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“The world is not your friend,” was the caution artist Isaac 
Chong Wai received from his friend after experiencing a 
racially motivated attack on a street in Berlin, the city where 
he resides. In November 2015, a stranger approached Chong 
to make conversation but abruptly hurled racial insults and 
struck the artist’s head with a glass bottle. Since then, Chong 
has been investigating how bodies react to violence at times 
of vulnerability and resilience. For the durational performance 
Rehearsal of the Futures: Is the World Your Friend? (2018), 
he researched physical acts drawn from politically charged 
images of protests and reenacted them with several performers 
through thirteen sets of “exercises”. Each set references a 
different scene of protestors fighting, throwing stones, tugging 
at clothes, surrendering, being held, and being arrested. The 
performative actions are suspended, prolonged, decelerated, 
and repeated, allowing both performers and viewers to closely 
study body postures, gestures, and movements in positions 
of powerlessness and resistance. As proposed in its title, 
the artist intended for this choreography to be rehearsals for 
protests in his imagined futures. Can simulations be used to 
train our bodies on how to respond to trauma, such as the 
violence at protests?

Philosophers, psychotherapists, and neuroscientists have 
hypothesised the concept of “body memory”, where our 
bodies can store memories of physical experiences that may 
influence future behaviour. They speculate past sensations 
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intrinsic to the body are stored and retrieved as 
long-term implicit memories that are acquired 
and recalled unconsciously.1 This can be applied 
to trauma memory as observed in post-traumatic 
stress disorders – intrusive reenactments of 
traumatic events that are manifested in the form 
of somatic flashbacks.2 Conversely, intentionally 
re-experiencing past trauma on a corporeal 
level can also be thought of as a predictive 
framework for minimising uncertainty in the 
negative expressions of body memories,3 thus 
suggesting that reliving physical experiences of 
trauma can prepare us for future ones. One may 
consider this to be an extreme method of trauma 
therapy and question whether simulating other 
representations of violence can be as effective. 
American intellectual and writer Susan Sontag 
argued that witnessing atrocities at a distance 
through camera-mediated images does not 
necessarily take away the power of the image. It 
is the vast quantity of images disseminated by the 
media that sensationalizes, gradually numbs our 
emotions, and detaches us from our sympathies. 
She reminds us: “Compassion is an unstable 
emotion. It needs to be translated into action, 
or it withers.”4 In the performance video Falling 
Reversely (2021/2024), Chong has found a way to 
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transcribe the violence and pain depicted in mass 
media images into performative actions.

The artist conceived this work during the 
COVID-19 pandemic outbreak when anti-Asian 
rhetoric and violence were on the rise.5 The 
widespread incidents of Asians falling victim to 
racially motivated threats and assaults in public 
were alarming. Particularly in the United States, 
images of violent and unprovoked attacks began 
to make numerous news headlines as the number 
of Asian-targeted hate acts surged. These images 
relentlessly circulating in the mass media were 
not met with passivity but rather galvanised 
Chong to fulfill Sontag’s belief that depictions of 
atrocities can steel oneself against weakness.6 
He sourced videos of anti-Asian incidents from 
the news (many were CCTV footage from the 
United States) and carefully analysed them 
with a group of Asian diasporic performers 
residing in Berlin. The gestures of victims and 
perpetrators in the videos, along with stories 
of the performers’ own experiences that were 
shared privately amongst the group, became 
references for developing the choreography and 
vocabulary of Falling Reversely. In each scene, 
performers reenact specific moments of an attack 
when victims cannot protect themselves and 
succumb to injury, such as sustaining a blunt 
force to the abdomen or being knocked down 
to the ground. Some movements are convulsive 
and appear exaggerated, some suspended 
mid-air, while others are slowed down and even 
reversed. The altered states of these gestures 

5. According to the 
2023 Statutory 
Enforcement Report 
published by the United 
States Commission 
on Civil Rights, the 
Federal Bureau of 
Investigation of the 
United States released 
a Supplemental Hate 
Crimes Statistics 
report in March 2023 
that showed that the 
number of anti-Asian 
incidents reported 
in the United States 
increased 167% from 
2020 to 2021.

