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10. The Aesthetic Experience of Expert Movement 

 

 

 

 
 

The awareness of tension and relaxation within his own body,  

the sense of balance that distinguishes the proud stability of  

the vertical from the risky adventures of thrusting and falling 

—these are the tools of the dancer. 

  Rudolf Arnheim 

 

 

I find considered movement deeply pleasurable.  I always have and I continue to—movement that has a purpose, 

that I think about.  That’s one of my great pleasures in life 

    Fergus Early (The Wise Body Conversations with Experienced Dancers) 

 

The idea for writing a book on the role of thought, effort and self-focus in expert action, as I 

have mentioned, was prompted was prompted by an objection the philosopher and avid golfer 

Bob Child made after a talk I had given on the idea of proprioceiving aesthetic properties. I was 

arguing that proprioception—the sense by which we acquire information about the positions and 

movements of our own bodies, via receptors in the joints, tendons, ligaments, muscles, and 

skin—is an aesthetic sense, that is, a sense by means of which we experience beauty, grace, and 

other aesthetic properties. Child wanted to know how a dancer on stage could have the aesthetic 

experience of her own movement, since focusing on highly-skilled movements trammels their 

performance. If experts are to perform at their best, he averred, they can’t focus on what they are 

doing, and thus they cannot have the sorts of aesthetic experiences I attribute to them. This 

objection stumped me at the time, and, indeed, as it was presented during an interview for a 

position at Child’s college, I can see that in retrospect I was lucky to have gotten the job. 

However, I now have the answer I would have liked to have presented.   

 Philosophers sometimes say that one man’s modus tollens is one woman’s modus 

ponens—well, perhaps this is not quite what they say, but it is close enough—and although Child 

thought that my view that dancers experience aesthetic pleasure proprioceptively must be wrong 

because experts cannot focus on their own bodily movements, I now hold that one reason to 

think that experts, or at least expert dancers, focus on and conceptualize their movements, rather 

than just doing them, is that via propioception they experience various aesthetic properties of 

their movements, that is, they experience their movements and positions as beautiful, graceful, 

powerful, precise and so forth.
1
 As Child noticed, if a dancer is aware of the aesthetic properties 
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of his own movement, then he is attending to his movements. Yet since, as he saw it, self-

reflective thinking, awareness and monitoring of one’s own movements interferes with 

performance, dancers must not have such awareness. That was his modus tollens. Child, 

however, I now think was wrong: Dancers, as I shall argue, are aware of such properties of their 

movements via proprioception and thus their minds are present and focused on their 

movements—my modus ponens.  

  

 

Perceiving aesthetic properties 

 In Chapter 9, we met Britt Juleen, a dancer with Netherlands Dance Theater, who spoke 

of how her best performances involved being immersed in the feeling of her movement, and I 

argued that bodily immersion was not an example of losing the self, but rather an example of 

where unpleasant thoughts are washed over with pleasant thoughts and experiences that are skill-

directed. What I would like to now is add that such experience has an aesthetic dimension, 

namely, that in being immersed in her movement, Juleen perceives, via proprioception, various 

aesthetic qualities of her movement via proprioception. Contrary to proponents of the just-do-it 

principle who hold that the best expert actions are nonconceptualized, this is a conceptualized 

experience, an experience of her movement as beautiful, or as graceful or as powerful, and so 

forth. Moreover, this understanding of her movement grounds her deliberations over about her 

movements; for example, she may decide to cover more space, or her arms will bend just a tad 

bit more, based on her perception of the aesthetic qualities of her bodily movements and 

positions.  In contrast to the just-do-it principle,  Juleen, and professional dancers in general, 

seem to conceptualize their proprioceptive experience of movement in aesthetic terms and make 

aesthetic judgments based, at least in part, on such conceptualization. Indeed, much of a dancer’s 

work involves constant aesthetic refinement of movement qualities based on proprioceptive 

input.     

 Of course, proprioception during dance serves a number of functions besides providing 

aesthetic information for a dancer. For example, proprioception is important for guiding a 

dancer’s movement, or informing a dancer that her that her movement is off, or that her strength 

is waning.  And I have already suggested in other chapters that once you reach expert level, you 

can be consciously aware of technical details of movement. Gallway, for example, speaks of 

being aware of his shoulder muscles rather than his forearm powering his best backhands and 

how during his forehand how he is particularly aware of his triceps when his racket is below the 

ball (112).  

However, it may be that the most salient features of what experts are aware of in movement are 

often very high level aspects of movement, and in dance such aspects are the aesthetic elements 

of their movement.  



