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DANCING AS ENVIRONMENTAL AESTHETICS
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I. THE CONTINUITY OF NATURE AND SPIRIT
IN INDIGENOUS AMERICA

Before explaining the ideas of nature and the spirit in indigenous America
it might be useful to recall briefly the most prominent conceptions of nature
in western culture. Following Robert George Collingwood, the most domi-
nant ideas of nature and the spirit come from the Greeks, the Renaissance,
and the influence of biology in philosophy in the eighteenth century. The
Greeks characterized nature as an orderly alive realm in which human life
participated. Central to this Greek idea is that all bodies have a dynamic
power, a self-moving force, operating constantly but not randomly. In the
Greek mind this meant that nature is an intelligent organism, in many res-
pects like the human organism, and not a blind matter. The study of nature
thus became also a study of the human spirit, as there is a correlation be-
tween human intelligence and the natural world (CoLLinGwoob 2019, 18).

Collingwood describes that the second dominant idea of nature in western
culture springs from the XVI and XVII centuries. This new idea of nature is
an anthesis of the Greek version, inasmuch as it deprives nature from its
vitality, negating it to be an organism, and assuming it to be a machine, in
inert matter, an object to be dominated if understood mathematically. Col-
linwood is careful to explain that the modern idea of nature does not imply
that Nature functioned whimsically. Like the Greeks, the moderns maintain
that the laws of nature suggest order in the cosmos. But they did not think
this order came from nature itself, but from an external force, from an all-
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watching and powerful architect. In this second idea of nature, movement
springs from external forces, manipulated from external operators.

A third idea of nature comes from the idea of process, evolution and
development, which, in western culture emerged at the middle of the 18th
century and became profound in the 19th century. Both the history of human
institutions and of the incipient biology of the 19th century indicated that the
essential features of the living organism were indeed transient modes of
being. The fixity of human conceptualizations of the natural environment
were attempts to capture the temporal pulses of existence, the actualizations
of the becoming, but never its final essences (CoLLINGwWooD 2019, 19-30).

The idea of nature in indigenous America is similar to the characte-
rization that Collinwood had made of the Greek notion of nature. Indigenous
Americans seen Nature as an organism whose vitality deserved to be honored
through rituals, myths and celebrations, and political action (TOELKEN 2003;
see also: TOELKEN 1992). This means that the human spirit participates in the
vital process of Nature. It is neither that Nature’s functionality depended of
human will nor that human willingness dominated all the forces of nature. It
is that human action and the natural forces have the power to modify some
of the vital processes of nature, which in turn affects both human spirit and
the natural environment. For example, the human imagination to construct
a house in a natural environment affects the harmony of the environment, as
the human activity modifies the natural process. From a native perspective,
this means that a detached sense of imagination, a sense of imagination
which prioritizes human needs of shelter over the harmonious existence of
other living creatures dramatically affects the harmony of nature. On the
contrary, an embodied sense of imagination that takes into account the
effects of human activity over other natural species operates in harmony
with nature. An embodied imagination synthesizes the natural harmony.
When this creative process of synthesis becomes a narrative, a story to be
transmitted actively from one generation to the next, it becomes a myth. And
when it is enacted, it becomes a ritual or a celebration. Thus, in the indi-
genous America, myth and ritual symbolize Nature’s living process of trans-
formation with aesthetic significance which scholars have well documented
(EAaTON 1999, 12).

Scholars on native Latin America thinking agree to say that the clearest
manifestation of the strong relation that indigenous groups have with nature
comes from the different words used by native groups to refer to Nature,
reserving a different word to refer to the physical space which is the mark of
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property (GALEANO 2018, 64). One of the prominent examples comes from
the colonial writings of Garcilaso de la Vega, the Inca who describes that the
Incas used to called Pachacamac to the divine principle from which all exi-
stence comes. Garcilaso explains that Pacha means “the universe,” and
Camac, a present participle of the verb cama, which means “anima” (GAR-
CILASO DE LA VEGA 1609, 7). The Spanish word for anima here is equivalent
to the Greek word Tales used &uouyov to describe that the world is “alive”
(CorLLingwooDp 2019, 54). When an Inca person speaks of Pachacamac, it
means that she is condensing in this concept the meaning of life, of fertility,
and the growth of existence, which is beyond the physical space. Pacha-
camac is neither a representation, a picture of a physical environment, nor an
inert matter. She is a living organism, a higher being, who becomes part of
human life in rituals, myths, celebrations. And serves as a philosophical expla-
nation of the principle of life, of the possibilities of existence, providing
meaning to human life. Philosophically, Pachacamac is a postulate which
orients all significant relations that humans are called to have with the rest of
the world; the inga people in the southwest of Colombia, descendants of the
Inca empire, keep alive this philosophical principle. They, like their neigh-
bors, the Kaméntsas, enjoy annually a dancing ceremony in which the forces
of Nature (called Pachamama in the language of the Ingas and Tsbatsanamama
in the language of the Kaméntsas), are enacted (CHINDOY 2020, 45-52).

