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Front picture: A solo stepdance, Tory Island, co. Donegal, Ireland (Colman Doyle).

From: Brennan, Helen, The Story of Irish Dance (Dingle: Brandon, 1999).
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1.
Introduction

The subject of my thesis ‘Dance and Cultural Identity’ has been inspired by Gelsey Kirkland’s autobiography Dancing on my Grave (1986). In this book she explains which problems she encountered trying to learn the classical and romantic ballets, being trained in the American Balanchine style. These problems are interesting, because they are directly linked to the relationship between dance and cultural backgrounds. This is a subject on which quite some research has been done in anthropology and sociology, but I will approach it in a more philosophical way.

When Kirkland regarded the classical ballets, as danced by Russian dancers like Natalia Makarova and Michael Barishnikov, she had the feeling that she was lacking some sort of fundamental understanding of the classics and the Russian style. To her, the Russian dancers seemed to have access to information that made them able to understand and execute the classics properly. They were able to connect one step or pose to another in a very fluid and logical way. Every movement and gesture expressed a meaning and blended into the next. To Kirkland those dancers seemed to know how to express the personality of the character they were portraying as well as the mood of a classical or romantic narrative ballet. She suspected that training was the key to these differences in style and understanding.  

When the Russian choreographer George Balanchine came to America in the thirties, he saw the cultural and historical differences between the two countries and he adapted his teaching method to this, creating his own ballet aesthetics. His style fitted in American society: it was modern, fast and athletic. His dancers were trained to stand up straight, lift their legs up high and move at incredible speed. They learned to move their limbs separately and to always keep their bodies centred along a vertical line. This is very different from the Russian style, where the limbs, shoulders, back, and head move in harmony to create natural and fluid lines. Kirkland writes: 

The technical key for which I was searching - which would link the dance to the drama - was known as “legato”. This was the special dynamic which seemed to allow the Russian dancers to move through the steps with such fluid grace, to bind all the steps within the overall content of the ballet. The Russians themselves (…) were often unable to communicate the knowledge that was stored in their bodies to American dancers, whose training was geared to a different aesthetic. Legato was an alien concept to Americans who had been conditioned for speed, blurring rather than binding the steps.

 The Russian syllabus was designed to instil a set of physical memories that precisely related the head, neck, shoulders, back, and arms to various images that the dancers performed on the stage. The mechanical reproduction of style from generation to generation seemed to preclude a conscious mastery of the compositional principles that related form to content.

The training and style of Russian and American ballet dancers vary in many aspects. This partly explains the problems that Gelsey Kirkland had. As we read in the quotation above, Kirkland was aware of the very long tradition from which the ballet has originated. But the reproduction of style and the understanding of images and content are not just results of a specific training method. I would like to suggest another fundamental aspect that influences the way a dancer executes and understands a specific choreography, style or technique: cultural identity.

In his book Kijk, een Ballerina, Dutch ballet critic Conrad van de Weetering explains the cause of Kirkland’s problems in the following way
: Gelsey Kirkland was trained at the School of American Ballet and America was her world: a relatively new country with a short ‘western’ history, that had not known a medieval or renaissance period, nor had any buildings that dated from more than two centuries ago. America is young and dynamic, things are being built and taken down again over very short periods, life is orientated towards the ‘new’. The world of the romantic and classical ballet is not imbedded in an American’s culture or experience as much as it is in a European person’s. In Europe the remains of our history surround us in buildings, objects, stories and traditions. Most of the towns have grown in a very organic way, over many centuries, combining different styles and periods. Europeans are familiar with all these different styles that surround them, this may not be on a scientific basis, but they are part of their culture, and Europeans can relate to them easier than Americans. Europeans have direct access to all these historical sources that help them imagine what a certain period was like. America lacks the slow process of the creation of towns as well as a long-term Western history. Out of the different cultural backgrounds of the immigrants, who came from all over the world, a new culture evolved. The American culture is basically defined by ideals of freedom, democracy and liberalism. Modern myths like ‘The new frontier’ and ‘from rags to riches’ became the base of American society and culture.

Balanchine encountered these differences when he came to America and taught ballet there. He saw that the American dancers didn’t have a natural sense of style like the Europeans did. So he told his dancers never to interpret a ballet or ‘act’ on stage. He just wanted his dancers to be themselves; natural and pretty. Most of his ballets do not have a real storyline, but are abstract interpretations of the music. A mood, harmony or style would be set by the choreography, the combination of the music and the steps, not through harmony in technique. Balanchine relied on the technical abilities, speed and good looks of his dancers. Iin the classical works from Europe a lot of attention is being paid to the narrative, drama and style of a ballet. When you want to dance the classics, you have to possess good acting skills as well as understand the characters and period you are portraying. 

Because of these differences, the European classics are difficult to grasp for a dancer trained in the Balanchine style and method. Kirkland’s world of experience simply didn’t relate to the realm of fairies, sylphs, and wilis. She had to drag these alien characters into her own world to be able to believe in them, portray them and make them convincing for the audience: 

Instinctively I rejected all of the supernatural female creatures that inhabited the nineteenth century ballets (…) I wore the costumes but fought against the fanciful premises underlying these imaginary beings. I never really believed in them. They were not real. They had no power to move audiences unless I brought them down to earth and made them human. They had to enter my reality.

When reading Dancing on my Grave, I was fascinated by these issues and Kirkland’s endless search for the key that would provide her with the information she needed to understand and perform the classics. She touched on a subject that isn’t just relevant for theatre dance, but also for forms of social dance, as well as dance as a form of competition or ritual. Kirkland uses the terms ‘physical memory’ and ‘the programming of the body’, and relates those to style and understanding of dance and movement. I wanted to find out about the elements that make up a culture and a person’s cultural identity and how they influence dance and the way a person moves in general. This assumes a very close relationship between body and mind. The images, stories, values, etc. of a culture are stored in a person’s memory, but not just in a mental way, the body also seems to remember things and stores physical experiences in the motor memory. These previous experiences have an effect on the perception and creation of movement and dance. They constitute the framework within which we create and understand movement. 

In philosophical and theoretical texts about dance, dance is often presented as a universal cultural phenomenon that is so basic to human nature that it is cross-cultural, so that every human being can relate to it. I do believe that in a certain way everybody indeed is able to relate to a dance, because everybody has a body and knows what it is like to move and to dance. But dance, like language, music and painting also is a system with certain codes and meanings that is constructed within the culture of a certain group of people. The perception, interpretation and use of dance by both maker and perceiver are strongly related to their cultural background and the environment they live in. Reading anthropological and sociological texts about movement and dance I have often wondered what this relationship between dance, physical culture and cultural identity could be. I have never been able to find a theory fully explaining this relationship that could be universally applied. 

As I considered the body as a body-of-experience, that can remember things and that provides the individual with a sense of ‘self’, I remembered the novel The man who mistook his wife for a hat (1984) by neurologist Oliver Sacks. In this novel Sacks describes several case-studies in neurology. One was about a woman who had lost her sense of ‘proprioception’. Proprioception is the physical awareness of the positions of the different parts of the body and the way they move in relation to each other. This particular patient had lost this inner sense of her body and therefore felt she had lost an important part of her personality, because to her it seemed she didn’t have a body anymore. Reading this I suspected that proprioception as the inner sense of the body, must play an important role in the creation and perception of a dance. Research into literature about dance proved this was the case and that quite some research had been done on this ‘kinaesthetic experience’ people have when dancing or watching a dance. So combining the relationship between movement and cultural identity and the relationship between proprioception and identity, I felt the need to construct a theory that explains the relationship between dance and 

cultural identity by considering the kinaesthetic experience of dance through the proprioception as an important link to a person’s cultural identity.

My thesis is: The relationship between dance and cultural identity is based on mental and physical memories that influence the experience of dance. 

In constructing that theory I will answer the following subquestions:

· What is cultural identity? 

· What is physical culture, and how is it linked to cultural identity? 

· How can dance as a physical expression be described as a form of communication?

· What kind role does the long-term memory play in the experience of dance?

· How is dance experienced in a kinaesthetic way? 

· What kind of relationship exists between proprioception and physical culture?

· How is dance related to physical culture?

· How does cultural identity influence the way we experience dance?

 In constructing this theory through literary research, I will draw on many different approaches, coming from e.g. philosophical, neurological, psychological, and anthropological literature. I will use the theories of several philosophers like Henri Bergson (perception and subjective experience), Jürgen Habermas (communicative action) and Sondra Horton Fraleigh (existential phenomenological dance philosophy) to explain what a dance is as an act of communication, the supposed relationship between body and mind and the way the long term memory intervenes in the experience of dance. From the works of Oliver Sacks I will adapt the notion proprioception and how this relates to the notion of ‘self’. The anthropological works on dance by Judith Lynne Hanna, Ted Polhemus, Cynthia Cohen Bull, etc. show how dance is always culturally patterned and related to physical culture. The outcome of my thesis will be useful in further study to explain and analyse subjects like different forms of theatre dance and social dance, the way people use dance to express their cultural identity, the adaptation of folkdance to the western stage and the different experiences people have when watching dance. In this thesis I will use several examples of dance forms to explain the theory, but I will not include an elaborate case study, as my aim is to approach dance on a theoretical and philosophical level.

This thesis isn’t about dance as a theatrical art form, but covers all dance forms in a general theory. The realm of art is something specific to certain societies (like for instance the Western society) and includes a very specific attitude towards dance. In other cultures the boundaries between art, ritual, tradition, crafts and social events are not as clear and the social institute of art sometimes does not exist. Art is only one of the many contexts within which dance can exist. So to focus just on theatre dance would not satisfy my need to understand more about dance in general. 

2.
Culture and Cultural Identity

2.1
Culture

In his The Theory of Communicative Action (1981) Jürgen Habermas uses the word ‘culture’ to refer to

(…) the stock of knowledge from which participants in communication supply themselves with interpretations as they come to an understanding about the world.
 

People within a social group share certain beliefs, values, codes, etc., for example religion and language, which they use to communicate and give meaning to the experiences they have in life. To this understanding of culture I would like to add the definition of anthropologist Ted Polhemus, who puts an emphasis on the fact that culture creates a sense of community amongst people. Culture, according to Polhemus consists of

(…) everything which the members of a social group (any social group) have in common – everything which they share and which contributes to and generates their sense of  ‘we-ness’. Culture is the glue that holds people together.
 

So in this thesis I will use the word culture in the broadest sense. Culture isn’t just race, nationality or art, but any set of values, traditions, interests, beliefs, codes and expressions that are shared by a social group. This group can be fairly large, like for instance Roman Catholics or the Dutch, but also small, e.g. the fans of a particular pop group or football club. Many aspects can make up a culture, as shown in figure 1. And an individual can be part of several different cultures. One can be British, a protestant and a devoted practitioner of salsa dance all at the same time. One culture may be dominant in someone’s way of life, but every subculture carries elements that he will conform to as well. This conformation to the values, aesthetics, codes or beliefs of a particular culture is most obvious in situations that relate in a very direct way to that culture, like the celebration of a national victory in football, a church ceremony, or a salsa party.

Figure 1.
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Figure 1 shows the structure of a culture. It represents culture as a collection of shared beliefs that are expressed in material and immaterial cultural expressions. These expressions are all human actions and creations that are part of the cultural discourse. More than just products of a culture; these expressions are the only perceivable parts of a culture. When we perceive the expressions, we assume the underlying concepts through recognition, comparison, classification, etc. Without externalisation through human action and creation, a culture would not exist. The values, beliefs, etc. have to be objectified by human actors in order to become real, because a culture isn’t an objective phenomenon that can exist without externalisation through action. 

If the expressions change, the cultural concepts within the general framework will change too. This process always works both ways. So I wouldn’t want to call the expressions just products or representations of cultural beliefs or structures, because they are the culture itself. Cultural expressions like dance, sports or clothing aren’t just products of certain values, aesthetics or hierarchic structures within a culture, but are the actual material a culture is made of. Therefore, it is not quite possible to make strict divisions between the different elements of this model of culture, as everything is in constant interaction and negotiation with the other elements. And many expressions of culture are directly linked to mental constructs. Like for instance the bible, which is an object, but is also considered the base of Christianity. Here, the object in itself not only represents the religion, but actually embodies it.  

It is important to realise that change in one part of the structure of a culture (in one of the boxes in figure 1), will always influence and change the other elements. When hearing a new piece of music we have a new experience and have to move the borders of our cultural framework to make room for this experience as a new point of reference. We position ourselves in relation to that piece of music: ‘do we like it, can we give meaning to it?’ etc. Another example is someone who decides to move to another country where it is very hot. The heat might make him change his daily routines, maybe introduce a siesta, and he will have to adapt his clothes to the climate. An architect can be inspired by the landscape, but he can also change it, for example by the building of a dam to stop the water from flooding the land. Body aesthetics can cause mothers to send their daughters to ballet class, hoping that as a result of the practice of this particular dance form their everyday way of moving will become more elegant and upright. So the structure of a culture is constantly both object and subject of change through negotiation. It is therefore impossible to exactly fill in a model like this with the features of one particular culture. The moment you have pinned things down, they will have changed already. 

In this thesis I use several examples of cultures and dance styles, but the reader always has to bear in mind these are just examples. I don’t want to give strict definitions of cultures or dance forms in an essentialistic way. My goal is to explain the theory and in using examples I have to give names to the different phenomena. 

2.2
Cultural identity

So how does the individual relate to the culture of the social group(s) he is part of? According to Habermas, the actors within a social group experience the society they are part of and the world they live in as a ‘lifeworld’ (Lebenswelt), in which culture makes it possible to communicate and give meaning to this intersubjectively shared lifeworld. Because of the rationalisation of society, people’s experience of the lifeworld has differentiated into three domains: the objective world (the domain of science and nature), the social world (the domain of collective elements like law and morality), and the subjective world (the domain of the individual experience, feelings, and elements like art and eroticism).
  

By means of culture the individual can relate his inner subjective world to the outside world, consisting of the social and the objective world. He positions himself within the lifeworld and interprets his own ‘being-in-the-world’, drawing on the reservoir of experiences he has had in his life. These culturally patterned experiences influence not just social interaction, but also physical experiences, thoughts and emotions:

(...) Individuality too is a socially produced phenomenon that is a result of the socialization process itself and not an expression of residual, natural needs that escape that process.

On an interpersonal cultural level, the sense of unity and belonging within a group are essential. The cultural identity of the individual is constructed there where his inner, subjective world meets the social world. The internalisation, understanding and use of cultural values and codes on a personal level position the individual within society. Habermas calls this ‘socialisation’
. This involves both feelings of belonging and alienation, as the individual interprets and categorises the experiences he has in life. A person can be involved with different lifeworlds and cultures, and these are all united on the level of his cultural identity. They can never be strictly separated on this personal level, because a sense of personal identity includes a sense of continuity and the experience of personal ‘wholeness’. Cultural identity involves the way one positions oneself within society. It is a social construct and can be both projected on the ‘self’ as well as on the ‘other’. Quoting Stuart Hall: 

We should think (…) of identity as a ‘production’, which is never complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside, representation. This view problematises the very authority of authenticity to which the term ‘cultural identity’ lays claim.

The different cultures an individual is involved with influence each other. When for instance a person is both a Dutchman and a rock singer, his Dutchness (language, ethics, etc) will affect his execution of his job as a singer within rock-culture and vice versa. This is why it is impossible to find pure forms of culture. A culture has to be completely isolated and sheltered from external influences, to be able to exist in a pure form. But also within a specific culture we would find differentiation through, for example, gender, class and age. Because of these characteristics, culture has to be defined as ‘hybrid’.

Cultural identity on a personal level isn’t something that is exclusively based on human interaction. It can also be defined by the surroundings of a person; e.g. landscape and climate, as shown in figure 1. These are part of the world a person lives in; they are part of his experiences and they frame them. A person always positions himself within the environment and adapts his actions and attitudes towards it in so he can deal with the circumstances, in order to survive. It is not as much the environment in itself that is part of a cultural identity, but the way it is experienced and dealt with. When people live in the same landscape and climate, this will provide them with shared experiences, which will contribute to a feeling of unity. 

Another important aspect of cultural identity is the physical characteristics of a person. The body, partly biologically defined by birth and partly ‘created’ by human action is an important aspect of culture. People ‘embody’ their cultural identity in movement and physical experiences. I will discuss the concept of physical culture extensively in the next chapter.  

One has to keep in mind, that although everyone in some way is part of a culture and has a cultural identity, this might not be on a very conscious level. When people are very much imbedded within a society, culturally specific elements can be taken for granted and the cultural specificity of actions will not be given much thought. It is mainly the experience of difference by encountering other cultures, that makes a person think actively about his own cultural identity (Like Gelsey Kirkland did when watching the Russian dancers). And through comparison and negotiation people will reposition themselves in relation to this other culture. This positioning can be for instance rejection, acceptation, admiration, or assimilation. In extreme situations where people experience big cultural differences, conflicts can occur as they feel their cultures cannot be united or tolerate one another. This can cause envy, hate, repression, fear, discrimination, or even wars. In such extreme situation people are very much aware of their cultural identity.

So a culture is something shared by a group of people and cultural identity is the way the individual is positioned within the different cultures he is involved with.