 Moreover, although the experience of dancing at a very high level of skill, I claim, 

involves an awareness of one’s own bodily movements via proprioception, it certainly does not 

involve only that. For example it also involves focusing on what the other dancers are doing on 

stage as well as focusing on the music. Yet these sorts of ways in which a dancer directs her 

mind also at times involve proprioceptive self-awareness. Musicality—that is, the ability to 

dance in dialogue with the music—requires monitoring proprioceptive input and auditory input 

in creating an interesting conversation between the two, and one’s awareness of other dancers 

gives one clues as to how one should move oneself, and such movement may involve 

proprioceptive awareness. As Sandra Fraleigh puts it so well in her book Dance and the Lived 

Body: A Descriptive Aesthetics “When I move not merely in contrast to my partner …but to 

complement his movement, I am aware of my movement against his and equally aware that I am 

related to and bound up with him, in polar (equal and opposite) tension and attraction.” (Fraleigh 

P 201). Moreover, I would add that one way in which we are aware of the movements of others 

on stage is by experiencing some sort of motor resonance in our own bodies.
2
 Dance may not be 

proprioception all the way down, but proprioception clearly plays an important role.  

 A proponent of a just-do-it principle that councils against bodily awareness might say 

that maintaining an internal, proprioceptive focus during a performance would be detrimental 

and that the mind should not be on the body, but on the music and the body will follow.  And 

perhaps when a dancer is nervous about holding a balance, for example, this might be well-

advised, for when awareness of a slight wobble might increase nervousness which will make one 

wobble more, it might make sense to avoid a proprioceptive focus. Moreover, it could be that 

awareness of said wobble could induce negative thinking--I’m really going to fall—which takes 

take one’s mind off of what really matters.  Though at the same time, an acute proprioceptive 

awareness may help one to balance. Moreover, even if one needs to remove the mind to avoid 

nervousness, or to avoid negative thoughts, this does not mean that focusing on what you are 

doing, in and of itself, is detrimental to performance.  Rather, it is the nerves or the negative 

thinking that is.  

 

Countering the Idea that the Bodily Senses are Excluded from the Aesthetic Realm. 

 

I claim that one reason to reject forms of just-do-it that warn against bodily awareness or 

propriocpetion is that dancers are proprioceptively aware of aesthetic aspects of their movements 

and that one way they evaluate the aesthetic qualities of their movements is by feeling (that is, 

proprioceiving) what is right.  Ask a dancer why he or she changed a certain movement to make 

it cover less space, or decided to move his or her wrist just so, and the answer will sometimes be 

that the dancer can feel that this particular way of movement is better than the other way: it is 

more exciting, or graceful, or brilliant, or any other number of aesthetic qualities that bodily 

movements can manifest. This is a common sentiment among dancers and I take it as my central 

piece of data that such experiences occur.   

 Can we believe, though, what dancers say? In line with the methodological principle of 

taking first-person reports of experience as defeasable evidence for the truth of such reports, I 

take such reports as defeasible evidence that expert dancers are aware of various aesthetic 

properties of their movements proprioceptively. Accordingly, if there are no countervailing 
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arguments, arguments that purport to show that proprioception cannot be an aesthetic sense, we 

can take first person reports as evidence for the view that dancers experience aesthetic properties 

proprioceptively, and correlatively evidence against the just-do-it principle. However, there are 

at least some apparent countervailing arguments. So let me now take some time now to address 

them.   

 Perhaps the most worrisome objection to this view is Child’s objection that dancers 

cannot experience the aesthetic qualities of their own movements proprioceptively since this 

would interfere with performance. The intention of the overall argument in this book, an 

argument which aims at showing that experts focus on their movements and that focusing on 

expert action is not determinetal to performance, is to counter  this view. But there are arguments 

that are specific to the idea of proprioception as an aesthetic sense, so let me here focus on 

countering some of the reason why philosophers and others have held that a sense such as 

proprioception could not be an aesthetic sense.    

  The view that proprioception is an aesthetic sense, a sense through which we are able to 

experience aesthetic properties, is in part controversial because a long tradition of theorizing 

about aesthetics takes the aesthetic senses to include only those that are capable of focusing our 

attention beyond our own bodies. Aesthetic experience, it is thought, while sensuous (depending 

on sense experience), is not sensual pleasure, not pleasure in our own bodily sensations. Rather, 

as D. W. Prall puts it, “experience is genuinely and characteristically aesthetic only as it occurs 

in transactions with external objects of sense.”
3
 Or, in the words of George Santayana, in 

aesthetic experience “the soul…is glad to forget its connection with the body.”
4
 Given this 

tradition and given that the very function of proprioception is to provide information about, and 

awareness of, our own bodies, one might wonder how proprioception could be an aesthetic 

sense.   

 Traditionally, the only two senses that are thought of as aesthetic are vision and hearing. 

As Francis Hutchenson points out, “the ancients observe a peculiar dignity of the senses of 

seeing and hearing that in their objects we discern the kalon [beautiful], which we do not ascribe 

to the objects of the other senses.”
5
 According to Hegel, “art is related only to the two theoretical 

senses of sight and hearing, while smell, taste and touch remain excluded from the enjoyment of 

art.”
6
 However, in questioning the privileged status of the visual and the aural, I am not alone. As 

others have argued, many of the features that supposedly give vision and hearing their privileged 

status are features of other senses as well.
7
 The ability vision and hearing afford us to distance 

ourselves, both physically and psychologically, from the object of awareness is a good example. 

