November 2005 Clouds After Cranach (parts one and two) premiered.”’” The April 2005
premiere was a highly anticipated event, given that it was the first production Forsythe
had choreographed for his new troupe, the Forsythe Company. The company was
founded in January of that year, following the dissolution of Ballett Frankfurt the
previous summer, which Forsythe had led for two decades.”® Forsythe has enjoyed a
highly successful, prolific career as a contemporary ballet choreographer who is known
for his keen intelligence and movement invention. His experimental predilections include
deconstructing classical ballet technique with improvisational technologies that expand
where movement is generated in the body and how the body extends into space in order
to develop new movement possibilities. During his tenure, the cultural cache of Ballett
Frankfurt rose from a provincial municipal troupe to a world renowned, internationally
touring company. Likewise, the dances Forsythe choreographed over the course of his
tenure there have been adopted into the repertory of most, if not all, major ballet
companies. With an ensemble less than half the size of that at his former institutional
home (and consisting of many of the younger dancers from there), Forsythe launched a
troupe that could expand or contract according to its artistic director’s needs.” The
flexible organizational structure, he stated, would support “a shift in my perception of the

field in which I am operating.”
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This shift was underway before Forsythe’s departure from Ballett Frankfurt, but
the new company provides the artistic freedom for Forsythe to expand his inquiry into the
conceptual parameters of dance. What constitutes a dance, where and how it is
experienced are key points of his investigation. Much like a scientist devising an
appropriate research modality to test out his hypothesis, Forsythe frequently seeks out
“premises” for developing work that “instigate motion” and “induces or suggests
motion.”' Foremost among the results of this inquiry have been Forsythe’s intermedia
projects, which relocate the dance event into interactive environments and frequently
require the participation of the public. This can be seen in Human Writes (a collaboration
with Kendall Thomas, 2005), in which the audience manipulates the bodies of dancers
who have sticks of charcoal attached to different body parts. Using the dancers as tools of
inscription, participants scrawl portions of the Declaration of Human Rights on large
pieces of butcher paper—in this manner reinforcing the rights, now writ large.

In visual arts settings and site-specific projects, Forsythe designs motional
environments that alter visitors’ movements. This can be seen in White Bouncy Castle (a
collaboration with Dana Caspersen and Joel Ryan, 1997), which, as its title suggests,
playfully destabilized the kinetics of those who enter. Conversely, Forsythe constructs
dynamic environments in which the movement of visitors alters its various materials. In
the installation Scattered Crowds (2002), for example, a thousand white balloons within a
gallery responded to the motion of those who walked through it. Each of these engages
the body as a moving, perceiving, sensing force. For the 53rd Venice Biennale in 2009,

Forsythe similarly translated the choreographic notion of repetition in an installation
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consisting of 200 hanging gymnastic rings. After an opening performance by the
Forsythe Company, the installation offered a kinetic environment for viewers to negotiate
either by walking through the forest of rings or using them to swing across the gallery.
The presence of Biennale visitors set the objects into motion, transforming the scene into
a situation and a viewing public into active participants in a motional playground.’

These projects can fall under rubrics such as performance installation or
immersive installation, interactive environments. Forsythe variously calls them
choreographic installations and choreographic objects. In the 2008 essay “Choreographic
Objects,” Forsythe asks, “is it possible for choreography to generate autonomous
expressions of its principals, a choreographic object, with the body?** Forsythe
articulates his desire to expand the concept of choreography by segregating the presumed
correspondence between process and product. He defines the former as “choreographic
thinking,” a mode of artistic inquiry distinct from its outcomes. A concert dance
performance thus becomes just one of several possible results. Forsythe’s distinction
positions choreography as “a model of potential transition from one state to another in
any space imaginable.”

By way of example, he uses the musical score, wherein bodies (of musicians and
vocalists) must translate the visual (score) into the aural (performance). This example
indicates that the transitions that intrigue Forsythe are those that move from one sensory
register to another. This is a movement of which bodies are readily capable Forsythe
avers, because, as he writes, “the body is wholly designed to persistently read every

9934

signal from its environment.”” What happens, however, when bodies must read an
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environment wracked by ongoing IED explosions? How do bodies in motion interpret a
bomb blast? Such questions as these propel Forsythe’s investigation in Three
Atmospheric Studies.

The piece opens with the company, dressed in everyday street clothes (multi-
colored pants, tee shirts or cotton shirts), filing on to the stage to form a row along the
rear wall of the theater in the shadows behind a brightly lit rectangular area. In a prelude
to the ensemble’s entry into this demarcated arena, a woman and man detach from the
line-up and walk downstage toward the audience. The man (Ander Zabala) stops
suddenly in mid-step as if struck, his forward progress halted. The momentum of his
stride continues up his spine, rotating his torso and resolving in a slightly crumpled
stance in which his arms are thrown upward and across his face, as if he is shielding
himself from an unseen force. The woman (Jone San Martin) stops a few paces
downstage of the man, closer to the audience, gestures back to the male figure and
announces, “‘composition one: in which my son was arrested.” Save for this comment, the
opening section is performed in silence, magnifying the oscillating rhythms of the
dancers’ audible breathing and the sound of colliding, falling bodies.

San Martin’s statement refers to the dramaturgical bend of the scene as well as its
choreographic logic, which plays off the word “arrest.” Scattered about the rectangular
arena of action, the ensemble begins to take hesitant steps in various directions then
freezes mid-stride. Like a hiccup, the pause is only momentary before the dancers resume
walking, but the interruptions continue as company members move erratically around the

space. At times one or two dancers will continue walking while the rest of the group
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abruptly stops; in another instance only one dancer might pause while the rest remain in
motion. As the piece progresses, the movement of the ensemble ebbs and flows with the
perpetual disruption of their momentum.

The dancers begin to race haphazardly across the stage, veering to avoid a collision at
the last moment, at times catching someone as he or she falls backward or, alternately,
shoving someone out of the way, even forcefully down to the ground. Without breaking
stride one dancer might grab another around the waist to hoist up overhead or link elbows
to swing around. The scene initially appears to have no apparent order or logic driving it;
it is a visual mess with individuals running helter-skelter. Fear is translated into random
spatial patterns. Uncertain who is friend or foe, from which direction danger may come or
safety lies, the dancers sketch out the immediacy of the scene of disaster, in which
individuals react instinctively.

As the section progresses, the dancers appear less as individuals than as parts of a
whole, ricocheting off one another yet tied magnetically in the same kinetic field of
interaction. Indeterminate spatial patterns combine with an increasingly frantic pace and a
repertoire of actions: lurching forward, pushing, pulling, falling, sliding, rolling, catching
(or purposely not catching), grabbing, wresting apart, lifting into the air, helping up from
the stage, spiraling down, whipping around. Ephemeral scenarios coalesce when bodies
aggregate in various conjunctions of limbs, then evaporate in the continuous interplay of
running, sudden stops and happenstance interaction with one another. Through the
exponential variants that result from these elements, signification shifts and agency

fluctuates between individuals, from dominant to passive, from assisting to resisting one
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another. One conjunction of bodies repeats throughout the scene, however: two men run
close by Zabala (the son, easily identifiable in a red tee-shirt), grab him by each elbow
and drag him backward without the slightest adjustment in their speed. Forsythe
accentuates this recombinant field by disassembling phrases and bodily conjunctions: a
crooked elbow that once arced around another shoulder or was used to lift and swing a
dancer around now hangs empty, marking the absence of bodies in the negative space of
a frozen pose A collision of multiple dancers might resolve with some remaining
entwined while others extricate themselves from the cluster as if playing an elaborate

game of odd-man out. In this manner the dancers outline the contours of absent bodies.

Fig. 1.2 Part I, Three Atmospheric Studies at Brooklyn Academy of Music, 2007.
Photograph (c) Julieta Cervantes.
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At one point the entire ensemble freezes midstride, backs up a few steps and
stops, as if rewinding an audio or videotape. They start up again, with a few uncertain,
halting steps then launch into the scene at the frantic pace where they had left off. This
moment of rewind produces a scene that seems to repeat with varying outcomes, but that
is continuously evolving. Though connotations may seem to accrue through the overlap
and replay of movement, motifs and bodily assemblages, these also make obvious the
illusory effects of a visual chain of signification. These cycles of doing and undoing only
to redo forward a choreographic logic that works against the linear progression of time-
based performance, allowing Forsythe to investigate how scrambling bodies in search of
safety might arrange and rearrange according to chance and chaos.

Suddenly, without warning, the ensemble abruptly stops, with the son held on
either side by the two men who have repeatedly been seen grabbing him. As the lights
dim, the dancers exit one after another, leaving only this trio. Forsythe withholds the
satisfaction of a conclusion that might provide insight into what the audience has just
witnessed. Instead, he asks the audience to unravel the scene of confusion as it unfolds,
just as the dancers must. The trio dissolves as one, then the other man exit and the section
ends as it had begun, with the singular figure arrested in a contorted position.

In Part II Forsythe pursues the story of the missing son while focusing on the
difficulties of translation across languages and from the language of description to that of
official reportage; from a language of doubt to certainty; from an array of possibilities

that occur in the moment to a precise retrospective narrative. This is played out as a
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verbal exchange between the mother and an anonymous governmental representative
seated behind a table piled high with files and papers (Amancio Gonzalez). As an
interpreter, his job is to translate the mother’s account into Arabic as he records it. At first
he is perspicacious. As their dialogue continues, however, he repeatedly mistranslates the
mother’s account, misinterpreting relevant information and distorting her meaning.

Seated facing one another on opposite sides of the stage, the dialogue between the
mother and interpreter constitutes one of two discrete axes of communication that will
increasingly intersect over the ensuing scene. Perpendicular to the pair, an anonymous
interlocutor (David Kern) directs his comments to the audience along an upstage-
downstage axis. Located behind the mother and interpreter, the interlocutor initially
speaks so softly that he cannot be heard, though his arm gestures seem to indicate that he
is lecturing about lines of perspective in visual art. When he does become audible, words
burst forth loudly, at a volume that overrides the other conversation. Throughout the
section, the animated interlocutor speaks and moves rapidly and continuously while
verbally and physically describing a series of images that he refers to as compositions one
through five. The audience never sees these; like the mother’s narrative, what is known is
that which has been put into language.

Composition two, it becomes clear, is a description of a photograph taken in the
immediate aftermath of an explosion (one that served as inspiration for Three
Atmospheric Studies™). The interlocutor details the billowing smoke in the photograph to

the dark storm clouds gathering in the distance behind the figure of Christ in Lucas
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Cranach the Elder’s Lamentation Beneath the Cross (1503).*° Yet, discerning one from
the other becomes difficult as he moves back and forth between the two:

Mother: “Are those clouds?”

Interpreter: “No, it is smoke.”

Both pause to watch and listen to the interlocutor describe the shifting colors from
the heart of the explosion to the smoke moving upward and outward. As he talks, he
inscribes the air with long fluid arm gestures that gently curve and arc around billowing
clouds of smoke. In this instance, as throughout the section, the interlocutor remains
focused, unaffected by the presence or dialogue of the mother and interpreter. They, on
the other hand, are momentarily distracted, mesmerized by the interlocutor. The
interpreter repeats the word “smoke” in a matter of fact tone and translates it into Arabic
as he busily writes it down. The mother responds, “There was so much smoke. My eyes
were watering.”

The reference to Cranach’s Lamentation aligns the mother’s loss of her son to
Mary’s loss in the Christian story of the crucifixion of Christ. The referent serves another
purpose as well, for the painting represents a key moment of perspectival shift in the
history of western art. Cranach flips the frontal perspective of the crucifixion painting
tradition a full ninety degrees. Instead of the canonical placement of Christ in the center
of the trio of crucified men, Cranach paints him on the right side of the picture frame.
The three crosses encircle the central figures of Mary and John in the middle of the
canvas. Seen from an oblique angle, the Christ figure is relegated to being just one among

several bodies, a demotion that emphasizes the physicality of their “broken, tortured and
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ugly” bodies.”” Lamentation is antithetical to depictions of the body in the tradition of
classical Renaissance portraiture, in which the body is represented as an inviolate, whole
container of the self. Describing Cranach’s novel attention to realistic details of penal
punishment, Mitchell B. Merback writes: “Cranach paints the racked limbs of the three
prisoners, the fractures and distensions of the Thieves’ shins, the engorged puncture
wounds in Christ’s feet, the welts around his eyes, the crimson streams of blood that run
alongside blackened veins erupting beneath the skin—all of this done with a seeming
wealth of experience that is as much the executioner’s as the anatomist’s.”*® Bringing
viewers into an “almost unbearable proximity” with the bodies of the prisoners, Cranach
implicates them in the scene of suffering. Cranach’s inclusion of such graphic corporeal
details might be seen as a way to reinforce the sorrow of the two women on which the
painting focuses. Another interpretation of his motive, however, alters the message of the
painting from the promise of redemption and salvation embodied by Christ’s suffering to
the effects of corporal punishment by the state.

As the lines of communication between San Martin, Gonzales and Kern further
ensnare, the mother’s efforts to tell her story grow more desperate. Her conversation with
the interpreter degenerates; she cannot make him understand. Likewise, she becomes
increasingly confused as the interlocutor’s interjections become part of the narrative the
interpreter writes down. The mother begins to enunciate each word in an exaggerated
fashion. Rising from the chair in which she has been seated, the sound of her voice
becomes electronically distorted, garbling her meaning further. Every syllable she

attempts to enunciate is an effort that causes her body to contort, as if the very act of
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speaking is painful. She folds and bends various limbs in a disjointed, inorganic manner,
as if her body parts are moving independent of her will. She does not cohere as a body.
The scene, like the first, is one of confusion. Key details emerge: the mother insists “a
foreigner” was in the neighborhood before the blast; an incoming missile rather than an
IED may have caused it; two men carried off a corpse that possibly may be her son.
Rather than provide clarity, these only add to its lack.”

The final section does not conclude Three Atmospheric Studies so much as
fragment it further. In Study 111, the explosion has receded beyond perspectival or lexical
confusion. The event and its story, the moment and its remembrance, has been
territorialized by the official. Dana Caspersen embodies the domain of the official.
Caspersen has been wired with a microphone that electronically mutates her voice into a
lower, male register to which she adds a Texan twang in order to vocally impersonate a
U.S. military officer. Caspersen swaggers around the stage, adamantly adhering to the
official story that upholds the arrest of the son in patronizing bureaucratic doublespeak.
The non-stop, antic interlocutor from Part II continues to address the audience. At first he
busily chatters on like a Weather Channel meteorologist describing the relationship of
cumulus cloud formations that can be seen in a photo tacked onto a plywood wall that
cuts diagonally across the stage. Without missing a beat, he seamlessly segues downstage
into the foreground of the scene to provide an up-close delineation of the scene of the
explosion: here is the twisted metal and broken glass, there the charred bits and pieces of

household objects, over there the childhood toys and body parts.
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The section simultaneously emphasizes sonic extremes as well as the absence of
sound. Zabala (the son) screams into a microphone, vocalizing the sound of bombs
exploding in a sonic rage. The dancers take turns hurling themselves against the wall,
which has been wired for sound amplification. The crashing impact of each body
registers acutely, one after another redounding at an ear-piercing pitch. The stage
darkens; between Zabala’s howling vocal weaponry, the ballistic bodies and composer
Thom Willems live contributions of “staticky interpolations,” the scene sonically
replicates the opening.*” Now, however, the ensemble is atomized. Running, sliding,
crumbling, whipping about by unseen forces, ducking for cover, they improvise
breathlessly and in isolation.

Conversely, the mother sits slumped over in a chair; her gaze blank and
comportment unresponsive as she is lectured by Caspersen to stay calm, remain
composed. She remains kinetically mute when ambulated downstage by Gonzalez, who
manipulates her limbs as if she were a rag doll. Meanwhile the ensemble slows; after
having been so viscerally reactive to the prior acoustic assault, they continue to resonate
like a bell after it has been rung. One dancer jerks and flinches, unable to move away
from one spot or to connect one action to another, while another has knotted and folded
herself into a contorted ball that is carried around the stage. The dancers onstage are

beyond expression, reaction, response, action or interaction.

The bodies Forsythe choreographs in Three Atmospheric Studies deteriorate,

degrade, devolve over the course of the piece, as does the capacity to make sense of the
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unfolding action on stage. Forsythe challenges the audience to decipher what is
happening throughout the piece, from visual clues in the opening section, in which
multiple possible stories play out; and verbally, retrospectively in the second. By the last
section the incident is beyond disagreement or difference of perspective; beyond physical
as well as verbal articulation. The dancers are no longer thinking, feeling subjects but
have been rendered voluble, containers to be filled by the official story or sonic
vibrations. Like the scene that the interlocutor describes, they do not cohere; they have
been blasted apart. What the audience sees on stage are the bodily remains found
alongside the detritus he details.

Forsythe’s use of sound, or more accurately, noise, provides an effective means to
proliferate the chaos of a bomb explosion by registering disarray on an auditory as well
as visual sensory register. Three Atmospheric Studies becomes increasingly louder as it
develops; from the quiet sounds of breathing, moving bodies in the opening section to the
near-deafening pitch of the final section, accentuated by the electronic amplification of
the bodies and voices of the ensemble. The purpose of amplification, to increase the
volume of sound, is usually to increase the clarity of its content. The volume and
distortion of Study 111, however, impede comprehension. This has a double effect. It
brings an audience into unbearable proximity to the scene of suffering by enveloping it
and the dancers in a shared sonic field. Yet the auditory bombardment also produces
distance by interfering with an audience’s understanding of the scene.

Discussing the phenomenology of sound, rhetorician and media theorist Walter

Ong details the manner in which sound immerses individuals in an experience. He writes:
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Sight isolates, sound incorporates. Whereas sight situates the observer
outside what he views, at a distance, sound pours into the hearer. Vision
dissects, as Merleau-Ponty has observed (1961). Vision comes to a human

being from one direction at a time: to look at a room or a landscape, I must

move my eyes around from one part to another. When I hear, however, I

gather sound simultaneously from every direction at once; I am at the

center of my auditory world, which envelopes me, establishing me at a

kind of core of sensation and existence... You can immerse yourself in

hearing, in sound. There is no way to immerse yourself similarly in sight.*

Ong argues that the multi-directionality of sonic information, especially compared
to the unidirectionality of sight, creates an auditory experience that incorporates the
listener into the sound. For Ong, the experience of aural immersion is situational rather
than abstract, empathetic and participatory rather than objectively distanced. It is
unifying, cohering, additive compared to visual discernment. “A typical visual ideal is
clarity and distinctness, a taking apart,” he writes, “The auditory ideal, by contrast, is
harmony, a putting together.”** Forsythe’s aural intermodality, however, is a jarring,
discordant assault on the senses. It immerses the performers and audience alike in a
grating, nerve-jangling soundscape in which the instinct to flee predominates (at least this
was my experience of Study III).

Sound and bombs share the same physics; both are based in changes in air
pressure, both literally move the atmosphere. The shock waves created by the explosion
of a bomb, like sound waves, are comprised of compression-rarefaction cycles.”” As
shock waves of a bomb blast dissipate over time and distance, they degenerate into sound
waves. The titular atmospheric conditions of the piece thus not only refer to the three

“compositions” of clouds the interlocutor describes to the audience —the billowing smoke

of the photograph, the gathering storm clouds of Cranach’s Lamentation and the final,
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seemingly innocuous image of fluffy white clouds floating in a blue sky —but also to the
physics of air shared by bombs and sound.

