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Dancing the ruptured body: One Billion 
Rising, dance and gendered violence

I move the reader– spectator to view the performance of a protest move-
ment that calls on us to end violence against women through the power 
of dance. One Billion Rising, initiated by feminist author and activist 
Eve Ensler, calls for a global uprising on Valentine’s Day, utilising dance 
to protest against gendered violence. The impact of the movement has 
been far- reaching and its scope ambitious. The site of the movement 
is the moving body upon which gendered violence is inscribed and 
through which political interventions are brought into being. This chap-
ter focuses on the connection between utilising the body as a mecha-
nism of political intervention in the public space and interventions into 
the body itself.

One Billion Rising is a protest movement that explicitly utilises dance 
to convey a political message. I move from examining the movement’s 
own interpretation of dance as it is communicated in words, the weak 
reading of political dance, to exploring the grassroots response to the 
movement’s verbal message, and finally I  discuss the reception of the 
movement’s message, a moment of sic- sensuous. The chapter starts 
from a movement that tries to explicitly intervene in public spaces and 
positions women’s bodies in protest against the degradation of women 
and girls around the world. The chapter ends in the individual resisting 
body that may not take on board One Billion Rising’s message tout court. 
Nevertheless, the fractured body will respond to the call to oppose the 
marginalisation of female embodiment in its own way. Thus the chapter 
examines the reoccupation of space through dance on a dual level: both 
public spaces reinhabited by the moving body and the singular bodies 
composing this process and intervening in public spaces. The ruptured 
body contracts into itself and releases into a new public sphere, in which 
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it is treated with dignity and respect, regardless of the intention of the 
founder of this movement.

One Billion Rising: dance against violence in ethos and practice

I invite the founder of One Billion Rising, Eve Ensler, to take centre 
stage. She discusses the ethos for the movement in her 2013 memoir, In 
the Body of the World: A Memoir of Cancer and Connection. The book 
recalls Ensler’s struggle with liver cancer, explores her experience of 
being sexually molested by her father and her attempts to build the 
City of Joy, a healing space for women survivors of sexual violence 
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (Ensler 2013a).1 The mem-
oir presents two parallel and interlinked narratives: Ensler’s search for 
a healing space for herself following her detachment from her body 
throughout her life; and her engagement with structural violence 
against women in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Thus the 
book tells of two structural/ spatial interventions: Ensler’s own journey 
to reinhabit her body as a space, contracting into the space of her body 
and reaffirming its spatiality; and her attempt to intervene in the global 
political space for other fractured bodies to heal themselves, releas-
ing her personal journey towards other bodies. There has been ample 
feminist writing about the connection between gender, embodiment, 
violence and public spaces. In this chapter I  focus on Ensler’s unique 
reading and its influence on the One Billion Rising movement. Many 
other scholars have considered the relationship between space and the 
female body:  one perspective focuses on physicality, materiality and 
the psyche (Gormley et  al. 2008); another considers the relationship 
between the concept of the public sphere and the female body (Fraser 
1990); further analysis problematises the relationship between everyday 
spaces and the female body (Rose 1999); and one specific angle exam-
ines sexual violence, space and the female body (Pain 1991). However, 
here I draw on Ensler’s analysis only, with a focus on dance as a mecha-
nism for intervention in space.

Dance plays a central role in the book’s discussion of those paral-
lel and interlinked processes. Ensler writes:  ‘Love isn’t something else, 
something rising and surprising. It isn’t aware of itself. It isn’t keeping 
track. It isn’t something you sign for. It’s endless and generous and envel-
oping. It’s in the drums, in the voices, in the bodies of the wounded made 
suddenly whole, by the music, by each other, dancing’ (Ensler 2013a: 169). 
Dance for Ensler is a singular process through which the body can be 
made whole; dance aids through surprising tensions and contradictions. 
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She adds: ‘when the women builders of City of Joy see me, they dance in 
the rain and mud. I dance with them. City of Joy is not finished’ (Ensler 
2013a: 196). It is clear that dance has a singular emotional and normative 
content for Ensler; although the City of Joy is not finished, the dance car-
ries joy within it.