The light waves that bounce off a painting must come in contact with one’s eyes no less than the 

molecules wafting away from the perfume bottle must come in contact with one’s nose. 

Moreover, while one must eat to survive, once the edge of appetite is taken off, one can distance 

oneself from one’s needs and dine without the practical purpose of fending off hunger. Indeed, in 

some respects, a proprioceptive aesthetics may be less controversial than an aesthetics based on 
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the so-called lower senses, namely, taste, touch, and smell. For, in the words of Thomas Aquinas, 

“we do not speak of beautiful tastes and beautiful odors”—or, at least, if we do it is with a bit of 

awkwardness.
8
 However, it is natural, at least for dancers, to talk of experiencing beauty 

proprioceptively.  A dancer, during a rehearsal onstage—a situation in which there are no 

mirrors—may claim that a certain movement or position is beautiful or, since dancers tend to be 

a self-critical lot, complain that the beauty, or whatever other aesthetic quality he or she is 

aiming at producing, is lacking: “The movement is too abrupt,” “The line is ugly,” “I’m not 

feeling the connections” are all phrases that roll naturally off a dancer’s tongue. 

 It is also sometimes thought that the aesthetic senses do not admit satiety—in Bernard 

Bosanquet’s words, “the aesthetic want is not a perishable want, which ceases in proportion as it 

is gratified”—and that this precludes some of the exteroceptive senses (senses that typically 

inform us about the external world) from being aesthetic senses.
9
 For example, it might be 

thought that at a certain point the pleasures of eating chocolate and other delicacies turns to 

disgust.  And, it might be thought that just as this tells against the possibility of gustatory taste 

being an aesthetic sense, it tells against the possibility of propriocetion being an aesthetic sense, 

since if one kept on dancing, for example, one would collapse with exhaustion.   

 However, it is not clear that this line of thought excludes either gustatory taste or 

proprioception from the aesthetic realm.  While one becomes sated by food, it may be that the 

pleasure of eating, if it could be prolonged without actually ingesting anything, is insatiable. And 

although one gets physically exhausted in moving, as one might get physically exhausted in 

looking at paintings in a museum (or physically stuffed by eating), one seems to never tire of the 

experience of moving in aesthetically valuable ways. 

 

 

Proprioception as Bodily yet Corrigible 

 

 

Another challenging problem for the idea that proprioception can be a means of aesthetic 

experience is that aesthetic senses seem to require a distinction between the object one senses 

and the bodily sensation itself, a distinction that can be made with sight, smell, taste, touch, and 

hearing. However, proprioception, it might be claimed, cannot focus our attention beyond 

ourselves, for it is by definition a type of self-perception; it is, as Oliver Sacks puts it, “the inner 

sense by which the body is aware of itself.”
10

 Thus, it might be claimed, the distinction between 

the object one senses and the bodily sensation dissolves. Correlatively, it might be claimed that 

the object of proprioceptive experience seems to be necessarily private, making it difficult to see 

how a proprioceptive experience could, as Immanuel Kant claimed aesthetic judgments must, 

command universal assent, and making it difficult to see how a proprioceptive experience could 

ground true disagreement and not just differing opinions. 

 Though there is a line of thought going back at least to Plato that disparages the body, it 

is easy to think up examples of aesthetic sensory experiences of one’s own body that are not 

sensual experiences of one’s own body.  Imagine, for example, a highly skilled individual 

creating representations of a bird in flight with his or her hands. It seems that observers could see 

that such representations are beautiful or lively, for example, and, moreover, that the artist would 
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not be barred from such perceptions merely because it is his or her own body that is on view. 

Rather, the apparent problem of taking proprioception as an aesthetic sense arises because of the 

particular nature of proprioception and the way it allows one to perceive one’s own body. For 

proprioception may seem to direct our attention primarily and perhaps exclusively not simply to 

one’s own body, but to the sensory itself. Thus, the difficulty in thinking about proprioception as 

an aesthetic sense, one might argue, is that as opposed to even the “lower” sense of touch, which 

is thought to represent objects, proprioception does not represent objects but, rather, is merely a 

sensory experience.  Yet the aesthetic senses do not provide us with merely sensory information 

but, in some sense, reach out to objects in the world, or at least they must do so if correct 

aesthetic judgments based on such sensations are to lay claim to at least intersubjective validity.   

 Is proprioception a mere sensation, more similar to pain, for example, than vision, or does 

proprioeption represent objects?
11

 Representation, as opposed to mere sensation, allows for 

misrepresentation, and I think that it is not too difficult to see that proprioception does as well. 

One way vision can misrepresent the world is that it can represent p as q when p is not q. When I 

look at a field and see it as covered with snow when it is actually covered with clover in bloom, 

my visual experience is misrepresenting the field. Proprioception can similarly misrepresent the 

world. Choreographers, for example, often see dancers make mistakes based on such 

misrepresentations: a dancer might proprioceptively experience his or her knee as perfectly 

straight, when it is in fact bent, or a hand as directly above his or her head, when it is behind. 