Analogous to Fetish, Three Atmospheric Studies employs the tactics of disruption
of the IED. In the opening, the source of the explosion has not been ascertained yet its
effects result in uncertainty as the dancers take hesitant steps, backtrack, slam into one
another, crumple and fall. In the second scene, entangled lines of dialogue disrupt
narrative and, ultimately, the mother’s capacity to speak. In the concluding section the
ensemble, like the mother, are unable to communicate verbally or kinetically: no longer
are they able to move in relation to one another, or move much at all beyond a range of
tics, twitches and spasms. Yet, contrary to Van Loon and Wilder, Forsythe choreographs
a bomb explosion and is aftermath by replicating its physics of dispersion in the structure
of the piece. Similar to the radiating pattern of a bomb’s effects, the capacity to
communicate or comprehend dissipates as the dance moves away from the initial impact
of the event. Comparable to the expanding degeneration of shock waves into sound
waves, Forsythe queries the fragmentation of meaning the further one is removed from a
war zone.

Three Atmospheric Studies can be seen to increase the blast radius, so to speak,
beyond the local effects of the ongoing conflict in Iraq to its intensive visual imaging and
verbal translation in an all-access, 24-hour global media sphere.** This can be seen
within the world of the piece in the manner that different modes of communication—
language, photography, painting, official reports and statistics—{fail. Outside the piece,

Forsythe continuously defies the audience’s ability to come to easy conclusions, through
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the unpredictability of the opening improvisation to the miasmic loggia of the second and
the cacophonous soundscape of the third. However, though Forsythe takes aim at the
ability to adequately translate the lived experience of war in all of its messiness,
confusion and sensory overload, he is not interested in offering a less censored or more
authentic version of a war zone. Neither does Forsythe proffer dancing bodies as an
alternative form of communication; he refutes the de facto expressive capacity of
contemporary bodies to speak. Rather, he shatters the idea that sense can be made at all.
The culmination of the dance in the complete and utter failure of the ensemble to absorb
and interpret sensory data indicates that there is no singular impression or image to be

sutured from disparate shards, no common sense around which meaning can cohere.

Conclusion

In Three Atmospheric Studies, warfare not only destroys bodies and buildings, but
also shatters sensibilities. As I have argued, this extends beyond the immediate scene of
disaster as armed conflicts are broadcast around the world. Lacking perspective or
insight, the onslaught of images and information becomes noise, an immersive medium
of amplified distortion. In this manner Forsythe’s formulates dissonance as a generalized
condition of corporeality in the age of the IED. By redefining bodiliness as constructed
through aural and kinetic dissonance, Forsythe emphasizes the disintegration of common
sense in the contemporary moment.

In HIJACK’s Fetish, the dominant social atmosphere of the early 2000s produced

by the threat, in which anyone could potentially be a terrorist and any box, bag or shoe
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might contain a bomb, creates a state of affective dissonance that is comparable to the
dissonance of Three Atmospheric Studies. Following the logic of an IED, which
destabilizes the very ground beneath one’s feet by using the victim’s movement to
activate it, Van Loon and Wilder’s dancing is thwarted by their own labor throughout the
piece. When at last they perform the final duet to the Manilow song in full, they are numb
and disaffected, beyond caring whether their efforts will be successful or not. Sequestered
in a space of limbo, Van Loon are alienated from the larger world. The perfunctory
manner in which they proceed to ploddingly mark out the movement additionally reveals
their alienation from their own bodies and actions.

Twenty-first century citizenship has been shaped by a barrage of noise: too much,
not enough and mis- information; media sound bites, presidential lies, military jargon and
nationalist jingoism. Fetish and Three Atmospheric Studies evince the embodied effects
of this social condition. Set side by side, the two dances sketch out the multivalent
features that shape the new normal habitus in which citizenship is experienced and
enacted. In addition to structural changes instantiated by national security measures, these
include a social climate of alienation, instability and uncertainty as well as what I am
calling corporeal dissonance. Defining dissonance as a corporeal state recognizes an
epistemic shift in relations of knowledge. In the new normal of twenty-first century
citizenship, nothing is to be trusted, not people, objects, the government, the media or
even one’s own labors or body. This has resulted in the embodiment of the discordance,
distortion, cognitive incongruities and lack of perspective that inhere to the age of the

IED.
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I pick up threads of the argument established here in the following section,
Choreographing Americans. The destabilization of the age of the IED is evident in the
work of the three contemporary artists discussed —Rajni Shah, Rachid Ouramdane and
damali ayo—in three ways. By the conditions of the new normal in which I situate their
work; in the manner in which, as I argue, their work articulates the relationship of the
U.S. state to the citizen; and in their vision of national collectivity. Before discussing
these artists, I first examine the work of two seminal choreographers of the twentieth

century, Isadora Duncan and Yvonne Rainer.
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2. Incorporative Citizenship:
Nation as Spectacle in Isadora Duncan’s La Marseillaise

Two months after the terrorist attacks of September 11,2001, longtime Duncan
dancer Valerie Durham presented Isadora Duncan’s La Marseillaise at a private benefit
concert in upstate New York. Created by Duncan in homage to the struggle of her
adopted homeland of France after it was invaded by Germany in August 1914, La
Marseillaise is one of Duncan’s “lost” choreographies, in that she never passed it on to
any of her students. Durham chose to reconstruct the solo, she writes, because it was an
appropriate “tribute to freedom and individual liberty.”' As when Duncan danced it
during World War I, the solo provided a gestural vocabulary for a sovereign nation under
threat from an external enemy. Similarly, the dance’s portrayal of a citizenry rising up to
defend a nation articulated in kinetic language President Bush’s characterization of the
American people as united in “a steadfast resolve to prevail against our enemies.”

Durham’s reconstruction was a success that evening in 2001, so much so that she
went on to feature La Marseillaise in an evening-length tribute to Duncan.’ Yet it is
doubtful the applause Durham received could match the audience response Duncan
received on March 6, 1917. On that particular spring evening at the Metropolitan Opera,
Duncan appended a sensational finale onto the dance’s already triumphant ending by
ripping off her blood-red tunic to reveal the United States flag clinging to the curves of
her apparently naked body.* Upon this revelation the orchestra struck up the “Star-
Spangled Banner” and those not yet on their feet arose amidst a din of applause and cries
of delight.” The scene, described by one newspaper reviewer, was “the height of

pandemonium.”® It is unclear from extant documentation whether, amidst recurrent calls
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for an encore, Duncan proceeded to dance the entire Marseillaise to the de facto
American anthem or whether she repeated select gesturc—’:s.7 What is evident, however, is
the univocality of more than three thousand U.S. citizens joining together to sing along to
the dancer’s patriotic spectacle.

This chapter examines Duncan’s performance of La Marseillaise that night, as a
seminal instance in the dance historical canon when a choreographer ushered her
audience into the imaginary community of nation through the provocative conjunction of
the American flag and her flesh. Through a close reading of Duncan’s La Marseillaise, 1
argue that the dance choreographs national citizenship as an incorporative state that
idealizes political membership as the complete assimilation of individual citizen subjects
into a phantasm of the nation-state.® I begin by locating the dance within the
choreographers’ oeuvre and shifting style, then situate Duncan’s flagging of her body
within the tectonic shifts occurring in the relationship of the U.S. state to its citizens
during the World War I era. I conclude by comparing the reception of Duncan’s United
States tour during the war to her final U.S. tour in 1922 in order to accentuate the manner
in which the American flag recuperated Duncan’s specific, gendered body by

transforming it into the one true body of the nation.

Within Her Folds
Duncan would later write in her autobiography that she first improvised the
Marseillaise solo during a sojourn in the United States after fleeing war-torn France in

1914 Effectively a refugee from the strife, Duncan arrived in New York after donating
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her new school at Bellevue, and her home at Neuilly-sur-Seine for field hospitals."
Shocked by the indifference to the calamity in Europe she perceived in the general mien
of U.S. street life, she writes that she added the solo to her concert repertoire in the hope
of rousing support for her adopted homeland and as a call to arms to America, which had
yet to join the fight. From then on, she avers, she determined to conclude every concert
she gave during the war with it.'' Outside of her autobiography, however, little is known
about La Marseillaise prior to April 1916, when Duncan included it on the program of
two fundraising concerts for the war relief effort at the Place du Trocadéro in Paris."> The
solo immediately became popular, depicting as it did a triumphant vision of a people
overthrowing tyranny to a French audience in the midst of such a battle. Duncan then
featured the solo in Geneva, Switzerland, and in her South American tour repertory that
summer, where she danced it in Buenos Aires, Argentina; Montevideo, Uruguay; and in
Rio de Janero, Brazil.” Speaking to the mood of a world quickly dividing along alliance
lines, the Marseillaise became a rallying cry for young men wanting to join the fight on
behalf of the Allied nations (France, Britain and Russia).

The program’s centerpiece was Peter 1. Tchaikovsky’s Symphony no. 6,
Pathétique, to which Duncan danced a multipartite allegory of war. Presented as “the
story of the present world struggle,” Duncan followed the tenor of the symphonic
movements, dancing the innocence of youth and springtime in the first movement to the
fury and confusion of battle and, in the final adagio and lamentoso, a mournful ode to the
fallen." As she explained to the New York Tribune, her Parisian audience had included

hundreds of members of the country’s armed forces and their families, alongside
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dignitaries and the French war minister. “Before me were wounded soldiers —men with
bandaged heads, with no arms, no legs, maybe a few men home from the trenches on
leave, and women—women in black, mothers, widows.”"” Ending the Pathétique on the
ground, her face hidden in her arms, Duncan expressed what many in her audience had
already experienced: the utter futility of war.

La Marseillaise, which immediately followed, proceeded from this position of
despair to foster a climactic note on which to conclude the program. Considered one of
the greatest war hymns of all time, the French anthem’s rousing 2/2 march rhythm and
insistent downbeat ring out with a clear sense of purpose; its blaring horns and repeated
chorus— Aux armes, citoyens! (to arms, citizens!) —send an uplifting clarion call to rebel
against oppression, as when it was sung by a volunteer corps of revolutionaries marching
from Marseilles to Paris to join the uprising at King Louis XVI’s Tuilieries in 1792.'"° As
Deborah Cowen and Emily Gilbert note in their introduction to War, Citizenship,
Territory, in France the figure of the citoyen is inextricably bound to the concept of
fraternité or solidarity."” Borne from populist roots, the eponymous national anthem
perpetuates the foundational image of the French republic as a product of the people’s
will.

Much like the anthem, Duncan’s dance had the capacity to incite audiences —in
any nation—in particular through her gestural depiction of citizens banding together in
shared purpose. Dancing to the music of the anthem, Duncan advanced a corporeal
allegory by embodying a leader instigating unseen others to rise up and take arms at first,

then the mob of citizens itself. Noting this progression, one review outlined Duncan’s
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transition from the leader’s “martial mien” in the first stanza to the “proud and
triumphant fashion” of the second, then onto “the third as tho [sic] it were a prophecy of
approaching glory amid the anguish of struggle, and the last with the hot intoxication of
mob enthusiasm.”'® Next to mentioning the impressive effect Duncan’s flagging had on
the audience, newspaper reviews of the concert provide few details about the encore. A
fair picture of La Marseillaise emerges, however, from critic Carl Van Vechten’s
recollection of the dance:

In a robe the color of blood she stands enfolded; she sees the enemy

advance; she feels the enemy as it grasps her by the throat; she kisses her

flag; she tastes blood; she is all but crushed under the weight of the attack;

and then she rises, triumphant, with the terrible cry, Aux armes, citoyens!

Part of her effect is gained by gesture, part by the massing of her body but

the greater part by facial expression. In the anguished appeal she does not

make a sound, beyond that made by the orchestra, but the hideous din of a

hundred raucous voices seems to ring in our ears."

In the extended article from which this vivid portrait is excerpted, Van Vechten
acknowledges a significant shift in the artist’s choreographic style from her prior tours.
Other reviewers also recognized this change, though for some the new style offered little
of interest beyond an overwrought pathos expressed through dramatic posing and
pantomime. Acknowledging the solo’s “pantomimic representation” of “concrete
images,” Van Vechten nevertheless emphasizes the efficacy of this turn. He considers
Duncan’s increased use of dramatic gestures, figurative poses (“‘the massing of her
body”) and facial expression as evidence of a new addition to her work: strength. At the

age of forty, wizened by the loss of her children, Duncan now eschewed the barefoot

sprites of her youth in favor of more dramatic personae. Yet her primary investigation
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into the kinetic and affective effects of the body’s gravity remained. Whereas the artist
may have previously used the weight, force and gravity of her body to evoke the ebb and
flow of natural elements or a lyrical waltz, in Marseillaise Duncan advanced this
exploration through tensile relationships between opposing directions and dynamics that
metaphorically represented the perseverance of a body politic under duress. Succumbing
to the downward pull of gravity or resisting it, Duncan repeatedly fell to her knees and
rose again in order to portray the defeat of battle and the spirit of a people determined to
prevail. This enhanced use of her body’s vertical axis and more intimate relationship with
the stage floor added to downstage approaches and upstage retreats that drew audiences
into the unfolding drama on stage.

Arnold Genthe’s studio portrait of Duncan in La Marseillaise, perhaps the best-
known image of the dance, offers some indication of the new strength that Van Vechten
detected. With her feet planted firmly, she seems rooted to the ground while her arms,
flung above her head, articulate defiance. Even as the folds of her gown merge with the
shadowy backdrop, Duncan’s thickening shape can be detected, articulating an
unmovable presence through the opposing directionality of forces between her upper and
lower extremities. Her left foot forward extends from beneath the gown yet her body and
head rear back into the curtains behind her. The pose echoes photographs of Duncan
taken by Genthe or Edward Steichen in which the tension between her arms reaching
skyward and her grounded stance creates a conduit between heaven and earth. In images
such as Genthe’s studio portrait of Ave Maria, Duncan’s hands appear lifted, though with

effort, as if in resignation, from a chest hollowed out by grief. In Steichen’s photographs
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of Duncan in Greece, the artist’s palms are open, her head thrown back in abandon, her
face lifted in joy.” In Genthe’s photograph of La Marseillaise, however, Duncan’s
fingers arc forward in a grasping gesture. Instead of a benign smile, alarm, fear and

wariness register on Duncan’s face as she stares directly into the lens of the camera.

Fig. 2.1 Isadora Duncan in La Marseillaise, c. 1917, by Arnold Genthe.
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The polyvalence of Duncan’s expression in the photograph references the
implacable determination of the people she embodied in La Marseillaise. It also reminds
the viewer of the artist’s magnetic stage presence. Yet Genthe’s photograph, like Van
Vechten’s description, hardly explains the effect the dance had on Duncan’s audiences, or
on Van Vechten, who wrote to Gertrude Stein, “people —this includes me—get on their
chairs and yell. It is very exciting to see American patriotism thoroughly awakened —I
tell you she drives ’em mad; the recruiting stations are full of her converts.””' Where is
the “magnificent fling and abandonment of head and arms and breast,” described by the
New York Herald? In a profile for The New Yorker, Janet Flanners confirms the effect of
Duncan’s motion while dancing: “when she moved across the stage, head reared, eyes
mad, scarlet kirtle flying to the music of the ‘Marseillaise,” she lifted from their seats
people who had never left theatre seats before except to get up and go home” (emphasis
added).”

Line drawings by José Clara and Van Deering Perrine provide further evidence of
the dramatic force Duncan created through the momentum of her actions. In Clara’s
illustration, Duncan lunges forward onto her left leg, her left arm raised high to signal the
charge, her right arm bent at shoulder height, as if in defense. The drawing captures the
unbroken diagonal line Duncan’s body creates from her raised left arm to planted rear
foot. Duncan’s body is propelled onward from this line, while her head twists around to
look behind her. A few briefly sketched lines describe an open mouth, as if she is calling

to an unseen crowd to join her in moving forward.
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Fig. 2.2 Illustrations of Isadora Duncan in La Marseillaise by José Clara (left) and Van
Deering Perrine (right), c. 1917.

Perrine’s sketch, drawn for a review by Boston dance critic H. T. Parker,
delineates torqued lines of energy along Duncan’s vertical axis. Perrine catches Duncan
with her right leg raised to the front in mid step or hop, her muscular rear leg planted
firmly. As her legs impel her body forward, both arms are tossed over her right shoulder,
following the arc etched by a shawl hoisted high like a battalion’s banner. Duncan’s face
is again turned away, this time in the opposite direction from her arms and shawl, as if
she is looking back toward “the dogs of war” she has set loose through the dance.” Both
artists illustrate the dynamism of the solo, capturing Duncan’s ability to populate the
stage with a network of forces that drove her movement and gave proof to the narrative

she sought to embody.
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Incorporative Citizenship

If Duncan was initially dismayed by the indifference of the American people to
the situation in France at the start of the war, she could only have been heartened by the
sea change in attitude when she returned to the U.S. in the fall of 1916. Years of virulent
debate over America’s entry into the war had, as historian Christopher Capozzola notes,
“thoroughly politicized civil society.”* By the time Duncan opened at the Met in March
1917, a majority in Congress was ready to provide President Woodrow Wilson with the
requisite legislation to lead the nation into the fight raging in Europe. Less than a month
later, Wilson officially declared war on Germany. Following the president’s public
announcement, a body politic that had been deeply divided seemed to readily accept the
administration’s decision. The appearance of a united citizenry was, however, the result
of a widespread propaganda campaign and, as Capozzola details in his book Uncle Sam
Wants You: World War I and the Making of the Modern American Citizen, a government
that censored the press and detained anyone suspected of being “un-American.”

In the weeks following Wilson’s declaration that the nation was at war, the
Committee on Public Information (CPL) was established to promulgate the vision of a
unified polity that the government sought to promote. Under the aegis of the CPL, the
Division of Pictorial Publicity enrolled illustrators and artists to design posters for a
massive home-front campaign with one goal: to sell the war to the American people. The
image of the Statue of Liberty was prominently featured in this campaign as part of an
effort to mediate the authority of the state with more human figures. A female

9.2

embodiment of America, Lady Liberty was “the people’s” beloved statue: the first
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national monument to have been financed by public contributions, she belonged to the
American people and symbolized their national ideals. In her reading of the Statue of
Liberty, American Studies scholar Lauren Berlant adds that, as the first object discernable
on the horizon by approaching boats, the statue demarked a symbolic, if not territorial,
border of the nation for arriving immigrants.”

