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Dancing – Between Us 
practicing a politics of presence 
By Megan Andrews 
 

Prologue: My practice & research engage with questions about the contemporary dance encounter, 
which I have examined from multiple perspectives as an artist and scholar. I question, following others to 
be sure, contemporary Western culture’s predisposition to a specific kind of visual engagement with the 
object environment, and suggest that this may preclude a mode of engagement with contemporary dance 
that is aligned with the live moving subject – the dancer. 
 

[I am dancing.]  

What are you looking at? Don’t look at me that way. I am not an object for your visual consumption. 

 

The look, the gaze, the glance, the blink, [wink]. Flickr. YouTube. Video phones. Flat-screen. Wide-

screen. The screen. The Scream. [Scream!] Can you hear me? Are you listening? No, because listening 

takes time. It’s not as efficient, or productive, or conducive to consumption as is looking. Visual 

consumption. Eating images. Pac-Man eats the ghosts. Who are they? Who were they? Pac-Man grins. A 

screen smile. Greta Garbo. Silver screen. Seduction. Screen memory. Veil. Veiled origins. Who are we? I, 

you. I, me. I, eye. I look back at myself – in the mirror. Who is looking? Who is there? A mere reflection. 

Insubstantial image. Ghost? 

 

Haunted – by spectres. You see them but there’s nothing there. Disincarnate simulacra. Specular 

spectacle. On spec. Sight unseen? Speck. Fragment. Pixel. Particle. Floating. Flickering. Fragments of 

mind? Fragments of reality? Elusive. Invisible. What are you looking at? 

 

At a time when Western society is super-saturated with images, when our relationship to the world, to 

others, is that of subjects to objects, consumers to products, we have developed what has been called an 

instrumental vision. The path of our culture – the path of modernity, science and technology – has 
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predisposed us to a particular way of seeing. Advances in technology have enabled us to compress space 

and time, creating only the illusion of presence and continuity – control – at the expense, I think, of 

experiencing ‘with’ and ‘between’. The meaning of ‘with’, the meaning of ‘between’, I would argue, have 

been largely lost – or more accurately perhaps – forgotten.  

 

So, what are you looking at? Bodies, space, time – subjects, motion, meaning – blurring, merging, 

shifting. Flow. Dancing subjects reveal the changing dynamics of space and time, and challenge our 

desire to arrest them as objects of our gaze. Dancing invites us to reconsider our visual habits. Dancing is 

about ‘with-ness’ and ‘between-ness’. Live dance performance has the potential to remember these 

experiences to us. How do we see meaning in motion? How do we see the ‘with’ and ‘between’? 

 

In cultural theorist Mieke Bal’s 2003 article “Visual Essentialism”, she argues for the concept of visuality 

as a “new” object of study. Starting with the question, “What happens when people look, and what 

emerges from that act?” she defines visuality as “the act of looking and its aftermath”. Bal further argues 

that, “vision is itself inherently synaesthetic”, that the act of looking inherently involves other modes of 

perception and cannot be isolated or given higher status among the senses. Further along in her essay, Bal 

draws on feminist criticism of the gendering of vision, and on the phenomenology of perception via 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, to support her articulation of visuality as the “relationship between the seen and 

the seer”.  

 

In the case of dance, the seen (the dancer) is not a material object per se, but rather an experiencing 

subject or subjects. Therefore, the dance encounter occurs ultimately between embodied sensing subjects 

(dancer and audience member). It can thus be understood as an intersubjective relationship. This 

relationship is constituted primarily through vision and can certainly be considered multi-sensory or 
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synaesthetic. Using Bal’s theory then, which emphasizes a relationship through the visual, we can 

productively consider the relationship between the dancer and the audience as a kind of visuality of 

contemporary dance. 

 

Feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray’s work is also concerned with the sensing-perceiving embodied being 

and the notion of present attention. In her essay, “How can I touch you if you are not there?” from her 

book to be two, she discusses the way today’s communication technology affects our sense of time and 

space. Noting what she sees as the loss of a sense of everyday time, she critiques the way technological 

communications (screen culture, for example) interrupt the reciprocity of exchange in presence, thus 

making such genuine exchange impossible, because our incarnate, sensible selves are not perceiving 

together in these circumstances. In these technologically mediated encounters, we are not beings in 

presence with one another, sharing ‘with’ and ‘between’. By contrast, contemporary dance provides such 

an opportunity, for us to be present together.  

 

Desire. Desire to grasp. Movement. Always escaping. Meaning. Forever elusive. Immersed in the flow of 

experience, we are caught in the current. Time races, space collapses … it’s a postmodern world. Though 

bound in our bodies, we virtually fly.  

 

Yet presence is potent.  