And as no two people are exactly identical in their interests, backgrounds or beliefs, no two people are the same on the level of personal cultural identity. When a culture is shared the people within that particular social group will feel they share a sense of cultural identity. The more people have in common, the more their feeling of cultural identity will be alike. Based on their shared cultural beliefs, practices and codes, a feeling of recognition, understanding and unity is generated. So in theory people’s cultural identities are never exactly similar, but in practice, people often feel that they do share a cultural identity when they feel connected to each other through culture, based on the experience of similarity. Stuart Hall describes this way of thinking about shared cultural identity as: 

(…) one shared culture, a sort of collective ‘one true self’, hiding inside the many other, more superficial or artificially imposed ‘selves’, which people with a shared history and ancestry hold in common. Within the terms of this definition, our cultural identities reflect the common historical experiences and shared cultural codes which provide us, as ‘one people’ with stable, unchanging and continuous frames of reference and meaning, beneath the shifting divisions and vicissitudes of our actual history.

I have to remark here that this definition focuses on cultural identity based on a shared ancestry and history. It seems to me that within our global society, culture doesn’t have to be something that goes back many years and generations, but can just as well be shared by people who have very little in common apart from their specific interests. A sense of shared cultural identity can be generated by many things people hold in common, according to the broad definition of Polhemus. Culture exists on many levels and a lot cultures are global, based on for instance religion, interests or aesthetics. Nowadays, societies are not restricted by the geographical positioning of people or national boundaries. People travel around the world, spreading and mixing different cultures and creating diasporas. By means of the modern communication technology, like the Internet and television, people can easily connect on a global level. But it has to be said that the direct surroundings of a person, the environment he grew up in and the things he encounters every day, have the strongest influence on the shaping of a cultural identity.

On the other hand, cultural identity is very much based on the experience of difference. Our identity is not only constituted by what we feel we are part of and can relate to, but also by the things we do not identify with and feel alien to (figure 1). Hall describes this as the second way of thinking about cultural identity that 

(...) recognises that, as well as the many points of similarity, there are also points of deep and significant difference which constitute ‘what we really are’ (…). Cultural identity, in this second sense, is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being.
 

Hence cultural identity always implies a positioning and repositioning of the own subjectivity in relation to other people and cultures and the surroundings. Cultural discourses are created and maintained through constant negotiation and comparison. In the process of cultural positioning, people sometimes create very strict oppositions to be able to make clear distinction between ‘self’ and ‘other’. Stereotypes, based on looks and behaviour are images of both ‘other’ and ‘self’ that simplify cultural differences. They help people to define and understand the outside world, capturing it in ‘safe’, recognisable images. By means of stereotypes, myths and prejudices people create their own image of the world, controlling it in this way. This way they are able to position themselves in relation to others in order to define their own cultural identity.
 This process takes place on a personal level as well as on a group level. Because also within a social group, each person has a sense of his own individuality, based on the differences he experiences between himself and the other members of the group. A culture is based on shared experiences but only on a general level, as personal experiences always vary. Culture, with its beliefs, codes and systems, connects people and makes them able to achieve a mutual understanding through communication.

2.3
Communicative action 

People need codes and discourses to make sense of themselves and the world around them. We can only grasp objects, feelings and events by giving them a meaning and a place in our personal experience. Without codes and discourses we wouldn’t be able to create order out of the chaos of our feelings and experiences. Even our thoughts and feelings (the subjective world) are experienced in language, and to be able to express them in a way the other will understand we need conventions and shared codes like language or gestures. The same can be said of the way the objective world is understood. In description, qualities like ‘big’ or ‘slow’ are based on socio-cultural conventions. So culture provides us with a means of understanding and communicating human experiences. Also, new experiences and meanings are created through expression and the use of codes. In his book on deafness and sign-language: Seeing Voices (1989), Oliver Sacks describes language as something that enables people to communicate, but also as something that is handed down culturally as a living and dominant embodiment of a culture. It carries in it the history, the ideas, the images, the traditions and passions of a group of people. Hence language, in any form (verbal, visual, etc.) is closely linked to human thought and experience.

We can consider culture as a system that restricts people in their expressions and communication, because they have to stick to the conventions in order to make others understand what they want to express. But it might be more interesting to look at culture as a system that enables people to share experiences by using common ways of expression. According to Habermas the goal of communicative action is to reach a mutual understanding, a consensus about a part of the lifeworld. Through utterances people lay claim on truth and validity within the horizons of the three different actor-world relations that exist within the lifeworld. Every communicative utterance is a statement and validity claim for a specific situation and is judged by the rules and beliefs of the specific ‘world’ the action relates to:

· Objective world: conversation, claiming objective truths, relying on theoretical and empirical knowledge to achieve a common understanding of the outside world.

· Social world: normatively regulated action, claiming rightness and validity according to the regulations and morality of the collective, relying on moral and practical consciousness. These utterances confirm to as well as shape interpersonal relationships.

· Subjective world: dramaturgical action, expressing inner experiences claiming sincerity and authenticity.

Every one of these three different actor-world relations is part of all communicative action, as pure forms of action orientation in reality never occur. But there is always one actor-world relationship that is the central theme and therefore dominant within a certain action: 
Communicative action relies on a co-operative process of interpretation in which participants relate simultaneously to something in the objective, the social, and the subjective worlds, even if they themselves stress only one of the three components in their utterances.
 

The reference system of these three worlds is used by actor and ‘hearer’ as an interpretative framework within which they together define the situation. An understanding (Verständigung) based on an utterance in a communicative situation means an agreement (Einverständnis) according to the rules and values of the actor-world relationships within which it is constituted and perceived. So actor and ‘hearer’ have to share a lifeworld in order to be able to reach a mutual understanding, which in its turn will redefine the lifeworld. They need to share certain codes, conventions, beliefs, etc, to understand each other’s utterances in order to be able to reach an agreement. And as two individuals are never the same, their interpretative frameworks will always vary slightly. The actors need to adapt their personal frameworks in order to be able to relate to the others’ utterances. This can happen very easily in a subconscious way, when lifeworld and culture are shared, but can also require an explicit negotiation consisting of explanation and redefinition, for instance, when people don’t speak the same language. Consequently, an act of communication will always bring forth a change in the interpretative frameworks of the actors involved. A communicative action therefore, trying to reach a mutual understanding, will always change the different lifeworlds and actor-world relationships involved, and shift the boundaries between them. In chapter 4 I will define dance as a form of communicative action.

Jürgen Habermas writes in his Theory of Communicative Action (1981):

The world gains objectivity only through counting as one and the same world for a community of speaking and acting subjects. The abstract concept of the world is a necessary condition if communicatively acting subjects are to reach understanding among themselves about what takes place in the world or is to be effected in it. Through this communicative practice they assure themselves at the same time of their common life-relations, of an intersubjectively shared lifeworld. This lifeworld is bounded by the totality of interpretations presupposed by the members as background knowledge.

The lifeworld forms the horizon, within which the communicative actions are ‘always already’ moving, and is limited and changed by the structural transformation of society as a whole.
 Habermas’s lifeworld functions as both context and means of communicative action, lying at the base of a collective consciousness. Societies pass on their culture through material and immaterial expressions that use conventional codes and relate directly to the cultural values and beliefs of the social group. By means of tradition and preservation the lifeworld can be tried to keep stable, but at the same time it is subject to change as new generations and other cultures have an effect on it. So communicative action isn’t just a product of the lifeworld, but shapes it as well, because human interaction and negotiation create new meanings and codes and change the way people understand the world.

This means that people aren’t passive victims of the surroundings they live in or products of a culture imposed on them. As argued above, they actively construct their own identity, by means of an ongoing process of choosing, comparing, positioning and defining. This ongoing process can take place on a conscious as well as a subconscious level. But it is all based on human action and experience and therefore I will refer to it as being an active process. People conform to as well as shape their culture through their actions, creating discourses and codes that make the act of communication possible. And as culture can only exist through its expressions in society, people are the essential elements of the dynamic cultural process, as they are the living and acting elements that constitute it.

In the next chapter I will discuss the body in relation to culture, and how it can be used in communication. 

3.
Physical Culture

3.1
Body and culture

Although often suggested, culture isn’t just a certain mindset or mental attitude. Culture is also embodied in people in a physical way. But maybe embodiment is the wrong word, because it suggests that the body is an object, expressing and materialising a mental construct. ‘Embodiment’ supposes the body to be an instrument people control so that it is a medium for the representation of a certain cultural mindset. But identity and the sense of self are not just products of the mind. Not only conscious thought, but also the physical experiences of the body provide the individual with a sense of ‘self’.
 The skin is the border between ‘self’ and the outside world. A division can be made between the biological body (objective world); the communicative body (social world) and the experiencing body (subjective world). In communication, only the actor himself has access to his subjective world, through thoughts, emotions and the experience of the states of the body. The subjective world meets the objective and social world through socialisation and in this the human body is very important as an instrument of communicative action. Facial expressions, gestures, carriage, etc. are culturally defined. Therefore the body and the way it is used and perceived are very basic aspects of shared culture. Our body is the culture we are part of and in being so shapes it. So the body, carriage and the way of moving have to be considered as a primary, rather than a secondary social ‘text’. In this thesis I am not dealing with race, genetics or biological features, because I an focussing on the social construction of cultural identity, in which the cultural body isn’t the same as the biological body, although they are strongly intertwined. Throughout history race and cultural identity have been mixed up and many stereotypes have been created, separating ‘other’ and ‘self’ based on the visual image.
 In this thesis I will focus on the relationship between culture and the body, considering the way the body is experienced and used as part of a cultural identity. 

In his article Dance, Gender and Culture anthropologist Ted Polhemus refers to physical culture as the non-verbal communication systems within a culture. He considers culture to be a process that is subject to continuous change through negotiation. To him being part of a culture is inevitably physical: 

Muscular tonus, stance, basic movement styles, gestures and so forth once learned, are, like any physical activity, remarkably resistant to change and constitute not only the essential component of personal identity but of social and cultural identity as well (…) At its core, therefore, culture not only includes a physical dimension, it is a physical style system, which signifies (embodies) what it means to be a member of a particular society.
 

As body isn’t just a biological entity, a fact of nature, but a cultural construction as well, it seems impossible to define a ‘natural’ way of moving. Even the use and meaning of movements that are considered to be very basic, like blinking, laughing, walking, sitting and eating vary among cultures. Anthropologists like Marcel Mauss (1936) have done extensive research on this. The image of the body, the attitude towards the body and the use of the body for actions like locomotion, work, intimacy or communication are all culturally specific. So it is impossible to perceive our body in a natural, direct way, as the way we feel and understand our body is influenced by cultural codes and discourses. 

A culture includes a certain body concept (figure 2.) that provides people with the framework of reference for their physicality. This body concept is a product of the human experiences in life and the similarities and differences experienced in relation to others. People position themselves as bodies within societies, according to physical features as well as to movement and behaviour. Combining all personal experiences, that originate from the different cultures a person can be part of, the body concept is created. It modifies the way a person perceives, understands and moves his body. This cultural body concept is very important for the notion of cultural identity, as the boundaries between the body and the outside world define the boundaries of the ‘self’.
 The cultural body concept involves body aesthetics and ethics and concepts of, for instance, violence, sickness and sexuality. It exists not just as a mental construction and image of the body, but as a physical feeling of self as well, because people mainly experience their being-in-the-world in a physical way. This involves both physical conditions like being tired, hot, or sick, as well as the physical experience of feelings of shame, pride, frustration, friendship etc. A mental state always carries a physical affect or response and vice versa.

Figure 2.
 

Body Concept and Techniques






Of course the body and the personal experience of it primarily belong to Habermas’ subjective world. But as all three actor-world relationships are part of every action (including perception), I would like to argue that the social world, with its rules and morals, has a big influence on the way the individual relates to the body. Hence, the body can be considered to be a cultural expression that symbolically reproduces the lifeworld. And according to the concept of culture (the shared stock of knowledge people use to communicate and interpret their world and the shared elements that create a sense of community), the body concept imposes constraints on people’s physical actions and perceptions. So the use of the body as a medium is limited by social conventions that create the cultural body concept.
 But culture also enables people to use and understand their bodies, as it structures and gives meaning to their physical experience. Culturally defined body concepts rely on a system of specific body techniques that enable people to act and physically communicate through for instance facial expressions or gestures (when the body is used for communication, the terms ‘body language’ or ‘non-verbal communication’ are often used, which I will refer to later). These body techniques are copied, learned, discovered, developed and assimilated in the body, either consciously or subconsciously. Children learn how to sit, walk, eat, etc. by watching their parents and others in their surroundings and people can copy, for instance, gestures and dance steps from television. Movements, postures and gestures become conventional techniques when they are structured and codified within the cultural system as the result of regular use amongst a group of people. Every culture includes physical codes and techniques, which are intertwined with the other elements that make up a culture. Arthur W. Frank in The Body (1997): 

Theory needs to apprehend the body as both medium and outcome of social ‘body techniques’, and society as both medium and outcome of the sum of these techniques. Body techniques are socially given – individuals may improvise on them but rarely make up any for themselves – but these techniques are only initiated in their practical use by bodies, on bodies. Moreover, these techniques are as much resources for bodies as they are constraints on them; constraints enable as much as they restrict.

When certain movements are repeated over and over again, they can become set codes and structures that everyone within a culture will understand. People recognise others as part of their culture by the way they move. They copy each other’s way of walking, greeting, dancing etc. to define their physical culture and show that they are connected to one another on a social level. This can quite often be a very conscious process as manners, facial expression and carriage are very important aspects in identification. A very personal example would be myself as a thirteen-year-old, as I practised to walk in a very ‘cool’ way to be accepted by the more popular people in my class. This body technique basically involved a bouncy way of walking, as if you were moving to music with a powerful yet relaxed beat. The accompanying expression on your face had to be very casual. But as my way of moving wasn’t recognised by the ‘cool’ people as being authentic, the mutual notion of a shared cultural identity was never established. It would have taken more than the copying of the technique to do that, because the others realised that their specific underlying attitude and understanding of ‘being cool’ was missing in my experience.

Physical culture as an essential element of a culture contains both body concept and body techniques, as shown in figure 2. A cultural body concept includes body aesthetics, and these aesthetics can vary a lot between different cultures. People have an image in their minds as well as a physical sense of an ideal physique. They can ‘feel’ fat and scruffy and be jealous of the ‘perfect’ people shown in films and magazines. So people shave, paint their faces and diet to make their bodies match this desired body image. And through the use of these techniques the body is actively created and moulded.
 Body aesthetics are closely linked to cultural identity. By means of clothing and hairstyle we express our cultural identity. We dress according to the situations we expect to be in, e.g. a party or a long walk in the mountains. Body aesthetics are also related to, for example, class, age or gender. We dress according to our social standard, the work we do and the styles we like and thus position ourselves within society. According to the sense of cultural identity and the preferences for certain aesthetics that go with it, we like, dislike or even disapprove of certain ‘looks’.

But of course there are limits to the use of body techniques by an individual. Every biological body has its natural physical capabilities and limitations that define the possibilities in movement and appearance. By means of, for instance, medication, surgery, training, dance or certain mind/body techniques, like meditation, these possibilities can be explored and stretched to the limit. The way the physical body is biologically built in a way shapes the way a person moves, but almost every movement is culturally defined, as the individual either consciously or subconsciously copies the people that surround him in learning movements. This varies from very basic movements learned at an early age, like walking, to more complex ones like writing or dancing.

The aspects in a certain culture that relate to the body are often very obvious. Certain religions desire chastity, youth subcultures have their own dress codes and gestures and the ways people greet each other differ amongst, for example, countries and age groups. Physical culture is part of social structures and hierarchies and interpersonal relationships. The way people walk, eat, greet or fight both reflect and shape the structures, traditions, beliefs and values in societies. A person’s cultural identity is made up from several cultures within which he is positioned. So physical culture on an individual level consists of elements from different cultures as well as conventions of age and gender. Certain surroundings or situations will bring forth the use the body concepts and techniques that are relevant at that moment. The individual analyses every situation he is in and decides what body concept is relevant and what techniques are adequate to act within that situation. Like in choosing what to wear on a particular occasion, one might move and sit differently and use different gestures and facial expression in a bar than at the office. Clothing also influences movement; you keep your knees together wearing a skirt and you can’t bend your head too low whilst wearing a hat. So again we can conclude that the elements in figure 1. are strongly intertwined.

When a person enters a new society or environment, his body concept and his body techniques will change. This new culture or environment will, through negotiation between the known and the unknown and an inevitable repositioning, influence his cultural identity on a physical level. This is shown in a studies by David Efron (1941), who demonstrated that Jewish and Italian immigrants in New York, when assimilated into American culture, tend to ‘forget’ their traditional gestures and learn new ones, which conform to those of American culture in general.
 

The environment and climate have a strong influence on the way people move. The ‘feel’ of the surroundings is reflected in the movements. A landscape with many mountains or a very warm climate will have an effect on the body concept as well as on the techniques. For example different surfaces will require different ways of walking. And the weather influences the way people dress. But material cultural expressions like architecture will also have their influence on physical culture. Pieces of furniture, like chairs, influence the way people sit, but are also created to accommodate for the existing conventional way of sitting.   

In using techniques and experiencing the results, the body concept and techniques can be adjusted. A change in body concept, by, for instance, a shift in morals or aesthetics, brings forth a change in body techniques to obtain the new aims and standards. It is a constant shifting and redefining of both concept and techniques and there is no strict cause-effect hierarchy between the two. As Marcel Mauss argues in his essay Les Techniques du Corps (1936), the body is both an original tool with which humans shape their world and the original substance out of which the human world is shaped.
 Hence physical culture isn’t just a product of a culture, but part of the beliefs, values and structures that form the backbone of a culture. According to this notion of physical culture, I have placed it in figure 1. within the general framework of culture that contains the supposed underlying structures and beliefs of a society, which are externalised through the material and immaterial expressions. Physical culture is recognised and created through movement, posture etc. Only by the practice and perception of the body techniques, a shared body concept can be created. Changes in body techniques, maybe brought forth by influence from ‘alien’ cultures, will change the body concept and that, for instance, might affect the values or the language of a society. It always works both ways so it seems impossible to just say the cultural expressions are products based on the beliefs, structures, etc, which make up a culture. This means the body has to be regarded as a primary social text.

