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Abstract 
The central aim of the article is to reflect on whether-and if so, how-Arnold Berleant's theory of aesthetic engagement can 
be applied to works described with the controversial term 'conceptual dance', in other words, to works that undermine 
the determinants of a dance performance. Berleant stresses the open nature of his project of aesthetic experience; 
however, he does not describe works that seek to destabilize perception in dance performances. With this in mind, the 

concepts of aesthetics and critical aesthetics are considered as indicating a possible direction for the further development 
of the ideas outlined in Berleant's Sense and Sensibility. This extension of Berleant's thought enables the problem of 
destabilization of perception to be grasped, and encompasses the issues of criticality and the political, which animate the 
performances of Xavier Le Roy, Jan Ritsema and Jonathan Burrows. 
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1. Experience as engaged participation 

When Arnold Berleant proposed reforming Immanuel Kant’s aesthetics, his critical arguments were 

to some extent based on examples from contemporary art. Berleant’s aesthetic theory is centered on 

engaged participation and assigns value to the body and senses in aesthetic evaluation1. This pro-

posal seems to have been particularly suited to the field of dance theory, where it became known as 

‘performative aesthetics’, in the sense in which Anna Zeidler-Janiszewska used this term: as a symbol 

of the transition from the aesthetics of the object to process-orientated aesthetics2. Berleant criticizes 

the universalist aspirations of Immanuel Kant’s aesthetic philosophy, along with its dualist distinc-

tions and separations, and asserts that the notion of aesthetic engagement fits perfectly not only with 

the performing arts, but also—and this may at first sight seem controversial—with traditional, non-

performative arts3. 

In this article, I would like to consider whether Berleant’s aesthetics of engagement is suffi-

ciently robust and flexible to encompass all possible art forms, and whether it is capable of dealing 

with the wide variety of dance forms that have emerged, especially in the twentieth and twenty-first 
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centuries; thus, not only classical dance forms, but also those controversial dance works that under-

mine all the basic conditions that allow them to be recognized as art. These are important issues 

because, firstly, Berleant understands experience in a specific way, framing it in terms of interactions 

or transactions, following John Dewey4 and therefore in opposition to the dualistic distinction be-

tween subject and object. Hence, he stresses that experience is a process of mutual interaction, and 

of being subjected to influence5, thereby opposing the subjectification of experience and stressing its 

unifying character, through integrating various factors from the aesthetic field (a theoretical con-

struct outlined in his first book, The Aesthetic Field6. Then, secondly, in suggesting that art should 

be approached from the perspective of the experience of art7, Berleant does not refer to pure facts, 

since he argues there is no such thing as pure experience8. Neither does he have a theory that pro-

vides a basis for the formulation of objective knowledge, due to his conception of interaction. Thus, 

his perspective is non-dualistic: he calls it the aesthetics of context and continuum9. Therefore, the 

question remains as to whether—and if so, how—experience10 thus conceived can encompass con-

troversial works occupying positions at the borders of art, which are aimed at destabilizing the 

viewer’s perceptual process. Intentions such as these can be observed in ‘conceptual dance’, or in 

works in which movement—hitherto the basic determinant of dance—is abandoned, thus disrupting 

the prevailing conditions that allow a dance spectacle to be viewed as such. At this point, I must 

stress that the fundamental aim of this text is not to consider whether Berleant’s aesthetics projects 

actually consider such controversial works, even if the author clearly declares his openness to such 

considerations. The aim is rather to explore how his research proposal can be developed as a tool for 

the investigation of subversive works. It goes without saying that the conceptual instruments of tra-

ditional aesthetics developed thus far are not sufficient for capturing the phenomena described as 

‘new choreography’ or ‘new dance’. 

It is not possible to unravel all the threads that are interwoven in such works, but I would 

argue that it is possible to extend Berleant’s theory, through its application to various phenomena 

emerging in the field of anti-dance, and that this theory can tackle the problems addressed by con-

temporary dancers/performers, such as engagement, politicality, criticality11, etc. In his most recent 

work, Berleant refers to perceptual politics12, and his conception of aesthetic places great emphasis 

on its critical aspect13. Although he does not consider these issues in relation to art, but rather to 

environmental experience, on the basis of the principle of continuity he has adopted, they can also 

be translated into this field of human activity, especially as he repeatedly emphasizes the unique 

capacity of this principle to define perceptual experience more clearly14. 