Elsewhere in the book, in a section called ‘Leaking’, she writes:

I go to visit Esther, Mama of the wounded at Panzi Hospital. We do our ritual 
together with hundreds of the women survivors. We breathe, scream, kick, 
punch, release, and then there is mad drumming and we dance. I am still weak 
from the takedown and chemo, but it doesn’t stop me. As I dance, I have no 
control over my bowels, and for the first time I don’t care. Before when I was 
with the women and they were leaking from their fistulas, I could only imag-
ine what it felt like. Now we are one wild mass of drumming, kicking, raging, 
leaking women. (Ensler 2013a: 198)

In this quotation Ensler is describing and analysing a moment of sharing  
through dance. In that moment she sees the unravelling of sensuous 
bodies towards each other. This is for Ensler a moment of abandon-
ment, of release, which she aspires to push further. Dance enables 
Ensler to reoccupy her own body, experience love and a shared space 
with others, and she aims to unravel that in others. Her contraction 
into her own body is inextricably linked to release into other sensu-
ous bodies. There is an irresolvable tension in this quotation between 
Ensler’s own admission that she can only imagine what the women in 
the Congo feel like and the stark conceptual shift to a description of 
a wild mass of raging women. Dance connects different positions that 
are inhabited by different wounded bodies. Ensler here conflates equal-
ity and sameness: the ability of one moving body to respond to another 
with the knowledge of the sensation created by this shared space.

The feeling generated for Ensler through dance provides her with an 
interpretation of political dance as constituting a shared embodied space. 
The experience of dance enables her to appropriate her body as a world 
while revisiting all those forces which have inscribed upon her, all those 
networks of power that have written on her body and made it a world 
estranged to her. Ensler asks:  can this feeling of the unravelling body, 
releasing to others, be used as a political platform to resist the violence 
which has wounded the body? Can the abandonment she feels within 
her own body be shared with other survivors of sexual violence? Can 
the process of contraction and release she has interpreted in words  –  
through her own body –  be transmitted to other bodies, wounded, hurt-
ing and inscribed by manifold languages of power, to be translated into 
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a language of joy and dance? Can Ensler recreate this instance of release 
for others?

One Billion Rising’s explicit reading of dance is intimately interlinked 
to the process described in Ensler’s book. The movement’s goal is stated 
online:

One Billion Rising is the biggest mass action to end violence against women 
in human history. The campaign, launched on Valentine’s Day 2012, began as a 
call to action based on the staggering statistic that 1 in 3 women on the planet 
will be beaten or raped during her lifetime. With the world population at 7 bil-
lion, this adds up to more than ONE BILLION WOMEN AND GIRLS. On 14 
February 2013, people across the world came together to express their outrage, 
strike, dance, and RISE in defiance of the injustices women suffer, demand-
ing an end at last to violence against women. Last year, on 14 February 2014, 
One Billion Rising for Justice focused on the issue of justice for all survivors 
of gender violence, and highlighted the impunity that lives at the intersection 
of poverty, racism, war, the plunder of the environment, capitalism, imperial-
ism, and patriarchy. Events took place in 200 countries, where women, men, 
and youth came together to Rise, Release, and Dance outside of court houses, 
police stations, government offices, school administration buildings, work 
places, sites of environmental injustice, military courts, embassies, places of 
worship, homes, or simply public gathering places where women deserve to 
feel safe but too often do not (OBR 2013).

One in three women in the world will be beaten or raped during her 
lifetime. There are one billion potential victims of gendered violence. 
The movement calls upon those one billion potential victims to occupy 
public spaces considered loci of power. Thus the movement aims to 
show this statistic in moving bodies. The process through which Ensler 
occupied her own body as a world is narrated as a universal goal of   
re-appropriation public spaces for ruptured bodies everywhere. That re- 
appropriation takes place within the singular body and the public space 
in and through dance.

The movement provides a statement of its perception of dance, 
embodiment and resistance:

Through trauma, cruelty, shame, oppression, violence, rape, exclusion, the 
body of the human species has been hurt, wounded, and we have been forced 
to flee our bodies.