3.2
Physical communication

The body techniques are a system within the lifeworld, but can also be considered to be the actual actions that shape the lifeworld and its body concept. They enable physical communication through e.g. gesture, facial expression and carriage, with the objective of creating a mutual understanding; a shared definition of a situation through negotiation. The more people will share a body concept and techniques, the more they will be able to relate to each other’s physical expressions. They will recognise gestures and movements and will understand the underlying intentions and thus will feel a connection, based on the perceived body techniques that suppose a shared body concept. Physical culture involves certain rules and values like body aesthetics and etiquette, and is important for the experience as well as the creation of ‘community’. Through the use of set techniques, linked to social values, the identity is defined and preserved within the social group as well as towards the ‘other’. The notion of a shared movement style is very important in this. About which Rudolph von Laban says:

(…) it can be said that in certain epochs, in definite parts of the world, in particular occupations, in cherished aesthetic creeds or in utilitarian skills, some attitudes of the body are preferred and more frequently used than others. (…) It is easy to understand how the selection of and preference for certain bodily attitudes creates style (…). The fact that any deviation from the main fashion or style of an epoch has been looked upon as abnormal and lacking in style, or that such deviations have even been considered ugly and wrong, is due to the peculiarity of the human herd instinct. Communities seem to regard a certain uniformity of movement behaviour as indispensable for safeguarding the stability of community spirit

The meaning of expression through movement is always constructed in relation to other signals and within a certain context. In Natural Symbols (1970) Mary Douglas states that the human need to achieve consonance in all levels of experience produces concordance among the different means of expression. So the articulate body is co-ordinated with other media.
 An obvious example of this is the close relationship between language and gesture. True expression of the inner experience according to the validity claims of Habermas’ subjective world can only occur when all elements (facial expression, carriage, verbal expressions, and tone of voice) express the same meaning, or provide a context for interpretation. A contradiction in the expressions will diminish the meaning and can even make a person look like a liar. Which ways of expressing are complementary or contradictive is a matter of cultural conventions. It also depends on the situation you are in and on the intentions behind the expression. Do you bring sad news with a smile or with a melancholy look on your face?

The relationship between emotions and physical expression is culturally defined as well. Facial expression or posture, for example, can be seen as indexes representing inner experiences. Many expressions exist in several cultures, and it is very much the use of them in particular situations that is culturally specific. Smiling, for instance, exists in every culture, but the use and the meaning of it may vary. A person has an emotion and makes a conscious or subconscious analysis of the situation he is in. He then judges which physical expression of the emotion would be appropriate, according to the previous experiences he had in life and the conventions of the social group he is dealing with. Is it all right to scream when somebody steps on your foot at the bus stop? Can you laugh out loud when somebody whispers a joke in the classroom? Can you pinch a strange woman in a bar when you feel like it?

The meaning of physical expressions vary amongst cultures. This concerns intentional expressions as well as subconscious physical actions. In The Netherlands people give three kisses, alternating cheeks, but in England people give two. Youth cultures can have very complicated rituals of greeting that others might not be able to perform correctly. A very common way of interpreting movement and carriage is to see them as an index for how somebody is feeling. When somebody droops his shoulders and bows his head, this might indicate sadness. Again, these meaning are culturally patterned; a smile can indicate happiness or can just be a way of being polite. Making big and energetic gestures whilst talking may indicate excitement, enthusiasm or maybe aggression, but in some cultures it will be considered a common way of acting. And again, the other media, like facial expression, tone of voice and verbal utterance, will provide more information and a context for interpreting the expression of a person.

Verbal language and expression are considered dominant in communication in western society. Body techniques like gestures, facial expressions and movement or carriage are most often used, either consciously or subconsciously, to illustrate or emphasise verbal utterances. Language is considered a more objective expression than movement, which is considered to be mainly an expression of feeling. People are said to ‘read’ each other’s body language. But this form of non-verbal communication is not equal to a language, because it lacks an extensive vocabulary and grammar. A big exception of course is sign language, which is equal to any verbal language and has its own grammar and syntax.
 So the word ‘body language’ does not really apply in most cases, as it cannot be regarded as a complete language. Mime and gestures are not a language in itself, because they are strongly connected to verbal language, and their use and ‘vocabulary are not as extensive. So physical communication and verbal communication should not be seen as equal systems, that can make the other redundant. They are media that have different communicative functions and the actor selects which form of expression is most suitable for the utterance he wants to make. In an utterance, these media are most often used in a combination, each adding a meaning, reaffirming and explaining each other. When a person says his cat has died, his facial expression and posture will give information about how he feels and how intense this feeling is.

The act of communication consists of intentional action with the aim of reaching a common definition of a situation or understanding. But as a lot of physical expressions are subconsciously produced, not all physical signs of the body can be considered intentional acts of communication. Dance, of course, is a very interesting case in this respect, because it is an intentional expression of the body only. I wouldn’t say choreography is a form of body language, because, although some techniques and style like ballet use an extensive ‘vocabulary’ to create ‘phrases’ and express meanings, it still is far removed from the mental concept of language. Also, the expression of dance is more open to different interpretations than language and can reach out to a much wider audience than verbal arts, because everybody can relate to it in a very elementary way, based on that one shared element: the human body.

Dance, being evasive, because it only manifests itself at the moment of the actual performance, is an immaterial cultural expression. Dance can have different functions within a society. It can, for instance, belong to the realm of art, sports, religion or social activity. And maybe ‘dance’ as a concept doesn’t even exist in some cultures. But all dance is communication through movement and has an aspect of physical performance and expression in it. And because dance can only exist through ‘people moving’, a person’s physical culture, whether he is a dancer or a spectator, plays a crucial part in the creation and perception of dance. Every dance form has a specific body concept and techniques the dancer conforms to. These might be closely intertwined with the everyday physical culture, or quite remote from it (aesthetics is a good example: what is beautiful? What way of moving is elegant?). The creation, perception and interpretation of dance rely on a person’s previous experiences, and therefore on his cultural identity. Shared experiences, a common background between, for instance, dancer and audience makes them able to relate to the dance in a more similar way, because the dance consists of movements, rhythms and symbols that are familiar to both of them. I will elaborate on dance as a form of culturally defined communication in the next chapter.  

4.
Dance as Communicative Action

4.1
A definition of dance

Throughout history, there have been many different definitions of the phenomenon of dance. Dance theorists hardly ever seem to agree on the nature of dance, which is not surprising, as dance exists in many different forms and contexts. This means that a cross-cultural definition of dance has to be very general in order to be valid for all forms of dance, whether theatrical, social, ritual, etc.  In her article To Dance is Human (1977), Judith Lynne Hannah defines dance as:

(1) human behaviour composed, from the dancer’s perspective, of (2) purposeful, (3) intentionally rhythmical, and (4) culturally patterned sequences of (5a) non verbal body movement and gesture which are (5b) not ordinary motor activities, (5c) the motion having inherent and ‘aesthetic’ value.

 The definition that seems to contain all these elements is the one Sondra Horton Fraleigh gives in her existentialist phenomenology of dance, Dance and the Lived Body (1987) which I will explain below:

Dance is an aesthetic expression of the body.

As the dancer dances, both dancer and spectator perceive the movements by which they create and have new experiences. Primarily, dance is movement of the body without direct practical use, the dance is a goal in itself. The dancer has only his body as a means of expression. In the dance the body is aesthetically constituted as the dancer expresses his experiences in physical symbols. This means that the dance cannot be separated from the dancer and his intentions. The movements are intentional and expressive and not directly functional like movements in daily life. These can be any form of movement, e.g. gestures, facial expressions, movements of locomotion, or movements from a specific dance technique. In dance, as it is not directed towards the functional, a movement like walking is not merely a way to get from one place to another, but a means of aesthetic expression. It becomes something that has an inherent meaning, because the walking was chosen to be a part of the unity of the dance performance and because of the aesthetic attitude of audience and performer towards the movement. But what characterises this particular attitude? In Die Kunst der Entzweiung (1985), philosopher Martin Seel discusses aesthetic rationality, and the specific attitude involved. 

Human experience becomes aesthetic, when the personal experience of the subject (this can be both spectator and performer) is expressed and consciously felt and judged on relevance according to the subject’s life experience, which he assumes to share with others that belong to the same lifeworld. We make experiences through expression and reflect on them, which both shapes our present and makes us aware of it. Experiences are personal, but as we cannot step outside our lifeworld, they always take place within our lifeworld and therefore are influenced by cultural identity.
 This aesthetic attitude is connected to a specific situation: the performance. According to this theory, dance is an aesthetic object, an expression of an experience through the intentional use of symbols. The aim of the aesthetic object is to make it possible to create experiences and reflect upon them. During the ‘happening’ of the dance, the dancer and his audience are free from the need to act in a functional way, apart from paying attention to and being involved with the performance and perception of the dance. Those involved in the dance are free to completely focus on the experience of it and reflect on their experiences. This attitude is very obvious in the theatre, where audience and performers enter a closed space, sheltered from the outside world and everyday life. The lights in the auditorium are dimmed and everything is focused on the performance. The social institution of art is created as a special time and space where one is able to entirely focus on his inner subjective world. 

I think that, because there is always an element of performance in dance, and the movements are always primarily a goal in themselves, this aesthetic attitude is relevant for all dance forms. Of course a dance can have more practical purposes than the aesthetic experience, for instance romantic (flirting in a nightclub), political (to entertain visitors) economical (earning a living as a dancer), ritual or social. But first and foremost comes the personal experience of the moving body, because every meaning or intention emerges through the experiencing human body. Further intentions and meanings can be deduced from this experience and can be placed in different contexts. 

Dance has often been considered an expression of feelings, or self-expression. But this seems to me to be a very limited point of view, as the human experience that lies at the base of dance can consist of many different things. A dancer might dance to train his body, a dance can express a certain mathematical structure, people dance together to express their sense of community, or a ritual dance may be performed to communicate with the gods. A dance can take place in many different settings and contexts, on many different occasions and can serve different purposes. But whether it is a folk dance at a wedding, ballet in the theatre, or a ritual rain dance, dance always contains the essential element of ‘performance’, and is always an immediate expression of human experience.  

Horton Fraleigh argues that dance goes beyond self-expression. The dancer’s expression demonstrates a desire to communicate and therefore involves a sense of collectiveness: 

Dance is a form of participation in culture and a way of creating culture. Thus the dancer is required to move beyond the confines of self; yet her self is in the art. She brings that self into her dance by necessity: self is both problematically and joyfully there; it is both sharpened and mollified. In good dancing, self becomes submerged as the dancer’s awareness becomes concentrated in the dance; only thus is she able to take the audience into the dance with her. Nor is the dancer’s focus on her own personal body; rather it is tuned toward a particular ideation (image or ideal) of embodiment as she strives to worthily represent the aesthetic (qualitative) nuances of our human embodiment through the particular ideas present in the dance.

Dance closes the distance between self and other. As the dancer dances for others, she instantiates others in her dance and dances the body-for-everyone.

Dancer and spectator establish communication based on their physical existence. This is where the everyday physical culture of a person meets the physical expression of dance. The spectator embodies the dance through his perception and physical and mental experience of the dance. The ideas present in the dance, like for instance the aesthetics (what is elegant, what is ugly?) of the body, are based on cultural body concepts. The actual movements and their meanings are often closely related to everyday body techniques. An embrace or for instance a smile as part of a dance carries connotations derived from everyday physical culture. The dancer is dancing the ‘body for everyone’ and those involved in the dance will fit it into their ideas about the body. Hence in the dance, dancer and spectator relate their subjective world to the social world. When dancer and audience share a lifeworld, their shared culture enables them to reach a mutual understanding. 

The aesthetic attitude enables people to relate to all sorts of dance, whether they are familiar with them or not. A spectator who doesn’t know much about Indian dance can still enjoy the ‘beauty’ of the performance. But the specific meaning of the movements as well as the little details a dancer adds to his performance of a traditional piece will not be recognised and understood. On this level of the meaning of a dance a shared culture (symbols, meanings, aesthetics etc.) plays an essential part. To enter the situation of the dance performance as a dancer or spectator involves a willingness to accept the dance as a dance. Of course this is the main experience, shared by all those involved. But when the intentions, expectations and background knowledge of the people vary, a mutual understanding cannot be established (which is the goal of all communicative action) further than the agreement that ‘this is dance’.

Our long-term memory always influences the way we interpret and understand the world around us, through comparison, recognition, etc. This means that every experience in the present carries an element of the past in it, as well as expectations for the future. So our previous experiences, for instance, the dance performances we have seen before, have an effect on the experience of the actual dance performance. This implies a relationship between cultural background and identity and the experience of dance. I will discuss the specifics of the experience of dance and the way the memory is involved in the next chapter.

One of the essential characteristics of dance is that it can only exist in the present. In the process of communication, dance is created, distributed and perceived at the same time and place. Dance is evasive, as it only comes into being at the moment of its performance. Dance recorded on film, or a television broadcast of dance is not the real thing as the particular time and place, as well as the direct encounter between dancer and spectator have been lost. The dance once was there, the moment it was recorded, but what remains is dance-on-film, which is something different than the actual dance itself. It is also impossible to exactly reproduce a dance, as the circumstances of every performance, and the physical and mental states of the people involved are always different. The human body can never exactly reproduce a movement, and the dance and the way the audience experiences it will always be slightly different. Dance is objectified as an entity independent of the actual performing body when it is captured in notation or passed on. It then becomes an object that can be preserved and learned. But dance written down in for instance Labanotation will only be a bare framework of movements, which the dancer will have to internalise and interpret through performance in order to make it ‘dance’. Many qualitative aspects of movement cannot be passed on through dance notation. The choreographer or teacher who teaches a dance to the dancer has many more means to bring qualitative aspects, intentions and meanings across. He can show the dancer the steps and explain and correct things, but when the dancer has internalised the dance and ‘knows’ it, it is his dance, which he will perform in his own unique way. Again this is where identity and previous experiences shape the understanding and experience of a dance.

4.2
 Dance as ‘game’, ‘symbol’ and ‘festival’  

In The Relevance of the Beautiful (1988) philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer defines art using the concepts ‘game’ (Spiel), ‘symbol’ (Symbol) and ‘festival’ (Fest).
 Gadamer uses these terms to describe the anthropological basis of the experience of art, but to me they also appear to be concepts, that are very useful to describe dance with, not just as an art form, but also as a culturally defined human expression and form of communication. Gadamer focuses on the sharing of experiences and the sense of community that art can generate. This makes his theory so valuable for dance in connection to cultural identity as this is also based on shared experiences. 

The concept of ‘Play’ refers to a crucial element in human life, that we find in for instance sport or religion. Gadamer describes ‘Play’ as movement that is not tied to any goal, carrying an element of repetition in it: 

Whatever is alive has the form of self-movement. Now play appears as a self-movement that does not pursue any particular end or purpose so much as movement as movement, exhibiting so to speak a phenomenon of excess, of living self-representation.
 

This form of movement we find everywhere in nature, but it is also the main characteristic of dance: a self-representation through movement, performed without any direct practical use. The concept of ‘Play’ carries in it a form of repetition, and is governed by our human rationality through the discipline, rules and values imposed upon the ‘play’. These forms of control help to establish the own identity through the play. People set the rules and are aware of the movement in itself, and so the ‘play’ is intentional as a representation of the movement in itself. Dance too is judged by standards that are set relying on previous experiences. This way a culture can develop certain standards and values that a form of expression like dance has to live up to in order to be considered ‘good’ or ‘beautiful’. 

Another important aspect of ‘play’ is that, when regarded as an activity of communication, it requires a playing along by the onlooker, who in doing so becomes a participant. This way there is no clear distinction between player and onlooker, as the onlooker moves with the player whilst perceiving the play. That this is exactly the case in dance, where the spectator through his focus of attention and kinaesthetic experience always physically dances along with the performing dancer. This process I will explain in the next chapter. 

Dance is only dance, when recognised by the participants as being dance. ‘Play’ as an intentional act of communication relies on the consensus of those involved. It poses a challenge one has to accept in order to ‘play along’.
 Once the challenge is accepted and we recognise something as ‘dance’, we adopt an ‘aesthetic attitude’ in perception and experience and rely on the cultural conventions (the ‘rules’) that we consider appropriate in that situation. The dance, the ‘work’, is considered as an entity, true as a thing in itself. The onlooker constructs his own version of the dance through perception, interpretation and physical experience, relying on previous experiences. 

Gadamer describes ‘Symbol’ as a word that originally was a technical term in Greek for a token of remembrance.
 It represents something, that is already known to us, a previous experience, brought back to the present by means of the symbol, that evokes a memory in the form of a recognition: 

In the case of the symbol, (…) and for our experience of the symbolic in general, the particular represents itself as a fragment of being that promises to complete and make whole whatever corresponds to it. Or (…) the symbol is that other fragment that has always been sought in order to complete and make whole our complementary life.
 

Movements in dance can be symbols when they represent other things, like persons, animals, emotions or events.  But dance being meaningful in itself as a symbolic representation of actual experiences can also create a feeling of harmony, unity and ‘completeness’. Through recognition it can provide a sense of familiarity, belonging and understanding. It connects the past to the present and evokes emotions, memories and physical affects that are fundamental to being human and being alive. Through interpretation, identification and experience the spectator merges with the dance and the dancer, and has an aesthetic experience that can even go as far as reaching a state of trance or ecstasy. 