Like in south America, indigenous communities in north America empha-
size the special significance of Nature for human existence (JAHNER 1992, 193—
203). Native American philosophy comes from a critical reflection upon Land,
understood not as a physical space to be occupied, but as the source of the
possibilities of existence, as the source of all beings (HULTKRANTZ, 9—44). Thus,
not only myths and rituals of origins, ceremonies of renewal and celebrations of
life and death come from the value of the forces of nature, but also political,
ethical, and social manifestations depend on an adequate appreciation of the
symbolic significance of nature (ENGLE 2018, 105).

The symbolic significance of nature, the philosophical view that the prin-
ciple of continuity between humans and the natural environment should be
honored and taken from the heart has united indigenous peoples across the
Americas (MUEHLEBACH 2001, 415-448). In as much as the Inca culture
influenced most of the native cultures of the Andes in south America, it is
safe to indicate that Latin American references to Mother Earth keep alive
this philosophical sense of Nature and takes different forms in aesthetics as
well as in legal and social philosophy. Since the 70s, efforts to consolidate
this philosophical view were common in social movements, articulating
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political demands for the recognition of native’s special relation with the
natural environment (CHADWICK 1998, 236-255). Gradually, these political
demands echoed internationally. Not only the United Nations has recognized
the value of the philosophical idea of the symbolic meaning of the land for
the indigenous peoples, but also countries like Bolivia, Ecuador, and at times
Colombia, have incorporated this symbolic sense of the Nature in their
recent legal histories (LAMPREA MONTEALEGRE 2019, 27). This means that
the idea of the continuity between human action and the land has been long
debated and cherished among native communities in the Americas, at least
long before the debates on environmental aesthetics took seriously the
pursuit of harmony between humanity and the rest of the environment.

The different expressions to refer to Nature indicate two different senses
of relating with it, one deeper than the other. When nature is referred to as
Mother Earth, it means that humans are called to hold a relationship of care,
wonder, respect, and reciprocity with the rest of the natural environment
(MomMaDpAY 1997, 42-49). It also means that instead of a radical distinction
between the human action and the natural environment, there operates a prin-
ciple of continuity; instead of thinking that natural resources are only at hu-
man disposal, the principle of continuity requires thinking that natural re-
sources are fundamental part of natural harmony, of the equilibrium of dif-
ferent existing organisms. Humans here participate in the flow of existence.

II. DANCING AS THE AESTHETIC EMBODIMENT
OF THE CONTINUITY

Environmental aesthetics emerged historically as a reaction to the kind of
philosophy of art that had strongly emphasized on the meaning of art instead
of the meaning of aesthetic experiences (EATON 1999, 12—13). In limiting arts
to the representation or enactment of the beautiful created mostly from the
spirit of an individual, the philosophy of art has limited our comprehension
of the aesthetic experiences which come from dancing (HanNA [et al.] 1979).
Though in western philosophy Immanuel Kant and Edmund Burke are taken
to be precursors of environmental aesthetics for their characterizations of the
vast, wild, and sublime aspects of Nature as aesthetically meaningful, they
did not include dancing as a form in which the beautiful reached completion.
They appreciated the sublime forces of nature but pretend those forces to be
outside of aesthetical enactment. Additionally, clouded with racism as some,
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like Hegel, were, there was not appreciation of the aesthetic experiences
of dancing coming from non-European cultures (HarLrL 2017, 43—61). The
most prominent developments of environmental aestheticians have come to
the fore in the last few decades, along with the environmental revolution of
the 60s (KENNEDY, SELL, and ZUBE 1988, 35-51). Unlike the philosophy of art
that emphasizes the creative individual, environmental aesthetics centers on
the collective kinds of beautiful experiences that go beyond the arts. From
the perspective of environmental aesthetics, not only artifacts, historical
objects or well-recognized galleries give a sense of the beauty, but also,
daily life objects provide meaningful aesthetic experiences. Daily events
reach an aesthetic experience when it affects deeply on a human community.
For example, the lighting at night before a storm becomes of an aesthetic ex-
perience for an agricultural community of people wherein it is taken to be
symbol of nature, a form of expression of the powers of nature.

