Chapter 4
The Semiotics of (Im)mobilities:
Two Discursive Case Studies of the
System of Automobility

Chaim Noy

Introduction: texiual auto{im)maobilities

This chapter explores two different yetrelated illustrations of textual (im)mobilities
within the system of automobility. The term textual (im)mobilities relates 1o the
oceurrence of texts within systems of mobilities and to the woys that these texts
become meaningful by using the unique resources that these mobile systems
afford. In other words, this chapter investigates what happens when texts and
(imjmebilitics meet. The chapter argues that (m)mobile textual performances are
accomplished, and that these performances concern the semiotics of texts as much
as they concern the semiotics of (auto)mobilities.

The noton of (im)mobilities is explored through attending to mobile and
immohile discourses that are part of the ‘system of automobility’ (Urey 2004),
itself one of the most complex and under-researched mobility systems of lute-
modernity. As sociologists of mohility argue, automobility is the *avatar of mobility®
(Thrift 1996: 272), Automobility studies have rapidly developed during the last
decade, suggesting insightful analyses into the formative role automobilities play
in everyday life (Featherstone, Thrift and Urry 2005). The field employs various
mobility sensibilities and sensitivities, dedicated to the empirical and theoretical
study of mobilities, immaobilities, and related concepls (proximities, connectivities,
maotilities, ete, ), and of their consequences on contemporary societies. Specifically,
works on automobility suggest a twolold appreciation of this concept whereby it is
viewed simultuneously as a research paradigm (epistemological perspective) and
as a social condition (a central characterization of sociality in lnte modernity).

The first case of textual occurrence to be explored concerns bumper stickers,
which are short textual notices that are temporanly attached onto the external
(rear) surfaces of cars, The second case concerns personal monuments which were
erecied in the memory of people who had died in car collisions, and are located
by the side of the road. These cases illustrate textual mohilities and immobilities,
s they ostensibly occupy two ends of the (auto)mobility continuum: while
bumper stickers are generally viewed as cases of mobilized discourse, i.e. texts
which follow the cars’ mobilities, personal monuments are generally viewed as
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cases of immobility, i.e. discourse that is inscribed onto monuments of stone
and therefore unmovable (physically) and immobile (symbolically), Combined,
these autofimimobile case studies suggest that the dialectics of mobilities and
immohilities within auwlomobility, are the basic and defining features of these
public textual occurrences, and of the ways that they become socially meaningful
or performative. These case studies also tell a story about the semiotic processes
that transpire within automobility and about the politicization of mobilities.

Furthermore, both cases of textual occurrences assume meaning only under
the conditions of vivibifisy that are available in the system of automobility and
ure characteristic thereol. The notions of textual (imjmobilities and visibilities are
linked, because visibility is what grants the spaces of automability their status as
public spheres, because visibility allows mobilities to be observed and detected,
and because — with particular reference to textual occurrences - visibility suggests
a degree of proximity by which reading (deciphering) these texis, or at least
recognizing them as discursive occurrences, is possible.'

The present work furthers earlier investigations on the performances that texis
inhabit in mobile socio-material systems. Earlier research probed commemorative
visitor books that are located in highly symbolic sites, conceptualizing these
books as an immobile platform loeated in a matrix of global travel, tourism,
and mobilities (Noy 2008a). In another work, spoken (rather than inscribed)
discourse was examined as it transpired in, and as part of the activities of, driving
a car and of riding inside one (Noy 2009, forthcoming). These works share an
ethnographic appreciation of (im)mobile (con)texts, and of how within these
{eontexts and through the resources of (im)mobility meaning(s) is (are) created
and communicated, Hence this chapter will try to ‘read” texts as they extend unto
the material (nnd other) realms of mobilities and immobilities, and suggest that
they would remain quite meaningless if’ stripped away or decontextualized from
their ecological and mobile “place of being’ (Heideggerian Dasein) or “place of
being on the move”,

As in earlier works in this field, this chapter’s conceptual point of eniry
into the discussion of (imymobilitics of texts and the meanings they perform,
concerns first and foremost the appreciation of the material dimensions of the
texts, or the marerialite of texts, This term denotes the material qualities of texts
of different sorts, suggesting that these texts are not abstract semiotic entities.,
Texts make meaning insofar as they offer a decipherable code (i.¢, language),
which is implanted, engraved. written, inscribed, smeared, ete., in and on objects
and surfaces. and is thus part of the actual social world, The appreciation of the
materiality of texts and their embodied state in society, which is a post-structuralist
appreciation, is presently inspired by two hines of research and theory. The first
concerns works which evince o material, situated and interactional appreciation
of discourse (see review in Noy 2008b); the second builds on Latour™s (1987)

1 1t no coincdence that one of the leading sociologists in the ficld has also been
influentially writing about visuality (in the context of “the tourist gaze’, see Urry 1990).
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theéorizing, and specifically on his view of the role

v o dmum v T '
in society, ents play in science and
L |

{Auto)mobile methods

Thc_ research on which this chapter reports is part of a larger examinati r
semiotics and discourse in automobility. The methods used in this project m:u“ ':d
and are suited to fit the essentially mobile nature of the field {on ‘mabile muth:ds'
see Noy forthcoming; Urry 2007: 39-42). Rather than ‘freezing” social reality i

order 1o ‘experiment’ on it, as traditional sociology has done, automobiliny rw::-r;!ln
shnulm empirical sensitivities complemented by epistemological sensibilit :
mobilities and related concepts. | —

The present research builds on ethnographic observations of and interviews

with a range of social actors i automobility, that were conducted during the
years 2004-9. These social actors include professional and laymen car drivers
(57 passengers (in both private and public transportation), pedestrians (27) and
car muuhulmus {B). With specific regards to the issues of humper 5liukcr: (BSs)
I:EI‘II:I m?dsme death monuments (RDMs) additional research was pursuu:ci in Uu.
following extent: 27 brief, on-road interviews were conducted in order to leamn
about Bbs and related automobile practices. These exchanpes took place in parking
lois u.nd in urban traffic lights, where moments of immobility were seized in order
to alford interaction with drivers. The interviews (and unm;npnm-ing photos) are
u.mnfll;.- taken from within the author s car during evervday tralfic internctions in
the city of Jerusalem (lsrael). Since the research takes p!;-:r.:c it aftw — that is on
the road, special attention was paid to issues of sufety, so that these interactions
do not put anyone (interviewees and researcher in their capacity as pedestrians,
passengers and drivers) m risk.

