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Abstract: Situating the analysis at the intersection of critical political theory, dance 
and performance studies, and affect theory, this article develops a theoretical frame-
work to explore the dancing body for the study of dissensual dance performances 
within social movements. It posits that while bodies are aesthetically choreographed 
by the prevailing social order, they also possess an affective potential to resist and 
subvert these structures of power that define and constrain them. By centering move-
ment and affect in the study of the dancing body, and drawing on the insights of crit-
ical dance theorist André Lepecki and affect theorist Brian Massumi, I argue that 
dancing bodies can leverage affect to disrupt and destabilize politically choreographed 
and forced ontological (subject) positions, particularly when moving against choreo-
graphic structures. Ultimately, this article suggests that such disruptions can create 
opportunities for dancing bodies to negotiate their roles within a normative and po-
liced social order, rather than passively conforming to it. 
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Introduction 
 

Dance as critical theory and critical praxis proposes a body that is less an 
empty signifier (executing preordained steps as it obeys blindly to struc-
tures of command) than a material, socially inscribed agent, a non-univocal 
body, an-open potentiality, a forced-field constantly negotiating its position 
in the powerful struggle for its appropriation and control.  
       – André Lepecki1 

 
When I think of my body and ask what it does to earn that name, two things 
stand out. It moves. It feels. In fact, it does both at the same time. It moves 
as it feels, and it feels itself moving. Can we think a body without this: an 
intrinsic connection between movement and sensation whereby each imme-
diately summons the other? 

– Brian Massumi2 
 
 
Critical dance scholar André Lepecki posits that the dancing body transcends its 
role as a mere executor of preordained steps within rigid structures of command; 
instead, it emerges as a material, socially inscribed agent endowed with open po-
tentiality and non-univocal significance.3 Building on Lepecki’s framework. I con-
sider dance as a critical praxis that not only reveals traces of the forces of subjec-
tion and contestation found in society, but also introduces the idea of the body as 
being able to negotiate its involvement with its affective forces in a choreographic 
system of norms and sometimes command. This conception closely aligns with 
affect theorist Brian Massumi’s reflection on the body, emphasizing its “intrinsic 
connection between movement and sensation.” 4 According to Massumi, who of-
fers critical insights into how bodies affectively reinvent or reconfigure themselves 
and their relations within the social order, a body’s defining actions are its capac-
ity to move and to feel, with each act reciprocally invoking the other.5 Massumi’s 
work is particularly valuable because it allows us to apprehend the body without 
placing primacy upon representation or political, normative, and cultural fram-
ings, and to account for bodily movements as a source of critical political thinking 

 
1 André Lepecki, ed., Of the Presence of the Body: Essays on Dance and Performance Theory (Mid-
dletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 2004), 6. 
2 Brian Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation (Durham: Duke Uni-
versity Press, 2002), 1. 
3 Lepecki, Of the Presence of the Body: Essays on Dance and Performance Theory, 6. 
4 Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation, 1. 
5 Massumi, 1. 
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and action. For this reason, I suggest that we can supplement Lepecki’s under-
standing of the dancing body (as well as his engagement with the notion of cho-
reography) with Massumi’s affective understanding of the body. I argue that the 
affective materiality of the body has the potential to unsettle or challenge forms of 
subjection in the social order as the body dances, performs, and moves otherwise. 
In other words, this work argues that through protest dance performances, bodies 
can carve out escape routes from the normative and policed social order, opting 
instead for paths of active resistance and transformative potential. 

In what follows, I briefly review dance and performance studies literatures, 
and I start to lay out the conceptual framework that informs my theoretical en-
gagement. First, I briefly review the ways in which dance has been studied in the 
early 1980s and how the focus has shifted from studying “dance as text” to under-
standing “dance as theory,” with the explicit inclusion of critical theory in episte-
mological and methodological frameworks. By thinking critically about how danc-
ing encodes cultural and political knowledge, I highlight the importance of ex-
ploring dance/dancing as a matter of critical praxis that can help to rethink other 
areas of social performance in society. Second, I engage with scholars who prob-
lematize the term “choreography” to discuss further the intricate and sometimes 
controversial relationship among body, movement, and politics. Following the in-
sight of Lepecki on choreography, I explore the possibility for bodies to move 
otherwise or differently in order to initiate countermoves within a choreographic 
structured and normative system. Finally, after reviewing some critical literature 
on the body, I bring Massumi’s affective understanding of the body into the dis-
cussion, and I place Massumi in conversation with Lepecki’s concept of choreo-
politics, a concept that refers to dissensual movements that deviate from the ex-
pected or normative. I do so to argue that, first, dissensual bodily movements can 
affectively precede and perhaps reconfigure forced ontological positions in the 
social order, and, second, that dissensual bodily movements or choreopolitical ex-
periments against choreographic structures might help us to affectively reconfig-
ure the dominant social order and its norms, or what Rancière refers to as the 
“distribution of the sensible,”6 especially when the political meets dissensual aes-
thetic practices. 
 
 

 
6 Jacques Rancière, Aesthetics and Its Discontents, trans. Steven Corcoran (Cambridge: Pol-
ity Press, 2012), 25. 
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Dance as Critical Praxis: From “Dance as Text” to “Dance as Theory” 
 
In the early days of dance studies and performance studies in the 1980s, much of 
the scholarship was interested in dance work. Focusing on its aesthetic value, its 
specific codes or conventions, the effects of the choreographer’s biography on 
dance work, or the choreographer’s intent in creating dance work in a given cul-
ture or society, dance studies scholars, such as Roger Copeland, Marshall Cohen, 
and Betty Redfern, were interested in what distinguishes dance as a genre from 
other modes of human movement. Specifically, these scholars were concerned 
with questions such as “What is dance as a genre?”, “How is dance work re-
ceived?”, or “How is dance to be understood?”7 With regard to the reception and 
understanding of dance work, prominent dance scholar Susan Leigh Foster raised 
an important point about what she called the “ephemerality” of dance. Consider-
ing dance as an ephemeral practice, that is to say, as a bodily practice that disap-
pears in the moment of the performance and, therefore, can never be reproduced 
in the same way again,8 Foster put forward the idea of understanding “dance as 
text.” In this way, dance work is on display in order for scholars to be able to 
study dance as a genre and to overcome the epistemological challenges stemming 
from the ephemerality of dance.9 

Indeed, the idea of “dance as text” emerged as a way to study dance work as 
a mode of representation, with the focus placed on audience reception and the 
(visual) delivery of the meaning of dance work. More precisely, considering dance 
as a socially coded discursive or representational practice, dance work was treated 
as a system of signs producing messages or meanings by both structuralist and 
post-structuralist scholars. It was thought that dance’s message was conveyed to 
viewers through a set of shared representational codes and conventions that exist 
between dancing bodies and viewers. In this way, dance was seen primarily as a 
mode of signification, and what was at stake in dance work was what it meant or 

 
7 See Roger Copeland and Marshall Cohen, eds., What Is Dance? Readings in Theory and 
Criticism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983); Betty Redfern, Dance, Art and Aes-
thetics (London: Dance Books, 1983); Graham McFee, Understanding Dance (London: 
Routledge, 1992). 
8 For more information, see Susan Leigh Foster, Reading Dancing: Bodies and Subjects in Con-
temporary American Dance (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986); Susan Leigh 
Foster, “Introduction,” in Corporealities: Dancing Knowledge, Culture and Power, ed. Susan 
Leigh Foster (London: Routledge, 1996), xi–xvii. 
9 The ephemerality of dance also poses methodological challenges as dance itself might 
escape discursive control. 
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what it represented. Foster writes that, “Because these dances expose the repre-
sentational processes, as part of choreography, their message is concerned with 
the body’s movement, but also with the process of message making.”10 Therefore, 
Foster views dance as “a representational practice that rigorously explores strat-
egies for cultivating bodily signification.”11 By fusing semiotic/structuralist and 
post-structuralist textual methodologies into the study of dance, Foster defines 
“the body as discourse,”12 particularly with regard to the reception of dance. In 
her introduction to Choreographing History, Foster further suggests that “dancing 
might be conceived as a kind of bodily writing, [and] writing constitutes an em-
bodied practice, even though dancing is not equivalent to language.”13 By theoriz-
ing the body as a matter of discourse, that is to say, as a mode of bodily writing, 
Foster stresses the relationship between “the physical actions and verbal descrip-
tions of bodies that move alongside it [the body].”14 Put differently, dancing bod-
ies, for Foster, create “choreographies of signs through which they discourse.”15 

