
Unveiling the Enigma: The Philosophical
Aesthetics of Dance
Dance is a mesmerizing art form that transcends cultural boundaries and touches
the very core of human existence. Beyond its physicality, dance allows us to
experience the intangible, the inexplicable, and the unspoken. It serves as a
medium through which emotions, narratives, and profound ideas can be
expressed in a way that words alone often fail to capture.

Throughout history, philosophers have attempted to dissect the essence of dance
and uncover the philosophical aesthetics that lie beneath its surface. This article
embarks on a journey through the depths of dance, exploring its metaphysical
and existential dimensions, and shedding light on its profound impact on our
perception of beauty, time, and consciousness.

Understanding Dance as a Form of Expression

Before delving into the philosophical implications of dance, it is crucial to
comprehend its fundamental nature as a form of expression. Dance, in its myriad
forms and styles, allows individuals to communicate and convey emotions in a
way that surpasses verbal language.
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Through graceful movements, dancers can express a wide range of emotions,
from joy and love to anger and sorrow. The synergy between the emotive
qualities of dance and the human psyche has fascinated philosophers for
centuries, leading to various theories surrounding the aesthetic experience of
dance.

Dance as a Medium for the Expression of Beauty

One of the most prevalent philosophical discussions surrounding dance revolves
around its inherent connection to beauty. As an art form that dynamically
combines music, physicality, and storytelling, dance possesses a sublime
capacity to evoke aesthetic pleasure in both performers and observers.

The ancient Greek philosopher, Plato, argued that dance is a representation of
the beauty found in the realm of Ideas or Forms. Plato believed that dance allows
humans to catch a glimpse of universal beauty by imitating the perfect forms that
exist beyond the material world.

On the other hand, German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche took a different
approach to dance aesthetics. Nietzsche believed that dance emanates from the
Dionysian spirit, which represents the primal and instinctive aspects of human
nature. According to Nietzsche, dance is an expression of the intense joy,
sensuality, and exuberance that arises from embracing one's instincts.
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These contrasting perspectives demonstrate the inherent complexity of dance as
an art form capable of eliciting diverse emotional and intellectual responses.

The Dance of Time: Exploring Temporality and Movement

Time is an inextricable element of dance. Through the artful manipulation of
movements, timing, and rhythm, dancers create a sense of temporal progression,
transporting the audience through moments that exist solely within the realm of
the performance.

French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty believed that dance embodies the
essence of temporality, as dancers are constantly navigating the present moment
through movement. Merleau-Ponty argued that dance serves as a vivid
representation of lived experiences, emphasizing the importance of embodiment,
sensuality, and the interplay between body and space.

Moreover, dance's intrinsic connection to time offers a unique opportunity to
contemplate the transience of human existence. As spectators witness the fluidity
of movement and the passage of time within a dance performance, they are
confronted with the ephemeral nature of life, prompting reflections on the
impermanence of all things.

Dance as a Key to Unlocking Consciousness

As dance captivates our senses and transcends linguistic barriers, it has the
potential to ignite profound introspection and stimulate altered states of
consciousness. Through its abstract and non-linear nature, dance can transport
individuals to a realm beyond everyday reality, unlocking new dimensions of
thought and perception.



This notion finds support in the work of American philosopher Susanne Langer,
who proposed the theory of "felt thought." According to Langer, dance allows for
the embodiment of abstract concepts, enabling individuals to express and
comprehend complex ideas that exist beyond the realm of linguistic
comprehension.

Furthermore, the transformative power of dance can be seen in the ecstatic and
meditative traditions found in various cultures throughout history. In practices
such as Sufi whirling and Native American ritual dances, individuals engage in
rhythmic movement to induce altered states of consciousness, reaching a
profound connection with the self, others, and the cosmos.

The Synthesis of Beauty, Time, and Consciousness: A Harmonious
Triad

By exploring the philosophical aesthetics of dance, we begin to unravel the
intricate tapestry of human experience and perception. Dance, as a multifaceted
art form, intertwines notions of beauty, temporality, and consciousness in a way
that transcends conventional understanding. It invites us to venture beyond the
boundaries of language, logic, and the physical realm, granting us a glimpse into
the depths of our own existence.

As we immerse ourselves in the world of dance, we are reminded of the immense
power of art to inspire, transform, and provoke existential contemplation. The
philosophical aesthetics of dance beckon us to embrace the enigma, to grasp at
the intangible, and to discover the boundless possibilities that lie hidden beneath
the surface of the human experience.
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This work is a comprehensive account of central issues in the philosophical
aesthetics of dance, intended for the interested general reader as well as for the
postgraduate student. Its fundamental consideration is of danceworks that are
artworks. Typically these are performables: they can be re-performed on another
occasion or in another place. So discussion begins from whether or not two
performances are of the same dancework: that is, from issues of ‘work-identity’.
Here, notationality (rather than an extant notated score) is stressed, and the idea
of an adequate notated score for a dancework is introduced to reflect the
normativity of scores. The text explores (a) the making of dance — in particular,
locating the conceptual role of authors of dances; (b) the distinctive role of the
dancer; and (c) the understanding and appreciation of dances. Both dance-
making and dance-understanding are addressed since the ‘identity’ issue can
arise in the staging of a particular dance; whether the perspective is that of the
choreographer or that of the dancer; where the concern is with the appreciation of
a particular dancework; or, again, when a dancework from the past is being
reconstructed.
In this text, the reader moves on from the author’s previous Understanding Dance
(1992). Like that work, this one draws on a range of examples of danceworks
from ballet to modern dance, especially as they are represented in dance-
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criticism. The work contrasts the performance traditions of various dance
trainings through which dancers learn to understand dance with traditions of
performance for danceworks as acknowledged by audiences. A detailed
discussion of the nature of our interest in dance and some historical reflections on
the use of examples are also included.
This book is a major intervention into the philosophical aesthetics of dance by a
philosopher who has devoted much of his professional career to the
consideration of dance. It presents a discussion of many of the key topics from
the field, rooted in a general framework for philosophical aesthetics.

Graham McFee is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Brighton, UK, and
at California State University Fullerton. He writes and lectures both nationally and
internationally on a wide variety of topics within philosophy, especially the
aesthetics of dance and the philosophy of Wittgenstein. His books include
Understanding Dance (1992), The Concept of Dance Education (1994/2004),
Free Will (2000), Sport, Rules and Values (2004), Ethics, Knowledge and Truth in
Sport Research (2010), and Artistic Judgement (2011). He was formerly the Vice
President of the British Society for Aesthetics.
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