With regards 1o the study of RDMs, discursive and semiotic analysis of 58
RDMs (located mainly in rural and southern parts of the country) was conducted,
«:ul?lplcmented_ by 11 telephone interviews with social actors who took part in
their construction (usually relatives of the deceased). Finally, as automobility
pervades our everyday lives, my personal experiences and contemplations in and
of automobility in Israel have also contributed to this chapter.

Bumper stickers: the mobilities of textual objects

In Israeli culture and especially in its political culture BSs are a celebrated
|':I|'H..'l'|.n|'i!r:|1un. The widespread use of BSs has received popular attention in the
form of public discussions in the media and in popular songs, where the intensity
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of their use and their oftentimes nationalist contents have been discussed.” BSs

have also been researched, primarily in the fields of communication, discourse

studies and folklore {Bloch 2000a, 2000b, Livnat and Shlesinger 2002, Salamon

2001). Reported findings indicate that between 30% and §0% of cars in Isracl

carry political BSs (Bloch 2000b: 435, Salamon 2001: 117). The variation may

result from different periods whien the samples were taken (in heightened political

times there is a noticeable rise in the use of BSs), or from different urban locations
of sampling, reflecting degrees of political involvement and forms of expression.
However, even the lower end of the figures indicates rather high percentages of
BSs usage on ‘regular’, everyday basis. Note that the figures refer to political BSs
defined narrowly, that is to BSs that include explicitly political expressions. 17
BSs that are ideological in the larger sense are taken into account, the figures are
even more impressive. Indeed. in what follows a broader definition of the political
sphere is accepted, where various elaims of identity and cultural preferences are
also viewed as political expressions,

Bloch (2000b: 434) correctly traces the origin of the use of political BSs in Israel
to the late 19705, with the ‘Peace Now' BS, which represented the Leftist polincal
movement of the same name (Shalom Achshay in Hebrew ), The widespread use of
BSs followed, reaching the high figures that are reported in the research during the
mid-1990s, following the major event that was the assassination of Prime Minister
Yitzhak Rabin (1995), Further research has revealed how political meanings are
communicated in Israeli’s public sphere, how these short messages are discursively
constructed, and how they assume meaning through intertextual references (such
as paraphrases of contents and forms of earlier BSs). Yet it is worthwhile noting
that in these multi-diseiplinary contributions, very little reference is mude to actual
(imimobilities, to the underlying infrastructure that enables them, and to semiotic
implications that they carry within the realm of automobility.

As indicated earlier, the lead that facilitates the (re)eonceptualization of the
charged scene of BSs in Israel in terms of (im)mobilities concems the materiality
of the actors in the scene. Material sensibilities and sensitivities supply new
perspectives into how meanings are created, sustained and negotiated in the local
auto-BS scene, Hence in what follows, BSs will be conceptualized as “textual
objects” and not merely as ‘texts’. This conceprualization will outline BSs®
(imimobile relations to other objects and their emergent meanings.'

The first two material aspects to be noted do not concern BSs themselves.
but the materiality of cars, which are the phsical carriers of BSs. Consider, for

2 | am referring in particular 1o the “Sticker Song’, which was written by one of

lseael’s foremost novelist, David Grossman, and performed by the fumous rap group, the
Bag Nafeash (2004},

3 The literture affers a number of eoncepts describing the juncture of discourse,
materiality and mobility, such as ‘textual artifacts’ (Silverstein 1996), “graphic artifacts’
(Hull 2003} and ‘lybrid inscriptions’ (Noy 2008b). 1 presently use the term “texmual

