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Abstract

This article applies the insights of Michel de Certeau’s influential text of sociological analysis The Practice of Everyday Life to the action sequences of contemporary Hollywood cinema. In so doing it demonstrates the extent to which these sequences can be read as spectacular displays of the spatial appropriation that de Certeau suggests characterize everyday life. For de Certeau, the everyday is controlled by bureaucratic and out-of-reach structures, their strategies of control dependent on the production of restrictive spaces; the individual, however, is able to gain agency through self-directed movement within these structures. In this way, simple acts such as walking and cooking become expressions of personal freedom within capitalist society. This article will illustrate the affinity between de Certeau’s ‘pedestrian tactics’ and the more outlandish feats of the action protagonists of a variety of Hollywood blockbusters. These protagonists temporarily appropriate space from monolithic controlling entities in a similar manner, Die Hard 4.0 (Wiseman, 2007), the Bourne trilogy (Liman, 2002; Greengrass, 2004, 2007) and Mission: Impossible – Ghost Protocol (Bird, 2011) being representative examples of this process. Across these films independent individuals use ingenuity and improvisation to outmanoeuvre agents of systemic control, liberating themselves from spatial restrictions. In presenting such spectacular occupations the action genre and action sequence relate potentially alienating architectural spaces to the bodily coordinates of viewers, who can consequently take pleasure from the display of successful tactical actions within highly regulated environments. However, and in line with close readings of de Certeau, the article will conclude by investigating how tactics might be seen as inevitably and unavoidably subsumed within rigid strategic frameworks in the contexts of both everyday life and the action film.
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Influencing a wide range of cultural geographers and social theorists in his wake, Henri Lefebvre suggests in his 1974 book The Production of Space that our experience of space is increasingly dominated by ‘a unitary, logistical, operational and quantifying rationality’ that feeds its own growth as it expands to ‘take possession of the whole planet’ (1991: 280): visual regimes homogenize global space and compel commodity flow and processes of monetization throughout the world.  Technology is also deployed to this end, measuring, standardizing and surveying space with increasing accuracy. As Lefebvre states, ‘The accumulation of money for investment, and productive investment itself, are hard to conceive of without a parallel accumulation of technologies and knowledge’ (1991: 262). Inspected and regulated by these technologies, space is instrumentalized and dominated from on high. As a result, the management and manipulation of space become far removed from the reach of the ordinary individual.

Michel de Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday Life (published in French in 1980 and translated into English four years later) expands upon this dichotomy to develop what would become a hugely influential theory of personal agency in capitalist society, a theory based on the opposing concepts of tactics and strategies. This work, which will be engaged with fully below, may seem antithetical to the contemporary Hollywood action film. Writers like Lefebvre and de Certeau speak explicitly of everyday life: what could be further removed from the spectacular adventures of Jason Bourne, James Bond and John McClane? Do these characters and their ilk not populate some (literally) incredible otherworld whose properties of sensation and special effects are far removed from our own experience of space and the urban environment? This article will suggest that action sequences may be hyperbolic, but what they hyperbolize is everyday spatial negotiation, especially as it has been described in critical theory. Indeed, the huge popularity of these films demands a closer analysis of what they, and their standout sequences, have to say about the interaction of the individual with contemporary space. The spatial experiences they represent appeal to sensations of threatened personal agency in the globally networked, bureaucratic and sometimes architecturally alienating environments of postmodernity. Placing an exerting, achieving body within them, action sequences empower and inure viewers to these otherwise potentially bewildering environments. Beginning by addressing previous critical work on the action genre and how action sequences might function as compensatory representations of physical action, this article will go on to apply de Certeau’s work to some characteristic action sequences from Die Hard 4.0 (Wiseman, 2007), the Bourne trilogy (Liman, 2002; Greengrass, 2004, 2007) and Mission Impossible – Ghost Protocol (Bird, 2011). In doing so it will reveal little-explored aspects of the relationship between these sequences and everyday life.