Dancing allows us to come back into our bodies as individuals and groups 
and a world, it connects our feet to the earth and inspires us to move to her 
rhythms. It allows us to go further, to include everyone, to tap into a revolu-
tionary and poetic energy which is inviting us to take the lid off the patriar-
chal container, releasing more of our wisdom, our self- love. Our sexuality, 
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our compassion, and fierceness. Dancing is defiance. It is joyous and raging. 
It is contagious and free and beyond corporate or state control. We have only 
begun to dance. This year we must go further. We must go all the way and 
make the change. (OBR 2013)

This is a very specific reading of dance. Through this statement dance 
is assumed to be a power in and of itself, able to transform the body by 
creating a connection between the body and the earth. This connection 
is assumed to be already there and dance is assumed to bring the dancer 
back to a world hidden by injustice. The words ‘contagious, free, beyond 
control, joyous’, all used in this statement to describe dance, assume that 
the dance will release from one moving body to another. This reading of 
dance assumes that the unhinged, rebellious spirit will spread from one 
dancer to a seeming spectator who is ready to be galvanised, as we all 
are, in this struggle together, universally, and bring humanity back to a 
space beyond violence, suffering and oppression. The reading of dance 
here moves it away from its conceptualisation as a disciplined, inscribed 
language; it is unruly and disruptive. Dance is interruptive in and of itself. 
It is without contradictions. Dance hence can overcome state control and 
challenge the sovereign state in one of the most burning issues of our 
day: the widespread violence towards women and girls.

This interpretation argues that dance is a power independent of words. 
Moreover, dance can challenge other political systems and will engage 
increasing circles of people beyond the dancers themselves. Dance read 
through the One Billion Rising statement, and throughout this book, is 
able to transform the dancing bodies. Dance allows those dancing bodies 
to undergo processes otherwise inhibited by systems of power. The body 
is to be transformed and tap into resources it cannot reach under other 
systems of power. Dance is a political power in and of itself and can oper-
ate universally. Or can it?

Thus the One Billion Rising movement calls for a twofold spatial 
transformation: it calls for a transformation of the body as a space which 
has been invaded, taken away from its owners by structural violence 
that makes one billion women feel estranged from their own bodies; it 
calls for the reoccupation of the body as a space. Simultaneously the One 
Billion Rising movement calls for a transformation of the public spaces 
from which bodies of survivors of sexual violence are so often excluded. 
By so doing, the movement aims to shed light on the double trauma 
experienced by women survivors of violence who lose their body as a 
world and, at the same time, are not offered public spaces in which to 
recuperate and start a dialogue with other harmed female bodies, due to 
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the fact that public spaces are always already masculine. Thus systems of 
power marginalise the female body and at the same time exclude it from 
spaces for healing. The One Billion Rising movement aims to undo this 
double marginalisation through dance. Releasing from a singular body, 
reoccupying it, allows it to reoccupy external spaces; contracting into the 
singular space of the ruptured body is intimately related to releasing into 
the shared world and, by so doing, changing its power structures.

Both Ensler’s statements and One Billon Rising’s official reading of 
dance and politics yield a reading of dance that may go even beyond the 
strong reading of political dance. Whereas the strong reading of politi-
cal dance assumes that dance has a communicative power independent 
of other symbolic systems, it does not assume that power necessarily 
changes other political structures in the world. Indeed, this strong read-
ing of political dance pauses on moments in which transgression occurs 
and inequalities and injustices in other symbolic systems become unrav-
elled. Ensler and her followers assume an even stronger connection: they 
assume a direct causal link between reoccupying the body as a space 
through contracting into its systems of inscription and their reinterpreta-
tion, reoccupying public space in those re-inscribed bodies and changing 
perceptions and policies regarding violence against women and girls. The 
causality here is direct and strong, and assumes a one- directional change. 
That change moves from the moving ruptured body, to the healing space, 
to the change of state, court, NGO policy. That change is singular and 
cohesive. That change also implies an interpretation of dance as a singu-
lar and cohesive force.

At the same time, Ensler does inscribe a certain emotional and nor-
mative power within her interpretation of dance that moves towards 
the weak reading of political dance. Dance for her is joyful and emanci-
pating; hence she takes it to be necessarily joyful and emancipating for 
other bodies partaking in the public space she is aiming to occupy. Ensler 
assumes her reinterpretation of inscription from violence to dance can 
be transferred to other bodies tout court. Thus we see a contradiction 
between the strong reading of political dance, the use of the newly con-
structed public sphere that One Billion Rising is creating in movement, 
and Ensler’s definition of dance in words.