6. Sontag 2003 
(as note 4).
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challenge our perception of the physical impact 
of violent attacks and our bodies’ immediate 
responses to them. For the artist, the power 
and force of a physical attack is driven by its 
speed.7 Our inability to anticipate and promptly 
react to a threat fuels our fear of violence. Violent 
movements no longer appear as threatening 
when reenacted by the performers in slow motion. 
Prolonging and suspending a fall necessitates 
absolute control of the body, just as reversing 
from a fallen position by propping yourself back 

up takes incredible strength. 
By practicing, rehearsing, and 
performing these arduous 
movements repeatedly, the 
choreography becomes a 
ritual to protect and reclaim 
the autonomy of bodies. In the 
seven-channel version of this 
performance video that is part 
of Foreigners Everywhere, the 
60th International Art Exhibition 
of La Biennale di Venezia, the 
performers’ movements are 
dissected and unfurled across 
dispersed screens. Viewers 
can observe gestures from 
various angles and in different 

proximities, allowing us to carefully examine 
the anatomy of each motion. The choreography 
of the screens – fragmented images that are at 
times repeated, hidden, or shift at a fast pace – 
completely transforms our viewing experience, 
making it impossible to fully comprehend if we 

7. Isaac Chong Wai, 
in discussion with the 

author, 19 October 
2023.

Rehearsal of the 
Futures: Is the World 
Your Friend? (2018) by 
Isaac Chong Wai. 
Photo by Alice Yu.
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remain in a static and passive position. In contrast 
to viewing images of violence that are broadcast 
on repeat, this work demands our active attention 
and engagement as a spectator.

The figures in Xu Zhen’s live performance In 
Just a Blink of an Eye (2005) resemble a magic 
act seen from afar. Their bodies are mysteriously 
frozen in an impossible position with their backs 
leaning backward and arms hovering in the air 
for long durations of time. The stillness in these 
living sculptures turns the body into the material, 
making us question our constructed reality of 
the viewing experience. In past presentations, 
the artist recruited migrant workers residing in 
the city where the performance takes place to be 
his performers.8 By capturing our attention with 
these figures, he attempts to render the living 
conditions of marginalised communities visible. 
For Falling Reversely, Chong similarly worked with 
performers who are foreigners living in Berlin, just 
like himself. They would discuss their experiences 
with Germany’s immigration offices and their 
broader perspectives on immigration politics in 
preparation for the performance.9 While Zhen’s 
performers are supported by metal constructions 
hidden from the viewer, Chong and his group 
were able to achieve gravity-defying positions 
of being suspended mid-fall through collective 
efforts. The slow motion of falling backward in 
real-time is only possible when fellow performers 
continue to brace a bridged back until the body 
touches the ground. Their gestures are gentle 
but in supporting another, they are put in a 

8. Katrin Bucher 
Trantow et al., 
Corporate: Xu Zhen 
(Produced by Madein 
Company), Vienna, 
Austria: Verlag für 
Moderne Kunst, 2015.

9. Isaac Chong Wai, 
email message to 
author, 27 February 
2024.

vulnerable position or the burden of weight is 
shifted unintentionally at times. Choreographer 
Simone Forti’s sculptural movement score Huddle 
(1961) instructs dancers to form a collective 
structure using their bodies. As the group stands 
closely together and faces each other, one dancer 
detaches from the structure, then slowly climbs 
up and over the huddle before rejoining. The 
dancers need to wordlessly adjust to a shifting 
group shape, find ways to support one another, 
and stay together throughout the performance. 
Performer Ethan Philbrick’s political reading of 
Huddle regards the work as a non-sovereign 
collective practice, which rejects a static cohesive 
frame that appeals to systems of imperial 
sovereignty. Instead, it should aim to form a 
small nonhierarchical group that may differentiate 
and fragment but still internally negotiates and 
supports while practicing modalities of relational 
individuation.10 Chong instructs and directs but 
when he takes on the role of a peer performer in 
Falling Reversely, the work becomes leaderless. 
The vocabulary is drawn from personal 
experiences and individual interpretations, but 
the choreography is collaboratively negotiated 
and built upon a shared reflection of pain. We are 
all foreigners in this world11 and the question of 
whether the world is our friend remains difficult 
to answer. But to begin any friendship, we must 
find commonality among strangers together. As 
signified in Chong’s Falling Reversely, it is the 
collective body that can defy gravity, reverse an 
attack, and forge a solidarity response against 
violence.

10.  Ethan Philbrick, 
“Huddling, Then and Now: 

Simone Forti and the 
Nonsovereign Collective,” 

TDR/The Drama Review 
62, no. 4 (December 

2018): 183–96, https://
doi.org/10.1162/
dram_a_00811.
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11. The curator Adriano 
Pedrosa explained in La 

Biennale di Venezia’s 
official press statement 

that the exhibition title 
Foreigners Everywhere 

takes on several 
meanings: you will always 

encounter foreigners 
wherever you go and 

simultaneously wherever 
you are, you will find 

yourself to be a foreigner 
deep down inside.
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