Space and the action sequence

Despite the problems associated with describing action cinema as a unified genre (see Arroyo 2000: v; Welsh 2000: 170; Tasker 2004: 3), it can be suggested that the action film is defined by its reliance on action sequences, a scene or series of linked scenes in which characters attempt to accomplish time-sensitive goals in environments of extreme stress. The action sequence is a consistent feature across the mode, or form, of action films: they are ‘one of the defining elements of action cinema, displaying dramatic physical action with a dynamism and intensity that marks [them] out from other sequences’ (Purse 2011: 56). In them the action protagonist confronts, and often overcomes, both villainous individuals and spatial restrictions, mastering environments through skill and brute force. In Yvonne Tasker’s words, these ‘images of a physical power function as a counterpoint to an experience of the world defined by restrictive limits’ (1993: 127). In a related manner, Mark Gallagher suggests that action films provide empowering displays of physical activity in order to compensate for the absence of this kind of activity in everyday life. With the shift from Fordism to post-Fordism in the latter twentieth century, historically legitimized forms of masculine behaviour are no longer practical and do not represent ‘real solutions to the problems faced by members of capitalist societies’ (Gallagher 2006: 45). In action sequences, however, physical action is valued and effective. These sequences construct ‘scenarios of empowerment in which viewers’ actual physical and social limitations can become irrelevant’ (Gallagher 2006: 6). To this end, the cinematic landscape is for Gallagher reconfigured around the male hero, this hero developing for himself spaces that are ‘grandiose emblem[s] of masculinity and control’ (2006: 60). Although spectacular, action sequences therefore work to compensate viewers for their felt loss of social and spatial control in the contemporary environment.

These insights lead to larger questions on the relationship not only of the viewer with the action sequence, but, in a related manner, of the viewer with everyday life, the latter relationship reflected and appealed to in the former. This article suggests that the insights of spatial theory can help address these issues, and in this way it counters previous work that suggests that space in the action genre is essentially an anonymous background against which physical feats and pyrotechnic spectacles are performed. For Martin Flanagan, for instance, action films engage with space in a manner in which ‘abstraction is the dominant tone’:

These are static, ‘finished’ worlds, broadly drawn, non-specific backdrops constructed according to the purely physical requirements of the action. […T]he world of the action film, as expressed in time and space, is essentially always the same. (2004: 110, original emphasis)

However, to conclude in this way that the spatio-temporal organization of action cinema is abstract and non-determinant does not account for the genre’s relationship with everyday anxieties and restrictions, which are often shown being overcome. Far from taking place on an empty stage, action sequences work hard to relate to our own experiences, and this is vital to their appeal. As Richard Dyer notes, action films

offer us thrills and elations we might seldom have, might think it impossible really to have, but they relate such imaginings of elation to the human co-ordinates of the real world: the environments we live in, the social categories in which we have our being. (2000: 18)

In doing so, they provide an account of pleasurable – if often anxious and harried – physical activity and spatial agency.

In action sequences, as in everyday life, ‘space matters’. This is not just, as Barney Warf and Santa Arias state in their book on the spatial turn, ‘for the trivial and self-evident reason that everything occurs in space, but because where events unfold is integral to how they take shape’ (2009: 10, original emphasis). In this assertion Warf and Arias follow The Production of Space, and Lefebvre’s argument that space is not just a backdrop for social life, but constitutive of it:

Activity in space is restricted by that space; space ‘decides’ what activity may occur, but even this ‘decision’ has limits placed upon it. Space lays down the law because it implies a certain order – and hence also a certain disorder […]. Space commands bodies, prescribing or proscribing gestures, routes and distances to be covered. It is produced with this purpose in mind; this is its raison d’être. (Lefebvre 1991: 143, original emphasis)

In everyday life the concrete materiality of space, and the expectations and obligations that come with particular spaces, define how we may and may not act, where we may and may not go. These restrictions come to the fore in action sequences, the prescriptive and proscriptive aspects of contemporary space brought to light as they are overcome.

This is where the writing of de Certeau becomes crucial to understanding the dynamics in play. In The Practice of Everyday Life (1984), urban space enacts an oppositional tussle between the structures that restrict activity and the individuals who inevitably play with these restrictions. De Certeau terms these strategies and tactics, respectively. The concept of ‘strategies’ describes both concrete material space and the institutional frameworks that dominate it (often geometrical in nature); ‘tactics’ are the mobile, temporal and personal occupations of space enacted by an individual. Something as simple as walking in the city becomes a tactical act as the pedestrian creates a personalized path from the various options that the urban grid provides. Speaking can be a tactical act through the opportunity it offers to make language (an imposed system) accord to the speaker’s own personal desires (see de Certeau 1984: 97–98). These tactics, de Certeau suggests with reference to Michel Foucault’s work on the disciplinary procedures of social life, are ‘the network of an antidiscipline’, and The Practice of Everyday Life is for the most part an investigation into ‘the clandestine forms taken by the dispersed, tactical, and makeshift creativity of groups or individuals already caught in the nets of “discipline”’ (de Certeau 1984: xiv–xv).