Gadamer argues that a work of art only begins to speak when we have deciphered and mastered its code; we have to learn how to ‘read’ it. Everyone involved takes part in creating this collective meaning. This happens through communication and negotiation: 

In fact, all artistic creation challenges each of us to listen to the language in which the work of art speaks and make it our own. It remains true in every case that a shared or potentially shared achievement is at issue.
 

Gadamer says this is always the case, whether performer and perceiver share a certain worldview, beliefs, traditions, etc., or whether they first have to learn each other’s language. The ultimate goal of mutual understanding is easily reached when people share a culture and lifeworld. A dance can make them feel connected, as their experiences whilst perceiving the dance are very similar. When someone is not familiar with the codes (I prefer not to use the word ‘language as explained before) of a particular dance, it will take more effort, explanation and negotiation to reach a shared meaning. This happens sometimes in very abstract modern dance, which is often considered ‘elitist’ as people find it hard to grasp its codes and conventions and give meaning to it. They feel it doesn’t fit in their lifeworld, because it resembles nothing they are familiar with. Hence, it is also possible to use a dance form to communicate difference and establish boundaries between ‘self’ and ‘other’. Artists and communities can use their forms of expression as a means of differentiation, because they use codes and forms of expression that are not shared by many people and may by some be considered strange or inappropriate. An example would be a youth culture that practices a particular dance form, like for instance the Lindyhop or pogo-ing. These two dances were considered ‘wild’ or ‘improper’ by the social establishment, because they did not fit in the common ideas about the body (body concept) and the proper use of the body (body techniques). This way cultural identity can be constructed through difference.

So what meaning is represented in the symbolic act of dancing? Gadamer says that 

The symbolic does not simply point toward a meaning, but rather allows that meaning to present itself. The symbolic represents meaning.
 

As said before, the dance does not refer to anything but the dance, and the main focus of those involved is on their present experiences and experience of the present. The dance only exists at the moment it is performed. Its meaning cannot be represented in another way, for instance in words or images, because the dance itself is a meaningful entity: form and content are one. Viewed as an aesthetic expression, the dance has its own realm of experience. Therefore the primary meaning of dance lies in the dance itself. 

The concept of ‘Festival’ relates to an occasion that allows no separation between one person and the other, as it is an experience of community and represents community in its most perfect form.
 It only has meaning as a festival for the ones that are taking part in it. A festival is a celebration; a special day or occasion devoted solely to the act of celebration. It is a break from work and everyday activities. People come together, like at a ritual, a social dance or in the theatre, breaking through social differences and separations that exist in everyday life and celebrate, sharing the same goals and intentions; the experience of the dance. I think this idea is only valid at the most basic level of involvement in dance, the pure act of performance and experience. One simple example would be that expensive tickets for dance performances prevent people with lower incomes from attending and make the theatre a more upper-class affair, and therefore elitist. And within some social dance there is a strict hierarchy among the dancers, like there used to be at the French court of Louis XIV at Versailles. 

In the chaos and fragmentation of this modern world and the globalisation, where many subcultures can exist in one society, people have lost the sense of unity a little and shared experiences can be difficult to achieve. But a shared activity, like a festival, art or dancing can provide people with a strong sense of community. In dance as well as at a festival it is the occasion and intention that unites people as well as the culturally specific forms of representation that are used: images, gestures, language, etc. Attention and devotion are also important aspects of the festival and the dance, as they require concentration and reflection of those taking part in it.

The festival is a unity in a time continuum, it involves a time that is devoted solely to the experience of the festival, and there is no need for action, as it is a break from everyday life. Recurrence is an important element in the festival. People celebrate on set days and by those days the formal time of the calendar is organised. And as the festival is recognised as a special celebration in time, it becomes a tradition. Likewise, when in a society a dance and its specific context and codes are a recurrent phenomenon, it becomes a convention or even a tradition. People recognise what is a (proper) dance, and what is not and which occasion calls for dancing. There will also exist a consensus about the proper execution of a certain dance. As a tradition, dance serves to affirm a culture, because its codes and meanings are tried to be kept unchanged. But Gadamer argues that through transmission a tradition becomes a way of understanding the past anew. It is a translation of the past through the use of conventional symbols in the present and thus links the present to the past.
 We often see this in dance, where young generations use their ancestors’ dances to express their cultural identity as they use traditional codes to emphasise a shared history and thus add something of their present experience of being part of that society at the same time.       

A festival or work of art does not dissolve into separate moments, but is a continuous experience. Its time is ‘autonomous’, or ‘fulfilled’. The festival fills every moment of its duration and the normal flow and division of time of everyday life has come to a standstill. There is no boredom or waiting, as the festival is there continuously from the moment it starts and every event within the festive time is part of the festival. For dance this is the same: dance basically has no other goals than itself. It has ‘purposiveness without purpose’. And as long as the dance takes place, every movement executed within that time is part of the dance. It only stops when the participants agree it is over. The time experienced in dance is the subjectively experienced time that can be described by Henri Bergson’s concept of ‘duration’.
 Like a festival, a dance is an organic unity. We experience it as a whole, within which no element is superfluous or missing. A dance, like the festival or a work of art seems to posses a kind of centre. Aristotle said that a thing is beautiful if nothing can be added and nothing can be taken away.
 A dance too has an internally structured unity and displays an autonomous temporality, which both audience and performer focus on when having adopted an aesthetic attitude. Gadamer refers to the ‘inner’ ear of the perceiver of a work of art, as he has to make an intellectual effort, a spiritual labour, in order to enjoy the work and fully experience it.
 Another aspect of time concerns the time and concentration that has to be devoted to a festival, art or dance. One ‘dwells upon’ the dance (‘Verweilen’), because it is necessary to take time to perceive and experience it, and construct a meaning. It is a break from the pace and goal-oriented action of everyday life.

5.
The Experiencing Body

To discuss the way cultural identity influences the physical experience of dance, it is necessary to look at the way body and mind function in dance. As described earlier, culture is part of conscious as well as subconscious action. The rationalisation of society differentiated the experience of existence in an objective, social and rational lifeworld. But in every communicative action, like dance, each one of these three worlds is present. How is the self in dance related to the outside world and the others on a physical level? How do movement experiences from the past intervene in the experience of dance in the present? 

5.1
Non-dualistic thinking

As said earlier, the sense of identity is composed of the experiences a person has had in his life, which are in some way stored in body and mind. Culture is not just a mental concept but embedded in our whole being. According to Descartes (I think…therefore I am), body and mind are two separate entities. In traditional western dualistic thinking the body is considered to be an instrument, controlled by the mind. The mind is associated with rationality and civilisation, the body with irrationality, instincts and primitivity. According to this, the mind is connected with rationality, and the body with emotions and affections. Likewise in dance, the body is often approached as the dancer’s instrument. Training is considered to mould the body and the acquired technique enables the dancer to perform and express his intentions and ideas. 

But existentialism has overthrown this dualistic thinking and the primacy of mind. The body is no longer seen as a mechanical object, but as meaningful and intrinsically purposeful. In Dance and the Lived Body (1987), Sondra Horton Fraleigh combines this existentialist philosophy (a theory of conduct) of the body with phenomenology (a theory of knowledge and meaning). She focuses on the experience of the body in dance, assuming that aesthetic experiences are created and felt through expression. This ‘new’ existentialism goes beyond the experiences of ordinary consciousness, as it also concerns extraordinary experiences that are for instance ‘sacred’ or ‘mystic’. 

Horton Fraleigh uses the expression ‘lived body’ to describe the experiencing body. The body is no longer considered to be merely reflective, or a passive instrument of action, because it cannot be reduced to an object. This is confirmed by the way we experience our self and our body. The body does not feel like a mere instrument and our sense of self is not just contained in our thinking. In human experience, the skin is what separates ‘self’ from the world outside. And often movements happen unintentionally, like for instance reflexes or tics. Emotions are always combined with affects: butterflies in your stomach, a shiver or perspiration. It is impossible to separate body and mind, as every mental state involves a physical experience, and every physical experience coexists with a mental state. But that does not mean that sometimes it may feel like body or mind function separately and seem to be two entirely separate entities. This dualistic experience, for instance, takes place when a dancer feels he is not performing the steps the way he intends to and therefore feels he hasn’t got the necessary control over his body. Horton Fraleigh writes:

The lived-body concept attempts to cut beneath the subject-object split, recognizing a dialectical and lived dualism but not a dualism of body-soul or body-mind. A phenomenological (or lived) dualism implicates consciousness and intention and assumes an indivisible unity of body, soul and mind.
 

In English, there is only one word (body) to describe the concept of the body. In other languages there are words that express the difference between the body seen as an object or instrument, and the experiencing body. In German for instance the words ‘Körper’(object) and ‘Leib’ (subject) are used to express this difference. Therefore Horton Faleigh uses the expression ‘lived-body’ to refer to the experiencing, meaningful and purposeful body. 

5.2
Memory and perception

Perception is not passive, but active. Our senses enable us to perceive ourselves and the world around us, and creating an experience out of sensations involves activity: 

The sensations arising in our sense-organs are in themselves meaningless physiological phenomena, but are converted into significant psychological experiences by our mind, which does not just passively receive and record sensations but, in addition, also actively selects, transforms and organizes them to construct and create those experiences which comprise our identity and biography. All experience, then, is a creative compound between sensations passively received and imaginative activity which interprets and organizes them.
 

This shows that every person is unique and will have his own personal experiences, based on previous experiences. The imaginative activity that turns sensation into meaningful experience is highly influenced by cultural identity. 

A sensation becomes meaningful only when it is compared, either consciously or subconsciously, with prior experiences. It then becomes part of the chain of experiences that constitutes our sense of continuous being-in-the-world. We can recognise movement as being ‘dance’, because we have perceived and experienced ‘dance’ before and we recognise aspects of the movements and their context, that make us fit it in the category of ‘dance’. And with every new perception and experience of ‘dance’, our idea, or schema, of that concept is slightly adjusted, to fit in the new experience. We can also determine whether we like the dance or not, because we can compare it with previous experiences of ‘dance’. And thinking of the concept of ‘dance’ we each can picture a form of dancing. 

Because we are conscious beings, we can also be conscious of our feeling and thinking and are able to reflect on our experiences. Because of previous experiences, we can anticipate on future experiences. Our consciousness makes us experience ourselves as being continuous. All experiences are assimilated into this sense of continuity and shape our identity. So when people share sensations and experiences, when they have the same background, this will have a strong effect of the meanings they will attach to experiences in the present and the future, because these can only be meaningful in relation to prior experiences. This is what constitutes a culture and the awareness of it creates a personal cultural identity:

Our consciousness of our own continuous being compels us, therefore, to convert the physical sensations we receive into mental experiences which derive their significance from the place they occupy in our biography and from the connections we establish between them and all our other experiences. As a result, the meaning any perceptual event has depends less on the sensation itself than on the age, the sex, the education, the occupation, the health, of the perceiver.
     


Another important characteristic of human beings is that they are able to attach symbolic meanings to the sensations in the transformation to experiences. In the human brain, the association areas in the parietal region of the cortex are highly developed. The association areas are linked to other association areas and not primarily to sensory or motor regions. These cross-modal cortical connections allow for a large expansion of symbolisation. The ability to see something as a representative of something else depends very much on cultural meanings and conventions. Symbols often rely on existing cultural codes, like language or gesture.
 


According to the French philosopher Henri Bergson, the body is a centre of action and every perception is action-orientated. He considers body and mind to be two separate entities. The mind contains the past, which is stored in memory. The body is an image of the brain that is tied up in the present, by actual matter, affections and action. I do not agree with this separation, and don’t consider memory to be strictly restrained to the mind. I however do agree with his idea of perception, in which present and past are always united. The past, through either conscious or subconscious memory, always intervenes in the perception of the present. This happens by means of recollection of past images and experiences and by motor memory. Bergson argues that in reality there is no such thing as pure perception or pure memory, these can only exist in theory. Therefore, one never has a completely new experience, as every perception connects past experiences to the present because of the distortion of the perception by intervening memory. In perceiving the world around us we make choices, orientated on action. It is impossible to perceive all the images that surround us and therefore we only perceive what is relevant, making a selection. The actions that follow change this reality. Actions can be movements, affections of the body, thoughts or emotions.
 

We experience our existence as being continuous. Our experiences form a chain that has no intervals. The different senses work together to create a complete impression of an object. All the incoming information is combined to create a complete image of an object. To reconstruct this complete image, the senses need to work in harmony. Through the education of the senses, an optimal perception can be developed. 

5.3
Proprioception: a sense of self  

I wonder how much the absurd dualism of philosophy since Descartes might have been avoided by a proper understanding of ‘proprioception’.






Oliver Sacks, A Leg to Stand On (1984)

The sense of our body is an important element in the experience of physical identity. Muscles, joints and tendons contain ‘proprioceptors’ that sent signals to the brain and provide us with information about

1. The static position (posture) or dynamic movement (speed) of the body parts

2. The force (tension) of muscle contractions

This explains why we can close our eyes and still know where our feet and hands are, and whether the muscles are relaxed or tense. The sense of position and movement of the body is called ‘kinaesthetics’. Neurologist Oliver Sacks writes:

There used to be another old word, still often used – kinaesthesia, or the sense of movement – but ‘proprioception’, less euphonious, seems an altogether better word, because it implies a sense of what is ‘proper’ – that by which the body knows itself, and has itself as ‘property’. One may be said to ‘own’ or ‘possess’ one’s body – at least its limbs and movable parts – by virtue of a constant flow of incoming information, arising ceaselessly, throughout life, from the muscles, joints and tendons. One has oneself, on is oneself, because the body knows itself, confirms itself, at all times, by this sixth sense.
 
This ‘sixth sense’ indeed seems to be an important argument for the lived-body concept of Horton Fraleigh. The sense of self is not produced by mere mental consciousness of the self, but also by the feeling of the body that separates ‘self’ from the world outside. Proprioception, combined with the other senses, provides us with the internal experience of the body and is partly responsible for the creation of the ‘body-image’. This awareness of the body makes it possible to feel and move the body and reflect on its state and actions: how does the movement feel? Is the movement executed the way we intended it? Body-image is not static, but can adapt itself to different circumstances, depending on, for instance, mobility, or the use or absence of body parts. The loss of a limb often completely erases that limb in the memory and present experience; it can disappear from the body-image. However, in many cases amputees suffer from phantom limbs; they can, for instance, still feel the leg they lost. These phantoms are often very painful, but they can also help in using a prosthesis, because the patient’s body still ‘knows’ how to walk with two legs in a natural way. So the body not only knows and feels the limbs, it also has a knowledge of how to move them. Sometimes the opposite happens: due to, for example, an accident or illness, limbs that are objectively present disappear from the body-image and become useless and ‘alien’ to their owner. Neurologist Oliver Sacks described his personal experience of this kind of ‘internal amputation’ in A Leg to Stand On (1991): 

I had lost the inner image, or representation, of the leg. There was a disturbance, obliteration, of its representation of the brain – of this part of the ‘body-image’(…). I could also use some of the terms of ego-psychology, which had a more-than-coincidental correspondence to those of neurology. I could say I had lost the leg as an ‘internal object’, as a symbolic and affective ‘imago’. It seemed indeed that I needed both of the terms, for the inner loss involved was both ‘photographic’ and ‘existential’.
 

Sacks had not only lost the perception of the leg, but also the ‘sympathy’ for the leg, the feeling it was part of him. He felt this inner loss changed his identity, that his reality had become disturbed. The feeling ‘for’ and ‘of’ the leg eventually came back by revalidation. Through walking, relying on motor mechanisms (Sacks described this as the return of his ‘body music’), the inner image of the leg suddenly came back, together with the memory of ‘how to walk’.


Sacks has described a more severe case of the loss of proprioception and body-image in The Disembodied Lady (1985). Due to an acute polyneuritis, the woman in question had lost all sense of her body. She had no proprioception whatsoever and was unable to control her movements without visual control as compensation for the loss of the inner sense of position and movement. But the complete loss of the feeling of her body also caused the loss of the feeling for her body. She felt her body was dead, not real and not hers and was unable to appropriate it to herself. She had lost her internal body-image, but also couldn’t remember what her body used to feel like earlier and how she used to move. When she saw an old home movie of herself, she couldn’t even remember the gracefully moving girl in the film. Her corporeal identity had totally disappeared. This existential loss shows very well that the sense of the body and the body-image are crucial to the sense of personal identity. Our identity is not just mental, but inevitably physical. The woman from the example did learn how to move again, with the use of her eyes. But this new way of moving was jerky, unnatural, because it was not based on motor-memory and proprioceptive feedback.

5.4
Motor skills

Proprioceptive sense is very important for the development of motor skills. When we execute a movement, our senses provide us with continuous information, so that we can control and adjust the movement. Apart from vision, touch and balance (the balance organs in the inner ear), proprioception provides us with important feedback about the way we move. In the mastery of motor skills, for instance, a dance technique, we adopt kinaesthetic
 strategies to understand, remember and execute a movement or pose. Because every motor action is related to sensation, movement is always sensori-motor. Every goal–orientated motor action requires the conscious or subconscious processing of proprioceptive information. This feedback becomes even more important when other senses do not provide any information (for instance in the dark).
 