More dramatic proprioceptive mistakes occur with amputees who have phantom limbs; in this 

case they represent p as q, where p does not even exist. Even pain judgments can be mistaken in 

this more dramatic sense: with phantom limb pain, one can feel foot pain without having a foot. 

Yet, arguably, judgments of pain are not mistaken in the former sense: if a pain appears sharp, 

then it is sharp. However, one’s limb may proprioceptively appear straight when it is bent. This 

illustrates that proprioception is notmerely sensory, but represents objects in the world. The 

object in the case of proprioceptionis, to be sure, very close to the perceiver: it is one’s own 

body.  

 Although there is a sense in which one’s own body is not part of the world, this is not the 

relevant sense here; rather, the relevant contrast here is between one’s body and one’s bodily 

sensations, between the positions and movements of one’s limbs and the sensations one has of 

these positions and movements, a contrast that can be made with respect to proprioception.
12

 

Proprioception may be a type of self-perception, but the self in question is not merely sensory. 

Thus, proprioceptive experience, it seems, need not be doomed to exist solely in the realm of the 

mere agreeable. 

 

Is proprioception private?    

Despite the aforementioned similarities between vision and proprioception, there still seems to 

be a significant difference between the two cases: the example of the choreographer and the 

dancer shows that vision can be used to correct proprioceptive judgments, yet when we disagree 

about the snow on the field, we are disagreeing about properties in the world that are visually 

presented to us both.  One might wonder, then, if it is possible for there to be disagreement, not 
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just differing opinions, about properties that are presented to two individuals proprioceptively.  If 

not, proprioception might not make it over the aesthetic bar.  

 The problem is this: although it seems that while an individual painting, for example, can 

be seen by many different people, only I can proprioceive my own movement. You may be able 

to experience the same type of developé as the one I am performing— one, say, that begins with 

the foot wrapping around the ankle of the supporting leg, slowly proceeding up the calf to the 

knee, moving more quickly first into a short and then a longer attitude, and finally slowing down 

for the final extension of the knee—but you cannot experience the same token developé, that is, 

the developé done by my right leg at time t. It seems that a movement-token (a particular bodily 

movement at a certain time) can be proprioceived only by one individual, the person performing 

the movement. Or, in other words, the proprioceived movement-token seems to be private. It is 

not merely that the proprioceptive experience seems private since, arguably, there is a sense in 

which all experience is private. Rather, it is that the object of experience appears to be private: 

the object of visual experience, a painting, can be experienced visually by many observers, while 

the object of proprioceptive experience, one’s own body, can be proprioceived only by oneself. 

 Those who understand aesthetic experience in this way may not see the object of 

proprioception, the movement-token, as necessarily private; presumably, they would admit that 

conjoined twins who share an arm, for example, each proprioceive the same movement-token, 

that is, the movement of the shared arm.
13

 However, even if the movement-token is not 

necessarily private, being typically private is thought of as problematic enough—for an 

aesthetics applicable only to conjoined twins is not a satisfactory outcome.  

 So let us ignore this case and focus on the typical situation. The question, then, is whether 

the privacy involved in proprioception bars it from being an aesthetic sense. I think that the 

following thought experiment illustrates that it does not. Imagine a world that had a convention 

by which musicians were allowed to play music only while alone in soundproof rooms. There 

would be no recorded music, no chamber music, no orchestras (definitely a sad situation), but I 

could enjoy the Goldberg Variations by playing them on the piano in a soundproof room, and 

you could do the same.
14

  

 In this situation, are we barred from sensing any of the aesthetic properties of the music 

we play? It seems to me that we are not. An indication of this is that after our isolated sessions, 

you and I could discuss the aesthetic value of the piece. Of course, in order to discuss the 

auditory qualities of the piece as performed, we would need to determine whether our techniques 

are similar enough to produce similar sounds. Without being able to hear each other this would 

be difficult, since the mere fact that we both followed the same score would not suffice to 

determine that we produced significantly similar sounds, but it would not be impossible: I could 

watch a (silent) film of you playing, we could discuss our interpretations, and so forth. Barring, 

of course, the problem of other minds, once we have determined that our interpretations of the 
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piece are close enough, we can assume that we are talking about different tokens of the same 

type of musical performance, which in the imagined situation seems sufficient to ground 

discussion of, and not just differing opinions about, the aesthetic qualities of the performance. In 

other words, audition would still be the means by which we experience the aesthetic properties of 

music, even if token musical performances are always private. 

