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Abstract 

A ravine of in-betweens: The body, dance, and writing into the excess is an 

invitation for the reader to follow their body compass and undertake a personal journey. 

Through the exploration of seven guideposts (body, bodies, dance, somatics, 

improvisation, audiencing, pedagogies), I point towards an investigation of what it means 

to truly bring the body into pedagogical practices, particularly inclusive dance 

pedagogies. 

I build on somatics, arts-based research, and phenomenology to offer an understanding 

of the body that supports the possibility of audiencing one’s own dance. I propose that 

dance is research and, as such, the research starts with and from the body, and I 

question how to talk, think, and write of dance without objectifying it or using it as a 

metaphor for the research. By writing in dance, rather than about dance, I ask: How can 

I be true to the fact that dance is a form of non-linguistic knowledge, when writing about 

it? In doing so, I problematize the distinction between ‘theory’ and ‘practice’ and, in 

particular, I discuss how the ‘practices’ of choreographing, teaching and dancing 

become ‘theory’. 

My dissertation explores my relationship with dance, but it moves from the personal to 

the social. I discuss the relationship my body holds with the endless possibilities of 

feeling, sensing, and dancing simultaneously and explore the use of a written language 

that comes from the experience of these possibilities. To honour the idea that my body, 

my research, and this dissertation keep changing through the process, I am also 

reflecting on the experience of living through a global pandemic and on the discovery of 

a ‘pandemic body’ and of emergent practices. I describe in detail the idea of an 

‘excessive body’ to expand on the notion of body data as both an excess and a lack of 

evidence.  

Integral to this dissertation are three dance videos that I developed during my doctoral 

journey. These videos are not an ‘excess’ or a supplement to accompany my work. They 

are an essential part of this dissertation, since the act of dancing is the research: it is in 

the dancing that I find the flow of writing. 

Keywords:  dance education; integrated dance; phenomenology; audiencing; 

pandemic body; excessive body 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Instruction for your dance #1 
 
Arrive 
grounding. 
Remove shoes 
freeing your toes. 
Find support. 
 
What do you know about you, thanks to you? 
 

Autobiographical writing is an epistle to oneself and others, a way of 
connecting the I to the You, the two most frequently used words in the 
English language.  

(Leggo, 2004/2019, p. 144) 

A letter to the reader 

This dissertation invites you to start at any given chapter, despite the sequential 

numbering. Each one is a story, a dance, a piece of my voluminous self, an intertwined 

spiral – here defined in its geometrical form as a “shape or design, consisting of a 

continuous curved line that winds around a central point, with each curve further away 

from the center” (Oxford learners dictionary, n.d.).  

Each chapter begins with a dance score, written in blue. You are invited to dance 

the words and allow what follows to move through you. Each score is a reminder that 

you are your body, and you are situated in the world through your senses.  

This dissertation is a moment of reflection along my path toward coming to be 

and becoming whole; it is a moment of stillness in this nonlinear journey. The 

dissertation is an ensemble of never-ending whorls that spiral from the inside out. A 

dance of words, inquiries, and findings that settle as discoveries that are left in my body. 

I am inviting you to come in and contemplate with me. Please, be aware that this 

is not a place for answering, but rather it is a place for inquiry. Before you begin, let’s 

highlight a few signposts you will need to navigate your own journey. You can find these 

signposts in the next chapter. From there onwards, you are invited to move freely 

without any set chronology. 
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This dissertation is a way of untangling the encounters, experiences, practices, 

dreams, and visions that brought me here (Cajete, 1994). I am an expert questioner: I 

ask a lot of questions and, very often, my writing is long lists of questions. This 

dissertation is my way of formalizing the questions, while recognizing that this is not a 

place for answers. It is a place for inquiry, through which self-discovery transpires.  

I begin my inquiry into how to truly bring the body into pedagogical practice by 

building on somatics, arts-based research methodologies, and a phenomenological 

understanding of the body that is grounded in the concept of audiencing our own 

movement. Since arts-based research methodologies and phenomenology are 

characterized by a movement from the personal to the social, throughout this 

dissertation you, the reader, will find sprinkles of autobiographical stories. By sharing my 

story, I hope that you and others can open up to your own stories. The question of how 

to talk, think, and write of dance without objectifying or using dance as a metaphor is at 

the core of this dissertation. 

In this dissertation, I look at inclusive dance pedagogies, grounded in somatic 

practices, and at the possibility of dance as research. Throughout this dissertation, I 

problematize the term ‘integrated dance’; however, for consistency and clarity I will use 

this term to indicate dance practices that bring together dancers with and without 

disabilities. The inclusive pedagogy that I present “holds the possibilities of aesthetic 

transformation, transformative learning and depth in learning and teaching processes” 

(Østern, 2017, p. 17).  

I employ etymology as a strategy to unearth latent and hidden meanings of 

words; etymology can cultivate and provide insights on “how certain words came into 

existence and how some words may have lost some of the original meaning that still 

echo in the present meanings of these words” (van Manen, 2014, p. 325) and of the 

phenomenon that I study. Etymology becomes a way to (hopefully) rediscover vibrancy 

and reverberations in words to better describe the relationship my body holds with the 

endless possibilities of feeling, sensing and moving simultaneously. I explore a written 

language that comes from the experience of these possibilities. I narrate the insights of 

my body as I discover and rediscover them in my bones, skin, breath, brain, organs, and 

membranes (Ricketts & Snowber, 2013; Snowber 2014c; Snowber, 2017; Snowber, 

2018). I question what the connections between ‘theory’ and ‘practice’ are and what 
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defines the boundaries of disciplines and labels in relation to the body. I am interested in 

how the practices of choreographing, dancing, and teaching are not solely supported by, 

but become ‘theory’. 

During my first Ph.D. course in the Fall of 2017, Dr. Michael Ling discussed the 

idea of identifications. I started questioning what labels I subscribe to, as well as what is 

prescribed or ascribed to me. Most of the values, models, and stereotypical ideals that I 

have internalized were presented to me as ‘Truths’ that I never challenged. I did not 

belong to the boxes I was supposed to fit into, including the ‘dancer’ and the ‘scholar’. I 

began my doctoral journey asking myself: What does it take to be what I want to be and 

to become what I want to become?  

I have always identified as a dance artist, an educator, and a philosophy scholar 

(but not always in this order). I have never challenged or questioned the implications that 

these labels carry. Before starting my doctoral research, I tried to hide myself and move 

away from who I truly am, following an ideal of ‘objectivity’. Disciplinary boundaries 

between dance, education, and philosophy didn’t allow me to see the possibility of 

positioning my scholarship in the space in-between disciplines. As feminist scholar1 Sara 

Ahmed beautifully writes: 

I don’t have a disciplinary line to follow- I was “brought up” between 
disciplines and I have never quite felt comfortable in the homes they 
provide. The lines of disciplines are certainly a form of inheritance. […] 
Disciplines also have lines in the sense that they have a specific “take” on 
the world, a way of ordering time and space through the very decisions 
about what counts as within the discipline. Such lines mark out the edges 
of disciplinary homes, which also mark out those who are “out of line.” 
(2006, p. 22) 

Throughout my adult life, I have danced my way in and out of institutions. I’ve engaged 

my whole being with research through the process of writing the dance and dancing the 

writing, at the crest of the in-betweens—through my body and stabilizes at my joints. My 

scholarship is transdisciplinary, and challenges the very idea of disciplines, as I 

investigate forms of knowledge and ways of knowing that arise in the spaces “in-

 
1 Throughout this dissertation, I am using and prescribing identifications that are based on found 
biographies to introduce scholars, writers, educators, artists, and activists. I do not think these 
labels are complete, nor that the people I introduce necessarily identify with them. Moreover, 
since you – the reader – have been given a choice on starting at any given point, I introduce and 
identify people in every chapter. 
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between, beyond, and before disciplinary demarcations” (Gansterer et al., 2017, p. 39). 

The prefix trans- means to go across and beyond, to go to the other side; 

transdisciplinary research crosses the boundaries of disciplines. The disciplines of 

curriculum theory, phenomenology, disability studies, dance studies, and somatics are in 

conversation; through this dialogue their disciplinary borders are dissipating, making way 

for the in-between space. This in-between is a place of both/and; it is a space that 

acknowledges methodological, ontological, and epistemological differences and 

similarities.  

To attune to the body through practice and training provides us with forms of 

knowledge that cannot be articulated through linguistic means. Phenomenology is an 

experimental practice, a way of doing and a way of being. Philosophers Erin Manning 

and Brian Massumi (2014) describe the act of thinking as doing and define dance as “a 

thinking in movement2” (Manning & Massumi, 2014, p. vii). According to them, the task 

of philosophy is to create new concepts that unfold beyond the limit of the thinkable. This 

dissertation moves beyond the limit of the danceable. The act of dancing is thinking, and 

the act of thinking is dancing (Fraleigh, 2010; Fraleigh, 2015; Fraleigh, 2018).  

In investigating how dancers come to thought in a non-linguistic way, I ask: How 

can I be true to the fact that these forms of knowledge are non-linguistic when writing 

about them? 

 
2 I expand more on this in Chapter 4, but it is worth mentioning here that Erin Manning quotes 
Maxine Sheets-Johnstone’s “thinking in movement” first used in 1981 (Sheets-Johnstone, 2009; 
Sheets-Johnstone, 2011). For an in-depth understanding of the most recent conversation on the 
use and history of the term see Sheets-Johnstone’s (2014) responses to Erin Manning, as well as 
Ravn & Høffding (2021). 
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Figure 1.1. Layers 
[Image Description: A black background with faint images and text from the three partially 
overlapping and semi-transparent teal slides which layered over the background. On the first slide 
is a photo of a bright dance studio with windows at the far end, sliding doors to the right, and pale 
wood floors. In the lower part of the photo there are fourteen pieces of paper laid out in two arcs 
with illegible written and drawings on them. On the second slide is a photo of a bright blue sky 
and small, calm inlet with islands in the background. There are trees, living and dead, and rocky 
outcrops. On the third slide is bright purple text that reads: dance layers variations of body.] 

This dissertation is “a moment in a continuum of research and learning, a 

momentary point of crystallization of certain ideas” (Hartley, 1995, p. xvii). As my 

supervisor, Celeste Snowber, keeps reminding me, this is not my life’s work, it is a first 

step along the pathway of my life’s work. This dissertation is a dance in which each page 

is a movement, and every combination creates a beautiful, unique, innovative sequence.  

This dissertation is a collection of overlays and ideas that exist on their own, and 

that can also be compiled together in different ways to create a variety of images. Our 

bodies already carry truths and knowledge, but these are often hidden underneath layers 

of structures, techniques, and beliefs. By deciding to read more pages, add more 

movement, you will not necessarily gain more information, but rather, you will experience 

your own unearthing: an individual dance of liminality. I challenge the idea that more 

layers create a fuller picture and instead invite you, the reader, to experience this 
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dissertation as you desire: add or remove layers as you please; sometimes, less is 

more. 

When I grow up, I want to be a teacher 

My work is my story, the story of my body; a non-marginalized body. I am a 

white, heterosexual, cis-gendered, non-disabled, thin, middle-class woman. Throughout 

this dissertation, you will encounter autobiographical writing since, as the late and dearly 

loved poet and professor Carl Leggo suggests, it is through autobiographical writing that 

we learn to read our life (Leggo, 2004/2019, p. 144). Or, as curriculum theorist William 

Pinar puts it: “autobiography is an architecture of self, a self we create and embody as 

we read, write, speak and listen. The self becomes flesh in the world” (Pinar et al., 1995, 

p. 220). 

There is a lineage of teachers in my bones, flesh, and blood. With a grandma, an 

aunty, and a mom involved with education, it was inevitable that I wanted to be a teacher 

since I was a child. My mom, Miriam, is an educator and has been teaching for as long 

as I can remember; however, she never taught in school. My aunt Andreina, my dad’s 

sister, was a teacher; she stopped teaching in a public school to specialize in research 

on pedagogy and train future teachers. My grandma on my dad’s side, Nina, was an 

elementary teacher as well.  

In talking with my family about memories of my relationship with teaching, my 

parents recalled how much of a law-abiding child I was. They laughed, remembering that 

at 6 years old I would give myself a timeout when I thought something I did was wrong. I 

have been reflecting on how my ‘law-abiding nature’ might have played a role in shaping 

my formative years as a dancer and a scholar. The studies in philosophy and dance that 

I was first exposed to required rigor and discipline. Perhaps the struggle I first 

encountered when I began improvising and approached philosophy and dance as ways 

of being, learning, and living, and not just disciplines, had to do with my serious nature 

and my ethic around rules.  

My family talked about my love for desks. Everyone I talked to remembered how 

I would transform any desk into a ‘teacher’s desk’ (see Ahmed, 2006 on the 

philosopher’s desk). There was a tactile, visual, and sensorial component to the desk 
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that appealed to me from a very young age. At my grandma’s house there was a desk 

that both my cousin and I used as we practiced dictation, mathematics, and reading. 

One day, my grandma gifted me a school textbook and I began teaching to a group of 

pillows. I would set up my classroom with the pillow-students facing a blackboard and, 

according to my aunt, I would transform the student’s desk into a teacher’s desk. My 

lesson was delivered with chalk and I handed out assignments for the students to 

complete. I am an only child, so I had to be creative in this process. I would complete the 

assignments myself and then code switch to be a teacher again to mark them.  

When I went over my aunt’s house in the afternoon, after school, there were 

always notebooks of different colors and pattern and assignments that needed to be 

marked. I would look at them with fascination and, with great interest, I followed my 

aunt’s hands as they browsed through the pages, marking them with blue and red pens. 

Naturally, I too wanted to mark with different colors, different pens, different codes. At 

that point, Andreina would provide me with pencils and papers; with great determination, 

I would fill the papers with scribbles.   
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Figure 1.2. Photo of the cover of a book 
Photo Courtesy of Andreina Bergonzoni, author of the book. [Image Description: The cover of a 
book with text and a photo. The photo is in black and white and features Carolina as a 3 year old. 
She has light brown medium length hair with short bangs and is wearing a light coloured sweater. 
She is sitting at a table with a marker looking at the camera. Text above the photo reads: IRRE 
Emilia Romagna, Da grande voglio fare la maestra. Riflessioni sull’identità professionale (e non 
solo) degli insegnanti. Below the photo: a cura di ANDREINA BERGONZONI.] 

Da grande voglio fare la maestra (When I grow up, I want to be a teacher) is a 

book curated by my aunt, published in 2001. She left her teaching job to work at the 

Instituto Regionale di Ricerca Educativa (IRRE), the regional institute for educational 

research in Bologna, Italy. She had the opportunity to curate a book on teachers’ 

professional identities. After choosing the title, she thought that I – her little niece – 

would have been perfect to illustrate that concept. She chose a photo of me to be on the 

cover: a blurry black and white photo, shot when I had transformed my cousin’s desk 

into a teacher’s desk to practice how to be a teacher. 

Eventually, I became a dance teacher, but I didn’t always love to dance. I clearly 

remember being quite unhappy about dance during my first class. However, dedication 

and commitment to activities is a big value in my family, so I finished the year. I was 
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asked if I wanted to continue, and I said yes; this pattern went on for about 5 years. I 

didn’t really want to go, but my friends were going, so why not? By the time I was 11, I 

realized I actually enjoyed dancing and I began going 3-4 times a week, attending 

workshops during the weekends, enrolling in summer schools, etc. What I really, really, 

liked to do was choreograph dances, either for myself or for my friends in school, and 

teach imaginary students. I am, and I have always been, very methodical and organized. 

At 7 years old, I was already running a living-room dance school for imaginary students, 

complete with books for finances and attendance.  

At some point, probably when I was 17 or so, I was asked to become an 

assistant to my dance teacher, Simonetta. I was excited to start a mentorship with my 

teacher, but I also felt very unprepared and full of questions about her choices. I would 

spend most of the class time asking questions that were not fully answered, so I started 

looking for possible answers elsewhere. I am quite sure this is when I consciously 

became curious about pedagogy and teaching practices. My mom believes that I 

realized I wanted to be a teacher when I started teaching dance. She thinks it has to do 

with the possibility to actually see how the transmission of knowledge was affecting 

others. Afterall, I had real people in front of me and not pillows. I was teaching in an 

embodied way, through the body. We were learning by doing, by being, by moving. 

It was around that time that I discovered the work of Italian dance artist and 

choreographer Simona Bertozzi, whose teachings have had the most profound impact 

on my dance, my understanding of the body, and my research at large. Simona’s 

choreographic and pedagogical approach bridges a strong somatic awareness of the 

body with philosophical, anthropological, and literary theoretical references. I still clearly 

remember, as if it were yesterday, the first time I fully felt my body moving. It was during 

Simona’s class on a Saturday afternoon in 2006. Simona asked us to let go of our knees 

and to feel the weight dropping, as if someone were cutting a string from above. I had 

done that exact movement over and over and over again for years; dropping my weight 

was second nature, but I had never felt it. Before that day, I had been imitating the 

gesture of dropping my weight. With Simona’s guidance to tune into the sensation of 

dropping, I could, for the first time, feel gravity. That experience revealed to me that I 

had spent the majority of my dance training never fully connected to my body. The focus 

was on building strength, fluidity, and technique; there was no space for listening to my 

desires, needs, or interests. I was using my body, but I was not in my body. Since that 
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day, my main practice and training has been grounded in somatic dance and 

improvisation techniques (Brodie & Lobel, 2012; Eddy, 2009; Eddy, 2017; Fraleigh, 

2015; Fraleigh, 2018; Johnson, 1995; Johnson, 2002; Johnson, 2018; Lobel & Brodie, 

2006; Williamson, 2010; Williamson, Batson, Whatley, & Weber, 2014). Somatics has 

allowed me to connect to my body in a profound way and bring together what once felt 

like scattered puzzle pieces. Discovering somatic practices allowed me to not only feel 

my body3, but also sense it while moving. 

My curiosity and desire to better understand dance pedagogies brought me to 

Mousiké, a dance center directed by Franca Zagatti. Franca has been running a two-

year program called Corso per Danzeducatore ® since 1999. The program prepares 

future dance educators and community-engaged facilitators to work in public schools 

and in community contexts. I was so eager to learn more that I applied when I was still a 

minor and I wasn’t accepted into the program. Two years later, as soon as the new 

intake was offered, I applied again and was accepted. During this intensive two years of 

studying, I was introduced to the work of Rudolf Laban and began to understand the 

potential in using somatic practices to facilitate self-exploration for myself and my 

students. The program completely shifted my approach to dance. For the first time in my 

life, I realized that dance was a way of expressing, and that everyone could be taught 

how to attune to their body. I must admit, however, that this shift of perspective was not 

easy. I didn’t know how to talk about dance that wasn’t ‘technical’ in the way I was 

taught; I didn’t know how to appreciate or critique choreographic work that wasn’t based 

on a ballet aesthetic, or on ‘technical’ moves. Through the Corso per Danzeducatore ®, I 

learned about being present, being in process, and leading from beside. Even though I 

didn’t have the terminology at that time, I learned about the curriculum as improvising 

since the program focused on “the process of a person coming to form, not content” 

(Pinar et al., 1995, p. 593). The program promotes an approach to dance education that 

requires the facilitator to constantly shift and adjust to prioritize the process (the forming 

of the course) over the product (the final outcome, such as the standardize test or 

certain technique requirement).  

 
3 I recognize the complexity of referring to the body as an object by choosing the pronoun “it”. For 
consistency, I will use “it” throughout this dissertation, even when referring to my own body 
despite, as noted by somatic therapist Jules Pashall: “it goes against foundational somatics 
beliefs to sperate body and self, to speak of my body in the third person” (2018, p. 72). 
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In 2014, when I moved to the unceded territory of the Musqueam, Squamish, and 

Tsleil-Waututh First Nations, colonially known as Vancouver, Canada, I was trying to find 

a similar program. I opened my search browser and typed: “Laban + Dance + 

Vancouver”, as well as “Community-engagement dance”. Thanks to this search, I 

discovered Helen Walkley and Donna Redlick, two somatic and certified Laban 

Movement Analysts, and I began to study with them. Donna became my mentor, 

consistently guiding me through somatic dance practices for the past 8 years. I also 

found an incredible group of teachers, colleagues, and friends who share similar values; 

including the All Bodies Dance Project which, as I discuss in Chapter 6, has become my 

family. 

I fully recognize there are many ways of learning and knowing. Many of these 

cannot be certified by an institution; they cannot be demonstrated and put on a piece of 

paper. I have learned about my body, through my body. I know when I’m about to faint, 

and I know when I’m about to have a panic attack. I am capable of listening to my body 

in ways that allow me to recognize my body’s signals. When I first fainted at age 10, I 

didn’t not know that the feeling of not seeing with my left eye meant I was about to go 

down. Many, many, repetitions of the same pattern (e.g., not seeing properly with my left 

eye resulting in me fainting) made me aware that these body signals mean I am about to 

faint. Similarly, I did not know that the feeling of nausea, the feeling of my stomach 

digesting itself and wringing inside me, was a sign of a panic attack approaching. 

Through practice, although I wish I didn’t have to go through it, I’ve learned that there 

are ways my body talks to me. This knowledge is one of the most important discoveries 

I’ve ever made. It allows me not to faint in public as often as I used to and it allows me to 

slow the onset of a panic attack.  

My body knows more than I think. My body knows when a situation is 

uncomfortable. My body has the tools and the knowledge to move away from situations 

that make me uneasy. My body knows when I need to take a break from writing, from a 

meeting, from the screen. My body knows when I should be more careful and when I can 

truly relax. If I listen deeply to my body, as much as I know I can, I will avoid many 

situations that are not ideal.  

Listening to my body also means reflecting and revealing the autobiographical 

truths stored in it. Carl Leggo writes: “autobiographical writing is motivated by 
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epistemological curiosity, the desire to know and be known, and know how we know and 

are known” (Leggo, 2004/2019, p. 144). To follow my desire to know, I explore writing 

myself letters: one to Carolina-the-dancer, one to Carolina-the-philosopher, and one to 

the world signed by Carolina, the wholeness of me.  
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A letter to Carolina-the-dancer 

Dear Carolina-the-dancer, 

I want to apologize for the confusion I might have caused you for most of your 

life. I really like to overthink and ask questions, lots of questions, even when we were not 

supposed to. I know how hard it has been to keep it quiet and shut me down. I have 

always loved your passion, your desire to move, and I know you knew that dance is a 

way of learning. As you have come to realize, dance is a way of learning what we don’t 

know about ourselves and others. Dance is a form of philosophy, but you didn’t know 

that, and I couldn’t find the strength to let the body out.  

We both knew about rigour, precision, commitment and passion, but we didn’t 

know how to support each other. I repressed you throughout your schooling. I forced you 

to stay still, to sit down, to only talk when given permission. I forced you to leave the 

body outside, inviting an approach and a reflection about the body (or the dance), rather 

than from the body and the dance. You were told that you couldn’t be a dancer AND a 

scholar. I am sorry I didn’t support you for believing that what you were doing was 

research, that it was valuable, that it was important.  

You have always known that you were too much of a dancer in the philosophy 

department, but you didn’t know that it was allowed. You didn’t know that dancing is part 

of scholarship, that dancing is a way of knowing and thinking. You didn’t know that 

being, feeling alive, and enjoying the movement is part of philosophy.  

 
 

With dance love, 

Carolina-the-dancer. 
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A letter to Carolina-the-philosopher 

Dear Carolina-the-philosopher, 

I am sorry you have struggled for so long to let your voice come out; it should not 

have been this way! I am so grateful that you found a way to let your body out, let your 

words emerge from your dance, and you have let go of some of your ideas about what 

scholarship is, or should look like. I am actually impressed that you made it through so 

much schooling without being able to move and write the way you wanted. What a gift it 

has been to be able to recognize that your previous work has been about dance and the 

dancing body, rather than from and of the dancing body.  

You were told (the joy of growing up in Italy!) that you would have to choose 

between a family and an academic career. You were told that you couldn’t be a dancer 

AND a scholar, it was one way or the other. We both knew about rigour, precision, 

commitment and passion, but we didn’t know how to support each other. You were told 

that being a good scholar meant being isolated in a library, suffering a bit to understand 

– often obscure – content. Movement was not part of the deal. I have been very rigid and 

strict with you, and I am sorry. I really thought that being a good scholar meant writing in 

a certain way, using a specific vocabulary that always felt very detached from the life 

writing and your life as a dancer, a woman, and a human being. I didn’t let your work be 

influenced by who you are, your beliefs, and your lived experience. I let disciplinary 

boundaries deny the possibility of living an undivided life. As a result, I made the process 

pretty boring, at times unbearable, and often you became uninterested in what was 

going on. 

You should know that what I love about dance is feeling my body and gravity, 

falling and recuperating, the dizziness caused by spiraling and the quick shifting of my 

weight. Turning and spiraling make my body tumble with momentum. I must let go of 

control and, through this, I feel the air in my hair and the ground supporting me. Sight is 

not the primary sense; I get to know through my other sense. What I love about dance 

improvisation is not knowing where it will go and, as a result, a constant foregrounding of 

the not-yet-known. Dance improvisation is a practice of patience, of letting go of what is 

familiar and known, and of accepting what is yet to be known. In this practice, movement 

comes from the unknown and, as such, it requires taking risks; it is a space for playing 
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with uncertainty. When I improvise, I constantly shift from moving, to listening, to 

sensing; this shift is not an abrupt jump, but rather a Möbious strip in which there is no 

beginning, no ending, and no clear orientation. The decisions of where to go, in my 

movement and in my thinking, are made in the moment. From this place of moving 

unknown the words arise from the body and they become thoughts. 

I am sorry I often repressed your inquisitive desire, your instinct of asking 

questions in the dance studio. You really wanted to know about the process, the dance, 

the body, the motivation behind people’s choices, but I thought being a good dancer 

meant being quiet and never questioning anything, just accepting, repeating, and 

imitating what was offered by the teacher or choreographer. You have always known 

that you were too much of a thinker in the dance room, but you didn’t know that it was 

allowed. You didn’t know that thinking is part of dancing. You didn’t know that being, 

feeling alive, and enjoying the movement was part of dancing.  

 

With dance love, 

Carolina-the-dancer. 

 

 

  



16 

A Letter to the World 

Dear World, 

I am writing to you during the time of the Covid-19 crisis. Strangely, I feel grateful 

that I get to write a dissertation at this time, because I will always have documentation of 

what it means to live, work, dance, and try to stay grounded during a global pandemic.  

Covid-19 started affecting Italy, my home country, in February 2020. I cried every 

day in fear, grief, sorrow, disbelief. It then hit Vancouver at the end of March. I didn’t cry 

once, but I felt, and I still feel, very sad. You, dear world, shrink on me, yet, 

paradoxically, the distance between Canada and Italy has become unbearable. I think 

about relocating closer to my family on a daily basis.  

We are living in a state of emergency and, as such, we must focus on emergent 

practices. adrienne maree brown, borrowing from Nick Obolensky, defines emergence 

as “the way complex systems and patterns arise out of a multiplicity of relatively simple 

interactions”, as “a way of speaking about the connective tissue of all that exists”, and a 

situation that emphasizes “listening with all the senses of the body and the mind” 

(brown, 2017, p. 3). 

In recent years there has been a strong focus towards ‘moving in’ – think about 

the boom in somatic practices of yoga, breath work, and self-care. Right now, we are 

progressively ‘moving out’. The more we get confined, the more we want to be 

audienced and to feel the human connections we are currently lacking. We are aligning 

back to fill space with our whole bodies, yet at the same time, we are moving away from 

each other.  

As a dancer, the material conditions in which I move are coming to the 

foreground. I have never thought of the importance of ‘the dance studio’ as a container 

for my practice; I’ve always taken it for granted. Dance is a relational practice: I am in 

relation with space, time, weight, gravity, the room I am in and the audience. My daily 

practice of dancing has taken a turn and I no longer have a routine of going to a dance 

studio, of hugging people I love, of working towards audiencing my body, feeling 

sensations, and getting ready for my day. Even when I (used to) go to the studio for my 
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solo practice, I can feel the presence of the dances that have been there before me. I 

am missing the shared sweat, breath, and heat exchanged between our bodies. 

I am still dancing in my day-to-day life. I have danced in my living room, in my 

kitchen, during my walks, at the park. I have danced lying on the floor, listening to my 

organs, my breath, the changing shapes of my rib cage. I can audience my body while I 

type these words, feeling the strong sensation of stiffness in my shoulders, my heartbeat 

racing somewhere between my chest and my throat because of the anxiety of these 

uncertain times. But I am not able to audience my dance in its relationship with space. 

I thought, as an improviser and a person who loves spontaneity, that living in 

‘uncertain times’ would be an easy challenge. Well, it has not been easy. I feel sadness 

and grief for what I used to know and no longer fully understand. I also feel joy for the 

emergent practices that I have discovered during this pandemic. I have rediscovered, 

reimagined and reconnected to these practices. I am building new relationships with 

people close and far.   

 

Carolina 
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Chapter 2. Signposts 

Instruction for your dance #2 
 
Close eyes 
soften jaw.  
 
Take a deep breath  
 
in…  

out 
 

in…  
out 
 

in…  
out 

On ‘body’ 

In writing this dissertation, I was faced with the challenge of finding an accurate 

terminology to describe what I intend when I say “the body”, “my body”, and “other 

bodies”. Language reveals the reality that we are bodies. We commonly say “I am tired”, 

rather than “I have a tired body”; yet we often do not fully honour and acknowledge that 

we are bodies. Living, writing, dancing, and researching phenomenologically and 

somatically means to bring the body, my body which is who I am, into everything I do 

and to fully show who I am.  

Theatre and performance scholar Ben Spatz (2015) points out that “‘body’ and 

‘bodily’ could be taken to mean only that which is physical, such as movement and 

gesture” (p.11) and they propose the use of the word ‘embodied’ to indicate “everything 

that bodies can do” (Spatz, 2015, p. 11). I propose that we do not need to use a new 

word, only simply to redefine what ‘body’ means. Therefore, in this dissertation I use the 

word ‘body’ to refer to the wholeness of a human being and ‘embodiment’ as the 

integration of my wholeness as a human. It is not my intention to stress the Cartesian 

dichotomy of mind and body, nor to use the separation of Körper and Leib that was 

introduced by early phenomenologist Edmund Husserl (1859 -1939). The understanding 

of the body that I offer in this dissertation moves beyond the distinction between the 

body as an object (Körper) and the body as a subject, or the lived body (Leib); however, 
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a detailed history and critique of how this distinction, and of phenomenology as a 

methodical and theoretical approach has influenced the field of dance studies for the 

past 60 years – since the publication of Phenomenology of Dance (2015) by Maxine 

Sheets-Johnstone in 1966 – is beyond the scope of this dissertation.4  

I reclaim the word ‘body’ as the totality of who I am. I do not believe we need a 

new word and a new concept, such as the notion of flesh introduced by 

phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908 – 1961), then redefined by radical 

phenomenologist Michel Henry (1922 – 2002) and contemporary radical 

phenomenologist Emmanuel Falque, for what already exists: the body. For them, in the 

flesh there is no difference between the one who experiences and the act of 

experiencing; the flesh is what allows us to feel, act, think, move, dance. To me, this is 

the body. The origin of being a body is in the body itself. 

To understand the body as who we are, it is necessary to pursue 

phenomenological and somatic scholarship. We must recognize that we, as the body, 

are the researchers and the subjects of the research. When I introduce myself and I say: 

“I am Carolina”, I am using a shortcut to say that I am the body that is in front of you, I 

am the physicality, the presence, the breath of what we call the body. However, the 

definition of what the body is and the definition of who I am can become 

interchangeable. Think about the clothes we choose to wear every day and how different 

they are depending on the task we are about to do. Most people wear ‘business casual’ 

clothing when they go to work; their identity becomes that of the worker. I have worn 

‘formal clothes’ when I needed to be the academic, pink tights and a unitard to be the 

dancer. I have changed, or wanted to change, my body to ‘fit’ better within certain 

identities. I lost weight because I wanted to be ‘the dancer’, I wanted to have prescription 

glasses in grade 4 because that would made me ‘the smart kid’. We must acknowledge 

that the physical appearance of this body, that is who we are, is always charged with 

political, social, economic, and other issues; the choices we make, and desires we have 

to fit in uphold the way we navigate these issues. The body is an active receptor that: 

 
4 For more references see Albright, 2011; Ehrenberg, 2015; Fraleigh, 1987; Fraleigh, 2018; 
Franko, 2011; Kozel, 2007; Rothfield, 2005; Rothfield, 2021; Pakes, 2011; Ravn, 2010; Ravn, 
2017; Sheets-Johnstone, 2011, Sheets-Johnstone, 2015; among many others. 
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exercises, trains, [..] can’t help itself. [The body] loves movement, goes 
looking for it, rejoices on becoming active, jumps, runs or dances, only 
knows itself, immediately and without language, in and through its 
passionate energy. [The body] discovers its existence when its muscles 
are on fire, when it is out of breath – at the limits of exhaustions. (Serres, 
2008/2016, p. 316) 

Our bodies are porous, with spaces for knowledge, memories, learning, breathing, 

dancing to pass through. Our bodies are places for knowledge to be uncovered, created, 

and re-created.  

The space in which we live, and dance, is always mobile and always moving, but 

there is the possibility for metastability: a moment of balance. Cultural theorist and 

philosopher Erin Manning describes the phenomenon of walking as: “the infinite 

complexity of micromovements – preacceleration’s activations of a million instabilities” 

(Manning, 2013, p. 85). We find balance in these instabilities because: “we walk in a 

future-pastness” in which “the memory of having-walked is in the walking” (Manning, 

2013, p. 85). When I dance, I experience something similar. My body re-members 

through the membranes of tissues and cells: “there are stories in our bodies, lodged 

there, waiting to be heard, danced, seen” (Kaplan, 2003, p. 220). My body, my dance, 

and this dissertation are constantly changing, fluctuating, and shifting, influenced by one 

another. This moment of balance, almost a suspension of time and space, is the core of 

the notion of audiencing that I theorize as the possibility to truly conceive dance as 

research as I explore in Chapter 4.  