With Randy Martin’s pathbreaking work, Critical Moves: Dance Studies in The-
ory and Politics, published in 1998,16 dance studies and performance scholarship 
shifted their focus from the question of “What is dance?” to the question of “What 
does dance offer in our understanding of politics?” Suggesting that “what in dance 
evades representation can extend our grasp of mobilization, which is itself so cru-
cial to an understanding of politics,”17 Martin reframes dance as theory rather than 
merely as an object of study. With the explicit inclusion of critical theory in its 
epistemological and methodological frameworks, the formation of what Martin 
calls “critical dance studies”18 opens up new ways of understanding and theorizing 
not only dance itself, but also other areas of social performance, such as “politics, 

 
10 Foster, Reading Dancing: Bodies and Subjects in Contemporary American Dance, 188. 
11 Foster, “Introduction,” xii. 
12 Foster, xii. 
13 Susan Leigh Foster, “Choreographing History,” in Choreographing History (Bloomington 
and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1995), 3–21; Sherril Dodds, “Introduction,” 
in The Bloomsbury Companion to Dance Studies, ed. Sherril Dodds (Bloomsbury Publishing, 
2019), 7. 
14 Susan Leigh Foster, “Choeographing History,” in The Routledge Dance Studies Reader, ed. 
Alexandra Carter (London and New York: Routledge, 1998), 180. 
15 Foster, “Introduction,” xi. 
16 Randy Martin, Critical Moves: Dance Studies in Theory and Politics (Duke University Press, 
1998). 
17 Martin, 182. 
18 Martin, 181. 
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culture, formations of disciplines and their bodies (docile and resistant).”19 Simi-
larly, as dance scholars Susanne Franco and Marina Nordera argue, the consid-
eration of “dance as theory” implies viewing dancing both “as a way of producing 
knowledge” and as “a ‘subject’ and a ‘tool’ of reflection.”20  

According to Martin, the distinctive characteristics of dance as theory (or 
what he also calls “dance theory”) “comprise its ability to demonstrate the theo-
retical nature of dance itself not as an internal, structural mathematics but as a 
historically determined act that articulates the sonic, corporeal, visual, ideological, 
and political engagement of the body with time and space.”21 Martin points to the 
close relationship among dance, politics, and cultural theory, and compellingly he 
suggests treating “dance not simply as the empirical collection of all that has been 
written about dance but also more speculatively as a project that relates to various 
modes of thought and from which it is possible to imagine a whole range of appli-
cations, both to dance and to other practices.”22 However, the framing of dance as 
theory does not necessarily mean that dance should be the only critical way of 
theorizing the social. Rather, it means that thinking through dance can offer a 
nuanced perspective to apprehend ways in which dance practices are caught up 
in cultural politics and relations of power. In this regard, dance anthropologist 
Deidre Sklar suggests that dance “encodes cultural knowledge [and] the way peo-
ple move provides a key to the way they think and feel and to what they know 
now.”23 Similarly, another critical dance scholar, André Lepecki, following Mar-
tin’s insights on dance as theory, reflects on the identification of dancing and cho-
reographic practices as matters of theory, and he writes: 

 
Understanding dance as theory is not equivalent to seeing dance as the sole 
provider of the theoretical tools it needs for its own analysis (this would be 
intolerably solipsistic). Rather, it means that dance becomes a privileged 
practice ready to provide analytical tools for theorizing other areas of social 
performances: politics, culture, formations of disciplines and their bodies 
(docile and resistant). Dance is a mode of theorization that theory itself 

 
19 André Lepecki, “Dance Discourses: Keywords in Dance Research,” Dance Research Jour-
nal 44, no. 1 (2012): 95. 
20 Susanne Franco and Marino Nordera, eds., Dance Discourses: Keywords in Dance Research 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2007), 8. 
21 Mark Franko, Dance as Text: Ideologies of the Baroque Body, Revised Edition, Oxford Stud-
ies in Dance Theory (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), xx–xxi. 
The book was first published in 1993. 
22 Martin, Critical Moves: Dance Studies in Theory and Politics, 181. 
23 Deidre Sklar, “On Dance Ethnography,” Dance Research Journal, 23, no. 1 (1991): 6. 
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would need in order to address the social and political problematic brought 
by issues close to dance such as mobilization, embodiment, subjectivities, 
participation, representation, desire, discipline, control, etc.24 

 
Lepecki’s consideration of dance as critical theory and as critical praxis, as 

was indicated in the opening epigraph to this article, inspires and informs my 
work. However, I should note once again that this does not mean that I use dance 
metaphorically. Rather, I suggest that thinking through dance itself as an aesthetic 
and bodily critical practice and as a tool for theoretical reflection can offer a nu-
anced understanding of political, social, or cultural everyday life. This theoretical 
perspective enables me not only to apprehend historical, political, social, or cul-
tural conditions at work in dance performances of/in protest, but also to reflect on 
the limits and potentials of the performative or dancing body in the social order. 

Thinking through the relationship between movements and dancers and/or 
bodies in various social orders, critical dance scholars are also concerned with 
considering the term choreography as a social force, one that compels bodies to 
politically and aesthetically move in particular ways. The consideration of chore-
ography as a social force is important to make sense of how some bodies move 
along the choreographic structures of a given social order and how other bodies 
move otherwise to try to reconfigure or subvert these structures. As the term cho-
reography raises a pressing question about the body itself and, relatedly, about 
subject formation, it is also important to address the ways the body is theorized. 

 
The Co-presence of Choreographies and Counter-choreographies in the  
Social Order 

 
In Social Choreography: Ideology as Performance in Dance and Everyday Movement, cul-
tural studies scholar Andrew Hewitt develops the concept of “social choreogra-
phy” to link dance and the aesthetics of everyday movement to historical ideals 
about social order. Through the notion of “social choreography,” Hewitt offers a 
particular understanding of ideology, one that is not a matter of unconsciousness 
(the preferred understanding of ideology in the Marxist tradition), but rather is 
about something practiced and embodied. Specifically, Hewitt utilizes this con-
cept to denote “a tradition of thinking about social order that derives its ideal from 
the aesthetic realm and seeks to instill that order directly at the level of the body.”25 

 
24 Lepecki, “Dance Discourses: Keywords in Dance Research,” 95. 
25 Andrew Hewitt, Social Choreography: Ideology as Performance in Dance and Everyday Move-
ment (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2005), 3. 
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Hewitt perceives “the aesthetic as something rooted in bodily experiences.”26 This 
is because Hewitt ascribes “a fundamental role to the aesthetic in its formulation 
of the political”27 at the very base of social experience. Although Hewitt is in-
formed by the critical theory of the Frankfurt School, he does not necessarily ar-
gue that the aesthetic is merely superstructural or that it purely reflects ideological 
positions.28 Rather, emphasizing a dialectical relationship in a classical Marxist 
base-superstructure manner,29 Hewitt points out that the aesthetic dimension of 
ideology is intrinsic to the performative enactment of bodies in dance and every-
day movement in a way that allows bodies to aesthetically shape the existing social 
and political order. This is why Hewitt considers dance as a privileged practice 
that serves “as an aesthetic medium that most consistently sought to understand 
art as something immanently political.”30 In a way, Hewitt builds a dynamic and 
dialectical relationship in the Marxist base-superstructure model by inserting ide-
ology in the base (here, at the level of the body and social experience) while point-
ing to the significance of the performative enactment of bodies for the formation 
of social configurations. In this way, Hewitt is able to understand ideology as a 
corporeal enactment of the political that shapes the choreographic socio-political 
order at the level of bodily social experience. Relatedly, Hewitt points out that 

 
choreography is not just another of the things we ‘do’ to bodies, but also a 
reflection on, and enactment of, how bodies ‘do’ things and on the work that 
the artwork performs. Social choreography exists not parallel to the 