During World War I, Liberty appeared in hundreds of recruitment posters
alongside her male counterpart, the stern but paternalistic Uncle Sam, or on the
battlefield, watching over U.S. troops. Alternately, she was portrayed as the exemplary
home-front woman who planted victory gardens and donated blood. But her most
important and successful role was to compel Americans to purchase Liberty bonds in
support of the war effort. Draped in the U.S. flag, Duncan set the CPL’s iconic images
into motion as Lady Liberty herself, a beacon of liberty sprung into action to defend the
world. The artist’s flagged coda could not have better exemplified the government’s
vision of America. In his argument for joining the Allied fight, Wilson proclaimed the
nation’s role in the conflict as nothing less than saving the world for democracy. By
referencing the Statue of Liberty in her performance to the “Star-Spangled Banner,”
Duncan embodied the nation at its most phantasmic. She danced as a living bastion of the
individual freedom promised to citizens at a time when national borders in Europe were
being rewritten based on what Secretary of State Henry Lansing positioned as a choice
“for democracy and against absolutism.”*® Offering a human avatar of the nation, the
maternal Miss Liberty generated unity among the polity while gloving the state’s hand as

it reached into the affairs of its citizens.”’
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Dancing as a univocal citizenry, Duncan fashioned her self as a figure able to
resolve the debate over pending U.S. military action by incorporating the audience into
her comforting embrace and, by extension, into the all-encompassing arms of the nation.
By inserting her body into the symbolic economy of the American flag, Duncan created a
chain of equivalencies that extended the Marseillaise’s choreographic allegory of citizens
taking action to defend a nation to the image of a nation providing protective cover for its
people. Through this significatory enchainment, Duncan’s body transformed into that of a
heroic leader, then enlarged into a collective or meta-self to encompass the action of a
mob. Finally, in the flag-wrapped coda, Duncan alchemized herself into an embodiment
of a singular nation, which, like the “filmy silk” hugging the contours of her flesh,
dissolved difference to incorporate the many comprising America’s diverse populace into
one nation over all.*®

Not everyone was included within Lady Liberty’s folds, however. Major changes
were underway that would dramatically shift the relationship of citizens to the state, the
civil liberties they enjoyed and, ultimately, the demographic makeup of the nation. Who
comprised the American people had been a hotly debated topic since the mid nineteenth
century.” Nativist and hereditary organizations founded by social elites propelled a
vision of the American body politic as initially constituted by, and thus delimited to, the
religious and ethnic makeup of the land’s English settler communities. Many of these
organizations were also part of a flag protection movement that sought to regulate proper
display and use of the American flag. During the final years of the nineteenth century, the

movement’s platform aligned the flag with a vision of an exclusionary and racialized

73



white body politic. In inflammatory speeches, flag associations concocted an epidemic of
flag abuse by the new immigrant labor force arriving from southern and eastern Europe.

The First World War only exacerbated anti-immigrant sentiment with heightened
fears that equated national difference with disloyalty. As John Higham writes, the
immigrant qua immigrant no longer existed. Instead he or she was replaced with the
foreign alien who could potentially be an agent of a home nation. The rhetoric of “100-
percent Americanism” contested the allegiance of immigrants who, in retaining the
language or cultural traditions of their nation of origin, were deemed “hyphenated
Americans,” with divided loyalties. Under the slogan “America for Americans” hundred
percenters linked American character to conformity and allegiance by demanding total
identification with the nation-state.”

As part of this racialized, protectionist fervor, Congress passed immigration
legislation in Feb 1917 that sought to limit the influx of new Americans by requiring
literacy testing at borders and ports of entry. The Immigration Act of 1917 accomplished
several objectives. The literacy requirement, combined with doubling the head tax (price
of entering the country), specifically targeted immigrants from southern and eastern
Europe, most of who came from impoverished circumstances where they had been denied
education. It also addressed wartime fears by adding antiradical and anti-anarchist
provisos. The Immigration Act of 1917 accomplished several additional objectives as
well. The act consolidated prior anti-Asian immigration legislation (such as the Chinese
Exclusion Act of 1882 and the Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907-08) within the Asia-

Pacific Triangle, a barred zone that extended the list of excluded territories to India,
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Persia (now Iran), Arabia (what is now the Arabian Peninsula), Afghanistan, Southeast
Asia, Asia-Pacific Islands, Russia and parts of the Ottoman Empire 3

The literacy test, though it was proposed as a minor policy shift, altered the course
of immigration reform. Following the passage of the legislation, anti-immigrant advocate
Henry P. Fairchild stated that the literacy test, “while ostensibly a selective measure,
putting the finishing touches on our classification of undesirables, will affect so large a
proportion of the ordinary immigration stream as to be really restrictive. In effect,
therefore, it introduces a new principle.”** The new act also signified a fundamental
modification of immigration law by replacing standards for the evaluation of suitability
based on individual competence with standards that discriminated against groups. The
first overhaul of immigration policy, which expanded —immigrants and geographical
areas — of exclusion and altered criteria for evaluation, laid the foundation for future
legislation based on national quotas that would stay in effect throughout the twentieth
century.”

The war also provided a rationale for arresting and detaining immigrants qua
aliens. During the war, Ellis Island was converted from a point of arrival for the world’s

3% into a detention

“wretched refuse” and “huddled masses yearning to breathe free
center. There, officials regulated newly sanctioned categories of citizenship such as the
“enemy alien,” the “pro-German” and the “un-American.”” The enemy alien comprised
citizens of nations belonging to the Central Powers alliance, in particular all male

German citizens fourteen years or older, who were required to register with the state

within days following Wilson’s declaration of war. Under the rhetoric of national
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security, however, all immigrants became suspect regardless of origin, as did anarchists,
labor organizers and pacifists.

By the end of the war, the anatomy of the twentieth-century state had
substantively changed with the adoption of new government structures —passport
agencies, immigration offices and the Justice Department’s Bureau of Investigation
(eventually known as the Federal Bureau of Investigation) —entities that regulated these
classifications of citizenship via formal practices of internment, denaturalization and
deportation.” Duncan must have been aware of these transformations, for thirteen of her
students had been detained at Ellis Island upon their arrival in the fall of 1914. According
to The New York Times, the reason stated was the need for guardianship of the girls. A
more likely factor may have been that the girls were traveling under German passports.’’

In addition to the development of such regulatory bureaucracies, the U.S.
government mobilized citizens to participate in a growing apparatus of state surveillance
and intimidation as part of the home-front war effort. Characterizing the World War I era
as a period in which a culture of obligation flourished, Capozzola documents what he
terms vigilant citizenship. This was a form of bottom-up state making that relied on
increasingly dispersed micro-networks of power to insinuate the nation-state into the
everyday life of its citizenry. Using existing volunteer networks and established
community venues such as rural meeting halls, urban settlement houses, civic and
women’s volunteer associations, and patriotic societies as local conduits, the government
extended the reach of federal law and expanded the state’s legitimate use of force.

Spurred to actively participate in patrolling the homeland, local communities did their
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part by remaining ever alert for the slightest hint of disloyalty. The combination of
unprecedented powers of the state and the government’s extended reach into small towns
across the country bridged regional perceptions of civic responsibility with the abstract
notion of a national body politic.

Within the culture of vigilant citizenship that Capozzola outlines, public displays
of loyalty, both voluntary and compelled, proliferated. Among the latter was the practice
of “flag wrapping,” which, as Capozzola states, was so prevalent as to be “thoroughly
unexceptional.” An example of this practice—and the culture of obligation from which it
arose —occurred in Canton, Ohio, where “twenty shop girls wrapped a coworker in the
American flag, dragged her through the streets to the local bank, and forced her to
purchase a fifty-dollar [Liberty] bond.”* This citizen intervention demonstrates the
power of the body politic over the individual citizen subject. It further indicates the
capacity of the flag to performatively construct the proper wartime citizen at a time when
American citizens readily policed, and accepted being policed by, one another.

Noting the repetition of such necessarily public displays of loyalty “thousands of
times across the country” over the course of U.S. involvement in the war,”’ Capozzola
also cites several incidents in which individuals prophylactically flagged their bodies,
such as when Reverend Clarence Waldron turned to the national flag and anthem on
October 21, 1917. Treasury Secretary William McAdoo had designated the date “Liberty
Loan Sunday,” but the small-town pastor had refused to exhort his Windsor, Vermont,
congregation to purchase Liberty Loans in support of the war effort during his morning

sermon. Later that evening Waldron faced down an angry mob gathered outside his
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rectory —and saved his own life by wrapping himself in the U.S. flag and singing the
“Star-Spangled Banner.”*

The arts were not immune to the vigilance of the period, as the following account
of Boston Symphony Orchestra (BSO) conductor Karl Muck demonstrates:

Already under suspicion for his love of German composers and his

German birth (his formal citizenship status was unclear), the fifty-eight-

year-old Muck crossed the line in Providence, Rhode Island, on October

30, 1917, when he refused a request to conduct “The Star-Spangled

Banner.” “Art is a thing by itself, and not related to any particular nation

or group,” he insisted. The Rhode Island Council of Defense’s resolution

against his “deliberately insulting attitude,” issued the next day, was only

the beginning. The Providence Journal demanded his internment as an

enemy alien. Across the country, his appearance prompted violent

protests: BSO concerts were canceled in Pittsburgh, Baltimore, Detroit,

and Chicago.... Despite his performance of the anthem on a symphony

hall stage that was ostentatiously draped with a massive American flag,

Muck’s days were numbered."’

As this narrative makes clear, artists were under the surveillance of their
audiences as well as by the government, and the stakes were high. The “Star-Spangled
Banner” was inviolable, and infractions by artists would not be tolerated or easily
forgotten. Muck’s attempt to ameliorate tensions by draping the stage with the flag
proved to be too little, too late. Arrested by federal agents and the Boston police, Muck
spent the remainder of the war interned on Ellis Island.*

Among the most prominent and tragic examples of the disciplinary power of the
flag during the war years was the case of Robert Prager, a German-born coal miner
suspected of spying on behalf of Germany by fellow miners. While awaiting charges in

Collinsville, Illinois, Prager was grabbed by an angry crowd from the town jail in the

middle of the night; they stripped him naked, wrapped him in the American flag and
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dragged him up and down the streets of town. When, near dawn, the mob at last strung
Prager up on a tree to lynch him, he was dropped three times: “one for the red, one for the
white, and one for the blue.”* The story does not end here, however. Before he died
Prager asked only for one thing: that he be wrapped in the American flag when they
buried his body.* Prager’s lynching, like Reverend Waldron’s brush with death and
Muck’s internment, elucidates the symbolic freight of the American flag, invested with
the fervor of a “100% American” body politic that developed in tandem with the
inauguration of the twentieth-century state. These incidents index the ongoing
formulation of a national imaginary predicated on vehemently performed ideals of
citizenship. They suggest a kind of incorporative citizenship in which few distinctions
exist between individual citizens, the polity and the nation-state—a form of belonging

underscored by Duncan’s dance on March 6, 1917.

The Skin of the Nation

Duncan’s 1917 season at the Metropolitan Opera House continued through April
with the spectacle of her opening night encore setting the tone for the rest of the run.
Duncan went on to tour the program, titled The Spirit of a Nation Drawn into War,
throughout the United States until the end of the year. By all accounts it was her most
successful and popular tour, revitalizing her career at a moment when critics questioned
her ongoing relevancy. As early as 1915 newspapers questioned whether the artist had
lost touch with the times.* Two years later, many critics remained ambivalent. The

reviewer for The New York Tribune bemoaned Duncan’s loss of originality, stating,
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“today she dances no more; she is a mime,” before raising a nose to the finale. The reader
can almost smell the acrid stench of disdain when the writer describes how Duncan
“rolled about the stage and finally arose draped in the Stars and Stripes.”*

Margaret Anderson, editor of the Little Review, considered Duncan’s program as
bombastic in its nationalistic fervor as it was naively sentimental. In her review,
Anderson implied that Duncan was a relic from an earlier era, avowing, “you must not
insist to us that Isadora Duncan is an artist. This generation can’t be fed on any such
stuff.”*’ Despite a mixed response by the press, the wartime repertory had broad popular
appeal and helped rehabilitate Duncan’s relationship with the American public. Whereas
audiences frequently had been disaffected by her propensity for post-performance moral
tirades from the stage, they now found Duncan more accessible. Indeed, The New York
Times focused its brief mention of the Met concert solely on the transition in the artist’s
attitude from her prior visit, when she had berated the audience for not supporting her
efforts to establish a school in America. This time Duncan presented herself as a humble
artist, doing what she could for the war effort. Still draped in the U.S. flag, she urged the
American people to likewise contribute to the war effort, a request that only alienated
Duncan’s intellectual and artistic allies on the political left who were shocked by her pro-
war stance.

Duncan would not return to the U.S. again until the fall of 1922 for what would
turn out to be her final, and most disastrous, American tour. Trouble began before she
arrived. Prior to the tour Duncan had lived in post-revolution Russia, where her technique

had been embraced and where she had married the poet Serge Esenin. Upon her arrival,
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Duncan’s U.S. passport was seized by authorities and subsequently lost. Departing for
France, the couple found it difficult to travel with only Russian documents, since few
European nations recognized the validity of the new communist state. When Duncan
sought to replace her passport, she was informed that she was now ineligible to receive
one. According to immigration legislation passed by Congress in 1907, any American
woman married to a foreigner automatically became a citizen of their husband’s home
nation.”® Since Soviet laws gave foreign wives the right to retain their own nationality,
Duncan had elected to remain an American citizen when she married Esenin. Denied the
same right under U.S. law, she was now stateless.

Duncan may have assumed that her reputation would resolve the matter once she
arrived in the U.S., but found that she was considered as foreign as her young husband by
American officials, press and public alike. Upon docking in New York, she and Esenin
were detained overnight on board their ship. The next day Duncan was taken to Ellis
Island where she was questioned about her political proclivities by a special board of
inquiry while the couple’s luggage was ransacked for any proof that they were acting
under orders of the Bolsheviks. Though authorities satisfied themselves that the artist
posed no immediate threat to the nation and released her, the press and audiences were
less certain. Outside of New York, where she was warmly received and reviewed,
audiences walked out in droves or alternately lined up in anticipation of Duncan’s
allegedly revealing costumes and adamantly pro-Russian post-performance speeches.

A costume mishap in which her breasts were exposed during a performance in

Boston stitched Duncan’s body and Soviet sympathies together for the rest of the tour.
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Accounts of when and how this transgression of public decency occurred disagree about
whether it happened while Duncan was in the midst of dancing, during an encore or while
gesturing toward the conductor. Likewise, the extent to which the incident was truly
accidental on Duncan’s part is disputed. The results, however, were the same. The mayor
of Boston publicly denounced Duncan and banned her from dancing in the city.*” Tour
stops were cancelled; newspaper headlines proclaimed the public’s revulsion. In
Indianapolis, as in Cleveland, policemen stood at the ready while the chief of police,
according to Flanners, “watched for sedition in the movement of Isadora’s knees.””

A review of the Boston performances provides a notable example of the general
tone of newspaper coverage of the tour, which entwined Duncan’s dancing with her
gendered body and her un-American politics.

In concluding one of the most amazing performances ever witnessed in

Boston, Isadora Duncan, modern originator of the classical dance, waved a

red scarf and shouted: ‘This is red! That is what I am!!” ...

The remarks from the stage followed a dance program that shocked
and disgusted the vast audience... to such an extent that three-quarters of
them left the hall....

Her costume was exceedingly scant... and the upper part persisted in
slipping down.

Later as the contortions and writhings of the dancer became even

wilder, it slipped down only to stay. The crowd held their breath for it

seemed the dancer would leave behind what little she had left on her

body.!

Little mention is made of Duncan’s dancing in the above excerpt, save to describe
it as “contortions and writhings,” that escalated to the brink of lacking control. In other

words, Duncan’s style of dancing now posed an immediate danger to an audience by

threatening to strip her bare. Despite Duncan’s claims that her allusions did not specify
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her political leanings, the “little red dress” at fault became a symbol of communist revolt.
One would hardly guess from the furor it caused that it was the same blood-red tunic she
wore to dance her Marseillaise.”> In 1917, Duncan embodied America. Now, in the eyes
of the public, her body stood as a menace to the nation.

The conflation of dancing and politics facilitated by Duncan’s now “foreign
alien” body is all the more evident when compared to coverage of her opening night
performance in 1917. Several reviews mention the revelation of a breast, shoulder or
entire leg while she danced La Marseillaise or during her flag-draped finale. Yet these
are reported as a matter of fact, in a calm and discerning manner, rather than as salacious
details that would scandalize and inflame readers. During both tours, Duncan’s body and
dancing became the site for the adjudication of her status as an American. Nevertheless,
Duncan’s body that night in 1917 signaled an indissoluble national totality; it transcoded
the sovereignty, security and utopian promise of the nation onto a figure that incorporated
the audience into the folds of her flag-body. The extent to which her flag-body absolved
the transgressions of her gendered flesh is startling. Five years later, though Duncan
danced many of the same solos wearing the same costume, society’s obsession with
moral rectitude conspired with the Red Scare sweeping the nation to reduce her to no
more than a “Bolshevik hussy.””

Duncan did not return to the U.S. after her departure in February 1923, nor did
she regain her U.S. citizenship. Under the Cable Women’s Separate Citizenship act,
which permitted women to maintain their American citizenship regardless of their marital

status, Duncan could apply to become an American again through the naturalization
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process.”* At the time that she left, however, little love was lost between Duncan and her
homeland. Before her ship sailed Duncan, interviewed by The New York Times,
disparaged America’s inability to appreciate her art and decried the treatment she
received upon her arrival. “You people don’t want art. When I came to give you real art
... I got sent to Ellis Island as a dangerous revolutionary.””

Less than two weeks later, the Times reported that Duncan’s parting remarks led
Secretary Davis of the Department of Labor (DOL) to investigate legally and
permanently divesting Duncan of her citizenship. The DOL, which oversaw immigration,
was satisfied that the naturalization process was rigorous enough. In the Times Davis
explained that Duncan would need to proceed “in the manner provided for any other
alien” by demonstrating her loyalty and moral character. “Unless she can measure up to
this standard requirement,” Davis continued, “it will be impossible under existing law for
her ever to become an American citizen.”>® Davis’s remarks not only publicly stripped
Duncan of her legal status but also of her right to claim she was an American. She was
officially like “any other alien” who wanted to become a citizen. Petitioning for
naturalization would be the only avenue to regaining her lost status, and of proving that
she was worthy of being called an American.

Upon the Department of Labor’s ruling, the Soviet Minister of Education and Art
offered Duncan safe haven in Moscow, where she could obtain Russian citizenship.”’
Though Duncan returned to Russia to establish a school of her technique, she did not
apply for citizenship and left in 1924. Having been allowed to return to France, she

remained there until her death in 1927. Though Duncan chose not to officially petition for
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U.S. naturalization, she made one last attempt to prove herself American in “I See
America Dancing,” a section of her autobiography reprinted posthumously. In this
manifesto, she expresses a philosophy that prioritizes the citizen body in motion as
evidence of national allegiance, envisioning all young Americans doing their patriotic
duty by dancing. While the essay presupposes the citizen body to be white and espouses a
racialized and classed nativist logic that pits the spiritual uplift of her work against
contemporary bodies moving to the beat of jazz and social dancing, it is worthwhile to
note the manner in which Duncan fashions herself. She writes, “I see America dancing,
standing with one foot poised on the highest point of the Rockies, her two hands stretched
out from the Atlantic to the Pacific, her fine head tossed to the sky, her forehead shining
with a Crown of a million stars.”® In this passage Duncan sees herself not merely as
American, but as America. In turn, America takes shape in the image of Duncan. She is
immense, a titan striding across the country, enabling citizens to rise up and dance
wherever her foot falls. Though Duncan died stateless, in her writing she remained, as

she had been on March 6, 1917, the one true body of the nation.