Our bodies inhabit the space, and we get to know it through our bodies. Merleau-

Ponty claims that “the body inhabits space and time” (Merleau-Ponty, 2012, p. 140) and 

he conceives the body as a mediator of the world. I think of the body as a conductor that 

allows for a sharing of information between the outside and the inside. Italian 

philosopher Umberto Galimberti writes: 

To inhabit [a place] is more than to know; it is feeling at home, guests in a 
space that is not ignoring us, surrounded by things that evoke our past […] 
When we inhabit a place, we meet the other, listening become listening-
with, and to respond becomes a cor-respondence. By inhabiting the world 
our body contracts habits. (1983/2003, p. 233. Translation mine) 

Since 2016, I have been exploring this relationship between the body and the space 

through dance and poetic writing, which lead to an exploration of the meaning of home 
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and the possibility of finding home in my body and through my body. This inquiry has 

been the anchor of my research and has laid the ground for future studies. 

Over the years, I have shared this practice with students and dancers. I invite my 

students to write, in a free flow, what comes to mind in response to the phrase “I come 

from…”. After the writing exercise, the invitation is to improvise with movement and 

interpret each of these responses, either literal or metaphorical. 

 
Figure 2.1. Portici di Bologna  
[Image Description: A view from inside a large brownstone portico at dusk. A partially cloudy sky 
with what’s left of the days’ sun peeking through fills most of the view, and a ribbon of yellow and 
orange sky meets misty low mountains and evergreen trees. There is a sconce on inside the 
gazebo, casting shadows up towards the domed roof, where it seems there is a small bird, mostly 
hidden in the shadows.] 
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I come from…  
 
Italy 
a relatively small town, 
Bologna, maybe. 
 
I come from Vancouver 
I am originally from Italy. 
 
I come from arches  
the sun 
coffee and gelato.  
 
I come from struggles 
dreams 
books, words, and pens.  
Lots of pens. 
 
I come from… 
 
rocks  
ocean 
water 
 
spirals 
space 
dance 
 
I come from 
the wisdom of my body 
philosophy 
words and dance. 
 
I come from 
the practice of finding home 
of belonging 
and not-belonging. 
 
I come from… 
I don’t know where I come from. 
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I revisit my “I come from…” regularly5 and every time I learn something new about the 

way I inhabit the world. As an example of how this practice has impacted my 

choreographic process, in Chapter 6 I discuss Ho.Me, a 15-minute piece that I 

choreographed in 2017, with dancers from All Bodies Dance Project and, eventually, into 

a dance film. 

On ‘bodies’ 

After having elucidated the meaning of body, I still need to clarify what ‘bodies’ 

mean. Do I refer to other subjects? Or to other anatomies, shapes, and appearance? I 

use the term ‘bodies’ to encompass every body, except mine. Each body is unique in 

their articulation; each of these bodies is a physical and corporeal mass that takes up 

space in exceptional ways; “bodies can take up spaces that do not extend their shape, 

which can in turn work to ‘reorient’ bodies and space” (Ahmed, 2006, p. 61). Bodies are 

not ‘neutral’, yet when talking about bodies, especially in the field of dance studies and 

somatics, there is a tendency to refer to a ‘standardized’, ‘normalized’, and often 

‘idealized’ body. Who sets the standard for what is ‘neutral’ or ‘normal’? 

In 1995, disability studies scholar Lennard J. Davis introduced the term 

“normalcy” to shift the focus from the construction of disability to the construction of 

normalcy (Davis, 1995; Davis, 2013). In doing so, Davis critiques the genealogy of the 

words ‘normal’, ‘normality’, and ‘norm’ as synonymous with ‘ideal’. In the English 

language the word ‘normal’ started being equated with “constituting, conforming to, not 

deviating or different from, the common type or standard, regular, usual” (Davis, 2013, 

p. 2) only around 1840. In 1997, a few years after the introduction of Davis’s notion of 

“normalcy”, disability and feminist studies scholar Rosemarie Garland-Thomson 

proposed the notion of ‘normate’ to indicate:  

the social figure with which people can represent themselves as definitive 
human beings. Normate, then, is the constructed identity of those who, by 
way of the bodily configurations and cultural capital they assume, can step 
into a position of authority and wield the power it grants them. (Garland-
Thomson, 1997, p. 8; Garland-Thomson, 2013; Garland-Thomson, 2017) 

 
5 Adding the “I come from…” as part of this dissertation makes me vulnerable in ways that I 
wasn’t expecting because of the challenge of settling on a version that felt true to me, while also 
recognize that this piece of writing will forever be in process.  
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Garland-Thomson uses feminist disability theory to make way for “unseating the 

dominant assumption that disability is something that is wrong with someone” (Garland-

Thomson, 2013, p. 336). In her work, Garland-Thomson highlights the strong 

relationship between normalcy and beauty by suggesting that ‘normal’ has inflected 

beauty and, as a result, the bodies that do not fit this ideal norm are perceived as 

“unnatural and abnormal” (Garland-Thomson, 2013, p. 340). In this dissertation, the 

connection between bodies, idealized standards, and norms will be discussed with a 

particular focus on its relationship to dance and somatics. 

In writing about professional actor training, disability and art professor Carrie 

Sandahl criticizes the assumption that actors should “try to achieve a ‘neutral’ body” 

(Sandahl, 2005, p. 259). Sandahl highlights how the notion of neutral body is associated 

with a “symmetrical, centered, integrated and focused, energized, relaxed” body that is 

also “economical [and] coordinated” (Sandahl, 2005, pp. 259-260). In other words, the 

‘neutral’ body is a body that has been drained of the person’s individuality, habits, 

signature movements. As a result, bodies that are asymmetrical, wobble, or tremor do 

not meet the standards of neutral achievement (Sandahl, 2005, p. 262). 

Likewise, the idea of a ‘neutral’ and completely adaptable body is still prominent 

in dance training. In the late 20th century, the dance milieu began to sparkle with ideas 

and notions of somatics. Many dancers changed their training towards discovering, 

uncovering, and researching a ‘natural’ way of moving (George, 2020). In describing 

their training in somatics during the 90’s, scholar and dance artist Doran George writes 

about how the field kept promoting “the idea of a natural body as an invisible yet 

essential category of nature” (George, 2020, p. 2) and highlights how this aim for 

inclusion actually enacted exclusion and reinforced differences (George, 2020). George 

refers to the somatic idea of the body as a “natural body” and an “invisible yet essential 

category of nature” (2020, p.4) that was constructed to “perpetrated privilege and 

exclusion, even while claimed to be universal” (2020, p. 57). In other words, George 

critiques the field of somatics for not addressing systemic forms of oppression and how 

this lack of awareness, masked with spirituality, naturalism, and the idea of a ‘natural 

body’ has generated the conditions for more exclusion.  

In this dissertation, I do not intend to use ‘bodies’ as a binary us/them. In Chapter 

6, I analyze how working collaboratively and creatively with other bodies has shown, and 
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keeps showing me on a daily basis, the endless possibilities and potentials of the body, 

its movement, and language. By discussing the work of Vancouver-based integrated 

(another term that I problematize throughout, and particularly in Chapter 6) dance 

company All Bodies Dance Project, I question if it is possible to rethink the narrative in 

such a way to think outside “the habits of thought that make us sense and position 

ourselves in time and space, in power and knowledge” (Kuppers, 2013, p. 144)? 

Integrated dance has been labeled as “an art form arising from the collaboration among 

dancers with and without disabilities” (Hammer, 2020, p. 554). What if, instead of 

creating a new art form, we expand the boundaries of what dance means and looks like, 

to move past the traditional categories and labels of dance, dancers, and dancing bodies 

(Kuppers, 2000)?  

On ‘dance’ 

Another challenging, and necessary concept to define is ‘dance’. I use the word 

‘dance’ to define the act of dancing, rather than the final product – dance is a doing, not 

a ‘thing’. For the longest time I thought dance could only be the object of my research, 

whereas I am now perceiving dance as a way of researching (Bagley & Cancienne, 

2001; Bagley & Cancienne, 2002; Bagley & Castro-Salazar, 2012; Blumenfeld-Jones, 

1995; Blumenfeld-Jones, 2012; Cancienne & Bagley, 2008; Fraleigh, 2018; Fraleigh, 

2015; Spatz, 2015; Snowber, 2012a; Snowber, 2012b; Snowber, 2014b; Snowber, 2018, 

among others). As arts-based research scholars Mary Beth Cancienne and Celeste 

Snowber write: “dance is not only an expression of our research but a form of inquiry into 

our research process” (2003, p. 237). 

Dance is the feeling of the dancing. We must attune to our sensations, feelings, 

and perception for the dance to appear. When I dance, I trust the knowledge that arises 

from my body and from my dances. I sense my movement and I feel moved while 

moving from within; when I dance, I feel alive and I sense my life’s power coursing 

through my dance (Henry, 1975; Henry, 1996/2003; LaMothe, 2015; Lloyd, 2012; Lloyd 

& Smith, 2006; Smith, 2015; Smith, 2018; Snowber, 2002; Snowber, 2012a; Snowber, 

2012b; Snowber, 2014a; Snowber, 2014b).  

Dance can be spontaneous; dance can occur in the kitchen and can help us to 

move through and to let go of tension, to move past a block in creative inquiry. However, 
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the dance that I am referring to in my scholarship and in this dissertation is much more 

structured and exists at the intersection of dance as a way of inquiry and dance as a 

performance practice. This intersection, as illustrated by the Venn diagram below, 

makes way for the crafting and editing of both the process (inquiry) and the product 

(performance practice). 

 
Figure 2.2. Venn diagram  
[Image Description: A Venn diagram. On the left, a purple circle with text inside. Text reads: 
Dance as a way of inquiry. On the right, a green circle with text inside. Text reads: Dance as a 
performance practice. The inner edges of the two circles overlap. Within the intersection of the 
two circles, text in bold reads: ME.] 

Dance is research and dance is life. I express through movement, and I feel alive 

in movement (LaMothe, 2015; Lloyd, 2012; Lloyd & Smith, 2006; Lloyd & Smith, 2021; 

Smith, 2015; Snowber, 2002; Snowber, 2012a; Snowber, 2014a). To address dance not 

only as generative of knowledge, but as knowledge itself, requires shifting the idea of 

what knowledge is6.  

Dance is not just an art form, but a way of being and a way of knowing; dance is 

the channel for learning about the world and myself as a whole. The intersection of the 

Venn diagram contains a dance that focuses on the learning and the knowledge of the 

 
6 As an example, let us consider the book Thinking through dance (Bunker, Pakes & Rowell, 
2013). The title itself is indicative of the idea that dance is the medium for thinking, rather than 
dancing as the act of thinking. For an overview on the idea of bodily knowledge in dance see 
Fraleigh, 1987; Pakes, 2011; Parviainen, 2002; Parviainen & Aromaa, 2017; Sheets-Johnstone, 
2011; Sklar, 1994; Sklar, 2000; Sklar, 2005; Snowber, 2002; Snowber, 2012a; Snowber, 2014a, 
to name a few. 
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body, but also focuses on the importance of performing. In my research, I focus on my 

own practice of centering and foregrounding dance as a way of knowing, reflecting, and 

listening. As curriculum studies professor and dancer Donald Blumenfeld-Jones writes: 

A dance person focuses on the body not only as an object of inquiry and 
gaze, but also as the mode of inquiry itself, working from “inside” the body. 
That is, the dance person doesn’t merely analyze bodily action, but puts 
that analysis into action with her/his own body and studies the actions as a 
personal affair of motion. (Blumenfeld-Jones, 2012, p. 309) 

My approach is more than an analysis of the dance (the object), but also more than an 

analysis of the process (the how). I am interested in researching while creating artwork, 

rather than conceiving the artwork as the final product of the research. I use dance to 

deeply inquire into my own lived experience as a non-disabled dance artist and 

educator, and then to offer my own experiencing of dance to others; I integrate dance in 

the inquiry and the discovery process. My arts-based research is not about the final 

outcome, such as an object of art, but rather it is the vehicle for inquiry. Bodily practices 

constitute a certain kind of knowledge based on corporeality, which includes 

experiences, sensations, feelings, and knowledge of and from the body. Bodily practices 

value the idea that creativity and artistic practices are epistemological. The dance that I 

present as part of this dissertation is not an ‘extra’ or an embellishment, but rather, the 

dance is the research itself.  

On ‘somatics’ 

When I first encountered somatic dance techniques, around 2006, I didn’t have a 

name for it. What I knew was that the approach of the teachers was different than what I 

had previously experienced and that I was struggling to follow instructions without having 

a model, a form, or a shape to copy. Then something clicked; I truly felt my body. I didn’t 

only experience anatomical or physical sensations as suggested by a teacher, I really 

met my own body. From that point forward, I have been on a path of trusting that the 

body knows and that dance and my body are teachers. I do not need validation from the 

outside to trust the knowledge and power that come from within, even if I forget about it 

at times. 

Thomas Hanna, considered one of the founders of the field of studies called 

somatics, describes it as “the field which studies the soma: namely the body as 
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perceived from within by first-person perception’ (Hanna, 1995, p. 341). Somatics comes 

from the Greek root soma, which means "pertaining to the body, (as distinct from the 

soul, spirit, or mind)” (Online etymology dictionary, n.d.). The words ‘soma’ and 

‘somatics’ are nowadays used to indicate the wholeness of the body in its integration of 

mind/body/spirit. Somatic movement therapist and professor Martha Eddy (2009) 

identifies philosophical movements such as phenomenology and existentialism as 

influences on the development of some of the practices and approaches to the body that 

are now a part of somatics. Eddy (2009) also points out that some of these practices 

date back to 1750 (Eddy, 2017, p. 102), though the field of somatic education was only 

named more recently by scholars Thomas Hanna (1985), Don Hanlon Johnson (1995) 

and Seymour Kleinman (2004). For a more complete history of the development of the 

field of somatic education see Eddy, 2009; Eddy, 2017; Fraleigh, 2015; Green, 2001; 

Green, 2002a; Green, 2002b; Mullan, 2014. 

The broad field of somatics, and specifically dance somatics, encompasses a 

wide variety of approaches that “exceed[s] body conditioning” (Fraleigh, 2015, p. xxix). 

Dance and somatic scholars Amanda Williamson, Glenna Batson, and Sarah Whatley 

“use the term ‘Somatic Movement Dance Education’ to encapsulate a diverse educative 

field defined by the integration of somatic movement techniques, and/or the application 

of somatic principles into Dance and Movement Studies” (Williamson et al., 2014, p. 

xxvi). Somatic dance educator and scholar Sondra Fraleigh describes the principles of 

somatic education as rooted in “effective communication skills that focus on listening and 

not assuming answers” (Fraleigh, 2015, p. 8). To teach, write, and move somatically is a 

process that requires time to yield, to digest, to allow for our bodies to feel, sense, and 

move. Teaching is a process of rediscovering memories and knowledge stored in the 

body; the teacher is always in a state of learning and discovery alongside the students. 

Somatic dance practices do not focus on a physical form, an appearance, or a particular 

aesthetic, but rather they engage in a relation to the self while being in relation to the 

environment – other breathing bodies, the ground, gravity, the land. Fraleigh describes 

this aspect of somatic education: 

Discovery modes of learning and healing are encouraged in somatic 
practices. Command is discouraged. The teacher doesn’t presume to have 
the answers. Rather, she is in a process of discovery with her students. As 
Plato taught, the student already has the answers. The teacher simply 
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provides the circumstances for their arrival. The word education derives 
from the Latin educare, to draw forth. (Fraleigh, 2015, pp. 8-9) 

The somatic approach to pedagogy that I present in this dissertation takes into 

consideration the what and the how of learning (Schaeffer, 2015, p. 80). Somatic 

practices are a way of responding to the feeling and sensing of the organs, the bones, 

and the muscles of the body. The role of the teacher, or facilitator, is to guide students 

through self-led experiences that are key elements to meaningful learning 

(Lester, 2015). 

Somatic practices help us to become more aware of our habits (including social 

and cultural practices) to discover new pathways, and to understand how unique each 

body is. Philosopher and Feldenkrais practitioner Hillel Braude writes: 

Somatic is a radical practice. It is radical in transforming set norms or habits 
in the body of individuals, and thereby it has the largely untapped potential 
to transform the social body politic. (Braude, 2015, p. 124) 

Our bodies are always embedded in the environment; therefore, we cannot escape the 

political implications of the social conditions in which the body lives. To do research that 

focuses on the body as its core requires that one engage seriously with the social, 

political, and pedagogical implications of one’s body. For Eddy, social somatics “implies 

taking context, culture and relationships into account” and encourages “somatic models 

to become embedded in all aspect of life, and actively counter inequalities” (Eddy, 2017, 

p. 234). In 2018, Johnson edited a book that aims to include marginalized voices into the 

field of somatics and challenge the assumption of a universal ideal of the body present in 

most literature about somatic theories and practices (Johnson, 2018). Eddy provides an 

extensive list of resources of social somatics, but she does not mention “politicized 

somatics” (generative somatics, n.d.), a term and movement introduced by generative 

somatics (gs) that started in the early 2000s to center BIPOC practitioners. Politicized 

somatics problematizes the notion of social somatics because “a somatic approach 

without a political analysis of social institutions, unequal distribution of power, and use of 

violence and force, leaves out some of the largest forces that shape us” (generative 

somatics, n.d.).  

To be somatically present to my scholarship means giving the space that is 

needed to look at the research from within, and from a distance to find threads and 
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connections. It is about learning patience and allowing time for reflection on processes, 

instead of constantly jumping from one place to another. The process of yielding and 

sensing words moving through the body and resonating, as if the body were a speaker, 

requires time. To refuse to operate within the time framework of our society is a 

pedagogical and political act of radical self-love (Taylor, 2018). The same is true for 

reclaiming the joy of dancing, the importance of moving for pleasure. For those of us that 

have been trained in Western forms of dance, a shift to allowing for our bodies to rest, to 

be taken care of, to move for pleasure, to listen to what our bodies need is an act of 

resistance, of deep unlearning of problematic structures, and a repatterning of the 

cultural habits of ‘being a dancer’. As French philosopher Michel Serres writes: “the body 

acquires bearing when it lays down its weight of knowledge […] and begins to dance, a 

compendium of all the primary pleasure – total elation. Joy inspires, quivers, dances” 

(Serres, 2008/2016, p. 322).  

On ‘improvisation’ 

In my research, I ground my approach in phenomenology and arts-based 

research, using dance as a way of inquiry. Both phenomenology and embodied forms of 

inquiry focus on the connection of the personal and the social. In the field of curriculum 

theory and arts-based research, the idea of the body as a site of knowledge and of 

dance as a place of research was introduced in a ground-breaking article, written by 

Mary Beth Cancienne and Celeste Snowber in 2003. The article clearly describes their 

roles as choreographers, dancers, and researchers. They write: 

As dancers, it is our limbs, torsos, gestures, pelvis, hips, legs, and hands 
that excavate the nexus of knowledge, insight, and understanding. […] It is 
these ordinary acts of life that we research through our dance: the meaning 
of engaging in work, the human capacity for longing and desire, the 
integration of intellectual ideas and physicality, and the relationship 
between culture and identity. The approach of integrating the 
choreographic process as central to research begins to shift the perception 
that we have bodies to the reality that we are bodies. (Cancienne & 
Snowber, 2003, p. 239) 

Cancienne and Snowber define the relationships between their identifications as 

choreographers, dancers, researchers, and women. They emphasize “how 

choreography and self-reflective writing can inform qualitative practices and connect 
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dance as a place of discovery within the research process” (Snowber, 2018, p. 258) and 

remind us that we are bodies. 

In the ‘90s, the field of arts-based research opened up a space for researchers 

who were interested in the body and its wisdom. The field grew out of curriculum theory 

and, over the past thirty years, has been strongly influenced by phenomenology. Years 

of development have led to the current field of arts-based research, now including 

embodied research and practices that value the body and moving expressions such as 

dance (Bagley & Cancienne, 2001; Bagley & Cancienne, 2002; Bagley & Castro-

Salazar, 2012; Barone & Eisner, 1997; Barone & Eisner, 2012; Barrett & Bolt, 2007; 

Blumenfeld-Jones, 1995; Blumenfeld-Jones, 2012; Cancienne & Bagley, 2008; Leavy, 

2015; Leavy, 2018; McNiff, 1998; Snowber, 2012a; Snowber, 2012b; Snowber, 2012c; 

Snowber, 2014b; Snowber, 2018). I am grateful for the work that has been done before 

me and I am honored to be able to situate my research alongside these pioneers.  

Arts-based research is an umbrella term for research that involves the arts, 

including dance, movement, and the body. Professor Shaun McNiff defines arts-based 

research as “a process of inquiry whereby the researcher, alone or with others, engages 

the making of art as a primary way of inquiry” (McNiff, 2018, p. 24). Arts-based 

researcher and dancer Indrani Margolin highlights how arts-based methods have the 

“capacity to elicit tacit knowledge, articulate insights that more traditional interview 

methods miss, provide catharsis, inspire positive affect, promote empathy, nurture 

aesthetic identity, and foster community and collective empowerment” (2014, p. 259). 

Attention to the body within arts-based research highlights the value of experience and 

allows for a new understanding of our relationship to the world, to knowledge, and to our 

moving bodies. Artists and scholars Lindsay Eales and Danielle Peers write:  

Arts-Based Research offers us exciting opportunities to think through our 
moving bodies, and through the emotions that move us. It offers us 
opportunities to think, feel, and mobilize our knowledges differently (Eales 
& Peers, 2016, p. 56).  

From this perspective, the dancing body is no longer considered an object of inquiry, it is 

a field of research; “dance becomes not only representation, but a continual place of 

inquiry” (Snowber, 2018, p. 255). The body asks questions and is the place in which the 

inquiry process occurs. Ideas, words, thoughts, feeling, and sensing all belong to the 
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body and require movement to express them. We are, and not only have, moving-

thinking bodies.  

As mentioned, the body became part of the field of curriculum theory and, 

consequently, of arts-based research through the influence of phenomenology. As I 

describe in Chapter 7, phenomenology and improvisation have a lot in common since 

both practices “call upon, similarly, faith in the moment, requiring the practitioner to stay 

present with – and listen to – what issues forth in the here-now” (Bingham, 2015, p. 

157). Dance is a trajectory for constant change and transformation. In the practice of 

dance improvisation, dancers learn how to respond, to engage, and to attune to others. 

Dancers learn not only to pay attention to themselves, but also to attend to the other 

bodies (i.e. the people, sounds, lights, natural elements) that affect the dance. This 

practice highlights, investigates, and disseminates forms of knowledge otherwise not 

immediately apparent as it “helps to dissolve artificial disciplinary boundaries and further 

[concentrates] on ways of knowing and the creation of methods of inquiry” (McNiff, 2018, 

p. 24).  

To write phenomenologically involves the whole body. From this perspective, “to 

write is to reflect; to write is to research” (Van Manen, 2014, p. 20). As a dancer, I would 

also add that to dance is to reflect, to dance is to research. My embodied practice, which 

I describe in more detail in Chapter 7, is messy and non-linear. My practice is non-linear 

because the doing is itself improvisational (Midgelow, 2018, p. 61). I move away from a 

traditional methodology; instead, I play with scores and practices as method. Indigenous 

scholar Margaret Kovach affirms that “knowledge is power and choosing a methodology 

is a political act” (Kovach, 2009, p. 51). I use an embodied way of inquiry that is not 

fixed, allowing for my bodily research to be informed by all the methods, the teachings 

and the teachers I have encountered. 

I improvise in movement and then I “write from the body” (Snowber, 2012a; 

Snowber, 2012b; Snowber, 2014b; Snowber, 2018) in a free-flow form while 

experiencing my body; I let the words come through me. After writing, I refine my 

movement-text score, adding more words and removing others. In this process, writing 

becomes a practice of transformation: I let the writing and I let the words affect my dance 

score in an intertwined relationship. When I write from my dancing body, I allow the 

words to arrive and I let the dance(s) bring me to a liminal space, a space that is 
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unknown. What the body has learned and continues to learn cannot be separated from 

the body itself. 

There is an intangible, and invisible, score that is already always present. This 

score is in-between the observable act of dancing and dancing itself. This 

‘invisible/intangible score’ is generated through dance. The dance begins with a set of 

rules, a score in its traditional sense, but until it is danced there is no way of knowing 

what the actual score is. I must be in the dance for the yet-to-be-known score to exist. I 

search and dance into the unknown, and this leap into the yet-to-be-known is also an 

opening of opportunities to rediscover what I already know.  

As part of this dissertation, I presented a dance piece that was developed with a 

similar process of the one described above. I created and performed this solo while 

keeping in mind the idea that the invisible/intangible score can only arise in the dance. I 

create a score, dance the score, and let the new score arise. This process leads to 

discoveries related to dance, the body, and the score itself. These findings are an 

opening into the possibility of reimagining pedagogical awareness, reinventing spaces, 

and creating new ways of navigating the world around me. The new score is an always 

evolving research question that can lead to the discovery of a new intangible/invisible 

score. To access the invisible/intangible score I must wait and listen. This way, the 

invisible/intangible score can arise; this score is already present and somehow tangible 

in its intangibility. The invisible/intangible score can be conceived as an excess of dance, 

a concept I discuss in Chapter 4.   

On ‘audiencing’  

I first became interested in the term ‘audiencing’ during the making of 

Translations, which I describe in Chapter 6. Audiencing was used during the creative 

process as a way to describe the practice of experiencing dance with the non-visual 

senses. This sparked a curiosity on how to offer a multisensory approach to my dancing 

and my writing with the aim of slowly dismantling the “ongoing hegemony of the ocular in 

research” (Daza & Gershon, 2015, p. 639) that is present in both Western dance and 

Western phenomenology (Jay, 1993; Nancy, 2002/2007; Daza & Gershon, 2015). As I 

discuss through this dissertation, I suggest that this primacy of sight has created an 
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ever-stronger split between disciplines, particularly between ‘scientific’ truth and 

‘embodied’ truth. 

The term ‘audiencing’ was originally used in media and cultural studies. Over the 

past 10 years, the term has become more prominent within other fields, including theatre 

and performance studies. The definition of audiencing that I use in this dissertation takes 

into account the perspective of the performer. I use the term ‘audience’ as an active 

verb, rather than as a noun. The verb ‘to audience’ encompasses the bodily motions and 

corporeal perceptions that comprise an active and interactive audiencing.  

My research on audiencing, as a noun and as a verb, builds on the work of 

Prendergast, 2004; Prendergast, 2008; Reason & Lindelof, 2016; Reason & Reynolds, 

2010; Rancière 2008/2009; Walmsley 2019; to name a few. Through this research, I 

realized how, in my training as a dancer, the emphasis was always put on performance. 

This created a split between dancing (performing) and dancing (training). For years, I 

trained for being witnessed and assessed by spectators, judges, teachers, and 

choreographers. Dance became very precious; dance became about being seen. The 

memory of the audience’s scrutiny reinforced the dichotomy between the studio and the 

performance. The dance studio was the place where I practiced for an imaginary 

audience, where mistakes could be forgiven; the stage, on the other hand, was the place 

where mistakes were unforgivable. 

I now believe that the physical presence of a spectator is not a prerequisite for 

dance to occur. I now perceive dance as an act of generosity by working towards 

unlearning the patterns of spectacle and rediscovering the pleasure and joy of dancing. 

For me, dance is no longer about being seen by an audience, but rather dancing opens 

up the possibility of audiencing our own dances, our own bodies and movement.  

In Chapter 4, I identify ‘gradations of audiencing’, a term inspired by Italian 

performance scholar Enrico Pitozzi’s “gradations of presence” (Pitozzi, 2012) and by 

dance studies scholar Sarah Whatley’s five viewing strategies (2007). I experience 

‘gradations of audiencing’ when audiencing my dance, my writing, and when dancing or 

teaching online. This term, in practice, reveals that there isn’t a binary between 

‘audiencing’ and ‘not-audiencing’ my dancing body.  
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On ‘pedagogies’  

According to curriculum theory scholars William F. Pinar, Dwayne Huebner was 

one of the first curriculum scholars to work through phenomenology, starting in 1957 

(Pinar et al., 1995, p. 156); however, the influence of phenomenology on curriculum 

theory became prominent starting in the 70s through the work of Max van Manen and 

Ted Aoki. The influences of phenomenology on curriculum theory allowed for the lived 

experience of the body to become part of the scholarship. The work of educational 

philosophers and curriculum theorists Maxine Greene, Madeleine Grumet, alongside 

Aoki, van Manen and Pinar paved “the way for dancers and movers to continue to 

theorize an embodied way of inquiry” (Snowber, 2018, p. 252). Greene advocates for a 

curriculum that supports students in “making sense of their lived lives, to make 

connections, to construct meanings (Greene, 1995, p. 90). 

The concept of “curriculum-as-lived" (Aoki, 1993) is a concept that I have 

viscerally known from a very young age. In fact, I have always been in a relationship with 

the inner landscape of my body and perceived it as the lived curriculum. In the 70s, 

Pinar established that the word curriculum comes from the Latin currere, meaning to run 

the course (Pinar et al., 1995; Pinar, 1975/1994). For Pinar (1975/1994), currere is a 

way to look at the relationships between our identities, and our presents, pasts, and 

futures. Currere explores the relation “to the Self and its evolution and education” (Pinar, 

1975/1994, p. 19). Professor of arts education and curriculum studies Rita Irwin (2006) 

reframes currere as “walking the course” (p. 77) rather than rushing through it. The 

scholarship on walking/currere kept growing, as attested by the latest issues of the 

Journal of the Canadian Association for Curriculum Studies centered around the theme 

of “walking as attuning to an earthly curriculum”; the issue was edited by Ellyn Lyle, Jodi 

Marie Latremouille, and David Jardine (vol, 18, n. 2, 2021). The body is not only the 

possibility of walking the course, but the becoming of the course: the body can be seen 

as the lived curriculum. Currere, then, is a term that implies dynamic movement, and this 

movement is often relational.  

Starting in the mid-90s, Blumenfeld-Jones’s work integrates dance and 

curriculum theory, or as Pinar describes it “curriculum as dance” (Pinar et al., 1995, p. 

604). Being trained as a dancer, I learned how to feel, connect, and to get in touch with 

my body. The body became the compass – from the Latin “to step with”– that helped me 
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navigate the world and orient towards objects and other living beings in spatial relations 

of proximity and distance (Ahmed, 2006). The body as a compass helps us negotiate 

others at the grocery store, fit into spaces, and become bigger or smaller depending on 

the situation. The body “knows where our mind may not be able to lead us” (Snowber, 

2007, p. 1452) and guides us to where we thought we couldn’t go.  

Choosing a path 

To honour consent and informed decisions, I have provided you – the reader – 

with a map of what you might find. Your body is a compass (Bergonzoni, 2021a) and, 

now that the signposts have been articulated, you can follow your own path.  

In each chapter you will find a dance score to reconnect you with your body. 

Throughout this dissertation, arts-based forms of embodied and poetic forms of inquiry, 

somatics, disability studies, and a phenomenological understanding of the body merge 

into each other as a way to discover and articulate my improvisational dance practice, 

and my approaches to pedagogy and academic writing.  

At its core and as a whole, this dissertation questions how to conceptualize, 

theorize, and write dance. I do not discuss how to write of dance or about dance, but 

how to conceive the practice of dancing as it occurs. In doing so, I question the 

connection between ‘theory’ and ‘practice’ since I am interested in discussing how the 

‘practices’ of choreographing, teaching and dancing become ‘theory’ rather than being 

supported by it. These questions support the theorizing of an inclusive dance pedagogy 

that holds the possibility to reconsider how we perceive dance aesthetics, as well as 

learning and teaching processes at large. The examples of inclusive dance pedagogies 

that I present are interconnected with language, particularly with the idea of a language 

that arises from the body, and all of the possibilities this language offers. This 

pedagogical approach, based on improvisation, requires us to let go of expectations and 

pre-conceived ideas. It occurs in the in-between, in the fissure that appears when 

educators are vulnerable (Snowber & Wiebe, 2009) and relinquish control.  

In reading this dissertation, I invite you to let go of expectation and to get lost on 

the path. Follow your body and your desires. Enjoy the dance you create by shifting from 

page to page, skipping and jumping through as you please.  
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The map 

 
Figure 2.3 The map 
[Image Description: The overall image is an illustrated Venn diagram around which is a large circle, then a horizontal oval over that, and 
finally a very large circle which surrounds the whole image. There is text throughout the image. This description will describe each 
component separately.  

In the very centre, two small circles overlap. Within the intersection of the two circles is the outline of a slender, non-gendered, standing 
body with text written inside its outline. On the torso text reads “BODY The totality of who we are. The origin of being a body is the body 
itself.” Curving from one wrist, up one arm, across the collarbones and down the other arm text reads: “places of knowledge to be 
uncovered, created & recreated”. Running the length of one leg text reads: “corporeitas”. Up the other leg text reads: “To have a body. To 
be a body.” On either side of this body outline and still within the intersection of the overlapped circles text reads: “dance” and “somatics”. 

Long, delicate and connected nerves extend from the feet of the body and beyond the outer edge of the entire diagram. 

Throughout the diagram, light outlines of dancing bodies, some standing, some seated in manual wheelchairs, all reach out to the sides 
and upwards. Two of the dancers’ hands extend beyond the boundary of the central overlapping circles. The circle on the left reads: 
“Dance as a way of inquiry”, and the circle on the right reads: “Dance as performative practice”. 

