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Abstract
urban art interventions in the contemporary context of occupied East Jerusalem. Although contemporary Western
engagement, they do not adequately address the ongoing colonial situation that shapes life in occupied East
Jerusalem. This essay calls attention to the gaps between the prevailing art-world discourses of participation and

This essay examines an art walk titled

(2015-16), one of several participatory, community-

Jerusalem. The authors ask how political engagement might be imagined and practiced through art in the context of
the ongoing Israeli military occupation of the city.

was an aesthetic and performative strategy

of counter-occupation in a contested and highly politicized space. The authors demonstrate the ways in which
local situation in Israeli-occupied Jerusalem. The goal of

is shown to be twofold: to decolonize

both thought and space. In other words, the projects seeks both to intervene in Western discourses about political art,
and to resist the occupation through the collective activation of public space.

Keywords
Decolonization, social practice art, urban interventions, occupied, Jerusalem, Palestine, activism
1 Introduction

art interventions in the contemporary context of occupied East Jerusalem. Although contemporary Western discourses
they do not adequately address the ongoing colonial situation that shapes life in occupied East Jerusalem. In this
essay, we aim to call attention to the gaps between the prevailing art-world discourses of participation and community
engagement and the realities of life in occupied Jerusalem.
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We take as our starting point an art walk titled

(2015-16), one of several participatory, community-

Jerusalem. Through an analysis of this urban intervention, we ask how political engagement might be imagined and
practiced through art in the context of the ongoing Israeli military occupation of the city.

was an

aesthetic and performative strategy of counter-occupation in a contested and highly politicized space.

The Israeli occupation operates through the sophisticated manipulation of spaces and bodies, and seeks to create
throughout occupied Palestine, residents of East Jerusalem face unique challenges as a minority in the city. They
are increasingly being forced out of their shrinking neighborhoods as settlers illegally appropriate their homes; their
basic right to reside in Jerusalem is precarious—dependent on the possession of residency permits that may be
exists in parts of the West Bank. The duration and severity of the occupation has caused community members and
social associations in Jerusalem to respond to such conditions with a high level of skepticism, a fearful resistance to
change, and a reluctance to challenge the current system. This situation illustrates the theories of Franz Fanon (1964),
who described how colonialism becomes internalized in the very bodies of suppressed peoples. The repressive
the limited borders imposed by the system. This is evident in the fact that Jerusalemites tend to restrict themselves
to private spaces—the only places where they can feel free and secure (although even that security is increasingly
under threat by settlers). The experience of fear and insecurity in public spaces is enormous and has of course
increased throughout the years of occupation and the ongoing cycles of violence in the streets. What role can art play
in responding to this situation, and what forms might creative responses take?
3.1
, which took place in 2015, groups of local residents and visitors followed
“stations”—mundane or forgotten places that had been subtly transformed into sites of urban art—a parking lot, a
in the Old City. Along the way, participants encountered traces of a suppressed history, glimpses of possibility in
the present, and new visions of the future. None of the art stations in

presented work that

something that is in itself a political act in Palestinian Jerusalem.

participatory social art practices that inform urban interventions, as well as to consider the contemporary debates
concerning its ethics, aesthetics, and politics. Since the 1990s, contemporary artists have become increasingly
interested in collaborating with various “non-art world” publics. The artists associated with these practices are
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Fig. 1 -
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art walk map, 2015.
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frequently driven by a desire to address social injustices, and they view the participation of the public as an ethical
imperative (Bishop, 2012). A diverse array of participatory, community-based, socially-oriented art projects is referred
to today as “social practice.” As Bishop (2012) observes, such practices are often based in everyday social forms
such as talking, eating, gardening or walking; sometimes they are discursive rather than visual, engaging the public
notions of art, but they are the legacy of a century of avant-gardist assault on the boundaries between art and life.