 
26 Andrew Hewitt, Choreography is a way of thinking about the relationship of aesthetics 
to politics, interview by Goran Sergej Pristaš, TkH (Walking Theory) Website, 2007, 1. 
27 Hewitt, 1. 
28 For more about Frankfurt School, see Max Horkheimer, Critical Theory: Selected Essays, 
trans. Matthew J. O’Connell, vol. 1 (New York: Continuum, 1972); Theodor W. Adorno, 
The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture, ed. J. M. Bernstein (London and New 
York: Psychology Press, 2001); Herbert Marcuse, Art and Liberation: Collected Papers of Her-
bert Marcuse, ed. Douglas Kellner (London and New York: Routledge, 2007). 
29 For more, see Raymond Williams, “Base and Superstructure in Marxist Cultural The-
ory,” in Rethinking Popular Culture: Contemporary Perspectives in Cultural Studies, ed. Chandra 
Mukerji and Michael Schudson (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1991), 407–23; Gary Tedman, “Ideology, the State, and the Aesthetic Level 
of Practice,” Rethinking Marxism 11, no. 4 (1999): 57–73; Pauline Johnson, Marxist Aes-
thetics: The Foundations within Everyday Life for an Emancipated Consciousness (New York: 
Routledge, 2013). 
30 Hewitt, Social Choreography: Ideology as Performance in Dance and Everyday Movement, 6. 
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operation of social norms and strictures, nor is it entirely subject to those 
strictures: it serves – ‘caracritically,’ we might say – to bring them into be-
ing.31 

 
Hewitt designates dance as an aesthetic medium and an aesthetic praxis for 

rehearsing the social order. Dance is, for Hewitt, “the aesthetic medium that most 
consistently sought to understand art as something immanently political: that is, 
as something that derives its political significance from its own status as praxis 
rather than from its adherence to a logically prior political ideology located else-
where, outside art.”32 As such, for Hewitt, the aesthetic configurations generated 
by dance at the level of the body have the potential to shape the social order as 
the ideological dimensions of the aesthetic underpin our socialized bodies. High-
lighting the centrality of the aesthetic to the political and of the performative to 
the formation of social choreography, Hewitt, however, does not necessarily think 
that the aesthetic is only about dance. It is also about everyday movement. For 
him, aesthetic practices operate along what he calls an “aesthetic continuum” 
ranging from somatic, unstructured activities of the body, such as walking and 
stumbling, to highly formal, codified, and choreographed practices, such as theat-
rical and staged dance.33 The point Hewitt makes here is that social choreography 
is not an imposition of order from without. Rather, it is a performative (bodily) 
articulation of certain ideologies and a relation between aesthetics and politics 
whereby the aesthetic functions “as a space in which social possibilities are both 
rehearsed and performed.”34 

I agree with Hewitt that dance as an aesthetic practice constitutes a social 
force, and perhaps a kind of kinesthetic ideological force too, that can reconfigure 
the social order we inhabit. I also agree that everyday movement is central to the 
formation and maintenance of social orders. But I do not necessarily think that 
this theoretical approach fully captures the ways in which both dance and bodies 
in movement constitute a social, political, and material force that can unsettle, 
subvert, or even undermine the existing socio-political order. Hewitt’s concept of 
social choreography places too much emphasis on the performative construction 
of ideology in movement. Perhaps, more crucially, Hewitt’s argument that the 

 
31 Hewitt, 15. 
32 Hewitt, 6. 
33 Hewitt, Choreography is a way of thinking about the relationship of aesthetics to poli-
tics, 20. 
34 Hewitt, Social Choreography: Ideology as Performance in Dance and Everyday Movement, 4. 
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aesthetic element of ideology is embedded in the corporeal enactment of bodies in 
movement still highlights the ideological function of the body in the (re)formation 
and maintenance of social orders. However, it might be more interesting to con-
sider the body as a source of political sense-making and to apprehend it as a source 
of political thinking by taking into account the material, kinetic, and potentially 
affective impacts of the (moving and/or dancing) body in the social order. 

Somewhat similar to Hewitt’s focus on the body, dance scholar and critic 
André Lepecki places the body at the center of his work on dance and perfor-
mance. Yet, as articulated in the opening epigraph to this work, Lepecki differ-
ently talks about the significance of the body and addresses how the body negoti-
ates “its position in the powerful struggle for its appropriation and control”35 in a 
given social order. Specifically, dance, for Lepecki, can allow bodies to move oth-
erwise within a choreographic structure of command or within a choreographic 
system of obedience. Consequently, bodies can experiment and initiate counter-
moves to find ways to move politically and, therefore, to potentially challenge 
structures of subjection.  

Broadly speaking, by highlighting the intricate relationship among body, 
movement, and politics, Lepecki complicates and politicizes the term choreogra-
phy. Choreography for Lepecki foregrounds questions of order, subjection, nor-
mativity, body, and subjectivity and, thus, it can offer an alternative way of un-
derstanding and defining the social order, one that does not only focus on ideo-
logical, policed, or normative constructions of movement. Rather, Lepecki’s the-
orization of choreography opens up the possibility for theorizing alternative en-
actments of countermoves or counter-choreographies in a choreographed socio-
political order. 

Working at the intersections of dance studies, performance studies, and crit-
ical theory, Lepecki addresses “the choreographic outside the proper limits of 
dance,” and he opens up “new possibilities for thinking the relationship between 
bodies, subjectivities, politics, and movement.”36 Lepecki conceives of choreogra-
phy, in the spirit of Michel Foucault, as an “apparatus of capture,” that is to say, 
a regime of power that simultaneously distributes, captures, and disciplines mobi-
lizations, perceptions, gestures, and affects, and that further assigns to human or 

 
35 Lepecki, Of the Presence of the Body: Essays on Dance and Performance Theory, 6. 
36 André Lepecki, Exhausting Dance: Performance and the Politics of Movement (New York and 
London: Routledge, 2006), 5. 
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non-human things visibility or invisibility, significance or insignificance.37 Within 
this apparatus, Lepecki is particularly interested in reframing the questions of 
moving politically, moving otherwise, and moving freely. To this end, Lepecki ties 
together the terms “the political (as the opposite of the business of politics, politi-
cians, and policy makers), movement (sometimes danced, sometimes not), and free-
dom (as that about which we must gain kinetic knowledge).”38 In doing so, he de-
velops the concepts of “choreopolitics” and “choreopolice” through which he ad-
dresses the co-presence of as well as the tension between choreographies and 
counter-choreographies in the social order. 