The large circle which surrounding the central overlapping circles contains the words “improvisation (emergent practices)” at the top, and 
“pedagogy (learning)” at the bottom. This circle is surrounded by a horizontal oval which contains the words “Audiencing (articulating)” on 
the left, and again on the right. 

The largest outer circle contains the words “dancing • reading • writing my own dance” at the top, and “the space in-between (becoming)” 
at the bottom.  

There is a band of light, semi-transparent grey, which gently waves its way across the horizon of the diagram, effectively underlining 
“audiencing” on both the left and right sides.]
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Chapter 3. Becoming whole 

Instruction for your dance #2 
 
Sense the floor 
tactile  
sensing 
 
yield  
 
no longer a floor 
a connector  
with Mother Earth. 
 
A world inside you 
 
feel lungs  
hugging heart 
curves in the spine 
water  
runs through your body. 
   
How do you reach for S 
      P 
        A 
          C 
            E 
    ? 
 
find space in life  
releasing 
easing 
into pain 
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3.1. The Abyss of my research 

On a recent trip to Snuneymuxw Territory, colonially known as Nanaimo, I visited 

The Abyss: a crack in the ground about 40 cm (16 inches) wide. It is often referred to as 

an earthquake fissure, but most likely it is a collapsed mine tunnel. The Abyss is a great 

metaphor for my scholarship: a suspension in space and time, and a rupture in the 

everyday. I teach, dance, and write to re-work patterns, and to discover new ways of 

being and becoming. My scholarship occurs at the crest of the in-between: in between 

bodies, in between states of being, in between the artist and the researcher. My 

scholarship is in the dancing-reading-writing body, which I discuss in Chapter 7, and it 

encompasses the wholeness of me. 
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Figure 3.1  Photo of the Abyss, taken by the author  
[Image Description: A forest setting, the ground is solid rock, thick and solid, covered sparsely in 
moss. A long crevasse, about a foot wide, divides the image and shows shadowy depths. To the 
right of the opening, just at the photos’ edge, a person’s sneaker is visible.] 

The Abyss is a geological formation that reveals the alternating soft layers of 

terrain: sandstone, mudstone, and conglomerate that were deposited millions of years 

ago and make up a porous material that is home to aquifer species. This dissertation is 

the combination of layers of history, dances, notes, breaths, teachers, knowledge, and 

life events. It is the result of my research, a “constant movement and transformation” 

(Hogan, 2007, p. 79). The combination of these layers is a reminder that “to walk on this 

earth is to walk on a living past, on the open pages of history and geology” (Hogan, 
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2007, p. 79). Each step is accumulative and deposits the potential for the excess of body 

data that is at the core of my practice and of this dissertation, which I describe in 

Chapter 4.  

Walking is an activity that not only increases creativity (Oppezzo & Schwartz, 

2014), but facilitates the flow of ideas through our bodies (Irwin, 2006; Lyle, 

Latremouuille & Jardine, 2021; Ramsden, 2017; Snowber, 2020; Triggs, Irwin & Leggo, 

2014). Walking influences the way we write and it is always relational. Walking is a way 

for attuning to the environment. 

As I explore in more depth in Chapter 5, when we walk, we are never alone, and 

through walking we can rediscover our relationships. We walk with/in the environment, 

we walk with concepts, writers, readings, we walk with our teachers and students, and 

we walk with ourselves. As dance studies professor SanSan Kwan writes: “by moving 

through a particular space, I engage in a dialogic relationship whereby I ingest that 

space as it enfolds me” (2013, p. 7). On a walking path, each discovery creates new 

memories that get stored in our cells through a process that I think of as 

‘re-membraning’: remembering in the membranes of our tissues, bones, and muscles. 

Walking allows for movement to flow and for unconsciously stored histories and 

memories to arise from our cells to the surface of our awareness. Information has 

accumulated in my body as sediments. In nature, layers of terrain become stone due to 

pressure. Similarly, the knowledge hosted in my porous body can only be found when 

weight crystalizes it. The sediments in my body are both the data and the findings of my 

research – a research that centers the body at its core.  

We constantly track the body data (Cancienne & Snowber, 2003; Snowber, 

2002) and process them in real time to generate more. Dancer, writer, poet, and 

educator Celeste Snowber describes body data, a term inspired by the work of InterPlay 

founders Cynthia Winton-Henry and Phil Porter, as “the information that occurs in the 

present moment, the immediate present-time, the ways we experience information 

through our bodies” (Snowber, 2002, p. 22). Our porous bodies are living proof of the 

documentation of the research: they are the data and the reflection of the data. Our 

bodies draw their own topographies, and, through movement, we become a living and 

lived curriculum. Through my body I learn about the environment, other subjects, and 

myself.  
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Ideas and thoughts require time to settle. They also require movement to morph 

the layers and allow for knowledge to manifest. This constant process of yield, rest, 

movement, and manifestation allows creativity to spring out of the abyss and express 

itself through the body. As somatic practitioner and researcher Emma Meehan writes, 

“through understanding the body not as an entirely separate entity but part of a system, I 

have come to appreciate the complexity of embodied autobiography in its constantly 

changing layers of personal experience and collective negotiation” (2013, p. 49).  

Listening to wisdom that arises from my body also means unraveling 

autobiographical memories which often make me vulnerable. Vulnerable comes from the 

Latin vulnerare, which means “to wound, to hurt, to tear” (Online etymology 

dictionary, n.d.). Being vulnerable breaks us apart (Snowber & Wiebe, 2009) and creates 

an abyss, a space that allows for the “pedagogy of the vulnerable, the pedagogy of the 

fragile” (Snowber & Wiebe, 2009). I feel as if I have always been standing on either one 

side or the other of this fissure— the crack created by the vulnerability of fully and truly 

being my body.  
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Figure 3.2  Collage by the author  
[Image Description: A dance studio with beige walls, wood floors, a row of windows and 3 soft 
bright lights on the ceiling. Carolina, in a light burgundy t-shirt and black pants, is in a tilted 
arabesque: standing on one foot, while the other leg is raised 50 degrees to the side. She is 
leaning far in the other direction, her left arm dangling and right arm up in the air. Text is layered 
digitally over the photo. Text reads: The Abyss The underworld splits in between. An opening 
depth of the Earth depth of the Sea ENORMOUS primordial chaos a bottomless pit great depth.] 

The Abyss becomes a symbol for the separation I have experienced between 

Carolina-the-dancer and Carolina-the-philosopher. Portuguese Professor Boaventura de 

Sousa Santos uses the term “abyssal thinking” to describe modern Western thinking, 

colonization, and social emancipation. His definition of “abyssal thinking” helps to clarify 

the split I have often felt. According to Santos, there is a split that makes impossible “the 

co-presence of the two sides of the line” (Santos, 2014, p. 118). The split is rooted in a 

system of “visible and invisible distinctions, the invisible ones being the foundation of the 

visible ones” (Santos, 2014, p. 118). Epistemologically, abyssal thinking indicates that 

modern science is conceived as “the monopoly of the universal distinction between true 

and false” and that this creates a split between “scientific and nonscientific forms of 

truth” (Santos, 2014, p. 119).  

For years, I have approached scholarship at the edge of the abyss without diving 

deep into this space of potentials. As illustrated by Santos, I believed that there needed 
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to be a split between the knowledge gained through my body, intuitions, and gut feelings 

and the knowledge gained through books. I now understand that not only can I be on 

either side of the fissure, I can—and should—be welcoming vulnerability as an 

opportunity to tear me apart and unearth new ruptures. I am bridging the two sides since 

my research lives in the in-between, in the porousness of my body, the sediments and 

the spaces between them. I am now in a relational practice, discovering “ecologies of 

knowledge” (Santos, 2014). 

I am not afraid of researching into the abyss and I let my body be the compass of 

the search. I research the abyss through my dance practice. During my research, I 

explored what it means to dance the abyss by asking my body where I situate myself. I 

used the process of Dancing-Reading-Writing that I describe in Chapter 7. I went to the 

dance studio, gave myself a score to dance to, and let my body come up with the 

answers. I began by dancing a series of words related to the concept of the abyss: 

crack, fissures, rupture, split, in-between, opening. After each dance, I wrote in my 

journal, collecting what I define as sensory field notes—a combination of words, images, 

movements, and memories of my sensorial experience of being in the dance. I have 

repeated this process multiple times. My body knew what I didn’t know yet.  
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Figure 3.3  Sample of journal entry 
[Image Description: A page from a notebook is filled with handwriting. Some parts are highlighted, 
others are circled with orange highlights. The words are illegible, except for the word FLY in the 
middle of the page.] 

Through researching into the abyss, I realized that my scholarship was trying to 

become smaller and smaller, shrinking away from the expanse and trying to adhere to 

only one side of the crack. Now, it desires to take up space, to expand into and beyond 

the fissure which is the abyss. Viscerally improvising dances into the abyss made me 

aware that there is no split between Carolina-the-dancer and Carolina-the-philosopher. 

Rather, there is a cross-lateral relationship in the body of Carolina. It is a chiasm, a big χ 

(the Greek letter ‘chi’), or as French philosopher Merleau-Ponty (1968) defines it, it is the 

intertwined relationship between the body and the world. I needed to dance to arrive at 

these discoveries because dance is more than “a site of philosophical inquiry, blurring 

distinction between corporeal and intellectual knowledge” (Bingham, 2015, p. 158); 

dance is philosophical inquiry. I have bridged the in-between of two worlds (Aoki, 1993; 

Aoki, 1991/2005), the philosopher and the dancer. The bridge between Carolina-the-

dancer and Carolina-the-philosopher is “a dwelling place” (Aoki, 1991/2005, p. 438), a 

“site of clearing in which earth, sky, mortals, and divine, in their longing to be together, 

belong together” (Aoki, 1996/2005, p. 316).  
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I have learned that I can look down into the abyss and feel an overwhelming 

sensation of being everywhere at any given time, yet I am reminded that the bottom 

might be closer than it appears. I need to trust that the space—the floor, gravity, the 

walls—will support me as I jump in and experience openness. The space supports the 

body and the dance; the dance is part of the space as much as the space is part of the 

dance. I must stay in the process and let my body guide my research. At the same time, 

the research keeps informing my dance improvisation practice.  

My quest is my journey, my body is my inquiry. Dance is the act of dancing rather 

than the final product. Dance is a state of being and, according to my practice, involves 

sensing the movement and feeling the life in it; it is a process in which the body 

becomes an opening. Dance is relational and has the power to remind the audience that 

they too are bodies and that they move; dance creates space for sensing, feeling, 

intuiting and thinking.  

Cultural theorist and philosopher Erin Manning describes the complex practice of 

“thinking-with” as what “happens in the between of writing, at the thresholds where the 

work takes on new direction, breathes into consistency, falters. Where the writing thinks 

beyond where it has been able to think before” (Manning, 2013, p. xxv). Manning also 

offers the useful concept of “prearticulation”, which is about “the virtual field of 

expressibility that precedes (or follows) expression as such. It is the feltness of language 

in the moving, before the saying, between the words” (2013, p. 158). For me, as I 

describe in Chapter 4, this emergent faltering, and the possibility of a felt language in the 

moving, is what happens when I write from my dancing body.  
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3.2. How is it that I came to dance?  

I dance to reach light 
push into float  
feel moved from within 
 
Dance makes, finds, designs 
space 
 
Dance speaks truths 
otherwise not spoke 

 
Figure 3.4. Drawing by the author 
[Image Description: A bright teal blue outline of a humanoid figure on a white background. There 
is handwritten text inside the figure that reads, from top to bottom: I dance to reach for light to 
push into the float and float into the push to feel moved from within. I dance to make space, to 
find space, to design space to speak truths that otherwise would not be spoke.] 

I grew up in Italy and have been dancing since I was 4. This means, as I write 

this, I have been dancing for 28 years. For at least 12 years, I have been asking myself: 

Why do I dance? How is it that I came to dance? I constantly try to find answers, but this 

question always leaves me with thoughts that are not fully formed; the question itself is 

an inquiry. Poetic inquiry helps me formulate the reasons why I dance into thought in 

direct and affective ways.  

The integration of poetic inquiry becomes a place of articulating my writing as an 

embodied experience. Writing becomes dancing and dancing becomes writing by 

accessing, and then articulating, what I feel in the wholeness of my body; what I 

experience in my bones, organs, muscles, and joints. In defining poetic inquiry, Sandra 

L. Faulkner writes:  

Poetic inquiry may be evaluated on the demonstration of artistic 
concentration, embodied experience, discovery/surprise, conditionality, 
narrative truth, and transformation. These poetic criteria blend artistic and 
scientific concerns to create guidelines for evaluating poetic inquiry. 
(2018, p. 224) 

Like the Venn diagram I use in Chapter 1 to illustrate the intersection of dance as a way 

of inquiry and dance as performance practice, Faulkner illustrates how poetic inquiry 
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lives at the intersection of poetry (as an art form) and the use of poetry “as/in/for 

research” (2018, p. 224), which then becomes poetic inquiry. It is important for me to 

acknowledge that I do not have the expertise of crafting poetry as an art form, rather I 

use this mode of writing and languaging to access bodily nuances that otherwise would 

not make it to the page. 

Faulkner continues by articulating that “a poem becomes embodied experience 

when audiences feel with, rather than about a poem; they experience emotions and 

feeling in situ” (Faulkner, 2018, p. 226). For me, writing that emerges from my body has 

the same power. Dance educator Alys Longley describes the use of poetic forms of 

writing in dance education as an invaluable tool to articulate the vibrancy and vitality of 

dance. Poetry allows us to move “beyond explanatory, descriptive accounts of research 

to develop writing that opens up room for considering sense, space, force, and world in 

the scale (from the glimpse of a moment to the frame of a generation) most suited to the 

work” (Longley, 2021, p. 238).  

Poetry allows me to write in a non-grammatical way, letting go of common 

syntax. Just like this dissertation, I can truly let go of a singular narrative, of a linear way 

of approaching writing and, therefore, explore unknown territories. Poetic inquiry scholar 

Monica Prendergast suggests that the power of poetic writing is to “synthesize 

experience in a direct and affective way” (2009, p. 545). Both Faulkner and Prendergast 

write about poetic inquiry and poetry as forms of research that put the emphasis and the 

value on the poem. In fact, “for the fullest appreciation of poetry in a research setting […] 

the best examples of inquiry poems are good poems in and of themselves (Prendergast, 

2009, p. 545). When I explore poetic ways of inquiry I connect with my words in new 

ways, I can access a “bodily aesthetic” and my “visceral imagination” (Snowber, 2007, p. 

1453).  

Let us pause for a moment to consider the etymology of poetic and poetry, as it 

is important to notice their common origin. Poetic comes from the Latin poeticus, 

meaning “pertaining to poetry” (Online etymology dictionary, n.d.) and poetry comes 

from poetrie, which means “poetry composition in verse; a poem; poetical work” (Online 

etymology dictionary, n.d.). This distinction is important when considering the words of 
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scholar Jana Silna7, who writes that poetic writing is a way of unlocking the secrets in the 

body (Milloy, 2007) and that by “inserting poetry into the text, we are able to pay 

attention to subtle, intimate stirrings that precipitate, initiate and mingle with emotions as 

well as recognition of knowing already” (Milloy, 2007, p. 79). Silna never refers to poetic 

inquiry as a methodology, but I think her use of poetry can be seen as a way of inquiry. 

In her Ph.D. dissertation, Silna compares analytic and poetic writing. Her 

description resonates with my experience as a philosophy graduate. Silna defines the 

writing of an analytic philosophical piece as an experience of closing: “closing doors, 

shutting windows, saying no to the body, hindering, containing. No spilling, not 

surrounding” (2007, p. 28). She continues by saying that what interests her is “a truth 

that is not analyzable and which exists as carnal knowledge in each lived moment” 

(Milloy, 2007, p. 28). Silna, similarly to Santos’s abyssal thinking (Santos, 2014), 

distinguishes how analytic and sensual truths cause a fragmentation between analytic 

and carnal knowledge (Milloy, 2007). Silna’s argument that analytic, philosophical 

writings cause a closing of the body supports the importance of reclaiming the excessive 

body that I describe in Chapter 4. 

At first, I always write with pen and paper. I play with different fonts and patterns, 

with circling and underlining. This way, I can locate words in different areas, making the 

visual pattern as important as the words themselves. I then look for repetition and words 

that stands out. This process not only informs my dance improvisation practice, as I 

demonstrate in Chapter 7, but also makes the writing vulnerable and more intimate. I 

speak the words aloud, feeling and moving with them. Writing truly becomes a 

kinesthetic experience in ways that can hardly be replicated when typing.   

Through poetic ways of inquiry, I realized that I did not choose dance, dance 

chose me. For years, I danced without knowing why I was dancing. Ballet, 

contemporary, and other Western forms of dance taught me how to follow instructions 

and rules, how to imitate and reproduce movements that were given to me by others. I 

danced without knowing why I was dancing, and I became an expert at imitating 

movements without needing to understand them. The focus had often been on the form 

 
7 Jana Silna has previously published as Jana Milloy. In this dissertation, I refer to her as Silna, 
but in keeping with the guidelines of the 7th edition of APA style, I cite her work as Milloy. 
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rather than the experience of moving or the sensations of movement. As Celeste 

Snowber writes:  

The emphasis in Western culture has been on the outer body as opposed 
to what I would call in more phenomenological terms, the lived body. The 
lived body is the felt body where one makes connections to emotion. It is 
also how we experience the flesh: the wind on the neck, fingers typing at 
the computer, the pain in the lower back, the joy of one’s torso swimming, 
the swells of lovemaking, and the tears in the belly. (2007, p. 1451) 

Dance affects my way of knowing, and makes a difference in the way I perceive, move, 

live, and dance. As dance ethnographer Deidre Sklar writes: “movement is a corporeal 

way of knowing” (1994, p. 11). Dancing is my way of being, dance makes me who I am 

and, as such, is crucial to understanding my personal experience and my research. 

When I dance, I am open to the unknown, to allowing the beauty of it to take over in a 

courageous act. When I dance, I experience a moving understanding of the self and the 

whole being. A “felt sense” refers to the possibility of knowing through the body in motion 

as a process that precedes “the language-formulation process” (Williamson, 2018, 

p. 78); it is the sensation of not having any words to describe an experience yet knowing 

exactly how it felt in our bones and organs.  

After High School, while still studying dance and working professionally as a 

dancer, I enrolled in a BA (and then an MA) in philosophy and discovered (and fell in 

love with) phenomenology. Philosophy, just like dance, taught me rigor and precision. 

Dance, just like philosophy, taught me to separate ‘the dancer’ and ‘the philosopher’ in 

me. I knew I could not define a separation between my life as a professional dancer, a 

dance teacher, and a scholar, but I felt that my body was always left outside, detached 

from my writing and my research. Arts-based ways of inquiry allow me to integrate all 

parts of myself without having to cut the body out of scholarship, as if the body were the 

excessive fat that we are conditioned to constantly try to trim off (Milloy, 2007). In 

Chapter 4, I dive deep into the importance of reclaiming the body, that which is so often 

defined as the ‘excessive body’ in scholarship.  

My work was once about dance, rather than from the dance and the body, and 

had nothing to do with my experience of being a dancer and a creator; it had never been 

from my body, my desires, and my stories. I am not rejecting the philosopher, nor the 

dancer, but rather trying to understand how to live a life that encompasses the many 
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identifications that I carry. I do not want to escape my values, my life, and my stories 

since they always arrive alongside me in my work. I cannot separate the knowledge of 

all these parts that create a sense of being whole. To dance my philosophy means to 

find a philosophy that applies to all aspects of my life; to dance my philosophy means to 

truly embody my pedagogy.  

3.3. Body as living archive  

Presencing 
language through body. 
 
I AM this body 
 
I learn through this body 
 hips 
 organs  
   dancing questions 
   finding questions. 
 

My body is a vessel for the passing of time, a living archive that constantly stores new 

body data. As performance and dance studies professor André Lepecki writes: “an 

archive does not store it acts” (2010, p. 38). An in-depth discussion of the idea of the 

body as an archive is beyond the scope of this dissertation. For more reference on the 

idea of the body as an archive see Bissel & Caruso Haviland, 2018; Lepecki, 2010; 

Nachbar, 2018; Spatz, 2015 to name a few. 

For each piece of history that I tie together, a new ball of stories comes out and 

wants to be untangled. Dance is a flourishing garden that keeps nurturing me; the 

embodied inquiry approach that I use in my research is a gardener that comes from 

within and that constantly feeds my body archive. 

As mentioned, we store memories within the tissues and fluids of our bodies. 

Within our cells we constantly undertake a process of ‘re-membraning’, remembering in 

the membranes and cells of the body. Somatic practitioner Linda Hartley suggests that 

“the body tissues are intelligent. They receive, perceive, and respond to the messages 
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given by the practitioner’s hands even before the conscious and is aware of them” 

(1995, p. xxxi). Hartley goes even further and proposes that what we call intuition is the 

knowing of the cells. She writes: 

This knowing of the cells may be a basis for what we call intuition: a 
perception, feeling, and recognition of and response, at a cellular level of 
awareness or intelligence, to that which is too subtle, fundamental, or 
immediate an experience for our conscious minds to grasp or register. 
(Hartley, 1995, pp. 10-11) 

What we learn from the dance and through the dance stays with us and guides us in 

future processes. After all, “the body can only reveal what it has learned, and new 

information always triggers what lives underneath, in the body archive” (Maqoma, 2012, 

p. 225). For me, this is the documentation of the process of dancing. In Chapter 7, I 

discuss how I collected so many pieces of evidence and findings that cannot be 

recorded on camera or translated into words while creating the dance piece that is part 

of this dissertation—or maybe that is this dissertation. In documenting the process of 

dancing, as opposed to documenting the dance, I collect memories in the body.  

How does my body respond to memories? 
 

My body is a living archive that stores new information by staying in the process of 

changing. My past self, my current self, and my future self are all related. French 

philosopher and poet Jean-Louis Chrétien notes that we only speak when we are called 

to and that “we learn and hear what there is to say only in speech itself” (2003, p. 1). He 

continues:  

Every voice, hearing without cease, bears many voices within itself 
because there is no first voice. We always speak to the world, we are 
always already in the act of speaking, always in the world still, so that the 
initiative to speak always comes calibrated with past speech, with a charge 
to speak, within it accepts and takes on without having given rise to it. 
(Chrétien, 2003, p. 1) 

This quote describes how I feel about dance. I am called to dance, I am already always 

dancing, and all of the dances I have danced are still in the world. There is no such thing 

as a first dance since every dance I have ever danced, every dance I will dance and 

even the dance I am dancing now—writing these words—carries pieces of me, of the 

past, the present, as well as hints of the future. Every dance my body has ever danced is 

a page of my autobiography. To retrace and dance my “embodied autobiography” 
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(Meehan, 2013, p. 49) I deeply rely on my somatic practices; I am noticing movement 

habits and how they affect and shape my dance in relation to my past, present, and 

future dances. In April of 2018, I wrote in my journal:  

Am I pushing my life writing enough? Am I listening to the teachings or am 
I pushing back to stay in a safe/comfort zone? I have started reflecting on 
my journey, but I am not ready to face the scars yet. I can see them on the 
surface, but I am not quite ready to dive deeply into them. I am okay with 
it. (Unpublished journal entry) 

I have worked through my scars, which are healed fissures, diving deep into them in the 

same way I now dive deep into the abyss. This diving is a way to reconcile with labels 

that were ascribed to me. Carl Leggo, a poet and one of the most influential scholars in 

the field of poetic inquiry writes: 

We are epistemologically and ontologically engaged in using stories as an 
integral way to sort who we are as people in relation to other people. […] 
We often write about family, always seeking to know who we are, to gain a 
clear sense of identity and positionality in the midst of memory, desire, 
heart, and imagination. (Leggo, 2009, p. 152) 

In Italian, my first language, ‘to wander’ and ‘to err’ are both translated to the same word: 

errare. The definition of errant also encompasses this multitude of meaning, yet English 

doesn’t have a verb for it. An errant person is someone who travels in search of 

adventures, someone who misbehaves or doesn’t follow the regular course.  

Erranza 
to err. 

Vagare, 
sbagliare. 

Making mistakes 
prove 
errori 

Errare è umano 
 

To err is human, as is to wander: they are part of being human since movement 

characterizes our lives. To wander means to roam aimlessly, it underlines the pleasure 

of travelling towards the known and the unknown. Even when we feel lost, we are still 

going somewhere, “being lost is a way of inhabiting space by registering what is not 

familiar: being lost can in its turn become a familiar feeling” (Ahmed, 2006, p. 7). When 
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we wander, we improvise; each step is a possibility to let go of what we thought we knew 

and an opportunity to start over again. If we consider that “the unfamiliar often appears 

through curiosity” (Fraleigh, 2018, p.18), the connection between wander and wonder 

becomes clear. 

The search for the unknown must always begin with what it is that we know 

(Spatz, 2015, p. 70). Our bodies are never still, we constantly wander and wonder. As 

we wander, each discovery creates new memories that get stored in our cells. The 

autobiography of the body is not linear, but rather a spiral process. We are travelers; our 

bodies are wanderers that draw on their own geographies through movement. Not only 

is the body a place of inquiry, but it is also a place within itself. The body is the creator 

and the center of its own compass. As a site, the body carries stories, people, places, 

joy, and trauma.  

The knowledge of the body is already in us: it is us. I witness what my body has 

learned and continues to learn, recognizing that this knowledge cannot be separated 

from my body and the world. Through movement explorations, I reflect on the teachers I 

carry in my body and how they affect my dancing, my teaching philosophy and my 

values. Snowber writes:  

The body is a sacred space where one lives out both the joys and sorrows 
of life. Movement comes from within the body and has the capacity to touch 
us emotionally at our roots, provoking the deepest emotions, from love to 
fear to joy to abandon. (2007, p. 1450) 

How can I reconcile the joy of dancing with the sorrows of reconnecting with certain 

teachers and teachings that I carry in my body and cannot escape? The mentality of 

perfectionism and associating a mistake with faults of my body, technique, and worth are 

all aspects of Western dance culture that still haunt me. These are emotional roots that 

often make dance a place of joy and sorrow at the same time. 

Dance taught me to get in touch with my body, and my body taught me who I am. 

Did I know these things before I started dancing? Dance is what allows thought to 

access itself. When I improvise, I witness the sensations, feelings, and movement of my 

body and I let the dance(s) bring me to a space that is both known and unknown. I learn 

through my moving body, through the sensation in my hips, the tension in my shoulders 



55 

and neck, the feelings in my stomach, and the dance of my organs—my inner 

landscape. We must attune to the wisdom of our sensing selves. 

By dancing, I allow the knowledge already stored in my body to arise to the 

surface, almost as if it was spilling out of me, touching my skin. Then, once it settles, this 

once unknown knowledge materializes onto the page, through the pen, where I can then 

process and verbalize it. When I improvise, I am paying attention to—and therefore 

perceiving—my body, my dance, and the space around me. Through dance, I reconnect 

to the amplification of my cells, my body, my dances, and the spirals of nature (see 

Halprin & Kaplan, 2018). As dancer Daria Halprin wrote: 

We need to cultivate a sensory awareness of the movements making us 
that will guide us in creating and becoming patterns of sensation and 
response that honor the sources of our living… It is not something our 
minds can claim for us; it is a strength and sensitivity our bodily selves 
receive when our thinking bends to attend to the movements we are making 
and how they are making us. (Halprin, 2014, p. 147) 

In this spiral of words and dance, I have noticed how the “dance changes the dancer, 

and the dancer changes the dance” (Halprin, 2014, p. 97).  

the Ground 
Releases. 

Architecture 
Viscosity 

Infuses my 
Trajectory. 

I am Yielding 
 

The truths of my body are the material things it carries, the many years of 

training, the influence of teachers that shaped me, and my whole corporeal history. 

Dance supports me in unveiling these histories as embodied truths and, through them, 

dance continues to help me understand myself. The truth(s) of the body is knowledge: a 

knowledge that is grounded in “corporeal roots” (Bowman, 2004, p. 30). Moreover, as 

dancer Martha Graham says: “movement never lies” (1991, p.4).  
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3.4. Finding home 

In this chapter, I have shared my story of finding home and becoming whole 

through autobiographical and poetic inquiry. I have theorized the body as a living archive 

and as the carrier of memories and knowledge. 

I began the chapter with a reflection on the split I experienced between Carolina-

the-dancer and Carolina-the-philosopher and shared how this split, which is similar to 

Santos’s “abyssal thinking”, generated a fracture between a visceral and an analytic way 

of writing. I have experienced this fracture while dancing my way in and out of 

institutions. This story became an opportunity to problematize the distinction between 

‘scientific’ and ‘non-scientific’ knowledge, as well as the labels of ‘theory’ and ‘practice’.  

I have briefly introduced the idea of the ‘excessive body’, which I discuss in 

Chapter 4, by challenging the idea that the sensual, intuitive, carnal knowledge is less 

than so-called scientific knowledge, and by reclaiming the wholeness of the body as part 

of scholarship. This understanding is rooted in the idea that my body is simultaneously 

the researcher and the subject of the research. Moreover, I have proposed that dance is 

research and life. When I attune to body data (Snowber, 2002), I open up to knowledge 

that cannot be fully articulated through linguistic knowledge, or analytic writing. 

Throughout this chapter, I have begun to describe my improvisational practice of 

dancing, reading, and writing; a practice that is at the core of this dissertation and of my 

pedagogy. This embodied practice is non-linear, it spirals as does my movement. As I 

have shown, the distinction between dancing and writing becomes blurry; dancing and 

writing morph into each other. When the writing comes from the body (Cixous, 1992; 

Pallant, 2014; Snowber, 2012a; Snowber, 2012b; Snowber, 2014b; Snowber, 2016; 

Snowber, 2018) it becomes a practice of transformation. This practice opens up a space 

for embodied and poetic ways of writing; this space is a crack into the abyss and an 

opportunity to explore the depths of the unknown. 
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Chapter 4. Articulating fingers, articulating words 

Instruction for your dance #4 
 
Spread into the floor 
disappear 
dance of thoughts. 
 
Move-away-move. 
 

I am fascinated by the way the movement of my fingers relates to my arms and 

scapulae. It makes me think of the word ‘articulating’. To articulate derives from the Latin 

aticulatus, which means “to separate into joints” (Online etymology dictionary, n.d.), to 

divide speech into distinct parts. Articulus is a part, a member, or a joint. The body is 

living history since each joint, muscle, bone, and organ is a part of the story it tells. 

“Movement only comes from movement” (Manning & Massumi, 2014, p. 41); therefore, 

we have to listen to the body in its wholeness and learn from the elbows, the fingers, the 

shoulders, and all the joints. By perceiving dance as life—as a way of being, a form of 

inquiry, and a process—I am in a constant process of learning to move while moving to 

learn. Movement is life and, as dancer and writer Anna Halprin reminds us, “movement 

is happening everywhere all the time. It is the motion of our cells, the pulse of our blood, 

the rhythm of our breath” (Halprin, 2000, p. 23). 
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Figure 4.1 Drawing of hand 
[Image Description A bright teal outlined skeletal hand, fingers pointed downward. Purple digital 
text is layered over top and reads: My dance articulates thoughts articulates words articulates 
fingers My dance sweet soft visceral juicy. Reading feet, chattering bones, tasteful words.] 

Perceiving dance as writing and writing as dance allows me to follow waves of 

movement that arise from my writing, and words that arise from my body. Standard 

definitions of writing and language are but basic examples of ‘languaging’ in all its 

multitudes. When the body is free to move and express in fullness, everyday language 

starts to float and push: each word passes through my body and takes on new, 

sensuous meanings. The language of the body is written in the body and arises from the 

body (Cixous, 1992; Pallant, 2014; Snowber, 2012a; Snowber, 2012b; Snowber, 2014b; 

Snowber, 2016; Snowber, 2018; Stewart, 1998). By exploring poetic ways of writing that 

move free from common grammar and syntax, I make space for the multitudes of 

languaging to arise from my body.  
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The language that arises from the body brings us to unexplored territories. 

Scholar and dancer Cheryl Pallant (2014) describes the “dance of language” as 

“breathful, fleshy and unpredictable as contact improvisation” (p.141). This language 

opens up new possibilities as it pushes through the ground to float into freedom, sweat, 

and breath. This language is an invitation to reclaim the vitality of our bodies. The body, 

the carrier of this language that dances, is also what conveys a sense of place, perhaps 

home, within us. We relocate, move, and migrate, all the while carrying lineages in our 

blood that are influenced by family, teachers, friends, and all of the people we have 

interacted with throughout our lives. We can follow these lines of influence as we 

remember that “lines are both created by being followed and are followed by being 

created” (Ahmed, 2006, p. 16). We are learning to move as we move to learn. 

In describing the use of text and words in the choreographic work of Crystal Pite, 

performance studies scholar Peter Dickinson brings forward the idea that words “when 

linked to choreographed dance, facilitate—or even govern—the conditions under which 

social empathy might take place” (Dickinson, 2014, p. 62). Although my focus is on the 

language of the body and on the experience of dancing as writing, I think Dickinson’s 

insight supports the claim that when language moves through the body and from the 

body there is a shift in its purpose: we begin to write and dance to touch others with 

letters, breath, and rhythm. As beautifully written by dance ethnographer Deidre Sklar: 

“words in the intimate space of sensual aliveness reverberate with somatic memory. One 

feels their meaning as rhythm, texture, shape, and vitality as well as symbol” (2007, p. 

44). When we write from the body and from the dance, our language begins to dance as 

well (Dickinson, 2014, p. 63). 