De Certeau suggests that tactics have become increasingly important to everyday life since in bureaucratically structured societies the individual’s capacity to enact change diminishes the larger and more technocratic the system becomes:

Increasingly constrained, yet less and less concerned with these vast frameworks, the individual detaches himself [sic] from them without being able to escape them and can henceforth only try to outwit them, to pull tricks on them, to rediscover, within an electronicized and computerized megalopolis, the ‘art’ of the hunters and rural folk of earlier days. (de Certeau 1984: xxiii–xxiv)

The average person works (seemingly subconsciously) to forge their own identity within the panoptic, gridded, dominated space of urban life. They actualize possibilities inherent in a planned spatial order, but also reconfigure these possibilities and invent new ones, ‘since the crossing, drifting away, or improvisation of walking privilege, transform or abandon spatial elements’ (de Certeau 1984: 98). While strategies are able to ‘produce, tabulate, and impose’ places in conformity with ‘abstract models’, tactics work to ‘use, manipulate, and divert these spaces’ (de Certeau 1984: 29–30). Tactics do not seek lasting spatial transformation, although, since they are not under ‘any illusion that [the dominant order] will change any time soon’ (de Certeau 1984: 26). The city-walker might increases ‘the number of possibilities’ in a dominated space (de Certeau 1984: 98), but does so only temporarily: ‘A tactic insinuates itself into the other’s place, fragmentarily, without taking it over in its entirety, without being able to keep it at a distance’ (de Certeau 1984: xix).

Action sequences, in their presentations of fragmentary and brief appropriations of space, operate in an analogous manner. The (often male) action protagonist, initially constrained, detaches himself from regulatory control and increases his possibilities for spatial agency. The spectacular nature of his appropriations may seem somewhat removed from de Certeau’s examples of walking, reading and cooking (1984: xix, xxi), but by offering hyperbolically inflated versions of such tactical operations action sequences forcefully direct attention towards the kind of improvisatory inhabitation described in The Practice of Everyday Life.

Appropriating urban space

Tactics, in de Certeau’s model, operate in and are restricted to the level of the street; they exist ‘below the thresholds at which visibility begins’ (1984: 93). The very process of moving above the street, of gaining an aerial viewpoint – such as may be found in a trip to the 110th floor of the World Trade Center in New York – moves one, he states, ‘out of the city’s grasp’, one’s body ‘no longer clasped by the streets that turn and return it according to an anonymous law’ (de Certeau 1984: 92). Yet this release creates an insurmountable distance, lived experience becoming subordinate to panoptic voyeurism. Elevation to the position of strategic planners ‘makes the complexity of the city readable, and immobilizes its opaque mobility in a transparent text’ (de Certeau 1984: 92): space can be mapped and ordered from such a viewpoint, but only by sacrificing movement, life and time. The street and the top-down geometrical viewpoint, therefore, are diametrically opposed ways of knowing the city. They are fundamentally at odds with one another, the former aiming at all times to escape and outwit the latter (de Certeau 1984: 93).
This dichotomy is incredibly well expressed by the 2007 action film Die Hard 4.0, a large-scale franchise blockbuster that is generally typical of the content and approach of such films.
 In a crucial sequence, action protagonist John McClane (Bruce Willis) is assaulted by a helicopter gunship as he drives through the streets of Washington DC. In addition to the helicopter, the cyber-terrorist villains of the film have access to local infrastructure: manipulating traffic signals, police communication and power grids; they control what de Certeau describes as the visual and textual strategies of the city (1984: 92–93). By contrast, McClane is grounded on the street and has no access to these abstract strategies of management and manipulation: his actions are ‘elementary’ and seek to escape ‘the imaginary totalizations’ produced by visual strategies, thus evoking de Certeau’s descriptions of ‘everyday’ tactics (1984: 93). The villains hound him from an aerial position, and redirect the flow of urban traffic to send other vehicles on a collision course with him. McClane is able to escape their machinations through a variety of improvisations: he drives over a fire hydrant to unleash a jet of water skywards to knock out a helicopter gunman, and later improbably uses a tollbooth to launch his car into the air to destroy the helicopter itself. When asked why he performed this last spectacular act McClane shrugs and states nonchalantly ‘I was out of bullets’.