Conclusion

“Flagging” suggests an outward mode of communication toward others that hails
audiences as citizens to shape a body politic. Alchemized into the one true body of the
nation beneath the flag, Duncan offered an unprecedented display of allegiance that night
in 1917, a notable shift in the expatriate’s complex, ambivalent relationship to the

country of her birth. To this end, as dance scholar Ann Daly notes, the moment
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constituted “what was perhaps the grandest gesture of her American career” —a career in
which Duncan had lived, toured and traveled peripatetically throughout Europe, Russia
and Greece as a cosmopolitan American if not expat since she had left the U.S. in 1899.°
In donning the flag, the nation cloaked Duncan’s body yet its power was not
diminished. Instead, Duncan’s body metaphorically enlarged to the scale —in size and
importance —of the nation. Yet Duncan’s self-flagging was also an intimate act of
merging flag and flesh that covered over the artist’s gendered body to form an
indisputably “American” second skin. Situating the artist’s flag-wrapped finale within the
social and political imbrications of the era engenders a more complex reading of the
presumptive agency of the act, making it possible to read it as contingent and
polysemous. Duncan’s conjunction of flag and flesh was at once an indication of the
efficacy of citizen surveillance and a seemingly unproblematic embodiment of nation, a
bold advertisement of her allegiance to her natal land as well as a prophylaxis that
provided protection by subsuming her citizen body within a virulently nationalist public
sphere. As America, whether by flagging her body that night on March 6, 1917 or
through her prose a decade later, Duncan achieved the monumental stature she had

sought throughout her career.
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3. Intersectional Citizenship:
Choreographing the Gaps in Yvonne Rainer’s Trio A with Flags

Half a century after Duncan’s March 1917 performance, choreographer Yvonne
Rainer similarly embodied the nation and its citizenry via the metonymic motion of flags
and flesh. On November 9, 1970, she and an ensemble of five dancers performed her
masterpiece, Trio A, draped in American flags—and nothing else. The occasion was the
opening of the People’s Flag Show, an exhibition at Judson Memorial Church mounted to
protest the prosecution of artists for purported flag desecration. Once again the national
flag had become central to a contentious debate grounded in U.S. involvement in a war
on foreign soil but that quickly spread to also encompassing a broader referendum on the
proper conduct of citizens. By whom and how the American flag could be displayed in
public and for what purpose —political, artistic or even quotidian—were questions central
to this debate.

Like Duncan’s La Marseillaise, Trio A with Flags signaled the choreographer’s
entanglement with a national zeitgeist featuring the American flag. Rainer’s performance
complicates Duncan’s flagging in fundamental ways; however, in order to foreground a
radically different vision of the American people during an era as riven with divisiveness
as it was ripe for change." Eschewing Duncan’s utopian spectacle of a univocal citizenry,
Rainer instead choreographed the shifting semiosis of a continuously moving multiplicity
of bodies and flags. In what follows, I argue that Trio A with Flags challenges the
presumption of consensus evident in Duncan’s incorporative body politic with a model of
citizenship that theorizes political agency as an intersectional transaction between

embodied individuals. This mode of intersectionality accounted for the widening gap
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between the U.S. nation and its citizens as well as that within a polity that was internally
fracturing over U.S. military action in Vietnam and the struggle for recognition and equal
rights for African Americans, women and lesbian and gay constituencies. I begin
discussing Rainer’s choreographic project with Trio A, then situate the dance within the
local context of the People’s Flag Show and the wider context of the latter half of the
1960s. I then conduct a close reading of Trio A with Flags using archival film and

photographs to theorize it as a model of intersectional citizenship.”

The People’s Dance

Trio A is both a signature work of Rainer’s minimalist mid-1960s choreography
and a landmark in the annals of dance history. Rainer initially conceived the dance as one
section of an evening-length ensemble piece for six dancers she began developing in
1965. The trio was thus titled The Mind is a Muscle, Part [ when it premiered at Judson
Church on January 10, 1966. There, Rainer performed it simultaneously alongside David
Gordon and Steve Paxton, but not in unison with them. Sound accompaniment consisted
of the sharp thwack of three-foot wooden slats (one hundred in all) being dropped by
Alex Hay onto the floor from the church choir loft at regular intervals. An approximately
four-and-a-half-minute concatenation of balances, extensions, jumps and spins, Trio A
was unprecedented in its lack of thematic, symbolic, dramatic or musical phrasing. The
dance consists of a sequence of discrete actions performed without transitions, pause,
accent or affect. Dislodging expectations of expressivity, Rainer choreographed the head

so that the dancers look in every direction but at spectators. The unnerving refusal of the
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performers to address the audience, combined with the continuous unfolding of
unrepeated motions and changing facings, directions and levels, creates a dense viewing
experience. Trio A lasts for the amount of time it takes each dancer to repeat the sequence
twice at their own pace which, in turn, is determined by the unhurried execution of each
action without character, attitude, sentiment or theatricality. Emphasizing a type of
neutral doing, each movement consists of a set of instructions to be performed in “a
context of a continuum of energy,” as the program notes for The Mind is a Muscle
stated.’

Trio A proved remarkably adaptable to various performance settings and
configurations of performers as a stand-alone dance. Between its 1966 premiere and the
version with flags in November 1970, the dance was staged as a trio, duet, solo and
ensemble of fifty, as in Connecticut Composite (1969). It was performed by a highly
trained ballet dancer, students, non-dancers and by Rainer—shortly after she underwent
major surgery on one occasion and wearing tap shoes on another.* It was presented in the
New York Library of the Performing Arts, on the street, as part of Angry Arts Week in
1967 and, finally, in two of the six sections of The Mind is a Muscle when it premiered at
Brandeis University in January 1968.° By then, audience members had become
enthusiastic fans of the piece, a far cry from its premiere two years earlier, at which one
spectator picked up one of the wood slats, tied a white handkerchief to one end and
waved it overhead in mock surrender.’ In a letter sent to Rainer a few days after the
premiere, New York gallery director John Bernard Myers congratulated her for taking

risks. “Whatever ‘difficulties’ there may be in your work for audiences, feel certain that
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no other young choreographer (that I know of) is going as far or as seriously into the
unknown as you are.” Describing the piece as “the most extreme Realism I had ever seen
in dance,” Myers conveyed the message the piece itself delivered: “‘This is what the
body is about.” The body is cool, or it sweats; it cannot ignore gravity, best give into it.
The body leaps; it falls down. We can balance ourselves, but only for a moment or two.
The body gets tired. It gets dirty. It gets short of breath . . .”” The body moved rather than
danced, without disguising the labor entailed in doing so.

When The Mind is a Muscle was presented at the Anderson Theater in April 1968,
among those present in the audience was dance artist Pat Catterson, who recalls that Trio
A was electrifying, so much so that following the curtain call those seated in the front
rows of the theater climbed on stage to replicate what they could remember of it.* Trio A
spoke to its audience not only of a new paradigm for dance, but to the concerns of the
generation. In a 2009 reflection, Catterson writes that the dance “felt so right for the

»9 Catterson’s

egalitarian impulse of the times” that she dubbed it “the people’s dance.
response provides an interesting counterpoint to the artist statement in the program, in
which Rainer averred that “just as ideological issues have no bearing on the nature of the
work, neither does the tenor of current political and social conditions have any bearing on
its execution.”'* Rainer’s refusal to frame The Mind is a Muscle as a political work belies
her increasing involvement in antiwar activism during the late 1960s. Attempting to
explain her feelings on the distance between her work and “political and social

conditions,” Rainer continued in the program note,

The world disintegrates around me. My connection to the world-in-crisis
remains tenuous and remote. I can foresee a time when this remoteness
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must necessarily end, though I cannot foresee exactly when or how the

relationship will change, or what circumstances will incite me to a

different kind of action. . . . This statement is not an apology. It is a

reflection of a state of mind that reacts with horror and disbelief upon

seeing a Vietnamese shot dead on TV —not at the sight of death, however,

but at the fact that the TV can be shut off afterwards as after a bad

Western."

Rainer’s comments express a dilemma facing many artists at the time who, though
wanting to contribute to the political discussion, sensed that art was an inadequate means
to effect change in the face of the deadly realities of the Vietnam War. Her horror at the
images of these realities, flooding into homes via the televised evening news paled,
however, to her disgust at a body politic desensitized to such images. In a review of
Angry Arts Week, a weeklong antiwar action that included 500 participating artists, 7he
Nation visual art critic Max Kozloff framed the predicament facing artists as peculiar to
an American cultural imaginary that separated art and politics in the public sphere.
Kozloff further noted that the American people, in addition to having grown apathetic to
the war, thought of the artistic avant-garde only as a source of amusement.”'> Kozloff’s
comments situate artists’ participation in the politics of the time through their art within
the context of a body politic that scoffed at and ridiculed their efforts.

Rainer’s desire to act outweighed her misgivings and by 1970 her choreographic
practice was firmly entwined with her activism and teaching. In May, in response to
invasion of Cambodia and killings on U.S. campuses, she choreographed M-Walk, a
silent, swaying funereal march in which forty people in black armbands snaked through

the streets of lower Manhattan.”” That summer, while teaching at George Washington

University in Washington, DC, Rainer demanded that a huge banner reading “Why are
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we in Vietnam?” be hung in the gymnasium where she was developing material with
students for her large-scale, sprawling antiwar improvisation, WAR. These activities
evidence not only Rainer’s politicization, but also the increasing convergence of protest

and performance taking place within the New York art world.

Burning the Nation

Rainer had been invited to participate in the People’s Flag Show (PES) by Jon
Hendricks, who had organized the exhibition with Jean Toche, his partner in the art
activist collective Guerrilla Art Action Group (GAAG), and visual artist Faith Ringgold.
In an egalitarian display of participatory democracy, Hendricks, Toche and Ringgold
accepted artwork from professional artists and non-artists alike. By the exhibition
opening, nearly two hundred paintings, sculptures and intermedia works filled the church
sanctuary. The purpose of the exhibition was twofold. In general, it was intended to
promote First Amendment rights of artists to use the American flag or its design without
threat of arrest. Specifically, the goal was to raise funds for the legal defense of gallerist
Stephen Radich, who had been convicted of “casting contempt” on the flag.

Radich’s legal woes began in 1966 (the same year that Rainer premiered Trio A)
when he displayed a sculpture titled The United States Flag in a Yellow Noose in the
second-story window of his uptown Manhattan gallery to advertise an exhibition by artist
and former Marine Marc Morrel. Morrel’s solo show consisted of thirteen constructions,
biomorphic shapes formed out of knotted and stuffed U.S. flags that the artist then

proceeded to encase in chains, crucify or lynch. Though abstracted, the soft sculptures
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and Morrel’s treatment of them resembled human bodies, producing a statement that
spoke to the sacrifice of national ideals as well as human lives that the Vietnam War had
wrought. A soundtrack of antiwar songs reinforced the protest message.'* The window
display caught the attention of a beat cop on the street below, however, and within two
weeks of the exhibition’s opening, the gallerist was arrested and convicted under the New
York State penal code. (Morrel fled the country before he could be arrested.) Igniting a
national controversy on the issue of free speech, the case against Radich was the first flag
desecration trial pertaining to its use for artistic purposes. The assistant district attorney
prosecuting Radich’s case argued that Morrel’s flag desecration would incite people to
“riot and strike” due to the three-dimensionality of his sculptures, which made them more
“real.” And since viewers might want to touch the sculptures, Morrel’s work was
especially “more likely to arouse public wrath.”"> This argument compelled the court to
find Radich guilty and sentence him to sixty days in jail or the payment of a $500 fine.'
Morrel’s violent manipulation of the flag bodies and the resulting legal case
against his gallerist was indicative of the American flag’s primacy as a powerful yet
contested symbol during the 1960s. A prevalent motif in antiwar posters and graphics, the
flag also was an essential aspect of work by artists addressing civil rights. PFS organizer
Faith Ringgold, who used the flag motif to critique racial inequity in the United States,
averred that the flag was “the only truly subversive and revolutionary abstraction one can
paint.”"” After the passage of the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Act in 1964 and 1965,
however, the civil rights movement underwent an internal schism as the Black Power

movement gained traction."® The mid-1960s civil rights legislation also had a direct
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impact on immigration reform by prohibiting discrimination based on national origin or
race. Public opinion supported eradicating the last vestiges of racial discrimination that
the national origins quota system, in place since 1924, represented. The Immigration Act
of 1965 diversified the American polity by expanding total legal immigration figures and,
in particular, increasing the percentage of immigrants arriving from Latin America, West
Indies, Asia and Africa. The cumulative effect of new immigration policies was that the
U.S., as historian Aristide Zolberg writes, became “the first nation to mirror humanity.”19
Parallel to the shifting demographic make up of the American people, various political
constituencies aligned against the Vietnam War as part of a broad, worldwide resistance
to militarism, colonialism and nuclear technologies during the late 1960s. In “Soldier-
Citizen,” Deborah E. Cowen argues that these alliances made a direct connection between
the cost of war abroad and social rights at home. Characterizing these social movements
as comprised of “the very groups cast as dependents and outside of normative
citizenship,” Cowen clarifies that antiwar, feminist and civil rights activists mobilized en
masse to “demilitarize” citizenship and redistribute citizenship rights and entitlements.*

In turn, the U.S. flag came to represent a nation that had lost its moral compass.
Summarizing the attitude of a war-weary generation, Catterson recollects that the
American flag had become nothing more than “a garish symbol of violence and all that
was wrong with this country and government.”*' Todd Gitlin, sociologist and political
historian of the era, reiterated this sentiment in a 2005 essay.

The war went on so long and so destructively, it felt like more than the

consequence of a wrongheaded policy. My country must have been
revealing some deep core of wrongness by going on, and on, with an
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indefensible horror. I was implicated because the terrible war was

wrapped in my flag—or what had been my flag.”

Gitlin had been on the frontlines of the 1960s free speech and antiwar protest
movements. As president of the Students for Democratic Society (SDS), one of the
leading organizations of the New Left, he helped organize the first major antiwar
demonstration after the bombing of North Vietnam and President Lyndon B. Johnson’s
commitment of more U.S. military ground forces in 1965. Yet the personal sense of
betrayal he articulates was shared by a broad spectrum of Americans who had become
disillusioned with the nation’s role in Vietnam. By 1968, the bloodiest year of the war,
national polls indicated that seventy-five percent of the population considered military
involvement in Vietnam to be not merely wrong but unjust and deeply immoral.”

Unlike the quashing of dissent during World War I, the government could not
deter the antiwar movement, even as President Nixon reached out to a “silent majority”
of Americans he believed supported the war. The movement spread across a range of
constituencies: college students, civil rights leaders, members of labor unions and
middle-class suburbanites. As the movement gained momentum in the late 1960s,
trampling upon, mutilating and especially burning the flag became prevalent tactics to
register dissent. According to federal law, the proper treatment of a flag that has become
old, tattered and unacceptable for hoisting is to burn it.** Flag burning inverted this
etiquette as a statement on exactly how unacceptable the nation for which the flag stood
had become. Art historian Alfred Boime ties the rise in flag burning to the government-

sanctioned use of napalm, an incendiary defoliant, in Vietnam and the indiscriminate
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killing of Vietnamese people that resulted from its use. To protest the burning of people
in the name of the nation, then, the nation was symbolically burned.”

Vernacular performances of patriotism and dissent flourished as well, as both
hawks and doves adorned clothing with flag patches to assert their position. Veteran and
civic associations, banks, gas stations and businesses distributed flag decals with the
admonishment to “fly it proudly”; cities across the nation required law enforcement
officers to put the American flag on uniforms and cars alike.** Those who did not support
the war signaled a silent protest by wearing flag patches on the back pocket of their jeans
or upside down as an indication that the nation was in distress. In response, authorities
across the U.S. instigated a crackdown on acts of purported defilement of the flag,
defining these so broadly that even a seemingly minor infraction such as wearing a flag
patch on a pair of jeans could land someone in jail. Conservative groups such as the Flag
Foundation decried the use of the flag for dissent, stating, “the American flag is so high
above everything—it’s on a pedestal —that nothing can touch it.”*’ The proliferating use
of the flag as a sign of protest rather than pride compelled Congress to pass the first
federal law to prohibit abuse of the national flag in 19683 Protestors, however,
contended that the American flag, like the democratic nation for which it stood, belonged
to all of its people; if it could be used to demonstrate support for the war, then it also
should be permissible to deploy the flag to protest the war. Otherwise, as flyers for the
People’s Flag Show stated, “a flag that does not belong to the people to do as they see fit

should be burned and forgotten.”” This line of argumentation indicates that the battle
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over the flag was as much about who constituted “the people” —and thus who could use
the flag—as it was about the war.

By 1970 the media lamented the culture war over the American flag, which had
become a tragic icon, a widespread emblem of disunity and a tool of violence among the
American people. That year, New York State v. Stephen Radich reached the Supreme
Court of the United States and was a cause célebre in the art world.” Five years after
Johnson’s commitment to the war and five years before the fall of Saigon, 1970 was also
a climactic year for the fight to end the war.”> The largest student strike the nation had
yet seen took place in cities across the nation in response to President Nixon’s
announcement of U.S. troops entering Cambodia on April 30. The shooting of student
demonstrators at Kent State University by the National Guard on May 4 further inflamed
activists, whose mistrust of their government seemed increasingly warranted.” That
summer, Museum of Modern Art curator Kynaston L. McShine framed these suspicions
in a catalogue essay for the exhibition Information by comparing the social and political
situation in democratic America to that of repressive states in Latin America. “If you are
an artist in Brazil, you know of at least one friend who is being tortured; if you are one in
Argentina, you probably have had a neighbor who has been in jail. . . ; and if you are
living in the United States, you may fear that you will be shot at, either in the universities,
in your bed, or more formally in Indochina.”** Folding together the deaths at Kent State
and the assassination of Fred Hampton, Illinois chairman of the Black Panther Party, with
the “more formally” state-sanctioned killing of service men in Vietnam, McShine

acknowledged that the politicality of the moment was unavoidable for American artists.
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Intersectional Citizenship

The opening of the People’s Flag Show was expected to be, as one participating
artist recalls, “one of the most important antiwar art events in history.”* The festivities
began at five p.m. with a flag-burning ceremony in the church courtyard® and concluded
with the Symposium on Repression, which featured speakers from the Black Panther
Party, the Gay Liberation Front and Yippie leader Abbie Hoffman, wearing a flag-design
shirt similar to the one for which he had been convicted of flag desecration in 1968.7 At
six-thirty p.m., Rainer and the ensemble —Barbara (Lloyd) Dilley, David Gordon, Nancy
Green, Steve Paxton and Lincoln Scott—entered a cleared space amidst the paintings and
sculptures that littered the church’s main sanctuary. Neither separated by a proscenium
arch nor the illusion-producing distance of a large theatrical hall, such as the Met stage
provided Duncan, the dancers performed on the same level as, and in close proximity to,
the crowd in attendance. In turn, spectators were provided with a 360-degree view of the
field of bodies and flags in motion, as well as one another. As a primary symbol of the
national collective, a flag is raised up high on flagpoles in order to be visible by all.
Investigating the totemic magic of the American flag, Carolyn Marvin and David W.
Ingleargue for the cosmological significance of its elevation. Raised high into the sky, the
flag forms “a border, the point of crossover from human to divine, from profane to
sacred, from center to periphery.”*® Whereas the raised stage of the Met maintained this
hierarchy by positioning Duncan’s flag-body above and at a remove from her audience,
the informality of the in-the-round performance at Judson Church consigned the

American flag to the same plane as the people it claims to represent. By bringing the flag
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down from its revered, elevated status, it became a quotidian object in service to the
people.