Rephrasing the work of feminist philosopher Hélène Cixous, I bring the dancer 

into the writing (1976). My aim is to find a language with which to articulate the non-

linear experience of the dancing body. This non-linear language reflects this dissertation 

as it dances, breathes, pulses, jumps, and spirals. When preparing to write, I always 

start from my body: tuning in, sensing, feeling, and allowing for breath to fill me. I then let 

a pen run free on paper, and I audience as curving lines become a list of generated 

words. My writing emerges and takes form and shape in real time; it is an improvised 

dance. I observe combinations of words as they create a unique melody. I pay attention 

to my body when I perceive these words, hearing their sound, tasting them in my mouth, 

feeling their colours. As Pallant puts it: “this visceral approach to writing requires a facile 
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tongue and flexible mind that is inclusive of the body” (2014, p. 141). My body becomes 

the orator and the speaker for my voice to come through.  

I uphold a desire to disorient my own practices (Ahmed, 2006) while maintaining 

a somatic attitude that focuses on how we experience the body. I employ a multisensory, 

somatic approach that brings the senses to the fore (Pink, 2015, p. 24) of the writing and 

the dancing. Sensory ethnographer Sarah Pink describes the hand as “an important 

focus on sensory ethnography research, particularly for understanding touch and tactile 

ways of knowing” (Pink, 2015, p. 168). My hands are the conductors of this dance; my 

fingers are articulating words. The entirety of my body is distilling, hearing, and tasting 

meanings as they arise. These meanings reveal the depth of our sensorial lives, rooted 

in our bodies.  

To write and to dance are improvised acts. I use dance improvisation as a way of 

inquiry and as a part of my teaching and artistic practice. Improvisation is a process of 

crafting myself, of sensing my body and of feeling alive in self-movement while trusting 

the choices and decision-making that occur in the moment. Improvisation embraces 

uncertainty and the unknown; while improvising I learn how to make creative choices in 

the moment and how to commit to my artistic desires. Professor in the drama therapy 

department, Nisha Sajnani writes: 

Improvisation involves the development of sophisticated skills and an 
intuitive responsiveness to the unexpected. When situated as research, 
improvisation functions as a kind of ‘disciplined empathy’, inviting 
researchers to engage in an iterative process of identifying emergent 
issues and to respond with a corresponding design that permits further 
exploration (Bresler, 2008). This interplay between intuition and structure 
is central to the process of improvisation and to art-based research. 
(2013, p. 81) 

In improvisation the dance unfolds itself, letting knowledge rise from within. The dancer: 

literally thinks with the body allowing the improvisational process to be a 
way of that which we know and do not know. The body knows where our 
mind may not be able to lead us […] There is always a place for the dancer 
to access a place of not knowing. (Snowber, 2007, p. 1452) 

Similarly, to write phenomenologically and from the body is an improvised act. I 

audience the writing, the thoughts, and the ideas forming through the process of writing 

itself. I develop ‘thought-in-dance’ (Manning & Massunmi, 2014) in a continuous process 
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of writing in the dancing and dancing in the writing. Neither the dance nor the writing is 

already made. French phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty describes speech not as what 

translates a “ready-made thought; rather, speech accomplishes thoughts” (Merleau-

Ponty, 2012, p. 182). For me, thoughts are formed in the dance and in the writing, they 

are a movement response to a need to express. The response is movement itself. Each 

movement calls for another movement because the response is always only partial. This 

process is tangible, it is a call and response dance in which each movement calls for 

another movement and each word calls for another word.  

My dance improvisation practice is more than “thinking-in-dance”8. I use my 

dance practice as an entrance point to thought; I access it through an arts-based 

research approach, grounded in the dancing body as a living form of inquiry. When I 

dance and improvise, I often use my writing as a score; I write from the dance and I keep 

repeating the process of writing in the dancing and dancing in the writing. My writing 

becomes part of my dance, my pen becomes an extension of my body; writing becomes 

a practice of transformation, a way to arrive at a different place in my body, in my inquiry, 

in my creative process. The writing is a dance of the fingers, of the pen and paper. 

Therefore, from this perspective, dancing and dance-making open up the potential for 

experiencing the dance while it occurs, and thus offer the possibility for 

phenomenological interrogation.  

I often feel pressure, almost frozen and unable to proceed with writing. My 

internal editor doesn’t let me write and my internal choreographer doesn’t let me dance. 

My strategy to avoid these blocks is to acknowledge the struggle and begin practicing 

with the goal of shutting down the editor, of letting my body be the only guide and the 

only writer. One of my favourite strategies to trick the internal editor/choreographer is to 

constantly say yes or no, but never maybe, to the movement and the words that arise. 

 
8 The term ‘thinking-in-dance’ is directly inspired by Erin Manning’s notions of “thinking-in-action” 
(Manning & Massumi, 2014) and “thinking in the moving” (Manning, 2013, p. 189). Manning 
herself gets inspiration from phenomenologist Maxine Sheets-Johnstone, who first introduced the 
concept of “thinking in movement” in 1981 (Sheets-Johnstone, 2009; Sheets-Johnstone, 2011). 
Sheets-Johnstone responded to Manning’s use of her term in an article in 2014. Ravn & Høffding 
(2021) also have discussed the history of how variations of the notion of “thinking in movement” 
have been used in the literature. 
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Slowly, through this practice, I find spaciousness and ease in my whole body; I sense 

the tension letting go and moving out of me.  

To get in touch with movement there is no need for a phenomenological 

distance. To sense our movement is not a conceptual or an intentional act. Movement 

knowledge is somatic, which means it occurs and is felt in the body. As dancer and 

philosopher Kimerer LaMothe puts it, movement knowledge is “an awareness that we 

are the movement we are making” (LaMothe. 2015, p. 212). As I dance, I feel alive, and I 

sense life in its power. Movement therefore is not an instrument and it is not mediated: 

movement is known by itself. 

4.1. Dance as writing and writing as dance 

Dance of cremaster,  
to suspend 
 
pen and paper, 
duetting together 
 
Lumbricales, 
beams of light 
 
graceful, slender, 
grailis 
 
Inner landscape 
changed by the dance 
 
Can you change too? 
 
Growing up, I was always able to sense energy changing in a room, to read body cues, 

and to feel the presence of others. I thought it was a superpower until I realized that, as 

a dancer, I trained my entire life to attune my awareness to spaces and the other bodies 

within them. This somatic knowledge I feel in my body can only be accessed through 

sensations. Attuning to sensations makes dancers more aware of the variations in their 

own bodies which, in consequence, can increase the receptivity of fluctuations, actions, 

and activities inside and outside of their bodies. To work, teach and write from a somatic 
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approach requires time, rest, and patience. It is a process of listening to the body and 

letting wisdom arise.  

As a researcher, I listen to my body and pay attention to the data. Sensations 

can bring back memories and, as such, generate words and thoughts. To listen to 

sensations means to be involved in a process of recreating meanings, worlds, words and 

of reimagining bodies. As humans, we expect to be recognized according to our 

identifications, but we are often—some people more than others— misrepresented or 

misrecognized. The categories that usually define our identity (e.g., race, ethnicity, 

gender, class, sexuality, and ability, to name a few) are not: 

a fixed profile of traits, but a fluctuating composition of differences, multiple 
intersections, and incommensurabilities that are historically, politically, 
culturally, and contextually constructed, and constantly transformed in 
continuous plays of history, culture, and power. (Nagar, 2014, p. 52) 

Dance has the potential to challenge, disrupt, and offer new visions of the body and its 

identifications. However, this must be accompanied by a shift in language. Social, 

political, and ideological structures are built into language; therefore, to challenge visions 

of the body and of dance we must also change the way we talk and write about bodies. 

Dance is not a metaphor for something else: dance is the practice and the research 

itself. To dance is to be sensual while sensing being. Dance lets itself be seen and felt 

from within and there is no way for us to directly experience our own dances from an 

external perspective.  

The challenge of writing a phenomenology of the dancing/moving body is that the 

body is continually producing data by constantly responding to a desire for movement 

and to its environment; therefore, the writing is constantly changing. Phenomenological 

writers such as David Abram (1997), Jana Silna (Milloy, 2005; Milloy, 2007) and Max 

van Manen (2014) have asked what it is that we do when we write. Abram points out 

how we cannot define language other than through language (Abram, 1997); Silna 

defines writing as a sensual experience that is a “re reading of self. It [writing] originates 

at the sensual site of mimetic re-cognition and reciprocity that mirrors the text and the 

reader/writer across the skin” (Milloy, 2005, p. 546). For me, it is impossible to fully 

‘translate’ the body or the dance into words. I have to dance the body and the dance for 

them to speak.  
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To investigate the possibility of “carnal writing” (Milloy, 2007) and of writing as a 

language that dances, it is important to first define what the terms language, 

interpretation and translation mean. Language has different meanings depending on the 

context, nonetheless, language has power, and it affects our relations. For instance, we 

refer to natural language, programming language, the language of mathematics and the 

language of the body. Theatre and performance scholar Ben Spatz argues that 

“language is just one aspect of the embodied technique that shapes and structures our 

lives from birth” (2015, p. 49). This claim strengthens my point on the importance of 

reshaping language to avoid being caught in an embodied language that is ableist and 

detached from the dancing body.   

I do not intend to reinforce a dualism between dance and language, as I strongly 

disagree with the opinion that words reduce dance. However, as a trained dancer and 

dance educator, I have noticed either a lack of vocabulary around bodies and dance, or 

an overly specialized “dance vocabulary”. I have often experienced dance students 

saying that they do not know how to verbalize their experience of dancing, but that their 

experience was present in their body. There is a need for a language of the body in 

movement, a language that is poetic, tactile, and sensual, since our day-to-day language 

is often not enough to express what we understand in our bodies. Finding a visceral, 

fleshy, carnal, corporeal language will make dance education more accessible since 

understanding language as “a bodily phenomenon” (Abram, 1997, p. 80) in and of itself 

allows for a more inclusive understanding of communication and learning. Our words 

come out of our bodies and our bodies become speakers that let words resonate, 

amplify, vibrate and sound through bones, muscles, and skin.  

4.1.1. Lingua franca 

Inspired by music therapists Nancy Gerber and Katherine Myers-Coffman, I use 

the term translation not only to indicate the translation “of one language into another, but 

more comprehensively, the transformation of one form of knowledge into another. The 

purpose of translation is the construction of new knowledge” (Gerber & Myers-Coffman, 

2018, p. 587). This new knowledge can only arise if we “undo the epistemic and 

ontological assumptions that place mind hierarchically superior to and separate from 

embodied experience” (Bowman, 2004, p. 33). Reading, writing, and dancing must be 

conceived as “patterns of bodily movement” (LaMothe, 2015, p. 65) and it is crucial to 
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stay attuned to our living bodily experiences, particularly of dance creation. All bodily 

practices are epistemic since they are structured by “what a body can do” (Spatz, 2015; 

Manning, 2013) while also being productive of knowledge. This epistemological shift is 

necessary if we are to embrace a visceral and kinaesthetic language. 

Deidre Sklar defines translation as our capacity to “restructure sensory 

information” (2005, p. 11) as a cross-modal organization that emerges from and forms 

our senses. As Sklar points out, it is challenging to translate the bodily experience of 

dance into a textual register. Sklar writes: “learning to move into synchrony with the 

‘activation contours’ of others’ embodied knowledge and the verbal choreographies with 

which these embodied structurings dance is the basis for translation at a bodily level” 

(2005, p. 12). Similarly, Gerber and Myers-Coffman write: 

[…] sensory and emotional forms of knowledge, nondiscursive in nature, 
generally are not expressible in words; therefore, the arts, a comparable 
nonverbal and nondiscursive symbolic language, facilitate the formative 
phase of translation. (2018, p. 592)  

On the contrary, I believe that even if dance is a nondiscursive (and often nonverbal) 

language, it can be translated and interpreted into a linguistic type of knowledge—either 

verbal or written—only if this language is sensorial, sensual, emotional, and relational. In 

my experience, to write on and in dance often feels like an impossible task since one 

must overcome the dilemma of attempting to capture in words what happens in the 

moment. In my research and throughout this dissertation, as I discuss in Chapter 7, I use 

a combination of different modalities, such as journal entries, photos, and video, as ways 

to capture sensorial experience of the act of dancing. I also use different modes of 

languaging, such as poetic and analytical ways of writing.  

How do I write and crystalize what happens in the moment? 
 

What if dance becomes a lingua franca—a term that defines a common or bridge 

language that is used for communication between people who speak different native 

languages—between a language from the body and a written linguistic language? This 

language that dances can teach and show us nuances that might otherwise remain 

unknown, while providing new tools and resources for the linguistic language. 
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4.1.2. Somatic conductor 

In the process of moving my thought-in-dance into a visceral written language 

that resonates with my physicality, I become a somatic conductor. Conductor, from Latin 

conductus, can be defined as a carrier or a person who unites. In the process of writing 

from the body, the act of writing becomes a tool to bridge the non-linguistic language of 

my dancing body and a written language whose words arise from movement; this way 

the language becomes a physical extension (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2012; Snowber, 

2014b) of my body. Movement is not considered as something other-than language or 

more-than language, but rather as an extension of it. Sklar writes: 

To translate somatic knowledge into words demands a revised relationship 
with language. If one can apprehend events in a "somatic mode of 
attention," attending to the kinetic vitality of actions, then one can also 
recover them, becoming a researcher at the site of one's own bodily 
memory. (1999, p. 28) 

This perspective, I believe, overcomes the split between the idea of “dance-as-writing” 

and the concept of “dance as beyond the grasp of all language, especially written 

language” (Franko, 2011, p. 322). Rather, language is in the dancing (cf. Manning, 2013, 

p. 178) since dancing activates a different modality of thought, one that “cannot be 

directly articulated in language” (Manning 2013, p. 189). Neither the dance nor the body 

are text, but rather both are the vehicles through which the language of the body—this 

writing—can emerge.  

The body is a garden for language to nourish, a garden that keeps growing. By 

reclaiming movement as our mother tongue and creativity as “our birthright, and the first 

verb one makes as a human being is the movement within the womb” (Snowber, 2014a, 

p. 253), I am challenging the idea that there is a scientific knowledge of the mind (the 

theory) that is separated and hierarchically superior to a non-scientific knowledge of the 

body (the practice), which I describe in Chapter 3. 

It is true, as Abram suggests, that we need language to define language, but if 

we consider language as “a bodily phenomenon” (Abram, 1997, p. 80) our 

understanding of communication and language becomes broader. This definition opens 

up the opportunity to find a carnal, visceral language. There is always a kind of absence 

when we use language, as we know it, to express the dancing body, and this absence is 
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also full of potential. This absence overflows with the generative presence of a poetic 

language that plays with pause, rhythm, space, and texture.  

I am pushing Merleau-Ponty’s idea that “speech accomplishes thoughts” (2012, 

p. 182) and propose that language and movement both accomplish thoughts. I am 

wrestling with the irresistible (Chrétien, 2003) task of describing the space in-between 

dancing and writing. I am struggling with translating a non-textual language, the 

language of the body, into a textual language. The use of poetic inquiry helps me to 

open up intersectional spaces for my whole being to be present within. As 

phenomenologist writer Jana Silna writes: “inserting poetry into text, we are able to pay 

attention to subtle, intimate stirrings that precipitate, initiate and mingle with emotions as 

well as recognition of known already” (Milloy, 2007, p. 79). The integration of poetic 

language into phenomenological and academic writing becomes a place for articulating 

my dance/words; poetic inquiry pays “attention to breath, line, form, and emotion— all 

things that speak to the body” (Faulkner, 2020, p. 20). This carnal, kinesthetic language 

allows for writing to become dancing and for dancing to become writing. Both writing and 

dancing become embodied experience when the reader feels with, rather than feeling 

about them (Faulkner, 2018, p. 226). 

4.2. Audiencing 

      My body knows 
 
if I wait  

long enough 
 

I can learn what’s needed. 
 

Reflecting on my dance training, I realized that for years I trained to be witnessed and 

judged by others. This approach made “the dance”—the act of performing for other—

much more precious than the dances that occurred in the studio, or the dancing that 

happened for the pure pleasure of moving and shaking my body. The notion of 

audiencing that I offer in this chapter considers the perspective of the dancer. I use the 

term ‘audience’ as an active verb, one that encompasses the bodily motions and 
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corporeal perceptions comprised in an active and interactive ‘audiencing’ of my own 

dance and writing.  

The term ‘audiencing’ was originally used in media studies; for example, John 

Fiske used the term ‘audiencing’ in cultural studies in 1992. However, over the past 10 

years it has become common in audience research (cf. Ginters, 2010). Audience 

research uses the term ‘audiencing’ to highlight the active role of spectators. The online 

etymology dictionary defines audience as: 

the act or state of hearing, action or condition of listening, from Old 
French audience, from Latin audentia "a hearing, listening," 
from audientum (nominative audiens), present participle of audire "to 
hear," from PIE compound *au-dh- "to perceive physically, grasp," from 
root *au- "to perceive. (Online etymology dictionary, n.d.) 

This definition supports the idea of using the word audience as an active verb, rather 

than just as a noun. Dance researcher Karen Wood claims that “audiencing is not 

context-specific but is something that happens in spectating situations” (Wood, 2015, p. 

32). I am conceptualizing audiencing as more than “something that happens”: for me, 

audiencing carries the active connotations of leaning into the performance (whatever this 

is – a dance show or an eagle flying over a mountain) and perceiving what’s going on 

through our skin and senses. Afterall, “everything we do is being in touch and coming in 

touch” (Selver & Brooks, 2007, p. 23).  

The idea of perceiving physically, as if grasping things, appears to be directed 

outwards, taking little account of the inner senses that afford perceptual access to the 

body as inherently motile. Dance artist and somatic educator Gill Clarke describes the 

importance of bridging the inward attention out into space. She writes: “both through our 

seeing, but also through sensing the volume of our body. Making our body permeable, 

‘see-able’. Deborah Hay has a wonderful phrase: to invite being seen” (Clarke, 2011, p. 

203). My definition of audiencing incorporates the expertise of a trained dancer; the 

unique perspective of both doing the act of audiencing and doing the act of dancing what 

has been audience. The process of audiencing requires a leaning into the experience of 

witnessing.  
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In Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty defines perception as the 

reciprocity between the body and its surroundings (2012). Moving and perceiving are 

two sides of the same coin or, as phenomenologist Don Beith writes: 

motility is not mere mechanism but is sensitive to the world, and perception 
is not merely receptive or disincarnated but always involves moving in the 
world. (2017, 132) 

Moving in the world implies the habitual pathways and patterns we enact in our daily 

lives and it is not necessarily intentional. Dancing, on the other hand, is an intentional 

act. Dancing occurs when we shift our attention towards the body so that the everyday 

body becomes a dancing body. Following this insight, I define audiencing as perceiving 

bodily. The idea of perceiving bodily considers the somaticity, here defined as the state 

of being and having a body, of the act of audiencing. When I audience my own dance, I 

bring dance into life through shifts in attention; simultaneously, I am dancing and I am 

audiencing by doing “the work of the spectator” (Reason & Lindelof, 2016).  

Professors Matthew Reason and Anja Mølle Lindelof describe audiencing as acts 

of “attention, of affect, of meaning-making, of memory, of community” (Reason & 

Lindelof, 2016, p. 17). They recognize “that spectators bring performances into being 

through the nature of their variously active, distractive or contested attention” (Reason & 

Lindelof, 2016, p. 17). The idea of an active spectatorship is also presented by Jacques 

Rancière in The Emancipated Spectator (2008/2009), where the philosopher points out 

how “being a spectator is not some passive condition that we should transform into 

activity. It is our normal situation” (p. 17). The work of the audience can be physically 

noticed through changes in the body such as sweating, muscular tension, pupil dilation, 

and changes in heart rhythms (De Marinis, 1987). 

A crucial aspect in the debate around audiencing is the understanding of the 

audience as a singular or collective body9, which relates to the assumption (or lack 

thereof) of a universal, ideal, body. Dance and performance scholars have discussed the 

notion of kinesthetic empathy10, a term that received a lot of attention starting in the 

 
9 For an in-depth literary review on this topic see Walmsley, 2019. 
10 The recent book Kinaesthesia and visual self-reflection in contemporary dance (Ehrenberg, 
2021) offers an in-depth perspective on the debate on audience responses, kinesthesia, and 
mirror neurons.  
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1930s with the writing of dance critic John Martin. Martin defines “kinesthetic sympathy” 

or “inner mimicry” as “the expectation of response to movement” (1939/1965, p. 55). 

Kinesthesia refers to the capacity to sense the position of the body and has been 

considered “integral to perception, seen as not purely visual but active and multisensory” 

(Reason & Reynolds, 2010, p. 53). The notion of kinesthetic empathy has been critiqued 

by many, including choreographer and scholar Susan Leigh Foster who points out how 

this notion assumes a universal body and doesn’t take into account the specific 

experience of each body (2011, pp. 158-59). Foster writes: "kinesthesia as intertwined 

with the emotions presumes that all humans share this same connection and that they 

are all equally moved by the same depictions of human predicament or struggle" (2008, 

p. 52). As scholar and dancer Alana Gerecke points out:  

Incorporating attention to the particular with its various histories and cultural 
contexts, Foster pursues a model of an admittedly partial and incomplete, 
but nonetheless significant, sense of shared experience that can emerge 
in instances of watching dance. (2016, p. 59) 

In other words, for Foster, the concept of kinesthesia assumes that the audience is a 

collective body. For Rancière there is no such thing as a collective body since the power 

of the spectator:  

does not stem from the fact that they are members of a collective body […] 
It is the power each of them has to translate what she perceives in her own 
way, to link it to the unique intellectual adventure that makes her similar to 
all the rest is as much as this adventure is not like any other. (2008/2009, 
pp. 16-17) 

He further defines such adventures as emancipations: “the blurring of the boundary 

between those who act and those who look; between individuals and members of a 

collective body” (Rancière, 2009, p. 19). He continues by arguing that theatre, conceived 

as a community of spectators, has the capacity of making “everyone equal to everyone 

else” (Rancière, 2009, p. 17). On the other hand, media and cultural studies scholar 

Martin Barker highlights how “there is no such thing as ‘the audience’, rather, there are a 

great variety of ‘audiences’ that nonetheless display patterns and processes which bind 

them into researchable communities of response” (2006, p. 124). According to Barker, 

audiences can never be neutral or equal since “audiences bring their social and personal 

histories with them. And these histories continue after the “event” as the audiencing 

encounter is given a place” (2006, p. 124). The term audiencing, as I define it, underlines 
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how each audience member is individually engaged in perceiving bodily, therefore 

moving away from the idea that the audience is a singular, yet communal, body.  

Each audience member brings a unique perspective, based on their previous 

experiences, knowledge, and socio-cultural biases. Moreover, we must also take into 

account the expertise of each audience member and the relationship between them and 

the performer. For instance, in writing about mountain biking, media studies scholar Kath 

Bicknell (2010) uses a phenomenological approach to question what the role of the 

audience is when they are also an expert of the discipline they are audiencing. Similarly, 

dance scholar Sarah Whatley, who identifies five strategies audience members use 

when watching integrated dance, argues that the “immersion strategy” depends upon 

“the viewer acknowledging and experiencing process rather than a predetermined 

outcome or expectation” (2007, p. 21). When using this strategy, the viewer focuses on 

the ‘how’ and not the ‘what’ of movement, therefore “the immersion strategy may only be 

experienced by those who have an embodied understanding of dance and, if improvised, 

the improvisation process” (Whatley, 2007, p. 21). As I show in the next sections, when I 

audience my own dance I am constantly moving in and out of the immersion strategy 

since I have the insider understanding of the improvisation process.  

Throughout my dance training, I believed that the presence of the audience is 

what made the difference between the training and the dance. The idea that the 

audience is necessary for the performance to happen is supported by Reason and 

Lindelof (2016), who argue that there is no performance without an active and focused 

spectator. Similarly, professor of drama and theatre education Monica Prendergast 

writes: “our presence is a key element of the event and definitely can and does make a 

significant difference both for ourselves and for the performers” and that “presence is 

one of the most important qualities of audience in live performance” (Prendergast, 2004, 

p. 36). For Prendergast, witnessing is an integral part of live performance as it implies an 

act of presence, a “memory making” (2008, p. 95). I no longer believe that the physical 

presence of a spectator is a prerequisite for dance. The concept of audiencing my own 

dance is in fact an act of generosity towards my practice, my body, and my dance. 



72 

4.3. The excess in audiencing my own dance 

Audiencing my own dance is a very hard task since it is a constantly changing 

process: it is an improvised dance within the improvised dance. One of the biggest 

challenges I have found is to audience my whole body while I dance. In Phenomenology 

of Perception, Merleau-Ponty describes the various parts of the body, the “visual, tactile, 

and motor aspects” as “not simply coordinated”, but rather these parts are the “body 

itself” (1945/2012, p. 150). He writes:  

I do not translate the ‘givens of touch’ into ‘the language of vision’, nor vice 
versa; I do not assemblage parts of my body one by one. Rather, this 
translation and this assemblage are completed once and for all in me: they 
are my body itself. (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2012, pp. 150-151) 

How can I be with my body and beside my body, while also maintaining a relationship 

with the space I am dancing within?   

For theatre scholar P.A. Skantze, “at the heart of the practice of being a 

spectator” is a “methodology of care” (2017, p. 176). I propose that we can be the 

audience, physically present and invested in a methodology of care, of our own dances. 

I suggest that to activate the full range of knowledge and to truly challenge the structure 

of education we must promote inclusive pedagogies that are rooted in an ethic of care, 

access intimacy (Mingus, 2011), and pedagogical intimacy (Smith, 2012). The ethic of 

care that I refer to can be described as a space in which each individual cares for 

themselves and others, opening up “joyful spaces” (Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2019, p. 

315); pedagogically this means respecting the students, supporting their efforts, and 

encouraging them to take risks. Access intimacy is a term coined by disability justice 

advocate Mia Mingus (2011) and refers to “the capacity to anticipate another’s tacit 

access needs, fostered through sustained/sustainable, just and intimate relationships” 

(Ellis et al., 2019, p. xix) and “the way your body relaxes and opens up with someone 

when all your access needs are being met” (Mingus, 2011). The notion of pedagogy of 

intimacy “reaches out and makes the world tangible”; this pedagogy highlights the 

importance of touch, and it is “grounded in the gesture of living with” (Smith, 2012, p. 

66).  

I discuss in more depth the definition of care in Chapter 6, through the example 

of All Bodies Dance Project’s Translations, a show in which a practice of care became 



73 

part of the live performance and of the audience’s engagement. As audiences of our 

own dances, we are still witnessing and making memories (Prendergast, 2008). 

As a dance improviser, I have often tried the impossible task of practicing having 

an audience. Does the presence of an audience change and shift the experience of 

dancing or can we become our own audience and practice how to audience our own 

dance? I dance the question: How do I follow the lines that my body creates without 

judging them? How do I “orient towards” (Ahmed, 2006) my dancing body during the 

dance? Feminist scholar Sara Ahmed writes: 

The lines that direct us, as lines of thoughts as well as lines of motion, are 
in this way performative: they depend on the repetition of norms and 
conventions, of routes and paths taken, but they are also created as an 
effect of this repetition. (2006, p. 16) 

The quest to change these patterns and the attempt to modify the constantly changing 

directions of my body—both physically and metaphorically—has become a process of 

unfolding and discovering the gradations of audiencing my somaticity by “dancing the 

data” (Cancienne & Snowber, 2003) that arise in my dancing body. In audiencing my 

dance, I reconnect and cultivate intimacy with my practice, my creative power, and 

myself. This intimate relation to self emerges in the dance: I move from feeling and 

sensing the body, rather than to satisfy a certain visual aesthetic (Dickinson, 2018, p. 

200).  

In writing about the experience of audiencing my own dance, I do not intend to 

differentiate between the body as a subject (Leib) and the body as an object (Körper), 

but rather to consider the experience of our somaticity, defined as both being and having 

a body, which is part of being human. In describing the ways in which we perceive our 

bodies, Merleau-Ponty talks about “a mode of unity” that is unique to “one’s own body” 

(1945/2012, p. 151). Even within his best intention to account for the idea of both having 

and being a body, his definition of the body remains outward and does not take into 

account what I define as somaticity. My body—as the wholeness of its somaticity—is not 

simply a unity of parts; my body is the sweat, the droplets of saliva, the hair, the heat left 

in the space after I dance. My body is the sensations of pain, pleasure, juiciness, flow, 

and staccato that I experience while I dance. My body is the changes in breathing 

patterns, in my thought process, in the ability to feel and sense the space and the others 

within.  
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Somaticity considers what is often dismissed as an ‘excess’. The body has often 

been conceived as the excess, the “too much”, the more-than of scholarship. Excessus, 

from Latin, means a departure, a going beyond, a surpass of the limits 

(Hoad, 1996/2003). I suggest that somaticity has been left out from the 

phenomenological and pedagogical discourse because of both the lack and excess of 

evidence of body data. Body data is excessive in a radical phenomenological sense: it 

occurs, manifests in experience, and “can be meaningfully examined 

phenomenologically” (Gschwandtner, 2018, p. 4). To include the excessive body, which 

is the body, allows us to track the evidence left over, rather than dismissing it. The 

excessive body is the wholeness of who I am and encompasses all parts of me. 

Philosopher Steven Delay, in analyzing the work of radical phenomenologist 

Jean-Luc Marion, argues that Marion theorizes the “non-knowing” as both what “we 

know that we do not know adequately, because we experience the fundamental 

limitations of our finite powers to know when nothing is given” and as “the situation in 

which our abilities of comprehension are overwhelmed by that which appears” (Dealy, 

2019, p. 81). In both cases, we are still in possession of a form of knowledge, but we 

don’t know it as an object. This excess of knowledge, defined by Marion as “saturated 

phenomena” (2002; 2008; see also Mackinlay, 2009; Delay, 2019), is what I experience 

when I audience my dance. For Marion, “saturated phenomena” are an excess that allow 

for “nonobjectifiable, even nonbeing phenomena” (2008, p. 121) to appear. He identifies 

them as follows: 

The event (which exceeds all quantity), the work of art (which exceeds all 
quality), the flesh (which exceeds all relation), and the face of the other 
(which exceeds all modality). Each of these excesses identifies a type of 
saturated phenomenon, which functions exactly like a paradox. (Marion, 
2008, p. 121) 

As philosophy professor Shane Mackinlay writes, “a saturated phenomenon is one that 

cannot be wholly contained within concepts that can be grasped by our understanding 

[…] there is always an excess left over” (2009, p. 1). Like flowing water, body data are 

fleeting. The moment they arise, they are either gone or becoming the focus of our 

attention. As French phenomenologist Jean-Louis Chrétien (2003) writes, “nothing 

speaks without some sort of fluidity” (p. 10). Once the dance is over there is always an 

excess of evidence of the dance: the energy, the sweat, the breath, the hair on the floor, 

at times the blood that gets left behind. Simultaneously, there is a lack of evidence: the 
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findings of my research—a research that centres the body at its core—are not tangible 

nor visible; the findings are the excess of data left in the body. This excess only 

becomes tangible and visible when it is danced, sounded, written, or spoken11. To 

account for those excesses to be part of my scholarship, and not as something to 

dismiss, the body must be redefined as the carrier of an excess of data and research.  

Are words what make the experience of the excess of dance 
tangible? 

 

When I improvise and dance my research, I am not trying to keep track of the data 

during the dance; instead, I audience my dance in the moment. At the end, I witness the 

traces, lines, and inscriptions that are left in my body (the excess of evidence) and I give 

myself time to process and digest this information (the lack of evidence). The path that 

these lines and memories create can be seen as “a trace of past journeys,” (Ahmed, 

2006, p. 16) or a trace of past dances.  

When I dance, I think and move through my body; the excess of information 

accumulates within my body and the process to encounter, digest, meet, and unpack 

this information takes time. As Clarke points out: 

it needs time for new information to first arrive in the body as sensation or 
awareness, and then to be applied and tested in practice, and then to allow 
another layer of information to come in, in relationship to this […] Once the 
information has been embodied, then one can access it more quickly, more 
readily. But if it is only ever met superficially, then it is only going to be an 
idea in the head, not experiential knowledge thought through the body. 
(2011, p. 202) 

When we truly include the body as part of scholarship, and of inclusive 

pedagogies, the excessive phenomena (Chrétien, 2003; Henry, 1975; Henry, 

1996/2003; Marion, 2002; Marion, 2008) that is the body and the dance, manifest 

themselves. What feels intangible and invisible comes to the surface and becomes 

tangible, without the need to be reified. 

 
11 A/r/tography scholars Stephanie Springgay, Rita L. Irwin, and Sylvia Wilson Kind (2005) 
conceptualize the notion of the excess in relationship to reverberations. Since a/r/tography is not 
a methodology used in this dissertation, a detailed discussion of the term in this field of study is 
beyond the scope of my research. For a more in-depth analysis, see Springgay, 2003; Springgay, 
2004; Springgay et al., 2005; Springgay, 2009. 
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4.4. Variations of audiencing in dance 

The process of unpacking these layers, and the language that arises in the 

studio, is strongly supported by my somatic training and practice. In the practice of 

audiencing my own dance, the quality of attention to my somaticity—the sensations and 

feelings in my body—changes: I become more aware of the different ways I am 

audiencing my dance. Moreover, somatic dance practices offer the possibility to 

repattern the body in time and space. Time changes: it is no longer “the time of daily, 

normal life that follows it course” it becomes an “expectational time” (Chrétien, 2003, p. 

12) that can be compressed or expanded in the dance. The space also transforms, 

almost becoming thicker, supporting the weight of my body and moulding to respond to 

my dancing. 

The definition of audiencing that I offer takes into account the perspective of the 

dancer. In dialogue, I identify ‘gradations of audiencing’, a term inspired by performance 

studies professor Enrico Pitozzi “gradations of presence” (2012) and by Sarah Whatley’s 

five viewing strategies (2007). Although Whatley theorizes five viewing strategies based 

on the “presumption of difference”, whether conscious or not, that audience members 

have when witnessing disabled dancers on stage, these strategies have informed my 

understanding of audiencing my own dance.  