Fig. 2 - A cart specially designed by Al Hoash for

, in the style of the traditional carts used to
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Although they may not meet the demands of the commercial art market, participatory social practices have become well
and are welcomed by museums eager to provide interactive experiences for their visitors. However, such practices
are not without controversy. Many forms of “social practice”—particularly so-called community art projects—have
been sanctioned and funded by various states agencies as non-threatening forms of “social work”—what political
theorist Oliver Marchart (2002) referred to as “privatist version[s] of public welfare.” Art critic Claire Bishop (2012)
notes that that in seeking to establish a critical distance from the neoliberal new world order “collaborative practice is

While Bishop may at times seem intent on protecting a space for aesthetic critique, her insistence on criticality is
also an insistence on politics. Both Bishop and Marchart are wary of a social practice in which art is instrumentalized
to co-opt underprivileged communities into the existing neoliberal order, rather than to challenge the assumptions
on which that order is founded. While their critiques do have validity, they are principally aimed at the discourse of
Western political art and its implication in or appropriation by neoliberal capitalism. However, contemporary art may
set of practices—and if globalization may be said to impose a degree of cultural sameness, art introduces a source
of alterity that confounds such a reductive formulation. Artists and art worlds in many colonial and post-colonial
contexts increasingly refute the distinction between the local and the global, the West and “the rest.” Such is the
case in Palestine, where the traditional dichotomies that structure Western political art discourse (social vs. political,
individual vs. community, local vs. global, aesthetics vs. ethics) do not make sense in the context of an ongoing colonial
and Bishop identify in some Western artistic practices and participatory social practices in the Palestinian context.
discourse of political art) as well as to decolonize Palestinian territory. Such an approach unites the psychic and
spatial dimensions of the occupation, and connects the logic of capitalism to the logic of the occupation.

In
still relevant—insight was that the capitalist system cannot operate without the complicity or co-optation of most of
a dialectic between capitalism and its “critique.” Capitalism typically overcomes the crises it generates by neutralizing
“critique”—stealing the thunder of its critics by ostensibly answering some of their challenges while diverting attention
from other grievances that are left unremedied or even exacerbated.
Such a dialectic also informs the logic of occupation. Marchart, Bishop and Boltanski emphasize the danger that
art—even in the anti-capitalist (non-commercial or commodity forms) that characterize much social practice - may be
context, what Boltanski terms „neutralisation of critique“ takes the form of a very real fear that any expression of critique
will be neutralized—either through its violent elimination or through integration into the very system of occupation
that it seeks to oppose. To some degree, this dialectic touches all forms of critiques within a totalizing system.

possibility—a place to imagine and visualize alternate realities.
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We are currently seeing an increasing turn towards participatory and performative practices in Palestinian art. How
might such practices begin to unravel the intertwined logics of capitalism and occupation? In

,a

but instead to discover (together with the artists and the community) new approaches to making space accessible for
public use and engagement. In Jerusalem, permissions issued by the Israeli municipality are required for any public
to assemble are usually denied. The lack of public infrastructure and public spaces in East Jerusalem—in comparison
to the expansive public spaces and rich resources of West Jerusalem—complicates all attempts to design public
engagement beyond the traditional format of the street festival. In addition, public spaces in East Jerusalem are
subject to intense surveillance by the Israeli army or police. These spaces have become increasingly unsafe, as
soldiers injure and kill Palestinian residents with impunity in the name of vague and frequently unfounded claims of
self-defense. Because most Palestinians do not feel safe to gather in public space, it was imperative for Al Hoash to
develop a creative and subversive approach to place making in East Jerusalem.

Michel de Certeau (2011) draws an important distinction between place and space. Place, according to de Certeau,
refers to the “locational instantiation of what is considered to be customary, proper and even pre-established” (Pannell,
2006). Space, on the other hand, has none of this stability but instead is composed of the “intersections of mobile
but place must be activated by bodies, by walking—it must be experienced subjectively. Space is produced while

into places.

The Israeli occupation of East Jerusalem has created a widespread sense of political depression and apathy amongst
Palestinian residents. Activism is blocked and “a disintegration of politics results in isolation, frustration, anomie
passivity of residents of Palestinian Jerusalem. They approached this challenge by identifying new kinds of spaces in

forgotten spaces and transform them into embodied places.
abandoned public buildings in their search for such potential places. They invited artists from Palestine and abroad to
participate in a residency. These artists formed a temporary collective to jointly create art interventions in the selected
semi-public spaces. Over a period of three weeks, this collective took over the Al Hoash Gallery and discovered the
surrounding area, meeting with community members and discussing possible topics for the selected “art stations.”
Ownership of the process was given to the artists in order to dissolve the hierarchy of the classical curatorial and
institutional set up. After much discussion with community members, local organizations, and time spent observing
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themes of silence and repose for their project—a form of response and resistance to the stress and turmoil that
comprises daily life in East Jerusalem.