 The situation with proprioception, though (typically) private by nature and not merely by 

convention, is similar to the private music room example—the “Beatles in a box” example, as it 

were—in the relevant respects: a dancer might proprioceive only his or her own movements, but 

by talking to others and watching others, dancers can judge whether they are moving, more or 

less, in the same way.
15

 If a dancer says, “The movement is beautiful,” I should not respond “To 

each his own; you find it beautiful, I do not, there is no standard.” Rather, barring vagueness and 

assuming that we are not relativists about aesthetic properties in general, if the movement does 

not feel beautiful to me, it would be most reasonable to assume that either there are subtle but 

significant differences in the way we are executing the movement or that one of us is mistaken in 

our aesthetic judgment. This is what would occur in the odd music community as well: after 

exiting our soundproof rooms, if I claim that the first variation is tranquil and you deny this, we 

will not say, “To each his own,” but instead we will assume either that one of us was playing the 

piece in a different way or that one of us is mistaken. If this is correct, the type of privacy 

involved in proprioception does not preclude proprioception from being the means by which we 

experience certain aesthetic properties. 

 In fact, dancers with similar training and abilities often do agree on the proprioceptive 

qualities of certain movements, with some steps feeling awkward, others graceful, some 

dynamic, some dull, indicating that such aesthetic judgments not only command the sort of 

“subjective universality” that Kant thought was required of aesthetic judgments, but seem to 

possess it as well. 

 

Proprioceiving Someone Else’s Movements 

 A dancer’s aesthetic experience of movement via proprioception also seems shareable in 

a more important way, and that is that there is a sense in which the audience can “proprioceive” 

dancer’s movements.  

 The dance critic John Martin advocated this view, arguing that in order to appreciate 

dance fully one must make use of "kinesthetic sympathy." In his words, "not only does the 

dancer employ movement to express his ideas, but, strange as it may seem, the spectator must 

also employ movement in order to respond to the dancer's intention and understand what he is 

trying to convey."
16

 “The irreducible minimum of equipment demanded of a spectator,” Martin 

tells us, “is a kinesthetic sense in working condition.”
17 

Accordingly, his reviews of dance were 

rife with references to the qualities of dance appreciated via kinesthetic sympathy, or motor-

perception.  For example, he speaks of the dynamic variation in a dancer’s movement that gave it 

a “rare beauty and a powerful kinesthetic transfer,” or “[a] gesture which sets up all kinds of 

kinesthetic reactions,” or even a dancer who “leaves you limp with vicarious kinesthetic 
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experience.”  This is something Martin was aware of and, with his writerly skills, able to express 

well in words.  However, I claim that dancers experience this as well.  

 Edwin Denby is another critic who frequently emphasizes the relevance of motor-

perception in his writings. For example, in a review of a performance of Afternoon of a Faun, he 

mentions the bodily feeling that results from imitating the depictions of people on Greek vases 

and bas reliefs: “The fact is that when the body imitates these poses, the kind of tension resulting 

expresses exactly the emotion Nijinsky wants to express.” He continues: “Both their actual 

tension and their apparent remoteness, both their plastic clarity and their emphasis by negation 

on the center of the body (it is always strained between the feet in profile and the shoulders en 

face)—all these qualities lead up to the complete realization of the faun’s last gesture.”
18

 Denby 

is characterizing something kinesthetic, something that we come to understand not through our 

visual experience alone. Through motor-perception, Denby feels the tension of the dancer’s 

bodily torque.   

 Denby illustrates how kinesthetic qualities provide insight into what are commonly called 

the “expressive qualities” of the work.  Expressive qualities reveal the emotion represented in a 

work of art, and Denby’s contention is that via the strained and twisted comportment of the faun, 

Nijinsky expresses discomfiting emotions. In a piece such as this, the dancer’s movements, 

among other things, also represent some of the expressive qualities of the Debussy score. As 

such, it is in part via motor-perception that audience members—especially those with dance 

training—experience both the expressive qualities of a dancer’s movements and, more indirectly, 

the expressive qualities of the music. Yet the role of motor-perception in aesthetic judgment, as I 

see it, is not limited to the judgment of expressive qualities since part of the value of watching 

dance has to do with the motor-perceptual experience of such aesthetic properties as beauty, 

precision, fluidity, and grace which are not emotions themselves. In watching a dancer, we not 

only visually experience the beauty of her movements, but we may motor-perceptually 

experience it as well. 

 There are numerous other critics who also understand motor perception as a means by 

which we come to understand and experience various aesthetic qualities of dance. Alastair 

Macaulay, for instance, frequently alludes to motor perception—in one review telling us that 

Fredrick Ashton’s choreography is “more kinesthetically affecting than any other ballet 

choreographer’s,” and that in “watching [it], you feel the movement so powerfully through your 

torso that it is often hard to sit still in your seat,.”
19

   Similarly, Louis Horst describes the “lyric 

beauty” of a dance choreographed by Anna Sokolow as having “a direct appeal to kinesthetic 

response.”
20

  And Michael Wade Simpson describes the finale in a piece by Helgi Thommasson 

as “satisfying musically, kinesthetically and emotionally.”
21

  But are such critics correct in their 

kinesthetically-loaded assessments?   