These gradations of audiencing show that there isn’t a binary between 

audiencing and not-audiencing my dancing body, but rather a spectrum of 

possibilities. So far, I have discovered three variations of audiencing myself and, within 

each of them, different gradations of somatic consciousness. In the studio, the process 

of improvising with the intent of investigating how I audience my own dance allows me to 

move through these variations of audiencing without a specific order. For clarity, I will 

consider the three variations as separate modes of somatic awareness; however, I 

constantly weave in and out of them. Audiencing always begins by attuning to my body 

and then I move to audiencing my own dance as shapeless, moulded, and spacious. 
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Shapeless. In experiencing this 

variation of audiencing, I audience the 

feelings and sensations of my dancing 

body. I always begin by audiencing my 

organs and the contents of my body. 

However, I don’t perceive my face, my 

arms, my legs in their materiality. I cannot 

trace the boundaries of my body: it is a 

liquid, shapeless, malleable body. The 

gradations of this variation are as follow: 

attuning to the body, noticing an 

abundance of possibilities, and shaping 

the space with my movement. 

The shapeless variation of 

audiencing relates to Whatley’s 

“immersion strategy” of viewing. According to Whatley, when viewing dance in an 

immersed way, the audience attends to “the dancers’ ongoing experience” (2007, p. 20). 

Audiencing my own dance with a shapeless body feels like a never-ending spiral; I am 

engaged with what is happening while it occurs and I am not focusing on the way it 

looks, but rather on the way it feels.  

One of my favorite dance scores to access this variation of audiencing is to 

imagine having a ball inside my body. I follow the ball moving through my bones, joints, 

and muscles; I let the ball roll freely. My body moves in response to the sensations of 

this invisible ball. Sometimes I improvise with the idea of two balls moving at different 

speeds, or in different body parts. Through this process, I am able to track the 

movement sequencing, which I envision as a continuous line. I am tracking how 

movement travels inside my body and through my body: this becomes the focus of my 

dance.  

When dealing with injuries this variation of audiencing feels like a chore, a task of 

monitoring the movement and avoiding stressing other body parts, rather than an 

opportunity to audience the dance. I find it easier to experience this variation of 

[Image Description: A black and white line 
drawing on a page, with a circled 1 in the top 
left corner. The drawing consists of several 
squiggly lines emanating from a central line. 
Some of the squiggles are detached from the 
centre, some cross one another, but all of 
them express movement.]  

Figure 4.2 Drawing by the author 
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audiencing when I move slowly, when I keep my eyes closed and when I am in contact 

with the floor.  

When I yield into the floor, resting in awareness and practicing what Donna 

Redlick (one of my mentors and dance teachers) calls “a date with gravity”, I am at my 

best capacity to audience my dance from within. My dance is in relationship with gravity, 

rather than an attempt to overcome it. The space is there to hold my body. Even when I 

suspend my movement in space, such as when I balance on one leg while my upper 

body leans over to one side, I am still moving in relationship with gravity and not against 

it. When I am on a high (standing) or mid (all fours) level, the sense of gravity and the 

feedback of the floor is what helps me the most.  

Moulded. In this variation, I 

am still focusing on the sensations 

of my body, but I begin to audience 

the materiality of the body. I note 

the structure of my skeleton, my 

organs, my muscles, and my skin 

and I keep it in the foreground. I 

am aware of where my body is in 

space, I perceive the limits and 

boundaries of my skeleton, but I 

can feel the somaticity of my 

dancing body in its full potential: 

the dance goes beyond my 

physical body.  

When I move this ‘audiencing gaze’ outside of my body, but still at the edges of 

it, I feel as if I am in two places at once. This way of audiencing allows for being the 

dancer and the audience back and forth, in and out, almost overlapping. In my 

audiencing, I follow the shapes and the lines that my body makes. For instance, I can 

feel my ribcage changing shape when I twist to the side and my arms drawing lines in 

space when dancing from my sides to the space above my head. 

[Image Description: A black and white line drawing on 
a page with a circled 2 at the bottom, and ink from the 
other side of the page bleeding through. A stick figure 
is in motion, their arms and legs up to their sides.] 

Figure 4.3 Drawing by the author 
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The gradations of this variations include noticing changes in my body and how 

these shift my movement. In audiencing my moulded body, I am in the liminal, chiasmic 

zone where I am in-between impressions and expressions. I constantly have to stay 

present in the process, grounding myself and attending to the modifications in shape and 

alignment. I have to keep adapting, becoming soft and permeable, so that I can 

experience gravity and let the space support me.  

A molded way of audiencing my dance is similar to what Whatley defines an 

“active witnessing”, in which the viewer allows for “new ways of seeing and new ways of 

interpreting the body in dance, thereby enabling a radical shift in aesthetic and a less 

judgemental view of their own and others’ bodies” (2007, p. 20). In fact, in this variation I 

often catch myself asking questions and noticing thoughts as they arise. I often wonder 

how I can be doing research if all that keeps coming up is a list of questions. However, I 

either dance these questions and thoughts or redirect my attention to audiencing my 

own dance. I seem to be able to see/feel the wholeness of my body, whereas when I 

audience my shapeless dance, my attention seems to be narrower.  

The tool that I found most successful to audience my moulded dance with is to 

look at the positions and shapes of my body in space. For instance, knowing where my 

feet will land or watching my hands carving the space allows me to audience my dance. 

This idea of visually seeing what I already perceived somatically resonates with Merleau-

Ponty words: “we do not recognize through vision what we have nevertheless often 

seen, and conversely we recognize immediately the visual representation of what is 

invisible in one’s own body” 

(1945/2012, pp. 150-151). 

Spacious. This 

variation occurs from a 

distance, and it is the most 

spacious of the three. It 

almost feels as if I was 

audiencing my body as an 

outside witness. The focus is 

on the composition of the 

dance in relation to the room 

[Image Description: A black and white line drawing on a 
page with a circled 3 on the right, and to the left is an arrow 
pointing right. A stick figure in the centre is in motion in a 
zig-zag movement, almost like light dancing across water.] 

Figure 4.4  Drawing by the author 
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and, potentially, to others. My body attunes to the other presences: my own dance, the 

lights, the sounds, the floor, etc.  

The gradations of this variation are about processing what I have audienced as 

‘shapeless’ and audienced as ‘moulded’, notating the turning points, the lines, and the 

expectations about the dance that might come up. When audiencing spaciousness, I 

often get stuck in an ideal image of what the dancing body and dance should look like.  

This gradation of audiencing is similar to what Whatley identifies as a “passive 

oppressive” and “passive conservative” way of viewing. According to Whatley, in a 

“passive oppressive” way of viewing, the viewer (in this case myself) “takes a voyeuristic 

stance” and “the body is seen as being on display”, which generates an “initial ‘staring’” 

(2007, p. 18). She defines “passive conservative” as a position where “the viewer views 

from and with an internalized expectation of the classical aesthetic perspective” 

(Whatley, 2007, p. 19). 

When I audience my dance in a spacious way, the inner critic kicks in, judging 

my body and my movement choices. As opposed to the first two variations, in this 

variation of audiencing I am in dialogue with the internal editor/choreographer. 

Simultaneously: Shapeless, Moulded and Spacious: Recently, I was taking a 

bath when I realized that even outside of my dance practice, I could experience 

variations of audiencing. I became extremely fascinated with the reflections of lights that 

were hitting the bathwater. I wasn’t doing any big movement, but I could see the water 

shifting around me and generating spirals. I could not stop noticing how the light 

generated different patterns, depending on how it hit the water and my body. I was 

exploring these patterns when, without even thinking about it, I lifted one hand up, 

outside of the water. I could feel the weight of my hand and the resistance of gravity 

against my hand. It was an eureka moment, the water cradling my body was bringing 

clarity to the different variations of audiencing. From the inside (Shapeless), I was 

audiencing my body noticing the subtle movement and the feeling of lightness of being 

immerse in water. From the outside (Spacious), almost with a bird’s eye view, I could 

audience the different positions of my hands, how asymmetrical they were in space. 

From the inside/outside (Moulded), felt like being at the edge; the palm of my hand 

touching the water, while the back was touched by the air. I experienced a unique 
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understanding of my body: I was touching and being touched, feeling and being felt. 

When I audience my dance, I perceive space in a very similar way. I touch the space 

and I am touched by it. Although I cannot physically grasp the space, touch it, or hold it 

in my hand, I can feel the same type of resistance I felt in the water. The space has 

density and, as philosopher Kirsten Jacobson points out “movement is, thus, a 

prerequisite for our ability to encounter space as space” (2020, p. 57).  

4.5. Variations of audiencing in writing 

In my practice, writing and dancing are almost synonyms, as I explore in more 

depth in Chapter 7. One cannot exist without the other since “one writes and draws and 

choreographs in order to be able to write, draw, and choreograph even more” (Spiegal, 

2017, p. 49). The space in-between dancing and writing goes beyond the bounds of 

reasons and cannot be apprehended through perception nor being defined. The space 

in-between dancing and writing is the excess of the dance, of the body, and of the 

writing themselves. This excess unfolds in the dance and it unfolds in the writing. 

Dancing and writing open up the excess – they make each other tangible, palpable, and 

visible. Therefore, the variations of audiencing that I experience in writing can build on 

the variations of audiencing in dancing. The three variations of audiencing in writing that 

I discovered mirror the variation of audiencing in dancing. 

Shapeless. When I am audiencing my own writing with a ‘shapeless body’, it 

feels like an improvised dance: I feel and sense my body while writing. I begin with 

audiencing my body while I let the pen, or my fingers, run free on my notebook or 

keyboard. I become aware of my sit bones, my feet touching the ground, and the sun on 

my skin. The outside environment exists in relation to my own body; there are no 

distractions, I am just noticing and observing. The pen becomes an extension of my 

body. I notice the dance of my fingers typing, or the words forming on paper. My 

attention is inside, but the writing materializes outside. In this variation of audiencing my 

writing, I am attuning to what my body is offering and spilling it out. There is no internal 

editor; I move and I write as part of the same dance.  

Moulded. In this variation of audiencing my writing, I notice the sensations of my 

body, but I begin to attend to the materiality of the writing. I observe the words emerging 

on paper or on the screen while I am still focused on my body. I follow the shapes, the 
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lines the pen draws, or the shifts of lines on the screen. I am audiencing the words and 

what they express by trying them on in my body. I taste the words, I experience their 

sound, I pay attention to the way they feel in my mouth when I speak them. What sounds 

good? Which of these words is delightful? Delicious? Juicy? 

Spacious. This variation of audiencing my writing is an integration of the previous 

two and occurs from a distance. I read what I have written, usually a list of words and 

questions, and I go back to my body and my breath. I wait. This is an opportunity to take 

in the environment and to play with the interplay of shapeless and moulded variations. I 

read text aloud; my writing becomes alive and palpable. What am I learning from it? 

What is the choreography of these words, taking shape on the page? It is at this stage 

that the internal editor kicks in. I often find myself objectifying my writing in the way I 

have objectified my body in dance.  

4.6. Variations of audiencing online 

In this section, I explore how the practice of audiencing, being with, witnessing 

and wit(h)nessing have changed during the times of restrictions to contain the spread of 

Covid-19, specifically through the shift of live performance and practices to online 

platforms. Through this shift, I have realized how I feel more connected to myself when I 

am with others in person, and how lost I feel when online.  

I find it difficult to attune to my body and pay attention to audiencing my dance 

when on video-conference platforms. Not only I am constantly visible, but there are 

questions around framing and choreographing my image that have to do with the internal 

editor/choreographer/critic that I identify as part of the spacious varation of audiencing. 

How can I move away from this distant, self-judging, way of audiencing my dance when 

constantly on screen? Similarly, I have felt a lot of resistance in watching performances 

online because I couldn’t connect with the dance as a living practice that I experience in 

my somaticity. Rather, I felt the dance became objectified and studied from a distance. 

Audiencing my own dance or the dance of others online made it impossible to express 

what theatre scholar P.A. Skantze describes as the experience of watching live dance 

performance: 

Body to body transmission happening from moving bodies on stage to 
relatively still bodies watching seems to call forth a full-body reception […]. 
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It may be a very simple relation, we are reminded of our corporeal response 
because the dancers’ bodies moving in front of us stage the whole body at 
work. (2017, p. 162) 

When audiencing online, the most challenging variation of audiencing is what I identify 

as moulded; I am simultaneously paying attention to my dancing body, the movement, 

and the screen. In discussing the relationship between dance therapy, Authentic 

Movement, and online teaching, artist and research Eila Goldhahn writes:  

Whilst time spent in front of two screens sometimes thousands of miles 
apart in different time zones may indeed be considered shared time it does 
not constitute shared space. Shared space enables a direct experience of 
the other person, the potentiality of haptic contact, touch, the presence of 
smell, the presence of atmosphere of, shared air and breath, the potential 
of bacteria and virus being present […] Through the screen, I cannot touch, 
smell or move with the other. I am not physically present with others. 
(2021, p. 96) 

I see others on the screen dancing at the same time as I do, but I do not feel their bodies 

in the room. I can choreograph (and I did!) dances that purposefully explore and play 

with the media (the screen, the camera, witnessing, seeing, and being seen) but, when 

working online, the attempt to connect with one another requires an emphasis on 

frontality since “the immobility of computer and laptop cameras demand additional 

strategies of enabling an empathetic camera-witnessing or of being seen digitally” 

(Goldhahn, 2021, pp. 95-96).  

Over the course of the past two years, I found a new sense of curiosity that helps 

me to return to the tissues of my body as I spend time online. I am findings ways to 

remain engaged with the wholeness of my body, and not only through sight, when facing 

a screen. This shift allows for a shapeless gradation of audiencing, in which I audience 

with a shapeless body even when my image is right in front of me. I am still struggling to 

fully experience a never-ending spiraling of movement, so I often face away from the 

camera to help me attune to the body without getting caught with the image.  

4.7. Looking back 

In this chapter, I have explored the importance of articulating a language that 

comes from the body as our landscape for creativity. I recognize that language carries 

social, political, and cultural structures, however I have suggested that through dance we 
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can foster a shift in language and, therefore, in the social-political implications of the 

body. 

This shift, as I have proposed, can be smoothed through embodied and poetic 

ways of inquiry as modes of telling stories and moving from the personal to the social. 

When we write phenomenologically and from the body, the margins of writing and 

dancing overflow into each other, opening up spaces that otherwise might remain 

unknown. Particularly, I have begun presenting my improvisational practice of dancing 

as an entry point to thought. Through this practice of dancing and writing, which I 

describe in more details in Chapter 7, the writing becomes improvisational: it becomes a 

dance.  

The discussion on writing as dancing and dancing as writing became an 

opportunity to discuss the variations of audiencing that I experience when dancing and 

writing. In defining audiencing as an active verb, and not simply a noun, I have offered 

the opportunity to become an audience of my own dance and of the overflow of body 

data. I have described the body and the dance as excessive, a term influenced by the 

excessive turn in phenomenology that occurred in the late 20th century. For the radical 

phenomenologists that first theorized this concept, the excessive phenomena are what 

cannot be apprehended through simple perception, or what are so complex that they 

overwhelm any attempts to be defined or reified (Gschwandtner, 2018). For me, the 

body and the dance are excessive since there is always an overflow of body data that 

cannot be contained: there is always an excess of evidence. 

I have presented three variations of audiencing my dance, my writing, and of 

audiencing when teaching or dancing online— a shift that occurred during the global 

pandemic of Covid-19. The three variations of audiencing that I have presented in this 

chapter are shapeless, moulded, and spacious. These variations of audiencing are not 

fixed; in fact, when I dance and when I write I span from one to the other, whether 

intentionally or not.  
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Chapter 5. Emergent practices 

Instruction for your dance #5 
 
Listen 

sound of water 
sound of colours. 

 
Be movement: flow. 
 
You are shapeless: 

water  
lifts  

you 
 

My practices of teaching, dancing, and writing—which are all rooted in 

improvisation—are constantly shifting in an ongoing dialogue with daily changes. But the 

past two years have required significant adjustments. To honour the idea that my body, 

my research, and this dissertation keep changing through the process, it is necessary to 

include reflections on the experience of living through a global pandemic. 

This chapter dives deep into pedagogies, improvisation and dance—which are all 

at once the emergent practices that I describe—as I explore how to live, learn, gather 

information, and audience in a whole new way, in response to the global pandemic of 

Covid-19. I am navigating my surroundings in an invisible bubble, with a diameter of 2-

meters, around me. The new social choreography of moving to the side, giving space, 

asking for space, being almost fearful of others coming too close and yet feeling so 

distant, makes me feel very narrow. I am reminded of writer and activist adrienne maree 

brown’s definition of strategy: “a plan of action towards a goal,” and “a practice of 

narrowing down, identifying one path forward, one strategy” (2017, p. 155). 

Covid-19 has drastically changed the way I teach, learn, navigate the world, 

interact with others, and dance. Over the course of the past two years, we have 

experienced a shift towards “pandemic pedagogies” that include an “extensive use of 

distance education, remote teaching and online instruction” (Alarcón et al., 2021, p. 404; 

see also Williamson et al., 2020). I, like many others, have been deeply affected by 

these changes in a mix of grief, sadness, and excitement for new opportunities. On April 

30, 2020—one month into Vancouver’s lockdown—I wrote in my journal: 
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I am still unable to notice what is there: I can only focus on the lack of. The 
lack of spirals, the lack of desire to move, the lack of bodies, the lack of 
contact. All I feel is a strong desire of being on the floor, melting into gravity. 
I am once again in a space in between. In between what I thought I knew 
and what I am learning, without knowing it yet. I look around; I notice the 
body audiencing, I learn from my surroundings. I am both grounded and 
strong, and floating in the unknown. (Unpublished journal entry, April 
30, 2020) 

It wasn’t until the end of Summer of 2020 that I began to shift my perspective from the 

loss to the abundance of possibilities that these times could provide me with. I now 

experience joy as I engage with the emergent practices that I have discovered, 

rediscovered, reimagined, and reconnected with during this pandemic. This sense of joy 

is “an e-motional sensing of flow” (Lloyd & Smith, 2021, p. 11) that allows for an 

expansion of space. As French phenomenologist Jean-Louis Chrétien beautifully writes:  

Joy gives us space, room, and a new playing field. To be joyous is to be 
set at large, off the coast of the vast offering of the world, which is suddenly 
revealed to us in its free expanse. (2019, p. 1) 

I build on Chrétien’s idea that the dilation of space, which activates joy, relies on the 

principles of breath, motion, and amplification. I admire and feel nourished by the 

emergent practices that arose throughout the Spring and Summer of 2020. I now 

experience the small spaces, in which I have been dancing throughout the pandemic, as 

spacious. The experience of joy that takes over my entire body when I dance makes me 

feel alive in movement. I am no longer stuck on the couch; I am dancing to redefine the 

contours of my body.  

I perceive my body as a living documentation and a living archive of my research 

and of these times. I propose that the body, our living archive and compass, is a 

collection of teachers, lessons, and memories that arise when least expected. Perhaps 

the teachings of these times will surface in my body for years to come. I like to imagine 

that I will dance an improvised piece in the water and, all of a sudden, a movement will 

remind me of the adjustments I needed to undertake during the times of Covid-19. I can 

see the fruits of my emergent practices and I cannot stop thinking about the connections 

between the flowers that were blooming in the Spring of 2020 and these new practices 

that began appearing.  
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I rediscovered the pleasure of walking-as-dancing (Bergonzoni, 2017), developed 

a new love for outdoor dance explorations, and strengthened the practice of using my 

body as a compass to learn from and with the environment. On April 20, 2020 I wrote in 

my journal: 

This is my first attempt at doing a structure exploration of the four phases 
in my apartment. I haven’t “really” danced since March 11, or so I thought. 
The reality is that I danced a lot: at the park, with my dog, on the street, at 
the grocery store, and at the liquor store, but I haven’t danced in a 
formalized way. (Unpublished journal entry, April 30, 2020). 

One of the ongoing practices, which became prominent during the exploration of 

emergent practices, is the process of redefining dance; reflecting on this writing, it is 

clear that I am processing past biases and beliefs around what dance is and moving into 

a new understanding of what dance can be. The emergent practices that I describe allow 

spaciousness for new dances to emerge: dances of distractions, of small movements, of 

constant changes, and of interruptions.  

 
Figure 5.1  Avon Barksdale and Carolina 
[Image Description: Carolina and her golden retriever Avon Barksdale are side by side in a dog 
training facility. They are both mid stride with their faces turned towards one another. There is a 
sense of unison to their postures, both with one foot floating over the ground. Avon’s ears are 
perked, and his tongue hangs happily between parted jaws. Carolina is dressed in active wear, 
with a mask covering her nose and mouth.] 
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These practices support dances of sound, of relationships with the architecture of the 

room or of the outdoor environment, and dances with my dog. The dances that emerge 

are dances of what is not there, of the known transforming into the unknown.  

5.1. Emergent dance practice 

5.1.1. Craving for space12 

As a dancer, I trained my entire life to attune my awareness to spaces and the 

other bodies within them. This sense of space is established by grasping it with our body 

(Morris, 2004). In Phenomenology of Perception, French phenomenologist Merleau-

Ponty discusses the relationship between the knowledge of a place and what it 

represents. The philosopher analyzes the case of a patient who suffered brain damage 

and, consequently, could only execute habitual movements within the spaces that were 

known for what they represented, such as scratching a mosquito bite or comb their hair 

as part of their morning routine13. Merleau-Ponty talks about the lived space as 

situational. In problematizing the concept of “orientation”, feminist scholar Sara Ahmed 

reminds us that “space is dependent on bodily inhabitance” (2006, p. 6).  

When I dance spaciously, my body becomes sensitive to the space and I can 

taste it through my skin, but to articulate the experience of my body through words 

seems like an impossible task. As urban planning scholar Francisco Mata (2016) puts it: 

Describing the kind of fulfilling experiences of space […] has never been 
an easy task. I have certainly had such experiences since I was a very 
young […] And yet, all my life I have struggled to put them into words; words 
that somehow always managed to escape the point that, ultimately, 
seemed to hold the key. (p. 26) 

The impossibility of going to the dance studio made it clear that my practice was 

very much in relationship with the physical space that I identify as the space for dance. 

When I found myself unable to go to a studio, and to share with others, I had to rethink 

my dance and teaching practices. Perhaps the difficulty I am experiencing in dancing 

 
12 Part of this section has been published in Pandemic Phenomenology, special issue of the 
Education Review, 7(2), Fall 2022, co-edited by Rebecca Lloyd and myself. 
13 For a more in-depth analysis of the relationship between walking, dancing, and abstract and 
concrete movements in Merleau-Ponty’s writing see Bergonzoni, 2017. 
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and audiencing my dance at home has to do with my understanding of the space. I know 

the space of my apartment to be a space for relaxing, eating, watching TV, reading, 

thinking, moving, and grooving in the kitchen. I know my dancing for being grounded on 

the floor, with lots of spinal and spacious movement, flowing and free like water. 

I could not replicate what I knew; it wouldn’t make sense to be outside, or inside 

my apartment, and recreate what I had always done in “the space for dance”. I could, 

however, ask my newly found pandemic body what to do. What does this pandemic 

body have to say? Through this inquiry, I have found new teaching and dancing 

practices that take into account the different spatiality of the outdoors and of my living 

space.  

Emerging from the confines of the dance studio and into the public sphere can 

help us to reconsider and re-define what dance is or can be. In a certain way, as 

described by dance scholar-practitioner Maïko Le Lay, stepping dance out “of 

conservatories and studios enables dancers to re-center dance as a communal and 

social activity” (2021, p. 265). 

Dancing in my Vancouver-sized apartment, while restrictions are enforced to 

reduce the spread of Covid-19, I am very aware of the spatial constraints of my living 

room, the sound coming from outside, my dog wanting to play. I am used to navigating 

constraints in my artistic practice, but these feel like distractions rather than creative 

avenues. Interestingly, professor of dance Danielle Goldman (2010), who borrows from 

Houston Baker, defines constraints as “tight places”. So here I am, in the tight place that 

is my apartment, experiencing tightness in my shoulders and neck, as well as in my 

chest. The Covid-19 restrictions have aggravated my experience of tightness, but I keep 

trying to go back to my dance practice. I warm-up my body, do some stretches, 

breathe… yet I feel pulled in so many different directions; I notice that the floor could be 

vacuumed, my husband working next to me while I dance, the couch too close to my 

legs.  

Although I am still showing up to my dance practice, working through it, and 

audiencing to then write, there is a piece that is missing: spaciousness. I miss dancing in 

proximity to people and I miss being physically spacious in my dancing. I am not only 

missing the spaciousness of a dance studio, but I am also missing the spaciousness of 
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sharing space with other bodies and the spaciousness of ‘eating up the space’ with my 

dance. To satiate my craving for spaciousness, I have to make an intentional shift away 

from the lack of space. When I feel into the possibilities of opening up, deepening into a 

somatic understanding of the inner space of my body, I start to find space in my joints: 

my hips, my shoulders, my fingers articulating movement and thoughts. I can find micro-

dances that are mostly invisible from the outside and yet, they profoundly transform and 

shape my body.  

This is not enough: I crave the expanse that accommodates spiraling in and out 

of the floor, that allows me to feel tridimensional in my body, and indulge in its 

relationship with space and others. I miss the communal sense of belonging, the strong 

sense of being together as a swarm, a shoal, a murmuration in which “each creature is 

shifting direction, speed, and proximity based on the information of the other creatures’ 

bodies” (brown 2017, p. 71). I miss being with, witnessing, and wit(h)nessing (Ettinger, 

2006; Pollock, 2010; Snowber & Bickel, 2015).  

Wit(h)nessing is a term introduced by artist, philosopher, and psychoanalyst 

Bracha Ettinger (2006). The term is used to indicate “being with, but not assimilated to, 

and to being beside the other in a gesture that is much more than mere ethical solidarity. 

There is risk; but there is also a sharing” (Pollock, 2010, p. 831). Scholars and artists 

Susan Walsh and Barbara Bickel describe this word-concept as the “intentional creation 

of space for deep listening, compassionate conjoinment, and artistic artworkings” (2020, 

p. 140). Wit(h)nessing has also been referred to as a “modality of being present in 

whole-bodied attunement and attention in encountering” (Boscacci, 2018, p. 346); when 

we wit(h)ness we are fully present with one another other (cf. Snowber & Bickel, 2015, 

pp. 76-77). However, according to Bickel, “to wit(h)ness another, you do not have to be 

in their presence or in their time/space” (2020, p.85). To summarize, the concept of 

wit(h)nessing can help me to understand the shift I experienced during the global 

pandemic, from being together in and with space and time to being together in and with 

the virtual space of online platforms.  

5.1.2. Dancing with the Earth 

My somatic practice has taught me how to find space in my body, and how to find 

dances in everyday spaces. I have always truly believed in the power of dance as an 
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intentional act that can occur everywhere. However, as mentioned, I am missing the 

spaciousness of a dance studio and the joy of growing and expanding in that space with 

other bodies. 

On the one hand, when the outdoor becomes the studio and the stage for my 

practice, I learn how to always be in “co-creation with the natural world” (Snowber, 2020, 

p. 28). On the other hand, my body can only dilate to a certain extent when forced to 

shrink by the visible and invisible barriers I have around me. Because of the restrictions 

related to Covid-19, the contractions I am experiencing now in my dances are not 

intentional, but rather a necessary response to the spatiality of my living room or the 

visible and invisible 2-meter bubble I carry with me.  

The dance I know, the dance I have danced in the studio for years, shrinks and 

contracts as a way to recuperate energy to then expand in space. Although my dancing 

is constantly surprising me, I know my dance to be a dance of never-ending spirals, of 

lines that never align, of being off-balance. Despite knowing where the edges of my body 

and of my kinesphere are, when I dance I constantly lose track of the boundaries 

between my container and its content.  

The emergent practice of dancing outdoor is revealing new modes of moving; my 

body is folding and shrinking to take up as little space as it possibly can, but I am not in 

control of these actions. My breath is expanding, but my body is narrowing. My dance 

has become either vertical or horizontal based on the location I am in, there is no moving 

in between one plane and the other. This new, emergent dance feels like an old friend 

that I haven’t seen in years; I recognize them but I am aware that time has passed, and I 

don’t know them the way I used to. It’s a strange feeling of familiarity and the unknown; 

dancing together, spreading our arms to hug each other while keeping our distance.  

This dance doesn’t feel like mine and at the same time it reminds me of many 

dances I have danced in the past. My dance training began with ballet, a dance form that 

emphasizes verticality and narrowness through the use of the barre and pointe shoes, 

not to mention the fact that most exercises occur in an imaginary square. In my 

experience with ballet, my body was never invited to eat the space. As with many other 

dancers I know, at some point in my relationship with dance I rejected the ballet form. I 

no longer wanted to be vertical, narrow, small, suspended. I began reclaiming space by 
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widening my body to eat it up, connecting to the Earth, becoming spacious; I started 

dancing outside of the prescribed box.  

When I first let go of verticality, I felt disoriented, dizzy, almost lost. The vertical 

stance is related to our gaze and the only possible way to challenge it is to get use to 

falling. It took me years to find pleasure, joy, and excitement in these moments of 

“different orientations” (Ahmed, 2006). My scholarship is also out of line since it 

challenges the very idea of discipline and, in doing so, takes on different orientations. As 

I describe in Chapter 1, for years I have conceived the boundaries of disciplines as a 

clear demarcation between the knowledge acquired in the dance studio, through my 

body, and the knowledge acquired through books. This process of reorienting towards 

my own practice is constantly bringing dance and body knowledge to the foreground. I 

now understand that my scholarship is a ravine of the in-betweens: the body, dance, and 

writing. Ahmed argues that bodies that are aligned with the vertical do not appear out of 

line, therefore they can extend into space:  

Importantly, when one thing is “out of line,” then it is not just that thing that 
appears oblique but the world itself might appear on a slant, which 
disorientates the picture and even unseats the body. If we consider how 
space appears along the lines of the vertical axis, then we can begin to see 
how orientations of the body shape not just what objects are reachable, but 
also the “angle” on which they are reached. Things look right when they 
approach us from the right angle. (2006, p. 67) 

Now, verticality is what disorients me, yet this emergent practice is asking me to re-

establish a relationship with the past. Verticality—my old friend—feels unknown, 

confusing, unstable. The political, aesthetical, and ethical implications I associate with 

verticality in dance are difficult to reconcile with. How can I find pleasure, joy, and ease 

in what I so strongly rejected because it felt too aligned, too tidy, too controlled, too 

imposed?  

When I dance at the park, horizontally, I share the outdoor stage/studio with a 

dog rolling in the grass, a family playing soccer, a parent shouting to their kid that they 

shouldn’t touch their face. My dance is confined to the space of the yoga mat I brought 

there to politely avoid taking up too much of the precious park space. The park is a 

contained space that feels non-contained in comparison to my apartment, but it has a 

code that I am disrupting by the very fact of moving and dancing in it. Breaking into a 

visible dance at the park is very hard for me; I feel shy and heavily influenced by the 
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behavior I am supposed to maintain in this space that it is not meant for dance. When I 

am alone, my dance is not as visible as it occurs primarily within the boundaries of my 

physical body. When I dance in public within a framework that gets recognized as 

performative, such as for camera or with other dancers, my shyness goes away. Do I 

dance for myself or do I dance for others? 

My dance is impromptu and improvised, but I still need to tune in to my body and 

keep the sensations that arise in the foreground. This emergent practice is a dance 

within the dance; my attention and focus are divided between my breath, my body, my 

spatial awareness, and listening to the movement arising. I perceive the people coming 

too close, a soccer ball flying right next to me, or dirt on the ground. adrienne maree 

brown’s words keeps resonating in my head: 

Small is good, small is all. (The large is a reflection of the small). 

Change is constant. (Be like water). 

There is always enough time for the right work. 

There is a conversation in the room that only these people at this moment 
can have. Find it. 

Never a failure, always a lesson. 

Trust the People. (If you trust the people they become trustworthy). 

Move at the speed of trust. Focus on critical connections more than critical 
mass—build the resilience by building the relationship. 

Less prep. More presence. 

What you pay attention to grows. (brown, 2019, pp. 41-42) 

5.1.3. Walking-as-dancing 

The practice of walking-as-dancing, an improvisational practice and a living 

pedagogical inquiry, re-emerged during the time of Covid-19. I first started this practice 

at the beginning of my Master’s when I no longer had time for daily dance classes. I felt 

the need to reconsider my practice and I began dancing my walks (Bergonzoni, 2017) on 

my day-to-day routine. There is no shyness in this practice because a walk-as-dance 

looks just like a functional walk, but there is a shift in the intention and the “self-

awareness so that the walk becomes an explicitly expressive dance” (Bergonzoni, 2017, 

p. 35), I become “one dancer among many in a dance of the city” and “I attend to my 
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own bodily experience of dancing a choreography of the city, a choreography of which I 

am a part” (Kwan, 2013, p. 6). 

Walking is an activity that influences the way we write “the patterns of 

coordination and balance – play a constitutive role in what one who walks can later 

write” (LaMothe, 2015, p. 70). During my walks-as-dance, my dance partners become 

trees, sidewalks, bodies of water, industrial areas, urban landscapes, and unaware 

pedestrians. Even if this practice seems solitary, I am never alone. Walking is an 

embodied practice and, as such, it is always relational: we always walk with our 

teachers, students, as well as with concepts, writers, and readings.  

Walking becomes a warm-up for the body to witness and listen to the teachings. 