In his theorization of “choreopolitics” and “choreopolice,” Lepecki draws 
upon political philosopher Jacques Rancière’s notions of the police order and pol-
itics. But Lepecki also attributes a kinetic force to Rancière’s concepts in order to 
account for the limits and potentials of the presence of the body in the social or-
der.39 In other words, Lepecki reframes Rancière’s notions of the police order and 
politics as fundamentally kinetic and social forces, with a focus on the presence of 
the body in these domains. In Rancière’s theorization, the police order is a social 
order, one that has various policing effects in disciplining or governing people, 
places, activities, and one that asserts authority in order to keep people and bodies 
in their proper place. For Rancière, in the police order, bodies are governed and 
organized based on a “communal distribution of the sensible, i.e., a system of co-
ordinates defining modes of being, doing, making, and communicating that estab-
lished the borders between the visible and the invisible, the audible and the inau-
dible, the sayable and the unsayable.”40 The police order is, therefore, not purely 
about ideological repression. Rather, it is about “a set of procedures whereby the 
aggregation and consent of collectivities is achieved, the organization of powers, 
the distribution of the places and roles, and the system of legitimizing this distri-
bution.”41 The police order, which, again, is a space founded on a certain distribu-
tion of the sensible (or structures of feeling that produce the space of the public 
realm), is fixed and maintained through what Rancière calls “consensus.” 

 
37 André Lepecki, “Choreography as Apparatus of Capture,” TDR/The Drama Review 51, 
no. 2 (2007): 120. 
38 André Lepecki, “Choreopolice and Choreopolitics: Or, the Task of the Dancer,” 
TDR/The Drama Review 57, no. 4 (2013): 15. 
39 Lepecki, “Choreopolice and Choreopolitics: Or, the Task of the Dancer.” 
40 Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible., ed. and trans. 
Gabriel Rockhill (London, New Delhi, New York, and Sydney: Bloomsburg, 2013), 89. 
41 Jacques Rancière, Dis-Agreement: Politics and Philosophy (Minneapolis: University of Min-
nesota Press, 1999), 28. 
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Consensus, as Rancière puts it, is “not people's agreement amongst themselves 
but the matching of sense with sense: an accordance made between a sensory rep-
resentation of things and a mode of interpretation of their meaning.”42 In this re-
gard, consensus always functions to legitimize and sustain the police order. How-
ever, contrary to the police order, politics is a matter of dissensus for Rancière, or 
a division in the common experience of the sensible that the police order creates. 
But it is not a mere “conflict of interests, opinions, or values.” Rather, politics is a 
fundamentally “political dispute about what is given, about the frame within which 
we see something as given.”43 Therefore, while the police order conditions indi-
viduals to “move along” policed patterns of circulation,44 Rancière's conception of 
politics constitutes a radical challenge to the established policed or choreographic 
order. It is equally important to note that, as Rancière puts it, “the line of separa-
tion between the police order and politics is always blurred and contested.”45 That 
is, the police order and politics are always relational and entangled because police 
consensus and political dissensus cannot exist in their own separate space. In his 
book Dis-agreement: Politics and Philosophy, Rancière further elaborates upon this 
point and states that the terms police order and politics 

 
may also, and mostly do, designate the very entanglement of both logics. 
Politics acts on the police. It acts in the places and with the words that are 
common to both, even if it means reshaping those places and changing the 
status of those words.46 

 
Through this idea of entanglement, Rancière tells us that dissensual politics 

is inherent in the police order. The entanglement of police order and politics is not 
a confrontation but rather a collision of or an encounter between two opposing 
worlds/domains as it is “a dispute over what is given and about the frame within 
which we sense something is given.”47 Lepecki expands upon this entanglement 
and the tension between the police order and politics, and he insightfully brings 

 
42 Jacques Rancière, Chronicles of Consensual Times, trans. Steven Corcoran (London: Con-
tinuum, 2010), viii. 
43 Jacques Rancière, Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics, ed. and trans. Steven Corcoran 
(London and New York: Continuum, 2010), 14; Jacques Rancière, “Who Is the Subject 
of the Rights of Man?,” South Atlantic Quarterly 103 (2004): 306. 
44 Victoria Fortuna, Moving Otherwise: Dance, Violence, and Memory in Buenos Aires (Oxford 
University Press, 2018), 7. 
45 Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible., 67. 
46 Rancière, Dis-Agreement: Politics and Philosophy, 33. 
47 Rancière, Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics, 69. 
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into the analysis of the social order the literality of movement or, more precisely, 
the kinesthetic forces of aesthetic performances and dissensual bodily movements. 
In doing so, Lepecki offers a way of understanding how bodies kinetically perform 
codified or subversive choreographies of, for instance, gender, class, ethnicity, or 
sexuality in a given social order. 

Choreopolice, for Lepecki, is what “imposes a forced ontological fitting be-
tween pregiven movements, bodies in conformity, and pre-assigned places for cir-
culation.”48 In fact, choreopolice does not seem to be radically distinct from 
Rancière’s concept of the police order, particularly with regard to Rancière’s focus 
on how bodies move along in conformity. It is also not drastically different from 
Hewitt’s concept of social choreography in terms of the performative enactment 
of bodies in the ideological formation and maintenance of social configurations. 
So, I understand choreopolicing as a form of choreography that normatively, and 
perhaps ideologically too, governs and commands bodies to move along. How-
ever, Lepecki’s concept of “choreopolitics,” with its kinetic focus, offers a nuanced 
way of imagining and enacting alternative modes of movement, living, and per-
haps becoming. Lepecki mobilizes the term “choreopolitics” to explore the ways 
in which already disciplined, subjected, or docile bodies may be mobilized through 
dance (or through countermoves/counter-choreographies) and may negotiate 
their involvement within a regime of obedience or within a choreopoliced order. 
In this regard, the choreopolitical is to be understood as a dissensual, nonpoliced, 
and often unplanned disposition of bodies and motions through which the condi-
tion of possibility for the political, in Rancière’s sense,49 can emerge.50 Further-
more, turning to Hannah Arendt’s theory of action (or political acting),51 Lepecki 
expands on Arendt’s observation that “we have arrived in a situation where we do 

 
48 Lepecki, “Choreopolice and Choreopolitics: Or, the Task of the Dancer,” 20. 
49 For Rancière, the political is to be understood as a disruptive attempt by those who are 
excluded from the policed and consensual socio-political order that ascribes everyone to 
a permanent and particular place in society. 
50 Lepecki, “Choreopolice and Choreopolitics: Or, the Task of the Dancer,” 22. 
51 Although Lepecki does not detail his take on Hannah Arendt’s theory of action (politics 
as praxis), I assume that the link Arendt builds between political acting and dancing could 
explain how Lepecki expands on her consideration of political acting as dancing through 
the term choreopolitics. In her book Human Condition, Arendt claims that political action 
is embedded in the performance. In this regard, she writes that “politics is…, as in the 
performance of the dancer or play-actor, the ‘product’ is identical with the performing act 
itself.” See, Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, Second (University of Chicago Press, 
1958), 207. 
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not know – at least not yet – how to move politically.” 52 Highlighting that hopeful 
“not-yet” part, Lepecki thinks politics and movement together, and he considers 
dancing as a choreopolitical practice through which one can start to experiment 
with how to move politically within the choreopoliced order or any system of com-
mand.53 Here, Lepecki specifically places the dancer at the center of this experi-
mentation, and he writes: 

 
It is the dancer who, in the most policed, controlled spaces (say even in the 
tightest of choreographic scores), has the potential to activate the appearing 
not necessarily of a subject, but of the highly mobile political thing.54 

 
Lepecki suggests that the dancer holds the promise of actuating the appear-

ance of a “highly mobile political thing,” and not the emergence of an already pre-
defined subject. In other words, the dancing body becomes the condition of pos-
sibility for the “political thing” to come into the world as movement.55 This is why, 
in dialogue with critical theory and philosophy, Lepecki proposes to “rethink the 
subject in terms of the body,”56 and he seeks to highlight the body’s kinetic poten-
tial to move politically and transform the political framing of the subject bound to 
a reified, enclosed, or fixed identity, and potentially create subjectivities.57  