 

A sense of weight anchors us. Me, here. You, there. We dig in our heels against time. Shoulders braced, 

we lean hard into space. Together we create a possibility, preserving the fragile between-ness in which 

we might meet. Waiting, watching, listening, sensing, pulsing. Patience, hope, faith – perhaps a little 

love? And something transpires. 
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A dance moves through this between-ness. Catching us on its wing. We open ourselves to the moment, 

breathing deeply. Falling, running, pausing, turning, soaring. Pacing, crouching, springing, leaping, 

lunging. A clasping hand. A tossing head. Reaching, extending. Wrapping and tensing. Suspended … 

Arrested.  

 

Blackness envelops us. Time rushes in, space melts away. And we are left with a feeling – moving and 

moved. A different attention to body, sensation, imagination, each other. Residues, echoes and traces 

remain, bubbling within us, just beneath our skin, quietly. The faint glow becomes dimmer, a hesitant 

memory. And then – extinguished. Mundane reality. The hum and buzz of the everyday returns. 

 

[But we were dancing!]  

You were, weren’t you? So was I. Though fleeting and shimmering it was not a mirage; we experienced 

something. And now, the desire to apprehend this experience, to savour it, know it, share it, remember it 

together. How do we handle such elusiveness? 

 

It is easy to submit to the seductive idea that contemporary dance subverts the desire to grasp it, analyze it 

and pin it down. I agree that by its very nature dance proposes a powerful set of questions for historically 

patriarchal Western thought. In a system that expects a certain kind of categorical, object-treatment of 

‘art’, the subject of dance (the dancing subject) slips and slides out of reach in a kind of double 

disappearance, ephemeral in performance itself and phantom-like in the face of attempts at description 

and interpretation. Perhaps that’s why it’s so compelling, so challenging – and so easy to dismiss. Though 

its presence may be potent, its absence doesn’t register. 
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But I do not accept that we should give up so easily, or placate ourselves with the idea that each of us can 

have our own individual experience of a contemporary dance and just walk away. In the über-

individualism of today’s postmodernist culture we celebrate difference, sure. But in order to recognize 

difference (our different experiences), we must come into relationship, not just a surface encounter but 

actual depth of engagement – with others, with ideas – in and through experience.  

 

The double disappearance of the dancing subject thus requires us to redouble our efforts, to perpetuate 

presence by reiterating it again and again. Languaging our dancing experience – this experience of dance, 

this relationship between seer and seen – provides a way. Through the given yet flexible system of 

language that we share, we can speak this ‘with-ness’ and ‘between-ness’ of dancing together. Through 

language, we can make our experience of presence present again. We can know it, share it, and practice it 

together.  

 

A kind of courage is required – on all sides – for a genuine meeting, courage to enter the ‘with’ and 

‘between’. This process involves openness, awareness, patience, respect for difference, the will to listen. 

Is this act of committed presence and engagement with difference a political act? Perhaps. I am talking 

about a kind of politics of presence here. At its core, dancing involves embodied beings in space and time. 

At a dance performance, we choose to make ourselves present together in this same space and time: co-

presence, ‘with-ness’, ‘between-ness’, relationship, Bal’s synaesthetic visuality. If, as some theorists have 

argued, postmodernism is the cultural logic of late capitalism, if we are spinning toward infinity, digitized 

and dissipated by the centrifugal forces of the market, then I argue that practicing presence is indeed a 

potent antidote. 
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Contemporary dance offers an opportunity, a place and a time, a moment and a space, safeguarded for us 

to practice this presence. Through a sensory mode of engagement, we can immerse ourselves in ‘with-

ness’ and ‘between-ness’. This intimate reality in which we meet as embodied beings is in a powerful 

dialectic with the racing dislocation of today’s vertiginous virtuality. Dance can give us pause, allowing 

us to engage in our weight and our presence together as embodied beings. This practice of active 

listening, of exercising patience and sensory attention, is the effort of true communication, a practice that 

seems to be sadly and sorely lacking today.  

 

Through the experience of genuine presence and through the act of speaking and listening together, 

perhaps we can move closer to each other in some way. Perhaps we can grasp some meaning together, 

even as it must slip through our fingers. It remains for us to try, in presence and in re-presence through 

language. I believe this is essential in order to remember ourselves to each other. It is a way of coming 

into social relationship, a way of becoming, each and together. 

 

Between acceleration and stillness, between fragmentation and coherence – between us – there is dancing. 

 

 

Epilogue: This essay reflects aspects of my practice & research into writing from the inside of the 
dancing experience (as a dancer) and in mediating this experience through a kind of performative 
language, particularly through the dialogue form, somewhere between speech and writing, between 
orality and literacy. My work is informed by the phenomenological and psychoanalytic writing of feminist 
philosopher Luce Irigaray, and by the work of, among others, Julia Kristeva, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 
Ann Cooper Albright, movement theorist Rudolf von Laban and various postmodern critics including 
Frederic Jameson. Textual gestures also reference the ideas of Laura Mulvey, Edvard Munch, Sigmund 
Freud, Jacques Lacan, Jean Baudrillard, Guy Debord, Michel Foucault, Harold Innis, Walter Ong and 
Marshall McLuhan. 
 

 

 

 