The body becomes a locus of discovery (Cancienne & Snowber, 2003, p. 240). Bickel 

highlights how “we can collaborate across time and space with the spirit lineage of 

woman artists that precede us through wit(h)nessing, attending to, and communicaring” 

(2020, p. 88). Embodied practices open up the possibility for curriculum as relationship, 

which “alerts us to how we occupy shared, nonlinguistic space” (Cancienne & Mullen, 

2003, p.162). When I practice walking-as-dancing I attune to the environment, bridging 

the inner landscape of my body and the landscapes of the outer world. I am often 

overwhelmed by the sensorial memories that arise: the smell of the flowers that reminds 

me of my grandmother’s kitchen, the texture of the sand on my feet inviting me to move 

differently, the majesty of a tree reminding me to breathe and reconnect with my organs.  

Walking-as-dancing shares some of the core principles of dance improvisation. 

The memory of “having-walked is in the walking” (Manning, 2013, p. 85) the same way 

that the memories of having-danced are in the dancing. Moreover, these practices share 

the core principles of having defined set parameters for exploration that are supported 

by a practice of patience and of letting go of what is familiar. Walking-as-dancing is an 

“interplay between intuition and structure”, which “is central to the process of 

improvisation and to art-based research” (Sajnani, 2013, p. 81).  

Artists, choreographers, and dancers “have long known that the creative process 

is one of questioning and sifting, forming and unforming, making and remaking and 

always a place of discovery” (Snowber, 2012b, p. 120; see also, Cancienne & Snowber, 

2003; Snowber, 2002; Snowber, 2012a). Walking and dancing become improvisational 
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practices of discovery and wonder; when I dance my walk, I know where I am departing 

from and I know I will eventually return home, but the pathway might be unclear, 

unknown, or totally improvised. The interplay of moving in-between the known and the 

unknown is a pedagogical practice grounded in the concept of the curriculum-as-lived, a 

curriculum that is not planned, but rather lived out (Aoki, 1993, p. 257). This curriculum is 

emerging, somatic, and contextual (Feinberg, 2016, p. 150) and allows for the poetic and 

for phenomenology, the language in which people speak and live (Aoki, 1993, p. 261).  

5.1.4. Negotiating space 

As I have shown throughout this dissertation, dance is always grounded in the 

body or, as dance scholar and artist Alana Gerecke puts it: 

as a form of social imagining that is at once abstract and specific, dance is 
firmly rooted in the complexities of inter-personal interaction […] dance is 
a mode of socio-political thought that does not—that cannot—escape the 
body. (2016, p. 239) 

It is not my intention to discuss the notion of site-specific dance as it is beyond the scope 

of this dissertation14. I question, however, what happens when dancers are ‘forced’ to 

move their practice outside, to reconsider the outdoors as a studio and a stage. Is the 

dance created in relationship to the site? Does the site transform into a stage or into 

what dancer, writer and scholar Celeste Snowber calls “the theatres and cathedrals in 

which to dance” (2017, p. 132)?  

The unexpected shifts that occurred during the time of Covid-19 proved how the 

lessons of my somatic and dance practices are present in my body. As Snowber writes, 

“these lessons steeped in the lived curriculum are guiding principles […] they return 

close to my embodied wisdom, dancing close to home” (2020, p. 28). I returned to my 

somatic and improvisation dance practice of finding space in my body and finding 

dances in everyday spaces.  

This new practice became an opportunity for connecting with the more-than-

human world. At times, I danced for unintentional audiences—people passing by, 

eagles, trees, the waves—and other times I was an intentional audience member 

 
14 For an analysis of site-specific, also called site-based dance see Barbour, Hunter & Kloetzel, 
2019; Gerecke, 2016; Gerecke, 2020; Hunter, 2015; Hunter, 2018; Kloetzel & Pavlik, 2009. 
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soaking in unintentional dances: birds flocking, people crossing the street, a kid playing 

at the water park.  

As an example of intentional and unintentional acts of dancing and audiencing, 

dance artists Justine Chambers and Alana Gerecke offer 22 scores for the everyday. 

One of these scores is the “sidewalk ballet” (2018), referencing the term by geographer 

Nicholas Blomley (2011), who quotes from Jane Jacobs (1961/2002). Chambers and 

Gerecke describe the “sidewalk ballet” score as follows: 

When you find yourself moving out of someone’s way, observe where (in 
your body) you feel the anticipatory movement impulse that prompts you to 
make space (chest, shoulders, neck, knees). Open into that impulse and 
let that location in your body lead your movement—physically go first—until 
another encounter shifts your attention to a different part of your body. 
Although this score will likely shape your body and route in ways that 
physically diverge from commuter comportment, your focus should sit with 
one impulse in your body at a time, making the dance rather subtle, not 
adorned. (2018, p. 37) 

Relating to Blomley’s (2011) notions of “shy distance” and “no-touch zone”, Gerecke 

highlights how these are “informally maintained between pedestrians who share 

sidewalk space” and that “ideal sidewalk usage and design” takes into account a “two-

foot ‘no touch zone’” (2016, p. 47). I am questioning what happens to the “sidewalk 

ballet”, the “shy distance” and the “no-touch zone” when the distance we need to 

maintain from each other becomes 2 meters. If, as Blomley argues, “the ‘successful’ 

sidewalk is one that separates and buffers, arranging people and objects carefully so 

that collisions and encounters are minimized” (2011, p. 39) how does the new 

choreography of moving away from, giving space, and taking up alternative space, 

beyond the sidewalk, change our understanding of the environment? How do we share 

space, with a 6 ft. buffer, not only on the sidewalk but also out in nature?  

Blomley argues that “the walking experience is made more pleasant by the 

absence of other pedestrians who compete for sidewalk space and may interrupt the 

flow of pedestrian traffic” (2011, p. 45). The experience of the Covid-19 pandemic has 

made the competition for walking space extend well beyond the sidewalk. We compete 

for space while waiting in line at the grocery store, at the post office, on hiking trails that 

now require us to step to the side every time someone comes too close to us, on ski hills 

where we must keep a safe distance that equals the length of the skis we wear. 
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However, we can shift this competitiveness in negotiating space with the public 

by finding spaciousness within constraints. Our bodies shift and adjust, tense and 

release, become narrower while also screaming for expansion. We can gather 

information about our surroundings by focusing on kinaesthesia (Kwan, 2013); as dance 

studies Professor SanSan Kwan highlights, “the importance of motion in the 

determination of space. Location is locomotion; locomotion is location” (2013, p. 2).  

Over the past two years, I reconnected with joy through new emergent practices. 

I was able to put myself back in motion, sensing my breath, moving my body, and 

experiencing an amplified perception of my living room space. Although I still move in a 

tight space, this “feeling more alive in a vaster space” (Chrétien, 2019, p.1) makes my 

body want to expand, to move, to take up and savour the small space of my living room.  

5.2. Emergent teaching practice 

5.2.1. Online classes 

When pretty much everything moved online, including university classes, dance 

classes, dance shows, doctor’s appointments, and even acupuncture appointments, I felt 

a strong resistance against taking or teaching dance classes, as well as watching dance 

shows online. Part of my resistance had to do with the lack of touch and proximity to 

others. When we touch others, we touch ourselves; touch is the only sense that 

implicates itself in what it perceives (Chrétien, 2003) and, further, “the sense of touch is 

inseparable from life itself” (Chrétien, 2003, p. 83). How can we audience dances 

through screens when not in close proximity to others? Is it possible to train my whole 

body, and not just my eyes, to audience the dances when they occur through the 

screen?  

Teaching online has had a profound impact on my pedagogy. In the studio, I 

never teach from a frontal perspective, and I have very deliberately taught in studios 

without mirrors. Mirrors, especially for people encountering dance for the first time, can 

be quite distracting and move the dancers away from feeling the body; mirrors can bring 

up judgment on the way that a certain movement looks, rather than feels. When taking 

and teaching classes online, I am ‘forced’ to see myself reflected on the screen unless I 

purposefully hide my camera (assuming the software used allows for it).  
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My body, as a dancer and as a woman, is often consumed as an object on 

display. As dancer and scholar Ann Cooper Albright writes: “the female dancer is subject 

to the regulating gaze of the choreographer and the public, but neither of these gazes is 

usually quite as debilitating or oppressive as the gaze which meets its own image in the 

mirror” (1998). It is important here to note the differentiation between the gaze and the 

stare, as proposed by disability and feminist studies Rosemarie Garland-Thomson. 

Garland-Thomson argues that gazing is fundamental to patriarchal ways of objectifying 

the female body since “we may gaze at what we desire, but we stare at what astonishes 

us” (2006, p. 174). In her analysis of staring and gazing, she highlights how “feminization 

prompts the gaze; disability prompts the stare. Feminization increases a woman’s 

cultural capital; disability reduces it (Garland-Thomson, 2017, p. 28). When online, I 

found myself objectifying my body and movement; I was brought back to the ballet 

studio, the mirrors, the constant corrections, the idea that nothing looks good enough 

and, as a result, nothing feels good enough. 

When able to share a physical room, I always ask students to begin in a circle 

and to make sure they can feel and sense the person on their right and on their left. The 

circle facilitates a feeling, seeing, and hearing of everyone at once; a sense of unity and 

coming together. How can I recreate the feeling of a circle within the grid configuration of 

Zoom? 

In the studio, I move in space, I take in the room with all my senses: I know what 

is happening in the room through my skin, my bones, and my muscles. When I teach, I 

often tell my students to eat the space, to really dance as if they were enjoying the best 

meal of their lives. Teaching movement classes online brings up the challenge of 

facilitating a tridimensional experience for both the teacher and the student. In my 

experience, the importance of guiding how students transition from watching the screen 

to focusing and sensing their bodies is absolutely necessary. Students must know when 

it is important to look at the screen and when it is not, the same way I would guide them 

to only listen to my voice or pay attention to my movement in person.  

As a teacher, I use a somatic approach to dance improvisation. I focus on the 

individual experience, emphasizing process over product, and I keep in mind that the 

body is constantly changing in relationship with internal and external stimuli. In March of 

2020, my dance colleague Alexa Mardon posted a reflection on Facebook about the 
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“online dance community” in Vancouver; in the next paragraph I am rephrasing, and 

building on, their thoughts and insights. Taking classes, and teaching classes, is a big 

part of who I am. As humans, we don’t only perceive with our ‘outside senses’—our eyes 

and ears—we perceive with our skin, bones, organs. Somatic practitioners and dancers 

are even more aware of how difficult it is to feel the communal space in online spaces. 

Dance artist Miguel Gutierrez’s teaching manifesto (n.d.) highlights some of my values 

and some of the reasons why I found this growing “online dance community” so difficult 

to join. Building on Gutierrez’s teaching manifesto, I teach because it is a practice of 

generosity, because it re-connects me to the pleasure of dancing and sharing with 

others, and because it is a way to make connection within a body (a person) and 

between bodies (people).  

As for the other emergent practices that I described in this chapter, my approach 

has shifted over the course of two years. At first, the emergent practice of being online 

was heavily affected by the presence of a screen and a camera. I struggled with the idea 

of participating with the “hyper-focus on body images” that the online world brings forth 

(Le Lay, 2021, p. 266). It almost felt as if recording and sharing on social media, for 

example, was what made the dance ‘real’. At the same time, I struggled with my image 

being on screen for every meeting and every class I took. I felt pressured to show the 

world that I was still doing the work. I was not in the studio, but I was still dancing; I was 

not in dance class, and neither was anyone else, but I was still practicing. Then, I started 

to share my improvisational dance practice more and more often through social media; a 

practice that has shaped my pedagogy and philosophy. The more I shared, the more I 

learned how to be comfortable with my own vulnerability.  

As I continue to interact with an emerging online pedagogy, I witness invisible 

spaces coming to the forefront, showing the possibility of creating and exploring in new 

ways. I have started to experiment with the idea of audiencing in the digital format. How 

can we keep track, and be affected by, internal and external stimuli when we are fully 

aware of our own moving image on the screen? Is it at all possible to shut down the 

internal critic/editor? Can we stay with the dance as a process, rather than perceiving it 

as a product?  
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Figure 5.1  Photo of Barnet Marine Park  
[Image Description: A nature scene. A bright white sky hovers over layers of evergreen tree 
covered low mountains. A deep green body of water supports the remnants of a dilapidated 
wooden dock, and the water ripples against the stony shore.] 

Throughout the ebbs and flows of the past two years, I have learned, over and 

over again, that I must let go of resistance. It was during an outdoor dance practice at 

Barnet Marine Park, in Vancouver (BC), that I realized that my own capacity to go with 

the flow had increased, and that my prior resistances had softened.  

I observe the piling in the water. Every time the water moved; the piling moved 

with it. Each log stayed stable by going with the flow, finding stability within flexibility. I 

too have become more stable, more flexible in accepting changes and in shifting to 

participating in, teaching and audiencing dances online. I am reminded of how I soften 

my body when I dance. I soften the edges when I go in and out of the floor so that the 

impact doesn’t hurt, I soften when I meet other bodies in contact improvisation so that 

we can listen to each other, I invite my student to soften when improvising with space so 

that any possible impact doesn’t result in a collision.  
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5.3. Reflections 

In this chapter, I have reflected on how my practices of audiencing, teaching, and 

improvising have drastically shifted in response to the restrictions put in place to contain 

the spread of Covid-19. I have looked at the strong desire for savouring space that I had 

experienced when my dance practice had to be contained within my apartment and, 

consequently, I have looked at how I was able to rediscover an outdoor practice. 

Particularly, I have described the practice of walking-as-dancing and the new social 

choreography of negotiating space. These emergent practices re-center dance as a 

communal and social activity while also re-shaping aesthetic ideas and principles of 

what dance is supposed to look like.  

I have described how the shift to online classes had highlighted the importance 

and the value of my unseen solitary practice. Before the pandemic, my solitary practice – 

which would often take the shape of alone studio time - was eventually validated by the 

opportunity of performing. Without this opportunity, what is left of the practice that is “not 

caught on camera, not uploaded to social media sites, not used to show who you are to 

others” (Cabeen, 2021, p. 256)? I have proposed that it is through the practice of 

dancing and audiencing, even when not seen by others, that we can bring the body back 

to the forefront and return to the tissues of the body, even as we spend time online.  

 



102 

Chapter 6. Learning in difference15 

Instruction for your dance #6 
 

Keep noticing 

breath 

don’t judge. 

Be inwardly touched 

 

Since 2015, I have been working as a dancer, choreographer, and facilitator for 

All Bodies Dance Project (ABDP), an ‘integrated dance’ project that brings together a 

diverse group of dancers. Although the term ‘integrated dance’ is problematized 

throughout this dissertation, and specifically in this chapter, for consistency I use this 

terminology to indicate dance companies that bring together dancers with and without 

disabilities. ABDP has become a family, a place for questioning, growing, discovering, 

unlearning, and learning how to unlearn. This chapter holds the story of a constant 

process of unfolding the learning and unlearning related to the teachings of my body, the 

bodies I encounter(ed), and the teachings of teaching. To achieve the goal of conceiving 

difference as a pedagogical and aesthetic tool it is important to work collaboratively: 

learning from the community, within the community, and in dialogue with each other. 

As I describe in Chapter 2, the concept and idea of a ‘normal’, ‘neutral’, and 

‘natural’ body is a construct, but it does have important implications in the way we teach, 

write, and audience dance. In this chapter, I discuss what it means to change these 

structures and I question how we look at dancing bodies. As a dancer, I often feel my 

body is objectified and consumed as an object on display; through dance, I learned how 

to self-objectify my body and how to care a lot about how people see it. We are bodies, 

we have bodies, and we move as bodies of certain figurations, but the body is at the 

core of dance. As such, questions about the gaze, the stare, and the way we look at 

 
15 Part of this chapter is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in 
Journal of Dance Education on October 20, 2020, available online: 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15290824.2020.1821036. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15290824.2020.1821036
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dancing bodies cannot be escaped (Garland-Thomson, 2006; Garland-Thomson, 2009; 

Garland-Thomson, 2017).  

In this chapter, I use the term ‘gaze’ to indicate more than the physiological act of 

taking in visual information. In fact, the ways in which we look at bodies reveal the 

“politics of the gaze” (Davies, 2008, p. 59). Gazing and staring are not interchangeable 

terms since they carry different political views (Davies, 2008; Garland-Thomson, 2006; 

Garland-Thomson, 2017): staring implies a strong reaction to others, while gazing 

implies desire. Performance studies assistant professor Telory Davies critiques the 

notion of gazing offered by disability and feminist scholar Rosemarie Garland-Thomson. 

Instead, Davies claims that every performance is “an invitation to gaze” (Davies, 2008, p. 

59) and, as such, what is necessary is “a rediscovery of both looking and seeing” since 

“the predominant models for looking at dance bodies utilize the scopophilic gaze - but 

mixed-ability dance fosters new ways of looking that redefine the aesthetic process of 

the gaze itself” (Davies , 2008, p. 61). 

What is undeniable is that when we dance, our body becomes ‘a body’ or ‘the 

body’ that needs to fit certain parameters or, as dance scholar Ann Cooper Albright 

writes: “dance, unlike other forms of cultural production such as books or paintings, 

makes the body visible within the representation itself” (1997, p. 63). Scholar and dancer 

Anne Burnidge affirms:  

Often in the dance field there is a preference for regarding dancers and 
bodies as third-person objects to be externally viewed and judged by 
others, discounting the first-person subjective view that takes into account 
the thoughts, feelings, and sensations of the individual as a somatic, 
holistic entity. (2012, p. 45) 

Dance culture at large erases and excludes marginalized bodies based on race, gender, 

and disabilities (to name a few). In my work, I reflect on how “bodies are inscribed by 

society and dance culture” (Green, 2001, p. 171), how “both in and out of dance, our 

bodies move in codified ways that signify how we make sense of the world through 

navigation of our ethnic, racial, gendered, and classed social identities” (Margolin & 

Riviere, 2015, p. 75) and how to disrupt the ideals of how a dancer should look. Further, 

I’m investigating the standardized systems that support beliefs around who is considered 

a dancer, and how dance should be appreciated and experience, with an interest in 

reframing these. I ask how my work, as a white, non-disabled, cisgender woman, can 
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materialize change and challenge the norms and power dynamics that allow certain 

body shapes to denote a “dancer’s body”. I wonder, what would it look like to reframe my 

own gaze to change the structure of dance itself? 

Although the case studies that I present mostly focus on ‘integrated dance’, 

which has been defined as “an art form arising from the collaboration among dancers 

with and without disabilities” (Hammer, 2020, p. 554, italics original), I aim to move past 

the dichotomy of dancers with and without disabilities to explore how we can create 

dance together. As an example, let’s consider dance scholars and educators Elsa 

Urmston’s and Imogen Aujla’s introduction. They write:  

Inclusive dance practice ensures that all participants have an opportunity 
to dance (Amans 2017; Reinders, Fletcher, and Bryden 2015). In an 
inclusive setting, dancers with and without disabilities are taught together 
in an environment that natures creativity, aids development of specific 
motor skills, uses improvisation and set material, enables self-expression, 
and fosters a sense of belonging. (Urmston & Aujla, 2019, p. 1. Emphasis 
mine) 

It is not my intention to undervalue the contributions of disabled dancers. Rather, I want 

to point out how all participants does not necessarily mean all bodies in the context of 

inclusive dance practices; certain bodies (fat bodies, gender-queer bodies, racialized 

bodies, to name a few) are still not fully represented. Moreover, even within the literature 

on integrated dance, there is a lack of published research on dancers with intellectual 

disabilities. Most of the studies on integrated dance focus on: 

the experiences of dancers with physical disabilities, while accounts of 
dancers in integrated companies with other impairments remain relatively 
scarce. The lack of inclusion of dancers with developmental or sensory 
disabilities indicates that these individuals’ artistic contributions are 
underrepresented in integrated dance and/or that their contributions are 
less valued amongst researchers examining this dance genre. This gap in 
perspective speaks to our cultures’ understanding of dance and dancing 
bodies in relation to what we deem normal and abnormal. (Irving & Giles, 
2011, p. 376) 

Scholar and disabled artist Petra Kuppers points out that companies such as CanDoCo 

(UK) and Axis (California) are professional ‘integrated dance’ companies that work in 

such a way that “ability and technique skills are developed, and traditional performance 

paradigms of stamina and punctuality need to shape the work” (2013, p. 123). Professor 

Anna Hickey-Moody argues that the work of CanDoCo “enables disabled performers to 
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have access to high quality artistic work and firmly locates disabled dancers in the 

landscape of contemporary dance choreography” (2017, p. 10). I would go as far as 

claiming that these integrated dance companies present an aesthetic that highlights 

bodies that are muscular, athletic and thin. Or, as Hickey-Moody writes, “aesthetics are a 

focus of CanDoCo’s work and they deface ‘disability specific styles’ […] CanDoCo 

engages contemporary forms of aesthetic idealism in order to develop ways of 

understanding bodies with disabilities that are not confined to medical knowledges” 

(2017, p. 10). The presence of marginalized bodies on stage and in the dance studio 

carries an important political and artistic message that challenges the hegemony of 

‘dancers’ bodies’, but is this enough to reconceptualize bodies in dance? As Kuppers 

puts it:  

An accessible dance culture needs not only accessible techniques, 
workspaces, training facilities and stages, but also wider educational work 
on the level of dance literacy, our ability to read dance and appreciate its 
manipulation of bodies, spaces and time. (2000, p. 119) 

The risk of accepting or refusing to reconsider dance aesthetic ideals resides in what 

scholar and dancer Sarah Whatley defines as a “passive conservative” strategy of 

viewing. In this position, the viewer “views from and with an internalized expectation of 

the classical aesthetic perspective in what Albright describes as “the ableist gaze” 

(Whatley, 2007, p. 19). As scholar Joyce Sherlock points out, “the aesthetic of the dance 

is firmly located within a stratum of society and created by socially produced embodied 

individuals enabled and constrained by dance traditions, training, and audiences” (1996, 

p. 526). In other words, ideals of the dancer body are spread through traditional dance 

practices and cultures (Albright, 1997; Davies, 2008; Gard, 2006; Loots, 2015). As I 

show in Chapter 4, a reflection on the gaze is intrinsic to discussing dance since the 

dancer is “subject to the regulating gaze of the choreographer and the public” (Albright, 

1998), as well as the “debilitating or oppressive” (Albright, 1998) gaze that meets their 

own image in the mirror, on camera, or on the screen.  

In this chapter, I redefine the notion of aesthetics to include an “aesthetic of 

access” through dance (Lipkin & Fox, 2001; Muehlemann, 2018; Papalia, 2015; Papalia, 

2018; O’Reilly, 2009; Sandahl, 2002; Sealey and Lynch, 2012; Siebers 2010; Sheppard, 

2019a; Sheppard, 2019b). As dance studies professor Merry Lynn Morris writes: 
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Dance and dance education practice are ideally situated to continue 
intervening in the current constructions and perceptions of disability by 
intentionally disrupting current signifying codes that reify the disabled body 
as dependent, restricted, tragic, static, and powerless. (2015, p. 143) 

I question how we can change the landscape of contemporary dance so that it includes 

disability, a deliberate change that alters the way we comprehend dance aesthetics 

(Hickey-Moody, 2017). First, I discuss the necessary shift in language that has to occur 

when discussing dance and bodies; then, I use the example of All Bodies Dance Project 

to show how these elements work when teaching dance classes and choreographing 

work.   

6.1. Words make a difference 

My desire as a teacher is for my students to find wholeness and discover new 

ways of being in the world through dance. In my work, I am committed to honoring 

differences and I advocate for new ways of defining and perceiving the ways dance is 

created, taught, and experienced. I believe my role as a teacher is to be present and to 

hold the space for students to explore and discover new movements, new connections in 

their bodies, and perhaps something new about their identities and views on dance, 

bodies, and art at large. I am interested in how the language I use when teaching and 

talking about dance can affect the possibility for students to find themselves through 

movement.  

How does language shape the way we talk about ourselves, our bodies, and 

others? To use difference as an artistic and pedagogical tool means to reflect on the 

relationship between dance and language and how it might be perceived differently as it 

unfolds kinaesthetically. What does it mean to kinaesthetically feel others, to affect 

others, and to be affected by them? How does relating through movement shift the way 

we teach and create? Is it possible for educators and dancers to communicate in a 

language that speaks, or rather dances, for itself, while conveying meanings that are 

unique to each individual? Or, as sociology professor Gili Hammer puts it, “how do 

people with widely differing bodies explore and articulate kinaesthetic knowledge?” 

(2020, p. 555).  

Through dance, I invite students to consider the curriculum-as-lived as opposed 

to the curriculum-as-plan. The lived curriculum “takes place in the margins of learning 
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[…] It is where the nuances of gesture, smell, touch, sound, and sight shape us and 

inform our lives” (Snowber, 2002, p. 21). As curriculum scholar Ted Aoki (1986/2005) 

points out, teachers dwell in between the two curricula since they are accountable for the 

“curriculum-as-planned”, while also tasked with listening to the “curriculum-as-lived-

experience”. To teach in the in-between of the two curricula and to communicate from 

the body, we need to reconsider our vocabulary. We need a language that is full of 

nuances and meanings that are not imposed from outside, but rather developed within 

each body and each dance; a language that changes the dance from within. Language 

can have the power to challenge our assumptions by developing new meanings. I aim to 

push my students and myself into new territories and to train perceptions of dancing that 

support the development of a language that dances. 

In Chapter 4, I describe the shift that occurs when we expand our language to 

include a poetic approach that comes from the body (Cixous, 1992; Pallant, 2014; 

Snowber, 2012a; Snowber, 2012b; Snowber, 2014b; Snowber, 2016; Snowber, 2018). 

The rediscovery of a carnal, fleshy language that floats, pushes, and that is 

unpredictable, presents the opportunity to reclaim the vitality of our unique bodies. To 

challenge visions of the body and of dance we must also change the way we talk and 

write about bodies. When we change our language, we are confronted with the ideas 

“both ‘inside’ and ‘out there’ that are deeply rooted in dance worlds (and words) and in 

the surrounding society” (Østern, 2017, p. 13). Words create worlds; they have an 

impact on the dances we dance and on the context of dance education at large. To 

redefine dance literacy means continuously abandoning the notion of dance—and the 

body—as objects of inquiry that are analyzable like a metaphor or a text. To redefine 

dance literature means changing the way we—as teachers, dancers, audience 

members, and choreographers—read bodies and movement, as well as the way we 

create meaning. 

6.1.1. Terminology within the dance field 

Integrated dance emerged in the late 1960s and obtained more mainstream 

visibility starting in the 1980s. Hilde Holger is considered one of the pioneers, as she 

developed methodologies to teach dance to her son who had Down syndrome. In 1968, 

Holger presented what is considered the first integrated dance piece in London. One of 

her students, Wolfgang Stange, founded Amici Dance Theatre Company in 1980. The 
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field kept growing, its popularity increasing thanks to companies such as CanDoCo (UK, 

founded 1990), Axis Dance Theatre (California, 1987), Dancing Wheels (Ohio, 1990), 

DV8 Physical Theatre (UK, 1986), and DanceAbility (1987). In recent years, TV shows 

such as So You Think You Can Dance and Dancing with the Stars have showcased 

dance companies and dancers with visible disabilities.  

A full history of integrated dance, that includes a worldwide view, is rich and 

complex, and beyond the scope of this chapter (for an overview see Albright, 1997; 

Albright, 1998; Benjamin, 2002; Benjamin, 2010/2018; Irving & Giles, 2011). However, I 

do think it is important to notice how companies that explicitly focus on intersectionality 

and disability justice, such as Sins Invalid and Olympias, tend to be excluded from this 

literature. Moreover, Canadian dance companies are barely mentioned in most of the 

literature pertaining to the history of inclusive dance, including the Wikipedia entry on 

‘Physically integrated dance’. The Canadian landscape is diverse and rich and includes 

individual dance artists, companies, and collectives such as Propeller Dance (Ottawa), 

MoMo Dance Theatre (Calgary), Les Productions des Pieds des Mains (Montréal), 

Solidance (Edmonton), CRIPSiE (Edmonton), InterdepenDance Collective (Victoria), 

Blissful Dance (Calgary), Cyborg Circus Project (Toronto), Les Muses (Montréal), 

Corpuscule Dance (Montréal), and All Bodies Dance Project (Vancouver). 

To offer participants and audience members new aesthetics and new 

experiences is to offer the potentiality for the larger and necessary shift in the language 

that surrounds bodies and dance education. To change the language used when 

discussing dance, movement, and bodies is a first step toward becoming aware of the 

way the culture that surrounds dancing bodies is created (Margolin & Riviere, 2015). 

Thus, our language provides us with a framework for this necessary change. Other ways 

to support changing the culture include bringing this awareness to the images we chose 

for promotional material and advertisement, choosing to only attend shows and events 

that occur in accessible spaces, and providing—and asking for—accessibility information 

to be included in all promotional material. 

It is important to remember that difference is something we all share (Inahara, 

2009); it is what makes us who we are. As Garland-Thomson puts it, “wide human 

variation is the norm rather than the exception. It is the ideology of ableism that tells us 

we should all look the same” (2005, p. 40). A shift in dance pedagogy toward working 
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with difference would benefit everyone and make way for embracing variations. Dance 

artist and scholar Lliane Loots critiques the ‘norm’ in dance for consisting of “idealised, 

sexualised and often athletic super-bodies” (2015, p. 123). Dance scholars Sarah 

Whatley and Kate Marsh write: 

The image of the ‘normative’ body is ingrained in our understanding of 
being human […] We live in a world where the ‘normal’ body rules. We are 
‘accepting’ of difference, but there is still an underlying narrative of curiosity 
and freakishness relating to the ‘different’ body. (2017, p. 9) 

Encountering bodies that do not look like ours within educational environments can 

support this change. To become more aware of the language we use when talking about 

dance, training, and bodies is a necessary step towards fostering a more inclusive and 

accessible dance culture. Dance artist and professor Tone Pernille Østern writes: 

In seeing each other as body categories, we continue creating dualistic 
dance worlds. In seeing beyond the worlds (and words) of categorisations, 
we have the possibility to create new dance worlds, more critical and 
inclusive language, and eventually, more inclusive dance pedagogy. 
(2017, p. 14) 

A shift in language is a necessary first step, but it must come with a desire to challenge 

and change our perception of dance aesthetics, the ‘norm’, and dance pedagogy. 

Østern, similar to Kuppers (2000), believes that “the development of inclusive dance 

pedagogy is about both word-making and world-making. To create a dance pedagogy 

that is truly inclusive requires activism, determination, and willingness to change oneself 

as well as others, dance worlds and dance words” (Østern, 2017, p. 18).  

As an example, let us discuss the different ways dance companies describe 

themselves: inclusive, disabled, integrated, mixed-ability, to name a few. The word 

choices and images used in promotion materials already have an impact on our 

perception and understanding of what the dance company does and who is perceived as 

a dancer. In 1998, professor Dianne Gregory writes, “a ballet troupe which includes 

people in wheelchairs is “newsworthy” only because it breaks with traditional thinking 

about ballet and about people using wheelchairs. It is not, at least not yet, an assumed 

“everyday” occurrence” (p. 275). Since then, the discourse has changed and shifted, but 

not as dramatically as one would hope and expect.  
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Albright supports the importance of recognizing and naming disability as an 

opportunity to make a significant impact on dance. By assuming that “disability does not 

make a (big) difference” we would in fact be “limiting the (real) difference that disability 

can make in radically refiguring how we look at, conceive of, and organize bodies” 

(Albright, 1998). This standpoint was challenged by dancer and scholar Adam Benjamin 

(2002) when he questioned if it is at all necessary to prepare the audience for an 

experience of dance that might include wheelchairs on stage. However, in 2010, 

reflecting on the lack of a ‘disability’ heading in the second edition of The Oxford 

Dictionary of Dance published in 2004, he writes, “no mention was made in the 

dictionary of integrated or inclusive dance, or of disability and dance at all” (Benjamin, 

2010/2018, p. 157). He points out how: 

In 1990 this might have been something we would have been rather proud 
of, believing at the time that there was no need to mention ‘disability’ to 
describe what we were doing, and that a disabled person being part of a 
dance company should not merit any particular mention. (Benjamin, 
2010/2018, p. 163) 

Benjamin goes on to recognize that “the picture has altered beyond recognition: disabled 

artists are now embedded within the UK dance scene” (2010/2018, p. 163). He 

questions if the lack of the heading ‘disability’ has to do with a belief “at some deeper 

level” that “disability and dance constituted a diversion from ‘the real thing’” (Benjamin, 

2010/2018, p. 157). Petra Kuppers argues: 

when disabled people perform, they are often not primarily seen as 
performers, but as disabled people. The disabled body is naturally about 
disability. The reframings of this disabled body through the lenses of film, 
dance and performance […] point to the un-natural body in discourse and 
allow a different view on the active embodied person to emerge. (2001, 
p. 26) 

Sarah Whatley suggests that the word integrated “poses another potential dichotomy. 

Already, the dance and therefore the experience of the audience are likely colored by an 

expectation of bringing together two different components or categories of ‘normal’ and 

‘other’” (2010, p. 43). Hickey-Moody (2009) describes the practice of “reverse 

integration” and the forming of “cultures of intellectual disability”, two terms used by 

Australian dance company Restless Dance. The company employed these terms to 

“describe the practice of people without intellectual disabilities ‘integrating’ to fit in with 

the styles of people with intellectual disabilities” (Hickey-Moody, 2009, p. xv). The 
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methodology used by Restless Dance acknowledges each “dancers’ histories and 

identities” as “lived and embodied (and hence located in their personal style)” (Hickey-

Moody, 2017, p. 8).  

All Bodies Dance Project uses the terminology of dancers with and without 

disabilities in all of the advertisement material, however, during class each person is 

addressed according to their preference. The terminology “dancers with and without 

disabilities” reverses the expectation that the person “without” something is the one with 

the disability. Moreover, it models an example of people-first language, which since the 

1980s has been considered the most appropriate way to refer to people with disabilities. 