 

2. Aesthetic theory in Art and Engagement – the aesthetics of engagement in dance 

When Berleant formulates the first outline of his aesthetic theory, he emphasizes how important the 

experience of contemporary art was for him, as it led him to formulate his notion of aesthetic 
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engagement. He cites various examples that primarily serve to confirm his main thesis, i.e., that disin-

terested contemplation (developed from Kantian and Schopenhauerian aesthetics) does not reflect the 

complexity of the phenomena of art; that in happenings the inseparability of an object from its sur-

roundings is accentuated; and that increasingly the works of artists require participation and being 

active, and demand contribution, which he supports with examples of happenings and performance 

art15. On this basis, he concludes that aesthetic experience confirms the continuity of art and life rather 

than their separation, insisting on the process-oriented and incidental nature of art; its contextuality 

rather than autonomy. At the same time, when he describes the course of such an experience on the 

basis of examples from various genres, he uses expressions suggesting that, for example, its totalizing 

character should be considered16, and he draws attention to its integrative aspect17. When Berleant 

turns to aesthetic engagement in dance, he writes about its vitality, the viewer’s involvement in the 

event and the intimate relationship with what is happening (because, crucially, it is not an object, or a 

work of art, but a process, an event taking place)18. He describes viewers becoming unified with a work, 

suggesting fulfilled experience, emotional ecstasy, positive valorization, (and recalls the well-known 

notion from the phenomenology of dance, that one cannot distinguish between the dancer and the 

dance). This is evident from his continual insistence that aesthetic engagement is a living, vital experi-

ence, and his repeated reference to the notions of flowing energy, vitality and even kinesthetic/somatic 

empathy19. It is important that the notion of engagement (let us stress that it is somatic, involving all 

the senses, including the lower ones, memories, etc.) is a response to the concept of distance and dis-

interested contemplation—taken from the British empiricists, but detectable even in Aristotle—which 

is how the experience of art is conceived in traditional aesthetics. Berleant tries to undermine this, 

precisely by emphasizing proximity to the work/event20. 

In my view, the emphasis on vitality can lead to misinterpretations of Berleant’s theory, giv-

ing the impression that when focused on dance he only takes into account the active, bodily sensation 

of the dancer’s movements, full of energy and vigor, thereby favoring legitimized dance art forms. 

This preference excludes works based on stillness, which leads some authors, such as André Lepecki, 

accuse Berleant of betraying the essence of dance21. 

It is worth mentioning, however, that in Art and Engagement Berleant evokes various mo-

dalities of dance, not only ballet or modern dance, but also postmodern dance, such as that of Yvonne 

Rainer. Although he cites the examples of Merce Cunningham or Vito Acconci, he does not describe 

in detail the specificity of their works, limiting himself to casual remarks to the effect that they in-

troduce everyday movement into art22. 

 

3. Performative dance – conceptual or ‘just’ performance? 

Let me cite examples of artists associated with ‘conceptual dance’, because they are likely to be the 

target of the doubts that have been mentioned in the previous sections. It is worth mentioning that, 
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when considering dance, it is not possible to transfer the meanings of terms commonly used to de-

scribe other arts, and not only the visual arts; for example, this applies to postmodern dance or par-

ticularly conceptual dance. According to the performance maker and theorist Bojana Cvejič, when 

the term conceptual dance is assigned to this type of activity, it causes unnecessary confusion. In the 

panel discussion entitled “Not conceptual” (led by Jonathan Burrows with Jérôme Bel and Xavier Le 

Roy), it was argued that conceptualism tends to be associated with excessive theorizing, and there-

fore with a strong separation between what is thought and what is felt, between what is dance and 

what is not; with prioritizing the mind and reducing dancers’ actions to a passive reproduction of the 

choreographer’s ideas—this is one of the reasons why artists request that this term not be used23. Yet 

the works of such artists are “highly performative”; they constitute a conceptualization of the criteria 

of dance, rather than its negation as a practice of the body24. In an attempt to describe the relation-

ship between conceptualism in the visual arts and dance, Cvejič lists some similarities between them, 

such as: self-reflection, criticism of institutions and the art market, and a rejection of the monopoly 

of art-dealers and intellectuals who claim the right to determine what is dance and what is not. 