I invite those dancers who responded to Ensler’s call to rise, strike, 
dance to take centre stage and inscribe upon the argument as it has thus 
far unfolded. From Duncan’s dissent from ballet, through gumboot danc-
ers forced to perform their embodied intervention for the enjoyment of 
those who marginalise them, dance has a dark side to it. Reading dance as 
a world, as Ensler and I attempt to do, requires a complex interpretation 
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of dance as well as sensitivity to the conditions of its performance. When 
released from Ensler’s body to others, the call generated by the One Billion 
Rising movement to rise, strike, dance around the world generated dif-
ferent responses which show the complexity of the world of dance for its 
various interlocutors. I invite the reader– spectator to listen to them now.

The flash mob as the non- universal

Eve Ensler writes about ‘Break the Chain’, the current anthem of OBR:

Dance is dangerous, joyous, sexual, holy, disruptive, contagious, it breaks the 
rules. It can happen anywhere, anytime, with anyone and everyone, and it’s 
free. Dancing insists we take up space, we go there together in community. 
Dance joins us and pushes us to go further and that is why it’s at the center of 
ONE BILLION RISING. With infectious music and lyrics from Tena Clark, 
amazing vocals by a talented group of V- Girls, and Debbie Allen’s bold cho-
reography, Break the Chain is the anthem that will call up one billion to rise. 
(Ensler 2013b)

This statement reiterates the narrative that Ensler discusses in her book. 
It reads dance as abandonment, a force that spills from one moving 
body into a community of bodies responding to it. ‘Break the Chain’, 
the anthem for the One Billion Rising movement, is an American song 
performed by Tena Clark. Its lyrics are sung in English. The song is 
accompanied by an instructional video featuring Debbie Allen teaching 
the choreography which is supposed to be performed in the flash mob. 
(Allen was the ubiquitous dance teacher Lydia Grant in the 1980s televi-
sion series Fame.) This is an intervention that provides its own choreo-
graphic language from above, from the embodied voice of the organiser 
of the movement. I will not discuss the set choreography here. Instead, 
I  am interested in thirty- two counts at the beginning of the routine 
which are defined in the instructional video as ‘improvisation’ and the 
divergences within it in various performances of the flash mob. These 
counts are the only parts of the song that don’t have lyrics in English.

In San Francisco (www.youtube.com/ watch?v=WufjSyE_ rK8) this 
sequence is highly choreographed and ordered; it starts with women 
crawling between women carrying info- like signs commenting on sta-
tistics related to the prevalence of sexual violence. They are later picked 
up by women, and join together in uniform movement. Clearly, all the 
women know their position in space and their role in the group ahead 
of the flash mob. A  sharp distinction exists between the moments of 
anticipation before the dance commences and the beginning of the dance 
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sequence, which is organised on the theme of connecting the women 
and creating a non- verbal dialogue, first starting in movement mim-
icking despair, then reaching out to another woman, being lifted, then 
joining the mass movement in the improvisation part of the song. In the 
following parts of the song the dancing bodies contract into their own 
embodied space. In looking at individual movers within this sequence, 
all moving in a similar movement, reaching out, opening up towards the 
sky, each one becomes entrenched within her own embodiment, opening 
up, releasing within her own space. The only part of the video in which 
we see engagement between the dancers is the highly choreographed 
opening sequence. At the same time, the unison effect of the movement 
means that the women create a space through that movement; their delv-
ing deeper into themselves creates an external boundary, a mass pointing 
towards the sky, opening up as if they are one body.

This highly choreographed and disciplined start of the flash mob dif-
fers markedly from the beginning of the flash mob in the Congo (www.
youtube.com/ watch?v=u4YJZ2NB4Vk). The movement does not seem to 
ve co- ordinated. The dancers rarely engage with each other or the camera; 
it is clear they are immersing themselves in the movement, contracting 
into their own bodies. This clip is also vastly different to the San Francisco 
flash mob in the fact that a number of performers are men. Is this a move-
ment for solidarity between men and women or the colonialisation of 
a female space by men? This video does not provide with answers. The 
women do not engage with the men’s presence. At the same time, let us 
not make assumptions about these women’s experience and leave this 
question open. Once again the key movements are those of opening the 
chest and arms to the sky, re-appropriating space by demarcating ever- 
growing circles around the dancers. The upper body is released into the 
space around it.