When a dancer first learns a dance step, this usually happens by looking at the example given by, for example, the teacher. This visual information is copied and maybe the dancer checks his reflection in a mirror to see whether the movement looks the same as the example. After repetition of the movement and instructions from the teacher, the execution of the motor action will become easier, faster and more fluent. Repetition of the action is very important, because the dancer will develop a close link between the outcome of the motor action and the proprioception. The movement will become an automatism, and will feel natural. The motor action has been stored in the dancer’s ‘motor memory’, and now he will no longer need a mirror for feedback. He can rely on his proprioception, which is, of course, crucial in performance, when there is little or no visual feedback possible.  

So during the development of technique or while learning a choreography, a dancer will have to learn to rely on kinaesthetics. Proprioception, like the other senses, can be trained and some people seem to have more feeling for movement than others do.

When dancers execute choreography, the movements are stored in the motor memory. The performance of certain steps is a ‘closed skill’, because dancers mainly rely on internal proprioceptive feedback. Sports like tennis and football require ‘open skills’, because they rely on the processing of visual information. A tennis player has developed different strategies he can quickly adopt in the varying situations in the game. He has to anticipate on for instance the speed and direction of the ball. A dancer usually does not have to deal with much interference from the outside world during his performance. It is possible that the music is a little faster or slower than what he is used to and this will influence the speed and dynamics of the movements. Maybe he performs in different surroundings (a smaller stage, a stage with a rake), but the movements will remain largely the same, as they are based on internal impulses and feedback. Improvised dance is different in this aspect, especially a dance form like contact improvisation. Here the dancer, like a tennis player, will rely on different movement strategies to deal with the different and unexpected impulses he gets from his partner. But whether a dancer is improvising or performing a pattern of set steps, he will always rely on his motor skills. Even a dancer in a night-club, dancing to whatever kind of music the DJ is playing, will have a specific style, relying on motor skills that have been developed by repetition. 

However, a movement can never be repeated in an exact way. There are many, slightly different ways to realise an intentional motor action. Motor skills are not static and every time a dancer executes a certain step, he will use slightly different muscle groups to achieve the same effect.  So even though a step is imprinted in the motor memory, it slightly varies with every execution. But in dance and, for instance, gymnastics, it is very important to execute a movement as exactly as possible, because it is the execution that matters, not the result (like hitting an ace in a tennis game). The movement is a goal in itself. So dancers have to have a highly developed sense of proprioception and motor memory, to have absolute control over their movements.

In daily movement, like walking, the way we move and sit or stand relies heavily on kinaesthetic sense. Moving usually is goal-orientated: we walk to go somewhere, turn our heads to look at something and move our arms to reach for something. Of course we use vision to direct our movements, but we don’t visually check the way we move. A lot of movements, like walking, rely on motor schemes. When we first learn how to walk we consciously and subconsciously visually copy the people around us. But we don’t just copy the plain action, but also elements of style. And at a very early stage we learn to walk, first by watching and copying others, later by relying on kinaesthetics, so that it becomes an automatism, a motor scheme, that will always contain a certain style. When we look at people around the world, every society has a certain style of walking, varying in speed, body posture or the use of, for instance, the feet or the hips. This of course also depends on the way people are built, but that only partly determines the style of movement.

Proprioception and kinaesthetics are linked to existing motor schemes, movements stored in the memory. When we learn a new movement, for example a dance step, we rely on related movement schemes. As Bergson stated, the memory, in this case the motor memory, intervenes in the execution of all new movements. The motor memory is the starting point of all motor action. When learning a dance we rely on our posture and movements from every day life as well as previous dance experience. In dance, the movement of the body is stylised and the new techniques have to be acquired and added to the motor memory by training and repetition in order to develop new motor schemas. The dancer appropriates the new movements and this way they will eventually feel ‘natural’ to her. Walking in ballet differs from everyday walking in the fact that the dancer turns her legs out from the hips and puts down her toes first, in stead of the heel. Professional dancers have often become so accustomed to the ballet technique, that they can be recognised as dancers by the way they walk in daily life. 

The intervention of existing motor schemes also explains why dancers often find it difficult to learn a new technique and style. I experienced this myself when I took up Irish stepdancing after several years of ballet training. As in ballet, all the steps in stepdancing are directed upwards. The dancer has to lift her body, like in ballet. But there are many important differences; the arms are kept perfectly still, the heel is never put down after a jump and the legs are not fully stretched. The dancer has to turn out her legs 90°, but has to turn the knee inwards when the foot touches the knee. It cost me a lot of practise to learn this new style, because I was using the ballet technique, which involved the wrong muscles and eventually caused me to develop an injury. The teacher kept explaining what the movement should look like, but unfortunately was unable to explain how to do it. But by closely watching her and other dancers and a lot of practise, I eventually managed to approach the Irish style. Another example would be the use of the arms in flamenco. In flamenco classes again my ballet technique keeps intervening, as I move my arms in a too stylised ballet-manner. Here again I have to watch my teacher closely and try to copy her movements, checking my own in the mirror. It will take a lot of practise and understanding to get the flamenco ‘feel’ of the arms into my system and develop the right motor scheme, relying on proprioceptive feedback. 

5.5
Body aesthetics

Like movement in daily life, every dance form is developed according to particular body aesthetics. This implies an ideal body-image that can be realised through the correct use of the technique. It is a question of movement style and motor skills, but also of having the right proportions and the right physique to match the ideal body-image. In her article Dancing Bodies (1997), Susan Leigh Foster describes several dance forms and the way the experiencing body tries to match the ideal body-image. She describes the two different bodies the dancer experiences; the perceived body, derived primarily from sensory information, especially from proprioception, and the ideal body. Even more than in every day life, in dance the body is cultivated and ‘created’ to match the ideal, using specific body techniques:

Each dance technique (…)  constructs a specialized and specific body, one that represents a given choreographer’s or tradition’s aesthetic vision of dance. Each technique creates a body that is unique in how it looks and what it can do.
   

Of course the dance student has certain physical capacities and characteristics that partly determine how close he can get to the aesthetic ideal. In everyday life, people use make-up, work out in the gym or might even have plastic surgery to obtain a desired look. Likewise the dancer might take big risks or will use muscles incorrectly to force their body to match the aesthetic ideal, which can cause injuries. Dancers can develop eating disorders trying to be as thin as they think the aesthetics of the dance form requires. Some dance forms, like ballet, have very precise requirements for what a dancer should look like and what physical possibilities the dancer should have. Other dance forms, like flamenco, have less strict requirements for the dancer’s physique and mainly focus on the expressiveness, rhythm and execution of the movements itself. The ideal-body also carries an ideal of communicative expressiveness in it, relying on symbols and conventions, like the use of the eyes and the facial muscles and the use of gestures. The intentions and meanings of a dance lie in the symbolic movement itself, because in dance, message and medium are inseparable. 

The teacher in class as a demonstrative body and as an instructor provides the student with the necessary examples and metaphors and guides the student in cultivating body and mind to try and match the ideal expressive body:

Teachers, as they introduce the tradition’s standards for success and rank the students’ performance against them, embody the authority of the tradition’s abstract ideals.

This, of course, applies to dance techniques that are taught by teachers, but many dance forms are not learned in classes. The ideal bodies of, for instance, hip-hop are also presented in music videos on television, and they are tied up with a way of dressing, customs and movement (walking, greeting, etc). These images can serve as examples for teenagers trying to pick up the right moves to perform on the dance floor in a club on a night out. Without actual instructions, set exercises or metaphors provided by a teacher, these images can serve as the visual information the aspiring dancer will try and copy. Images of performers on television, films and in magazines show the ideal bodies and the techniques to attain the image (dress, make-up, dance steps). Many dance forms are often learned just by watching others dance and copying them, like, for instance, Irish setdancing. Of course there are classes where the steps and patterns are taught, but dancers will also get a lot of information, especially about the style of the movement, from watching older people dance at, for example, village festivals. And in many dance forms an acquaintance with and understanding of the music is very important for the mastery of the rhythm and the mood of a dance. 


The perceived body of the dancer provides sensory information about the movement of the body. The proprioceptive feedback is very important for the comparison of the perceived body with the ideal body. Foster describes how the perceived and ideal bodies can increasingly occupy the dancer’s consciousness. The body techniques of the dance form they practise can start intervening with the body techniques of daily, as I described earlier (hiphop, ballet, etc.). She also argues that because of their heightened kinaesthetic awareness that has been developed through training and repetition, dancers have a strong sense of what other people’s movements feel like.
 

5.6
The proprioceptive experience of dance

At a dance performance or ‘event’, both spectator and dancer enter into a performative situation. In the act of communication, which dance of course is, they strive towards a shared definition of the situation, a shared experience that requires concentration and shared intentions. As Gadamer said in his Relevance of the Beautiful, art requires a ‘playing along’ of the spectator, and a devotion of time and attention to the artistic expression. This is very interesting where dance is concerned, because here we can see an actual ‘dancing along’ of the spectator by means of his kinaesthetic sense. Neurological research has been done into the effects of watching movement. The exteroceptive information (mainly visual and auditive) about the movement activates the areas of the brain that involve motor activity, and this is where the motor memory is activated also. The body interprets the perception of movement as an intention to move and signals are send to the muscles, joint and nerves, which are registered by the proprioceptors. This creates an either conscious or subconscious physical experience of the perceived movement, as the proprioceptors send feedback to the brain. This physical experience contributes to the experience and understanding of a dance. The spectator can actually ‘feel’ the different movements and rhythms in his own body. The shared definition of the dance is not just based on mental awareness of dancer and spectator, but also very much on their physical beings. Together their experiencing bodies create the dance and interact on a physical as well as a mental level, which are inseparable in the creation of the experience of the dance. In her dissertation Bewogen door dans: De beleving van theaterdansvoorstellingen door kinderen (2003) Liesbeth Wildschut gives the following definition of this kinaestetic experience:

A process of involvement in which the spectator not only visually and auditively perceives the observed movement, but in which the propriocepetors are being activated as well, and in which a connection is made to movement experiences stored in the long-term memory. Because of this the spectator experiences physical sensations, related to the perceived movement, that can lead to emotions.
 




(transl. hk)

This kinaesthetic experience can be felt consciously or subconsciously. Some people will be very much aware of it. Of course this partly depends on the intensity of the attention of the spectator. And as said before, the senses can be trained and developed. When people often train and perform skills that rely mainly on internal feedback through proprioception, their kinaesthetic sense will become highly developed. This development of the sensitivity for proprioceptive feedback will mainly concern the familiar motor schemas. This is very important in the perception of dance. A dancer watching another dancer, who knows what it feels like to perform a turn or a specific jump, will feel these movements in his body, when he is ‘passively’ watching other dancers. It is not necessary to actually perform movements to physically feel them. Dancers can rehearse a dance, creating the motor schemas by just thinking of the steps and maybe ‘marking’ them with their hands. Thinking of movement is quite similar to the actual intention of moving and consequently the proprioceptors will be activated as the body responds to the impulses. In the BBC series The Dancer’s Body
, a test was done on ballet dancer Deborah Bull. As she sat motionless in a chair and watched the performance of a ballet she had been in, the activities in her brain were registered. It was shown that the motor area in the brain was stimulated. This can be explained by the fact that she knew all the steps in the choreography and was ‘dancing along’ in body and mind, feeling the intention to move. The kinaesthetic experience a person has while watching dance is not just a way of understanding or an interpretation of the movements through imitation, but it makes the spectator experience the dance in a very direct and personal way. The spectator feels and understands the dance through his own experiencing body. But of course the experiences of the spectator will never be exactly the same as those of the dancer’s, because he does not move from the same intentions.  

It is not clear how much influence the motor memory has on the experience of watching dance. I however assume, that a person with dance experience, who possesses a certain technique and understanding what it feels like to perform certain steps, will have a kinaesthetic experience that approaches the experience of the performing dancer more accurately than a person without this movement experience. As Bergson stated, it is impossible to have a completely new experience, because memory always influences the perception of the present. When dance is perceived by the exterior senses and translated into a kinaesthetic experience, the motor systems of a person are activated. And these contain all sorts of schemes and movement memories created by previous experiences. So the kinaesthetic experience does not rely on ‘imitation’ but on a personal physical experience of the dance, based on the existing motor memory. As said earlier, every physical state goes with a mental or emotional experience. So the movements that are physically experienced will result in feelings and thoughts, as the spectator or dancer associates the movements with existing movement experiences and the mental and emotional states that went with them. 

So a dance is not just experienced, interpreted and appreciated on a mental level, depending on the associations and memories of the spectator that intervene in the actual perception and experience of the performance, but also on a physical level. The motor memory of the spectator intervenes as the body physically lives the dance with the dancer and the proprioceptors send feedback about the experienced tensions and movement impulses. We can understand dance, because we have a body and know what it feels like to move. It would be interesting to do specific research into how the translation of exteroceptive information of dance into kinaesthetic experience through proprioception exactly happens. 


The physical involvement in the dance creates a bond between performer and spectator. The spectator is not passive in his perception and experience of the dance, but actively partakes in it, thus contributing in the creation of the performance. The kinaesthetic experience of dance can be very evident in children watching dance, as they sometimes visibly copy the movements of the performing dancers. Conventions of the theatre usually requires the audience to sit still and be quiet during the performance, repressing the impulse to move along. Children are less aware of these conventions and will be freer in their reactions.
 And in some forms of dance it is accepted and even expected that the spectator move along with the dance (for instance at a salsa party or in a discotheque), if only by clapping, stamping, or shouting (e.g. flamenco).


When the kinaesthetic experience is part of the aesthetic experience, the spectator can be conscious of it and can reflect on it. As said in the previous chapter, to have an aesthetic experience requires the spectator to devote time and attention to the aesthetic object. According to Gadamer the spectator needs to ‘dwell on’ the object and concentrate on the dance and his own experiences (the concept of ‘festival’), in order to ‘play along’. This requires an interest in the performance. People that are more aware of their physicality, like for instance dancers, will be more aware of the response of their bodies. When the dance is linked to the lifeworld of the spectator it will be easier to identify with the dance and the dancer.  Movements that are recognisable based on similarity to earlier movement experiences and existing motor schemes will sooner be experienced physically by the spectator than unfamiliar movements. His own physical capabilities, his motor memory and the associations he has with certain movements always influence the way the spectator experiences the dance. The spectator will project the ideas he has about the body and movement and his own body-image onto the dancer and the dance. What for example is considered slow or fast is judged by the movement of a dancer in relation to the rhythm of the music, or in comparison with the movement of other dancers. The concept of speed is very subjective and the experience of it will be influenced by the dynamics of movement in daily life. The ordinary pace of walking can be considered the basic, ‘normal’ rhythm for movement, combined with a steady breathing and heartbeat. When the perceived movement differs from this ‘daily rhythm’, the spectator will experience the movement as being fast or slow. Cultural concepts of beauty, health, sexuality or for example proximity will also provide the spectator with associations when watching a dance. 


The dancer dances ‘the body for everyone’, as both she and the spectator create the aesthetic object. When the dancer is performing well and can really ‘become’ one with her intentions and actions, body and mind will be experienced as a unity. The perfect execution of the steps, as well as musicality and expressiveness can make a performance transcend beyond the personal. The difference between dance and self disappears and the result is a celebration of the vital existence and the seemingly endless possibilities of the body. To both spectator and dancer it will feel like the body is able to do anything. Within this truly aesthetic experience, the limitations of the body are forgotten, as watching the dancer can make the spectator feel more capable, strong or elegant himself. This is a truly enervating experience, felt through the whole body as the spectator internally dances along with the dancer.

6. 
Dance and Cultural Identity

(…) the idea that dance (or art) can be understood cross-culturally without understanding an individual dance tradition in term of the cultural background of which it is a part, is not yet dead, especially among artists and dancers. Too often are creations of other cultures transformed into “primitive art”, treated as part of an early stage of Western tradition, and subjected to Western concepts, categorization, structure, function, or aesthetics. 

Adrienne L. Kaeppler, Dance  in Anthropological Perspective (1978).
6.1  
Dance as a specific cultural form of expression 

Of course there is a universality in dance, which is based on the physical being of all people in the world, the movements of dance are perceivable and understandable as movement and often as being ‘dance’ for everyone. An aesthetic experience and an appreciation of the movements and patterns of the dance can exist without knowledge of the cultural background. But then again, a dance consists of symbols that are very much part of a culture in which they already have their meanings. The experience of, for example, a traditional African dance of someone who is part of a western culture and who applies his aesthetics and interpretations to it can be quite different from the experience of a person who is part of the same culture as the dance. I am very much aware of the fact that in writing this thesis I cannot escape western concepts and discourses that are my basis for looking at dance. 


In her article Sense, Meaning , and Perception in Three Different Dance Cultures (1997), Cynthia Jean Cohen Bull acknowledges the importance of the awareness of the cultural background for the understanding of the different layers of meaning in a dance. She describes how in a dance performance, sensible experiences (kinaesthetic, visual, tactile and auditory sensations) combine to create a particular atmosphere and feeling. The physical act of dancing creates a cultural meaning for all those involved. Both dancer and spectator have personal associations and interpretations, but these personal experiences are not only the result of personal inclinations, but also of life experience in a cultural setting. The sensible experience includes and implies intelligible choreographic and social meanings, of which a shared cultural knowledge is the basis.
:

(…) while a spectator may be alert to experiences of movement and receptive to the most foreign of choreographies, only a spectator familiar with the cultural references and frameworks of that choreography can respond on many levels simultaneously that correspond to the intentions of the creators.