There is a lack of consensus and conflicting opinions among the theorists with regard to how 

the work of such artists should be described, given that artists themselves reject the term ‘concep-

tual’. Nevertheless, there are discussions on this issue (e.g., Is there such a thing as conceptual 

dance?), the term ‘conceptual dance’ is in circulation, and artists use it themselves, (Cvejič, Le Roy): 

all this entails that the term still functions in linguistic practice25. 

In my view, the activities of the aforementioned artists deserve to be described as ‘performa-

tive works’26. If we consider their specificity and diversity, they can be described as open, denying 

the boundaries between art forms, engaging in critical practice, self-conscious, and manipulating the 

process of perception. Cvejič enumerates these characteristics as specific to conceptualism, but I 

would argue that they are also a feature of performance art, in terms of these most general assump-

tions. This is due to the fact that in the second half of the twentieth century works straddling the 

borders of genres are typical. Hence the concept of intermediality, combined with happening (which 

was introduced by Dick Higgins), also seems to be relevant here. It rather suggests exploring the 

space of raw, undefined works, which cannot be easily located within the world of art, or cannot be 

pigeonholed in a particular genre that matches precisely to conceptual dance. (However, in the man-

ifesto of conceptualism, attention is drawn to the concept as material for works). Perhaps Marco De 

Marinis is correct to write about performative dance rather than conceptual dance when dealing with 

Jérôme Bell’s works, which are also referred to with terms such as ‘non-dance’, ‘a-dance’ etc.27. 

Conceptual dance, like performance, due to its evident critical strategies, aims to overturn 

conceptual boundaries. It is often politically determined. As Cvejič and Le Roy write, it falls into the 

paradox that, although it has its origins in the criticism of institutions, it also functions within them 

by exposing or dismantling ideologies28. It is supposed to be “in-between”, to perform and to break 
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down genre or media distinctions, resisting attempts to name. This is how RoseLee Goldberg con-

ceives it29. André Lepecki also thinks that a distinguishing feature of such artists is their lack of in-

terest in the dance label30. When Goldberg refers to dance, he draws attention to those works of 

artists from various fields who cooperate with each other; dancers, artists and musicians, and thus 

works that are difficult to class as dance or a happening, dance or non-dance, that blur the bounda-

ries between life and art31. 

It is precisely this aspect, namely that it is “difficult to tell the difference”, which has become 

a conscious strategy of criticism and resistance on the part of dancers, but also an expression of their 

becoming involved in politics, which the practice of performance art is known for (this can be read 

“between the lines” of Jonathan Burrows’ statement32. In Burrows’ interpretation, the instability, the 

constant changeability of works, the fact that it is impossible to determine what kind of spectacle the 

performance can be classed as-all these factors are elements of artists’ opposition (“to commodifica-

tion”)33. According to Burrows, the “performative confrontation of the dancers” (from performing 

alone, through to collective performance), struggling with superfluity in relation to what is “easy to 

quantify or to assess or to monetise”, is the practice of resistance, “to disturb the comfortable”, and 

is the evasion of “arrangements” (concerning both the relationship between art and institutions, but 

also allowing oneself to be subject to politically conditioned aesthetic evaluations)34. This is the pur-

pose served by performative actions that are “difficult to understand” and “difficult to describe”, 

about which Jonathan Fabius writes in the context of the actions defined by the controversial term 

‘conceptual dance’35. This means that what Burrows described as the “refusal of movement”, demon-

strated by the dancer and choreographer Erdem Gündüz, known as “The Standing Man” in Istanbul, 

is the “the opposite of a refusal to engage”36. 

In Mark Franko’s interpretation, resistance is a “trope within which movement and represen-

tation are ambiguously articulated”37, so in a single gesture dance can embody and oppose the effects 

of political power, can at the same time encode norms and the deviations from them. Ana Vujanović 

also describes the agential power of the dancing body in this way38. As a result of such thinking, many 

dance commentators39 focus on “how dance works” to release the agential potential of the Austinian 

performative, by for instance the performative evasion of rules, norms or canons40. Franko describes 

this as “questioning the lexicons and syntaxes that have effected such constructions in dance”41. 

Among the features typical for conceptual dance, Cvejič lists the self-conscious strategies of 

artists who destroy borders and disrupt perceptual strategies, often in dialogue with the visual arts. 