Lisa Purse examines this sequence in her book Contemporary Action Cinema (2011) and notes the dichotomy of spatial control and personal improvisation. She suggests that the villains are ‘associated with both a mastering gaze and a mastering of space’ thanks in part to the fact that the ‘bird’s-eye views of the city are associated directly with the terrorists’ helicopter’; meanwhile McClane is able to use ‘elements of the ground-level urban environment in unconventional ways’ to overcome the threat posed by this spatial mastering, rejecting ‘conventional modes of circulation around the city’ in order to achieve his goals (Purse 2011: 65–66). It is striking here how closely the language Purse uses to describe these acts – language tied to theories of the action sequence’s formal qualities – matches that used by de Certeau. McClane’s actions are like the pedestrian’s tactics in their ‘tactile apprehension and kinesthetic appropriation’, undertaken for the purposes of personal expression and survival (de Certeau 1984: 97). He improvises his own navigations of the urban framework, and in doing so outwits the far-stronger dominant forces of control.

This dynamic exists throughout the franchise, McClane positioned – as are many action protagonists – as the sole or exceptional bearer of a heightened bodily knowledge and an ability to tactically appropriate his environment. He fights not just those who have usurped overarching frameworks but also potential allies who subscribe blindly to such frameworks and ignore McClane’s street-level awareness. From the obstructive FBI agents in Die Hard (McTiernan, 1988) and the duplicitous SWAT team in Die Hard 2 (Harlin, 1990), to the blind bureaucratic adherence to counter-terrorist procedures that leave Wall Street open to large-scale robbery in Die Hard: With a Vengeance (McTiernan, 1995), McClane is consistently the only person capable of grasping the extent to which abstract systems are being manipulated for nefarious ends and of acting in opposition to them. Although McClane is himself a member of law enforcement, police and government agencies do not support him and often actually hinder his tactical actions, a detail that further associates him with de Certeau’s spatially constrained everyday subject.

Frustrated by material space and bureaucratic restriction at every turn, McClane is nonetheless able to interrupt various schemes through inventive personal actions, (re)writing elements of urban infrastructure to achieve his goals. As Purse states, ‘penetration of the city is initially constituted as a problem that John McClane has to solve, but it also quickly becomes the badge of his mastery’ (2011: 65). McClane’s playful persona and his willingness to be hands-on in a crisis furthermore construct him as a blue-collar everyman or ‘pedestrian’. A piece of dialogue from Die Hard: With a Vengeance is instructive, as McClane’s new ally Zeus (Samuel L. Jackson) questions his ability to navigate New York’s urban grid:  

Zeus: Where the hell are you going, McClane? I told you 9th Avenue was the quickest way south.

McClane: Stop with the goddamn yelling, I know what I’m doing.

Zeus: Not even God knows what you’re doing!

This is true: McClane’s actions escape the threshold of visibility upon which the God’s-eye-view of urban rationalism relies. The main difference between McClane’s spatial appropriations and those of de Certeau’s walker is that of scale. 

These appropriations take the form of intense bodily engagements with (and oppositions to) the ‘synchronic system’ of ‘univocal scientific strategies’ that dominate the city through observational organization (de Certeau 1984: 94). The appropriations in Die Hard 4.0 work to disrupt this system (as it is controlled by the villains of the film), temporarily granting McClane freedom from disciplinary visual surveillance and management. Similar operations are demonstrated in the Bourne trilogy, in which action protagonist Jason Bourne (Matt Damon) takes fleeting control of contemporary space, itself depicted by the films as a global nexus of interconnected environments all made similar through their openness to state violence and Bourne’s need to move through them at speed. Throughout the Die Hard franchise various villains manipulate systems that regulate and manage urban environments; in this way these films demonstrate the possibility for strategic control to actively work against the well-being of those it dominates. In the Bourne trilogy, the entire world becomes de Certeau’s urban grid, penetrated and controlled by far-removed but highly powerful strategic entities. The spatial negotiation enacted in the action sequences of the Bourne films emphasizes de Certeau’s assertion that any tactical appropriation is inevitably momentary and precarious, especially in the ‘vast frameworks’ engendered by globalization (1984: xxiv). More than this, these sequences remark upon the highly limited range of activities that strategically controlled urban space seems to offer.