In Tamera, Portugal (www.youtube.com/ watch?v=kMg0dbupkcI), 
we again see a choreographed beginning but it is different from the San 
Francisco clip. As in the Congo we see a large group of men within the 
dancers. The dancers start moving in a small group, reaching out to the 
sky. They start by kneeling and pointing towards the sky, slowly spreading 
and taking up more space. The dancers in this clip seem much more som-
bre than in the two other clips discussed. The movement is less referential 
than the motion seen in the Francisco flash mob. The notable feature 
of this take on the open- ended beginning is the visible spreading of the 
dancers to occupy space by movement. The dancers are engrossed in the 
movement itself, contracting into each individual body. From a densely 
organised group they spread out and inhabit more physical space. This is 
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a choreographic response to the call to occupy public space by moving 
bodies. The use of release to acquire more space for the body is a central 
characteristic of the choreography.

In Sudan (www.youtube.com/ watch?v=Panv2wVSvGI  –  the clip 
discussed appears in the video from 11:30 onwards) there is an un-
choreographed response to the beginning of the dance sequence. The 
dancers seem immersed in their own world. In this sequence the focus 
is specifically on the dancers’ arms. As in the Portuguese version they 
point towards the sky; however, they also point towards other dancers. 
This seems to be a spontaneous movement rather than an organised 
one as we see very little co- ordination between the various dancers. 
The dancers in this clip are static in their space; their arms become 
the boundaries of their bodies, extending outward and inward, encir-
cling in and out, painting an invisible boundary that keeps expanding. 
The extent of release here is quite limited within the spatiality of each 
body rather than releasing into a wider space as the accumulation of 
all bodies.

In a version performed by the New Light Girls in India (www.youtube.
com/ watch?v=KYS3NinY4Cc) there is once again a co- ordinated begin-
ning, which includes a similar motif to the improvised versions discussed 
above. Once again the movement utilises arms encircling and pointing 
outwards from the moving bodies. The dancers shift their weight from side 
to side, while the crux of the movement consists in encircling the arms 
through space, moving to continuously occupy a space that is bigger than 
their own bodies. Once again we see an opening of the torso towards the 
sky. Release here does not move a singular body beyond a static position 
in space; the boundaries between the different bodies do not seem porous.

In the Wiesbaden version (www.youtube.com/ watch?v=lYx_ Y9i673k) 
we see another way of occupying more space with minimal move-
ment: the dancers shift their weight from side to side, thus creating again 
the image of a circle, ever enlarging itself, ever expanding in space. For 
those who would claim that the ability to utilise the body to take more 
space depends on virtuosity, this video proves otherwise; by mere shift-
ing of weight en masse we are given a powerful image of the extension of 
the body out of itself. Release comes in various methods and systems of 
inscription and does not determine a particular choreographic vocab-
ulary. It does not even require movement of the limbs beyond shifting 
the weight from one foot to the other. Bodies can expand in space and 
towards each other in manifold, subtle ways.

I pause here to note that, that with the exception of the first version 
discussed  –  the stylised San Francisco flash mob, in which a dialogue 
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between the dancers was highly choreographed and integrated into the 
performance –  none of the dances show much engagement of the danc-
ers with each other; indeed, in many of the versions few of them actu-
ally acknowledge the camera or whoever is behind it. Sometimes, as in 
the start of the Indian version, the camera captures a fleeting smile, but 
in many of the versions we see that the call to improvise and explore 
the movement results in a self- enclosed response, exploring the body’s 
corporeality, density, inscription within itself rather than the joyful car-
nivalesque abandonment that Ensler preaches. The reception of Eve 
Ensler’s message has created a universal sphere of sic- sensuous, of multi-
ple interpretations that do not follow her call but are politically powerful, 
both for the bodies they inhabit and for the public sphere they create 
within the context of their performance.