*

ohjects”.
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instance, Bloch’s (2000b) account of the origin of politi i
lies in their x?iduspread use by the Peace Nguw nt:?::::::: ig:h? II;?{'J: i
acclumt_cly points out that BSs amount to a public medium of ca SI-PI?ﬂI
wh:chlts inexpensive, and which offers access 1o the public scene :1]::]:11 1}1n|Lul|_t:n
amcfnsmletlu many citizens (Bloch 2000b: 443). However. in line 'u.ril]'|lﬁn'|'4|m.¢|-|“mdfl:’r
considerations it should be noted that while BSs are admittedly inexpensi .
pmdu::c‘md are usually distributed freely, cars are not so chcﬂ[; andtapr::-nﬂ“[:ﬂ
not distributed freely, Hm_n:e. arguing for the wide aecessibility of BSs eviil::a 4
r;nlm_'n!izud (unproblematized) nppreciation of the sphere of automaohility rm;Ei urll‘
the fact that what makes meaning is not “texts’, nor even the objects of BSs, b
llnl.: ,ﬂﬂ.'jt'ilr’ru!_;'u.tra;mmun of the textual object of the BS with the object of thhs: g
Dlscl.uss_ufg BSs in relation to the leftist Peace Now movement {or :n oth ot
?"d political organizations), which initially used BSs in the late 1970 3 m:'ml
incomplete wi_r]mul adding a neo-Marxist material sensitivity, which su . r1El:wlns
lcﬂh.'h‘:urgﬂfrsic’ be taken into account. Indeed, the leftist Peace Now rﬁgﬁ::nl::
consisted mnﬂmly of Ashkenazi Sabra Israclis (Israelis who were born in It
bt were of European background), of affluent quarters of (Jewish) society, This
ndd_mun pcrsl?ectiuc sits nicely with the fact that mobilities of various lvpc:i um:l
thI:u: Accessories — cars and cars’ BSs in this case — have alwavs been u‘mmll;:r of
privilege and of those privileged enough to enjoy them (cf L-‘-r;}- 20044: 26)
a“\l’llﬂtlll:f contribution that material sensitivities give o the EtﬁI{:mlittn of
numlmohile E!.Sj concemns the velume of traffic. While the ﬁgun:*s mentioned
Eﬂﬂlﬁ'lr regarding the prolific spread of BSs in Israeli sociely are impressive, in the
material context of automobility there is a missing link that concerns the l‘.llL'fIHiI}f
of the traffic and consequently the density of the aceurrences of BSs. Consider that
|h:: local traffic congestion in lsrael is approximately 128 vehicles per kilometre
of road (or VKR) (measured in 2005-6).* This figure varies considerably across
countries. Fur instance, Belgium, France, New Zealand. Poland, Sp:!u;. Sj'l‘i;l.
un_d the United States range between 20-40 VKR: Jordan, Mexico and the United
Kingdom range between 60-90 VKR: and Germany and Hong Kong, China have
above 210 VKR. These figures affirm the intensity of BSs on Istacli roads. Yet
th-:' point is not the specific figures, but the fact that the estimated percentage of
P?.Bs on cars means something quite different for the actual experience of people
lnicmslztu’-g “_uthin different systems of automobility. Without accounting for the
nml_urmi environment — car congestion, in this case - only a partial picture can be
depicted with regards to the semiotics of (auto imobility, The point is, again, that if
B_Ss are detached from their physical carriers and their physical environment, the
picture Inr how effective and meaningful they are is nwmfaril}- partial.

Wlhztjr these aspects attended to the materiality of cars, we now tum to the
materiality ‘ul‘the BS itself, insofar as it is conceptualized as a *textual object’, If
BSs are objects of sorts, then according to Appadurai’s (1986} influential thesis
they have a *social life” thut consists of spatial trajectories und paths of ::ircululim;

4 See Hamadi and Chitwjally 2008: 132-5.
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that intersect with cultural, political and ideological semiotic grids. BSs are nol
merely ‘texts” that are parts of ‘systems of representation’; rather, they carry a
value that is related to their quality of *object-ness’ and to their paths of circulation
and mobility. This discussion enlarges the scope of mohilities with regards to BSs
by addressing the mobility they embody over and above the mobility that is granted
1o them onece they have been attached 1o cars. In other words, BSs™ (im)mobility on
cars’ surfaces is only one part of the overall mobilite they enfoy. and as we shall
see, this fact is consequential in terms of the meanings they perform.

Consider how BSs armrive into the system of automobility. Paths of distribution
of objects suggest various socio-spatial mobilities, Interviews with car owners and
drivers indicated four major categories of distribution by which they attained their
BSs. There are two modes of mass distribution of BSs and two modes of restricted
or exclusive distribution, The first of the two modes of mass distribution concerns
BSs' mobility along routes of distribution of mass newspapers. This form ook
place on a number of major national/palitical events (such as the Tsraeli invasions
into Lebanon and Gaza), when BSs were coupled with the most widely distributed
newspapers in Israel. At those times, anvone who bought these newspapers would
have freely received stickers. This form of mass distribution is impersonal and
accounts for some of the findings reponed above, regarding the high percentage
of BSs on lsrach cars.

Sixteen (of 27) interviewees idicated a second mode of mass disiribution,
which is of a personal nature. This mode concerns the distribution of BSs at urban
junctions as part of national political campaigns. Recently, this mode of distribution
was performed effectively by youths, who were mobilized by the nationalist Right
wing movement which objected 1o Ismel’s withdrawal from the Occupred Gazn
Strip (during August. 2005). As part of this campaign, the distribution of BSs at
urban junctions proceeded on an everyday basis for a number of weeks, making
effective use of the fact that cars must come to a stop when waiting for the green
light, thus enabling pedestrians to approach them, [n the terms used by Urry (2002),
curs” temporal immobility offered occasions of ‘co-presence” of pedestrians and
autpmobiles, whereby the former could imernct with the latter. As the campaign
was intensive, nearly all drivers in the city of Jerusalem encountered these vouths
al one point or another. This implied thot what is of interest is not so much the cars
that had BSs, but rather those which did nor. In light of the pervasive campaign, il
became clear that cars which do not carry BSs are saving something: and that they
belong 10 drivers who actively and repeatedly refused to put an anti-withdrawal
BSs {which were usually also racist), on their cars. Hence, under conditions of
mass distribution, sometimes the fack of @ BS is indicative of an ideological stance
and as such marks the vehicle that is BS-lree