Bourne is an amnesiac government assassin, hounded at all times by a globally powerful division of the CIA, and his experience of space reflects his need to understand his environment instantly, reading it like a text for things that might threaten or assist him. Although the films are shot on location in a variety of cities – Paris, Berlin, Moscow, London and many others – the consistent film-making style of quick cuts and hand-held camerawork limit touristic appreciation of these different urban spaces, flattening them, in the words of Sue Harris, into ‘undifferentiated and indistinguishable canvases for the display of material and symbolic violence’ (2010: 171). As Steven Peacock further suggests, ‘the rapid-fire editing of the [action] sequences, peppering a location with angles and views from different perspectives, appears to quickly and comprehensively map places out, while complicating such an attempt with aspects of disorientation and dislocation’ (2011: 151–52, original emphasis).

De Certeau describes how tactics operate within a space that is becoming ‘at once more homogenous and more extensive’, the monolithic system in which individuals move being ‘too vast to be able to fix them in one place, but too constraining for them ever to be able to escape from it and go into exile elsewhere’ (1984: 40). Such words speak to Bourne’s frustrated quest to be left alone. Technocratic rationality seeks spatial homogenization and does so in the Bourne films for the purpose of instant global action. Time and space are nullified by surveillance technologies in a manifestation of the strategies outlined by de Certeau (1984: 29–30), space being tabulated and ordered to fit an abstract model of hierarchical state control. To retain its supremacy this state apparatus can then deploy violence whenever needed within all monitored space. In order to survive this disciplinary space Bourne must respond with his own processes of spatial ordering and homogenization, the mobile camerawork and twitchy editing in the films reflecting his need to abbreviate the spaces in which he moves into identical (and identically threatening) nodes of a global security apparatus. The depiction of his approach to space and action indicates the extent to which, within the increasingly technocratic systems de Certeau describes, tactics evoke the logic of strategies in order to be successful: the individual on the street adapts the methods of strategic control to their own ends.

Bourne is able to turn the ‘relentlessly hostile environment’ to his brief advantage through his utilitarian approach to space and objects (Harris 2010: 165). In the action sequences the latter become weapons or aids to escape, as in a pen used to turn the tables in a fight scene in The Bourne Identity (Liman, 2002), a bottle of vodka used to douse a wound in The Bourne Supremacy (Greengrass, 2004) or an electric fan and a broom used to distract assailants in The Bourne Ultimatum (Greengrass, 2007). Hyper-alert, Bourne visually skims his surroundings and sees only those elements that are of use to him. This is akin to the act of reading in de Certeau’s tactical model, reading being an act that makes a text ‘habitable, like a rented apartment’ through the application to the written words of the reader’s own memories and ideas, a personalized experience thereby being prompted (but not controlled) by the book being read (1984: xxi). Bourne and other action protagonists make otherwise hostile spaces habitable by regarding these spaces as open to modification. These protagonists demonstrate either innate spatial knowledge or an ability to read space quickly and effectively, and use these skills to make brief changes, ‘renting’ space for their own purposes. These purposes by their nature subvert overarching strategic constraints since these constraints seek to demarcate what particular spaces are for and how they can be used.

Yet this subversion is temporary, and Bourne’s constant anxiety indicates the fleeting quality of tactical spatial appropriation. De Certeau states that a tactic needs to seize opportunities ‘on the wing’, having ‘no base where it can capitalize on its advantages, prepare its expansions, and secure independence with respect to circumstances’ (1984: xix). In an identical manner, Bourne must ‘constantly manipulate events in order to turn them into “opportunities”’, and whatever he wins, he ‘does not keep’ (de Certeau 1984: xix). Once he has gained the upper hand through his creative use of space, he must abandon it or risk further attacks. The action sequences in the trilogy are therefore not simplistic demonstrations of spatial mastery, but instead highlight the contingent and contained nature of any tactical appropriation.

Embodying architecture

The importance to the action genre of personalized tactical movements has been noted by other writers, if not in quite these terms. Gallagher, in words seemingly indebted to de Certeau’s diagnosis of ever-present but insubstantial regulatory social controls, suggests that the ‘ever-increasing gap between action-film narratives and their referents in reality suggests, among other things, the estrangement that viewers feel from both normative institutions and mechanisms of social change’ (Gallagher 2006: 52). This estrangement carries over into the activities of the action protagonist who, as Fred Pfeil suggests, frequently achieves their goals by ‘eschewing the support and regulation of inept and/or craven law enforcement institutions, ignoring established procedures, and running “wild” instead’ (1998: 146). In these ways action films highlight both the literal constraints of space and the dictatorial bureaucracies of social life in order to show them being overcome. In a related manner, Purse asserts that action sequences tap into the desire of the spectator to ‘transcend the quotidian’ and escape the ‘visible and invisible regulatory frameworks’ of contemporary urban life through speed and penetration (2011: 64). However, while action sequences may potentially estrange viewers through displays of outlandish spectacle, they also engage and embody our viewing through their representation of concerted physical activity. Understanding action sequences as heightened versions of the tactical appropriations described by de Certeau allows us to perceive the seemingly paradoxical co-presence of transcendence and the everyday upon which they are built. This reciprocal relationship, in addition to the empowering presentations of street-level movement described above, works in many sequences to relate mystifying or normally out-of-reach spatialities to our experiential and bodily coordinates. In this way the seemingly insurmountable gap between tactics and strategies is subtly reduced.