Indeed, following the insights of post-structuralist theorists such as Michel 
Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, and Félix Guattari, Lepecki under-
stands the body “not as a self-contained and closed entity but as an open and dy-
namic system of exchange, constantly producing modes of subjection and control, 
as well as of resistance and becomings.”58 Linking this theorization of the body to 
movement, Lepecki further argues that the dancing body intensifies movement, 
and in fact activates a choreopolitical movement as an “intersubjective action” and 

 
52 Cited in Lepecki, “Choreopolice and Choreopolitics: Or, the Task of the Dancer,” 13. 
53 Lepecki, 22. (Emphasis added). 
54 Lepecki, 20. 
55 Lepecki, 22. 
56 Lepecki, Exhausting Dance: Performance and the Politics of Movement, 5. 
57 Following Deleuze and Foucault, Lepecki’s use of subjectivity cannot be equated with 
a subject. Rather, it is to be understood as a “dynamic concept” and a “performative 
power” that includes various “modes of agency (political ones, desiring ones, affective 
ones, choreographic ones) that reveal “processes of subjectification” or active becomings. 
This definition of subjectivity also informs my understanding of subjectivity. For more on 
this point, see Lepecki, 8. 
58 Lepecki, 5. 
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as an “invisible force” that is being transmitted from body to body.59 Pushing 
Lepecki’s argument further, in this article, I understand the dancing body that 
enacts choreopolitical performances as generative of movements that transmit 
“forces” across bodies, and not just intersubjectively, but also, and crucially, af-
fectively. Lepecki may already anticipate this move when he states that choreo-
politics 

 
requires a redistribution and reinvention of bodies, affects, and senses 
through which one may learn how to move politically, how to invent, acti-
vate, seek, or experiment with a movement whose only sense (meaning and 
direction) is the experimental practice of freedom.60 

 
By emphasizing the “redistribution and reinvention of bodies, affects, and 

senses,” I think that Lepecki gestures towards affect theory, although he does not 
explicitly engage with affect. After I briefly revisit the literature on the body and 
subject formation in the following section, I will supplement Lepecki’s theoriza-
tion of the body and movement with Massumi’s affect theory, and I will suggest 
that thinking Lepecki’s analyses through Massumi can provide a different per-
spective on what happens when bodies dance or kinesthetically move against 
highly codified choreographies in various social contexts. 

 
Revisiting the Body and the Formation of the Subject 

 
Much of the Western liberal political thought on the body has been informed by 
the legacy of Platonic idealism. In this way, it is thought that bodies “are con-
trolled by mind and ruled over by reason.”61 René Descartes takes advantage of 
this Platonic idealism for his own rationalist and dualist philosophy by not only 
re-emphasizing the separation of “mind from body and consciousness from the 
natural world,” but also by theorizing “the self as an exclusive function of the 
mind, pulling subjectivity completely away from any aspect of bodily existence.”62 
In other words, Cartesian thought privileges the mind (reason) over any aspect of 
bodily existence (such as sensation, feeling, emotion, or any other physical attrib-
ute) and, accordingly, it theorizes the body as a necessary supporting system for 

 
59 Lepecki, “Choreopolice and Choreopolitics: Or, the Task of the Dancer,” 22. 
60 Lepecki, 20. 
61 Ann Cooper Albright, Choreographing Difference: The Body and Identity in Contemporary 
Dance (Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1997), 35. 
62 Albright, 35. 
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the rational subject. Descartes’s famous dictum, “I think therefore I am,” perfectly 
illustrates the hierarchical order of mind over body, which again places “the self… 
in the realm of a dematerialized consciousness… and implies rather static notion 
of selfhood.”63 This line of theorization of the body, however, totally disregards 
the body’s material, corporeal, and affective effects on the formation of the self or 
on the transformation of the body itself. 

Differently, from a critical Marxist-structuralist perspective, cultural and so-
cial theorist Louis Althusser theorizes subject formation in a way that reveals the 
work of the existing dominant ideological order in the making of the subject/sub-
jectivities. By thinking through how ideology functions in practice, Althusser de-
velops the notion of interpellation. He asserts that “ideology hails or interpellates 
concrete individuals as concrete subjects.”64 Althusser adds:  
 

ideology ‘acts’ or ‘functions’ in such a way that it ‘recruits subjects among 
the individuals (it recruits them all), or ‘transforms’ the individuals into sub-
jects (it transforms them all) by that very precise operation which I have 
called interpellation or hailing, and which can be imagined along the lines of 
the most commonplace everyday police (or other) hailing: ‘Hey, you 
there!’65 

 
For Althusser, the interpellative function of ideology is key because it not 

only constitutes “individuals as subjects” within an existing dominant social order, 
but it also reinforces the existing ideological order through the subjects’ “subjec-
tion to the Subject.”66 In Althusser’s analysis, the subject created by ideology plays 
a performative role in a way that contributes to the constant reproduction of the 
existing ideological order. This co-constitutive relationship between ideology and 
the subject, or what Althusser calls “the duplicate mirror-structure of ideology,”67 
is made possible when interpellation binds the subject to ideology. However, by 

 
63 Albright, 6. 
64 Louis Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays (New York: Monthly Review 
Press, 2001), 117. Althusser further argues that “…the ideological representation of ide-
ology is itself forced to recognize that every ‘subject’ endowed with a ‘consciousness’ and 
believing in the ‘ideas’ that his ‘consciousness’ inspires in him and freely accepts, must ‘act 
according to his ideas,’ must therefore inscribe his own ideas as a free subject in the actions 
of his material practice. If he does not do so, ‘that is wicked.’” Althusser, 113. 
65 Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, 118. 
66 Althusser, 122. 
67 Althusser, 122. 
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theorizing the subject as “the constitutive category of all ideology,”68 Althusser 
subjugates the subject to the workings of ideology. That is to say, the subject ap-
pears to become obedient to and entrapped in the often-repressive workings of 
ideology (and its various institutions) to the extent that the subject finds itself in 
a “self-perpetuating carceral.”69 Therefore, the subject appears to have a fixed, 
enclosed, and subjectivated position. Thus, the conditions of possibility for the 
transformation of the subject are, again, foreclosed in this critical Marxist-struc-
turalist analysis. 

From a post-structural perspective, Michel Foucault offers an extensive and 
process-oriented account of subject formation, or what Foucault calls subjectifi-
cation, whereby power is not merely repressive, as in Althusser’s formulation of 
ideology, but also productive. For Foucault, subjectification denotes the double 
process through which subjects are individualized and disciplined/governed 
through various institutions, discourses, and practices that produce individuals 
and bodies as subjects.70 In particular, Foucault details his theorization of subjec-
tification through his discussion of the “soul” in his book Discipline and Punish. He 
writes: 

 
It would be wrong to say that the soul is an illusion, or an ideological effect. 
On the contrary, it exists, it has a reality, it is produced permanently 
around, on, within the body by the functioning of a power that is exercised 
on those punished – and, in a more general way, on those one supervises, 
trains and corrects, over madmen, children at home and at school, the col-
onized, over those who are stuck at a machine and supervised for the rest 
of their lives.71  
 
Foucault asserts that the soul is the “effect and instrument of a political anat-

omy; the soul is the prison of the body.”72 That is to say, the soul is the effect of an 
apparatus that regulates the movements of the body and of a specific “technology 