While these modes of mass distribution reflect major events and political
campaigns, most of the interviewees (21) indicated that they attained their BSs
vin limited modes of distribution, Two different types of sources were mentioned,
both of which are of an exclusive nature, The first source concerns particular
events which car owners (or someone related 1o them) had attended. The events
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Fhﬂ[ were mentioned included a nuniber of military ceremonjes {the
infantry basic training phase, parachute course, and the like i
demonstrations and sport events in which BSs w ere given 1.1
source representing an exclusive mode of distribution conce
and attractions where BSs were offered (freely
Guevara Museum in Bolivia was me 2

completion of
b political rallies and
ut freely. The second
: med particular places
i (&r with a '-']‘_l“l-!“ A visit to a Che
. - and so were ineries |
Northemn parts of Israel, 10 nature resery Cs, (o l‘ll‘-'t'n?::-u‘:;lr:n:“ll':; '.:‘""1':“1I'-‘f'"-‘-“ !ﬂ -
restaurants and bars in Jerusalem and welfare fundr.;ir.inu (Lt u:rlh. P
Flgun:.w 4.1 and 4.2a supply illustrations of phases in the ﬂ.m-r life* of
Is:.'tll.!.3|. object of the BS, as these take place on and off the road. I-'ugur: 4 J| A U-r 'tht'
thre hwm:: room table in my apartment, during a political meeting with o \.ﬂ:.j:;:th
;I-l ;‘:m.1 :‘J}I“;hehpa.r::|L-.n1r‘:|n.r1ir1%: for the parliament ‘.[h': n.ucuting 0ok place op ,rum.m-;
» <UUS, three weeks before the general elections in lsrael). The uctivists of the
Hadash party brought various promotional items 1p:m1ph]ﬂ5 shirts, n .t*l'L r'l'h
ete.), xvlf:ch were Treely offered to those attending the ‘:'n.'lr:ul~ .-*l.mu.r; 1 t] E; “m}r“
I—fm."u.ﬁ: ¥ red BS was also affered {appearing in the centre Im-” thi ur‘:‘u 1h-hnl~1.ﬂt':kf
cup), II1_u sticker has the party’s nume on it in both Heh;cn and in \P-:Ilrﬂ't-“ }:L
text *Building o New Left’ (in Hebrew), and the party’s webpape ||||LJE:'J:I|r1IL'I\.'[ |':
that the short text is a word play, because the Hebrew word for “new’ IJI;::I;:.;

Figure 4.1 Prepared for maobility: political BSs on living room tahle
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settlers in the Occupied Territories to Palestinians. Since settlers’ cars typically
carry # number of political BSs. Palestinian auto tinsmiths indicated occasions
when, after purchasing a car from settlers, their new Palestinian owners arrive
at the garage asking for the removal of the stickers, in addition to the removal
of other signs that indicate the ideology of the car’s previous owners (such as
the double shielded and darker-windows, that are installed in settlers’ cars in
order to prevent injury from stones thrown at them). In other words, a re-doing
or re-dressing of the object of the car takes place in these tinsmiths™ garages,
transforming the semiotic object of the car, enabling its mobility in different
socio-idenlogical and national systems,

The socio-spatial paths that BSs travel on their way into automobility
{distribution) and out of it are consequential in terms of the social meanings they
perform. BSs enjoy mobility and have a ‘social life” prior to their appearance
within the system of automobility. This fact enhances the field of exploration of
BSs. and the meanings that can cmerge from these mobilities. These mobilities
are nested within and built on secial networks and social travel, Tn other words.

there is a whole semiotic dimension to BSs which concerns their social mobilities -

prior to — and of course also during — their automobile phase. In this vein,
consider the Hadash BS awaiting automobility on the living room table (Figure
4.1). This point in the life of the BS is a nodal one, because it lies — temporarily
unmoving — between distribution and usage. BSs of this type can be traced back
to particular social events and particular people who attended them and share
similar social circles, class and ideologies. The same is true for the *I"'m a Simple
Jew” sticker (Figure 4.2b). First, the driver’s account was illuminating because
the meaning of the sticker could not be inferred from its text. In fact, before the
interview exchange 1 had thought of the text as one which belongs to Jewish
racist BSs, many of which are visible on Isracli roads. Instead, the text indexes a
very different discourse, one that concerns issues inside Ultra-Orthodox society,
where it performs a subtle criticism by celebrating the common person as opposed
o powerful rabbinical figures.

Second, what the driver verhally explained is implicated in the performance
of the sticker as a material and mobile object, which is to say that it was given
by someone in particular to someone else in particular at a particular (exclusive)
social event. Of course, | did not know of Shmeltzer's coneert, but this is precisely
the point, Through circulation in an exclusive manner and within particular social
netwaorks, a crucial part of the semiotics of BSs is denied from general audiences,
While research on 3Ss in Israel (above) stresses the popular and shared meanings
BSs enjoy. the findings of this research indicate that meanings are shared — can only
be shared — within particular social milieus, and there are degrees of implicitness
of meaning that are concealed in the public sphere,

BSs' mobile meanings are therefore by no means limited to the meanings that
are expressed through their content, or even to the intertextualities that they evoke.
BSs do not amount to simple {(textual) expressions in and of themselves, but to
mobile and material races of events, places and peoples (Noy 2007, 2008a),

4
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Thcse events are meaningfully deciphered by their selected audiences Note that
since a qulanﬁanF the cars examined in this research carried more lhﬁn one BS
{t_]n: remams of a faded green BS under the right window in Figure 4.2a can
discerned), these surfaces can be said to be telling of o number of ex-un:ls-nf whi }':
traces are co-present, % &

: 'f“ some point during their social lives - afier entering automobility and before
cxiting it— BSs and cars are coupled. This juncture is accomplished hy the cohesiv
paste on the back of the BS, which, in socio-material lerms, is an apent :
:EIECIJmFHS]I:::i the temporal association of two separate objects. This unﬁ_fuucn_:::
i5 also a case immobility, because in order 1o nssume automohility BS 'must he
“:elf fastened unto cars’ rear windows. Once on the car. it would hL: indccurate 1o
view the car as an ‘object which has a sticker attached to it', inasmuch as it would
h:: inaceurate to view the sticker as an ‘object which has a car connected 10 it’
Neither view is accurate because the pasting of the sticker unto the car creates .1
new automobile actor: the BS-car. The new social actor amounts to a @estalt; toa
whole that is more meaningful than the sum of its parts. The BS-cari1sa tf{'.h'ﬁ'l'.'l-'.\'fl.-'f_’
social and oftentimes also political vehicle. It embodies temporalities, such us
those that are referenced via the paths and nodal events of the ciruulat[‘;r; of BS
and social networks. While the methods that were employed in this research di-:j
not allow the following of the routes and mobilities of the BS-car hybrid. it is
reasonable to assume that they too follow paths of social networks through \:.'hicill
BSs are mobilized (travel to and parking in workplaces, lcjsuruscape&.hschuuls
and to friends, etc.), I