  There are two questions here: How do we know that such critics really have the sorts of 

experiences they claim to have?  And why should we think that such experiences could be 

aesthetically relevant?  With respect to the first question, I bring in my methodolgical principle 

again: although it is common knowledge that one may misidentify what one is experiencing, the 
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default position with regard to whether we are accurately identifying any particular experiences 

must be that we are.  Unless there is good reason to think that Sally is not having a visual 

experience as of red[?], feeling pain, feeling jealousy, or, for that matter, experiencing 

kinesthetic sympathy, we should believe what Sally tells us about her inner life. Similarly, unless 

there are good reasons to think that these dance critics are not experiencing what they write 

about, then we should accept that they are having kinesthetic experiences upon watching dance. 

Are there any such reasons? 

 Elizabeth Anscombe
22

 argued that we come to learn of the positions of our limbs without 

observation, which may lead one to think that there are no conscious sensations involved in 

proprioception (of our own movements and positions), which, in turn, might lead one to think 

that there are no conscious sensations involved in motor-perception.
23

  Anscombe arrives at this 

view by arguing that we do not acquire proprioceptive knowledge by noticing various sensations; 
it is not as if, she tells us, we know that our legs are crossed because we notice a tingle in the 

knee.  Rather, according to Anscombe, we know that our legs are crossed because we have 

directed them to cross.
24

 Just as an architect might know what a completed building looks like 

without seeing it, we know, according to Anscombe, where our limbs are.
 
 But is this how we 

come to understand our bodily positions and movements?  Anscombe is correct that information 

from tingles, pressure, touch and vision are not normally sufficient for us to know such things.
25

 

However, just because we do not arrive at knowledge of our bodily positions via those sensations 

does not mean that we never arrive at it via the sense of proprioception itself.  Moreover, 

although it does seem that we sometimes arrive at the knowledge of our own movements and 

positions because we have directed them to move in just that way, this is not the such “director’s 

knowledge” would not account for our knowledge of entirely passive bodily movements; even if 

someone is lifting your arm, you know it’s going up. Thus, we do not have sufficient reason to 

reject Hannah Pickard’s claim that “just as we perceive the world through the five senses, we 

perceive our own bodies ‘from the inside.’”
26

 Thus, this line of reasoning does not show  that 

there is no such thing as conscious motor-perception.    

   To someone, like me, for whom it seems obvious that, for example, watching Alonzo 

King’s choreography can be, as Alstair Macaulay put it, “less visual than kinesthetic,” it is 

difficult to know what to say to those who deny the possibility of conscious kinesthetic 

sympathy, or motor-perception.  But let me try to address this view with an analogy.  When a 

wine is described as having aromas of nutmeg mingled with characteristics of sandalwood, pine 

and tobacco, I may wonder if anyone really finds all this in the wine, as I can’t do so myself.  Yet 

wouldn’t it be rash for me, solely on the basis of my own experience, to reject the idea that wine 

can have these perceptible qualities, and wouldn’t this be especially rash given that I tend 

towards teetotaling?  Even more, wouldn’t it be unreasonable for someone who has never tasted 

wine to deny such claims or for a blind person to claim that there is nothing great about vision.  

Perhaps those who doubt the existence of kinesthetic responses to dance are in a position similar 

to the one I am with respect to wine: they should be open minded, especially at least until they 

                                                           
22

 Elizabeth Anscombe (1963), Intention, 2nd ed. Repr. 2000, Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
23

 Graham McFee seems to argue along these lines in Understanding Dance (New York: Routledge, 1992). 
24

 Anscombe op cit (1963, p. 14).   
25

 As Jonathan Cole has documented in Pride and the Daily Marathon (MIT Press, 1995), if an individual suffers a 

loss of proprioception, the individual can sometimes learn to know where his or her own body is in space via other 

sensory processes, but it takes a tremendous amount of work to do so.   
26

 Pickard, H. (2004), “Knowledge of Action Without Observation,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society (2004). 



have had some dance training themselves since kinesthetic responses to dance are facilitated, it 

seems, by having danced oneself.  

 This brings us to the question of whether motor-perception is relevant to our aesthetic 

appreciation of dance.  Let me present another analogy. It seems reasonable to understand 

scientific knowledge as providing the best picture of what sorts of things exist in the world.  Or 

at least, it seems reasonable to say that if something is theorized by scientists to exist, such as 

atoms and cells, or if something is classified by scientists in a certain way, such as a whale being 

classified as a mammal, it is reasonable to think that these things do exist and that these 

classifications are accurate unless we have very strong arguments to the contrary. (For example, 

some might take Bas van Frassen’s argument for constructive empiricism to show that some of 

the posits of science actually do not exist.) I think that our attitude towards the posits of art 

critics, when they are writing in their area of expertise, should be analogous to our attitude 

towards the posits of scientists when they are writing in their area of expertise.  That is, if art 

critics generally accept something as a work of art, such as a Duchamp ready-made, it is 

reasonable to accept it as such unless one has good arguments to the contrary.  Correlatively, if 

dance critics generally accept the aesthetic relevance of kinesthetic sympathy, it is reasonable to 

accept that it is unless there are good arguments to the contrary.
 27

 

 Do dance critics generally accept the aesthetic relevance of kinesthetic sympathy?  As I 

have indicated, at least a good number of prominent critics do. 