(This is also often identified with the so-called performative turn, as outlined by Erika Fischer-

Lichte42). Among the various forms of artistic activity, experimentation with the framework of per-

ception is particularly noteworthy, being based, among other things, on destabilization, dislodging 

the viewer’s habits from the matrices. (I omit detailed analyses of other important determinants—

such as self-referentiality, politicality and criticality—of this type of activity, etc.). According to 



Lilianna Bieszczad 

 

 

16 

Cvejič, these activities are characterized by “perceptual self-reflection”, directed towards performa-

tive tools, towards their display conditions, the division of the roles of the spectator-artist and the 

procedures for their evaluation. I would especially like to focus on this issue, because the problem of 

perception is also crucial in Berleant’s aesthetics.  

 

4. Xavier Le Roy’s Untitled 

The representative works in this respect include Xavier Le Roy’s Untitled, in which viewers are con-

fronted with the fact that all the determinants of their interpretation - including those associated 

with the institutional framework - have been refuted. It is here that the theatrical conventions of 

traditional aesthetics regarding the division of the roles of viewer-artist, auditorium-stage are de-

nied. At the outset, the viewer is deprived of the naming framework, i.e., the title, which allows the 

work to be interpreted within the framework of the conventions adopted by the artworld43. This leads 

to the creation of a space of “sensory deprivation”, where the viewer, seated as if in a conventional 

setting before a black abyss, where nothing can be seen, gets a flashlight, seemingly for fun. Yet it is 

this flashlight that allows the viewer to partially expose some dummies that barely move (it is not 

clear whether they are disguised people or just impersonal puppets). This undermining of the border 

between the human and non-human is significant, but it does not seem to be the most important 

aspect of this work. In its entirety, the performance is characterized by the uncertainty of its message. 

It is not possible to discern exactly what is happening on stage; the stillness or partial movement of 

the puppets only reinforces the audience’s consternation. There are no signs of dance here. The lack 

of a clearly defined message regarding the artist’s expectations towards the audience causes impa-

tience and dissatisfaction after around fifteen minutes. The viewers are in a state of doubt – are they 

supposed to become involved in the work and enter the darkened space, as is expected with per-

formative strategies? They receive no answers to their doubts from the silent stage, where still noth-

ing is happening, thus reversing the usually one-way direction of the stage’s relation ‘to’ the audience. 

Here, it is not the choreographer, but rather the audience that makes claims on the stage/artist. The 

main problem for the viewers is therefore that they do not know how to behave. The residual and 

fragmentary nature of their perception, through the light of the flashlight and the fog which appears 

later on, the blurred border between the stage and the audience, the dummy crossing this border and 

coming into the auditorium – all this contributes to confusion and leads to a negative evaluation and 

dissatisfaction. The artistic work confronts the audience with their own expectations as to what tools 

they should use to recognize and categorize the performance. Even when, at the end, the puppet 

enters the auditorium, posing questions and thus indicating its own limited perception, this does not 

direct the interpretation of the work. 

This is not the only thread that Le Roy has problematized in his artistic performative works. 

Apart from dismantling the dualistic division between the stage and the audience, and the one-
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directional message in the relation between the viewer and the artist, he has also addressed the issues 

of the hybridity of bodies and the extension of the body in the surroundings. Untitled is therefore an 

example of the “discursive intervention”—to use Ramsey Burt’s phrase —of an active, dancing body44. 

I have presented only a de-contextualized fragment of a work in which viewers were involved, 

where their role recalls the essential features of works that seek to shake viewers from their habitual 

perceptual matrices (an aim typical for performative strategies, e.g., in Fischer-Lichte’s description 

of the experience of being “in-between”45. Thus, the audience is separated, on the one hand, from the 

customary conventions which were the source of the aesthetic satisfaction derived from the simple 

feeling of empathy with the energy of dancer’s body, and also, on the other hand, from the clear 

message from the artist. 