After dispersing to different locations at the edge of the loosely demarked
performance space, each dancer tied a three- by five-foot flag around their neck like a
lobster bib, undressed, and began to dance Trio A In contrast to the metrically
regimented French and American anthems to which Duncan danced, Rainer
choreographed “the people” as a silent moving mass of individuals, who, even when
stripped bare and covered in identical U.S. flags, proceeded to follow distinctly
individual paths. Extant film of the performance shows almost a blur of intersecting
angles of limbs and bodily positions as each of the six dancers map out separate spatial
trajectories. At times, the dancers peregrinations converge or diverge without apparent
directional adjustments. Similarly, the dancers fall in and out of synchronicity with one
another in an unexpected, happenstance manner as they proceed according to their own
tempo. Distinct movements echo across the space, from one body to the next; flashes of
unison appear suddenly but evaporate just as quickly. The vision of order these chance
temporal and spatial alignments provide within an otherwise unruly, decentralized
performance is fleeting, a spectral memory of the possibility of order rather than its
instantiation.

As a dance of the actual, Trio A insists upon the physical presence of the bodies
that dance it as well as its specific performance context. Notably, the stiff, heavy flags
perform as well, as they move with or against the dancers’ bodies according to the swings

and lunges of the choreography —waving to and fro to reveal or alternately hide their
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nudity like the curtain at a peep show. In Rainer’s body politic, however, citizen bodies
appear defenseless , differentiated by particularities that extend beyond gender or race.
Instead of Duncan’s allegorical singularity of the nation embodied as a heroic white
woman, Rainer’s dance feature a heterogeneous group of obviously gendered, racialized
bodies: male and female, tall and short, black, white, smooth and hairy. The dancers’
bodies are seen in all their exposed particularity. Archival photographs of the
performance capture the material peculiarities of each. In one, the flag’s swaying motion
reveals a lengthy surgical scar running vertically down Rainer’s abdomen. Another photo
catches the contrast between the taught skin stretching over Steve Paxton’s gaunt ribcage
and his hirsute underarms as he arcs his arms above his head. The ensemble’s nudity
graphically foregrounds the plurality of bodies comprising the American body politic.
Contrary to its connotation of invincibility, the flag’s independent motion provides
insufficient coverage for each dancer, further demonstrating the administration’s
inadequacies at protecting its citizenry.

The continuous baring and concealing of private parts and corporeal secrets of
these flag-waving bodies speaks of a citizenry acutely aware of its vulnerability to a
government that had opened fire on its citizens. Further, the dance’s enchainment of
continuously shifting movements enacts a form of erratic flag-waving that provides a
compelling metaphor for citizen activism. Instead of flags fluttering gently against
stationary flagpoles, the bodies in motion impel the flags to wave in a striking reminder
that the nation for which the flag stands depends on the actions of its citizens, even—or

especially —their mundane everyday motions. These flags are tied on over the dancers’
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clothing, rather than revealed as a second, national skin beneath a costume, as with
Duncan’s flag. The dancers temporarily adopt the flag’s power even as they infer that
they could just as easily remove the flags. The continual motion of bodies and flags echo
the volatile relationship of the people to the government while acknowledging that the
people could still be implicated in its power. As the flags continue to move independently
of the ensemble’s naked bodies, sometimes going with and sometimes in opposition to
their movement, the dance demonstrates a changing body politic as well as the nation-

state’s inability to cover and protect it.

Fig. 3.1 Trio A People’s Flag Show, group shot with Yvonne Rainer and David Gordon in
foreground, 1970. Photograph © Estate of Peter Moore / VAGA, New York. Available for
viewing at The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles (2006.M.24).

Trio A’s unfolding sequence of uninflected movement inscribes an alternative
vision of collectivity grounded in the materiality of citizen bodies intersecting in real time
and space. In contrast to the fantasy of incorporation into the nation promulgated in
Duncan’s Marseillaise, the body politic of Trio A with Flags is produced by the
contiguous relationality of individuals. Yet the dance is more than a set of simultaneously
performed solos. The veneer of visual chaos belies the subtle kinetic accommodations of
the six dancers, who never bump into one another, regardless of their frequent proximity.
Remaining acutely sensitive to each other’s presence, they make incremental adjustments
to directional orientations, movement patterns and timing to adapt to the flux and flow of
the group. This would have been particularly challenging for the performance context of

the exhibition opening. For example, each performer must begin Trio A by facing to the
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side, in profile to the audience, then finish facing upstage, away from the audience.
During the eight to nine minutes in between, dancers remain in continuous motion
without the benefit of a common horizon by which to orient themselves in relation to the

audience or one another.

Fig. 3.2 Trio A People’s Flag Show, Lincoln Scott and Barbara Dilley, 1970. Photograph
© Estate of Peter Moore / VAGA, New York. Available for viewing at The Getty
Research Institute, Los Angeles (2006.M.24).

The transecting flag-bodies of Trio A with Flags offered an alternative model to
the either/or polarities of a body politic divided not only by their position on the war but
by the dismantling of prior sociocultural norms and the ongoing struggle for equal rights
for all American citizens. An indication of this can be seen in a photograph that captures
the productive intersectionality when flagged bodies crossed paths. Barbara Dilley, a
petite, white woman stands with her arms raised and spread wide out to each side, her
head turned so that she is seen in profile. Dilley occupies the right foreground of the
picture while Lincoln Scott, a much taller, African American man, can be seen behind
and to the left of Dilley. Scott is just beginning to lift his arms up and out; his head is
turned in profile, toward Dilley. In the configuration captured by the photographer, Dilley
appears to be reaching expansively toward Scott across the distance that separates them.
Together, the dancers’ bodies create one the flag, with Dilley’s white stars on blue
cohering with Scott’s red and white stripes, but only for a moment before their paths
diverge again. The fleeting exchange between Dilley and Scott indicates that intersecting

bodies can at least temporarily achieve alliance, if not consensus.
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Ten days after the Judson Flag Show opening, Rainer included Trio A with Flags
in a concert presented by Yvonne Rainer and Group at the Smithsonian Museum of
History and Technology in Washington, DC. There, however, museum officials excised
the dance from the program after seeing Paxton rehearsing it in the buff. In Rainer’s 2006
autobiography, Feelings are Facts, Paxton recalled the incident was less a result of
“righteous censorship” as it was due to what he termed “wobbly just-in-case censorship.”
For Paxton, who was scheduled to perform Trio A with Flags as a solo in an area of the
museum beneath the torn and tattered Flag of 1812, the latter was by far more insidious,
because it was preemptive, “only occurring to erase possible ambiguity.”** Whether or
not Paxton’s nudity might be interpreted as an act of flag desecration, the Smithsonian
argued that its actions were necessary due to its status as a publicly funded institution. In
the end a compromise was reached in which Paxton danced Trio A while flagged and
clothed. In turn, the dancers were allowed to hold a post-performance discussion with the
audience to explain how Rainer had intended for the dance to be seen.

A few weeks afterward, Jean Battey Lewis, who had reviewed the concert for The
Washington Post, revisited the matter. After summarizing both sides of the controversy
for her readership, Lewis disputed Rainer’s remarks during the discussion that her goal
was to defuse the stigma of the naked body. The reporter concluded that, given the
museum’s location in the seat of the nation’s government and the specific choice to
perform the solo directly in front of the historic nineteenth-century flag—the very one
that inspired Francis Scott Key to compose the Star Spangled Banner*' —Rainer intended

Paxton’s performance of Trio A with Flags to be a symbolic attack on the status quo of
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national culture.* During November and December, Rainer included Trio A with Flags
in her epic WAR, in which the American flag was used as an object of desire in an
elaborate, improvised game of capture the flag among thirty people. In January 1971, she
inserted it into her ongoing improvisation project, Continuous Performance-Altered Daily
(CP-AD) for a fundraising concert to benefit the Black Panther Party’s legal defense
fund.® Since then, the nude version of Trio A has been staged only once, at a fundraiser
for Judson Church in 1999 in which the dancers were willing to strip down only as far as

their underwear.*

Conclusion

Rainer’s vision of a social and political structure in which individual bodies
intersect while engaged in simultaneous and contiguous labor provided a template for the
improvisation-based collective Grand Union. Comprised of like-minded choreographers
and performers with whom Rainer had been working on Continuous Project-Altered
Daily (CP-AD) throughout 1969, the group began presenting events under the aegis of
Grand Union in the fall of 1970. In addition to the sextet who performed at the People’s
Flag Show —Dilley, Gordon, Green, Paxton, Rainer and Scott—members of Grand Union
included Becky Arnold, Trisha Brown and Douglas Dunn.

CP-AD had been a performance frame in which set choreography by Rainer,

including Trio A, mingled freely with an array of tasks designed to encourage
improvisational interactions between the performers. Rainer provided options and rules

but allowed the performers to decide when components occurred during the event. The
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piece also blurred distinctions between rehearsal and performance with segments that
involved Rainer teaching new movement sections during performances. An outcome of
her interest in developing opportunities for spontaneous behavior in performance without
sacrificing choreographic intentions, CP-AD evolved in a manner that required Rainer to
increasingly relinquish control to other performers. The results, as she wrote to the other
members of the group in late 1969, were worth it. Characterizing her experience of a
concert she stated, “I got a glimpse of human behavior that my dreams for a better life are
based on—real, complex, constantly in flux, rich, concrete, funny, focused, immediate,
specific, intense, serious at times to the point of religiosity, light, diaphanous, silly, and

many leveled at any particular moment.”*

Many of these words and phrases —real,
complex, constantly in flux, concrete, immediate, specific, many leveled at any particular
moment—aptly describe Trio A with Flags. Though Rainer worked with Grand Union for
only two years, the group fostered a collaborative ethos to create improvisation-based
works that prized the potential of what might happen when everyday citizens intersect in
shared time and space, an ethos that lasted until it disbanded in 1976.

In this chapter, I have argued that Rainer’s Trio A with Flags proposes a model of
citizenship that is intersectional: the contiguity of materially specific bodies provides a
model of political agency and belonging based on intersecting temporal and spatial axes.
Collectivity is obtained chronotopically, through the communicative exchanges that occur
between bodies coinciding within a co-created field of action. Foregrounding the material

and specific through the juxtaposition of flags and flesh, the dance particularized the

abstract, idealized citizen subject with an ensemble of dancers who offer a vision of a
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pluralistic body politic comprised of individuated embodied citizens differentiated not
only by racialization and gender but also by age, experience, tempo and spatial routes. In
bringing the flag down to the same level as the dancers and audience, Trio A with Flags
insisted on a nation-state that was equal to its citizens, rather than a superior entity into
which they were incorporated.

In addition to eschewing the model of incorporation Duncan danced in March
1917, Rainer’s Trio A with Flags demonstrated that the nation was not only a site of
legitimation, as it had been for prior generations of modern dancers, but a site of critique.
Whereas Duncan staked a claim to political and social legitimacy by donning the flag,
Rainer challenged the nation’s capacity to censor and repress the people by
choreographing a nonhierarchical relationship between flags and bodies. The continuous
revelation of bodies by the flags’ independent motion challenged Duncan’s representation
of herself/her body as a living symbol while also critiquing the government’s ability to
protect its citizens. The performance of Flag/Trio A in November 1970 also eschewed the
means Duncan used to express her vision: the metaphorical correspondence between the
lyrics of the French national anthem and the narrative of the solo; a charismatic
performing personae, climactic phrasing and, with her flagging, turning to nationalist
theatrical spectacle. Instead Rainer’s Trio A with Flags emphasized the materiality of
actual bodies moving in a manner that abjured spectacle. In the following chapters, I turn
to the twenty-first century to investigate three different performance modalities —

performance installation, intermedia choreography and guerrilla street action—by artists
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who propose radically different models of citizenship and present distinct critiques of the

American nation-state.
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4. Contaminative Citizenship:
Surveilling Global Bodies in Rajni Shah’s Dinner with America

Jamaican-born artist Nari Ward’s large-scale sculpture Glory (2004) is designed
to make an impression. Occupying a place of prominence in the 2006 Whitney Biennial,
the oversized assemblage, like Ward’s oeuvre in general, makes use of found objects and
the detritus of daily life. For Glory Ward combined three battered oil barrels, laid end to
end and split in half lengthwise; ultraviolet and fluorescent lighting tubes; and Plexiglas
plates etched with a stars and stripes motif to create a fully functioning tanning bed that
would imprint the American flag onto the user’s skin. Gallery viewers who approached
the assemblage could hear the faint sounds of an English-language training program for
parrots emanating from its interior. Within the terms of the sculpture, the United States
operates as an apparatus of affective identification and proper citizen embodiment.
Advertising the next level of patriotic display, beyond pinning, draping, raising or pasting
the U.S. flag on clothing, homes, office buildings and various modes of transportation,
Glory functions as a satirical take on the overflow of hypernationalist fervor that
dominated the public sphere in the aftermath of 9/11. Even if, as Ward implies, the use of
his tanning bed amounts to little more than the “parroting” of learnt behavior, its effects,
inscribed on the skin, broadcast one’s allegiance by transforming the user into a mobile,
human American flag.

Ward’s piece also can be read as a playful yet trenchant inversion of a popular
image that circulated on the Internet in the months prior to the U.S .-led invasion and
occupation of Iraq, a photograph in which a blonde and buxom “all-American” woman,

clad in a stars-and-stripes patterned bikini and matching high heels, posed provocatively
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atop a huge, four-wheel-drive truck. The message splashed across the top of the
photograph read, “WE Totally NEED THEIR OIL.” By transforming actual oil barrels
into a tanning bed, Ward calls out rampant U.S. oil consumption both by individuals and
by the state. He also formulates a critique of the United States’ neoimperial presence in
the Middle East with an object lesson on how America’s energy consumption has led to
the branding of its ideologies into the flesh of citizens around the world. For nations
deemed as failing or illegitimate regimes by the Bush administration, such as Iraq, the
healthy glow of U.S.-style democracy was just the cure. Like an actual tanning bed,
however, Glory infers a darker side of the panacea promulgated by U.S. foreign policy in
the twenty-first century, evident in the pathogenic marks left on a body as a result of
exposure. Ward’s invented technology to brand the body with the U.S. flag is analogous
to the outline of a “three-piece suit” (a restraint consisting of a body belt with hand-
shackles and an attached chain connected to leg irons) imprinted on the skin of detainees
at Guantanamo Bay’s Camp Delta; piece takes note of the indelible inscription of the
United States on citizens around the world.'

Ward’s Glory provides an apt introduction to Rajni Shah and the other twenty-
first century artists to whom I now turn. This chapter examines Shah’s performance
installation Dinner with America (2008), a durational work in which Shah contends with
the fact that to be a citizen anywhere in the contemporary moment is to be subject to the
surveillant assemblage of the U.S. security state. Thus far, I have argued that Duncan and
Rainer’s choreographies propose two very different concepts of citizenship. I began by

theorizing Duncan’s laudatory assessment of the U.S. in the performance of her La
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Marseillaise solo and flag-wrapped encore on March 6, 1917, as an example of
incorporative citizenship; arguing that Duncan’s symbolic integration of the audience
proposes a model of political membership made possible only by the complete
assimilation of individual citizen subjects into the seamless totality of the nation-state.
Rainer’s 1970 ensemble dance Trio A with Flags problematized Duncan’s idealized
allegory with choreography that models relationality and collectivity as intersectional.
The contiguity of specific and different bodies provides an alternative model of political
agency and belonging based within co-incidental temporal and spatial axes.

In the twenty-first century, Shah and the artists I examine in ensuing chapters
contend with a radically different understanding of the social and political subject within
conditions of possibility that are substantively different from Duncan and Rainer’s. For
example, whereas Duncan’s incorporative model of citizenship was of a piece with the
conditions of possibility and constraint in an era defined by a war that came to be called
the Great War; so, too, did Rainer’s intersectional citizenship respond to the reviled
moral and political failure of the Vietnam War. Yet, as previously discussed, warfare in
the age of the IED is neither a temporally or spatially framed event, but an ongoing,
amorphous state of mutable goals and shifting borders.

This chapter addresses a key component of the present era by situating an analysis
of Shah’s Dinner with America within the scopic regime of the U.S. security state’s
comprehensive surveillant assemblage. This assemblage has been designed and
developed in order to identify potential threats to the U.S. preemptively. Guided by a

confidence in technology to locate anybody anywhere, it seeks to eradicate anxieties
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provoked by any specular ambiguity of citizen corporeality. It divides the world not
simply into “us” versus “them,” but into the U.S., proto- or simulated U.S. and a
capacious, elastic category that includes anyone deemed “foreign” by American military,
intelligence or security forces. I argue that Shah positions herself as an object of the U.S.
surveillant gaze in Dinner with America. I read the piece for the manner in which Shah
interrogates America as an unappeasable desire, an ideological demand and a global
prosthetic eye that tracks citizen bodies around the world (what I refer to as global
bodies) to contend that her work provides a model of the twenty-first century citizen as

always already constructed as a foreign body, contaminative to the security of the U.S.

The National Body of Marilyn Monroe

Contrary to its title, Dinner with America does not feature food, at least
not until dessert is served in a communal feast following the performance. Instead, Shah
focuses on hunger of a different sort in this three-part, color-coded work. In the first
section Shah animates America as an object of unattainable desire in the figure of a
glamorous platinum blonde — America, it appears, is Marilyn Monroe. Over the course of
the following two hours Shah complicates and contests this image as she sheds layers of
clothing in a striptease that ultimately will leave the artist standing naked before the
audience. In contrast to the flag bodies discussed thus far, Shah does not use an actual
American flag, as Duncan and Rainer’s troupe had done. Branded as American like the
spectral body that haunts Glory, Shah’s conjunction of flag and flesh elides even the

motif of stars and stripes used in Ward’s sculpture. Indeed, the U.S. flag does not appear
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as a flag. Instead, Shah disassembles the flag as object and icon into its component
colors. Located amidst a continuously rearranged mise en scéne, Shah stands beneath an
overhead light that saturates her skin alternately in the red, white and blue of the United
States flag.*> Neither waved nor waving, unfurled or furled; the American flag is
fractured as sign and object. This deconstruction of the flag ruptures its symbolic force as
a stand-in for “the people” or territorially bound nation-state. As the piece progresses,
however, it becomes clear that the seemingly innocuous, ambient light that illuminates
the artist also fixes her within its high beam as an object of surveillance. The flag-body
she inhabits in Dinner with America thus positions America as an inescapable force of
subjection not only on those within its borders, but also on those who live beyond.
Shah’s art practice has been described as “fluidly various” and “fugitive” in its
disciplinary catholicism for the manner in which it stitches together various media.’
Though her career has been one of a solo live-art practitioner, the majority of Shah’s
work has been created in collaboration with other live and/or visual, theater, dance, film
or music artists. Dinner with America is the central section of a trilogy Shah has produced
with filmmaker Lucy Cash and visual artist Lucille Acevedo-Jones that began in 2005
with the acclaimed and widely seen Mr. Quiver and concluded with Glorious (2011),
which the group completed touring in 2012. In each of these interdisciplinary works,
Shah employs visual spectacle to investigate the anxieties and exigencies of geopolitical
structures in the twenty-first century and the subjects that inhabit them. In Mr. Quiver
Shah embodied British and South Asian stereotypes such as Queen Elizabeth on the one

hand, and a Hindu bride on the other, to interrogate gender, power and the cultural
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bifocality of diasporic citizenship for the postcolonial subject.* Glorious, a three-act
musical, contemplates questions of place and collective identification beyond the national
form. The musical provides the scaffolding for interaction with local musicians and
community participants who work with Shah and her collaborators to fashion it anew by
“dismantling, reinventing and re-assembling the raw material of the show,” as Shah has
written, in a matter of just a few weeks.” The outcome of this process is a production that
belongs to its locale, speaking not only to, but of and about each town or village and its
residents.