However, as it is clear in this dissertation, there has been debate within the disability 

community on the importance of using identity-first language, which is more aligned with 

the understanding of disability as a social product.    

6.1.2. Medical and social models of disability 

An extensive history of the growth, development, and current discussion on the 

difference between medical and social models of disability is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, however, a brief introduction is necessary to contextualize my positioning 

and the work of All Bodies Dance Project that I will explore in the next section.  

Until the 20th century, government, social sciences and medicine have failed to 

recognize people who live with disabilities as individuals, and only considered them as a 

‘marginalized’ population that must be cured and fixed. This understanding of disability is 

referred to as the “medical model of disability”, which considers disability as a medical 

condition, a health problem or an impairment that can and should be treated. The 

medical model is sometimes rejected, but often adopted by professionals (i.e. health 

care system, education) and in the context of dance and performance arts. Activists 

have argued that the medical model doesn’t reduce impairments, but rather proliferates 

them (Sandahl & Auslander, 2005, p. 129).  

On the contrary, a social model explains disability as the result of the relationship 

between a person and their social environment; it emphasizes the cultural group identity 

of people with disabilities. Scholarship in disability studies has clearly articulated the 

difference between disability—a term that takes into account the cultural and social 
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understanding and impact of the experience of disability—and impairment, which only 

refers to a medical condition or a ‘lack of’ something (see Corker, 2001; Ellis et al., 2019; 

Hickey-Moody, 2017; Sandahl & Auslander, 2005; Thomas, 2004). According to the 

social model of disability, it is only when a personal characteristic (e.g. blindness, a short 

arm, the use of a wheelchair) encounters a society wherein ‘norms’ are defined that it 

becomes a difference and a disability.  

In Canada, disability advocacy began after the Second World War when veterans 

returned from combat with disabilities and noticed a lack of services, insufficiently only 

offered within institutions. Likewise, activists proposed a social-construction model of 

disability, developed during the Civil Rights era in the United States. People First of 

Canada, the national organization representing people with intellectual disabilities, 

defines an institution as “any place in which people who have been labelled as having an 

intellectual disability are isolated, segregated and/or congregated. An institution is any 

place in which people do not have, or are not allowed to exercise, control over their lives 

and their day-to-day decisions” (People first of Canada, 2014). In the 50’s and 60’s 

activists started advocating for people with disabilities to live in society and, therefore, for 

deinstitutionalization. This meant replacing large institutions with smaller facilities and 

organizations. Disability activists continued to advocate for civil rights, but it wasn’t until 

the 1970s, with the Canadians Human Right Act, that the government recognized that 

Canadians have equal rights regardless race, sex, nationality, and disability. The fight for 

disability rights and deinstitutionalization is an ongoing process. 

Although the social and the medical models (Ellis et al., 2019; Hughes & 

Paterson, 1997; Hutcheon, 1995; Llewellyn & Hogan, 2000) are often perceived as 

opposite to each other, they both have been critiqued for not considering the complexity 

and intertwined reality of disability as a cultural construct, and the medical implications 

necessitated by living with a disability. It is important to remember that the social model 

of disability does not reject medicine, but rather rejects the view of a disabled body that 

is often taken up by the medical system. 

Dance and disability are both socio-political constructs and political discourses 

and, as such, it is necessary to recognize that their definitions change historically and 

over time according to cultural, political, social, and economic factors, among others 

(Kuppers, 2000, p. 120; Albright, 1997). Following the social model of disability, disability 
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is a social construct like gender or sexuality. For instance, the idea that impairment 

should be cured is “a perspective that is assigned by the able-bodied viewer to the 

disabled body” (Cheu, 2005, p. 138). This is another example of a cultural and social 

construct around how a ‘normal’ body looks, acts, and moves.  

6.2. All Bodies Dance Project 

Founded in 2014 by Naomi Brand, Sarah Lapp, and Mirae Rosner, All Bodies 

Dance Project (ABDP) has welcomed hundreds of participants into community classes 

and has presented professional, innovative works at festivals across Canada. The 

company provides a platform for dancers that would otherwise not have access to 

training, following a need for “a radical rethinking of the ways in which training is 

constructed and delivered” (Smith, 2005, p. 75). Through the creation of contemporary 

works that challenge the idea of the ‘norm’ in dance and show the artistic potential of 

differences, All Bodies Dance Project provides a space for collaboration and for 

reciprocal artistic growth that orients itself away from therapeutic outcomes.  

As a non-disabled dancer, I have come to understand the creative and 

pedagogical potential of differences to foster a “new dance ecology” (Benjamin, 1995); 

this means working towards offering participants and audience members new dance 

aesthetics and experiences. Disabled dancer and choreographer Alice Sheppard 

emphasizes the relationship between disability culture, aesthetics, and access. She 

describes access as “a process and a way of creating connection between people with 

disabilities, a way of knowing and being in the world” and points out that “disability 

culture and aesthetics are bound up with access” (Sheppard, 2019a). 

All Bodies Dance Project not only aims to disrupt the idea that dance ought to 

look a certain way, but also strives to provide an “aesthetic of access” (Lipkin & Fox, 

2001; Muehlemann, 2018; Papalia, 2015; Papalia, 2018; O’Reilly, 2009; Sandahl, 2002; 

Sealey & Lynch, 2012; Siebers 2010; Sheppard, 2019a; Sheppard, 2019b), which 

considers accessibility as the starting point rather than as an add-on. My understanding 

of accessibility is heavily influenced by the notion of an “aesthetic of access” and non-

visual learner, Vancouver-based artist Carmen Papalia’s Open Access Manifesto which 

consists of the following “five tenets”: 
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Open Access relies on those present, what their needs are and how they 
can find support with each other and in their communities. It is a perpetual 
negotiation of trust between those who practice support as a mutual 
exchange. 

Open Access is radically different than a set of policies that is enforced in 
order to facilitate a common experience for a group with definitive needs. It 
acknowledges that everyone carries a body of local knowledge and is an 
expert in their own right. 

Open Access is the root system of embodied learning. It cultivates trust 
among those involved and enables each member to self-identify and 
occupy a point of orientation that is based in complex embodiment. 

Open Access disrupts the disabling conditions that limit one’s agency and 
potential to thrive. It reimagines normalcy as a continuum of embodiments, 
identities, realities and learning styles, and operates under the tenet that 
interdependence is central to a radical restructuring of power. 

Open Access is a temporary, collectively held space where participants can 
find comfort in disclosing their needs and preferences with one another. It 
is a responsive support network that adapts as needs and available 
resources change. (2015; 2018) 

In other words, accessibility becomes a constant negotiation between those present in 

the room and their needs (tenet 1), making it impossible to follow a set of rules since 

each body is unique and different (tenet 2) and, as such, it is temporary, responsive, and 

ever changing (tenet 5). Open Access considers embodiment as a continuum and 

centers each individual form of embodiment (tenet 4 and 5). Following these principles, 

accessibility becomes an improvised dance between those present in the room. 

Agreements are constantly shaped by the participants—the students, the dancers, the 

audience members, etc.—creating something unique and different every time.  

All Bodies Dance Project creates a space that has the potential to hold and 

integrate principles of Papalia’s Open Access Manifesto. Generosity is a key element of 

the company’s culture: a culture that is established within the room, the dance, and the 

pedagogy based on the individuals present. If we combine Papalia’s tenets with the idea 

of an invisible/intangible score that only exists after the score—a set of rules and tasks—

is danced, it becomes clear that, when dancing with others, the invisible/intangible score 

only exists because of the unique combination of people in the space. The result is 

collective and based on everyone’s unique experience. The invisible/tangible score, 

which I describe in more details in Chapter 4, only exists thanks to and because of the 
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specific configuration of bodies, access needs, and dances that are present in the 

moment. 

6.3. A sensing pedagogy 

My desire as an educator is to transmit my passion for bodily knowing, and for 

my students to reclaim their bodies as places of vibrancy, of listening and learning, and 

not as sites of shame. In my practice—as an educator, a dancer, and a choreographer—

I am developing a dance pedagogy that is grounded in improvisation which not only 

allows us to know differently, but also to learn through difference(s). In my teaching, I 

avoid imposing a form on the body, and rather invite the students to let the body be the 

compass and use our “internal GPS” for explorations (Snowber, 2012a; Snowber, 

2012b; Snowber, 2014a). We know, in our bones and flesh, that the knowledge of the 

body is our guide. As dancer and philosopher Kimerer LaMothe beautifully writes: “we 

don’t need a freedom from the body; we need the freedom to become body” (2014, p. 

147). Phenomenologist scholars and educators Stephen Smith and Rebecca Lloyd 

highlight how to deeply feel alive we must move. In their research, they expand this 

vitality of movement beyond dance to include activity such as climbing, running, and 

riding horses (Lloyd, 2011; Lloyd, 2012; Lloyd & Smith, 2006; Lloyd & Smith, 2021; 

Smith, 2015; Smith, 2018). 

I model the values I want my students to reflect upon: I strive to create a space 

where students can take risks and learn starting from their own individual perspectives 

and interests. This pedagogy grew out of my experience of facilitating, working, and 

sharing with the diverse group of dancers that currently make up the All Bodies Dance 

Project community and continues to develop through my own varied experiences and 

training which include navigating the literature on teaching tools for inclusive dance 

(Aujla, 2021; Aujla & Redding, 2014; Band et al., 2011; Cheesman, 2011; Cone & Cone, 

2011; Kaufmann, 2006; Kuppers, 2013; Morris, 2015; Morris, Baldeon & Scheuneman, 

2015; Reinders, Fletcher, & Bryden, 2015; Reinders, Bryden & Fletcher, 2019; Urmston 

& Aujla, 2019).  

To make accessibility the norm it is necessary to teach in ways that open up the 

possibility for sensory, embodied, emotional, and relational ways of knowing. This 

requires the development of pedagogical and creative strategies that “enable dancers to 
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dance with their whole body, however it moves with attention given to the reality of the 

individual body as it is” (Whatley & Marsh, 2017, p. 7). To accomplish this, a shift in the 

language used in dance classes and an approach to facilitation that values difference 

must be prioritized.  

When working for ABDP, the practice is to have the classes taught by a team of 

two: a teacher with and a teacher without disabilities. Due to the lack of professional 

training and teaching opportunities for disabled dancers, working in a team of two also 

serves as a training-mentoring opportunity. The downside of this model is that the 

disabled dancer in training becomes more of a support, and it might take longer for them 

to establish themselves in a leadership position. Regardless, the presence of both 

disabled and non-disabled dancers decenters non-disabled dancers and facilitators as 

the leaders, or the models. As a result, there is representation within leadership, which 

provides a channel for the elevation of diverse voices and movement styles in the room.   

The classes always begin with a ‘check-in’ round, in which each participant 

shares their name, gender pronouns, and their access needs. Although Kuppers, 

borrowing from Deluze and Guattieri, questions the democracy of the circle since it can 

serve to both “territorialize as much as deterritorialize: here is an inside, here is an 

outside” (2013, p. 145), I argue that this is an opportunity for everyone to have their 

presence and needs—through their voice, signs, gestures, or other communication 

tools—acknowledged. It also allows for everyone to see and be seen, to hear and be 

heard. This practice, which I learned when I began attending ABDP classes in 2015 and 

became more aware of disability culture and disability justice, is now an approach that I 

bring into the dance studio, the University classroom, and my artistic work with groups of 

dancer.  

In the dance classes I teach, I always aim to integrate language that is not 

ableist. For instance, I have shifted from saying “straightening the spine”, a sentence I 

heard over and over during my dance training, to “lengthening the spine”. The difference 

is not dramatic, but it moves away from the idea that the spine has to be straight and 

allows for spines of all shapes to be recognized. Building on Benjamin’s idea of asking to 

“open the awareness to the space” (2002), I invite the dancers to perceive the person 

next to them, rather than asking to see them. 



117 

As a dancer, I have heard teachers suggest using adaptations, or offering “other 

options if this movement is not available to you”. From my perspective, these phrasings 

emphasize the idea that there is an ideal and original movement to aim for, with ‘other 

options’ for those who cannot recreate this ideal. I believe that these statements 

reinforce the idea that not all movement options are valued in the same way. In my 

classes, I use the phrase “these are the options” and I use ‘translation’ instead of 

‘adaptation’ to remove the idea of a hierarchy of movement. Translation has a positive 

connotation, as opposed to adaptation or modification. Both the words modification and 

adaptation can be perceived as carrying a pejorative connotation, especially in the 

context of inclusive dance classes. They often imply the idea that the ‘normative body’ is 

the standard, and the ‘other’ dancers have to adapt or modify the movement to ‘fit in’.  

Whatley and Marsh state that translation should be “a normal part of the learning 

process” (2017, p. 9) and that all students should be exposed to this pedagogical tool, 

not only those whose bodies are considered ‘non-normative’. Whatley describes the use 

of translation as an opportunity: 

To provide the same or equally positive sensation, to focus on the 
anatomical purpose of the exercise or phrase rather than attempting to 
reproduce the same (visual) form and aesthetic outcome. Encouraging 
students to identify what an exercise is for, recognising that the information 
is the same (for example, ‘lifting the belly’) even if the felt sensation and 
physical outcome is different for each individual dancer, based as it is on 
each individual dancer’s body. (2007, p. 13) 

This same principle is used in somatic-based techniques where each body is valued for 

its unique potential, with a focus on felt sensations rather than on the form of the 

movement. When teaching movement from one body to another, we constantly engage 

in a process of translation, and language shapes our perception and our movement. In 

choosing to use translation as a pedagogical tool for all dancers, every unique response 

supports a common intention. As such, both the pedagogy and the dancers’ responses 

support a more inclusive environment shaped by everyone’s perception and movement.  

For the members of All Bodies Dance Project, diverse forms of embodiment 

become part of the creative movement vocabulary; they are not strange, but familiar in 

their uniqueness (Kuppers, 2013, p. 2). Difference is thus not organized into a hierarchy, 

but rather embraced and encouraged so that each dancer can generate unique 

movement based on their unique body. It is my goal to provide a space where diversity 



118 

is not only “acknowledged, celebrated and embraced” (Jaakonaho, 2017, p. 66), but 

rather I “strive to celebrate a difference-celebrating culture where we see diversity as an 

intrinsic part of our everyday lives” (Taylor, 2018, p. 25).  

In an accessible dance class, “students are not learning the dance despite their 

disabilities. Technique should therefore be predicated on bodies moving how real bodies 

move rather than adapting to a normative model of the dancing body” (Whatley & Marsh, 

2017, p. 7). In my work, this means encouraging each student to learn, dance, and work 

for and with the body they have and are.  

As a non-disabled dance artist and educator, I am constantly reminding myself 

not to project “desires and knowledge” onto someone else since “it is only my own mind I 

have access to” (Kuppers, 2013, p. 3). As educators, we have to acknowledge that our 

offerings are rooted in our own experiences, our own dances, and our own bodies. As 

such, we must find ways to translate through language what we hope the students will 

experience. These principles apply to dance education and to any context that calls 

upon embodied ways of knowing. 

Through my work with All Bodies Dance Project, I have become even more 

aware that movement is our mother tongue, and that dance can bring together different 

perspectives, ways of knowing, and embodiments. The dance pedagogy that I described 

in this chapter requires a shift that is both educational and aesthetic, a shift away from 

existing dance structures. This pedagogy understands dance as a way of being and 

knowing; it understands the uniqueness of each and every body and how different the 

experience of movement is for every individual. It is a pedagogy that invites a celebration 

of differences through the use of a language that dances, wiggles, slithers, and slides. 

Dance is “a vehicle for self and social transformation” (Shapiro, 1998, p. 187) and, as 

such, has the potential to create new worlds, new words, and new languages around the 

dancing body and dance education at large. From this perspective, pedagogy and 

aesthetic are intertwined, “the aesthetics give birth to the pedagogy, or vice versa” 

(Østern, 2017, p. 15).  
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6.4. Difference as an artistic value16  

In this section, I will present three case-studies from the All Bodies Dance Project 

repertoire. The first, Translations, is a group piece in which I was involved as a dancer; 

the second is Ho.Me, a dance piece I choreographed and then turned into a short film; 

the third is Near/Far a collaborative dance film entirely made online via Zoom. For the 

three examples, I build on my personal experience as a dancer and choreographer, my 

sensory field notes, the findings left in my body, and literature review. 

6.4.1. Translations 

Over the course of two years (December 2017 – December 2019), All Bodies 

Dance Project was involved in creating a new choreographic work, titled Translations, in 

collaboration with VocalEye—the first live descriptive arts service for the blind in 

Canada. Translations is a dance piece devised for small audiences, it brings forth an 

ethic of care that facilitates an intimate and immersive experience. Further, the work is 

designed to be experienced with the non-visual senses. 

Translations is by no means the first project to investigate the possibility of 

experiencing dance without seeing it. In 2008, Bettina Neuhaus invited “blind observers” 

(Devos, 2018) to attend her dance solo NEWS. In 2013, Dutch choreographer Eline van 

Ark created a show titled The invisible dancer, which used similar descriptive 

approaches to those implemented in Translations. However, what makes 

Translations unique is that the process was driven by values rooted in an “aesthetic of 

access” (Lipkin & Fox, 2001; Muehlemann, 2018; Papalia, 2015; Papalia, 2018; O’Reilly, 

2009; Sandahl, 2002; Sealey & Lynch, 2012; Siebers 2010; Sheppard, 2019a; 

Sheppard, 2019b). Moreover, both NEWS and The invisible dancer are solo works 

choreographed on and for non-disabled dancers, whereas Translations is a group piece 

danced by an ensemble of very different bodies both with and without disabilities. This 

distinction is particularly relevant when it comes to audio description because the 

language around describing difference is still in its early stages (Vocal Eyes UK, n.d.). It 

 
16 Parts of this section have been published in Danza E Ricerca. Laboratorio Di Studi, Scritture, 
Visioni, 13(13), 217–230. https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.2036-1599/14133 
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is also important to note that the representation of disabled dancers is still latent within 

contemporary dance.  

Audio description is the “process of translating visual information into words for 

people who are blind or have low vision” (Kleege & Wallin, 2015). However, the word 

‘translation’ might be confusing since it is never straightforward, and it is always 

subjective; there is always a subjective perspective in “filtering and prioritizing” (Kleege & 

Wallin, 2015) certain aspects of the visual. If, as I do, we follow English professor 

Georgina Kleege and performance studies scholar Scott Wallin’s understanding of audio 

description as an “aesthetic performance that generates its own meanings” (Kleege & 

Wallin, 2015), and not as a “detached, neutral act of translation that functions only as an 

enabling accommodation” (Kleege & Wallin, 2015), we might discover pedagogical and 

artistic possibilities that can be applied in multiple contexts.  

Describing dance is a serious act and, although audio description of dance is 

becoming more common, the European Centre for Cultural Accessibility identifies it as “a 

rare and experimental feature for dance performance” (Fertier, 2017, p. 28) because it 

requires a considerable amount of preparation work. Audio describer Valérie Castan 

urges describers to find descriptive tools that are specifically for dance and unique to 

each choreography, rather than relying on the strategies used in film (Fertier, 2017, 

p. 28). 

Live description, such as the typical work of VocalEye, is primarily used to 

describe the visual elements of an existing theatrical performance or event. In the case 

of Translations, there was no existing dance ready to be described. The piece was in 

fact conceived of alongside the idea that the dance and the description would be created 

together, one in service of the other. Each dancer created new choreography that could 

be audienced through different senses: a dance of the mouth, of the hands, of the eyes, 

of the elbow, and of the whole body. This approach allowed for a result where “the line 

between what is the dance and what is the description is blurred beyond recognition” 

(Bergonzoni & Brand, 2019, p. 152). 

Translations was choreographed and performed by a cast of sighted dancers; 

seven dancers/guides that were part of the process from conception to completion 

(Naomi Brand, romham gallacher, Rianne Svelnis, Harmanie Rose, danielle wensley, 
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Adam Grant Warren, and myself17), and four guides/dancers of a rotating cast (Andrea 

Cownden, Emmalena Fredriksson, Peggy Leung, Caroline Liffmann, Joshua Ongcol, 

and Daisy Thompson). Throughout the process, the cast worked alongside artistic 

consultants from the blind, partially sighted, and “non-visual learner” (Papalia, 2014) 

community including key consultants Amy Amantea, Cathy Browne, Carmen Papalia18, 

and Collin van Uchelen.  

By working alongside a group of artistic consultants who are blind and partially 

sighted, the dancers and the choreographer were able to receive immediate feedback 

and visceral responses on what worked, what was clear, and what was redundant. Van 

Uchelen attended most of the rehearsals and provided responsive feedback throughout 

the process based on what did or didn’t provide him with a meaningful connection to the 

dance. His “perceptions helped identify what was being distorted or lost in translation” 

and this “informed the refinement of the piece through cycles of performance, feedback, 

revision and so forth” (Brand et al., 2019).  

Translations is a choreographic work designed to be experienced with the non-

visual senses and, as such, each audience member (never more than 10) is paired with 

a dancer/guide. This pairing facilitates a unique one-on-one experience and centers an 

ethic of care. The piece begins in the theatre lobby where the dancers/guides first meet 

audience members. The initial meeting in the lobby gives the dancers/guides the time to 

provide an outline of what to expect during the performance, to introduce the descriptive 

techniques used in the piece that involve touch, and to give sighted guests the chance to 

practice being guided without the use of their eyesight. Sighted audience members are 

offered sleep-shades in order to experience the piece from a non-visual perspective, “not 

to replicate the experience of blindness, but rather as an opportunity to focus on the 

information about the moving body being delivered through other senses” (Brand et al., 

2019). The cast of Translations, including myself, received training in “sighted guide” 

techniques from Steph Kirkland, the Executive Director of VocalEye. She describes the 

experience of being guided into the theatre as an act of intimacy and interdependence: 

For those who were sighted, this is [being guided into the theatre] perhaps 
their first experience of the intimacy and interdependence of the guide and 

 
17 romham gallacher and danille wensley do not capitalize their names. 
18 Papalia identifies as a non-visual learner. 
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the guided. These performance conventions, a familiar part of live 
description for the blind, made them the centre of their own experience, an 
audience of one, where they could observe their own powers of attention 
and imagination and ultimately access dance through that form of “seeing” 
that happens with the mind, not the eye. (Brand et al., 2019) 

In describing her experience with audio description, Kleege problematizes the idea of the 

mind’s eye that Kirkland refers to. She writes: 

I am not sure that I have a mind’s eye, or if I do, its vision is impaired 
precisely to the same degree as my physical eyes. I am not particularly 
adept at forming mental images to illustrate words I hear or read. (2018, 
p. 101) 

Some of Kleege’s insights on the relationship between language and images were 

brought up by the blind consultants throughout the process. For example, certain 

statements and metaphors, such as the line “she melts like peanut butter on toast” to 

describe the movement of one of the dancers/guides softening and spreading her body 

into the floor, carries a visceral language that provides a relatable response in the 

audience. A similar response was evoked by hearing the effort in the dancers/guides’ 

voices. This sensorial language enlivens memories in the body that are less, or not at all, 

about the visual image, but rather about activating an experiential, somatic, reference. 

Kleege describes her imagination as: “not particularly visual” and, as such, the point of 

using non-visual senses is not to “create mental images” (Kleege, 2013).  

An important part of the piece’s “performance conventions” is the conversation 

around touch (Brand et al., 2019). Here, consent is at the fore as each audience 

member is given the opportunity to choose how they would like to experience the piece. 

Some options include descriptive touch on the back, the arm or no touch at all. The one-

on-one connection between dancers/guides and audience members supports 

individualized experiences of the piece that are based on consent, personal needs, and 

trust. An example of group work that was not described but relied on touch is The palm 

of your hand II (2015) by European choreographer Vera Tussing, a dance piece “about 

touching and being touched” (Fertier 2017, 38). In this piece, four dancers move in close 

proximity to audience members, letting them touch their costumes and bodies. In The 

palm of your hand II touch is used as a choreographic element and becomes essential to 

the piece’s existence. Similarly, in Translations, touch is used as a way to describe the 
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piece, and as a tool to convey the dance that is not seen; touch is an essential aspect of 

the piece itself.  

For Translations, the theatre is cleared of all traditional seating and stools are 

arranged in an intimate circle, where the audience members sit. Audience members are 

giving the option of a chair with a back if the stool does not suit their comfort. The 

circular seating arrangement allows the dancers to move in close proximity to the 

audience members, and to provided descriptive touch during certain sections of the 

piece. Each audience member experiences the dance according to their location in 

space; the dance takes place in and outside of the circle and, as a result, so does the 

sound of movement and voices. Colin Van Uchelen, a primary blind consultant, explains 

how the proximity to sound and the movement of sound allowed him to “begin to sense 

the shape of the space and realize we are all—audience members and performers—on 

the same stage together” (Brand et al., 2019). Van Uchelen describes this experience as 

gazing into the sound as the dancers move around, further noting that the inclusion of 

the dancers’ voices and the sound of their movements “reveals their identities in the 

darkness; the characteristic sounds of their movements serve as unique sonic 

signatures” (Brand et al., 2019). 

Translations moves toward a multisensory approach to dance, towards more-

than-language. “The project was driven by the question: What if sight wasn’t the 

intended way to experience movement?” which supported the creation of “different tools 

that might be used to shift dance away from the dominant visual sense toward other 

ways of sensing and perceiving” (Bergonzoni & Brand, 2019, p. 150). Throughout the 

process, we looked at the possibility of interpreting a work of dance through touch and 

verbal descriptions—both literal and metaphorical—as a way to include more audience 

members; we asked how we might guide audience members through a sensorial 

experience of a dance work. 

Throughout the process, we researched the possibilities in layering as an artistic 

tool. Artistic Director Naomi Brand describes how Translations transmits information to 

the audience by “layering the language with the sound of the body moving, the breath of 

the dancer and the movement of the air to create a new understanding of the dance” 

(Brand et al., 2019). Translations asks audiences to consider their own perceptions and 

the ways that they typically access art and the world around them. For me, as a sighted 
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person, layering became an opportunity to reconsider my perspective. Often, when I 

don’t find what I desire, or expect, I tend to focus on what is lacking. By experiencing the 

development and application of layers, I was able to reframe my perspective and enjoy 

what is present, rather than what is missing.  

Translations shows how all experiences and perceptions are always already 

multisensory. As sensory ethnographer Sarah Pink points out, “the senses are not 

separated out at the point of perception, but culturally defined” (2015, p. 10). In the 

Western world, the cultural understanding of sense often conceives of vision as 

‘primary’. Translations shifts this ocular-centric assumption and opens up new and 

unique means of interrogating the dance and the body through a multitude of sense. As 

such, the other (i.e. another person, another sense, or another way of perceiving) 

expands the field of experience and stretches the limits of the audience’s perception. 

Each person involved, either as an artist or an audience member, experiences a 

different aspect of the dance through different senses.  

According to phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty, when we incorporate an object 

into our phenomenal field, we change our world and alter our existence (1945/2012, p. 

145). Philosopher Susan Bredlau expands on Merleau-Ponty’s idea to include the 

possibility of incorporating people. Bredlau describes her experience of travelling to 

London with a friend who was very familiar with the city. Bredlau incorporated her friend 

as an extension of her phenomenal field. After a couple of days, Bredlau explored the 

city alone and she realized that she could not perceive London as she had done when in 

the company of her friend. Bredlau concludes: 

If, while with her [the friend] I could board the train nonchalantly, peer 
intently at the people passing by, and cross the streets with easy 
assurance, it was because I was perceiving these situations not on my own, 
but rather through my friend. (2017, p. 84) 

The phenomenon of incorporation creates “a perceiver who was no longer confined to 

[the] individual body” (Bredlau, 2017, p. 84) but expanded into the other’s body. During 

this process: 

both the perceiver and what is perceived take on new identities […] 
Incorporation may not only render perceptive what was previously not, as 
in the case of the cane and the blind man, but also render what is 
perceptive for itself also perceptive for another. (Bredlau, 2017, pp. 82-83) 
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In Translations, “the boundaries between perceiver and perceived” (Bredlau, 2017, 

p. 81) were constantly redrawn. When discussing the possibility of ‘incorporating’ 

another individual we should not objectify them, but rather consider the possibility of 

expanding our phenomenal field to incorporate someone else’s awareness, senses, 

perception, and experience. In Translations, the perspective of the ‘translator’—the 

sighted dancer/guide— inevitably affected the audience member’s experience of the 

piece by facilitating their perception of the dance through different senses.  

Translations requires audience members to engage in what Whatley defines as 

an “active witness strategy” (2007) of viewing. This means that the audience members 

allow “for disability to open up new ways of seeing and new ways of interpreting the 

body in dance, thereby enabling a radical shift in aesthetic and a less judgmental view of 

their own and others’ bodies” (2007, p. 20). This process opens up new ways of 

perceiving. Although it is impossible to experience the world—and therefore the dance—

as someone else, new ways of knowing, experiencing, perceiving, and learning can 

emerge by encountering the dancers, their dances and their differences. Translations is 

an excellent example of the endless possibilities “for learning and knowing that become 

available through the non-visual senses. It shows that shifting one’s perception can be 

as easy as closing one’s eyes” (Papalia, 2013).  

When I dance on stage, I assume people are watching, but I don’t feel a strong 

sense of focused attention. In Translations, the intimacy of having only never more than 

10 audience members, the one-on-one experience of guiding them in and out of the 

theatre, and the experience of providing description through touch made me feel seen, 

felt, and witnessed in a way I have never experienced before. Translations is an 

example of redirecting the gaze, of reconsidering the way we approach, perceive, feel, 

look, and listen to bodies. Throughout the development of Translations, I learned how to 

listen in a way that extends to hearing, reading, writing, dancing: listening requires us to 

give our full attention. For me, Translations is a somatic dance work because it requires 

the audience to follow what they hear, or touch, and then process what has been heard 

and/or felt. Translations has taught me to pay attention to sound in a completely different 

way, and this is profoundly affecting my dance and my teaching.  

Translations was conceived as an immersive performance for small audiences, 

with accessibility as the main objective. Part of the research process focused on 
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establishing protocols around consent, trust, safety, and boundaries between the 

performers and the audience members. The piece was conceived, created, developed, 

and produced at the intersection of ethic and aesthetic, particularly an ethic of hosting 

and caring. The ethic of care that I refer to does not consider care as a gift (Hughes et 

al., 2005), but rather it takes into account both the giver and the recipient of care. Care 

can be reframed as pleasure, rather than a chore (Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2019, p. 315). 

The ethic of care used in writing this dissertation aspires to reduce the “undermining 

symmetrical reciprocal relations among disabled and nondisabled women” (Garland-

Thomson, 2001, p. 5) in the debate between feminist and disability scholars. An 

extensive review and the debate around the concept of an ethic of care is beyond the 

scope of this dissertation, however, for more reference see Cassidy, 2005; Cassidy & 

Bates, 2005; Cassidy, Faucher & Jackson 2013; Noddings, 2013; Stuart-Fisher & 

Thompson, 2020; Williams, 2001; among many others. Associate professor Wanda 

Cassidy’s research focuses primarily on school culture, however, I suggest that the idea 

that the ethic of care “embraces rather than excludes” by putting “modeling, practice, 

dialogue, and confirmation” (2005, p. 42) at the heart of its principles can be applied to 

dance pedagogies outside of the school context, as well as in artistic processes. The 

ethic of care that was established and developed in Translations aims to generate “joyful 

spaces where we care for each other” (Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2019, p. 315) and it takes 

into account the “intersections of disability justice, care, and pleasure” (Piepzna-

Samarasinha, 2019, p. 313).  

In my practice, this ethic of care is exemplified by the following principles: 

My desire is to communicate with people and build a community of movers and thinkers 
while sharing my process, learning from each other and our uniqueness. 

 
I want to make the people I meet on my path more aware of the incredible value, 

knowledge, and wisdom of their bodies. I strongly believe everyone is the expert of their 
own body. 

 
I value diversity as an artistic and educational practice. I aim to learn how to be attentive 

to bodies that are not like mine. 
 

I value process over final outcomes, and I promote self-discovery and self-reflection. 
 

I am an advocate for accessibility and spaces open to everybody. I ask myself who is not 
in the room and why, how can I change this, and what strategies I can use to invite more 

people in. How do I promote an environment where difference is seen as “an intrinsic 
point of our everyday lives” (Taylor, 2018, p. 25)? 
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I value consent. This shows in my classes, by reminding students that everything I am 

offering are ideas that can be tried or not. 
 

I believe in acknowledging my privileges, my history, my teachers; I believe in honesty. 
 

6.4.2. Ho.Me 

Ho.Me is a contemporary dance piece and short dance film that I choreographed 

and directed. This work was supported by All Bodies Dance Project, F-O-R-M, the 

Festival of Recorded Movement, and residencies at The Dance Centre and The 

Gathering Space. This piece was developed alongside my doctoral journey and, as 

such, carries lots of memories. Ho.Me is a place of inquiry, and the outcome of some of 

my thoughts on home, belonging, and dance aesthetic. The title, Ho.Me, plays on the 

Italian meaning of “Ho me” which can be translated to “I own myself” or “I have myself” 

In 2017, through a residency program at The Dance Centre in Vancouver, I 

began the first research phase of what is then become Ho.Me. Five dancers, both 

disabled and non-disabled artists (Sarah Lapp, Peggy Leung, Harmanie Rose, 

Cheyenne D. Seary, Adam G. Warren) from All Bodies Dance Project, joined me in 

exploring the idea of feeling at home in our bodies. We started the research by asking 

ourselves what was familiar and unfamiliar, and we worked with choreographic 

constraints to develop movement material.  