In terms of Berleant’s theory, one could argue that, due to the lack of visible dancers as sub-

jects of action (instead of visible movement, the viewers had to deal with largely motionless dum-

mies, only one of which moved its head), in this performance it is not possible to speak of bodily 

empathy, in which the viewer and the dance become unified, through feeling the energy of the danc-

ers’ movements, because the viewer does not even know where such dancers are, or indeed if they 

are there at all. The stillness or minimal range of the mechanical movements further deepens the 

viewer’s state of disorientation. The introduction of humanoid objects was not without significance, 

since it further problematized the relationship “between” the human and non-human, between the 

subjective and objective, and between who is watching and who is being watched. At this point, an 

interesting analogy with Berleant’s aesthetics can be drawn, since he also undermines established 

dualisms and the separations based on them, such as illusion-reality, subject-object. 

So can the model outlined in Art and Engagement, focused on body movement, be applied 

here? Did Berleant, who writes that space and time result from motion, only have a narrow under-

standing in mind – one reduced to the dancer’s actions? Before we return to this question, let us look 

at a few other examples, which employ similar mechanisms, and which problematize the established 

dichotomies of thinking–action, theory–practice, mind–body. 

 

5. Ritsema’s and Burrows’s Weak Dance Strong Questions 

An excellent example of Jan Ritsema’s and Burrows’s re-performative re-thinking is provided by the 

performance Weak Dance Strong Questions, which aims to question itself. According to the decla-

rations of its creators, it is a dance that constantly asks questions, but which does not expect answers. 

As the dancers claim, it undermines the basic principles associated with improvisation, such as bod-

ily contact, but also puts it in a position “between what has hitherto been the domain of dance prac-

tice” and theory. According to Ritsema, the artists danced “questioning everything they did”, thereby 

dismantling the previous determinants of improvisation as synonymous with the essentialist need 

to express oneself, and thus the hidden universal truth. Ritsema explained the assumptions behind 
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the performance by drawing on Gilles Deleuze’s thought (invoking his concept of the body without 

organs, the body as affect, movement and intensities), using philosophical discourse to define the 

role of their bodies in the performance as disciplined, drilled thinking 46. At the same time, he 

stripped the dance performance of the widely shared belief that the domain of the (dancing) body is 

action and not thinking. And although these artists declared that they wanted to reject the theatrical 

determinants of the performance, the established canonical rules of their evaluation/classification, 

they also implicitly referred to the politics of the theory accompanying them, its inadequacy and 

incommensurability. 

The assumptions given expression in these works reveal a peculiar parallelism with the views 

of Berleant, who, while adopting the position of anti-dualism, renounces all of the following: the 

essentialist subject, the need to express emotions, the idea of the artist expressing themselves 

through dance, the reduction of the body to the name of an object (proposing, interestingly, in refer-

ence to Merleau-Ponty, that it be understood it in terms of a field47. Through the principle of conti-

nuity, Berleant indicates that the body does not exist without thinking that the body also thinks. 

On the other hand, from the notes written by Ritsema to accompany the preparation of the 

performance “TODAYulysses” it is clear that the main goal was to blur and destabilize all the existing 

determinants of a performance, starting with the techniques of creation and decoration, as well as the 

necessity of expressing aesthetic values, such as beauty or emotion–feeling. According to Ritsema, the 

spectacle should be a plane open to destabilization, displacement, and decentralization, in order to 

shake the viewer out of all attitudes, expectations and habits, including aesthetic ones. In this way, the 

artists create a place, delineating an area “in-between” that allows, as they write: “to rethink and re-

consider everything”48. It is significant that they thereby also broaden the space of the terms custom-

arily associated with dance performance. In both works, Ritsema states that he is subjecting the 

determinants of the theatricality of performances to critique and improvisation, but in reality, they do 

much more. They create a kind of a new theoretical-methodological approach, a new language of move-

ment, delineating new areas between the matter of the body and language (as writes Jeroen Fabius for 

whom the analysis of concepts in dance leads to the study of the embodiment of thought49). 

 

7. Aesthetics as a theory of sensitivity  

In his reflections, Berleant does not avoid examples from the field of contemporary art; on the con-

trary, it is by referring to them that he postulated the expansion of the field of aesthetics and broad-

ening the understanding of art50. He does not analyze these specific cases from the field of dance in 

detail, but he does refer to minimalism, conceptualism, and performance art. When he wrote, for 

example, about conceptualism, he paid attention not so much to these works replacing a work of art 

with a verbal commentary, but rather to the attempt to stir the viewer’s imagination. He does not 

reduce the interpretation of conceptualism to an analytical language of expression, as Joseph Koshut 
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does, but rather points to a new form of communication through visualization. This is because he is 

against the reduction of art to a merely intellectual message conveyed through cognitive symbols51. 