Textual immuobilities: roadside death monuments in Tsraol

The second case study that illustrates the conjuncture of semiotics, texts and
auto(immobilities is roadside death monuments (RDMs).* Commemoration
monuments emblematically represent an attempt to capture and arrest activities
and mobilities that are associated with life and living, and thus *freeze” the memory
nt:depﬂrtcd people or past events. Specifically. RDMs are erected in the memory
0] pl:‘ﬂpie who were killed in traffic collisions. They are typically located between
5—]? metres off the road, in a visible location, near the actual site of the collision.
?I'h}e:r physical construction routinely includes a large stone on which personal
1Inmm1nlinn and the circumstances of the fatal collision are depicted. Oftentimes,
lcons and symbols that index automobility, the collision and/or the deceased are
also included.

RIDMs bring to the fore one of the imeredibly dear prices that socictics pay lor
automobility. Yet the problematic issue seems to involve not merely the endemic

3 L adopt the term RDM (following Reid and Reid 2001), from a number of terms that
arc used in the literature, because [ reject the use of the term “accident’ (implying incidental
causality). =
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collisions themselves, but their denial and erasure by powerful actors within the
‘regime of automoebility” (Béhm et al. 2006), As Featherstone (2004: 3) notes, the

collision is denied,

because it is not seen as a normal soeinl oceurrence, but more as an abermtion.
The victims are dispatched w the hospital, the car 10 the repair garage or
scrapyard and the road is quickly cleansed of traces of the crash by the sceident
services and the “normaley” of traffic flow restored.

In the literature on RDMs, Henzel's (1991) work in North-East Mexico 15

notable, arguing that RDMs are complex semiotic constructions that embody

secular commemoration. Later research examined various aspects, ranging

from the motivations for the construction of RDMs, through the ideologies and

meanings that underlie them and the concrete fashions by which commemoration

is practiced, o comparative analysis (see reviews in Clark and Franzmann 2006,

Hartig and Duonn 2002). The literature accounts for the emergence of RDMs

in the 19805908 by (postmodern) tendencies for individunlism in Western and -
Westernizing socicties. The RDM is erected in order to tell a story of an individual,
but as a social phenomenon it also tells the story of individualism. RDMs embody
subversive and resisting voices, which challenge the erasure of the memory of those
who were killed. The grassroot (non-institutional) type of activity that is involved
in the construction of RDMs evokes a protest against normative and canonic types
of commemoration. Ofientimes, these voices resist normative religious rituals of
commemoration, usually in the form of Christian doctrines. RDMs also challenge
the capitalist order, where the smooth and ceaseless operation of astomobility is
a crucial factor, regardless of the toll that societies must pay. RDMs *endeavour
to inscribe the site as a place of tragedy and remembrance, by refusing to erase
the incident from public memory and allow drivers (o relax back into the normal
traffic low” (Featherstone 2004: 3).

In lsraeli automoebile culture, RDMs became salient in the early 19905 as
well — as were political BSs — as a result of the globalization of ideologies of
individualism and privatization. and the accepled ways of celebrating them.
Although the number of RDMs is continuously growing (there are presemtly
about 1,000 RDMs in Israel), the only research conducted on the topic 1o my
knowledge is Vardi's (2006} thesis focusing on personal versus collective-national
memonalization. This is probably due to the historic hegemony of national and
military memorialization in Israeli culture,

The first step in attending to the semiotics of immobility is acknowledging
the discursive natyre of these monuments, Memorials can perform effectively
without linguistic engravements: various graphic icons and symbols can fulfill
the goal of indicating what'who isfare commemorated, The case with RDMs iy