Seeking to be one of the most disorienting, and therefore memorable, buildings of recent times, the Burj Khalifa in Dubai is an immense skyscraper, newly opened in 2010, and at 2,717ft is currently the tallest building in the world. In Mission: Impossible – Ghost Protocol (Bird, 2011), the fourth in the successful franchise starring (and produced by) Tom Cruise, action protagonist Ethan Hunt is required to climb the exterior of this monolith in order to facilitate one of the many duplicitous spy meetings that take place in the film. Hunt and his team engage with the space of the building in ways not intended by its designers, using the outer surface to move from one level to another, and re-making the hotel inside the building by changing room numbers around. Things do not go entirely to plan, however, and Hunt is unwittingly trapped on the 130th floor. To complete his mission, he must improvise a makeshift pulley and harness with a fire hose and externally rappel to the 119th floor. He leaps from a window and runs down the side of the structure, a clear example of the aforementioned ‘tactile apprehension and kinesthetic appropriation’ that de Certeau suggests can provide shape and meaning to an environment (1984: 97). He then sprints horizontally across the exterior as he dangles from the hose, using the folded, petal-like architecture of the building as a springboard to launch himself towards an open window below. 

The space of the Burj Khalifa is improvised upon in a manner evoking de Certeau’s tactics, Hunt’s actions similar in intent and style to the appropriations of McClane and Bourne. However, the building’s status as a spectacle in and of itself needs to be addressed. Rather than an urban framework, this building is a remarkable example of an iconic building, a logo and materialization of brand identity as much as a structure facilitating work, dwelling and leisure. How does this impact upon the tactical actions depicted in Ghost Protocol? Moreover, how does the sequence in Ghost Protocol highlight the risk that tactical action can be subsumed and disarmed by strategic systems of control? That is, if action sequences are hyperbolic representations of everyday spatial appropriation, to what extent does the very act of cinematic representation replace the values of improvisation and personalization with the same consumerist logic that tactics seek to subvert?

A colossal structure, the Burj Khalifa seems designed principally for dissemination into the globalized image economy rather than lived use. It is far from unique in this respect. As M. Christine Boyer puts it, the

value of an architectural work [in the past two decades] seems to lie in its ability to generate a discourse around itself: […architects imply that they] need only care for [their] project until it has been photographed because at that moment it has been inserted into the endless circulation of cultural signs. (2004: 246)

The overwhelming scale of the Burj Khalifa signifies how it appeals to an economy of visual representation above all else. A gulf opens up between the visual signature of the building (how it appears on the skyline) on the one hand and the lived experience of its interior on the other (see Gregory 1994: 53). The ‘abandonment of human proportions’ expressed in the size of the Burj Khalifa makes it ‘immeasurable and incomprehensible’, in line with many other large, postmodern architectural structures, a tendency described by Heinrich Klotz (1998: 63–64). This has consequences not just for the make-up of the contemporary skyline, but for lived experience as well. Yi-Fu Tuan, a seminal thinker on space and inhabitation, points out that architecture ‘exert[s] a direct impact on the senses and feeling’, suggesting that the body responds closely to architectural features and that new or unusual kinds of building ‘enlarge the range of human spatial consciousness’ (1977: 116). Ghost Protocol’s action sequence seems to be part of this expansion of consciousness, a way of relating the external appearance of the building – which can otherwise be considered unrelated to human proportions – to everyday bodily experience.