Fig. 4 -

, 2015.

5.1
In a city that attracts tourists to its religions processions and rituals (the route along the stations of the cross, the Via
Dolorosa, being the most well-known) but restricts their exposure to the injustices of the occupation, the “art stations”
subverted such practices and addressed the contemporary daily life of Palestinian residents. Yet this was not done in
the tragic mode of political victimization but in a creative and life-giving spirit.
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the Suf Market in the Old City and varied from an encounter with “urban furniture” to a pause in a forgotten dead-end
street next to a public garden, an art intervention in the community center Ibna Al Quds, to a music performance in an
abandoned, semi-ruined former vegetable market in the bazaar.
The artists cleaned up and reclaimed this old bazaar (the Al Bazar Market) and it became a central location on the
walk. During the tours, participants of were led from one station to the next and provided with an introduction to
the space, its background, and its connection to the art intervention. None of the artists used the spaces simply as
exotic background for their own work but instead involved the participants in activating each new place and making it

the Damascus Gate in the Old City was one of the middle stations of the tour. Participants were invited to enter the

and activating this space through their collective installation. What began as an alternative tour through the city turned
into a performative demonstration—one that played with and subverted a dominant tourist cliché in the Old City: the
carrying of religious symbols. The participants now became artists. This simple yet powerful activity turned out to
be one of the most successful aspects of

. It attracted the attention of neighboring Palestinian

shop owners and residents who became interested in learning about and participating in future versions of the project.

Fig. 5 -

, 2015.
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Half a year later, Alia Rayyan discussed this event with a group of German

participants during

a lecture at the University of Lueneburg in December 2015. Many of those present expressed the discomfort they
and expectations of Jerusalem that were disrupted by the intervention and the resulting blurring of roles between
procession” as an unusually liberating act of performing in a familiar place—a claiming of ownership. The tour was
repeated six times and successfully attracted a local audience. This act of place-making in Jerusalem—a subtle

6 Conclusion
Placemaking interventions such as

will not bring the occupation to an end. But art is not an

endeavor to be judged by measurable concrete outcomes—as Bishop and Marchart emphasize in their critique of the
instrumentalization of art. Yet artistic practices may provide a spark for change when they react with other existing

paradigms (McLennan, 2012).
thought and space: to intervene in Western discourses about political art, and to resist the occupation through the
collective activation of public space. The experience of participation is very much a bodily experience, a sharing of
resistance is to activate places in unexpected and overlooked spaces, and to occupy them—to embody them. This
cannot be currently accomplished by winning territory, or even by building new structures or public spaces, but
has successfully demonstrated the capacity of art to transform spaces into places, and to generate
new possibilities for an art of counter-occupation.

Boltanski, L., Chiapello, E., 2007. The New Spirit of Capitalism.
Fanon, F., 1964. The Wretched of the Earth. Trans. C. Farrington.

Trans. Eliot, G. Verso Press, New York.
De Certeau, M., 2011. The Practice of Everyday Life. Trans.
Steve Rendall. University of California Press, Berkeley, CA.
Pannell, S. N., 2006. From the poetics of place to the politics

of spectatorship. Verso Press, London and New York.
Marchart, O., 2002. Art, Space and the Public Sphere(s), pre_

tenggara, in: Fox, J, (Ed.), The poetic power of place:

public journal (01-2002).

comparative perspectives on austronesian ideas of locality.

(accessed 16 March 2016).
Mbembe,

A.,

2015.

Decolonizing

knowledge

and

the

question of the archive. Public lecture.
%20Mbembe%20-%20Decolonizing%

Australian National University Press, Acton.
Warner, M., 2002. Publics and counterpublics, Quarterly Journal
of Speech 88, 4, 413-425.

20Knowledge%20and%20the%20Question%20of%20the%20

McLennan, G., 2012. Postcolonial critique and the idea of

Archive.pdf (accessed 6 June 2016).

sociology, Working Paper 02-12, University of Bristol, 10.

100