different because they are built in order to commemorate the persanal memaory of

the deceased. This act necessarily concerns her or his personification, of which the
foremost way is the evocation of the person’s name. In the age of liberalism jtis the
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name and the autobiographical narrative that the name | i
commaon mc_anstul’rcthmming individuality. RDMs’ r';l::ie;c;u::h[a; SUWI‘JH i
Fieccﬂsi.‘ld an individual identity, vis-a-vis the quantification ul‘nutumuhﬁ:?:tz% lt‘hJlt
:]n ut;]['iiim;T records and in the media and the anonymous character of traffie 1[:::
u:.- m}; : ;j:u;;;l:]m the names of people in cars), For this TeAson it is essential for
 sem) cy of RDMs that at least the deceased name will he ified
This is indeed the case with all the RDMs that I have recorded. While nsrf:f;;m;
RDMs tell a larger and more detailed story, the minimal discursive unit mnclud
the deceased namefs), even if only the personal name. i
R!)Ms effectively use the semiotic resources that gre available
ﬂ.u.ila{tl‘l.l]ﬂ‘ll]hlhi]c_i. They do so via the use of one of the most cmhlcmnt;n
m_hcfdnmmls of immobility, i.e. the memorial (or commemorative) monum ;
as 1t 1s located in one of the most emblematic embodiments of mobility, i .i?t:;
systemluf automaobility, Sinee traffic and the passing of cars are one u!‘mu};e;}t i
.rr:mgn[zle.:l.l symbols of fleetingness and evanescence, RDMs evoke the dra YT‘
immability am! the arresting of time in the heart of this foremost site of mnt;?[?lﬂ
ln_tenps of signs in automobility, RDMs — like the traffic sign system — .u}rre
_reﬂ!:ch in that they refer their viewers back unto sutomobility. RDMs do not
invite pln:nph: to purchase commodities nor to vote for politicians, but, like signs
!.hm indicate that a curve in the road is approaching or that a particular speed |i§‘jil
IS set, they have an evemr of automobility as their reference. Uniquely. this event
l!Es in Ihc past and not in the future, thus running against the mgmssm. (modern-
Izhnn{} ideology that automobility promotes. Put again, RDMs index an event that
transpired on ﬂ.l":. road. and in this sensc they tell a story not only of an individual
person (or individualism), but also of an event of mu'nmnhitit;' a constitutive
event at .thm the fatal collision.” RDMs can therefore be read as docrmenty
ﬁl'a_ particular type, which engage in and offer an accoumt of fal aumnmbil;:
collisions. While it is clear that the conscious motivations behind the construction
of RDMs revolve around the commemoration of those killed, their genre can also
be understood as a semi-institutional document, located in the grey area *between-
and-betwixt’ the formal system of taffic and personal commemoration. This
d?cu_merjl offers more than commemoration: it also offers ascriptions ;md the
dmhunn_nr‘ responsibilities with regards to actors in the scene of automobility.
“ﬁen viewed in this light - as documents of this genre - the texts engraved on
RDM mterestingly correspond with another category of automobile texts, which
also rttcs_cnhe the events of the fatal collision and which also offer (in addition to
Ezlesc_:rr;!tmn_sj ascriptions regarding causes and responsibilities. Beckmann’s (2004)
inguing work on the burcaucratic discursive reconstructions of automobile
collisions, argues that the collision disrupts traffic and causes the dismembering
of cars and drivers, which must be reassembled by experts in the form of reporis
that are produced in the aftermath of the collisions. With regards to fatal collisions,

ﬁ & R r . - ] #1 T
e '-];e Brottman (2002), which is dedicated 1o the chilling cultures and acsthitics of
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Beckmann (2004; 92) rhetorically asks: ‘[t}he common journey of car and driver
has ended with the accident — or has it just been interrupted?” In order to restore the
physical flow of traffic and simultancously in order 1o justify its price, the actors
in the scene of automobility are trunsported (mobilized) away from the road (the
physical scene), to various other theatres, such as courthouses, hospitals, police
offices, laboratories and so om

Beckmann (2004: 93, original emphasis) concludes that:

| wlith the completion of the report {orm, the police officer sutomiatically
completes a homogencous reality in which expents have agreed to ke certain
pecident charpeteristics for “real”™ and “wue” — detached  from personal
inderpretation. The objectivist and universalist genre of formal agencies” reports
can be viewed as discursive performances which confront, but to some degree
also complement the discourses that are performed vin the RDMs. While the
former establish the collision’s "objective truth’ (“expert knowledge”) the latter
establish its “subjective truth’ (*lay knowledge'). Both, however, are engaged n
power-struggle over sovereignty, knowledge and representation. Formal repons
“gnable the governance of very specific social conflicts, labelled aceidents. The
classification and documentation ofcrashes is one central policy tool to reproduce
a traftic system that has been, and still is. subject to a variety of controversial
mobility views'. (Beckmann 2004: 95)

Surely, RDMs emerge as an alternative textual “policy tool’ and view. which
(re)evaluate the fatal collision.

Figures 4.3 and 4.4 illustrate the play of (im)mobilities in RDMs’ discourse of
car collisions. These specific illustrations are located by the side of the highway on
which I travel on a weekly basis on my way from Jerusalem to the college where
I teach (located near the southern city of Sederot. These are twa of six RDMs
that | pass by on my way). These RDMs are located right off the road and are
ensily naticeable, While the arguments that ue their discourse to automobility are
sometimes implicit and sometime explicit, the very location of the RDM in physical
proximity to the road positions them within the semiotics of the automobility
network. Their performance is thus accomplished indexically.

In addition to the spatial proximity to the road. the Ivannovs” RDM (Figure 4.3)
accomplishes a meaningful act by textual and iconic reference fo the collision
and to automobility. In the top of the black plate an image of a (populated) car is
describable. The image might be n reproduction of the Ivannovs™ actual car, or an
iconic reference to an automohile as such. In any case, the icon restores the actors

both car and people — to the state they were in prior 1o the crash (the ‘ideal state”).
Beneath it, the text, o, ties the monument 1o the event of the crash. The upper
part is written in Hebrew: ‘To the memory of Vitali and Natalya Ivannov who
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]

Figure 4.3  ‘Forever with us*: the Ivannovs’ RDM

m:ru-.liillnl in & car accident in this place, 28.1.2005"." The lower part is written in
Russian: ‘lvannov Vitali, Natalya. Killed 28,1.2005. You are forever with us. [We]
remember. [We] love. [Your] children, brothers, parents’. These texts personily
the -.I:.':!ad_ n number of ways: we learn who has been killed and that in this cus.:r
the I'ﬂtalllli.fs were two - a married couple with children; we learn thit they were of
Russian origin (note the code switch and the different tones in use in the different
|-'lElﬂLlﬂg1:5 b and we learn of family ties and emotions working within the system
of automaobility (Noy forthcoming). Admittedly, emotions in automobility are not
simply represented on the RDM; these memorials are an embodiment of emotions,
-“H_.'l.:'l."lrdll'lj,! to the interviews, many of these monuments were constructed because
of feelings of guilt that family relatives had felt toward those who were killed and
the circumstances of their death,

m“’“ oflentimes the deictics *here” or *this® are used. automobility reguines that
R.IJI."-'E.-E will not be placed at the exacr loeation of the car crash. which is on the oad ftself.
Like the ransposition made by documents, RDM is also located off the actual asphalt, 1
wish 1o thank Alina Liberte for her assistance in translating the text from Russion. I
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Figure 4.4  Ben-Simhon’s RDM

with automability is

: i ; s e
: . 4.4 the juxtaposing of the RDM discour th
G inet oximity to the road).