 
68 Althusser, 117–18. 
69 François Debrix, Re-Envisioning Peacekeeping: The United Nations and the Mobilization of Ide-
ology (University of Minnesota Press, 1999), 122. 
70 See Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1991); Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” in Power: 
The Essential Works of Michel Foucault 1954-1984, Vol. 3, ed. James D. Faubion, trans. Robert 
Hurley (The New Press, 2001), 326–48. 
71 Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 29. 
72 Foucault, 30. 
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of power over the body,” which he calls “discipline.”73 Foucault further considers 
the body as a site where various regimes of disciplinary power and discourse in-
scribe themselves through normalizing judgement, examination, and hierarchical 
observation.74 In his later work,75 Foucault turns to the “subject”76 more specifi-
cally, and he further explains subject formation as a double process of subjectifi-
cation through the notion of “the government of individualization.”77 The notion 
of “government of individualization” is that “a human being turns himself into a 
subject”78 and places himself in a complex of power relations which “marks him 
by his own individuality, attaches him to his own identity, imposes a law of truth 
on him that he must recognize and others have to recognize in him.”79 This process 
is about turning power back onto oneself and transforming oneself by voluntarily 
internalizing rules of conduct.80 For this very reason, Foucault talks about the two 
meanings of the word “subject” as follows: 

 
subject to someone else by control and dependence, and tied to his own 
identity by a conscience of self-knowledge. Both meanings suggest a form 
of power that subjugates and makes subject to.81 

 
Foucault provides us with a processual model of subject formation, or what 

again he calls subjectification, a process that depends on the constant re-configu-
ration of the various technologies and/or workings of power in an open field of 
possibilities. In this regard, Foucault uses the verb “to conduct” in order to explain 
the specificities of power relations,82 and he writes: 

 

 
73 Foucault, 194. 
74 Foucault, 170. 
75 Foucault, “The Subject and Power.” 
76 Here, the bounds between the terms the body and the subject seem fluid. 
77 Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” 331. 
78 Foucault, 327. This is the productive dimension of Foucault’s understanding of power. 
79 Foucault, 331. 
80 This is what Foucault refers to as “technologies of the self.” He further defines it as 
“reflected and voluntary practices by which men not only fix rules of conduct for them-
selves but seek to transform themselves, to change themselves in their particular being, 
and to make their life an oeuvre.” See Michel Foucault, The Use of Pleasure (London: Pen-
guin, 1992), 10–11. 
81 Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” 331. 
82 Foucault, 341. 
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to “conduct” is at the same time to “lead” others … and a way of behaving 
within a more or less open field of possibilities. The exercise of power is a 
“conduct of conduct” and a management of possibilities.83  
 
This management of possibilities necessitates a continual and relational mode 

of subjectification whereby the subject is always in the process of exercising 
power over itself. In Foucault’s words, “power is less a confrontation between two 
adversaries or their mutual engagement than a question of ‘government.’”84 It is 
an “art of government”85 that is exercised upon the actions, behaviors, and bodies 
of subjects, often by the subjects themselves. It is also a “mode of action upon the 
actions of others.”86 This means that the workings of power relations are always a 
product of relationality and (human) interaction.  

I draw on some of Foucault’s insights on subjectification. Like Foucault, I 
consider the subject formation as a relational process and as a relational mode of 
becoming. Without a processual and relational understanding of the process of 
subjectification, the subject as a self-constitutive or a rational being (res cogitans) 
would take priority over subjectification, and thus end up with static, enclosed, 
and subjectivated positions associated with either an ascribed identity or a pure 
mode of submission to the workings of ideology. In other words, without a rela-
tional understanding of power and subjectivity, thinking about subject formation 
would foreclose the conditions of possibility for apprehending the process of be-
coming a subject or self on its own terms. However, I also believe that it is neces-
sary to go beyond thinking the body as an over-determined site, that is to say, as 
a surface inscribed with or on and subject to various regimes of culturally and 
historically specific disciplinary and discursive practices. Instead of treating the 
body as a politically inscribed entity or a principal site of power and subjugation, 
I would like to open the door for thinking the body as a possible source of trans-
formation by drawing attention to the possibility of a more performative account 
of subject formation, one that could account for the role and work of the body at 
the level of kinesis. 

For instance, following some of Foucault’s insights, feminist theorist Judith 
Butler has offered a performative account of the body-subject through her 

 
83 Foucault, 341–42. 
84 Foucault, 341. 
85 Foucault, 324. 
86 Foucault, 341. 
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theorization of gender as a “repetitive stylization of the body.” 87 In Gender Trouble: 
Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, Butler posits that gender is “instituted 
through the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly 
rigid regulating frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of [met-
aphysical] substance, of a natural sort of being.”88 This stylization of the body 
“constitutes the illusion of an abiding gendered self.”89 The “illusion of an abiding 
gendered self” and the “appearance of substance” also imply the construction and 
reproduction of gender norms through normalizing as well as subverting gender 
codes taking place by way of particular bodily gestures, movements, and/or en-
actments. Relatedly, in another essay,90 Butler discusses how bodily repetitions 
can enact and displace the appearance of metaphysical substance or identity. She 
writes: 

 
[the] ‘I’ does not play its lesbianism as a role. Rather, it is through repeated 
play of this sexuality that the ‘I’ is insistently reconstituted as a lesbian ‘I’; 
paradoxically, it is precisely the repetition of that play that establishes as well 
as the instability of the very category that it constitutes. For the “I” is a site 
of repetition, that is, if the “I” only achieves the semblance of identity 
through a certain repetition of itself, then the I is always displaced by the 
very repetition that sustains it.91 
 
By locating the subject (and the question of identity) within a performative 

context, Butler opens up possibilities for subjects to subvert fixed or “naturalized” 
gendered categories and to denaturalize them through the repetition of particular 
bodily acts. While I agree with Butler that subject formation is inextricably tied 
to bodily practices and performances, I would not go so far as to claim that gender 
is a “set of repeated acts… that congeal over time.” Nor would I consider the sub-
ject as a “site of repetition” whereby bodily habits become so automatic as to seem 
natural and in line with cultural codes or normative categories of identity.  

 
87 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: 
Routledge, 1990), 33. 
88 Butler, 33. 
89 Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenol-
ogy and Feminist Theory,” Theater Journal 40, no. 4 (1988): 519. 
90 Judith Butler, “Imitation and Gender Insubordination,” in The Lesbian and Gay Studies 
Reader, ed. Henry Abelove, Michèle Aina Barale, and David M. Halperin (New York and 
London: Routledge, 1993), 307–20. 
91 Butler, 311. 
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Butler’s theory of performativity also underscores how normative and cul-
tural roles constrain the subject and subsume it under particular forms of repre-
sentation. For instance, Butler puts much emphasis on the discursive construction 
of gender within repressive systems of ideology (as Althusser does). For Butler, 
performativity is an effect of naming and repeated performances, both of which 
consolidate subject formation (and a subject’s identity). In this regard, she writes: 
“Performative acts are forms of authoritative speech; most performances, for in-
stance, are statements that, in the uttering, also perform a certain action and ex-
ercise a binding power.”92 It seems that Butler’s theorization of the subject (spe-
cifically, a gendered subject) and its bodily acts is still embedded in normative yet 
performative utterances through which stable identities and subjectivities emerge 
as illusion or fiction. This is so because, for Butler, performativity cannot be re-
duced to a singular performance and/or bodily practice. Rather, it is about the 
accumulation or repetition of normative practices grounded in a form of citation-
ality, that is to say, in discursive conventions that frame, constitute, and reproduce 
gendered bodies as subjects. As Butler puts it, “Performativity is thus not a sin-
gular ‘act,’ for it is always a reiteration of a norm or set of norms, and to the extent 
that it acquires an act-like status in the present, it conceals or dissimulates the 
convention of which it is a repetition.”93 While Butler’s concept of performativity 
is not deterministic as it can be a source of both normalization and contestation 
(that is, it can be open to subversive repetitions too94), her discussion of the body’s 
subject formation is still contained within cultural codes and normative categories 
of identity as she places much of her emphasis on the repetitive nature of bodily 
acts along with normative naming through which the subject is formed.  