In this chapter, I will discuss how dance can be related to the different elements a culture consists of and how a person’s cultural identity shapes his experience of dance. The western idea of body-mind dualism related the mind to intellect and culture and the body to nature. From this philosophy sprang the idea that the body and its movements are natural and primitive. This would mean that dance is a universal and instinctive form of expression that can be understood by all people in a similar way. Of course every person can relate to dance, because everyone has a body and knows what it feels like to move. From an aesthetic point of view, the movements, rhythms and patterns, as well as the costumes and the music, can be experienced and appreciated, even when a person has no knowledge of the symbols that are used and the culture the dance is part of. Every person fits the dance into his own lifeworld. But as dance always is part of a certain culture, it relates to other elements and bigger structures within that particular culture. To understand all the cultural meanings and implications of a dance, it is necessary to have insight in a culture. Dance as communicative action is based on shared meanings and the aim to establish a mutual understanding. 

In her work Sharing the Dance: Contact Improvisation and American Culture

 (1990) Cynthia J. Novack mentions three premises that are important for the anthropological analysis of dance: 

First, the body and movement, the mediums of dance, are not purely natural phenomena but are constructed, in concept and practice. Second, dance is a part of culture, both contributing and responding to larger patterns of thought and organization. Third, dance constitutes an interplay of ideas, techniques and institutions with the lives of the people involved in creating and watching it.

This shows that dance is not to be understood as a universal form of expression. Dance as we know it may exist in every culture, but in many different forms and contexts. The construction of a dance and the different elements and symbols that constitute it have been chosen by the performers and are part of their culture. Of course, dance is experienced individually by each person involved as the previous experiences in the long-term memory influence the perception and experience of dance in the present. But this is also the process in which shared experiences, beliefs and codes that are part of the cultural identity of a person determine both the personal and the shared experience and understanding of dance. And it is not just the experience with dance that influences the perception and experience in the present, but the complete personal and cultural background of a person, the way he experiences his being part of a culture; his cultural identity. 

According to Gadamer’s concepts of ‘play’, ‘symbol’, and ‘festival’, dance is a form of communicative action, that uses specific cultural symbols and exists within a time and space that stand apart from everyday life. The experience of the dance is shared through the concentration and active involvement of both spectators and dancers, as well as the use of shared symbols and the devotion of time. The symbols can be very remote from everyday life, like the movements in some forms of theatre dance, but sometimes, gestures, poses and facial expressions are derived directly from a physical culture. The meanings of these movements already exist in a culture and are transferred to the dance. The way people relate to each other in dance (touch, proxemity, focus of the eyes, etc.) can be based on customs in daily life too. This can also be the case concerning the attitude of the dancer towards the ground, objects or towards the audience. The dance can be an abstraction of a certain culture and can show what it means to be, for instance, a woman, a man, a warrior or a king within that particular society. So certain knowledge of customs, codes and symbols is required to grasp specific intentional meanings. This, of course, applies to the use of costume, make up, music, sets and objects as well. Polhemus says that to understand and appreciate the implications of even a single moment of dance movement it is necessary to possess a full understanding of the complexities of the socio-cultural system in which it is found, because dance is a system of signification which possesses roots which permeate to the core of culture.



Because all elements within the cultural framework influence each other, this transfer of meanings works both ways. Dance also has an effect on, for instance, ideas about the body and society in daily life. As Novack says:

(…) dance may shape part of our definition of physical virtuosity, our concept of beauty, or our perception of meaning in movement. It may constitute part of our sense of time and space, our understanding of the construction and relationships of the body, mind, and person, or our ideas of what a man and a woman are. Dance may convey interactions on individual and group, or provide a vision of power and power relationships. And it may embody abstract patterns of space or of phrasing which constitute part of our aesthetic or cognitive sensibilities.



So how are the different elements within a culture, as shown in the model of ‘Dance and Culture’ on page 10 related to each other? And how does cultural identity affect the experience of dance?

6.2 
Dance and environment 

In the model of ‘Dance and Culture’ I have placed dance within the framework of culture. The elements of environment and climate are naturally given and are therefore positioned outside the framework. But they do affect a culture in many ways, and a culture can transform climate and environment. People adapt themselves to the environment they live in. The surface influences the way they walk and the climate and temperature influence their movements and the clothing they wear. 

In her work European Folkdance (1953), Joan Lawson describes the development and characteristics of several European dance forms. To explain the different characteristics of the dances (steps, dynamics, patterns, and costumes), she not only looks at the influence of for example, religion, politics, or migration, but also discusses the influence of climatic and geographical conditions. This is a very interesting approach that is rarely found in dance literature. She, for instance, argues that in cold climates dancers often touch their bodies with their arms, while dancers in hot climates tend to keep their arms away from their bodies. Another theory is that in climates with big differences in temperature between day and night, like in Spain, this is reflected in the dance by strongly contrasting dynamics in the movements, clear alterations between flowing and sudden movements and rapidly changing rhythms.
 This can be seen in flamenco dancing. According to Lawson the style of a folkdance is strongly determined by the earth the dancer lives on. In areas with fertile ground, the folkdances are directed downwards, as if the body is drawn towards the rich soil. Another aspect is the adaptation of the body to climatic and geographical conditions. People that live in the mountains and hills do a lot of climbing and will therefore have strongly developed calve muscles. This is shown in the jumping and hopping in Irish stepdancing as well as the 

Highland dances from Scotland, where the heels rarely touch the ground. 

In previous chapters I have discussed how cultural values and aesthetics determine the body-image and body techniques. But I would like to point out another way in which the environment influences people’s body image and techniques; through the way the experiencing body absorbs the environment. I was not able to find an existing theory that describes this concept, but the article by Conrad van de Weetering on Gelsey Kirkland’s problems as described in the introduction provided me with some ideas. He describes how the differences in the style of the Russian and American ballet techniques can be linked to architecture and the development of cities. Russian cities like St. Petersburg have grown gradually, through many ages. The different periods in history are reflected in the different styles of architecture. Every building is placed and constructed intentionally, in harmony with the surroundings. The buildings form memories of the past and the inhabitants of such a city are confronted with them daily. People do not need to look far to see an example of medieval, baroque or post-modern architecture. Likewise, this sense of harmony and history is present in the Russian ballet technique and its body aesthetics. The arms, legs, back, head etc. always move in perfect harmony, and new movements are absorbed in this style, which has a very long tradition and has been developed over many years.


The natural and architectural surroundings of a person are imprinted in his physical being. A person develops a sense of space, proportions and style according to his environment. Space is not only absorbed in the form of memory images, but also in the motor memory. A good example would be a person walking through his own living room, where it is completely dark. The shape of the room, the objects and the distances between them are familiar to him and he will be ably to find his way, without turning the lights on. His body knows how far the opposite wall is, and where the table and sofa are placed. Together with his sense of touch, his proprioception helps him to find his way. The space has been internalised, because spending much time in that room has stored its shapes, forms and measures in the motor memory. 

In dance, there are many examples of the relationship between the performance space and the character of movement. The dances of Isadora Duncan contained very big, flowing and sweeping movements. She usually danced alone in the open air or on a stage and used the whole space, feeling the connection with the earth, and the air. Irish setdances take up as little space as possible. The arms are held close to the side, the dancers hold their partners very close and make very small steps. A reason for this is that the spaces they used to dance in were very cramped; for instance a kitchen or a small platform erected at a crossroads.


However, I think there is another way of internalising surroundings, apart from the experience gained through movement in and interaction with them, and that is through kinaesthetic experience. As I explained in the previous chapter, the shapes and dynamics of the poses and movements of a dance are perceived visually and this causes the brain to send a movement impulse to the muscles and joints, which is registered by the proprioceptors and reported back to the brain. Hence a shape or line, whether it is part of a living and moving being or a static object like a building, is not just perceived visually but also experienced physically. This is based on the fact that, like the objects that surround us, we consist of matter and have shape (lines and forms) as well as weight. Our physical being in the world not only makes us able to have a kinaesthetic experience and a physical understanding of other people and their movements, but also of material objects in general. Dr. Liesbeth Wildschut of the University of Utrecht has done research into the experience of children watching dance. In her dissertation she not only describes the kinaesthetic experience the spectator may have whilst watching dance, but also the way people may respond kinaesthetically to the visual perception of objects, like for instance architecture: 

In his theory of empathy, Lipps goes as far as to suggest ‘kinaesthetic imitation’ can also occur when one is looking at shapes that do not represent people. He explains this by assuming that all phenomena are systems of dynamic forces and counter forces. This play of forces and counter forces can evoke a physical sensation (Lipps 1906, pp.252-272). Martin (1939), who still gets attention within dance research (…) mentions the possibility of a physical reaction to shapes. As he states, we elongate ourselves when we look at a tower and make ourselves wider when standing in front of a low building.
   (transl. hk)
This we can compare to the description Edwin Denby gives of the different walking styles of Italians and Americans
. According to his observations, Americans make themselves very big as they stand and walk, they take up a lot of space. The Italians move and stand in a more compact, centred way, they take up less space. Americans in an Italian village seem to be too big and Italians ‘drown’ standing on Times Square. Denby explains this by the difference in attitude towards their surroundings. The Americans focus on the periphery in their movements, like conquerors of the space, expanding as if looking out for the ‘New Frontier’. The Italians he observed seemed to move softer and more in harmony with their traditional surroundings, their movements being clearly centred. I would like to add the direct influence of architecture to this explanation. In America there are a lot of big buildings, broad streets and skyscrapers, as well as vast open spaces. In Italy you find smaller buildings, narrow streets and history is evident in the different styles of architecture. Through the kinaesthetic experience of their surroundings, the Americans and Italians subconsciously adapt their movements and carriage. 

I assume that as the shapes of the environment a person lives in are physically experienced, the style of the architecture is also internalised in the experiencing body. The curves and ornaments of a Baroque building, the modern, straight look of a skyscraper, the elegance and geometry of a Greek temple are part of a lifeworld and therefore have their influence on the experiencing body. These styles of architecture we are confronted with daily not only influence our sense of style and aesthetics on a mental base, but also directly on a physical base. The different aesthetics we encounter influence our body image and techniques, both consciously and unconsciously. We can see this connection between environment and style in for example ballet The American style involves a lot of big movements, high kicking legs and long stretched arms. The Russian style also contains very big movements, but, like Kirkland and Van de Weetering remarked, there is a strong sense of harmony within the body, linking all the parts of the body and the movements in an elegant flow. This is especially seen in the very classical style of the St. Petersburg ballet. The style echoes the clarity, symmetry and elegance of the architecture of Theatre Street (now called Architect Rossi Street), by the architect Carlo Rossi, who was reared in a ballet family. The old ballet school is situated here. In the old days, the students that lived and worked in these buildings were very rarely allowed to go outside. They were constantly surrounded by the splendour of Rossi’s creations:

The environment in which Rossi Lived, his acquaintance with the theatre and the ballet, served to foster his perfect creation of the Theatrical School and the Alexandrinsky Theatre. 

I remember when we children first came to Theatralnaya Ulitza – what a fairyland it seemed to us! The possibility of living and studying in this magnificent building, the Imperial Theatre School, was like a dream.
  

Many famous dancers like Nijinsky, Pavlova, Nureyev, Makarova and Barishnikov were trained in this school. The students were taught in a very specific style, but also absorbed their splendid historical surroundings, both mentally and physically. George Balanchine also studied at the Imperial Theatre School, but he adapted his style, his teaching methods and choreographies to the American way of life, making the movements bigger, faster and more abstract, abandoning the sense of harmony, as I discussed in the introduction.  

6.3
Dance and physical culture

In the third chapter I explained what physical culture is and how it is created and influenced by, for example, morals, aesthetics, language and climate. Now I will relate physical culture to dance. Physical culture involves a specific cultural attitude towards the body. The body aesthetics, the values and beliefs that surround the body, result in certain body techniques that are used in every day life to act according to the body-image and the cultural discourse of the body. When we look at folk dances that are imbedded in a certain culture, we can see close links to the physical culture. Aspects of for instance proxemity, customs in courtship, gestures and carriage are recognisable as stylised forms of the movements in daily life. Ted Polhemus puts it the following way: 

While physical culture may be viewed as a crystallization – an embodiment – of the most deeply rooted and fundamental level of what it means to be a member of a particular society, dance might be seen as a second stage of this process – a schema, an abstraction or stylizing of physical culture. (…) Dance is a stylized, highly redundant schema of a people’s overall physical culture which is itself the embodiment of the particular people’s unique way of life – their culture in the broadest sense of the term. Dance is the metaphysics of culture.
 

The dance as a physical expression will always emerge from the cultural identity of its performers. Their cultural identity; a combination of elements like aesthetics, movement skills, morals and values, interests, as well as their physical relation to other people and their surroundings, provides for the symbols the dance is made of. As an expression and experience can never be totally new, every person has to rely on previous experiences to create a physical expression. One can hardly avoid the associations, feelings and ideas that are linked to movements and poses in their culture and personal life. And as every movement in dance is intentional; a deliberate choice and composition with the aim to communicate and establish an aesthetic experience, both spectator and performer will concentrate on the experience of the dance, creating this experience through expression, perception and memory.  

The way people move in every day life strongly affects the way they dance, experience dance, as well as the way they learn a dance form. A very prudish girl might for instance feel uneasy swinging her hips and dancing very close to a partner in some Latin American dances, although dancing might help her to ‘loosen up’ in daily life. And a person who is used to improvise and dance freely in a night-club to a strong beat, might find classical ballet very restrictive and formal. It can be strange to see young children in elaborate dress and make-up, performing in a ballroom dancing competition. They are able to learn the right steps, figures and facial expressions. But it does not look right, as they seem to be miniature adults, lacking the age and experience as well as the sexual development to be able to perform a dance that has obvious sexual undertones in the movements and glances. As I described earlier, being Dutch and not having much knowledge of Spain, the Spanish language or the Andalucian culture, I find it very difficult to create a ‘Flamenco’ look and feeling in my dancing. All I can do is try to imitate the teacher as exactly as possible, listen to the music and learn a bit about the culture, trying to grasp the style, meaning and the mood (‘duende’) of flamenco dancing. And of course, wearing the high-heeled shoes and the big skirt also helps to put me in the mood, and to achieve the right ‘look’, according to the body aesthetics of flamenco dancing. 


Quite often you can see two cultures ‘clash’ in a person who dances. For a person who is not used to dancing or does not like to dance, it can be very scary or confronting to perform, or even to dance at a party or in a club. Dancing is very personal, as the expression consists of nothing but the movement of the body. The dancer’s self is exposed and the dancer can only rely on his own articulate body to communicate with the other. 

People adapt themselves to their environment in order to survive. The choice of dress and shoes not only depends on elements like religion and body aesthetics, but also on the climate and surface of the environment. Clothing affects bodies and the way they move. Costume, footwear and head-dress influence the freedom of movement and the carriage of the dancer. Elaborate head-dresses require the upper body to be held still and head movement to be reduced to a minimum. In some dances the costume is shown off or used to emphasise the movement. This can be seen in the holding and manipulating of the skirt in flamenco dancing. The influence of costume is quite obvious when footwear is concerned:

Boots and shoes affect the entire movement of the body, as they determine the stance and carriage. Some tend to restrict the dancer’s movement, whilst others lend themselves to very light and quick footwork, or suggest clicking heels and stamping feet.
  

An example would be the soft-shoes worn in Irish stepdance and Scottish dancing; soft leather shoes that used to be worn in the mountains. They fit like a glove and protect the feet against the hard rocks, yet allow for maximum flexibility and control in movement. Another example would be the wooden shoes farmers used to wear in Holland. This footwear is very stiff and in Dutch clogdancing the feet cannot be lifted high nor can the toes be stretched, because the wooden shoes can easily fall off the feet. But the wooden shoes do allow for stamping and tapping, creating rhythmical patterns in the dance. The high heels worn at the European courts lift the body from the ground and shift the body weight from the centre of the foot to the toes. This can be seen in the light and elegant steps and body carriage of court dances. This movement style was further developed in ballet. The courtiers moved in this erect and elegant way, according to their values and ideals; they wanted to rise above the common people, away from the dirt, poverty and hard labour. They literally moved in another realm, rising above the ground in their dancing, moving closer to the gods and the kings and queens of fairly tales than to the life of the ordinary outside the court. In the 19th century, female ballet dancers started to wear point shoes that enabled them to stand on the tips of their toes in order to create a perfect illusion of lightness.

  
Lawson points out that due to migration and several cultural influences, dances have changed or spread (she encloses detailed maps of migration and the different European language groups) and that it is sometimes difficult to attribute the characteristics of a dance to either climatic or geographical conditions. As this book is exclusively written on folkdance, she does not discuss the effect of the environment on theatre dance. But when we look at the ballet as it originated from French courtly dance, her theories do apply. The French court was of course very much sheltered from everyday life outside the palace. The surface the courtiers walked on was even and smooth and the temperature was regulated in the palace. This allowed the courtiers to wear elaborate costumes and they were expected to devote a lot of time to dance training. The corsets and skirts, as well as the high heeled shoes and the big wigs demanded a way of moving that was very strict, upright and refined. This of course was closely related to the ethics and aesthetics of the court. The dance was the ultimate showcase for the morals and standards at the court, with a very strict hierarchy and strict guidelines. A gesture like the bow, which was difficult to perform correctly, was part of the dance. Dancing was the ultimate test of one’s nobility. The dance was as elegant and decorative as the elaborate architecture, furniture and cultivated gardens, and showed patterns that were equally intricate. The dances’ complex walking patterns were observed from the balconies around the dance floor, where the spectators sat. When the dance was institutionalised and performed by professional dancers in the theatre, these floor patterns made way for intricate steps, turns and jumps that were more interesting to watch for the spectator who now sat in an auditorium. When Marie Camargo raised the hem of her skirt, this led to an innovation for the female dancer. As her feet were now visible, she could equal the men in the execution of intricate steps and ‘batteries’. 