Then there are the One Billion Rising videos that do not use the song, or 
the choreography, of ‘Break the Chain’ at all. In Panay, the Red Detachment 
of Women NPA Panay perform to a local song, with aerobic- like exercises 
in military outfits (www.youtube.com/ watch?v=Gey1CWznaPg). I  now 
move to focus on this performance as an example of what I have been 
discussing throughout the book as sic- sensuous; of the transmission of 
meaning, of dialogue between bodies that does not necessitate words and 
transgresses politics as articulated in words. While it would seem unlikely 
that a military unit of the Communist Party engages in a flash mob, this 
is their own embodied response to the call to rise, strike, dance that the 
One Billion Rising movement generated. In this clip too we see danc-
ers pointing their fingers towards the sky, encircling space around the 
women’s bodies. The dancers’ faces are hidden, they are serious and co- 
ordinated. There is nothing joyful about this version; it looks no different 
from military drills. The sequence ends with the women firing their guns 
towards the sky. There could not be a more different response to Ensler’s 
depiction of dance as ‘dangerous, joyous, sexual, holy, disruptive, con-
tagious, it breaks the rules’. This clip shows an intervention into Ensler’s 
message in the language of dance itself. It shows perhaps the strongest 
sic- sensuous of all performed versions; its language of movement stands 
in sharp opposition to Ensler’s narration of dance in words. And yet, for 
its performers, this dance creates an opportunity for sensed bodies to 
come together and reoccupy their own space.

The same music to the song danced in Panay, as well as an almost 
identical choreography (save for the arm pointing towards the sky at the 
beginning instead of pointing down), feature in a less military context, in 
Hong Kong (www.youtube.com/ watch?v=JPhqtNFf2c8). In this version 
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women wear the One Billion Rising T-shirts; they appear just as uniform 
as the women soldiers, but in their civilian uniform. Later, they move 
into ‘Break the Chain’, with the beginning highly choreographed and 
providing a literal response to the lyrics. Once again we see the tension 
between the dancers releasing into their environment and their delving 
into their own bodies.

In Batticola, India, women in saris drum uniformly on the beach 
(www.youtube.com/ watch?v=l7cIq3ZXHRM). There is no music apart 
from the women’s drums; slowly, the performers start shifting into a cir-
cle; they move their weight from side to side as in the Wiesbaden clip 
discussed above. The dancers turn around in their place; they begin 
to hop as they move around the circle; and then they return to minute 
weight- shifting from side to side, leaning in and out of the circle. Now 
the weight- shifting allows them to play with the boundaries of the circle. 
Next, they move their weight to the centre of the circle, and release their 
chests to the sky, opening up both their individual bodies and the entire 
circle as a spatial formation, simultaneously, to the space surrounding 
them. Now the rhythm is faster and the circle becomes self- enclosed; we 
notice the audience clapping, following the rhythm.

It is remarkable that, whether choreographed or not, co- ordinated 
or not, performed to the official anthem ‘Break the Chain’ or to differ-
ent music, all the videos express several movement motifs that repeat 
themselves. First, as noted, there is the use of arms pointing towards the 
sky, sideways and outside of the body. The body questions its bounda-
ries, expanding in space, moving beyond its initial demarcated place, 
and occupies a bigger space than the space it had occupied when the 
dance began. The moving body shows that it can take up a larger space 
than it takes up before moving. This choreographic feature becomes even 
more evident when we look at the accumulation of bodies, all moving 
together in this movement motif; we see a mass of people who shift the 
boundaries of their assigned space and enlarge it further. In the Tamil 
version discussed above we see a striking use of space, when women 
move from the centre of the circle towards its outer space, incorporating 
both motifs together. In this version the dancers use the motif of the cir-
cle, while drumming, to occupy a larger space than the one from which 
they started. There is a repeat of the use of arms and circles to enlarge 
the space the body takes in the world. When bodies move together they 
enlarge the space the group of women take in the world. We see manifold 
interpretations of the concept of release within the body and between 
two moving bodies.
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These are various choreographic responses to what I have been read-
ing throughout the book as release: motion shifting from one inscribed 
body to others with which it is sharing space. Whereas Martha Graham 
used one technical interpretation of release, we see that there are many 
interpretations of this choreographic idea which do not necessitate dance 
education. Dance gains power when it shifts from one moving body to 
another.

At the same time, the continuity of the movement exemplified by the 
use of circles out, but also in, explores the body as a space in and of itself. 
The arms extend outward but also inward; the dancers’ bodies assume 
a different position within themselves. Circles mean not only expand-
ing outward but also exploring the space of the body inward. The arms 
become more and more outstretched with every circle; the body explores 
not only its placement within space but also its density within itself. 
Thus we must not only focus on the obvious, overt element repeating 
itself here, the enlarging of the body in circles. We must shift our gaze 
towards the implications this circular movement has for the corporeal-
ity of the dancers; the space of the body inwards. We see here manifold 
bodies contracting into themselves, bringing into conflict configurations 
of violence and power that have been written on multiple bodies globally 
and their own unique danced response to those configurations of power. 
Contraction here is just as political as the overt intention to release, if not 
more so.