A viewer of the sequence may not ever attempt to swing precariously across the skin of the building as Hunt does, but the film-making works hard to ground the activity on display in ‘the human co-ordinates of our being’ (Dyer 2000: 18). Full-body framings and shots that mimic Hunt’s movements are used throughout: when he leaps from the window, for instance, the camera follows and seems to leap with him. The film-making is here clearly, in Purse’s words, ‘stylistically “in sympathy” with the action body’s predicament’ (2011: 52). Keeping the action protagonist’s body and his surroundings clearly linked in slow and detailed shots allows the viewer to ‘flesh out’ their film-viewing experience by relating the movements of the protagonist to their own experience of the world (Purse 2011: 52–53).
 The colossal exterior of the Burj Khalifa, previously more a visual icon than a material place, is embodied through Hunt’s actions, these actions, although spectacular, being on some level physically relatable. The action sequence shows us the icon and the human form interacting, and in this way phenomenologically measures what would otherwise be immeasurable.

Like de Certeau’s pedestrian, Hunt increases the possibilities inherent in the strategic spatial order of the building, detaching himself from its prescribed use and improvising his own path through – or rather upon – it. This improvisation brings movement and life to what was previously an immobilized and quasi-abstract piece of architecture. Yet while the narrative of Ghost Protocol depicts the appropriation of the Burj Khalifa as a tactical act, the production context by contrast emphasizes a permitted, synergistic relationship between the film and the skyscraper. Each mutually reinforces the branding and marketplace differentiation of the other: the Burj Khalifa benefits from worldwide blockbuster recognition, while Ghost Protocol gains a thrilling and noteworthy action locale. The building features prominently in the film’s posters and trailers, and the world premiere of the film took place at the Dubai International Film Festival. This prompted the Hollywood Reporter to call Ghost Protocol ‘a mega-budget ad for shooting in the region’ (Roxborough 2011). How, then, does this complicate a reading of the sequence as an expression of personality or improvisation?

While for de Certeau tactical appropriations are a necessary response to contemporary life – a way of providing narratives to places and so making them liveable – he suggests that they do not, and cannot, make a lasting impact (de Certeau and Giard 1998: 142). As Mark Poster stresses in his work on de Certeau, tactics unavoidably operate within the commodity economy of late capitalism, disrupting consumerist logic even as they simultaneously confirm it. A cook may fashion a meal from a combination of goods in their own unique way, but they are still purchasing the products in the first place, ‘which from the standpoint of the capitalist is all that really matters’ (Poster 1992: 103). The same can be stated of Hunt’s use of the Burj Khalifa: his personalized appropriation is contained and even mobilized by the marketing strategies of the film. His appropriation is thus explicitly positioned as part of the capitalist image economy.

Spectacle and empowerment

Action protagonists create space as they respond to it. As noted by Lefebvre, ‘[a]ctivity in space is restricted by that space’, but, crucially, such restrictions are productive of personalized expression (1991: 143). Likewise for de Certeau space is ‘a body of constraints stimulating new discoveries, a set of rules with which improvisation plays’ (1984: xxii).
 Action sequences visualize this process. They establish narratives in which space is a constraint, something to be escaped from, to be navigated through at an unusually quick pace or somehow solved. The urban environment is depicted as forebodingly concrete and under the domination of antagonistic forces. Yet these sequences show how capable individuals can improvise upon and within these spatial restrictions. The car and helicopter chase in Die Hard 4.0 asserts the possible efficacy of street-level action against top-down spatial frameworks of regulation and control. The film-making of the Bourne trilogy may work to make space less legible through the speed of cuts and the movements of the camera, but in doing so it reveals the homogenizing tendencies of contemporary space and the potential for such tendencies to mask surveillance and state violence. The action centrepiece of Ghost Protocol directly relates the immense Burj Khalifa to the human form, transforming the iconic exterior of the building into a site of embodied improvisation.

Action sequences, then, present successful tactical appropriations of strategically controlled spaces, and this is a central element of their appeal. Abstract and technological frameworks of regulation are undermined, their manifestations often damaged or destroyed (as in the helicopter in Die Hard 4.0 or many police vehicles throughout the Bourne trilogy). This is not to claim that these sequences are identical, or even that they relate to de Certeau’s work in exactly the same way. However, the aspects of everyday life he identifies – such as street-level knowledge versus top-down control, the utilitarian way-finding of the pedestrian and the inhabitation of concrete structures through movement – are, respectively, evoked in Die Hard 4.0, the Bourne trilogy and Ghost Protocol in order to thrill and engage viewers.