 

 
Figure 6.1  Ho.Me theatre version 
Screenshot from video by Chris Randle. [Image Description: A wide shot of 5 mixed ability 
dancers face the front on a black stage. All of the dancers are wearing black pants, and each is 
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wearing a different brightly coloured top. Three dancers are leaning to the left, and two to the 
right, either in their wheelchairs, balancing on one foot, or lunging to the side.] 

We took a break from rehearsal for a few months and in that span of time, I 

became a Permanent Resident (PR) of Canada. On my way back from a trip, when I 

flew back to Vancouver - as a permanent resident for the first time - the officer at the 

border checked my PR card and said: “Welcome home!” I looked at them with a 

confused look—I was coming back from Italy; I was coming back from home. This 

moment of rapture made me question the familiarity of the notion of home and opened a 

phenomenological investigation into what it is like to feel home. Until then, I didn’t realize 

that I was living two lives, 10000 km apart. I began questioning what feels like home to 

me and I felt lost, confused, unable to answer. When I first moved to Vancouver, I was a 

young woman full of expectations, fears, and overconfidence all mixed together. After 

over eight years, six apartments, a heavy breakup, a marriage, endless hours in 

between consulates, lawyers and paperwork, becoming a permanent resident, becoming 

a citizen, and countless tears I was able to attempt to call this place home. 

With all of this in mind, I started the second phase of Ho.Me I asked myself and 

the dancers: Where do you come from? I invited them to engage in a creative writing 

exercise I first learned in 2011, a score I hadn’t worked with for quite some time until 

then. Our task was to fill in the blanks of “I come from…” or “I am from…” with words to 

create a ‘poetic list’. I opened the space for these answers to be metaphorical, concrete, 

or totally made up. We spent some time with this task and then we put these words in 

our bodies, creating short solos. We refined the poems and their corresponding dances 

every rehearsal.  
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Figure 6.2  Ho.Me at Dancing on The Edge 
Screenshot from a video by Chris Randle. [Image Description: Three mixed ability dancers in a 
triangle orientation are facing an audience on a darkened stage with blue light. Each dancer is 
wearing a different coloured top, and all are wearing black pants. The dancer furthest from the 
audience is standing with one arm swung forward and the other backward, and has a partial hand 
amputation. One of the dancers at the front is sitting in a manual wheelchair, both arms down to 
the side and touching the wheels. The last dancer is standing with both arms down.] 

In 2018, Ho.Me was selected as part of Dancing on The Edge, an international 

dance festival that takes place every year in Vancouver. Two of the dancers were no 

longer able to be part of the piece, so I restructured it for three dancers (Mathew Chyzyk, 

Harmanie Rose, and Peggy Leung). The piece had come to life, and the dancers had 

been through this material for long enough to really own it. Although the cast has 

changed, the memory of the dancers and dances that helped develop the piece were still 

present in the new format. These traces and memories strengthened the unique sense 

of home felt through the piece, even in the absence of some of the original cast.  

The year after, I was selected as one of the commissioned artists for F-O-R-M 

(Festival of Recorded Movement) a dance on screen festival that takes place in 

Vancouver. I directed a short dance film that showcases the three dancers, with 

videography and editorial work by Gemma Crowe, and music by Alex Mah. During the 

process, I was mentored by Nancy Lee and Sammy Chien. In the film, the camera 

movement guides the audience into the dancers’ homes where we discover, through 

their belongings (a clock, a couch, a photo, a wok), something unique about them. In the 

latter part of the film, the dancers gather as an ensemble in an expansive lobby, where 

“they are becoming together, in scenes intended to build a connection between them 
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that speaks to togetherness and community” (Bergonzoni, 2021b). Although this piece 

was made pre-pandemic, I believe that the video version of Ho.Me can help audience 

members to rediscover the intimacy and creative potential of their living spaces. 

 
Figure 6.3  Ho.Me video 
Screenshot from video by Gemma Crowe. [Image Description: Three panels with one dancer 
each. All of the dancers gaze and stretch towards the ceiling with one hand while the other hangs 
down, their faces barely visible.  Panel 1 features a standing dancer wearing a bright yellow shirt 
and dark pants in his living room. Behind the dancer is an ornate mirror in which we can see the 
hand reaching upwards. In panel 2, the dancer is wearing a royal blue sleeveless sundress in her 
bright yellow kitchen with a large window behind and a table with fruit in the foreground. Panel 3 
features a dancer wearing a teal top and black pants, seated in a manual wheelchair in her living 
room. In the background is a deep blue wall with a large clock and various sizes of framed 
photos.] 

6.4.3. Near/Far 

Inspired by the realities of physical distancing, I embarked on a community-

engaged project in the Fall of 2020 that led to the creation a short dance film titled 

Near/Far. The project was executed entirely online via Zoom. Over the course of 6 

weeks, 11 dancers from All Bodies Dance Project gathered together online to explore 

questions such as: How can we stay near to each other while being physically far apart? 

Is there a newfound relationship with the environment that allows us to feel both near 

and far from each other? The resulting film was edited by Gemma Crowe with a sound 

score designed by Sebastian Laskowski.  
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Figure 6.4 Still from Near/Far 
[Image Description: Three vertical panels show a sequence of movement. One arm and leg are 
peeking out from the right side of each panel. The arm undulates, with fingers extended tightly 
together. The movement is illuminated by a sconce on a brick wall. Bright green grass lines the 
bottom of the image.] 

My role as the facilitator/choreographer of the project was to guide movement 

explorations while holding a space for the dancers to come together during a time where 

we were all experiencing a lack of connection. The dancers generated movement that 

explored questions around distance, proximity, and the spaces—both physical space 

and the online space—between us. During our weekly meetings, we discussed the 

influence of the camera on dance making, and the impact of working with a new 

medium. Every two weeks, the dancers were tasked with submitting 30 second videos in 

response to an improvisational score that I created on the theme of being near and far 

apart.  

Throughout the process, we all had to learn how to navigate the self-judging 

internal editor. For many of the dancers, this was the first time that they had to improvise 

in front of a camera. Unlike improvising in-person, the recordings gave each dancer the 

opportunity to re-watch their improvisations and record multiple takes. If we were 

choreographing and composing together in the studio, I—the facilitator—would be the 

only one audiencing their dancing, and the dancers could only make changes based on 

their feelings and sensations. While some of them decided to stick with and submit the 
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first video, others undertook an editing and reworking process, selecting and solidifying 

the 30 seconds they wanted to share.   

 
Figure 6.5 Still from Near/Far 
[Image Description: A silhouetted dancer in a room with closed curtains that are diffusing daylight 
and giving the image a warm sepia tone. The dancer is framed from shoulders up, with their arms 
raised forward and palms open. The camera angle makes their hands appear enormous, like two 
giant antlers framing their head.] 

As we spent more and more time in our homes and in our neighborhoods, 

Near/Far became an occasion to discover the relationships between objects, parks, 

rooms and our dances. Working with video recordings, and in environments outside of a 

dance studio, encouraged the dancers to experiment with lighting, framing, and to 

explore their relationships with objects.  

Near/Far became an opportunity to solidify some of the emergent practices that I 

discovered during the course of 2020-2021, which I describe in Chapter 5. This project 

shows the possibility of creating new community-engaged work even in times of 

limitations, such as the restrictions put in place to contain the spread of Covid-19 in Fall 

2020. Through this project, I was able to experiment with new skills and tools – including 

having to learn how to coach dancers to use cameras, Zoom, or sharing their videos. 

Near/Far was a process that helped to build community and to discover, or rediscover, 

relationships with our environment: dancers engaged in new connections with trees, 

discovered new ways of viewing out of their window, or engaging with a crack on the 

sidewalk. We reflected on the opportunity of building connection both in relationship with 
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each other, and in dance making practices. Near/Far captures a unique moment in time, 

a global pandemic, and has helped participants to stay playful, curious, creative, and 

engaged in dancing. All of these components become the dance.   

6.5. Rediscovering  

In this chapter, I have contextualized and problematized the term ‘integrated 

dance’, reflecting on the relationship between language, culture, and dance practices. I 

have described in-depth my experience as a dancer, choreographer, and facilitator for 

the dance company All Bodies Dance Project. Specifically, I have used the example of 

my role as a dancer in Translations, as the choreographer of Ho.Me, and as a facilitator 

for the project Near/Far.  

In concluding this chapter, I am reflecting on the impact of the teachings of 

Translations, particularly in relation to the Covid-19 global pandemic. Translations is a 

dance piece that facilitates our ability to get in touch with the felt knowledge of our body 

and, as such, facilitates kinesthetic empathy. According to dance ethnographer Deidre 

Sklar, through kinesthetic empathy, which involves bodily memories and intelligence, we 

can increase our capacity for “vicarious kinesthetic experiences” (1999, p. 14). 

Translations taught me about the importance of touch, not as a “less lofty, less 

intellectual rung of the hierarchy of the senses” (Kleege, 2013), but rather as “intensely 

intellectual” (Kleege, 2013). I cannot stop thinking of how relevant and important 

reintroducing people to touch will be once the fear of spreading a virus has reduced 

significantly enough, and how this may help them to redevelop a sense of “self-reflexivity 

about [their] own lived-movement and touch through experience” (Sklar, 1999, p. 14).  

As I have shown, Ho.Me is a dance piece that shifted, changed, and adapted in 

its different versions. Ho.Me has accompanied me throughout my Ph.D. journey and has 

taught me how to remain flexible. Similarly, Near/Far showed me that I cannot not be 

creative. Even when I thought it would not have been possible, I was able to create a 

group piece and generate a space for dancers to share, connect, and support each 

other.  

These three projects are connected in their aim to position access from the 

onset, and to respond to the lived experiences of the participants involved. Through the 
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descriptions of these projects, I have shown how the notion of an “aesthetic of access” 

(Lipkin & Fox, 2001; Muehlemann, 2018; Papalia, 2015; Papalia, 2018; O’Reilly, 2009; 

Sandahl, 2002; Sealey & Lynch, 2012; Siebers 2010; Sheppard, 2019a; Sheppard, 

2019b) and of Papalia’s Open Access Manifesto (2015; 2018) help reshape pedagogy, 

and particularly dance pedagogy, at large.  

The understanding of accessibility as a constant, ongoing negotiation between all 

the participants of a project shifts away from the idea of providing “neutral, unobtrusive” 

accommodations (Kleege & Wallin, 2015), and towards a centering of each individual’s 

form of embodiment. Thus, inclusive pedagogies become a site of ongoing learning 

since accessibility is in place from the beginning.  
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Chapter 7. Being an audience of my own dance 

Her [Nancy Stark Smith’s] writing is both intimate and searching, so much 
so that, at times, it is difficult to know whether she is writing about herself 
or the dance. Perhaps there is no difference.  

(Gere, 2003, p. 154) 

Instruction for your dance #7 
 

Find a space,  

in space. 

Find a movement. 

 

During my doctoral journey, I developed a practice that I call Dancing-Reading-

Writing (DRW). Throughout this dissertation, I discuss the theoretical, methodological, 

and pedagogical implications of the practice of DRW, which has guided and keeps 

guiding my research—a research that starts from the body. In the context of this 

dissertation and my doctoral journey, the practice of DRW is a solitary practice that helps 

me to connect to my body, establish an intimate inner dialogue, and navigate the world. 

However, there might be versions of this practice that are collective and occurs in 

community.  

In the practice of DRW there is never an ending, nor a way to stop the practice. 

Just like this dissertation, there is no arrival: the practice of Dancing-Reading-Writing is a 

place for inquiry and not for answers. This practice is not fixed; it is meant to change and 

be changed through and thanks to the dance. Listening to the body, the dance, and their 

relationship is my way of reflecting, feeling, sensing, and thinking with my whole being. 

This chapter is a collection of notebook entries, photos, and poetic writing that sprang 

out of my dancing body. This collection exemplifies the process that supported the 

creation of this entire dissertation.  
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Figure 7.1  Photo of the studio 
[Image Description: A bright dance studio with a window in the background. In the foreground, 
pieces of paper are on the floor with pens on top. Carolina’s hands are on the floor behind the 
paper and pens, and her legs are in motion, indicating that she is moving from a seated to 
standing position.] 

In analyzing how dance has become more and more dominant in qualitative 

research, the field where arts-based research first developed, professors Carl Bagley 

and Ricardo Castro-Salazar (2012) distinguish between the use of dance as a metaphor 

and the use of dance and the body “as an instrument within research process” (p. 457). 

Even though I do not perceive the body as an instrument or a tool, and find this 

terminology to be reductive, I align more with the idea of the body as an instrument, 

rather than considering dance as a metaphor for the research. Reflecting on the process 

of choreographing the data, professor Mary Beth Cancienne points out some similarities 

between qualitative research and choreography, one of which is the use of themes. 

Cancienne seems to consider only one way of doing choreography when she writes: 

A qualitative researcher organizes data analysis thematically just as a 
choreographer organizes movement thematically. Therefore, I use themes 
from the data analysis as motivation for my movements. (Cancienne, 
2008, p. 402) 

I do not choreograph thematically, nor I dance the data in the sense of moving from the 

written language to the body language (Cancienne, 2008) nor do I use the data to 

generate dance pieces; the inner experience of dancing is not “transformed to an 
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objectified representation” (Ricketts, 2011, p. 127). For me, it is not about doing research 

and then making a dance piece about it. I bring my whole self—which is my body—into 

the research and I let my body guide the process. In other words, the practice of 

dancing, creating, and performing is what leads to the discovery and emergence of new 

knowledge (see Moffett, 2019). 

The practice of Dancing-Reading-Writing expands the notion of data in research 

to include body data (Cancienne, 2008; Cancienne & Bagley, 2002; Bagley & Castro-

Salazar, 2012; Snowber, 2002), data that dance (Ricketts, 2011) and data that “will be 

enfleshed in the physical nuances of lived experience” (Snowber, 2002, p. 21). However, 

the practice of DRW is not about using dance to represent the data or the content of the 

readings. In this practice, I listen to my dancing body’s responses, reactions, and 

actions. I let the dance bring me to new places in my body and in my understanding of 

the data. The act of dancing is the research: it is in the dancing that what I read gets 

metabolized by my body and it is in the dancing that I find the flow of writing. 

The practice of DRW can be defined as a “somatic phenomenology” (cf. Kozel, 

2015) and it relates to the art of improvisation, since it occurs in the doing, the dancing, 

the thinking. Particularly, I am not concerned with the lived (notice the past tense here) 

experiences—the root of phenomenology—but rather with the possibility of noticing body 

data as they are arising (notice the gerund). I follow educators and phenomenologists 

Rebecca Llyod and Stephen Smith (2021) as I engage in “the sensory process of 

researching ‘living experiences’ in a way that exudes a sense of life” (p. 3). Just as they 

recommend, I do not “stand back and seek meaning via visual means but arrive at 

phenomenal understandings through activity immersion” (p. 3), in my case through 

dance and dance making. Professor of philosophy, dance, and media technology Susan 

Kozel describes phenomenological reflection as what “sets in motion a process of 

translating, transposing, or transgressing lived experience into writing” (2015, p. 54). The 

data I collect through the practice of DRW are in the dancing (in the gerund form) and, 

as such, they are excessive, in the sense that they cannot be fully captured or fully 

translated into language.  

The dancing data, as I describe in Chapter 4, are both an excess of and a lack of 

evidence; they are tangible (in the form of sweat droplets, saliva, changes in the body, 

journal notes) and intangible. The data are full of non-material things that we carry, such 
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as “burdens, hopes, and illusions, the lies we tell ourselves, and the things we can’t let 

go of” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 28) and they “resonate as questions that come to mind through 

the dance” (Fraleigh, 2010, p. 28). To facilitate the transposition of body data from my 

body to the page, I rely on different modalities—such as journaling, photography, graphic 

recordings—and different modes of languaging: non-grammatical, poetic, or spatial ways 

of writing. These different modalities allow me to amplify the unspoken bodily nuances 

and document the bodily knowledge that was once unseen, unspoken, untranslated and 

undanced. Through this process, these once unnamed occurrences become the body 

data, for further use and study. Excerpts of these journal entries can be found at the end 

of this chapter. 

My research occurs at the space in-between language and writing, a space that 

is neither here nor there in a sympoietic arrangement of doing-with, thinking-with, being-

with, and dancing-with my body. The idea of a sympoietic arrangement between 

dancing, reading, and writing builds on feminist professor Donna J. Haraway’s idea of 

“sympoiesis”, a term used to indicate the idea of “making-with” (2016, p. 58). In my 

research I am “staying with the dancing”, to rephrase Haraway’s words (2016). This 

dissertation and these words would not have been possible if it wasn’t for the sympoiesis 

of dancing-with and writing-with my body. Even though the dance pieces that 

accompany, and have accompanied, this dissertation are enough on their own, they 

would not exist if it weren’t for their sympoietic arrangement of thinking-with.  

The complexity of defining the “somatic phenomenology” that is at the core of the 

practice of DRW is in the formulation of questions. I let questions spill out of my body; 

therefore, they arrive while I am in the practice. Kozel argues that there is “a 

phenomenological process that is less polished, less complete” and she examines “the 

transition from raw experience into scholarly writing” (2015, p. 54). But what if these 

“raw”, “less polished” experiences were the questions and/or the data in their fullness? 

What if the process—the way of “doing” somatic phenomenology, perhaps—was about 

absorbing information through the body?19  

 
19 This dissertation documents ways of staying-with, being-with and thinking-with research and 
practice as an ongoing process. As such, I am always arriving at new beginnings and more 
questions. I recognize that some of the beginnings and questions that have and are emerging 
cannot be explored here in fuller depth.  
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7.1. Dancing-Reading-Writing 

7.1.1. In the studio 

 
Figure 7.2  Image of a studio 
[Image Description: A bright dance studio with mid-afternoon sun shining through blinds. In the 
foreground, there’s a laptop on the floor, angled to show an open document where text is illegible. 
In the background, Carolina is reflected in a wall of mirrors. She is sitting on the floor taking this 
photo.] 

When I practice DRW in the studio, I assign an area for dancing, one for reading, 

and one for writing. This allows me to overlap these practices physically, visually, and 

spatially. I repeat this process of dancing, and writing, and reading, and dancing, and 

writing, and reading… over and over again. I let the writing arise from my dancing body 

and I let the reading(s) affect my dance score. As I oscillate-with the practice of DRW, I 

find myself fascinated by the dances that occur at any given time. These dances might 

be imperceptible by an outside observer, but they are clearly perceivable to me through 

the practice: the dance of the organs, the dance of the pen on the paper, the dance of 

my fingers.  
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I move from words to the body, and from the body to words, in a way that is not 

metaphorical or symbolic. In fact, I do not intend to replicate words with the shape of my 

body. For example, in exploring the notion of home, I do not move my body as if it were 

a house or as if I were on a couch. Rather, I let the dance move through me, noticing 

what is changing inside of my body. A memory might come up: a smell, a colour, 

perhaps a sensation. I listen to how my whole body reacts to those memories and I 

adjust the writing, and the dancing, accordingly. Through this process I discover and 

rediscover words that speak to my truth in that moment. Central to the process is to 

always allow for changes and to constantly negotiate with what I thought was true the 

day before, sometimes even the moment before. 

 
Figure 7.3  Image of a studio 
[Image Description: A bright dance studio with wood floors and a mirror the length of one wall. In 
the mirror’s reflection, Carolina is standing in front of windows with daylight streaming through 
them. She is taking a photo of several pieces of paper that are arranged in loose semi-circles on 
the floor.] 

I am searching for how to bridge the inner and outer experiences of movement 

without objectifying one or the other. The inner landscape of my body is constantly 
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affected by the outside and, at the same time, my inner world affects the way I write, 

dance, and perceive. Through the practice of dance improvisation, I come to be. 

Improviser Nancy Stark Smith describes “the Gap” as the place “from which more 

directions are possible than anywhere else” or as the place “where you are when you 

don’t know where you are” (Stark Smith, 2003, p. 246). Similarly, when I write from the 

dancing body I find myself in an unknown place that is full of possibilities. 

 
Figure 7.4  Sample of journal entry 
[Image Description: A page filled with notes in handwriting of different colours and orientations. 
Some writing is highlighted, some circled.] 

In the practice of DRW, I always write on paper so that I can choreograph the 

words spatially and create visual patterns. I read my writing and notice repetitions, 

patterns or words that stand out. I do not focus on themes, but I do circle and underline 

certain words which become guides for the next movement exploration. This process is 

a way of keeping track and dancing the data as they arise.  
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Figure 7.5  Image of the practice of dancing-reading-writing 
[Image Description: Carolina is in a bright dance studio with pale wooden floors and big windows 
on two sides. In the foreground, pieces of paper are scattered on the floor. In the background, 
Carolina is on the floor on all fours, with her face close to her hands. She is writing.] 

On October 1, 2020, I was able to enter The Dance Centre. I could only practice 

alone, with a mask, and I spent most of my studio time cleaning the floor. On that day, I 

put four concepts/words on the floor: excess, deep down, bare feet, tissue. I danced for 

15 minutes, knowing that these words were there. Then I wrote: 

15 minutes is a very long long time, especially in a body that doesn’t feel 
like mine. How does this body feel such a stranger now?  

Excess feel like virtuosity. Tissue at times feels like excess, the fat I need 
to get rid of. Deep down, on the floor. Touching without touching. Wanting 
people close when they are not here. These people are my dance partners. 
Excess is the hair. The breath. The sounds the body makes. It is the “you 
are too loud” and the fear of being too big, of taking up too much space. 
(Unpublished journal entry, October, 2020) 

In reading these notes over a year later, I can see how the four words I chose 

generated insights that influenced the writing of the other chapters of this dissertation. 

This journal entry demonstrates the surfaced intuitions of my body that were discovered 

through the dance score. The dance brought up ideas, analyzed in Chapter 5, around 

the relationship I have/had with my “pandemic body”, and my tendency to not take up 

space, both physically and metaphorically. As shown in the above writing, the dance 
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showed me ideas about the excess, a concept I explore in Chapter 4, defined here as 

what I need to get rid of. It was through the dance, and then the writing, that I have 

realized how in my over 20 years of training, I was told that I needed to hide or physically 

remove these excesses (e.g. the body hair, the heavy breath, the sound of the body). 

This is an example of how the practice of DRW allows me to see the unseen and to 

reframe the body data.  

In the practice of DRW, each movement calls for another movement, each word 

calls for another word. This practice is a call to be awake, to live a vibrant life, “rooted in 

the cells of a physical creativity” (Snowber, 2019, p. 206). I go inside and feel the data 

moving through my body and, in response, the body data overflow onto the page and 

into the dance. In the practice of DRW, the information of the readings, of the pen on 

paper, and of the body flow through the dancing body. 

7.1.2. Shifts in the practice of Dancing-Reading-Writing  

In Chapter 5, I describe how when I couldn’t go to the studio, due to the 

restrictions applied in attempt to contain the spread of Covid-19, the practice of Dancing-

Reading-Writing continued in my apartment and in the outdoors. At first, I perceived this 

shift as a constraint, but not the generative kind. My body almost shut down and I felt 

unable to act and move. I thought of this shift as a limit, a place “of obstacle, something 

to be jumped, danced, or skipped over. I certainly could not have seen how a place of 

extension and openness could be sustained and fostered by a limit” (Cancienne & 

Snowber, 2003, p. 247).  

When I first attempted the practice of DRW in my apartment, I tried to replicate 

the assignment of areas in the studio for dancing, reading, and writing in my living room. 

The process unfolded in unpredictable ways that were at first perceived as limits. Due to 

the lack of space, there was an overlapping of not only the dancing, reading, and writing 

areas, but also between the cooking, resting, and living areas.  

Over the course of almost two years, I was able shift my perception of these 

limits and I discovered a new pleasure and creativity in dancing on the Earth stage, or in 

my living room. What I first perceived as an obstacle, a constraint, a boundary, opened 

up a new language of dance and new way of practicing DRW. My living room became a 
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space to practice DRW with distractions and, as presented in the dance video that is part 

of my dissertation and encapsulates my doctoral journey, I discovered new possibilities 

in dancing outside, on the Earth stage.  

The video that is part of this dissertation is a reminder that, despite the dramatic 

changes of the past two years, my body-compass has been guiding me to shift towards 

different orientations and constantly reorient my own practice, which has always been 

there for me. What I once perceived as a limit became a place of inquiry in my body. 

When dancing in the water, with my feet on the sand, walking on the shore, or simply 

rolling on grass, I am reminded of why I started this journey in the first place: dance is 

research.  

7.1.3. Excerpts of Documentation 

This short section includes a series of personal journal entries written between 

2019 and 2021.  

Entry 1 

In the studio. Sitting on the floor next to the heater.  

I have pens, pencils, a book, tracing paper, and my body. I am paralyzed and 
unsure on how to proceed. My goal is to shut down the internal editor and let my 
body be the only guide and the only writer.  

The brain as a bean bag. Saying yes or no to the movement, but never say maybe. 
I need to find a similar approach in my writing practice. Say yes to the words, or 
no, but never say maybe. Don’t let the internal editor take over. (2019)  

Entry 2 

 
I’m typing and writing this dance for you: 

my pen dances on the page. 

 

My body and my writing are performing just for you. 

I am dancing for you, for the people passing by.  
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They don’t see me. 

 

Something moves around me; 

something moves inside me. 

 

Can you see the dance of my expanding lungs? 

Do you hear your heartbeat in your belly? (2019) 

Entry 3 

 
I have only danced for ten minutes. It feels empty, yet now my pen is running. 
Would it be different if I decided to use my voice? Does it make it more real? 
Profound? Am I becoming to be? Becoming whole? 

This writing is non-linear.  

This is a dance of the fingers. I am not even thinking about what I am writing, I am 
just perceiving the flow of this pen running, dancing, and leaping on the paper. I 
feel fully embodied in this writing. It is not a pen. It is a part of my body. (2019) 

Entry 4 

Arriving. In my body and in my practice. Phone, put away.  
Read: an article, a book, my own writing. 
 
 Keywords mapped out. 
 
Dance. Start to move my body. Realizing I am not ready to dance, quite yet.  
I stretch, massage, relax into gravity, write a bit.  
 
  Am I ready now? 
 
Improvising in movement, dancing the questions and waiting for body data to arise.  
 
(Move to the writing zone) 
 
Free-flow – audiencing my body as words spill out of me.  
A practice of transformation, a way to arrive at a different place in my body, in my 
inquiry, in my creative process.  
 

  I arrive, once again. (2020) 
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Entry 5 

Verticality. 

There is a mirror.  

I look at it.  

Can I be “somatic” by taking it all in, rather than leaving it out.  

Being out AND in. (2020) 

Entry 6 

I turned on a camera. I realize it’s not about dancing my dissertation; it is about living my 
dissertation. Living as dancing. Dancing as living.  

I am looking at the screen: How do we go back to the tissue? Is this what being in my 
body feels like these days? Being in the body?  

So many questions, never enough answers. (2020) 

Entry 7 

Magnolia 

not knowing 

till they bloom. 

How does this affect identity? 

I know who I am, or so I believe. Why are we so attracted to imperfection in nature, but 
so scared of them in real life? (2021) 

Entry 8 

Loosing and gaining balance 

Loosing balance to find stability again 

Wobbly to be stable. Pillars moving with the flow, feet moving with the flow 

Not knowing letting go 

Current. Waves and tides coming in to come out. 

Reflections. (2021) 
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Figure 7.6  Sample of journal entry 
[Image Description: An open notebook shows two pages that are filled with handwriting of 
different colours. Some parts are highlighted, others are circled. There are also tiny drawings of 
patterns and spirals. The words are illegible.] 

These entries are the knowledge that occurs in the margins. They are an 

‘excess’, as I define it in Chapter 4: of notes, of thoughts, of body, and of dance. Susan 

Kozel refers to the “phenomenological process” as “less polished, less complete, and 

almost always overlooked” (2015, p. 54) and she argues that it “usually exists only in a 

performer’s personal journals or notes shared with collaborators as part of a working 

process” (2015, p. 54). For me, these excerpts do not need to be polished, or completed, 

as they are essential to the research and the writing itself. They are examples, but are 

not the only ‘excesses’, of the practice of bodily engagement with the writing and with 

the research. It is through these ‘excesses’ of evidence, which are fundamental for the 

practice of DRW that I can sort out the questions that are arising from the dance while 

also diving deep into new inquiries that come through my body data.  

These ‘excesses’ are not conclusive since they are part of the ongoing process 

of formulating questions by staying-with the inquiry and thinking-with the practice of 

Dancing-Reading-Writing. 
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Conclusions 

Dear Reader,  

If you find yourself here, you are probably looking for a recap of what has been 

written in this dissertation. If you skipped the introduction, you might feel confused as to 

why this conclusion is actually inconclusive. This dissertation, just like my dance and 

pedagogical practices, is non-linear. It is a collection of layers and ideas that exist on 

their own but can also be compiled together in different ways. I have identified a few 

signposts that I hope will help you choose your own path for reading this dissertation. 

Maybe your body-compass guided you here first, or maybe this is your last stop. Either 

way, I would like to know what path you have chosen, what dances have come up for 

you while reading this text, and what other ways you have engaged throughout. 

I enjoyed writing this improvised dance of the pages and I am glad you decided 

to audience, even if only for a brief moment, my practice and the untangling of my own 

journey. Through this journey, I discovered how to be my true whole self by learning how 

to question the dichotomies that have accompanied me for so long. Now, I understand 

the power of the body and the ways through which the body can write, move, guide, and 

teach us.   

I still do not know what it takes to be what I want to be, or to become what I want 

to become. But I do know that there will be more. This dissertation is a first step along 

the pathway of my life’s work. It is one of the many signposts I will encounter along my 

journey of inquiring, dancing, and reframing what it means to be Carolina, who 

encompasses what I used to call the-dancer and the-scholar. 

The ‘final words’ in this dissertation are captured in a video. A dance with water, 

with rocks, with sand. This dance is an excerpt of how this dissertation came to be, and 

how I grew and learned through it.  
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Appendix A.   
 
Ho.Me 

Choreographer:  Carolina Bergonzoni 
 
Videography and Editing: Gemma Crowe 
 
Music: Alex Mah 
 
Dancers: Harmanie Rose (Taylor), Mathew Chyzyk, Peggy Leung 
 
Audio Description: danielle wensley, in consultation with Collin van Uchelen and Amy 
Amantea 
 
Description:  
 
The short contemporary dance film is complementary to this dissertation. It was created 
in 2019. However, the idea and the concept were developed from the beginning of my 
doctoral journey.  
 
Filename: Bergonzoni_HoMe_AD.mp4 
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Appendix B.   
 
Near/Far 

Choreographer:  Carolina Bergonzoni 
 
Editing: Gemma Crowe 
 
Music: Sebastian Laskowski 
 
Dancers: Vanessa B. Mendoza 
Bee Andressen 
romham pàdraig gallacher 
Janice Laurence 
Marnie Maretic 
Cheyenne Seary 
Ashlee Davidson 
Eileen Mackenzie 
Aviva Martin 
Alana Prochuk 
Trina Frometa 
 
Audio Description: Andrea Cownden 
 
Description:  
 
The short contemporary dance film is complementary to this dissertation. It was created 
in the Fall of 2020, entirely online via Zoom. 
 
Filename: Bergonzoni_NearFar_AD.mp4 
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Appendix C.   
 
Solo 

Choreography, Dance, and Editing:  Carolina Bergonzoni 
 
Videography: Joel A. Salaysay 
 
Audio Description: danielle wensley, in collaboration with Carolina Bergonzoni. 
 
Description:  
 
The short dance film is complementary to this dissertation. It was created in the Summer 
of 2021. 
 
Filename: Bergonzoni_Solo_AD.mpeg 
 


	Declaration of Committee
	Ethics Statement
	Abstract
	Acknowledgements
	Table of Contents
	List of Figures
	Chapter 1. Introduction
	A letter to the reader
	When I grow up, I want to be a teacher
	A letter to Carolina-the-dancer
	A letter to Carolina-the-philosopher
	A Letter to the World

	Chapter 2. Signposts
	On ‘body’
	On ‘bodies’
	On ‘dance’
	On ‘somatics’
	On ‘improvisation’
	On ‘audiencing’
	On ‘pedagogies’
	Choosing a path
	The map

	Chapter 3. Becoming whole
	3.1. The Abyss of my research
	3.2. How is it that I came to dance?
	3.3. Body as living archive
	3.4. Finding home

	Chapter 4. Articulating fingers, articulating words
	4.1. Dance as writing and writing as dance
	4.1.1. Lingua franca
	4.1.2. Somatic conductor

	4.2. Audiencing
	4.3. The excess in audiencing my own dance
	4.4. Variations of audiencing in dance
	4.5. Variations of audiencing in writing
	4.6. Variations of audiencing online
	4.7. Looking back

	Chapter 5. Emergent practices
	5.1. Emergent dance practice
	5.1.1. Craving for space
	5.1.2. Dancing with the Earth
	5.1.3. Walking-as-dancing
	5.1.4. Negotiating space

	5.2. Emergent teaching practice
	5.2.1. Online classes

	5.3. Reflections

	Chapter 6. Learning in difference
	6.1. Words make a difference
	6.1.1. Terminology within the dance field
	6.1.2. Medical and social models of disability

	6.2. All Bodies Dance Project
	6.3. A sensing pedagogy
	6.4. Difference as an artistic value
	6.4.1. Translations
	6.4.2. Ho.Me
	6.4.3. Near/Far

	6.5. Rediscovering

	Chapter 7. Being an audience of my own dance
	7.1. Dancing-Reading-Writing
	7.1.1. In the studio
	7.1.2. Shifts in the practice of Dancing-Reading-Writing
	7.1.3. Excerpts of Documentation
	Entry 1
	Entry 2
	Entry 3
	Entry 4
	Entry 5
	Entry 6
	Entry 7
	Entry 8


	Conclusions
	References
	Appendix A.    Ho.Me
	Appendix B.    Near/Far
	Appendix C.    Solo