So dance is influenced by the existing values and beliefs of the culture it emerges from. But it also works the other way round. The costumes of the Ballets Russes, for example, had an enormous influence on fashion at the beginning of the twentieth century. The aesthetics of the stage were transferred to daily life. And rock ‘n roll music and dance in the fifties and sixties were very much imbedded in the popular youth culture of those days, including hairstyles, clothing, language as well as different morals. Elvis’s swinging hips hardly seem offensive now, but shook the world when he first appeared on television. So cultural expressions like dance often lead the way to changes on a broader cultural scale (economical, moral, etc.).

Theatre dance as an art form has developed within the social institution of ‘art’ and thus has become very much remote of daily life, developing its own body aesthetics and techniques. But as has been mentioned before, the body aesthetics and techniques of, for instance, a ballet dancer or a hiphop dancer are also present outside the profession and might be seen in her posture, her way of walking, dressing and making up. The different cultures a person is part of will always influence each other, and one’s cultural identity is made up of all these different elements, creating a combination and identity that is unique, but also containing many shared cultural elements.

6.4 
The interpretation and understanding of dance

Because of the inherent contagion of motion, which makes the onlooker feel in his own body the exertion he sees in others, the dancer is able to convey nonverbally, even nonsymbolically, the most intangible experiences, ideas and feelings.
 

I only partly agree with the writing of Jamake Highwater. It is impossible to move without the use, either consciously or subconsciously, of symbols. What the spectator experiences is his personal experience of the movement he perceives and his feelings and thoughts that are evoked by that kinaesthetic experience. This is, however, always affected by cultural meanings and conventions. And to convey experiences, ideas and feelings, it is necessary to use shared symbols and meanings, related to for instance touch, proximity and style of movement. The use of symbols goes beyond the use of gestures, which have more or less fixed meanings related to language. Every movement in life carries cultural significance, and this is even more obvious in a dance performance, where communication and the creation of meaning through the movement in itself is the aim.

In the previous chapter I explained how people experience a dance performance kinaesthetically. The proprioception is linked to the motor memory, so both spectator and dancer will rely on previous movement experiences and motor skills to create an experience in the present and to come to an understanding of the dance. And the more somebody is familiar with the movements, the more his physical experience will approach the experience of the others taking part in the communicative action. This physical experience will lead to feelings, thoughts and associations, that spring from the relationship between body and mind. These meanings, although they have a strong personal component, are culturally determined. A shared cultural identity, and in this the body image as well as the corresponding body techniques are very important, will contribute to reaching the goal of all communicative action: to achieve a mutual understanding.  

In dance as a form of aesthetic expression, every movement is intentional and meaningful, and therefore a symbol. The people involved in the dance rely on their memory to give meaning to the dance. The memory of the experiencing body is combined with the perceptions of the dance in the present to create the aesthetic experience. This involves physical culture, because we apply our ideas about the body, different dance forms, body techniques and body aesthetics to the performance. We either consciously or subconsciously choose what knowledge we will use to give meaning to the dance. In this the knowledge of the codes and conventions of different dance forms is very important. Obvious examples would be the understanding of the gestures used in mime or Kabuki. And not only our understanding, but also our appreciation of the dance will be influenced by the expectations we have of a performance, depending on standards formed by previous experiences. When narrative dance is concerned, it makes a difference for the spectator whether he recognises and knows the theme, the story or the characters. And in ritual dance it matters whether one knows the religious context and the codes and purposes of the ritual. In dance as a form of competition, it is very important to know the rules of the competition as well as the standards a performance has to live up to.

Body-image is a very important aspect of cultural identity: what are we supposed to look like, what is beautiful, what is healthy, what is sexy? This of course influences the way we look at dance, as well as the expectations and assumptions we have about it. Hence an audience will not easily accept a fat ballerina, unless her weight is the subject of the dance. Based on previous experiences in life, and more specifically experiences in dance, we have formed an image of what dance is, what different forms of dance feel and look like, which elements they contains, as well as the aesthetics they conform to. When confronted with a dance form that is unknown to us, we use our previous experiences and knowledge to fit it into our lifeworld and give meaning to it. Such an experience will also change our ideas about dance in general, influenced by the experience of, for instance, different aesthetics and techniques.  

Dance is, like all cultural expressions, never a static entity. Form and meaning are constantly changing under the influence of other cultures, economic processes, changing body politics, aesthetics etc. Even when a certain culture has a dominant discourse concerning a dance form, every individual within that culture will still have his own unique approach towards that dance form, because his own experiencing body is never exactly the same as that of others. Throughout history we can see dance forms (steps, music, costumes, performance space) changing. And even at one moment in time there usually exist many different versions of a certain dance form. In ballet, different countries or schools have different styles, and in Irish stepdancing there are several organisations that have their own particular style and technique. Therefore it is never possible to claim ‘authenticity’ when dance is concerned. Some sort of agreement might exist within a group of people that certain elements of a dance are very old, or are part of a tradition, as well as a dominant opinion about how the dance should be executed. But dance is evasive; we cannot trace the movements from the past. ‘Authenticity’ is a subjective and dynamic term itself. So maybe you don’t have to be Spanish to learn flamenco dancing. I have the opinion that training and dedication, as well as talent, and a willingness to learn about the origins and context of a dance can be sufficient to master a certain dance form, its technique, style and mood. It does matter where you grew up and how familiar the dance is to you, as I described earlier, but it is possible to learn a dance form that is not part of your own culture.

We use cultural codes to give meaning to dance: What is slow, what is fast, what is friendly, what is romantic or aggressive? How do men and women relate to each other? People understand dance through negotiation between the things they perceive and the meanings and experience they have stored in their long-term memory. Movements can be familiar and meaningful, being part of a person’s cultural identity. Unfamiliar movements can make one feel uncomfortable, or confused, but will also evoke certain associations all the same. Contemporary dance for example has a reputation to be very difficult to understand, often being abstract and having no dominant meanings to it. Some people have to get used to the idea that they are free to interpret the dance in their own way. But then again, that also is a convention of the dance form. The dancing as seen in music videos can sometimes be considered aggressive or pornographic, according to the standards of the viewer. The relationship between the person and the dance can be very diverse. One can feel totally comfortable with it, dancing or watching, or can feel alienated from the dance, unable to relate it to anything or to give a satisfactory interpretation to it. 

Dance can be a very essential part of a cultural group or community. In the execution of a dance, people can express their sense of ‘community’, celebrating their cultural identity, showing who they are and what they stand for. Dance can also be used as a form of rebellion against a dominant culture, or as a means of social integration. In Ireland, dancing was institutionalised and promoted in order to ‘create’ a clear cultural heritage so Ireland could show its cultural independence, striving towards the creation of the Republic. Steps as well as music, teaching methods and costumes became subject to strict regulations and thus cultural codes were ‘created’ to promote ‘Irishness’, banning all foreign influences. Dance is a very powerful instrument for the expression of cultural identity, as the dance is made of the moving and experiencing bodies of the people that ‘are’ the culture itself, living and creating their cultural identity through aesthetic expression. 

7.
Conclusion

In this conclusion I will reflect on my research and the difficulties I encountered as well as the consequences and possibilities for future study that result from my way of looking at dance. First, I will trace the steps I have taken in the previous chapters to form a theory that supports my thesis:  

The relationship between dance and cultural identity is based on mental and physical memories that influence the experience of dance. 

7.1
Cultural identity and the communicative body

Culture consists of any set of values, traditions, interests, beliefs, codes and expressions that are shared by a group. The underlying structure and beliefs of a culture come into being through their material and immaterial expression. These are not only products of a culture, but form the actual material a culture is made of. All the elements within the cultural framework, as well as climate, natural surroundings and alien cultures have an influence on each other. Culture should therefore be seen as hybrid, because it is always absorbing new elements. A culture is constantly both object and subject of change through negotiation, and should therefore be considered to be a dynamic process. This way the concept of ‘authenticity’ becomes problematic, because from this point of view, it is impossible to define exactly what is authentic and what is not. ‘Authenticity’ is an intersubjective concept, based on conventions and traditions that are culturally patterned. People can be part of different cultures at the same time, and these always influence each other on the level of personal experience, because we experience ourselves as a continuous unity.

According to Habermas’s Theory of Communicative Action (1981), people experience the society they live in as a ‘lifeworld’, in which culture, seen as a reservoir of knowledge,  provides them with the means to communicate. Due to the rationalisation of the lifeworld, human experience has differentiated into three realms: the objective world, the social world and the subjective world, the latter being the realm of personal feelings and experiences. The cultural identity of an individual is constructed there where his inner, subjective world meets the social and objective world. The individual positions himself in relation to the different cultures and lifeworlds he is dealing with. This happens through the experience of similarity, as well as the experience of difference. Every experience bears a relation to the objective as well as the social and subjective world. Habermas calls this process of the positioning of the individual subjectivity ‘socialisation’. People are not always aware of their cultural identity. It is mainly through the experience of difference that a person will reflect upon his cultural identity, because he will have to position himself in relation to the ‘other’. When people share symbols and meanings and use these to express themselves, they can experience a sense of shared cultural identity. 

Culture provides people with a means of understanding and expressing human experiences. We need symbols and meanings to make sense out of the chaos around and inside ourselves. Habermas’s concept of ‘communicative action’ describes the way people express themselves using shared codes, in order to reach a mutual understanding, a consensus about the lifeworld. And through communicative action, the lifeworld is redefined. In communicative action we can distinguish three different actor-world relationships:

· Objective world: conversation, claiming objective truths, relying on theoretical and empirical knowledge to achieve a common understanding of the outside world.

· Social world: normatively regulated action, claiming rightness and validity according to the regulations and morality of the collective, relying on moral and practical consciousness. These utterances confirm to as well as shape interpersonal relationships.

· Subjective world: dramaturgical action, expressing inner experiences and claiming sincerity and authenticity.

Dance is a communicative action of the body, an expression of the inner experience of the actor and is therefore considered to be a form of dramaturgical action, claiming authenticity in its representation of the inner experience. A pure form of communicative action never occurs, because utterances always relate to all three worlds, one relationship however being dominant. So although dance primarily is an expression of the inner self, it also relates to the social and the objective world.   

Culture is not just a mental construct, as it can only exist in material and immaterial expressions. The body, partly genetically defined and partly shaped through human action, is very important in the experience of cultural identity. The bodies of the people sharing a culture form the very elementary material that culture is made of. Hence the body and its actions have to be regarded as a primary social text; a cultural expression that symbolically reproduces the lifeworld. 

Cultural identity as well as the sense of ‘self’ are not just mental images, but are also constituted in physical experiences. The skin is the border between self and the outside world. People experience their bodies on three different levels:   

· the biological body (objective world)

· the communicative body (social world) 

· the experiencing body (subjective world)

The body as ‘self’ is where the subjective meets the objective and social world. It is not possible to experience our body in a natural and direct way, as every experience is created and interpreted according to cultural codes and discourses. Cultural identity includes a ‘body concept’, which consists of e.g. aesthetics, notions of gender, age, health, etc. The ‘body techniques’ (walking, sitting, greeting, kissing, washing, dress, etc) express this image and at the same time are the material the body concept is derived of. Movements and their meanings are culturally patterned; even facial expressions have different meanings in different societies. The techniques are learned by watching other people and other elements in the outside world. As children we learn many body techniques by watching our parents.  This ‘copying’ can happen on a conscious, as well as a subconscious level. 

Our ideas about the body and the use of the body are also shaped by climate and environment, which we have to adapt ourselves to. Techniques like carriage, gestures and facial expressions become cultural codes when they are regularly used amongst a group of people. Body concept and techniques are always closely related to other elements in a culture, like for instance religion and ethics. Body aesthetics depend on the conventions of different situations, so we adapt our clothes, hairstyle and movements to different occasions. Movement style and body aesthetics are very important in creating a sense of community. The experience of similarity in for instance dress or movement can create a sense of belonging. Sometimes body techniques (like hairstyle and clothing or ways of greeting) are used intentionally in order to create a differentiation between cultural groups and to express cultural identity. 

Body techniques form constraints upon the body, but also make it possible to act and communicate. Physical communication can only exist when people share physical codes and meanings, being able to relate to the other’s expressions in order to create a consensus through negotiation. And the more the used techniques and meanings are similar (coming from the same lifeworld), the easier people can relate to each other’s utterances. 


Physical expressions often coexist with verbal utterances. These systems do not have the same function in communication, because each expresses a different realm of experience. Used together they can for example affirm each other, add meanings, or contradict each other. Physical expressions are not always conscious actions and often occur as effects of somatic states. In dance however, all physical expression is intentional and meaningful. Dance is not necessarily an expression of feelings. It can express many different experiences and can have many different purposes (ritual, artistic, competitive, etc). However, all forms of dance contain an element of performance. 


Because the body is the material a dance is made of, physical culture will always play a crucial role in people’s experience of dance. Both dancer and spectator rely on previous experiences to give meaning to the dance, relating it to the body concepts and techniques they are familiar with. These can be images and techniques that are part of daily life, but also images and techniques of a specific dance form. Shared experiences that form a common background for those involved in the dance makes them able to relate to the dance in a more similar way. 

7.2
Dance, an aesthetic expression of the body
Dance as a form of communicative action can be defined as an aesthetic expression of the body.
 The dance is an expression of human experience, and through expression and perception, both dancer and spectator create new experiences. On the most elementary level of dance, the movements have no direct practical use, unlike the functional movements in daily life. The dance movement is a goal in itself and the body of the dancer is constituted aesthetically as he dances. All movements are intentional and therefore meaningful. And because the dance cannot be separated from the dancer, the dancer becomes the dance in his performance. During the performance, dancer and spectator adopt an ‘aesthetic attitude’. They reflect on the experiences that they have, express and create. Those involved in the performance of the dance are free from the need to act in a functional way and can completely focus on the experiences they have. 

The experiences that are expressed can be quite diverse; devotion, happiness, a sense of community, an idea, a mathematical design, or just the desire to execute the steps as precisely as possible. Human experience becomes aesthetic, when the personal experience of the subject is expressed and consciously felt and judged on relevance according to the subject’s life experience, which he assumes to share with others that belong to the same lifeworld. As we make experiences through expression and reflect on them, we become aware of the present and at the same time create it. Experiences are personal, but because the symbols and meanings that are used in communicative action are based on a shared culture, it is impossible to have experiences and establish a mutual understanding outside the context of the lifeworld. So cultural identity is always a part of communicative action and aesthetic experience.  

Dance is evasive; it can never be repeated in the exact same way, nor can it be preserved like an object. It can be passed on through teachers or notation, but every dancer will execute the movements in a slightly different, personal way, because no two bodies or minds are the same. A dance only comes into being at the moment of its performance, and consequently should be seen as a process.

In The Relevance of the Beautiful (1988) philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer defines art using the concepts ‘game’ (Spiel), ‘symbol’ (Symbol) and ‘festival’ (Fest). To me these terms seem very valuable in describing the nature of dance as a culturally defined aesthetic expression. Because this theory shows how art can generate a sense of community, it is a very interesting way to look at dance in the context of cultural identity. I will use the terms to describe the characteristics of dance:

Play:

· The movement that the play/dance consists of is not tied to any goal and carries an element of repetition in it. The dance, like play, has no direct relevance outside itself. 

· Dance, like play has rules as well as standards, which are used in the creation and the understanding of the dance. These conventions are created by repetition and help to establish a cultural identity. 

· Dance, like play, requires a playing-along of the onlooker who has to accept the ‘rules’ in order to become a participant in the dance (adopting the aesthetic attitude). The communicative action of dance cannot exist without the attention of the participants, as well as their intention to establish a mutual understanding. 

Symbol: 

· Dance relies on symbols and meanings. These can represent something which is already known to us and which is brought into the present through recognition and association. The movements can relate to persons, objects, events, emotions, etc.

· Dance is meaningful in itself as a symbolic representation of actual experiences. It can generate a feeling of harmony, unity and ‘completeness’. Through recognition it can provide a sense of familiarity, belonging and understanding, connecting the past to the present. 

· Dance only becomes meaningful when we have deciphered and mastered its code; we have to learn how to ‘read’ its symbols. All participants (both dancers and spectators) take part in the creation of this collective meaning through communication and negotiation. When people share a lifeworld and therefore a set of symbols and meanings, it is relatively easy to achieve a mutual understanding of the dance. And this experience of similarity can make them feel connected to one another. But dance can also be used to communicate difference and establish boundaries between ‘self’ and ‘other’.

· The meaning of dance can not be represented in any other way, for instance, in words or images, because the dance itself is a meaningful entity: form and content are one. Seen as an aesthetic expression, the dance has its own realm of experience. Therefore the primary meaning of dance lies in the dance itself.

Festival: 

· Dance, like a festival, is an occasion that allows no separation between one person and the other. It is an experience as well as an expression of community, and only has meaning for those who take part in it. On the most elementary level of the dance experience all participants share the same goals and intentions (the experience of the dance itself) and all devote time and attention to the dance/festival, thus making a joint effort.

· In dance, people are united through the use of shared symbols and meanings (like facial expressions, gestures and movement style). 