For Ian Buchanan, de Certeau’s model of tactical appropriation affirms that individual agency remains possible despite the technological saturation and relentless rationalization of contemporary urban space (1996: 112). This agency centres upon the experience of the body in space, an experience long neglected by western philosophy and social thinking. This is certainly also true of action sequences, which stress physical agency within alienating urban environments. However, as Buchanan makes clear in another context, de Certeau’s work is not as utopian as might be assumed from a casual reading of him, and it should be stressed that neither are action films. Rather than mounting successful resistance to strategic control, tactical spatial appropriations are for Buchanan merely ‘what one is reduced to, what one does in order to make the uninhabitable immensity just that little bit more livable’ (2000: 124). For de Certeau the technocratic materiality of the city is not open to any sort of concrete change arising from the individual, and seemingly never will be. This gives rise to ‘a kind of hopelessness’ in his work that unsettles and undermines ‘that which might on first flush have seemed romantic and charming’ (Buchanan 2000: 124). The individual exists on the streets, but power, as Kristin Ross describes in her analysis of The Practice of Everyday Life (1984), is ‘in another sphere, on high, in its panoptical towers and atop the girders and skyscrapers devoted to rational planning and urban regulation’, and by being so ‘extraordinary and thus far away’ cannot be contested or directly challenged (1996: 69).

Action sequences propose the durability of the body and the strengths of its improvisations even as they constrain these wilful and creative acts within dominant frameworks that cannot be entirely overcome. Personalization and play may be depicted, but they are highly restricted. Despite presenting an opposition between individual ground-level creativity and abstract regulatory control, action films still overwhelmingly ‘appear to reinforce patriarchal structures of white male authority, privilege, and omnipotence’ (Gallagher 2006: 46). Their heroes may eschew the support of regulatory frameworks, but these heroes (McClane, Bourne, Hunt and others) are themselves drawn from the system, being white male authority figures whose suspension from the technocracy that formerly claimed them is often only temporary. It might further be claimed that action sequences themselves reinforce abstract control and the regulation of space, placing tactical acts within a fantastical and non-realist sphere. That is, these sequences may visualize how space might be known or appropriated at a bodily level in an increasingly alienated and functionalized urban landscape, but the very treatment of these visualizations as spectacle only emphasizes the extent to which the full, if fleeting, appropriation of space that they present is increasingly unlikely. These sequences are further imbricated in the logic of stultifying spectacle by their existence within and dependence on the blockbuster form, a hegemonic capitalist commodity par excellence.

Yet, as this article has endeavoured to show through the application of de Certeau’s work, these sequences are closely related to everyday practices, and by visualizing these in spectacular form they at the very least draw attention to them. Poster states that de Certeau’s ‘theory of the everyday is surely no outline of revolution, no grand strategy of upheaval’, but instead aims to ‘confirm the unsutured nature of the social, the impossibility of the full colonization of daily life by the system’ (1992: 103). The ‘social leadership’ cannot control everyday practices in the minute manner of the Taylorist assembly line, and Poster suggests it is in ‘this small gap between the world arranged by the hegemonic powers and the practices of individuals, [that] de Certeau inserts his theory of consumption as tactics’ (Poster 1992: 103). It is through demonstrating the efficacy of the human body in space that action sequences also highlight this small gap, and a reading of them through this lens allows their simultaneous (tactical) transformation of space and their surrendering to overarching (strategic) commodity frameworks to be more fully understood. The content of spatial appropriation and the stylistics of physical embodiment inherent to action sequences work together to construct viewers as having an ability to impact powerfully upon their environment in a personal, improvisatory manner. Such sequences are therefore sites not just of compensation but also of possibility, occasions in which the complex relationship of the individual with the built space of their environment – a relationship that can be simultaneously restrictive and transcendent – is expressed.
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Notes

� In this de Certeau is responding to Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish. Tellingly, although de Certeau clearly announces his debt to Foucault, he consigns comment on Lefebvre’s work to a single footnote in The Practice of Everyday Life, suggesting that he does not see their spatial projects as compatible, even as he cites Lefebvre’s work on everyday life as a ‘fundamental source’ of writing on antidisciplines (de Certeau 1984: 205, fn. 5).


� In the United States and some other territories the film is titled Live Free or Die Hard.


� Purse follows the work of Laura U. Marks’s The Skin of the Film (2000) and Vivian Sobchack’s Carnal Thoughts (2004).


� The use of IMAX cameras for the sequence further deepens the viewer’s experience by providing a larger, more encompassing image and a correspondingly higher level of detail.


� De Certeau is speaking of the written word and the constraints of poetry in this citation, but his line of thinking is explicitly about the spatializing procedures that such improvisations perform.
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