Wedged between Shah’s autobiographically inflected retrospection on Britain’s
colonial project in Mr. Quiver and the communitarian localism of Glorious, Dinner with
America offers a meditation on the United States as a transnationally circulating cultural,
econo-political, military force that surveils citizen subjectivity around the world. As the
center of the trilogy, the piece brings together key strategies from the other pieces. Like
Mr. Quiver, it combines a visually striking mise en scéne with an incisive critique of
imperial ambition. Yet, akin to Glorious, the piece sets up conditions for audience
interaction in its scenic environment to emphasize America as a shared fantasy. Between
its inception in 2006 and when Shah stopped touring the piece in 2009, Dinner with
America was performed in-progress and in final form at more than ten locations in Britain
and Spain and took shape in various other media: as a limited edition series of
photographs of red-white-and-blue light sculptures by Acevedo-Jones; a series of short
films by Cash; Shah’s performance-for-camera collaborations with photographer Manuel

Vason and Cash; a book comprising Vason’s photographs, excerpts from Shah’s project
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diary and commentary by various arts writers; and a series of interviews Shah conducted
with thirty-two artists and activists during a residency in Atlanta, Georgia, that
subsequently developed into the soundscape for the piece.® Throughout its development
and touring, Dinner with America was predominantly performed in black box theaters
stripped bare of scrims, curtains and lighting equipment. In November 2008 the version
of Dinner with America that Shah considers definitive premiered at the Laban Centre in
London at the start of a national tour.’

In order to get to the performance installation at the Laban Centre, audiences
entered the theater but passed through its rows of seating and into a backstage hallway
where circular arrangements of red, white and blue fluorescent lights fanned out on the
floor like exploding fireworks in a fourth of July night sky. There they were stopped at a
backstage entrance by a woman who stapled a small round Buttermint Cream candy
enfolded in red-white-and-blue cellophane to the person’s clothing, a tiny reminder of
America’s promise of sweetness that, much like a sticky sweet forgotten in a purse or
pocket, is carried everywhere and difficult to remove. Since one had to be tagged to enter
the performance space, this opening gesture indicates that identification with America
may not be mandatory but is often unavoidable. An ambient recording fills the air with
the sound of voices offering various definitions of America, a term that proves vexing
and hopeful, embarrassing or inspiring. The clipped precision of adult voices as well as
the musical, digressive rambling of children can be heard respectively in resonant bass
tones and higher tonal registers. Taken together, the anonymous voices reveal a spectrum

of affective investment in America as a place, a concept and world superpower. A
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stentorian voice inflected with the lyrical accent of a native Spanish speaker declares that
America is “a fiction invented by the Europeans . . . a misspelled Italian word . . . an
attempt to unify a hybrid and complex entity.” Another voice admits to being ashamed of
America and its contemporary global military footprint. A child hems and haws
pensively, considering what he thinks about his country before triumphantly declaring,
“Freedom!” And then, “corn dogs!”® Over the course of the performance, additional
voices chime in with various definitions of, doubts about, nostalgia for what America
once was or hope for what it might be until this vox populi merges into a cacophonous
wall of sound.’

Onstage, spectators must negotiate a maze of bark-chip mulch and unlit
fluorescent light tubes stretching across the expansive space. Wending through its rows in
the semi-darkened space to stand against a far wall or sit between the furrows, the
audience is immediately implicated in the terrain of the piece. The maze yokes the United
States as territory to America as an ideology of illuminating democracy for the world.
Foreshadowing the prevailing logic of the piece, in which each audience member must
devise her or his own way through the layers of imagery that ensue, the dirt and lighting
tubes also present a synecdoche of the nation-state according to binaries of light and dark,
illumination and shadow, goodness and evil. At the far side of the space a motionless
figure stands, shrouded in a semi-transparent sheath resembling a plastic garment bag.
The only light in the performance space is a bright light positioned directly above this
figure. Though only partially visible beneath the pearly translucence of her zippered veil,

the silhouette of a womanly figure can be seen in a full-length white ball gown that spills
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out into the maze in voluminous swirls. Rising up out of eddies of white fabric she
resembles a gift waiting to be unwrapped from the tissue recesses of its box. Positioned
as if on display in a shop window, seemingly motionless, she stands with one hand
resting delicately atop a hip, her head tilted down and obliquely to the right.

Incrementally, the form comes to life, unfolds her crooked elbow and peels down
the zipper. She emerges from her cocoon at a glacial pace while humming sotte voce
(more to herself than those around her), letting it fall around her ankles while she resumes
her pose. She stares off aloofly, her eyes unfocused, but welcomes the gaze of the
audience. While continuing to hum under her breath, Shah keeps one hand on her hip she
twists around to look at the audience over her shoulder, shifting languidly moving from
one fashion model pose to another as if in a slow-motion photo shoot while maintaining
an aloof but alluring countenance. To these she occasionally adds an arm gesture redolent
with associations. A straight arm repeatedly raised high is suggestive of the Statue of
Liberty. Then Shah clenches her hand into a fist and, lowering her head, the gesture
resolves into the memorable image of Olympians Tommie Smith and John Carlos raising
a Black Power salute at the 1968 Summer Olympics. Despite the iconographic turbulence
created by some conjunctions of poses and gestures, Shaw assiduously articulates each as
she moves gracefully from one to the next, all the while maintaining the impassive face
and averted gaze of a woman accustomed to being gazed upon.

It is at this point that the full impact of Shah’s dazzling whiteness is unleashed.
The form-fitting dress, cinched at the waist with a matching belt, is paired with snowy

white mid-length gloves; platinum blonde hair spills down around her shoulders; and her

116



pale skin appears all the more startling beneath the stark white illumination. Shah’s face
is as alabaster smooth and as drained of color as a marble statue. As a flag body, she is
unremittingly white with inflections of the flag’s blue and red colors only visible in the
blue contacts and cherry red lipstick she wears. This citizen subject appears overexposed
beneath the overhead light, disappearing in a phantasm of feminine beauty qua whiteness.
To consider her as Marilyn Monroe is not altogether accurate. Less of a replica than an
approximation of the blond bombshell, Shah is Marilyn, yet not. She is at once an iconic
body available for the audience’s scopophiliac pleasure as well as an amalgamation of
normative gender associations—naive ingénue, virgin bride, fashion model, Barbie,
Madonna—in an immaculate vision of all-American, middle-class, blonde femininity.
Monroe remains an apposite connotation, however. Known for her sexual appeal,
voluptuous figure and extravagant “presence,” Monroe remains within the American
imaginary as a cultural phenomenon and, as Anne Cheng writes, “the very prototype of
the idea of beauty.”'’ Like Monroe, who was nicknamed “the Body” by the press, Shah
offers a female figure whose most prominent feature is her willingness to avail her body
to the audience’s gaze. In The Explicit Body of Performance, feminist performance
scholar Rebecca Schneider argues that the body gendered as female is always already
structured as a “site and sign of insatiable desire” within the culture of U.S. commodity
capitalism."" Film and cultural studies theorist Richard Dyer offers a different
perspective by noting that film stars are self-made commodities, simultaneously the labor
that produces the image and the image itself."” For Dyer, this labor of self-construction

sutures female gender norms to the equally culturally constructed category of race. The

117



imbrication of racializing and gendering regimes has been a rich site of theoretical
excavation for scholars of performance, literary and cultural studies. I turn to Dyer in
particular for his work on Monroe in relation to the interconstitution of gender and racial

formations.
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Fig. 4.1 Rajni Shah in Dinner with America,2008. Photograph by Manuel Vason.

In his seminal 1988 article “White,” Dyer theorizes whiteness as simultaneously

everything and yet not any one specific thing due to its capacity to colonize normativity

118



yet remain unmarked behind or subsumed within definitions of other norms such as class,
gender, sexuality and nationality. After foregrounding the logic of whiteness in three
disparate film genres, Dyer closes the article by considering how the image Monroe
parlayed both on and off screen was not only the epitome of feminine desirability but also
an indelibly white one in a racial system of representation in which white women “are
constructed as the apotheosis of desirability, all that a man could want, yet nothing that
can be had, nor anything that a woman can be.”" In this quote, Dyer applies his
definition of racial whiteness as everything-and-nothing to female gendering to conclude
that the combination creates an ideal that, like desire itself, is beyond having or being.
Dyer elaborates on the production of racial whiteness instantiated by the conventions of
mid-century Hollywood film lighting, which were developed on and for white women, in
order to endow them with a heavenly aura. More than with other women stars, Dyer
writes, Monroe was made to disappear “as flesh and blood” in the everything-and-
nothing of the standard “high key” lighting of film."* In Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and
Society, Dyer further theorizes Monroe’s wide and lasting popular appeal in the U.S.
according to the equation of her very name with sexuality during the 1950s. Examining
her image as it was forwarded in film, the media, in her early work as a pin-up model
and, notably, as the centerfold in the first issue of Playboy magazine (published in 1953),
Dyer argues that Monroe corporealized a particular type of sexuality that was all-
American, wholesome, even innocent.” By referencing Monroe in this initial flagging,

then, Shah embodies the nation as woman trope as a vision of whiteness: simultaneously
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that which is an apotheosis of desirability, is everything yet nothing, and uses innocence
as cover and alibi.

In the shadowy nimbus outside of the illuminated square that Shah occupies, two
women circulate. Dressed in simple knee-length white frocks, the two (Shah’s
collaborators, Cash and Acevedo-Jones) methodically rearrange the precisely delineated
angles of the maze with push brooms and oversized squeegees. As the piece progresses
the handmaidens continue to reconfigure the performance environment by shifting the
very ground beneath Shah and the audience. While spectators are free to come and go and
move around the space during the performance, the actions of the two women repeatedly
prod the audience to relocate, inhibiting their ability to settle in one particular place.
Described by one critic as “caught between building and erasing,” the designs the women
create continuously dissolve and resolve like a child’s Etch-a-Sketch.'

At one point, however, a distinct emblem does emerge around the artist, when the
women reposition the light tubes into a large rectangle and rake the mulch into long rows
within the shape. Once the tubes are lit, the semblance of an oversized American flag
consumes the entire stage. America takes center stage, impressing its sense of importance
by pushing spectators to the outermost peripheries of the stage. For a brief moment, the
two women stop and silently acknowledge the fruit of their labor by standing “at
attention” in silent salute. In this reconfiguration, Shah stands in the flag’s upper-left
quadrant, with the square of overhead light illuminating her. The smaller box in which
she stands is similarly outlined in white fluorescence tubes but also cast in a rich blue hue

from above. Rising up out of the now-blue cloth, Shah is materially is one with the flag,
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embodying America as the singular star of Hollywood celebrity: a fantasy of elegance,
beauty, fame. This play on “star power” conflates the constituent geographical and
political elements comprising the U.S. nation-state, its fifty states and the body politic
that shape them, into a singular simulacrum of individual power.

Another interpretation of this conflation of figure and ground might invoke the
traditional use of stars to navigate by or divine one’s destiny. In the context of the
performance, America then becomes the brightly shining light by which to chart a path,
regardless of location. In both readings Shah represents America as a superstar, whether
located in the night sky, on the silver screen or on the grid of the international interstate
system. Shah’s mid-twentieth century enfiguration of the woman-as-nation trope echoes
that which Duncan sought to embody by flagging her body. Duncan, however, was an
active force in near-continuous, whole body motion. Contrarily, Shah remains in place,
an object to be gazed upon. Nor does Shah avert her gaze as Rainer did, continually
rebuffing viewers’ efforts to examine her face. Rather she accepts that she is the center of
attention, even if (unlike Duncan) Shah inhabits this ideality uneasily. She does not
enlarge into a meta-presence in order to incorporate the audience within her nation-body,
but instead stands overexposed beneath the brilliant white light that blinds spectators as

much as the performer."”

The Salvation of Surveillance
As guardians of the territory, the two handmaidens police the boundaries of their

designs, herding spectators into increasingly smaller landscapes that draw them close to
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Shah. Fixed beneath the glow of the overhead beam, she becomes a point of convergence
for phantasms of American ideality as well as an object of desire and scrutiny. The hue
cast by the overhead fixture deepens to match the blue once separated by the lit borders
of the square in which she still stands. Writing in 1890, John S. Farmer noted that the
word “blue” is perhaps the most variable in its colloquial connotations. In his dictionary
of slang, Farmer appended a note to the definition of the color: “Expressive alike of the
utmost contempt, as of all that men hold dearest and love best, its manifold combinations,
in ever varying shades of meaning, greet the philologist at every turn.”'® Accordingly,
the Oxford English Dictionary lists twenty-six primary definitions and countless more
subdefinitions, special uses and colloquialisms. On the one hand, the color blue has
represented constancy and fidelity, as expressed in the phrase “true blue.” Conversely,
blue is an “off-color” that implies libidinous —sexual or pornographic—content, as in a
film, joke, anecdote or expression using obscene, offensive language.'” Against the prior
whitewash of light, the twilight blue now enveloping Shah provides an apt synonym for
the difference against which whiteness assumes its unmarked status. As the section
progresses, her performance will become increasingly explicit, “dirtier.”

Shah’s humming grows louder, the melody line of the familiar Christian hymn
Amazing Grace becoming recognizable. Penned during the late eighteenth century by
English clergyman John Newton, a slave trader turned parish pastor and abolitionist,
Amazing Grace has deep roots in American culture. Disseminated in shape-note
songbooks in the antebellum South of the early nineteenth century as well as through the

oral tradition of spirituals from which the tradition of African American gospel music
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arose, the hymn became a secular phenomenon in 1970 when Judy Collins released an a
cappella version that, contemporary to Rainer’s Trio A with Flags, voiced the concerns of
a generation unmoored by war and social unrest. In Amazing Grace, the Story of
America’s Most Beloved Song, music historian Steve Turner argues that the Christian
standard has attained the status of popular cultural icon. He supports this contention by
cataloguing the hymn’s appearance in media, popular culture and politics, noting in
particular the frequency with which legislators in the U.S. Congress quoted it to support
or argue against legislation under consideration (an average of fourteen times a year
between 1994 and 2002). Shah’s use of the song, however, references its current-day
valences. In the immediate aftermath of 9/11, singing Amazing Grace became a global
phenomenon as citizens around the world raised their voices in support of America.”
Gently tugging at the fingertips of her gloves, she slowly peels off the right, then
the left one. Each action, however slight and restrained, is decorously articulated in
smooth circular motions. Once the gloves have been removed, chunky silver sequin
bracelets can be seen adorning a margin of brown, bared forearms incongruent with the
incessant whiteness of her face, platinum blonde hair and outfit. Shah begins to sing out
the first verse to the popular spiritual in a mellifluous church-choir soprano while
continuing to disrobe. “Amazing Grace! (how sweet the sound) / That saved a wretch like
me!” Unzipping her long white dress and carefully stepping out of it, Shah stands before
the audience in a silver sequin mini-dress and a pair of patriotic red-white-and-blue lace-
up platform boots. Like the shift from white to blue lighting, the brownness of Shah’s

now bare arms and legs provides a sharp contrast to her still pale white face and blonde
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hair. A hollow artificiality to her seemingly ageless face becomes apparent. Her eyes sink
deeply into the surrounding flesh of her cheeks, conveying a sense of shopworn fatigue
that the bejeweled false eyelashes she wears cannot disguise. Deprived of her previous,
totalizing whiteness and its allusions to purity and virginal innocence, Shah’s body
metaphorically soils the prior vision of America to which the audience cathected as an
embodiment of desire. From the radiating star of celebrity to the reflective shine of
Shah’s spangled dress, from the distance of the cinematic screen to the fleshy proximity
of a strip club catwalk, Shah offers a pastiche of sexualized and racialized femininity
through the miscegenation of the real and imagined, of flesh and mimesis.

In the previous section, Shah’s gestural sequences wound and unwound around
the stable vertical axis of her spine and legs. In this section she becomes more active as
she traffics in seductive, almost pornographic, movement. Instead of only arm gestures,
the audience’s attention is drawn to the articulation of bent limbs. The sexual body she
presents is a collection of discrete parts fixed with the isolation of the light cast from
above. Shah assertively seeks out the audience’s gaze as she labors to be what ever they
desire. She is bold and bawdy, almost taunting onlookers. Again and again she throws her
head back and her arms out wide as she defiantly emphasizes the first two words of the
song, “Amazing grace!” Poses are reiterated with a different tone to the audience or
interrupted with a salacious hip grind. An elbow cocked against her pelvic bone is now
paired with an aggressive lean forward and defiant glare at audience members. In other
instances Shah poses in classic pin-up and centerfold style, at one point raising a hand to

cradle her head, which is thrown back behind her. At another, Shah interrupts her lateral
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shifting from one hip to the other with a wide stance, arms akimbo and fists resting atop
each before descending into a squat in which her dress rides up over her legs and hips.
She spreads her legs open with long gentle strokes of her fingers along her inner thighs
and the suggestion of an invitation in her smile, then resumes her descent to the floor

where she unfolds her legs and props herself up on one elbow, relishing being seen.

Fig. 4.2 Rajni Shah in Dinner with America,2008. Photograph by Manuel Vason.

As this choreography of enticement continues, Shah becomes increasingly
desperate. Combined with her aggressive sexual provocations, Shah’s belabored a
cappella vocal delivery cycles through an affective spectrum, her intonation ranging from
quavering to hearty vibrato, from a smoky, whiskey-drenched growl to a triumphant crow
assured of the song’s promised redemption. New actions are added that disrupt her

halting attempts to complete the first verse: “I once was lost, but now am found, /| Was
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blind, but now I see.” With her head lowered, she braces stiff arms and clenched fists
tightly against her sides, then raises one arm to stuff a fist into her mouth as far as it will
g0, her eyes squeezed tight against the pain. Contending with the rising volume and
density of the soundtrack, Shah raises her voice as she incessantly repeats the lyrics,
which now pose the question: who is saving whom?

In the previous section I analyzed Shah’s embodiment of America as a phantasm
of implacable desire to which the audience is inexorably drawn (not always by choice).
Her white flag body, redolent with the iconicity and wholesome sexuality of Marilyn
Monroe, further revealed this fantasy as a technology of citizen subjection according to
racializing and female gendering norms. In the blue-lit section of Dinner with America
Shah complicates this by choreographing the demands America places on global bodies. I
now examine Shah’s labors in relation to entanglements of the U.S. surveillant
assemblage, the ideology of American exceptionalism and the Christian concept of
salvation. Shah’s singing of Amazing Grace invokes a deeply anchored ideology of the
divine providence of the U.S. nation that envisions America as the alpha and the omega
of nations. Since the early nineteenth century, the U.S. has endowed itself with a political
mission built upon ideating the nation as a land of opportunity and plenitude guided by
divine right as “one nation under God.” As theater scholar David Savran has written, this
“most American of ideologies” is a fantasy of the territorial U.S. nation as the
geographical instantiation of a millennial vision of utopia—simultaneously a garden of
Eden from which man springs and the heaven that awaits his end.”’ According to

American studies scholar Lauren Berlant, the project of suturing political purpose to
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divine right—what she refers to as the nation’s “providential ideality” —resolves “the
contradiction between the ‘nowhere’ of utopia and the ‘everywhere’ of the nation.”*
Stitching utopic promise to the territorial nation-state thus relies on viewing the nation as
both a point of arrival (the promised land) and of departure, as a land of infinite
possibility. This ideology reconciled the lack of shared ethnic or cultural heritage,
language and history by providing an image of the nation that dissolved the diverse
backgrounds of citizens into a shared past and futurity resting upon America’s political
ideality.

