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Mind, Dance, and Pedagogy

JAY A. SEITZ

While much has been written about dance, its role in education has been
elusive. One thing is clear, though. What distinguishes dance from other
forms of movement, action, and activity is the context in which dance or
“aesthetic movement” is performed and appreciated by others. This includes
both the way dance is thought about and evaluated by members of the
dance community as well as the process by which dance “technique” is ex-
ploited, developed, and taught by dancers and choreographers.! Thus,
mind, dance technique, and pedagogy form the core of the movement arts.
Indeed, therein lies both its aesthetic appeal as well as its role in education
both inside and outside the arts.

Traditionally, while human movement was accorded a central position
in early learning, it has not been granted a major role in mind and thought
until fairly recently.? For instance, recent theorists have suggested that
dance originates in a discrete bodily kinesthetic “intelligence”;’ that skilled
movement is a form of thinking;4 or that movement is predominant in all
forms of human intellective activity.’

Dance has been defined as culturally patterned sequences of deliberative
and rhythmical bodily gestural movements that possess both intrinsic and
aesthetic value.® Indeed, such “mimetic skill” originates in the ability to re-
produce facial expressions, vocal prosody, manual signs and gestures,
postural attitudes and whole-body movements as well as accent, meter,
tempo, and duration through rhythmic body movements that are represen-
tational.” Aesthetically, dance conveys meaning by way of six aesthetic mo-
dalities: imitation, visual resemblance, style, metonymic tropes, metaphoric
tropes, and in terms of statuses and roles. Imitation or “replication” is cen-
tral to aesthetic movement. For instance, a young child imitates an airplane
or a bird in flight by flapping her arms. On the other hand, visual resem-
blance is an aesthetic modality to the extent that it captures the outward
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form of the movement: an older child learns to move and behave in a feline
manner. Style in dance is a result of the conventionalization of gestures and
whole-body movements: the illusion of overcoming gravity through ballet
pointe technique opposed to the use of the heaviness of the lower body to
convey pathos in modern dance. The two tropes, metaphor and metonym,
convey aesthetic meaning by substituting one movement for another (for
example, scratching the head to convey thinking) or using a part of a move-
ment to express a larger whole (for example, a war dance to convey the no-
tion of impending battle).® Lastly, statuses (for example “king”) and roles
(for example, “romantic lover”) are conveyed through, respectively, a courtly
or coquettish dance. Conversely, while dance notation can capture the de-
scriptive properties of dance, it provides no decisive procedures for recon-
stituting what the dance itself signifies.” There has been speculation for
some time that aesthetic production and judgment have a biological basis
that underwrites development in the arts. For instance, E.O. Wilson suggests
some sort of underlying epigenetic rule that specifies the general types of
shapes and gestic forms that children and adults characteristically respond
to.1 So, subjects show a preference for a certain amount of complexity (in
other words, regularity, symmetry, and continuity) in abstract figures and
designs where the redundancy of elements is in the region of 60%.!! More
developed levels of aesthetic sensitivity result in a preference for more com-
plex designs (peaking at around 60% redundancy) and aesthetic judgments
at these higher levels of aesthetic sensitivity differ from lower levels of aes-
thetic sensitivity with regard to notions of beauty or unattractiveness. Since
these aesthetic judgments link physiological arousal with changes in brain
wave patterns (in other words, desynchronization of alpha waves), and it is
known that infants gaze longer at drawings with a certain amount of com-
plexity (for example, gazing longer at schematic outline drawings than real
objects'?), Wilson believes that these judgment outcomes suggest an under-
lying “aesthetic instinct.” Indeed, within the realm of movement, Manfred
Clynes has proposed that expressive movements are modulated by under-
lying “sentic states” or “sentic cycles” that determine the way gestic form is
expressed in individuals such as its length or duration, phases of accelera-
tion and deceleration, as well as the actual form of movement over time." If
this is so, then there may be both constraints and regularities in the devel-
opment of aesthetic abilities in the movement arts. These constraints and
regularities may inform our perception of the arts as well as children’s
development.'*

Indeed, since the Greeks, aesthetic judgments have been linked to notions
of beauty and form.!® David Hume believed that education of the senses
(practice, delicacy, comparison, and good sense) was the major requirement
for the development of taste in order to judge beauty and its moral im-
plications.'® Immanuel Kant deemed the aesthetic sense an intuitive and
pleasurable experience that guided human moral conduct.'” He linked his
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central aesthetic concepts — the sublime and the beautiful — to the classical
temperaments: melancholy, sanguine, choleric, and phlegmatic. In his later
work, however, he indicated that taste — a faculty of aesthetic judgment —
was a logical judgment (uniting understanding, judgment, and reason) that
was founded on one that is aesthetic (undergirded by feelings of pleasure
and desire).'® On the other hand, Leo Tolstoy suggested that a work of art
was most effective when it expressed the authentic feelings of the artist to
the viewer independent of class-imposed notions of beauty.'”

