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Can the knowledge that emerges from dance 
practices and choreographic thinking provide a 
framework for unpacking bordering processes in all 
of its intersecting manifestations—psychological, 
social, political, and geographic? This is the question 
that the “Border Effects” program within the 2016 
Tanzkongress attempted to take on. The fourth iteration 
of the Tanzkongress, an international four-day forum 
organized by the German Federal Cultural Foundation, 
took place in Hannover, Germany this past June. The 
Tanzkongress merges the academic-conference model 
with that of a dance-festival, including scholarly panels 
and presentations, workshops, performances, and a 
variety of offerings that sit somewhere in between 
those formats. This year’s congress included a kind of 
mini-congress within itself under the rubric of “Border 
Effects.” Organized by cultural theorist and drama-
turge Sandra Noeth, the program sought to address, 
through the lens of dance and choreography, “borders 
and the role, status, and agency of the body in the 
process.”

What did it signify for the Tanzkongress to take on 
the question of “border effects”? For Germany, and 
Europe more broadly, the question is far from abstract. 
In 2015, more than a million refugees and migrants 
fled their countries—primarily Syria, Afghanistan, and 
Iraq—and made the journey to Europe seeking asylum. 
More than 476,000 of those people applied for asylum 
in Germany, and many more than that arrived into 
the country. Within this political climate wherein the 
lives of so many are at stake, it would seem like an 
insensitive oversight of the congress not to address 
the question of bordering—its mechanisms of inclu-
sion and exclusion, its shifting and indefinite status, its 
physical ramifications on the body. 

And yet, in its attempt to speak to the manifold inter-
pretations of borders, from the philosophical to the 
physical to the geopolitical, “Border Effects” struggled 
to account for the gaps between various scales of 
bordering processes—i.e. borders in art, borders in 
nation-states, borders crossed legally or illegally—
and their relative stakes with regards to bodies. In 
Noeth’s introductory lecture, she made it a point to 
acknowledge this potential problematic: “Situating the 
discussion of the border in the field of choreography 
and dance is not a proposal to downplay the impact 
and the violence linked to the reality of borders, but 
much more the proposal is based on the understand-
ing of choreography as a practice and a concept, but 
also as a methodological tool.” 

The core structure of the program included four 
pairings of artists and theorists—Dana Caspersen and 
Arkadi Zaides, Gurur Ertem and Tom Tlalim, Kristin 
Flade and Khaled Jarrar, Tomislav Medak and Chrysa 
Parkinson—most of whom had been brought together 
for the first time for this occasion. It is worth noting 
that Jarrar, an artist who lives and works in Ramallah, 
Palestine, was unable to attend the congress in person 
due to border restrictions. At the end of the four days, 
a closing panel brought all eight presenters together 
to reflect on their experiences. The panel, perhaps by 
virtue of its unscripted nature and the tenuous thread 
tying the participants together, functioned as a discur-
sive site where the tensions between the abstraction 
and materiality of borders came to the forefront. 
Gabriel Smeets, Artistic Director of the Cullberg Ballet, 
moderated the conversation and started out by asking 
the presenters if they felt like they had “crossed a 
border” within the four days of the congress? (This 
was after he had introduced himself as someone 
who “crosses many borders” and “mainly struggles 
with borders inside himself.”) Smeets’s framing of 
the discussion evidenced a romanticization of bor-
der-crossing that might only be possible for someone 
with his relative access to travel and movement. In this 
way, the panel functioned as a kind of testing ground, 
where the theoretical ambitions of the program met 
the material conditions of the moment—i.e.: the 
reality that everyone in the room, myself included, 
had enough privilege to arrive and partake in the 
Tanzkongress, in the “Border Effects” program, in the 
first place.

In light of Smeets’s question, Medak, a philosopher 
and theater artist based in Croatia, introduced a 
crucial point: “Crossing borders is too facile a notion.” 
He continued, “You cannot cross a condition you 
are operating under,” and furthermore, “Crossing 
borders keeps you in a certain regime of bordering.” 
Medak had devoted his lecture earlier in the Congress 
to the structural imbrication of dance and labor in 
Croatia. Parkinson, on the other hand, focused on the 
body of knowledge that emerges from her work as a 

dancer-performer, articulating her practice as inhabit-
ing “the plastic border between comprehension and 
constitution,” or in other words “a space between how 
I’m understood, what I’m including, and how I’m made 
up.” 

Perhaps we might do better to ask how a specific bor-
der is constituted? What is it constituted by? How do 
we comprehend it or know it’s there? These questions 
might lead us toward the more nuanced conversation 
Medak’s comments call for in a setting such as the 
Tanzkongress. If we understand that a border is 
partially constituted by the very condition or possibility 
of being crossed, we might rethink the language we 
use with regards to borders and how this language 
reproduces the very structures that are assumed to be 
critiqued or challenged. What Medak and Parkinson 
both seemed to be calling for, but also demonstrating 
through their encounter with each other’s practices, 
was a deep understanding of one’s own position, and 
the ability, as Medak described, to move into another’s 
“threshold.” As Medak said, “If I stand next to Chrysa, 
I’m not standing where she is.”

