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Dance

Sub-article of the Recreation pillar (Wheel of Harmony). See also: Wheel of Recreation, Joy, Music, Social Gatherings.




The Art With No Artifact

In every other art the maker stands apart from the work. The painter puts down the brush and the painting remains; the composer dies and the score is played; the potter’s bowl outlasts the potter by a thousand years. Something is made, and the making ends, and the thing persists.

Dance has no such object. The instrument is the body, the maker is the body, and the work is what the body is doing right now. Nothing is left when it stops. This is usually described as dance’s limitation — the art that cannot be collected, the one that vanishes — and the description has it backwards. What cannot be separated from its maker cannot be sold without the maker, cannot be stored, cannot be owned by someone who was not there. Recording changes the distribution and not the fact: a film of a dance is a document of an event, in the way that a photograph of a meal is not dinner.

An art with no severable artifact is structurally resistant to the thing that has happened to almost every other art. That is worth understanding before anything else.





What Dance Was For

The traditions did not treat dance as expression. They treated it as an operation, and they disagreed about almost everything except that it did something.

The turning of the Mevlevi order — the semâ — is cosmological enactment performed with the right palm turned up and the left turned down, grace received from above and passed to the earth, the dancer a conduit rather than a subject. The order insists it is not trance and not ecstasy, and the insistence matters: what looks from outside like abandon is described from inside as sobriety in motion.

In the Kalahari, the Ju/’hoansi healing dance runs all night, the community around the fire, until the energy the tradition names n/om boils up the spine into the state called !kia, and the healing that follows is laid on everyone present. There is no client and no fee. Richard Katz’s account of it remains the best ethnography of dance as distributed, non-specialist medicine.

In the Indian temple the dance was offering, performed toward the deity rather than toward an audience, and the cosmology is compressed into a single figure: Shiva as Naṭarāja holding creation, maintenance, destruction, concealment and grace in one posture. In Haitian Vodou and Brazilian candomblé the movement is how the deity arrives — the dancer is mounted, and the choreography is deity-specific enough that the practitioners know who has come by watching the body move. In Greece the round dance — choreia — was polis-forming, the thing citizens did together that made them a body. In Hasidic practice, rikud is joy as commanded worship, cleaving to God through the legs.

Six operations: conducting, healing, offering, hosting, binding a city, worshipping. None of them is self-expression, and none of them has an audience in the modern sense. The dancer is doing something, to or for or with something else.





Two Claims That Do Not Survive

An article about dance is tempted by two arguments that sound strong and are not, and both should be abandoned before they are used.

Dance is not demonstrably the oldest art. The claim rests on prehistoric rock art, and the rock art will not bear it. A 2021 critical review of the alleged dance scenes in Levantine Spanish panels found the corpus largely undiagnosable: the identification of dance depends on posture conventions the analyst brings to the wall, and a large share of the scenes admit no confident classification at all. There is no agreed criterion distinguishing a depicted dancer from a depicted runner, fighter, or gesturer. The earliest firm evidence is much later — Neolithic figures in a ring, Alpine engravings — and by then a great deal of art already exists.

What can be argued is structural rather than archaeological. Dance requires no pigment, no surface, no tool, and no material at all beyond a body, which means it is precisely the art that would leave no trace whether or not it was there. That is a reason to expect its antiquity and it is not evidence of it, because a claim that cannot be falsified by absence is not being supported by absence either. State it as inference and move on.

The synchrony research is not settled. The Oxford work on moving in time together is real and carefully done — dancers in synchrony show raised pain thresholds and increased in-group closeness, the effect survives in a silent-disco design, and blocking the opioid system dampens it, which points at endorphins. It is the strongest evidence available for the intuition that dancing together does something to a group.

It also sits in a literature with a serious problem. A meta-analysis of thirty-five synchrony experiments found a moderate overall effect with clear signs of publication bias — and, decisively, a moderator nobody wants: in studies where the experimenter was not blind to condition the effect was large, and in blinded studies it was statistically indistinguishable from zero. A preregistered follow-up found that people who had never experienced the manipulation could correctly predict the published results, which is what expectancy looks like rather than mechanism. Roughly three-quarters of the field is unblinded.

Cite it, then, as promising and contested. The traditions were not waiting for the effect size.