Finally, the most significant point arising from these various clips is 
their lack of uniformity. There are numerous systems of inscription uti-
lised by the dancers. Some of these systems of inscription seem more 
in tune than others with the explicit message of the One Billion Rising 
movement and its conception of dance as joyous rupture. Some meth-
ods of inscription seem highly disciplined and disciplining. Dance is 
utilised to intervene in the public space; but at the same time it carries 
within it many systems of signification that are far from being unruly. 
The women performing military exercises in uniform and firing their 
guns in the air present a completely different set of meanings to the that 
presented by Ensler. Yet those women, as all other dancers in the clip, 
respond to Ensler in the same language in which she created the One 
Billion Rising movement: dance. We see here a powerful instance of sic- 
sensuous:  transgression articulated through dance between sensuous 
bodies: Eve Ensler’s body and the manifold bodies who responded to her 
in diverse systems of inscription. I move to contract further into another 
register of the argument.
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Conclusions: the failure of universality and the transformation  
of the body: rising together beyond unison

This chapter started with Eve Ensler’s experience of sharing an unruly 
moment with the women of the Congo through dance. Women and 
men all over the world had showed her that resistance to violence can 
be undergone in a variety of systems of inscription. Eve Ensler’s body 
may have catalysed this movement but it certainly could not determine 
the responses generated from bodies assembling around the idea of the 
movement. The response to the discipline of the body is not unruly move-
ment; rather, it is a contesting language, which expresses through and 
with the body ideas of resistance, anger and above all the fact that wom-
en’s bodies deserve to take up much more space than that to which they 
are assigned. Moreover, they show that they do not have to be instructed 
on how to release into space; and they can share a moment of sensation 
while showing those characteristics which create differences between all 
those moving –  and moved –  bodies. The concept of sic- sensuous carries 
heavy political weight.

Some of the participants in the One Billion Rising flash mob in 
Baltimore reflected on the event. They wrote:

By performing the same choreographed moves to the official ‘One Billion 
Rising’ theme song, Break the Chain, Hopkins students became part of the 
global movement to demand an end to GBV.2 Historically, dance has been 
used a form of activism. However, only recently have people begun to see its 
power for global activism. Even today, some of the most conservative cultures 
in the world ban organized dance. It is feared, because it ignites the one thing 
that you cannot take away from a person: hope. (Branchinia et al. 2013: 252)

This short paragraph narrating some of the participants’ experience in 
the flash mob highlights the contradictions I have discussed throughout 
the chapter. The One Billion Rising movement offers a specific point of 
view, namely Western, utilising a song in English to create what is meant 
to be a global platform for movement. Yet those who have taken up the 
call to rise, strike, dance have done so in manifold ways, performing in 
their own methods of inscription. The One Billion Rising dancers draw 
upon one interpretation of dance –  as an unruly power which penetrates 
structures of domination in diverse languages. At the same time the 
responses to violence inscribed upon women’s and girls’ bodies –  which 
are necessarily different and multifarious –  are different and multifarious 
too. The Johns Hopkins participants cannot really share a global platform 
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of uniform performances of dance as there is no such globalised cohe-
sive interpretation. Revisiting the discussion of shared space in this book, 
including kinaesthetic empathy in Chapter  1 as well as the discussion 
of Martha Graham and the reception of her work in Chapter 3, I draw 
attention to a conceptual overlap. Once again a white body, this time Eve 
Ensler’s, presents itself as universal and crates a space of shared sensa-
tion derived from its own experiences. At the same time, examining the 
danced responses shows there are manifold methods of resistance to this 
particularity presented as universalism. Ensler founded a space for sic- 
sensuous. Each one of the dancers, responding to the ethos of the One 
Billion Rising movement in their own system of inscription, exemplifies 
the resistance available within the moving body. The key lesson we learn 
is that the fact that dance can go beyond boundaries does not mean that 
is a universal language. Rather, I argue, the capacity to use dance as a sub-
versive mechanism is universal. The body is not universal but the body is 
able to intervene universally.