When Berleant turns to video dance, he highlights the importance of modes of perception 

that the camera makes it possible to capture; thus, the camera becomes an active participant of the 

dance, its extension52. When discussing the camera, he focuses specifically on filming the movement 

of bodies. His texts consider the new possibilities for manipulating perception by means of frames 

and filming, by zooming in and out of perception, by breaking down perception, dislodging habitual 

matrices. According to Berleant, video dance requires a new kind of perception and a fresh evalua-

tion of artistic creation, since an element of surprise is introduced, with time-lapsed images, sudden 

slowdowns or accelerations of movement, all of which dislodge the viewer from of the perceptual 

habits associated with live dance works. Performance now incorporates the possibility of zooming in 

on the details of the dancer’s body, the subliminal activation of kinesthetic feeling in motion, and 

extending the spectrum of sensations through the perspective of the camera’s eye. According to Ber-

leant, there is a communal experience here, because the camera captures from one perspective, for 

everybody, and changes the parameters of the perception of movement, widening the possibilities of 

the perception of its space-time continuum. In this description, Berleant still does not renounce em-

pathy with the dancers’ body movements, but he demonstrates that perceptual space has been ex-

panded with new technologies. At the same time, he fails to notice the problems associated with the 

images moving bodies being processed through media. This problem came to the fore in the context 

of differences in the perception of live and filmed activities (e.g., with Fischer-Lichte’s concept of 

performance53). Berleant touches on the aspect of manipulating perception in art in the context of 

performance art, conceptual art and dance54. He explains that one of the most valuable elements of 

art is the manipulation of perceptual material itself, since it reveals different ways in which experi-

ence is shaped and modelled. Berleant points out that such manipulation can also convey meanings. 

This is consistent with his distinction between sensual elements and meanings in experience55. 

The concept of perception is of key importance in Berleant’s aesthetics; thus, he refers to its 

etymology – Aisthesis, sensual perception56. That is why, for example, when he describes theater and 

refers to empty space, he is writing about perceptual space. At the same time, however, he shows that 

there is no empty space in perception; it always has some significance57. One could say that when the 

viewers are caught up in the trap of experience, in the established norms that determine perfor-

mance, as in Le Roy’s works, the process of perception in the form of engaged participation still takes 

place (due to a non-dualistic way of thinking, empathy is also understood differently than it is by 

John Martin58), because perception itself is a movement of interaction. In effect, Berleant also wants 

to broaden the issue of the perception of works of art, which cannot be limited to a pleasant, holistic 

integration with them, but rather involves responding actively, stimulating the awareness of the in-

tellect, through the mediation of the body and the senses. I would also understand Berleant’s theory 
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in this way, since for him dance performance is a situation requiring interaction, as he writes in Art 

and Engagement. 

However, in order to understand his perspective, one has to go back to the sources of his 

inspiration, which influence his view of perception as interaction. He is close to the positions of ecol-

ogy, modern physics, and pragmatism, and it is in connection with these fields that he adopts the 

central principle of continuity (which does not permit the senses, imagination, intellect or bodily 

involvement to be separated). With this focus on continuity, therefore, Berleant did not reduce the 

experience of art to either the reception of an intellectual message or a response of bodily empathy, 

so he was unable to accept Martin’s dualistic conception of empathy. The basic assumption - that 

there is no interior and exterior, that there exists only a continuum, that there is no subject and no 

object, no object and no environment; only continuity - entails that the entirety of dance interaction 

involves a wide range of factors. 

In the context of inspiration drawn from ecology, one can understand why the notion of per-

formance in dance tends to denote an event, a situation taking place “now”, in specific circumstances. 