Considering Dana Caspersen’s and Arkadi 
Zaides’s work side-by-side in their session entitled 
“Choreography and Conflict” revealed the gaps 
between an abstracted, non-localized approach to 
working with borders and a method that emerges 
from a specific geopolitical context. While both use 
the representation and embodiment of sampled 
gestures as a strategy, they do so with very different 
aims. Caspersen, a former dancer with the Forsythe 
company who now works as a conflict specialist, took 
us through the various choreographic strategies she 
applies to the public dialogues and workshops she 
conducts. These public engagements take place in 
communities, universities, cultural centers, and the like 
where Caspersen has been invited to lead a program 
around a particular social issue—such as immigration 
or violence. Caspersen connects postures and sys-
tems of movement to scenarios of conflict in order to 
bring about understanding, empathy, and resolution. 
Following Caspersen, Zaides, a choreographer living 
in Israel-Palestine whose work explicitly challenges 
the Israeli occupation, made a point of re-framing 
his contribution under the rubric of “choreography 
and occupation.” It was clear that for Zaides, the term 
“conflict” would not suffice to consider the context in 
which he is working. Zaides spoke specifically about 
the process of building his work Archive, for which he 
learned the gestures of Israeli soldiers captured on 
cameras by Palestinians and archived by the human 
rights organization B’Tselem. Whereas Caspersen is 
invited to various sites for her experience in bringing 
about resolution, Zaides is working from a place where 
“resolution” is not an easy or perhaps even speak-able 
term. Rather, Zaides seems to be re-animating and 
unsettling the macro-system of occupation through 
the micro-system of his body, so that we might see 
it and feel it differently. The lack of contextualization 
around these two very different relationships to 
conflict and social violence led to a territory where 
slippages between the two felt insensitive rather than 
productive…

NOTES UNRESOLVED:

Even if the pairings of Caspersen and 
Zaides, and of Medak and Parkinson, felt 
problematic at times, the juxtapositions 
between their divergent positions and 
practices pointed to fissures worth consid-
ering. There were clearly insights of value 
to be gleaned from each of their contribu-
tions. In this sense, it would appear that 
“Border Effects” achieved exactly what it 
intended to—so why was I so unsettled?

As I try to unpack what was being discussed 
within “Border Effects,” and to grapple 
with what precisely was at stake from a 
critical perspective, I am challenged by my 
own affiliations and identifications. Even 
as I am drawn to the ideas and practices 
of the presenting artists and scholars, I 
am unsettled by what feels like a loop of 
information from people who are legiti-
mized to speak on the topic and those who 
are legitimized to listen. As I held the 
role of listener over those four days, I 
was confronted by my own partiality. I was 
very aware of my American-ness, especially 
in the wake of the attack on Pulse night-
club in Orlando. No one was talking about 
Orlando at the congress, but they were 

talking about borders. I thought about the 
fragility of borders—those we hope or want 
to believe are real—and how they can be 
ruptured at any moment.

…

Ironically, I felt most in conversation 
with the relationship between “border 
effects” and dance practices while listen-
ing to Samar Hadadd King’s lecture — which 
was not actually included in the “Border 
Effects” program. (Again, who is legit-
imized to speak?) King spoke during a 
session titled “On the Notion of Time in 
Contemporary Dance from the Perspective of 
Young Arab Artists.” King recounted her 
four attempts over six years to create the 
work Bound from her home in Ramallah. These 
attempts were forever fraught with chal-
lenges — dancers between NYC and Palestine 
rehearsing via Skype with a seven hour time 
difference; dancers living in different 
parts of Palestine unable to travel even 
short distances to rehearse together as 
result of restrictions on where, when, and 
how they can move; periods of increased 
state violence and conflict; relentless 
stops, delays, and restrictions at airports 
and checkpoints. Even on the occasions 
when the work was able to be performed, 
it was often after days or weeks of the 
anxiety and routine violence King and the 
dancers had to undergo simply to show up. 
King reminded me that with borders, “time 
is sped up and stopped,” and that for the 
performers, what they really desired was 
“the continuity of time.”  

…

Border—an edge or boundary. A divid-
ing line. A mechanism of inclusion and 
exclusion. The ever-shifting and never-to-
talizing boundary between one body and 
another, one place and another. Who has 
the power to impose a border? To speak for 
or against its enactment? And what of the 
borders and boundaries we cultivate as a 
protective measure, as a way of creating a 
container for living, for time spent and 
space shared that exists on its own terms? 
How do we reconstitute these spaces after 
repeated and relentless incursions on their 
sanctity?

…

About a year before traveling to the 
Tanzkongress, my dog got a hold of my pass-
port. I walked in on her about ten minutes 
into chewing — the edges of the book frayed 
and warped. I had been warned to have it 
replaced before traveling abroad again. 
I found myself at the New York Passport 
Agency around a week before leaving for 
Germany to attend the Tanzkongress, getting 
a rush order on a new passport to replace 
my now damaged one. I had no issue getting 
a new passport within forty-eight hours. 
I put the fee on my credit card. Two days 
before my flight, I woke up to the news of 
an attack at a gay nightclub in Orlando, 
Florida, what came to be the deadliest mass 
shooting in our country’s history and the 
largest-to-date attack against LGBTQ peo-
ple. On Tuesday June 14, I flew from JFK to 
Paris to Hannover.

…

As Medak dismantled the romance of 
“border-crossing,” I was reminded of 
Parkinson’s articulation of constitution 
and comprehension — the constant negotiation 
of one’s positioning and the way one is 
being perceived that dancing requires.
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