and above its physical pr

o ished via iconicity {over i
e e : “To the memory of llan

While the text simply reveals the name of the {!e.ccae-ed:_ ot
Hen-Simhon’, the monument typically includes icons — in this 1.11%-1.. |~.u.lx. .bl : ,;,
icons of a tow truck — suggesting that the departed was a truck d.rn u. 1..\_ ui...
wed to automohility, The only difference 'hclu-. cen the 1cons 15 L 1]a1t.
the personal name (llan} 1s inscribed diagonally on top of the

steel
work was rels
in the lower 1con

I b A ok P . § 'g_
towing track, as if being towed by 1 . - n——

In both cases texts and icons reassemble and (rejclaim the .1I.Jl{1r'|'lﬁhl|l..¢lL -.h..
ence these and other RDMs inhat

— CArS «onle — prior to their breakdown, H .
S A In 16 (of 38) documented BDMs,

a point in the grid of automobile semiotics, _ i
:url'li:::ti::np;:risml' the destroyed vehicles (cars, ||'|l|nlli'|rl_':'_.'|.']r.'!-i and lju:j.'ufce,] Iu.:.-r;
presented, usually welded into the stone. A nm!.uumdul type of dl.m.umm‘ '-.[
produced, where the spatial location of the immaobile text, together w ll]l.l Ifm!.b?:‘
components of cars, challenge the official reports and suggest an 1:1 [T:]-?'L:! |L1'
{im)mobilization and re-organization of the actors in the scene of the collision.
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collision documents recanstruct the driver-car pair, mobilize it and (thus) stabilize
it eway from the scene of the road, then RDMs do much of the same but Insist on
immaobilization in proximity (i.e. within visibility) to the road.*

The process of documenting car collisions by experts (and laymen) relies on
various (auto)mobilities. Physically, this is accomplished by the specdy arrival
of various agents of automobility at the scene of the collision, such as police
forces, First Aid and fire-force vehicles, representatives from insurance agencies,
and, when there are fatalities, also a team of the Jewish ZAKA organization,
which is in charge in lsrael of collecting human remains ‘in order to ensure 4
proper Jewish burial®." So immediately upon receiving a report of a car collision,
which creates an instance of immobility in the heart of automobility, & whole
network of communications and automohilities is ignited. intended to remove
and restore parts of vehicles and humans involved in the crash.

Ina case | witnessed some time ago, a collision ignited a rather different system
of automobilities, This occurred on August 23rd, 2008, while [ was driving in my
neighbourhood in (West) Jerusalem, around 6.30p.m. As | approached the traffic
light, | observed that the car that was driving shead of me and in the same direction
tried to avoid stopping and waiting at the red light by bypassing the traffic junction.
This illegal and dangerous manoeuvre includes taking a right at the traffic junction
when the light is red (in the Isracli wraffic system, vehicles in the lane turning right
are usually not required to observe the light), doing a U-turm on that road to retum
to the junction and then turning (right) back onto the original road bevond the
traffic light. The vehicle was a tow truck, the kind on which private automobiles
are lifted and transported. But when the tow truck speedily crossed the lanes of the
perpendicular road it hit a scooter that was driving there (a pizza delivery scooter).

As a result of the severe blow, the young scooterist lay on the road for a few
seconds. unmoving. Having seen all of this happen, | immediately called the
police and the First Aid emergency lines, reporting a car accident with an injured
person, Also, [ used my mobile telephone to take pictures of the vehicles involved.
The police and the First Aid took their time, and after a few minutes had elapsed |
called both agencies again, But | was not the only one making hurried phone calls
from the scene of the collision. The voung man who drove the assailant vehicle
also made phone calls to friends of his, who were apparently also in the business of
automobility, They arrived at the scene very quickly (there is a large industrial area
with many car mechanics and parages nearby), and immediately started ‘fixing’
it. First, they encouraged the scooter driver to get on his feet, and to move off the

& In # number of interviews with family relatives associated with the construction
of RDMs, they indicated thae they left their telephone number on the monument in case
road workers or planners would wish in the future 1o make changes in the road, Hence,
while monuments are phyvsically and symbalically immobile, the dialectic of im/mobilities
remain.

9 Quotation from www,zaka,us (accessed: January 27th, 2009). ZAKA is an Ultra
Onhodox Jewish-Tsraeli organization, which has become highly visible on lsraeli roads.
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roud and sit on a nearby pedestrian bench. At the same time, they started fixing the
scooter and reassembling its broken parts. Within a few minutes, one could hardly
tell that a serious collision had taken place. The police arrived a few minutes later.
The officer (who was not in uniform and was with his family), did not leave the
police van and instead of inquiring with the injured seooterist (still confused and
shocked), had a brief exchange with those who tampered with the evidence. The
ambulance too was late and the paramedic in charge insensitively insisted that the
scooterist first admit that he wanted First Aid treatment (this is required by law).
As the young driver hesitated (later telling me that he was not sure he wanted his
workplace to know of the collision), the First Aid team left immedintely withoul
even examining his injuries.
The depressing emotions and helplessness that this episode raised were due
10 the fact that the worse part was not the preventable collision itself. but the
criminal way it was covered up, the lack of minimal civie collegiality on behalf
of the perpetrators, and the outrageous negligence evinced by the authorities.
That aside, the point of the story is that car collisions ignite different types of
(auto)mobilities, which shure the task of erasing the vollision, is remains
and consequences, and reconstructing the actors in a way that satisfies the
needs and approaches of the powers that be. This move of reconstruction can be
accomplished by official agencies or, as with the collision | witnessed. by informal
actors who can effectively operate within automobility. In light of Beckmann’s
(2004) type of analysis, in this case too the witness{es) - myself and others
stopped their cars and. moreover, disembarked from them. This means that the
collision did not sever only the scoolerist and the scooter, but also disrupted other
aetors in their scene from their vehicle, thus ad hoc (re)configuring the relationship
between various vehicles and their drivers within automeobility,