It is worth noting that it also emphasizes the understanding of perceptual experience as active. Ber-

leant introduced the element of activation early on in his work, in Aesthetic Field, with the term 

‘performative factor’, but his conception is different to that of the representatives of performatics, 

who use the similar term ‘performativity’. In this regard, Berleant drew attention to the active atti-

tude of the viewer, describing it with the terms ‘activator’ and the ‘focused factor’. Thus, there are 

performative elements in Berleant’s approach to performance, although he himself does not directly 

refer to the representatives of performance studies. He takes into account the transformative char-

acter, the inseparability of the situation from the circumstance in which it happens; he describes 

engagement as participation in a process, as one of the factors contributing to the happening situa-

tion. What matters to him is the atmosphere, the elements of the surrounding space, including ob-

jects, as with the case of puppets. This is due to the fact there is a continuity that encompasses the 

subject and the object, the self and the world, the object and the environment, etc.59. He also has in 

mind the situation’s power of influence, as what is happening, the process. This is reminiscent of 

Marvin Carlson’s description, who, when referring to John Austin’s performativity, writes about the 

strength and power of agency60. In this inseparability of effects and results, there seems to be a re-

semblance to Austin’s notion of performativity and the concept of agency61. 

For Berleant, the point is not that the viewer emotionally identifies with the dancer’s actions, 

rather that even if the viewer reacts negatively, if there is a lack of satisfaction, this is still part of the 

work, or rather a component of the active experience of performance, which takes place in specific 

circumstances, “now”62. Therefore, it is of no importance whether or not the viewer reacts positively 

and is satisfied with the experience. Berleant is not interested in crowning the experience with ful-

fillment typical of Dewey’s real experience. The fact that he criticizes Dewey’s concept of formal unity 
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supports this interpretation. In his critique of the pragmatist’s position, Berleant emphasizes that 

there are unfinished works, cites the example of camp, and shows that in art nowadays one must 

sometimes stop, reflect and consider63. Therefore, making an active contribution, participating in 

the experience of an event, means not only doing so on the emotional level of reacting physically, 

through empathy with the rhythm of a moving body, but also on the intellectual level, involving the 

imagination, intuition, etc. 

Although ecology requires a holistic approach, in Sense and Sensibility Berleant makes clear 

that he also distrusts the concept of the whole64, in spite of the fact he often employs it himself. His 

attitude can also be explained through reference to the perspective of pragmatism (Berleant wrote 

his PhD thesis on Dewey), in which functional distinctions are adopted, instead of ontological ones 

(Berleant writes about perceptual ontology). The notions of integration or the whole that he uses are 

functional, but do not assume a homogeneous unity; instead, they rather explain, in a useful way, 

the very process of interaction occurring in experience, based rather on co-presence, cooperation, 

involvement in the active process of the creation and reception of meanings created through the 

atmosphere of an ongoing situation. Involved in this process are the elements of space and objects, 

which create an energetic and perhaps sometimes uncomfortable situation of integration with con-

crete actions and circumstances. 

It is also significant that in later works Berleant introduces the concept of negative aesthetics, 

incorporating it into criticism65. Admittedly, he does not describe this concept in the context of art, 

but in the context of aesthetics. Nevertheless, of crucial importance seems to be the notion of critical 

aesthetics, which sharpens perception and aesthetic meaning, critically demystifying the political 

determinants hidden behind traditional aesthetics embodied in the artist’s message. This can be ap-

plied to the above-mentioned examples of artistic works. 

 

Conclusion 

In his declarations, Berleant argued that it is the privilege of the contemporary artist to challenge the 

aesthetician, to astonish, to challenge conventions and increase the possibilities of experience66. He 

showed that the point of aesthetics is to capture that which eludes constraints, conceptualizations, etc. 

He saw “the various moral bonds that link art to its social context”67. Generally speaking, he stressed the 

processes that are occurring, rather than the object-work of art, extending what is aesthetic “to areas of 

action and practice where until now these concepts were considered peripheral and inappropriate.”68 

It is worth remembering these assumptions, which are necessary to understand the great 

capacity not only of the formula of participatory engagement, but of environmental aesthetics in 

general. Because although Berleant did not analyze examples in detail, i.e., conceptual dance, this 

does not mean that he did not appreciate such art forms. In his later work69, Berleant considers po-

litical themes, focuses on social implications, and highlights its critical potential. These are 
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categories that he does not refer to in the context of dance, but they are present in his project in the 

concept of aesthetic experience70, which goes beyond the field of art. This is an advantage of his 

thought, in that it grapples with everyday life, and thus environmental issues; therefore, the conclu-

sions drawn from his conception of aesthetics can also be suitable for the art of dance. It is precisely 

such issues, i.e., those of perceptual politics71 and being critical, that are now especially relevant in 

dance, as evidenced by the excellent selection of Marta Keil’s texts.72 
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