By contrast, I wish to go beyond thinking about the body and subject for-
mation in terms of the repetitive nature of bodily practices (for example, dance 
practices) or linguistic citational practices of norms imposed onto moving or danc-
ing bodies. Since my analysis focuses on the ways in which moving/dancing bodies 
can destabilize, unsettle, and possibly precede subjectivated positions (be they 
cultural identities or gendered subjectivities), I want to stage a more “perform-

 
92 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex (New York and London: 
Routledge, 1993), 225. 
93 Butler, 12. 
94 In relation to subversive repetitions, Butler talks about drag performances and how 
“drag is subversive to the extent that it reflects on the imitative structure by which hege-
monic gender is itself produced and disputes heterosexuality’s claim on naturalness and 
originality.” See Butler, 115. 
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ative” understanding of the body as I seek to make sense of how the body performs 
itself, encounters other bodies, and affects and/or is affected in a relational field of 
emergence. For this reason, I turn to Brian Massumi’s affect theory to, first, the-
orize the body as a source of transformation and change, and, second, to expand 
upon Lepecki’s argument that choreopolitics entails a redistribution and reinven-
tion of bodies, affects, and senses.  

 
Affect: The Body’s Shimmering Potential 
 
Different from, yet closely related to, Lepecki’s emphasis on the kinetic element 
of the body in choreopolitics, Massumi considers the body primarily as a kinetic 
force. Similar to Lepecki, Masssumi takes the body in movement as a point of 
departure for his own work. However, Massumi offers a more succinct theoriza-
tion of the body by placing the emphasis not only on movement, but also on affect 
and sensation as part of a body’s being. In the opening epigraph to this article, 
Massumi points to the importance of the intrinsic connection between movement 
and sensation (affect) in perceiving what bodies are, how our bodies engage with 
the world (that is to say, how bodies affect and are affected) in a relational way, 
and how our bodies are always in the making as they move, and, crucially, as they 
feel themselves moving. For Massumi, movement is central to understanding the 
possible transformation from one state of being to another. In this regard, Mas-
sumi writes: 

 
If you start from an intrinsic connection between movement and sensation, 
the slightest, most literal displacement convokes a qualitative difference, be-
cause as directly as it conducts itself it beckons a feeling, and feelings have 
a way of folding into each other, resonating together, interfering with each 
other, mutually intensifying, all in unquantifiable ways apt to unfold again 
in action, often unpredictable. Qualitative difference: immediately the issue 
is change.95  
 
In order to account for change or transformation in relation to bodies in mo-

tion, Massumi gives ontological primacy to movement and (non-conscious) sen-
sations stemming from the body, which potentially exceed fixed, stable, and en-
closed subject positions or subjective categories (or what he calls positionality), 
often associated with identity. Massumi pushes back against the tendency in cul-
tural theory to encapsulate the body within enclosed subject positions that do not 

 
95 Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation, 1. 
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consider the significance or effects of bodily movements. In this regard, he avers 
that “The idea of positionality begins by subtracting movement from the picture. 
This catches the body in cultural freeze-frame.”96 In his book Parables for the Vir-
tual: Movement, Affect, Sensation, Massumi problematizes the tendency to theorize 
the body as a “mediated body,” or, as he adds, as a “‘discursive’ body: one with its 
signifying gestures.”97 These signifying gestures in defining the body are consti-
tuted through or mediated by political representation or coding that stems from 
dominant political discourses. Thus, Massumi also critiques “ideological accounts 
of subject formation” that emphasize “systemic structuring.”98 These accounts of 
the body, for Massumi, find “sensation… utterly redundant to their description,”99 
subtract movement from the picture, and thus lose any potential for change.100 Put 
differently, the practice of subtracting movement from the body reduces transfor-
mation or change to a succession of fixed subject positions and static moments 
which, in turn, establish a stable relationship between the social world and 
knowledge production based on culturally constructed significations. Such stable 
relationships hinder an understanding of movement and sensation as co-constitu-
tive and of the various ways the social world appears to us. Therefore, Massumi 
turns to the relevance of movement and sensation (affect), and he “explore[s] the 
implication for cultural theory of this simple conceptual displacement: body – 
(movement/sensation) – change,”101 that is to say, the implications of not putting 
movement and sensation in brackets, but rather of highlighting their immediate 
connection to bodies and change. In this way, Massumi aims to “find a cultural-
theoretical vocabulary specific to the body” and “to rethink body, subjectivity, and 
social change in terms of movement, affect, force… – before code, text, and signi-
fication.”102 

Massumi considers the body as a source of transformation, from one state to 
the next. Specifically, by attending to the body’s capacities to affect and be af-
fected, Massumi theorizes the body as kinetic (moving) and dynamic (relating) in 

 
96 Massumi, 3. 
97 Massumi, 2. 
98 Massumi, 2. 
99 Massumi, 2. 
100 Massumi, 3. 
101 Massumi, 1. 
102 Massumi, 66. 
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Spinozist terms.103 Philosopher Gilles Deleuze details how Spinoza defines the 
body in two concurrent ways. He writes: 

 
In the first place, a body, however small it may be, is composed of an infinite 
number of particles, it is the relations of motions and rest, of speeds and 
slowness between particles that define a body, the individuality of the body. 
Second, a body affects other bodies, or is affected by other bodies, it is this 
capacity for affecting and being affected that also defines a body in its indi-
viduality.104  
 
The first part of this definition suggests the importance of considering the 

body in motion or as a matter of kinesis. Following Deleuze, Massumi argues that, 
“When a body is in motion, it does not coincide with itself. It coincides with its 
own transition: its own variation...in motion, a body is in an immediate, unfolding 
relation to its own nonpresent potential to vary.”105 As the body moves, the body 
finds itself “in a state of invention”106 whereby it “coincides with its own transition 
and its transitioning with its potential.107 Put differently, the body never coincides 
with itself, or any self. It is always an excess of the self. The key point here is that 
the body in motion creates a rite of passage, a passage from one state to another. 
For this reason, Massumi seeks to draw attention away from considering the body 
as a static or stabilized position and instead moves towards understanding the 
body as open, dynamic, relational, and constantly becoming or in process. 

The second part of Deleuze’s definition suggests that the body moves within 
a dynamic and relational field of sensations whereby it both affects and is affected 
in a relational way. Massumi, on this point, writes that “to think the body in move-
ment thus means accepting the paradox that there is an incorporeal dimension of 
the body…Real, material, but incorporeal.” 108 This is the affective dimension of the 
body. I argue that this affective dimension, existing in excess of the body, is im-
portant to make sense of choreopolitical practices and of affective forces that the 
body might generate through these practices, as the body potentially transforms 
itself and its surroundings. 

 
103 Brian Massumi, Politics of Affect (Cambridge and Malden: Polity Press, 2015), 48. 
104 Gilles Deleuze, Pure Immanence: Essays on a Life (New York: Zone Books, 2005), 58; 
Elspeth Probyn, “Writing Shame,” in The Affect Theory Reader, ed. Melissa Gregg, Gregory 
J Seigworth, and Sara Ahmed (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 77. 
105 Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation, 4–5. 
106 Massumi, 103. 
107 Massumi, 15. 
108 Massumi, 5. 
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But what exactly is affect? In its broadest sense, in Massumi’s theory, affect 
is an intensity, a force, an encounter, a relation, or a passage between affecting 
bodies and affected bodies (human or nonhuman bodies, or even body-parts, or 
parts/pieces of other material entities).109 More specifically, for Massumi, affect is 
a transpersonal, non-cognitive, and nonrepresentational experience of intensity 
existing in excess of the body as well as of bodily movements. By stressing “the 
irreducibly bodily and autonomic nature of affect,” affect is, for Massumi, “un-
qualified. As such, it is not ownable or recognizable.”110 Crucially, affect is differ-
ent from emotion, which is a “qualified intensity,” or a “subjective content, the 
sociolinguistic fixing of the quality of an experience which is from that point on-
ward defined as personal.”111 The unqualified and transpersonal dimension of af-
fect is what Massumi refers to as the “autonomy” of affect. In his words, affect is 
“autonomous to the degree to which it escapes confinement in the particular body 
whose vitality, or potential for interaction, it is.”112 It cannot be contained by the 
body as, again, it is an excess of the body. In other words, the body is not a con-
tainer of affective forces. Rather, affect is the “real-material-but-incorporeal di-
mension of the body.”113 In addition, affect is a force that opens “the body to its 
own indeterminacy (its openness to an elsewhere and an otherwise to what it is, in 
any here and now).”114 However, as Patricia T. Clough notes, it is crucial to men-
tion that Massumi’s turn to the body and its indeterminacy is not “a return to [a] 
‘pre-social’ body.”115 Insisting on the point that affect should not be misinterpreted 
as pre-social, Massumi suggests that affect is, rather, “open-endedly social. It is social 
in a manner ‘prior to’ the separating out of individuals and the identifiable group-
ing that they end up boxing themselves into (positions in gridlock).”116 Massumi 
further argues that affect is not “individual;”117 it is not “asocial;”118 it is not outside 