The mythos of American exceptionalism therefore narrates the nation as the
vehicle of the promised salvation, also sung about in “Amazing Grace.” As the alpha and
omega of nations, the U.S. positions itself not merely as a successful model or even the
exemplar nonpareil of the democratic nation-state, but the i#ir mold of democratic
governance from which other nations should be pressed. In Imagined Communities:
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism Benedict Anderson argues that
nations have their own style of being. Despite this actuality, nations are subject to
external pressures to conform to a specific style of being, according to transnationalism
and globalization scholar Craig Calhoun. He writes, “Nationalism is an internationally
reproduced discursive formation full of pressures to make each country into an
isomorphic token of a global type.”” Thus, nationalism is in itself connected to

normativity, but states are also expected to follow an externally prescribed pattern of

normative nationalism.
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As discussed in relation to Duncan, this national imago of the United States
gained traction during World War I through propaganda that positioned America as the
saving grace of democracy for the rest of the world. As if in temporal echo, a century
later U.S. neo-imperialist foreign policy in the early twenty-first century again asserted
the nation’s dominance as the template for this global type and thus also heightened the
pressures placed on nations around the world to be “styled” like America. Moreover, in
the IED era, the U.S. has declared itself to be not only the gold standard to which other
nations should aspire but also the arbiter of whether they have succeeded to do so. Surfeit
in the Bush administration’s rhetoric was a lexicon of terms such as “failing”, “failed,”
“fragile,” “illegitimate” or “rogue” states and “regime change,” with the U.S. determining
the need for the latter according to its assessment of the former.

Concomitantly, the U.S. has devoted untold billions over the past decade to build
an extensive surveillance assemblage to pursue non-state actors and “agents of terror.”
Here I follow foundational surveillance studies scholars Kevin D. Haggerty and Richard
V. Ericson’s use of the concept of an assemblage as theorized by Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari to indicate the complexity of contemporary surveillance. According to
Deleuze and Guattari, an assemblage is a form of unity comprising a heterogeneous
multiplicity of phenomena that create a functioning entity through their ability to work
well together. Deleuze and Guattari further theorize the assemblage as an aspect of the
state form, which seeks to striate its sovereign territory by introducing breaks and
divisions within otherwise free-flowing phenomena. Haggerty and Ericson apply the term

to emphasize the unstable characteristic of surveillance, which resides, they write, at the
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intersection of various media, technologies and practices that adapt and recombine for
varying purposes.”* Though Haggerty and Ericson’s application of the Deleuzian
assemblage to surveillance practices and policies predates 9/11, the model encapsulates
key recommendations of The 9/11 Commission Report, in which the commission
concluded that the events of that day were due to a failure of adequate information as
well as interagency communication between intelligence bureaus.

The rapid expansion and scope of the U.S. surveillant assemblage began on
October 4, 2001, three weeks after 9/11, when President Bush granted the National
Security Administration (NSA) the authority to design and implement electronic
surveillance capabilities that bypassed requisite federal warrants in the interest of national
security. Against the specter of imminent threat by anonymous actors, the NSA could
now access all international telecommunication records of anyone it suspected of
terrorism, of associating with terrorists or of supporting a terrorist organization. Three
weeks later, Congress passed into law the Uniting and Strengthening America by
Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism Act (US
PATRIOT ACT), which similarly gave intelligence agencies an unprecedented range of
powers to spy on anyone living in the U.S. The global-scale surveillant assemblage that
has since developed spreads across a host of private security firms; corporate intelligence
and security; local, state and federal law enforcement; top-secret counterterrorism and
intelligence agencies; the executive and military branches of government; Internet and
telecommunication service providers; banks and credit card companies; and social media.

The profusion of components surveys bodies near and far through an array of
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technologies of observation that includes full-body scanners, closed caption television
(CCTV), a digital surveillance network that tracks telecommunications and Internet
usage, facial and gait recognition software,” and Remotely Piloted Aircrafts (RPAs), or
as they are more commonly known, drones.”® Though some of these technologies were in
development in the late twentieth century, the early twenty-first century witnessed the
rapid intensification and expanded scope of surveillance technologies.

The U.S. surveillant assemblage casts a virtual net across the globe with the goal
of ascertaining “all that is known or knowable,” a conviction encapsulated in the title of
one aggregation and cross-agency integration software program: Total Information
Awareness (TIA). Tellingly, the logo of the Information Awareness Office (IAO), the
now-defunct agency that developed TIA, was a vertical arrangement of three symbols: an
eye, pyramid and globe. Beneath the all-seeing eye was the Latin phrase, scientia est
potential: knowledge is power.”” With light rays shining down from the eye onto the
image of the globe, the logo encapsulates not only the objectives of U.S. surveillance,
but, moreover, the hubristic assurance that these are attainable. Whereas former political
rhetoric may have likened America to the world’s policeman, a more apt analogy for the
contemporary historical moment is the all-seeing eye.

American citizens have not only become willing objects of surveillance, but have
learned to police one another, as a series of highly effective bus and subway billboard
campaigns by the New York Metropolitan Transit Authority (MTA) demonstrate. The
MTA’s initial campaign, launched in March 2003, urged citizens to remain vigilant: “If

you see something, say something.” This slogan proved so effective that it soon was
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adopted by cities across the nation. A subsequent campaign expanded upon the first by
uniting vigilant citizens into a synoptic body politic that was always watching. To wit, it
broadcast the warning to potential terrorists that “There are 16 million eyes in the city.
We’re counting on all of them.”*® Such a body politic is united in shared purpose, akin to
the vigilante citizenship of World War I and the ideal that Duncan choreographed in
1917, but is atomized into dutiful citizens spying on their compatriots.

Shah’s use of lighting as an apparatus of constraint and control emulates the
sentiment of these campaigns as well as the task of observation technologies such as
CCTYV and live video monitoring. Yet the overhead perspective of the surveillant
searchlight in Dinner with America most closely reproduces the prosthetic gaze of drone
surveillance. As with other components of the U.S. surveillant assemblage, drone use by
the U.S. Air Force and CIA is based on the contention that it is possible to detect and
preempt future terrorist attacks by closely monitoring the actions of citizens around the
world. Drones are aero-mobile “robots” that come in a range of sizes and are equipped
with visual sensors, infrared cameras and Global Positioning Satellite (GPS) navigational
systems. They have proven to be highly effectual because of their mobility, portability
and visual superiority —that is, their improved ability to see while simultaneously
evading detection. Initially developed for military and intelligence reconnaissance,
Predator drones were first armed with Hellfire missiles just six months before the shock
and awe assault on Afghanistan in October 2001 2% Since then, drones have become a
significant aspect of the conduct of U.S. foreign policy in both its public and secret wars.

Because of a remote pilot’s ability to track and surveil a target for days, the foreshortened

131



“kill chain” (the number of steps and people involved from decision to action) and
purportedly surgical precision of a strike, RPAs are presently deployed for an ongoing,
extrajudicial targeted assassination program.

Drones substantively alter the spatiality, temporality and corporeality of warfare.
Able to cross sovereign national borders without detection, they denationalize war by
eliminating discrete theaters of war. They erase distance and alter corporeality by
beaming images around the world to U.S.-based computer monitors where the human eye
behind the drone’s camera eye retains a spectral, cyborgian presence. This can be seen in
the manner in which drone pilots discuss their work. When interviewed, they neither
acknowledge the distance that separates them from surveillance targets, nor conceptually
separate themselves from the machines they operate. To wit, they refer to directing a
mission as if on the ground: “We were in Kandahar . . .”** Drones alter the corporeality
of their targets as well. Drones transform bodies into prey, tracked and captured by
unseen mobile cameras—some attached to microdrones the size of a hummingbird or
insect, assembled moment by moment by a real-time live feed.’ Viewed from above,
they are rendered into abstracted shapes, sometimes only detectable as outlines or heat
signatures. Evacuated of history and stripped of context or detail, subjects of surveillance
become two-dimensional motional surfaces.

Drone technology sutures state airpower to visual culture of the god’s eye view or
“Apollonian gaze.” Succinctly encapsulating this tradition of visual representation,
feminist cultural studies scholar Caren Kaplan writes that this point of view unites sight

with knowledge to represent state power as omnipotent and divinely awarded mastery.’”
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In “‘A Rare and Chilling View’: Aerial Photography as Biopower in the Visual Culture
of ‘9/11,”” Kaplan connects the aerial view of to a history of Christian iconography,
official state documents and emblems to aerial photography and the biopolitical
regulation of populations by military airpower. Much like the rays of light in the IAO
logo, the light continuously shining down on Shah’s body functions as America’s cyborg
eye to link American surveillance to American ideologies of salvation. The lyrics of
Amazing Grace correlate redemption to sight, to being able to truly see. Like the divine
grace of song and America’s surveillant assemblage, the light is everywhere and
nowhere, an unseen yet insidious omnipresence.

Shah’s seductive choreography in the blue-lit section of Dinner with America thus
confronts the U.S. surveillant assemblage as an apparatus of desire. Developed in order to
satisfy the nation’s desire for complete security, it is driven by the desire to see and know
all. Like other global citizens, Shah is compelled to perform for the relentless prosthetic
gaze of the U.S. in order to sate these desires. Her performance reveals the seductive
pleasure that comes with the power of having visual access to anyone (and thus,
potentially everyone). Shah’s movement repertoire, however, explicates that she stuck in
a loop of reaction-seeking activity. Like the silver paillettes of her dress, she has become

a reflective surface for America’s high beam of surveillance.

Dirty Americans: Contaminative Citizens
As the section draws to an end, the women wipe the stage clean, piling the

fluorescent light tubes to one side and sweeping away the mulch. While any traces of
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actual dirt have been wiped away, the metaphoric dirt of the section still clings to Shah.
Anthropologist Mary Douglas defines dirt as “matter out of place” in her groundbreaking
work Purity and Danger. “Dirt” is a relative term, a valuation of matter defined as a
contravention against a system of order. Ideas of what constitutes pollution contribute to
society by delimiting what constitutes an ideal order and thus what or who transgresses it.
In examining the symbolic freight of pollution and hygiene beliefs in (putatively)
“primitive” religions, Douglas assesses the means to which these are used to legislate and
enforce group morality, political loyalty and proper citizenship.”® In the second (blue)
section, then, Shah’s dirtiness qua sexualized impropriety marks her pathogenicity, as an
element that does not belong to the idealized America she enacted in the first section of
the piece. Following this, the overhead light that delimits the parameters of her mobility,
separating her from the audience can be seen as quarantining her and protecting
spectators from contamination. The light fixes Shah in place as that which must be fixed.
Douglas’s theorization takes shape in U.S. citizenship policy and practices
through narratives of contamination and contagion, which align specific bodies,
communities or targeted populations with pollution and disease. Scholars such as Nayan
Shah, Cathy Hannabench, Amy Fairchild, Eithne Luibhéid and Martha Gardner have
researched the various forms these narratives have taken since the late nineteenth century
and their confluence with immigration, asylum and naturalization policies. These extend
from the period of the 1860s, 1870s and 1880s, during which time Nayan Shah identifies
the xenophobic anxieties that linked a series of smallpox outbreaks in San Francisco to

anti-Chinese bias, to the early 1990’s in Hannabach’s investigation of the mandatory HIV
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testing and forced sterilization of Haitian asylum-seekers at the Guantanamo Bay Naval
Base immigration processing center.** Fairchild traces bodily surveillance at U.S.
territorial borders to 1891, when the U.S. Public Health Service began examining and
testing immigrants for disease or defect.”” Biomedical inspection at national borders, as
Luibhéid and Gardner write, adjudicated not only physical but also moral fitness for
entry, but also contributed to the establishment of norms of race, gender and sexuality.”®
In Contagious: Cultures, Carriers, and the Outbreak Narrative, Priscilla Ward expands
the reach of the discourse of contagion to the fear of social contamination by the poor and
working class residents of urban tenements at a time when bacteriological discoveries
provided evidence of the communicability of disease.”” This body of research
demonstrates that public health concerns, social reform and biomedical research have a
history of shaping citizenship policies and practices in order to protect the hygiene of a
specifically classed, raced, gendered and heterosexual American body politic.

This admittedly brief historical overview of the imbrications of the policies and
practices of citizenship and biomedical surveillance also reveals that the attentions and
effects of the U.S. surveillant assemblage are unevenly distributed. Currently, the
discourse of epidemiology interfaces with national security concerns; these two areas
share a philosophy of preemption, the task of risk assessment, and the anxiety of
invasion. In a 2009 Newsweek article titled “Disease and Terrorism,” for example, the

author accounts for the similarities between swine flu and biological terrorism under the

rubric of the invisible threat of contagion.” Present distinctions by which to identify
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pathogenic agents prioritize binaries of religion (Muslim/Christian) and legal status
(citizen/noncitizen).

Contemporary hierarchies and exclusions recycle seemingly evergreen racializing
antagonisms that have historically shaped U.S. nation building, thus the specific bodies
that are particularly targeted are Muslim Arab males, regardless of citizenship status. The
desire to pierce the unknowable has also given rise to additional categories of citizen
subjectivity. Two that have been theorized by feminist and queer studies scholar Jasbir
Puar in Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times are the potential
terrorist and the terrorist look-alike. While the latter depends on racial profiling and
visual surveillance technologies, the former is based on predicting intentionality.
Consequently the American surveillant assemblage employs a global dragnet approach to
select criteria that identifies patterns of associations and transactions as well as visible
corporeal indicators to predict an individual’s potential for future behavior. This approach
is necessarily broad, sweeping up terrorist look-alikes in prior modeling and risk
assessment aggregations that use racial and religious markers. Puar theorizes the terrorist
look-alike by analyzing what she calls “the turbaned body.” Despite regional culture or
other reasons for wearing a turban between South Asian, Middle Eastern and North
African men, the turban has broadly become a sign of the terrorist through its association
with a turbaned Osama bin Laden. She writes, “The turbaned man . . . now inhabits the
space and history of monstrosity, of that which never can become civilized. The turban is
not only imbued with the nationalist, religious, and cultural symbolics of the Other; it

both reveals and hides the terrorist, a constant sliding between that which can be
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disciplined and that which must be outlawed.”** Noting the disproportionate statistical
rise in hate crimes suffered by turban wearing Sikh men after 9/11 and again around the
start of the Iraq war in 2003, Puar underscores the fact that any signifier that might be
associated with the terrorist body must be avoided.” As current surveillance policy
makes clear, the distinction can be as broad as reasonable suspicion of being foreign or of
appearing as such.*'

This is why Dinner with America concludes —must conclude —with a final
stripping away of Shah’s guise. In the early twenty-first century, citizen bodies across the
globe are—and must be —subject to the gaze of the U.S. surveillance matrix. While the
women complete their duties, Shah continues her protracted burlesque. As the light
scheme has transformed from the innocence of white to an overtly sexualized blue, the
ostensible next step would be for lights to turn red. Instead, the down spot returns to
white and once again rises to a blinding intensity. In tandem with the lighting, the aural
soundscape reaches a feverish crescendo, then both light and sound abruptly shut off. In
the sudden darkness, Shah can be heard gasping for air. When the lights rise again they
remain a pale white, within which Shah silently strips. There is no grace or enticement to
her movements this time. She is frankly functional as she subtracts false eyelashes, high-
heeled boots, blonde wig; dress, fake breasts, underwear. Finally, she peels off the final
element of her guise, the white latex mask that has been sculpted to conform to the
contours of her face like a second skin. Unmasked from her prosthetic whiteness, Shah
stands naked before the audience amidst the detritus of her costume, significantly shorter,

her head shaved bald.
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If America had been figured as a hunger that cannot be slaked, and later as that
which can be had but for a price, then in what economy of desire or demand does this
body figure? Does this signal a complete capitulation, one in which the blood and bone of
Shah’s actual body stands in for not only the red of the flag but for her alchemical
transformation into a red-blooded American? Or does Shah stand outside the flag as its
antithesis, the unincorporated contaminated citizen? Or is this the “real” body behind the
curtain of America—“unadorned and vulnerable, but freed from the burden of artifice
and expectation,” as one reviewer has written?** Critics have described this moment as
“humbling and raw”*’; rife with a “fragile, powerful honesty.”** Comments such as these
interpret Shah’s final stripping as a revelation of the visible facts of her body —what is
known or knowable: her gender/sex, her brown skin. Reviewers of Dinner with America
want to recognize the body before the audience as an independent self/body, the agentic
body of the artist that lurks beneath the illusions they have witnessed, whether the
moneyed glamour of properly raced, classed and gendered American citizenship that
Shah’s blonde figure embodies or as a representation of the “dirty” bodies who labor to
replicate that fantasy, as her second enfiguration evokes. It is precisely this desire to
locate an “authentic” body that drives the continuing development of information and
communication electronic surveillance technologies and the refinement of god’s eye
aero-mobile surveillance drones. Yet the chimeric play between layers of dissimulation
compromise the possibility of an “authentic” body independent from the ideals and

fantasies Shah has labored to sustain. In the absence of any reliable facts of the body that
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has been presented to the audience, what remains is the assurance that no “real” is
p ,

possible.

Conclusion

In the final moments of Dinner with America, the beam of light quarantining Shah
blinks rapidly from white to blue to red to white to blue to red while Shah executes one
centerfold pose after another in quick succession. The strobe lighting effect accentuates
the sense that the audience is watching a series of photographs flit by, rather than a live
performance. Or an Air Force analyst reviewing image files captured by drones. The light
effect also signals manic urgency that speaks to a national anxiety about the enigma of
global bodies. The body before the audience has been fully penetrated by the light qua
America’s surveillance matrix, which has stripped her bare in its attempts to apprehend
her. The image with which the audience is left, of Shah standing naked and out of breath,
vulnerable within the pale white light, evinces the challenges of contemporary citizenship
in a surveilled world where there is no place outside or beyond the all-seeing cyborg eye
of the U.S. Able to hide in plain sight, microdrones immunize the nation against
contamination.