 

 

V. THE INTERDEPENDENCE OF THE PROPRIOCEPTIVE AND THE VISUAL 

One might object that proprioception only gets its purchase on the aesthetic by informing us 

about what is beautiful visually. Although a dancer may make judgments based on 

proprioceptive information, one might argue that this does not show that proprioception is an 

aesthetic sense, since proprioception in these situations merely serves as a guide to the visual. In 

other words, the objection is that the only way proprioception is involved in aesthetic judgments 

about movement is that it can allow us to picture what the movement looks like, and we may 

then judge that the movement would be beautiful, if seen. It is difficult to counter this objection 

definitively. However, except for the theoretical considerations against proprioception being an 

aesthetic sense, which I have addressed, there is little reason to think that a translation of 

proprioceptive information into visual imagination always occurs in making such judgments. 

Proprioception can, and sometimes does, provide us with a platform upon which visual 

imagination can work. However, since my claim is that we can make aesthetic judgments based 

on proprioceptive input, it is consistent with proprioception sometimes being merely grounds for 

visual imagination. 

 Moreover, a consideration that seems to tell in favor of proprioception being directly 

aesthetic, as it were, is that some blind dancers, such as the great Cuban dancer Alicia Alonso 

(though not blind at birth), seem to be artistically creative and, as such, seem to be aware of 

aesthetic properties. Though visual memory can fade with time, perhaps blind dancers’ apparent 

creativity is the result of remembering what certain movements look like; or perhaps it is merely 

the result of being well trained by sighted instructors. But this need not be so. Imagine an 

isolated community of the blind.
28

 Could some form of dance develop in such a community? One 
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can imagine dance evolving out of the movements that two people in bodily contact might make 

in response to music. Since such dancers could observe each other through touch, it seems that 

they could intelligibly converse about the various experiences they have while engaged in dance. 

This, it seems, would indicate that for such dancers, proprioceptive experiences are not derived 

from visual experiences. Of course, in such a situation, the aesthetic judgment of the dancers 

might be partially based on tactile experience. But, apart from the desire to exclude 

proprioception from the realm of the aesthetic at all costs, there is little reason to think that such 

dancers’ movements are only aesthetically valuable in as much as they are physically felt a 

certain way. Rather, what seems reasonable is that in the imagined community of blind dancers, 

the proprioceptive and the tactile often (though perhaps not always) work hand in hand, one 

informing the other as to the aesthetic content of the movements. 

 The type of interdependence of aesthetic senses that would occur in the community of 

blind dancers is, at least at times, characteristic of the relation between the proprioceptive and the 

visual: while a dancer’s proprioceptive aesthetic sensibility is informed by his or her visual 

aesthetic sensibility, visual aesthetic sensibility can also be informed by his or her proprioceptive 

aesthetic sensibility.
29

 To be sure, in some cases, one might proprioceptively judge that a 

movement is beautiful because one knows that the movement, if seen, would look beautiful. But 

in other cases, one might visually judge that a movement is beautiful because one knows that if 

proprioceived, this movement would feel beautiful. 

 The partial dependence of the visual on the proprioceptive may not even be confined to 

the realm of bodily movements and positions. We speak as if we are visually aware of aesthetic 

properties, such as the grace of a curve in a statue or painting, but perhaps here our judgment of 

grace may be based on our sense that if we were to move our arm in such a way, the movement 

would feel graceful. The suggestion here is not just that some visual judgments may depend on 

proprioceptive input but, moreover, that they depend on proprioceptive, aesthetic input. Why is 

the Mona Lisa’s smile so captivating? Certainly, it is visually captivating, but, I suggest, it is also 

proprioceptively captivating: when we observe the smile we feel what it is like to smile in that 

way. If this is correct, there seems to be no reason to claim that visual experience is necessarily 

more fundamental than proprioceptive experience. Rather, the visual and the proprioceptive 

work hand in hand: I take my own bodily movements to be proprioceptively graceful in part 

because I judge that if seen, these movements would look graceful, and I take certain bodily 

movements of others to be visually graceful in part because I judge that if I were to move in this 

way, these movements would feel graceful. 

 

 

Beyond dance  

Although from my perspective as a former dancer, dance seems to present the clearest case of 

experts focusing on aesthetic properties of their movements via proprioception, I think it is likely 

to occur in other performing arts as well. And it might be that other types of performing artists 

would see their own art as presenting the clearest case of proprioception facilitating aesthetic 

experience.    
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 To return to Charles Rosen, whose views on playing the piano we looked at in the prior 

chapter, we find he also highlights the idea of proprioceptively appreciating the aesthetic 

qualities of a piece of music in his discussion of what he calls “Chopin’s ruthlessness[.]”   