Conclusions: towards the merile-text hyhrid

From a semiotic perspective, discourse and mobility are interlinked and are
mutually informative: discourse charges mobility with meanings and vice versa,
mobility charges discourse with meanings. What eventually performs meaning in
the social realm is neither one (when taken separately), but a gestalt combination of
both, which can be called the (imimohile-text hvbrid, Since the concept of motility
nicely captures the dialectics and complex (paradoxical) interrelations between
mobility and immobility, the (immobile-text hybrid can also be called the morile-
fext hvbrid. Reciprocal semiotics, which underlie the emengence of the motile-lext
hybrid, can be studied only when methodological sensitivities and epistemological
sensibilitics are practiced in relations to both discourse and (im)mobility.

First and foremost, research must resist the temptation to analyse discourse
outside the ecological environment wherein it functions performatively. As the case
studies illustrate, there is never an authentically abstract or unmoving discourse.
If the text is abstracted from is situnted, mobile performance — for instance, by
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ncglmlmgltu account for symbolic and material values of the privat i
— the semiotic picture remains crucially incomplete. In th e uummubt{:
lu:sblénc[tqn concemns the fact that insofar as BSs are ﬁmtur:nrm t‘:;e. s
e o 2y el e e e
: - svstem of automohility, By i
:;e ﬂ:lzt::-:':pu&mfn to analyse fexts of sorts by their n.mscnmiium;l ﬂiﬁmttl:g
il m::;wn;.tﬂrtnr:]extualxzed. which, in terms used in this chapter, means that
s g Eims?di: by the authority of the researcher. This in itself is
iy : r(cf. Latour [987), However, this means that reflexivity is
quired in Inr-:h.r to trace the translations (in the Latourian sense), i iti
and _;_::ghll[:lu:s that the researcher her- or him-self has cndm;-cd N
15 18 true for exploring mobility as well. A mobility sitive i
f._u-sgii: : ::I:,:ii:::;'wlyt d_irll':’::r-zm type of appreciation Ihi.::: ;T:lt::::limu:ﬁf;;:
W ve at. J are various terms through which these diff;
can be discussed, but hasically, the mobility paradi d wit it the field of
automobility is interlinked to other cutting edge diTe]asl m“ : I'mTEI R
Mflwriu[ culture and studies in society, science and EochnnIF:uc-”'[r?'h 1 hlw m':IUdE'
?:J::cl Inujﬂlmm] {Hh‘lll:!l.lrﬂh focus on systems :}I'rcpresentﬂtbil:::n. {:::;:T::Er:t?ﬂ:::
dm.j.m:s less on |.1'.|’a!1.* this or that means, and more on how the textuul uhjr.:ct of the
“th-;;.:n:m mulwl.-:ls. in what cinfles of distribution. in what trajeciories of power, to
i |Inu wit whnt authority, and what types on mobilities and immobilities
at play as it travels. In the accelerated world of late-modemnity, these qualities
::nr ﬁl;n:lmm'c in terms of creating meaning. The qualitatively &;[?urcnlqh'[m of
d“;:m -; tg:* II::;::L-&: mgs.nrnirilicx and sensitivities produce is evinced in the
il I;;‘p'h;wt: to Ss and 1R[}!‘:r15 employed above. Recent publications
g M pies, sur_nur-.:-i wlhu:h have the title *mobile discourse’, miss
point because 1hc1r.ﬂpprccmtmn of mobility is limited to a metaphoric allusion
whmh 1:5 usually restricted 1o only one mode of mobility, OF my own n.-s.earc!;
experience | have learned how different findings and discussions emerge when
Eﬂﬂ- or less the same objects or texts - or textual objects — are under examination
om different approaches.
mj;.]-;;.d“:lﬁ::;?:h:}:d pr;:pnws that mu!laili.tics are discursivized and
ety t_iir:n t ey are also mu!l:plqwd. After all, accounting for
e nh_ja;._-;,.- ki 0 ile rl."M hy!?rull is un]?' the first stage. That fact that these
thgbad, .EBTLl.lrI'SJI‘rE mutllpl_ﬂ:s thu_::r mobilitics and brings into their
Sl iII'.Il..f.' ]l'E]dg]l'lF!d. cmn!uu_ml. 1|1Iu:rtuxlual and other mobilities. In
Nm; i lg.; ; ,:,y; texts make the mobile t!hjluct socially hearable and visible.
T R[}LH uE thf.*‘ Fi_lrm.?ux of proximity of the motile-text hybrid in
S Mﬂi;-,p]'..ih “: :2| li&; nvite viewers 1o read their inscriptions, which
SR :ﬁ re.cn very close. And yet in both cases this type of
2 mt;ﬂlyc 1::5 ud::Ecm cru:_ilel appraisal of T}n:- Practice of Evervday Life, Thrift
S 3! fte errlc:su s [l‘}ﬂﬁf: sln:ng discursive proposition, yet he suggests
at other types of discourse are infiltrating automobility through the many high-
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tech components (and their software texts) that are nowadays installed in cars.
While this perspective is promising, this chapter attended to low-tech types of
autolimmaobile texts. The proposition is that regardless of whether the discourse
is located on car rear windows or in CPUs under the hood, or whether it is high-
tech or low-tech, as the research and theorizing of automobility expands we
acknowledge the enmeshment of materiality, discourse and (auto)mobility in
establishing meanings in situated ways, embodied in the motile-texe hybrid,
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