Moreover, the clips we have discussed yield a far more complex and 
contradictory reading of dance than that presented by Ensler and appro-
priated by the One Billion Rising movement. Dance is unruly and disci-
plined, intervening and continuous. The top- down instructions created 
by the One Billion Rising movement provided the starting point for the 
transgression and subversion of its choreographed language. Every clip 
shows other moments in which the system of inscription is obliged by 
languages inscribed upon the dancers’ bodies. Each response exemplifies 
the characteristics of the lived worlds of the dancers. The dancers have 
opened for the reader– spectator a vista into the dancers’ unique life expe-
rience and the way they interpret resistance to gendered violence. Each 
moment of sic- sensuous unravelled a body that contracted into itself and 
released into a shared space. The failure to create a universal unison of 
resistance is the triumph of a more complex interpretation of dance, aris-
ing from an individual body but never disengaged from its unique lived 
experience. We are reminded here of Isadora Duncan’s rebellious toes 
that refused to obey; multiple rebellious toes contested the universalism 
of One Billion Rising in their own unique ways.

And yet there are some choreographic characteristics present in all 
the clips discussed. In all of those danced instances moving bodies 
occupy space together. Those bodies create a danced relational pres-
ence in numerous public spaces around the world. They release from 
their own embodied space into a shared space, a non- verbal public 
sphere, inhabited by dancers seeking to affirm the need to treat bod-
ies with respect. The response to the call to rise, strike, dance is made 
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in the dancers’ own embodied languages and always through dance. 
All these responses affirm the independence of dance as a world. Eve 
Ensler created a global message in which dancers dissented from vio-
lence against women. In so doing they also dissented from a top- down 
narrative of how this resistance should be narrated. Dancers around 
the world triumphed in the One Billion Rising mission of reoccupying 
their bodies through motion and at the same time occupying public 
spaces. They brought their own worlds into that global movement. The 
failure to create a unified choreographic interpretation of the weak 
reading of political dance as solely joyful and explosive results in mul-
tiple versions of the strong reading of political dance. Sic- sensuous 
results in manifold interpretations of the relationship between con-
traction into the ruptured body and release into a shared global space 
constituted around the message of ending violence against women 
and girls. This strong political reading cannot ever be conceptualised 
as a global language since it draws on numerous lived experiences of 
moving bodies. Those bodies intervene and bring their own systems of 
inscription to the moment of performance.

Whereas gumboot dancers who were assigned to a demarcated space 
subverted it by using physical mechanisms of protecting their bodies 
from injury in dire working conditions –  their gumboots –  One Billion 
Rising allows the body to contest its vulnerability in other ways. Through 
intervening in spaces within and without the injured body, and through 
creating embodied dialogue between multiple subjects who either 
underwent or are in danger of sexual violence, the power of the bodies 
of women comes to the forefront of the public sphere. Thus the dancers 
of One Billion Rising write a significant message upon the body of this 
argument. Those dancers, in their multitude of responses to Eve Ensler’s 
call to rise, strike, dance, show that there is power within the female body 
to resist oppression and degradation. The lives of these women who rise 
may not coincide with each other; each faces a different set of challenges 
and threats; and yet they are all able to come together within their own 
local space. These women contest their vulnerability by showing the force 
of the body of women as opposed to the body of woman. The One Billion 
Rising dancers write on the body of this argument one of its most funda-
mental messages: the body is never purely vulnerable, neither to violence 
nor to cultural imperialism, even from the best intentions.

The One Billion Rising movement has managed to create a global plat-
form against gendered violence, albeit sometimes contrary to its found-
ing message in words. In the next chapter I push the reader– spectator 
to explore further the tension between the universal and the particular, 
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the moving body and structures of violence, when I read the concept of 
human rights through dance. Thus the argument releases further from a 
shared sphere of activism and dissent into legal- political frameworks that 
constitute our global body politic.

Notes

 1 The Congo has been defined by a Margot Wallstrom, the UN’s special repre-
sentative on sexual violence in conflict, as ‘the rape capital of the world’. The 
UN Joint Human Rights Office in the DRC (UNJHRO) released an in- depth 
report which documents serious incidents of sexual violence in the country, 
with over 3,600 victims registered by the office between January 2010 and 
December 2013.

 2 Gender- based violence.
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