Chopin, he tells us, makes no concession to any technical limitations of pianist.  In his words,  

 

 [t]he Etudes generally begin easily enough—at least the opening bars fit the hand  

 extremely well. With the increase of tension and dissonance, the figuration quickly  

 becomes almost unbearably awkward to play. The positions into which the hands  

 are forced are like a gesture of exasperated despair. ….. The performer literally feels the 

 sentiment in the muscles of his hand. This is another reason why Chopin often wanted the 

 most delicate passages played with the fifth finger alone, the most powerful cantabile 

with the thumbs. There is in his music an identity of physical realization and emotional content. 

 

 

It seems very much that what Rosen is explaining is a proprioceptive aesthetic experience of 

playing; through an awareness of the positions of his hands, that the pianist experiences the 

emotional content of the music. Their proprioceptive awareness, it seems, contrary to the just-do-

it principle does not interfere with the performance; if anything, it seems conducive to 

performing well. Or at least does, if pianists do not get so immersed in their proprioception that 

they fail to pay attention to other relevant aspects of their performance.  For example, Rosen 

comments that pianists are so focused on their movements that they may forget to listen to 

themselves, and indeed, as he explains[,] “many pianists developed the habit of recording 

themselves on tape, in order to hear what they were doing.” This practice, however, as he sees it, 

“is a disastrous one, [and that instead] we need to increase our awareness of what is taking place 

at the moment of performance.”  

 It may even be that athletic performance occasionally involves proprioceiving aesthetic 

properties of one’s own movements—and not even sports such as gymnastics which have a 

dancelike elements, but even sports such as baseball, soccer and hokey (see Cohen 1991).  

Perhaps the beauty or graceful feeling of a movement can be a guide to what works in sports.  

Rather than thinking about the movement on a muscular level, perhaps sometimes the best way 

to assure a slam dunk or a home run is to focus on the aesthetic qualities of the movement.  

 

Proprioceptive Illusions  

A possible objection to my claim that proprioception is an aesthetic sense for the dancers or for 

the audience members is that the aesthetically relevant qualities of movement depend on the 

visual illusion—the appearance of floating on the stage during a bourrée, of suspending oneself 

in the air in grand jeté, and so forth—produced by the movement. In other words, what is 

aesthetically relevant is how a movement looks, not how it actually feels.
30

 

 Certainly, some aspects of how a movement actually feels are aesthetically irrelevant. 

Performing certain steps, such as pas de couru or a difficult lift, can be painful, yet the 

experience of pain is typically not aesthetically relevant for either the dancer or the observer. 

Moreover, the aesthetic value of bodily movements at least sometimes depends on how they 
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illusorily appear. Ballet, in particular, is based on the creation of visual illusions: leaps that 

appear to defy gravity, limbs that appear elongated, and so forth. Yet if all aesthetic judgments of 

bodily movements depend on the illusory image produced by the movement, and if 

proprioception only tells us how the actual movement feels, there is little, if any, room left for a 

proprioceptive aesthetics. I think, however, that neither condition is satisfied. Not all 

aesthetically valuable movements are intended to create visual illusions; sometimes, especially 

outside the realm of ballet, a movement is supposed to be seen for what it is. A ballet dancer’s 

beveled foot at the end of an arabesque is intended to create a longer line by drawing the eye out 

and up, while a modern dancer might leave the foot relaxed in order to show the body in a more 

natural state. But, more importantly, it seems to me that one can proprioceive an illusory 

movement. When one performs a “gravity defying” leap by further extending one’s limbs at the 

top of the leap, one has a proprioceptive sensation of flying and, at least for certain individuals, I 

would claim that the same goes for watching such a leap; in watching the leap we feel the flight, 

which is, in part, what makes watching such movements aesthetically satisfying. Indeed, I would 

claim that one of the wonders of dancing—one of the reasons why dancers will put up with the 

pain it often involves—is that dance allows one, as it were, to experience the impossible. 

 If one can proprioceptively experience a leap that defies gravity, this means that there are 

proprioceptive illusions. That there are such illusions is widely accepted: pilots in flight and in-

orbit astronauts can experience proprioceptive illusions related to their position in space, and 

artificial muscle vibration can create a proprioceptive illusion that one’s limb is bent at a certain 

angle when it is not. Of course, these sorts of illusions are more robust than the proprioceptive 

illusion one experiences when performing a leap, but at the same time, much studied visual 

illusions, such as the Mueller-Lyer illusion, are more robust than the visual illusion one has of 

seeing a dancer defy gravity. So, while the illusory element of the aesthetics of bodily 

movements cannot be overlooked, we can proprioceive, as well as see, illusory movement. 

 

VIII. THE PROPRIOCEPTIVE COUNTER TO JUST DO IT 

 Proprioception, then, if I am correct, enables one to perceive aesthetic qualities of one’s 

own bodily movements. There is a prima facie case to be made in favor of the claim, and the 

theoretical considerations that might tell against the possibility of proprioception enabling us to 

perceive aesthetic qualities of our own movements do not stand. Expert dancers are performing 

at their best, not when they are performing automatically without focusing on their movements, 

but when they are aware of their bodily movements via proprioception. 

 


