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Introduction

For years | was told to leave behind everything of the world at the threshold of my
dance class, and enter without any baggage, into the bubble of the class. Very often,
as classical Indian dancers, we perform and make work in a space isolated from the
realities of the world that we live in. Frequently | found myself at odds with the
character that | was depicting on stage; but | was expected to play the ‘role’,
irrespective of my beliefs and opinions. In time, as a student, performer and
especially as a teacher, | realised that it was impossible to drop the 'baggage’. |
understood that exceptional artists not only acknowledge their baggage, they

illuminate and reshape it through their art.

For me, the dance class became a space for reflection rather than
reproduction of culture; an embodied pathway to find connections with the world

rather than a means to shut out the world. The dance curriculum became a means
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for generating experiences of making, performing and viewing dance in a way that
brought the student in conscious engagement with the world with a heightened
understanding of the self and the other. Hence, while a dance class would include
lessons on movement, processes and principles of a dance form, students also learn
here about authority, relationships and their own bodies (Stinson 2016, 55). Why
should dance not be about, as Maxine Green puts it, "living deliberately" in
awareness of contradictions and conscious of the complexity of my being? (Stinson

2016).

This paper illustrates my experiments with teaching undergraduate students
who have no training and experience in dance, to think through their bodies. Most
students participating in the class firmly believe that they are not dancers. Yet this
class is based upon the premise that sensory understanding is critical to how we
understand ourselves and relate to others; that the body is the mediator of

experience and knowledge is subjective (Shapiro 1999, 6).

This paper explores the Heideggerian idea that ‘knowing’ is related to how we
construct reality or experience. This reality is a sum total of our memories and we
make sense of today based upon what we believe we know. In other words, “...the
human condition is based on our ability, not to reject history, but to understand that
human beings carry within them their history into the present.” (Shapiro 1999, 5).
This paper explores the role and frameworks of reflective practice in an
undergraduate dance class to position the process of critical reflection as the basis

for making our learning visible through movement.
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Who We Are and What We Did...

It was twenty students; and I, within an undergraduate liberal arts programme. It was
also a classical dancer working with engineering majors who felt they were ‘not cut
out’ for dancing. And there was the baggage of our contexts, understandings,
assumptions, experiences and prejudices (even towards each other) strapped to our

bodies.

Consciously placing the class within these concentric circles, | approached

the class with two primary teaching aims.

The first aim was to create an aesthetic attitude to movement. “In this
aesthetic dimension, the locus of the individual’s realization shifts from the domain of
the performance principle...to that of the inner resources of the human being;
passions, imagination and the conscience,” (Marcuse in Stinton 2016, 9). The
agenda of the class was not to create dancers or dance pieces but to value the
process of creation and to reflect upon what our movement choices said about our

social constructs.

In the class, personal response and personal meaning illuminated the internal
relationships between movement and the performer as well as the relationship of the
movement with the observer. Kinesthetic empathy enabled teaching and learning to
happen in the encounter between the performer and the observer. This relationship
enabled the creation of a safe space for exploration and built a community within the
class where every student was responsible for the other. Merce Cunningham

elaborates on this relationship:
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It does not mean the need to display oneself but rather the need to be moving, and to
feel the movement and to think the movement. It does not mean that one always has
to be moving but rather that one feels another's motion almost as if one were also

moving.

(Cunningham and Brockway in Stinton 2016, 81)

| hope to push the boundaries of the observer to those who are reading this
paper and therefore the large number of photographs invite the reader to participate
in the class in a way that the written text may not be able to. The photographs of the
class are to be seen as an integral and important part of the text and not just as a

mere illustration.
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