 
109 Affect theory not just talks about the “human” body but also “nonhuman, part-body 
and otherwise.” For more information, see Melissa Gregg, Gregory J. Seigworth, and 
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of culture;119 it is not “prescriptive;”120 and, importantly, it is not necessarily 
“good.”121 In other words, affect “can be fascistic or progressive; reactionary or 
revolutionary. It all depends on the orientation of the transindividual desires spec-
ulatively gestured into motion.”122  

In conversation with Massumi, Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg 
describe affect as something that 

 
arises in the midst of in-between-nesss: in the capacity to act and be acted 
upon. Affect is an impingement or extrusion of a momentary or sometimes 
more sustained state of relation as well as the passage (and the duration of 
passage) of forces or intensities. That is, affect is found in those intensities 
that pass body to body (human, nonhuman, part-body, and otherwise), in 
those resonances that circulate about, between, and sometimes stick to bod-
ies and worlds, and in the very passages or variations between these inten-
sities and resonances themselves.123 
 
Massumi further details the ways in which affect corresponds to the passage 

from one state to another. Massumi contends that affect is a “prepersonal inten-
sity” that relates to “the passage from one experiential state of the body to another 
and implying an augmentation or diminution in that body’s capacity to act.”124 
This last point is an important dimension of affect because Massumi explicitly 
thinks that affect is not merely something to be grasped through the material ex-
periences of, specifically, abled bodies and their movements, but also through 
those of injured, disabled, or differently abled bodies. For this reason, Massumi 
argues that the body is to be “taken in its broadest possible sense to include ‘men-
tal’ or ideal bodies.”125 As a matter of fact, in Parables for the Virtual, Massumi illus-
trates this understanding of affect through the moment in the 1942 film King’s Row 
when Ronald Reagan’s character, Drake, finds out that he had an accident and 
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that his legs were amputated. Later, in his autobiography, Reagan talks about how 
he felt when he played this shocking moment, and he states that 

 
I had to find out how it really felt, short of actual amputation…In some 
weird way, I felt something horrible had happened to my body…I opened 
my eyes dazedly, looked around, slowly let my gaze travel downward. I 
can’t describe even now my feelings as I tried to reach for where my legs 
should be…. I asked the question—the words that had been haunting me 
for so many weeks – ‘Where’s the rest of me?’126 
 
Massumi argues that Reagan as an actor had to embody “more fundamen-

tally an event than a personality,” that is to say, “the culmination, in a verbalized 
coming to consciousness, of a transformation from one bodily state (characterized 
by mobility, the ability to walk) to a radically different one (characterized by sta-
tis, being bedridden).”127 In this scene, the event is Reagan’s traumatized and 
shocking response to impairment that generates an intense affect stemming from 
the realization of the passage from one state of the body to another, or the reali-
zation of the diminution in the body’s capacity to act. Therefore, affect can also 
be understood through or as a process of alteration in the body’s capacity to move. 

Crucially, and as suggested above, affect escapes signification and represen-
tation (that is to say, the ability of an individual to put affect into language and to 
potentially master it via language) as affect resides in the realm of what Massumi 
(via Deleuze) calls the virtual, or “what cannot be experienced but be felt.”128 In 
other words, affect might be discursively unreachable as it is not directly accessi-
ble to the senses, even if its effects can be felt. This realm of the virtual is where 
the field of the potential resides129 and where things are both indeterminate and 
emergent. In my understanding, the body here is to be seen as being in the realm 
of virtual or the domain of emergence whereby affect emerges and constantly cir-
culates or flows between the virtual and the actual. In this regard, Massumi 
writes: 

 
What is being termed affect in this essay is precisely this two-sidedness, the 
simultaneous participation of the virtual in the actual and the actual in the 
virtual, as one arises from and returns to the other. Affect is this two sided-
ness as seen the side of the actual thing, as couched in its perceptions and 
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cognition. Affect is the virtual as point of view . . . synesthetic, implying a par-
ticipation of the senses in each other: the measure of a living thing’s poten-
tial interactions is its ability to transform the effects of one sensory mode 
into those of another.130 

 
I understand Massumi’s discussion of the virtual and the actual in relation to 

affect to suggest that the body is a state that is not only relationally affected and 
potentially moved by a not-yet developed or unqualified sense of direction, but 
also a state which produces affective intensities through its (bodily) movements, 
which eventually affect the actual in a relational way. More importantly, this “not-
yet” dimension of affect indicates that affect holds potential, anticipation, appre-
hension, hope, and perhaps even futurity. This is why Seigworth and Gregg char-
acterize affect as “an inventory of shimmers.”131 This means that, for them, “the 
infinity of little affective events… make up our everyday life.”132 From this per-
spective, these “not-yet” potentialities of a “body’s doing cast a line along the hope-
ful (though also fearful) cusp of an emergent futurity” and the body “cast[s] its 
lot with the infinitely connectable, impersonal, and contagious belonging to this 
world.”133  

Theorizing the body as residing in the realm of the virtual and as a domain 
of emergence is key to making sense of how the affective capacities of the moving 
or dancing body may generate infinite conditions of possibility for change in per-
ception and have the potential to function as a form of resistance to powers of 
domination or forms of control.134 Following Massumi’s insights about the virtual, 
I argue that, thanks to bodies’ affective capabilities, the body in motion can shim-
mer with undetermined potentials that may precede normative, socially con-
structed, and ideologically fixed subjectivated positions, and thus, may enable or 
trigger (or actualize) some bodily affects that may develop a capacity to escape or 
even disrupt predominant political, social, or cultural structures that politically 
represent or frame individuals as subjects. 

 
130 Massumi, 35. 
131 Seigworth and Gregg, “An Inventory of Shimmers,” 9. 
132 Seigworth and Gregg, 15. 
133 Seigworth and Gregg, 4. 
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Thinking about Massumi’s theorization of affect as an excess of the body 
along with Lepecki’s discussion of the body’s kinetic presence in the choreopolit-
ical, it becomes evident that the body always exceeds proper boundaries, espe-
cially as it moves otherwise or performs politically. Given the prepersonal and 
transpersonal dimensions of affect, there is always something that initiates or ac-
tivates the body’s movements, preceding the body itself. Thus, movement never 
stabilizes the body’s presence or its being; instead, it can affect, alter, invent, or 
transform the body/subject. This understanding challenges fixed, enclosed, or ide-
ological accounts of subject formation, advocating instead for a performative and 
affective understanding of the body’s kinetic presence and potential. Therefore, I 
suggest that as the body performs and moves otherwise, choreopolitics may alter 
not just the disposition of bodies, senses, and affects, but also our very perception 
of politics, thanks to the affective potential of dissensual bodily performances. In 
other words, choreopolitical practices not only produce affective modes of becom-
ing but also generate alternative ways of doing and making that intervene in and 
impact our understanding of politics.  
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