In a classic discussion of the aesthetics of dance, Suzanne Langer in Feel-
ing and Form claimed that dance was “virtual gesture.” Rather than express-
ing actual emotions, dance reveals aspects of reality (for example, relations
among individuals) through gestic form. Dance accomplishes this in two
ways: first, through virtual self-expression the dancer’s concrete gestures
capture the “forms of feeling” (for example, hand outstretched to convey
romantic desire), and second, through logical expression the dancer sym-
bolizes concepts through the body (for example, hands pressed together to
one side of the head to suggest sleep). Both self-expression and logical ex-
pression are played out through the interaction of bodily gestural forms,
the kinesthetic and projected space around the dancers’ bodies, lighting,
scenery, props, music, audience reactions, and so on. For that reason, dance
is best understood as a field of virtual objects and forces: dancers, dance ele-
ments, space, time, and gravity. This interplay of forces in relation to self-
and logical expression, Langer refers to as artistic consciousness. Indeed,
this “terpsichorean art,” according to Langer, has evolved from simple pos-
tural-gestural forms such as circling, whirling, and gliding, and creates the
illusion of virtual forces for the observer through both what is seen (vision)
and what is physically felt (kinesthesia).

Nevertheless, dance is governed by physical laws of motion.?’ These in-
clude relationships among the physical laws of velocity, acceleration, posi-
tion, and time (in other words, kinematics) and the relation between physi-
cal laws of motion and the forces that operate on motion (in other words,
dynamics). These physical laws create the illusion of virtual forces. For in-
stance, in the grand jete “floating illusion” of ballet, the dancer appears to
float briefly horizontally. However, the illusion is created because the ob-
server tends to follow the head and torso of the dancer, which moves in a
horizontal trajectory, while the actual center of gravity of the dancer follows
a parabolic curve. Similar illusions (for example, attitude derriere, pirouette en
dehors) are created by the kinematics and dynamics of Newton’s laws of
linear mechanics as well as the analogous laws of rotational motion.

Rudolf Laban maintained that aesthetic education in the movement arts
strengthened the spontaneous faculties of expression and fostered artistic
expression in the young.21 It accomplishes this by fostering awareness of
the body with regard to space and of rhythm, maintaining flexibility of the
spine and promoting muscular development, developing the ability to
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communicate more effectively with peers, abetting personality develop-
ment, promoting aesthetic taste and discrimination, as well as a encourag-
ing a creative attitude. This is so because rhythmic movement is the basis of
art, play, and work, according to Laban and because movement injects itself
into all intellective activities: the balanced flow and harmony of ordered
movement. Indeed, “self-generated movement is the foundation of thought
and willed action, the underlying mechanism by which the physical and
psychological coordinates of the self come into being.”

Recent studies of the development of dance movement are beginning to
clarify the ways children express concepts and ideas through aesthetic
movement. At a general level, the research indicates that three- and four-
year-olds lack the ability to express tension or weight in their movement.
Nonetheless, in terms of motor organization, they have developed front-
back but poor lateral movement; have acquired quasi-skipping, marching,
and jumping abilities; demonstrate both asymmetric use of the body and
body parts; but, lack more advanced balancing abilities. In terms of repre-
sentational capacities (metaphor and metonym), they can treat one move-
ment as another, represent a movement for an absent concept, and distort a
property of a movement so as to treat it as another movement property.
However, by five or six years of age, children have acquired lateral move-
ment, complex movements such as skipping, can coordinate movement in
and around objects, have acquired the first and second positions in modern
ballet technique, and can use their upper body to propel themselves for-
ward in a horizontal plane. In addition, they can create geometric shapes
with body parts (visual resemblance), demonstrate metrical properties of
thythm in their movement, show symmetric use of the body and body
parts, and have acquired more advanced balancing abilities. At all ages,
children displayed metaphoric gestures (the use of a body part to stand in
place of a concept or idea), simple diectic (such as pointing) and spatial ges-
tures, kinetographs (movements which depict a bodily action), as well as
simple regulators (gestures that regulate action between group partici-
pants).?* These studies suggest ways that these evolving abilities can be
harnessed to improve and build on children’s learning both in and outside
the movement arts.
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