Considered en toto, the parallel lines of development of the soundtrack, physical
environment and Shah’s enfigurations in Dinner with America create a tension between
accumulation and evacuation of meaning to fracture signification: while the voices on the
soundtrack, the patterns of mulch and light, and various embodiments of America

aggregate, Shah sheds her various guises and the handmaidens strip away layers of dirt

139



and light. Ultimately, Shah’s body is the contaminative citizen, a placeholder for the
fictions and fantasies of America that does not register as American—of the correct race,
class or sexuality —and thus poses a threat to the nation-state’s security. Contaminative
citizens take shape as potential terrorists and terrorist look-alikes, though any “foreign
body” —U.S. citizen or not— presents a potential risk. Thus all global bodies must be
fixed within the radius of the prosthetic eye of the U.S. Foreign bodies may attempt to
perform according to specifically gendered, racialized and heterosexist imperatives
within the codes of beauty and whiteness as idealized by mid twentieth century
Hollywood films, yet they remain fixed as an object of the surveillant gaze. Living under
this gaze is one of the consequences of living in the age of the IED. Security surveillance
technologies are not infallible, however. In the following chapter I question the limits of
these and expose the colonial roots of the preventive scopic regime in relation to Rachid

Ouramdane’s Exposition Universelle.
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5. Projective Citizenship:
Data Citizens in Rachid Ouramdane’s Exposition Universelle

In the previous chapter I argued that contemporary global surveillance by the U.S.
has substantively altered conditions of appearance for the social and political subject.
Shah’s Dinner with America choreographs the global surveillance grid developed in the
name of U.S. national security as an inescapable element of the lived experience of the
citizen subject, regardless of nationality, juridicolegal status or geographical location.
Captured within the prosthetic eye of mobile surveillance modes such as drones, Shah
embodied the “Americanization” of the contaminative global citizen (the foreigner) as a
state of quarantine that is all-encompassing and totalizing. In this chapter, I argue that if
there is no outside to surveillant citizen subjection, then there is also no inside. Subject to
the power of digital superveillance, the contemporary citizen is evacuated of interiority.

Phantasms of interiority are foundational to the concept of citizenship within
liberal democracy, just as they are to the expressive hypothesis of modern dance. In
liberal democracy, the embodied citizen is the unit by which the promise of individual
freedom and the fundamental right to privacy are ascertained, protected and upheld. In
expressive choreographic modes, movement becomes the means to release, translate and
communicate the inner workings of consciousness, the depths of the soul. Expressivity as
a choreographic mode is trans-temporal. By using the term expressive hypothesis, I mean
to situate expressivity as a historical development and as an explanatory rubric for
modern dance in its infancy in the twentieth century. At the present moment, however,
technologies of surveillance translate the citizen body into the binary language of data

that is projected on to a digital monitor as a two-dimensional projection of facts and
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statistics for analysis. Substantively altering the relationship of the citizen to the nation-
state, citizenship is rendered as a projective state. The term projective also implies
prospective, a perspective that is future-oriented. My use of it thus situates dataveillance
within the pre-emptive logic of national security discussed in the previous chapter.

To make this argument, I examine Rachid Ouramdane’s evening evening-length
solo dance Exposition Universelle (World Fair,2009) in relation to dataveillance, a
second critical component of the present U.S. surveillant assemblage." Analogous to
Shah’s Dinner with America, Ouramdane foregrounds scopic regimes of power in
Exposition Universelle. Unlike Shah, however, he situates contemporary regimes of
surveillance within a genealogy of precedents. Additionally, whereas Shah subtracted
layers of clothing while accumulating layers of referentiality to ultimately evacuate
signification, Ouramdane multiplies his physical presence with photographic portraits.”
Digitally encoded and compressed into JPEG-format image files, the portraits are
projected on plasma screens and various surfaces around the stage throughout the piece.’
The image that resolves on the plasma screens uses a technology that generates and
transmits light and color through a medium comprised of millions of tiny compartments
of charged particles suspended in a magnetic field. In this manner, each of the
photographs that Ouramdane projects during the dance has been splintered and coded into
bits of data, then reconstructed into a singular totality in itself consisting of countless

bytes of information.* The doubling and dividing of his dancing body in the projections

bring to the fore issues of materiality and political agency. Analyzing Ouramdane’s
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Exposition Universelle in the context of the technological mediation of embodiment by
dataveillance, I theorize that the dance choreographs citizenship as projective.

The flickering signification of the aggregation, distribution and dispersion of
millions of data bytes shapes what N. Katherine Hayles has named the informatic body,
the parallel, virtual shadow of the embodied citizen constructed out of the cumulative
information about its living correlative.” Dataveillance is a mode of surveillance that
takes advantage of the contemporary state of global connectivity via network
technologies (such as the Internet, intranets, mobile phones) to search out, accumulate,
aggregate and analyze the electronic footprint of citizen subjects. Encoded into the binary
language of zeros and ones, the end product of this informationalization is a data body —
the digital double of the rights-bearing body of historical circumstance and lived
experience. Though dataveillance refers specifically to this process, my use of the term
“data body” also encompasses the ephemeral motions of bodies that have been captured
by drones, CCTV, or facial recognition and gait analysis since these, too, are
subsequently transmuted into electronic form for analysis and archiving purposes.

To call data bodies immaterial is not altogether accurate. Virtuality is a state of
time/space compression produced by digital machinery; networks depend on hardware
(computer terminals, digital media equipment, wires) to uplink or download; accrete,
collate, sort, disseminate or store the body of data. Nevertheless, digitality has
substantively altered conceptions of identity and embodiment. As new media theorist
Mark Poster, among others, writes, digital conditions of culture elide physically

determined characteristics of identity —such as disability, race, gender, class, ethnic
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origins and nationality.’® Yet data bodies rely on and assess such characteristics in order
to preemptively locate the potential terrorist or the terrorist look-alike through “prior
modeling” (more commonly referred to as profiling).’

For the surveillance and security industries tasked with aggregating the
information to manufacture each data body (as well as with amassing as many data
bodies as possible), the individual citizen is valued as a raw resource to be “mined,”
“processed” and “warehoused.” The data citizen is also discursively constructed in the
language of contamination and contagion. In Virality: Contagion Theory in the Age of
Networks, British scholar Tony D. Sampson argues that global connectivity, while
heralded as a tool for decentralized global interaction and social activism, has led to a
digital variant of the threat of foreign bodies discussed in the prior chapter. Analogous to
insecurities surrounding national borders and ports —points of entry into the territorial
body of the nation—fears of digital invasion (by hacking, cyberattacks, net wars) are
expressed in the language of disease. Designed for speed and clarity of communication,
the Internet’s nonhierarchical democracy of use, combined with the porosity and
anonymity of the format, avails it for good as well as evil. Investigating the culture of
fear from which immunological analogies proliferate, Sampson applies an
epidemiological model to investigate contemporary networked society.® Alexander
Galloway, a leading scholar of media theory, echoes Sampson’s immunological analogy
by describing the proliferation of networks over the last decade as being of epidemic

intensity.’
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Whereas the previous chapter examined Shah’s work in relation to the discursive
construction of biological bodies as pathogenic, my analysis of Exposition Universelle
focuses on the doubling, dividing and projecting of the data citizen in relation to the
material rights-bearing body of the citizen. I argue that Ouramdane formulates a cogent
critique of the twinning and bifurcating reiteration of the biological citizen in metadata in
two respects. The first is by historicizing digitized surveillance power within scopic
regimes of visual capture and containment that have shaped postcolonial modernity.
Arguing that the data citizen is a palimpsest, I foreground the manner in which
Ouramdane presents the global gaze of U.S. surveillance as the most recent articulation
of a lineage that extends back to Europe’s colonial project during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. Secondly, Ouramdane establishes an evolving set of relationships
between himself and the technologies he uses over the three sections of the dance —in
particular that of his projected bodies/selves and his dancing body. I read these
relationalities as an interrogation of the data citizen that exposes a possible point of
agency at the point of its projection.

Exposition Universelle unfolds as a series of actions and movement phrases over
three sections distinguished by the abrupt cessation of light, sound and/or action, marked
by the stage exit of Ouramdane and composer-pianist Jean-Baptiste Julien, who performs
on a range of acoustic and electronic instruments and digital equipment throughout the
dance. The dance lends itself to a reading that stresses a historical arc, which develops
from inferences to European colonialism and the rise of authoritarianism in Europe in the

early twentieth century, in the first section, to situating the U.S. as the next act of political
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and cultural inscription in the twentieth century in the second. The third and final
segment brings the dance into the twenty-first century to question technologically
mediated citizenship. While this arc structures the chapter, my analysis prioritizes the
relationship between the performing Ouramdane and his projected data body in
Exposition Universelle. As in the previous chapters, I also attend to the manner in which
Ouramdane flags his body, which, contrary to Shah or Rainer, only occurs at the
conclusion of the dance. Unlike Duncan’s flagged coda and encore to her Marseillaise,
however, Ouramdane flags his body in a manner that is far from triumphal, even as the

act generates a space of potential agency within America’s global surveillance matrix.

The Palimpsestic Body of the Citizen

The son of first generation immigrant parents from Algeria, Ouramdane began
dancing in his youth by learning street dances in the banlieu where he was raised.
Banlieues are large housing projects located on the outskirts of French cities that continue
to house generations of working class immigrants while also marginalizing them from
French society." The ambiguities and complexities of his cultural identity contribute to
his work, as does his participation, along with a generation of French choreographers, in
dismantling conventional expectations of a dance event. After a series of collaborations
with other choreographers and artists throughout the 1990s, Ouramdane came to the
attention of international audiences in 2004 with Les Morts Pudiques (Discreet Deaths).
Admittedly semi-autobiographical, the solo became a signature work that toured widely.

Inspired by the Roland Petit and Jean Cocteau ballet Le Jeune Homme et la Mort (1946),
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Ouramdane conducted Internet searches based on the words “youth” “death” and
“suicide” in order to reconceptualize the dance for the twenty-first century. Instead of a
romantic figure of death that lures the young male protagonist to take his life, as in the
Petit-Cocteau collaboration, Ouramdane referenced topics ranging from the aesthetics of
goth to the U.S. death penalty for minors, the Algerian-French war and Jihadist suicide
martyrs. John Rockwell, the dance critic for The New York Times at the time Les Morts
Pudiques premiered in the U.S. in 2006, hailed the solo generated by this process as a
disquieting mosaic of death imagery."

Set within what appeared to be a boxing ring constructed out of medical tubing,
the piece ended with the unsettling image of Ouramdane wearing a necklace fashioned
out of numerous vials of blood-red liquid that covered his chest in a manner that
reminded many observers of a suicide bomber’s vest of explosives. Whereas Le Jeune
Homme et la Mort embodied death in a female figure, Ouramdane contextualized the
seductive force of death within a global culture of violence discernable in youth culture,
the rule of law, and religious or national devotion. Some critics (such as Rockwell)
interpreted the violence of Les Morts Pudiques in the context of the French banlieu riots
of 2005, given that Ouramdane had been raised in one and was coincidentally touring the
solo through Europe at the time.'> The dance further addressed the historical moment in
which it was made by using computer technology as a model for the structure of the solo.
Like a rewritable CD, Ouramdane continuously made, unmade and remade himself

throughout the dance using shifting movement inflections and facial masks.
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Key features of Les Morts Pudiques have become signature aspects of
Ouramdane’s subsequent work. These include challenging official histories and
established canons, whether those of the nation-state or those pertaining to the field of
dance; incorporating digital technologies and forms of new media into the process of
making a dance or in the final production; and, as the final image of Les Morts Pudiques
indicates, Ouramdane’s attention to bodies shaped by violence. Though the solo that
introduced American dance audiences to Ouramdane involved volitional forms of
violence, what predominates in his work is types of violence that are mobilized by, or
produced as an effect of, the state. One way the corporeal residue of such violence
appears in Ouramdane’s choreography is the manner in which he frequently challenges
himself and the highly trained dancers in his company, L’A. to execute demanding feats
of stamina and hyperarticulation—feats that are achievable because of the dancers’
technical capabilities, even as they disarticulate the idealized physical form and line with
which their training has endowed them. This could be seen in Des Témoins Ordinaires
(Ordinary Witnesses, 2009), which Ouramdane toured in the U.S. with Exposition
Universelle in the fall of 2011." The ensemble work coupled movement phrases of
deformed, grotesque and what appears to be painful arrangements of limbs and bodies
with interviews conducted with survivors of state torture. The series of frictions —
between sound and visual elements and choreography; the highly trained body of the
dancer and the mutilating experience of pain—incisively expose the disparity between
the official and lived experience of history that is a central point of investigation in

Ouramdane’s work.'
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In his solo work, Ouramdane’s movement pulls from his street dance origins, with
idiosyncratic inflections of popping and locking irrupting sinuous phrases. Not all of the
artist’s work is autobiographical, but his perspective as simultaneously an insider and
outsider—a French citizen of Arab descent—informs much of it.” Ouramdane’s
perspective on the French republic provides a stark contrast to Duncan’s view of her
adopted homeland and the image of the U.S. she danced at the Met in 1917. Rather than
promulgate a fantasy of an avuncular nation-state welcoming all citizens into the refuge
of its embrace, Ouramdane choreographs the nation-state as an engine of torture and
trauma that deforms citizen corporealities. Similarly, Duncan choreographed a vision of
citizens rising up to protect the nation from hostile external forces in her Marseillaise and
Rainer imagined an alternative, intersectional American body politic that avowed the
rights of citizens to make claims on the nation-state. For Ouramdane, however, it is the
nation itself that poses the threat to its citizens, foreclosing the possibility of making any
claim to belonging.

As in Les Morts Pudiques, the social and political subject Ouramdane
choreographs in Exposition Universelle is continuously made, unmade and remade,
though this metamorphosis occurs equally in the material form of his live body and the
data body of his virtual, screen image. Accordingly, the body of the citizen appears as a
palimpsest, a rewritable and encodable surface upon which the nation-state repeatedly
inscribes its symbolic universe. By definition, the palimpsest is not an original; traces of
the past remain, contaminating its legibility.'® In retaining these former imprints, the

palimpsestic citizen that Ouramdane choreographs disrupts the linearity of
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chronological/calendric time and exposes the fissures, cracks and gaps in progressivist
historical narratives. One such narrative in Exposition Universelle concerns the vestiges
of Europe’s unsettled colonial history. In its very title, the dance gestures toward the
afterlife of European colonialism on several registers. It references the historical fact of
world fairs and colonial expos, which reached a height of popularity during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century.'” Yet the grammatical construction of the title,
eliding temporal or spatial details as it does, also registers the racial discursivity
instantiated by the ideological residue to which the historical phenomena of world fairs
speak, in which the fair hair and light skin of a Northern European complexion provides
the standard of corporeality for the presumptive citizen of the western nation. World fairs
and expositions were large-scale public spectacles that served a two-fold function as a
vehicle for the production of intra-national cohesion and the display of a country’s
imperial and capitalist achievements on an international stage. A growing body of
scholarship illuminates that these provided a platform for imperial powers such as the
United States, Britain and France to stage their technological prowess and scientific
superiority to other nations while also advertising the promise of modernity to their own
citizens.

Whereas world fairs subscribed to the pan-western belief in salvation through
technological advancement, the concomitant phenomena of colonial expositions, which
were mounted as stand-alone events or as part of a world fair, celebrated imperial
expansion and the moral project of civilizing racially inferior colonized populations.'®

For France, emerging theories of racial superiority augmented its colonial project with a
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sense of national manifest destiny." As stages of empire, colonial expos reiterated the
politics of imperialism by locating “reservations” of indigenous people in spatially
distinct areas within an expo park or adjacent to it, yet always separated from the world
fair’s center.”* In a 2010 article, Danika Medak-Saltzman noted that the layout of
fairgrounds reiterated the distinction between metropole and empire not only as a
geographical but also temporal distance. Situating “native” groups apart from the central
midway, where halls of nations, technology and fine arts were located, encouraged
visitors to imagine they were traveling back in time, to a different stage of civilization, as
well as venturing to a far-off land.*’ When visitors arrived at their destination, they
enjoyed ethnological displays of colonial subjects going about their daily lives in
recreations of tribal villages or city marketplaces. As Barbara Kirschenblatt-Gimblett
writes, in situ displays such as those used in colonial expositions positioned the observed
human within a panoptic gaze that provided an opportunity for spectators “to see without
being seen, to penetrate interior recesses, to violate intimacy.”* The panoptic gaze
reified the uncivilized “savage” within the Orientalist knowledge-power nexus by which
the Occidental world came to define itself.” Through in situ displays and the spatial
arrangement of fairgrounds, then, colonial expos and world fairs underscored an absolute
distinction between Europeans and those they ruled that was central to the administration
of the colonial state.** In addition, the colonial state further inscribed its taxonomies of
difference by instantiating a scopic regime based on the display of indigenous people as

objects of scrutiny.
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The two aspects of the exposition universelle, as demonstration of technological
prestige and colonial largesse, are inextricably bound up with one another in the
compelling opening to the piece. As the audience enters the theater, Ouramdane stands
atop a low, revolving dais. Resembling an old-fashioned wind-up record player, it is a
low-tech contraption that connects the squat stool he stands upon to a small wooden box
outfitted with two small megaphones whirring twice as fast as Ouramdane. Iterating the
spatial and visual segregation of world fairs, Ouramdane avails himself to the spectatorial
scopophilia of onlookers with a three hundred and sixty-degree view as he slowly turns.
He is at once a life-size model of the citizen of the future promoted by the technological
wonders showcased in world fairs and a one-man living diorama of the racialized
colonial subject. Though in both senses he is a trophy of the imperial nation; the frisson
between the citizen of the modern political state and the colonial other will continue to
shape the first section of the piece.

As the house lights dim and wink out, the audience’s attention is drawn to
Ouramdane, whose eyes are now open in a disconcerting stare that contributes to the
sense that the male figure represents a model or prototype. He is the generic body of the
citizen. The dais slows to a halt, Ouramdane steps off and removes his shirt. Ouramdane
is lean with muscle, with dark eyes and hair that is shaved close to his head. As Julien
places a metronome in front of a microphone downstage center and sets it ticking,
Ouramdane begins a gestural arm phrase facing the audience. He raises an arm out from
one side and then the other, as if to mark out the limits of his reach, with utilitarian

deliberateness. Ouramdane raises and lowers each arm in turn a second and third time,
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each time in a different direction: straight in front and up to a high diagonal, then toward
the rear of the stage. Performed with martial precision, the phrase advances through
repetition and addition to incorporate salutes and abrupt, sharp-edged semaphoric signals.
The pace picks up and the rhythm of Ouramdane’s gestures becomes contrapuntal to the
metronome. In response, the repertoire of arm gestures increasingly necessitates the
recruitment of Ouramdane’s torso, legs, and, finally, his feet. With the involvement of
whole body movement and oblique angles and spirals, the gestures shape a more cohesive
and fluid phrase.

A plasma video screen hanging high against the rear wall of the theater flickers
on. From the stationary position facing the audience, Ouramdane turns and begins
performing toward the image that resolves on the screen. It is a portrait of the artist
wearing a dark shirt buttoned tightly around his neck, with a thickly painted black cross
covering his face. With lifted chin and far-off gaze, his face is angled toward the upper
corner of the frame, toward the unseen horizon of the future. The pose resembles heroic
portraiture of political leaders, yet the rectilinear symbol, which tattoos a mask across his
eyes, signals tribal, gang or military insignia. The content of the image, combined with
the height differential between its location and Ouramdane below, reinforces the
performance as that of the citizen subject as loyal and obedient follower. With his head
tilted up, the artist marches in place, and then repeats the gestural phrase.

Yet the image also exudes a clear sense of power. The dark shirt worn by the
figure resembles that worn by the Italian Camicie Nere (Blackshirts), an armed fascist

group under Benito Mussolini. Squadristi d’ Azione (Action Squads) of the Camicie Nere
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assisted Mussolini’s rise to power by providing the force to deter or eliminate
oppositional groups such as socialists, communists and republicans during the interwar
period between World War I and II. After securing Mussolini’s leadership via their
famous march on Rome, the group was formalized as the Voluntary Fascist Militia for
National Security.”> The aggressivity projecting from the screen image is matched by
Ouramdane’s physicality. As if he, too, is compelled to act, Ouramdane sets off in long,
determined strides in l<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>