· Recurrence of the event and consensus about aesthetics and rules create a tradition. A dance can be performed in order to preserve a cultural heritage and to keep in touch with a shared cultural and historical background. A traditional dance helps to affirm a culture, claiming authenticity by preserving its ‘original’ elements, but at the same time is a way of understanding the past anew, translating it to the present

· Like a festival, a dance has an internally structured unity and displays an autonomous temporality. Those involved in the dance adopt an aesthetic attitude and have to make an intellectual and spiritual effort, in order to experience and enjoy the work. One also has to take his time to perceive and experience the dance, as it is a break from the goal-orientated action of daily life. 
· A dance or festival is a time continuum as it does not dissolve in separate moments, everything that happens within that time and context is part of it.  
These concepts show that in its desire to communicate, dance moves beyond self-expression. The communication between dancer and spectators is established based on their shared physicality. Through the devotion of time and attention, as well as the reflection upon the experiences by all those involved in the dance, a sense of community is created. Every one who takes part in the communicative action of a dance embodies that dance. 

This theory also shows that there is no such thing as universality in the experience and understanding of dance. The use of shared symbols, meanings and rules (elements of culture stored in the memory) also indicates that the experience of dance is indeed culturally patterned. So a shared culture is necessary to create a collective meaning, an understanding that goes further than just the agreement ‘this is dance’. Our long-term memory influences the way we understand the world around us, through comparison, recognition, etc. Every experience in the present carries an element of the past in it, as well as expectations for the future. So our previous experiences, for instance, the dance performances we have seen before, have an effect on the experience of the actual dance performance. This implies a relationship between cultural background and identity and the experience of dance.

To understand more about how cultural identity influences the experience of dance it is necessary to look closely at how memory intervenes in the experience of the present and how body and mind relate to each other. 

7.3
Dance and the experiencing body

Descartian dualism assumes a separation of body (feelings) and mind (rationality) and regards the body as an instrument, controlled by the mind. In dance also, the body is often considered to be an instrument, that can be trained to make the dancer able to express his intentions and ideas using an acquired technique. Existentialism, however, has discarded the dominance and superiority of the mind, and regards the body as meaningful and purposeful in itself. In our experience, the body cannot be reduced to a mere passive mechanical object, because our sense of ‘being’ is not just contained in our thinking, but very physical as well.  Every thought or emotion has a physical affect and we reflect on the physical sensations we have. Experiences are constituted within action and expression, not just by mental activity. And this becomes very obvious in the experience of dance.. It is, however, possible to experience a separation of body and mind, for instance, when the body fails to perform the dance steps we intend to do, or when movements happen unintentionally (reflexes, tics). But this should be seen as an exception, indicating that the desired unity in experience is not yet reached.
 

In the English language there are no two words that express the difference between the body as object and the body as subject. Therefore I use the term ‘experiencing body’ to refer to the body of action, feeling and expression. Through the senses the experiencing body receives information about itself and the world. Only imaginative activity, based on experiences from the past, can make these sensations meaningful. Through either conscious or subconscious comparison of our sensations with what we already know, we can fit them into our lifeworld. All experiences form a continuous chain, creating a continuous sense of ‘self’ and identity. Previous experiences enable us to anticipate on future experiences and because we are conscious beings, we can reflect on the experiences we have. When people share certain experiences, they will be inclined to attach the same meanings to the things that happen in the present, as well as have similar expectations about the future. 

So we can say ‘this is dance’ because we recognize elements that are already known to us to be characteristic of ‘dance’. And with every new experience of dance, we will slightly adjust our concept of dance, as well as the expectations we have of what dance can be. Using the knowledge from our culture, we fit the dance into our lifeworld, which consequently will change. 

In his work Matter and Memory (1911) Henri Bergson describes the body as a ‘body of action’. We select what to perceive according to what we consider to be relevant for the moment. And as we act and reflect upon the things perceived, we change our lifeworld. The past, consisting of stored images and motor memory, always intervenes in this experience of the present through for instance recognition or association. Thus in every experience, past and present are united and therefore there is no such thing as pure perception or pure memory. No experience can be really ‘new’. 

The awareness of our body (body-image) is partly created through the sense of proprioception. The proprioceptors in our muscles, joints and tendons send information to the brain about:

· The static position (posture) or dynamic movement (speed) of the body parts

· The force (tension) of muscle contractions

This kinaesthetic sense makes us aware of our body as being ‘ours’, separating the experiencing body from the world outside. The experiencing body is aware of itself and contains knowledge of possible movement. Hence proprioception is crucial to the notion of identity, which is inevitably physical. 

We use kinaesthetic strategies, based on proprioceptive feedback, to develop motor skills like dancing. The information we receive from the limbs (combined with sight, touch and the sense of balance) makes us able to control and adjust movements, according to the results we wish to obtain. Every motor action requires the either conscious or subconscious processing of proprioceptive feedback, and consequently is always sensori-motor. 

When learning a dance step, technique or choreography, the dancer usually watches an example (teacher, choreographer, other dancer, video, etc.). The dancer tries to copy the visual information and maybe checks his reflection in a mirror to see whether the movement or pose looks right compared to the example. After the phase of copying, the dancer will rely more on his kinaesthetic sense to get the movement right. Repetition is necessary to establish a close link between the outcome of the motor action and the proprioceptive feedback, so the movement will be assimilated by the experiencing body. The movement will become faster, easier and more fluent, it will start to feel more natural. In the end, the dancer will not need a mirror to check whether the movement looks right, he will rely on his motor memory and his proprioception. This is very important in performance, where no visual feedback is possible. Like the other senses, proprioception can be developed through training, becoming more accurate and reliable for the dancer. Experienced dancers often have a heightened sense of proprioception and can quickly copy, understand and master a step or choreography. 

Dancing a choreography is a closed skill, because the dancer mainly relies on internal feedback. The dancer will strive to perform the steps as exactly as possible, even though he will never really execute a step in the same way. In this case the proprioceptive feedback is more important than the external information. Dancing in a club or contact improvisation are more open skills, because the dancer has to respond to external impulses. But the dancer will still rely on the different movement strategies he has developed, relying on existing motor skills (that will be slightly adjusted with every ‘performance’). And as the movement in dance is a goal in itself, it is important for the dancer to exactly know what he is doing in order to perform according to his intentions. This requires a highly developed kinaesthetic sense as well as very specific motor skills.  

In daily life, we are less conscious of the way we learn and execute movements. Most motor skills, like walking or writing, rely heavily on kinaesthetics. We interact with the world around us and adapt our motor actions to the objects we act on, but we don’t always visually check the way we move. At a very early age we learn to copy the movements and poses of the people around us, at the same time copying elements of style. The motor schemes that have been developed through repetition and are stored in our motor memory (becoming part of our cultural identity) intervene in every motor action. The motor memory is closely linked to the proprioception and is the starting point for all motor action. When we learn a dance we rely on dance skills as well as skills form daily life like walking or standing. All movement in dance is intentional and stylised and new techniques can be turned into motor skills and motor schemas through training and repetition. The constant intervention of existing motor schemas explains why dancers often find it difficult to learn a new technique, as old habits prevent them from moving in a different style. 

Like all forms of physical culture, dance forms consist of a specific body concept and technique. According to the aesthetics that are part of the body concept, the dancer has an ideal body image, which he tries to match in his looks and movements. Technique and training are used to mould the ‘perceived body’ according to the aesthetics of the dance form. The dancer’s body has its possibilities and limitations, as well as certain characteristics. We can only require a certain degree of strength and suppleness, and proportions cannot change a lot. And of course there is also the aspect of talent. For some dance forms, like ballet, physical features are very important aspects of the ideal body. Dancers may go on a diet to stay thin and sometimes take big risks in movements that can seriously damage their health. But acquiring the right motor skills and especially the right style of movement is always most important. 

The ‘perceived body’ is derived from sensory information and from proprioception in particular. The dancer can look at her reflection in the mirror, but also feels whether a movement is executed correctly or not. The ideal body is known and felt through the whole experiencing body, it is not just a mental image. Communicative expressiveness is also part of the ideal body. This includes the use of the head, facial muscles, and eyes as well as the use of gestures, which are based on codes and conventions. The dancer has to be able to convey meanings by the right use of the techniques. And again this is true for daily physical culture as well as all forms of dance. 

Seen in the light of Gadamer’s concept of ‘play’, the kinaesthetic sense becomes a very important aspect of the ‘playing along’ of the spectator. According to neurological research the exteroceptive sensations of movement cause motor activity, because the brain ‘confuses’ them with intentions to move and sends stimuli to the muscles. So the movements of a dance are physically experienced through the proprioception of the spectator, who physically ‘dances along’. The spectator is not always aware of this and the movement impulses hardly ever result in visually perceivable movement. But, for instance children that are watching dance can sometimes be seen to move along, because they do not conform to the conventions of western theatre that require the spectator to sit still. So the experiencing body not only sees the dance, but also feels the dance. The body relies on the motor memory in the kinaesthetic experience of the dance, because the body recognises and understands the movements. So both dancers and spectators live and create the dance through their experiencing bodies.

The dancer dances ‘the body for everyone’, and together with the spectator creates the aesthetic object. When the dancer feels that the dance unites her intentions and actions, she will experience body and mind as a perfect unity. This can make her feel able to achieve anything in the dance. The spectator can experience this as well, feeling for instance more elegant or stronger himself. When this happens, the performance moves beyond personal expression and the difference between dance and self disappears.


Some people have a heightened kinaesthetic sense and others will not be aware of the proprioceptive feedback they get from their own bodies at all. When people are familiar with a dance form and have practised it themselves (knowing what the movements ‘feel’ like, as they are part of their motor memory), they are probably more aware of the reaction of their bodies and are better able to reflect upon these experiences. Dancers do not have to execute steps to be able to feel them and often rehearse a choreography by thinking of the steps or ‘marking’ them with their hands, activating the proprioceptors by these movement impulses.    

7.4
The influence of cultural identity on the experience of dance

So I assume that people who share certain motor skills and movements experiences, which are activated by watching a dance and by dancing, will reach an understanding of the dance that is quite similar. Physical experiences are always combined with intellectual or emotional experiences and will result in an interpretation. These meanings are tied to the intentional symbols used in the dance, like gestures, facial expressions, poses and movements. People use their knowledge of the dance as well as meanings of movement in daily life to give meaning to the physical sensations. Both spectator and dancer fit the dance into their lifeworld and project their ideas about the body (concerning sexuality, violence, hygiene, etc.) onto the dancing body. A dance always contains elements that have meaning in daily life, like for instance proximity, touch or movement qualities. Elements like gestures can be derived directly from daily body techniques. In theatre dance this is not always very obvious, because the dance has developed further in the separate cultural institution of art. But if we trace the origins of for instance ballet, we can see it has evolved from the culture of the French court, from its customs, body aesthetics and social dances. So the more a person knows about a certain dance form and its cultural context, the more his experience and understanding will be similar to the experiences and intentions from which the performers move. So because of the intervention of memory in the experience of the present, cultural identity has a very strong influence on the experience of a dance. 

A universality of dance as an expression can only be based on the shared physicality of people. The movements of dance are perceivable and understandable as movement and often as being ‘dance’ for everyone. And as far as I know, dance exists in every culture, but always in a different form and context. People can have an aesthetic experience and can appreciate dance without knowledge of its cultural background, as they just fit it into their own lifeworld. But every dance is an expression that is culturally patterned. It relates to other elements and bigger structures of a culture, relying on symbols and meanings. Dance can be seen as an abstraction of a certain culture, revealing these bigger structures and expresses what it means to be part of that culture. So in order to fully understand a dance, it is necessary to have insight in the conventions of that particular dance form as well as an understanding of the culture it is part of. And the position of the individual in relation to a certain culture (cultural identity) is crucial in this. Consensus as a result of communicative action can never be achieved when the participants do not share the same intentions and knowledge.

All the elements within the overall structure of a culture have an influence on each other. The climate influences the way people dress, as well as the dynamics of their movements, which can be traced in their dancing. The surface they live on and the attitude towards their surroundings influence the way they move in many ways. And not only the kinaesthetic experience of the movement of other people, but also of the landscape and the architecture will provide them with a sense of aesthetics, style and proportions. The information people get through the perception of their surroundings is absorbed by the experiencing body and becomes part of their being. Their sense of style, which becomes very obvious in movement and carriage, is based on experiences within every realm of their lifeworld. Therefore, in dance, people not only embody their cultural identity and personal feelings, but also their physical surroundings (objective world).

 The space that is used for dancing also has an effect on the nature of the dance, as well as the relationship and conventions that exist between those involved in the dance. Do the dancers, for instance, perform in a theatre, directing their movements towards the auditorium where the audience sits in the dark and keeps quiet, or is everyone supposed to join in? Shoes and costume also have a big influence on the dance. As well as carrying symbolic meaning, they can, for example, be manipulated in the dance for effect or constrain the movements of the dancer. What the dancer wears is often closely related to everydayphysical culture, being based on ideas about movement style, beauty or social class (a good example would be the wearing of a corset). 

Hence the techniques of a dance form can directly spring from daily movement techniques, but it can also work the other way round. Dances can have a powerful influence on movement techniques in daily life when dance techniques are absorbed in the overall physical culture. On a personal level, it is impossible to make strict divisions between the different physical cultures one is dealing with. A cultural expression like dance can also lead to changes within the bigger structure of a culture, for instance affecting the way people think about sexuality.

Dance forms are changing with every performance and exist in many varieties. It is impossible to claim authenticity, because it is not possible to exactly trace a dance’s original form. Authenticity can only exist as a cultural convention. So my opinion is that anyone who has enough talent and the right physique can learn a dance form, by means of devotion, training, study and reflection, not just of the dance form itself, but also of the culture it is part of. Just copying the form of dance by learning the technique often is not enough, as it is important to understand the meaning of the symbols as well as their cultural context.

Dance can generate a strong sense of community. By means of rhythm and structured movement, dancing people constitute their time and space for as long as the dance lasts. Through, for instance, touch, spatial patterns, or the creation of sounds, they can generate a flow of energy and celebrate their ‘togetherness’. Because it can only exist through the human body (and therefore can be very confronting), dance is a powerful expression of cultural identity. The way a person relates to a certain dance form is based on his understanding and appreciation, which are influenced by previous experiences that have generated expectations, meanings, and standards concerning dance. These will be readjusted with every new encounter with dance, as the individual positions himself in relation to the dance, fitting it into his lifeworld. Based on recognition and the experience of similarity between his experiences and the experience of the others, a person can feel very familiar with a dance, enjoying it and becoming totally absorbed by it. A person can also be offended or disturbed by a dance, as he feels it does not relate to his values, aesthetics and beliefs. Dance can unite people as well as divide them.

7.5
Reflection and outlook

For me this research has answered a lot of questions about the nature of dance. The aim was to show that dance is not a universal, but a cultural phenomenon, consisting of intersubjective symbols and meanings, and that there are many different ways of understanding dance, based on someone’s cultural background. This can be a very important notion for, for instance, dance therapy and movement analysis. These are often based on the assumption that there exist certain relationships between movements and emotions, not acknowledging that symbols and meanings vary in different cultures. My theory would also be useful for the study of the consequences of transferring certain forms of social, competitive, or ritual dance to the stage. What happens when a dance is put into a new context and is regarded with different expectations and standards?

I do acknowledge that in my thinking and writing I cannot escape the dominant discourse of dance of the western society I am part of. At times it was difficult to keep my research as general as I intended, because the concept of aesthetic experience sometimes directed my thinking towards ‘dance as art’. I, however, belief in an aesthetic experience that can consist of many different emotions or thoughts, and which can be generated by many different forms of cultural expression, like competition, celebration, or ritual. The desire to express and experience oneself in dance is intrinsically human. It would be very interesting to study this desire in order to try and explain it.

It can also be hard to trace the cultural origins of a form of theatre dance, as it has often developed within the realm of art, separate from everyday life. Theatre dance becomes an autonomous culture with its own codes, conventions and aesthetics, but as we regard its history, the cultural and historical context of origins can be quite clear. For me it is very important not to study all forms of dance as seriously as theatre dance has been studied. Many forms of dance have long been considered ‘primitive’ or perhaps trivial, because they were not art, being forms of entertainment within a popular culture. I however think it is extremely interesting to study these forms of dance, because they are so closely imbedded in daily life and therefore can tell us a lot about people’s cultural identity. And because it is constituted within the bodies that form a culture, dance can express cultural identity in a very powerful way.

Another problem I encountered was my desire to be too complete, trying to incorporate as many approaches of dance as possible in my research. In my train of thoughts I sometimes lost track, so I decided to focus on the kinaesthetic experience of dance as well as the interesting concept of the kinaesthetic experience of environment. As a cultural expression, dance requires a high level of mental and physical involvement, activating the kinaesthetic sense by putting the emphasis on the execution of the movements instead of practical results. The activation of the motor memory as a result of the perception of movement provides an important argument for the influence of physical culture on the experience of dance. This concerns both dancers and spectators, as they are both physically involved in a dance.

I would like to recommend some works that combine different ways of looking at dance, placing them in a wider perspective:

· Aalten, Anna, De bovenbenen van Olga de Haas; Achter de schermen van de Nederlandse balletwereld (Amsterdam: Van Gennep, 2002).

· Lawson, Joan, European Folk Dance: Its National and Musical Characteristics (Bath: Pittman Publishing, 1953).

· Wal, Hetty van der en Margot Bleeker, Hakkûh & Strakstaan; Het Gabbergevoel (Amsterdam: Prometheus, 1997).

· Wildschut, Liesbeth, Bewogen door dans: De beleving van theaterdansvoorstellingen door kinderen. (Utrecht, 2003).

By writing this thesis, I wanted to create a stimulus to think about dance in new ways, by making connections and asking questions. My research has provided me with answers as well as new questions, giving me inspiration to continue my study into the relationship between dance and cultural identity. 
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