What Actually Changed

The tempting claim is that people stopped dancing. It is not supportable. There is no instrument that measures social dancing participation over time — the major national arts-participation survey tracks attendance at dance performances, which is spectatorship, and its recent decline is confounded by a pandemic that closed the venues. Set against it: club culture, weddings, the quinceañera, Afrobeats and amapiano floors, the global salsa and bachata and kizomba scenes, swing and contra revivals, and a generation that learns choreography from a phone and performs it in bedrooms and car parks. People dance.

What changed is what dancing is understood to do. Every operation named above — conducting, healing, offering, hosting, binding, worshipping — has been retired, and dance in the surviving forms is for leisure, courtship, fitness, and self-expression. These are legitimate. They are also a much smaller set of jobs than the one dance used to hold, and the difference is not a matter of volume.

Barbara Ehrenreich documented one piece of the transition — the deliberate suppression of collective festivity in early modern Europe, carnival curtailed by authorities who found a dancing crowd difficult to govern. Her larger thesis about human hard-wiring drew criticism even from sympathetic readers and does not need to be adopted. The narrower historical point stands: some of the loss was policy.

And the darkest confirmation of dance’s power comes from William McNeill, who called the effect muscular bonding and traced it through close-order drill and the mass rally as well as through the village round. A practice that makes a group cohere will make any group cohere. This is not an objection to the claim; it is the claim, holding at full strength, including where nobody wants it to. Whether the cohering is good depends entirely on what the group is for — which is a Dharma question, and not one the dancing answers.





The Debt That Has to Be Named

Most of what circulates in the West as sacred or ecstatic dance is borrowed, and borrowed without transmission, initiation, or accountability to the lineages it draws from. The 5Rhythms wave, the ecstatic-dance circuit, and their descendants take from Sufi turning, from African-diasporic ritual, and from Andean and Amazonian sources, and the resemblance to what happened to postural yoga is close enough that the scholarship treats them as one phenomenon.

Two cases sharpen it. The Mevlevi order is presently fighting to keep the semâ a rite rather than a Konya tourist attraction, which is a lineage defending its own practice against exactly this pressure. And the revival of Bharatanatyam is not a clean story: the 1947 Madras Devadasis Act criminalised the hereditary practitioners while a Theosophically-inflected reform carried the form into respectable drawing rooms — a restoration that dispossessed the women who had held it. Davesh Soneji’s account is the reference and it is uncomfortable reading for anyone who assumed the revival was a rescue.

The cartographies are witnesses and not property, and this article claims none of these forms. It claims the finding: that six unrelated traditions used the moving body to do work that modernity has assigned to no practice at all. Where material rests on contemporary transmission rather than ethnographic record — most neo-shamanic dance in circulation is in this category — it is worth marking as such rather than passing it off as ancient.





Practice

Dance where you are seen and unrecorded. The recording changes the act: a body that knows it is being filmed is performing for the file rather than participating in the room. The specific practice is not “dance more.” It is dancing in a room where nobody’s phone is out.

Choose forms with partners and forms with crowds. Partnered social dance — the Latin forms, swing, tango — trains the weight-sharing attention that contact improvisation formalised: two bodies negotiating a shared centre without either leading by force. The round or line dance does something different and older, which is to make a group briefly into one thing. Most people have access to both within a short drive and have tried neither.

Learn one form badly for a long time. Skill deepens play, as Joy holds, and the depth is where the state the traditions describe becomes available. A year of mediocre attendance at one weekly class delivers more than a decade of occasional enthusiasm.

Put it in the house. The domestic version is the one that survives contact with an ordinary week: music on while cooking, children included, no instruction, no audience. The traditions all had a version of this and it is the easiest one to rebuild.

If you take from a lineage, say whose it is. Naming the source is the minimum, and finding a teacher inside it is the actual answer.





The Return

Joy is Presence expressed outward rather than turned inward — the same consciousness, engaged rather than still. Dance is the most direct case, because there is nothing in the middle. No instrument to master before the music can be made, no medium between intention and the thing itself. The body is the whole apparatus, which is why every tradition that wanted to move a group’s state at once reached for it, and why it is available to people who own nothing.

The art with no artifact is also the art that cannot be bought, cannot be stored, and cannot be experienced by proxy. In a civilization organised around artifacts that can be, this is not a weakness in dance. It is the reason to walk toward it.



See also: Wheel of Recreation, Joy, Music, Social Gatherings, Sports and Physical Play, Wheel of Presence, The Five Cartographies of the Soul
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