Although he is well known for having excluded dance as a form of art,
Hegel is well known for his idea that truth meets in form with the beautiful
in the arts. He wrote that the beautiful is “spirituality embodied in form”
(HEGEL 2006, 27). In other words, he meant to say that the beautiful in art,
whether it is expressed in architecture, sculpture, or poetry, is the formal
manifestation of truth. We had to wait until John Dewey’s view of art to
understand that dancing is also a form, an intensified form of experience.
With Dewey’s ideas of art, dancing, which in native cultures never lost its
commual aesthetic dimension, restored the aesthetic dignity in western
philosophy (DEwgy 1934, 5-6). From Dewey’s perspective, experience is the
result of the interaction of a living creature with its enviroment. The most
intensified experiences that result from this interaction make the realm of the
aesthetic experiences. They are embodied experiences, creating meaning for
a human community, not for a detached individual.

Using Dewey’s characterization of bodily aesthetics, one can interpret
native dancing as kind of aesthetic experience, one that takes on the dramas
of existence. This is so because all meaningful native aesthetic experiences
are enactments of the core belief about the relations of harmony that humans
seek to establish in the universe. In a native dancing, thus, the human striv-
ings, sufferings, hopes, and dreams, correlate with the forces of existence,
with the process of life and death of living organisms. Ritual and myth are
part of dancing, inasmuch as they vitalize the harmony of a community. To
use Dewey’s words, dancing is an embodiment of the most intense forms of
the aesthetic experiences.
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One might wonder why native dancing expresses the most refined en-
viromental aesthetic, given the fact that native dancing has traditionally been
characterized as part of myth, ritual, or with a religious experience (see, for
example, CASSIRER 1995; ELIADE 1963). One clear reason to indicate that na-
tive dancing represents the most intense form of aesthetic enviroment comes
from its attempts to fully grasp the meanign of human interaction with the
forces of nature. Native dancing takes into account the forces of nature and
its effects on the spirit of a given community (SoLomon 2000, 257-280). It
speaks of a kind of vitalist metaphysics, one which affirms that the world is
not yet finished but, in a process, wherein our collective actions might give
new shape to existence. In so doing, it abhors to glorify the deeds of an
individual. While in a dancing ceremony some might be dancing mechani-
cally, somehow concerned about how others may be watching, the spirit of
the dance rests in its capacity to absorb everyone, with an aura of fascination
at the musical rythms of flutes, drums, harmonicas, or sayings of rituals.
This collective power operates almost unconsciously, making people be en-
gaged in an aesthetic experience before thinking about it (DEwey 1934, 30-32). It
is not that thinking is utterly suspeded, but that the dancing does not make
anyone to be a cold spectator. Native dancing thus represents best the
organic spirit of Nature. In a native dancing the forces of human, the powers
of human spirit, meet the powers of nature (PRAET 2009, 737-754).

Native dancing is not a merely a representation of the dramas of exi-
stence. It is also an act of creation in which time and space acquire a deep
meaning (VAN GUSEGHEM and WHALEN 2017). It is as if the present stopped the
flow of time, or as if the space of dance would make it sacred. This is so
because dancing is an act of participation with Nature, much like a way of
honoring its vital forces. With it, time and place become sacred. The realm
of the possibilities of life become actual, nurturing the collective sense of
the community. Unlike the creative individual whose inspiration sparks from
its inner, deeper self-awareness, the creative impulse of the community in
the dancing comes from an imagined community, a group of ancestors who
had participated in shaping the beautiful and which still inspire the
community of the present (ToeLkeEN 2003, 15). This process of co-partici-
pation is not transient, ephemeral, but as Kant puts it, is an example of the
purposiveness without a specific purpose.

Dancing intensifies the flow of time. Although it could last one day, a na-
tive dancing is a celebration which brings back the times of the ancestors.
By recalling their deeds, their rituals, their concerns and fears, the memory
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of the ancestors is renewed. Dancing like the ancestors used to do it signifies
at the same time dancing with them. Consequently, the past meets the
present, fusing its energy into the present; it is as if the present revealed its
roots. Put it in another way, dancing actualizes the possibilities of the flow
of time. It makes us aware of the possibility of transcending the present
without denying it or escaping from it. It is an expression of inner time
without negating its external force. Likewise, it is an expression of inner
space within outer space.

This embodiment of life’s hardships, of its challenges which thwart the
vital impulses of existence, crystalizes the flow of human life. Taking on the
blind forces of nature, dancing does not deny the reality of evil, of the
ugliness, of that which represents disharmony (CHmDoYy 2020, 57-59). Nei-
ther it does aestheticize evil, which is to say, it does not suppose that the
ugly is a disguised form of the beautiful. On the contrary, it takes the
ugliness of life to be real, just as the beauty. The only difference is that the
recognition of the existence of evil does not imply that we should be
thankful for it. It rather implies that we are called to continue to renew our
roots so as to participate in the maintenance of the balance of nature.
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DANCING AS ENVIRONMENTAL AESTHETICS
FROM INDIGENOUS AMERICA

Summary

Contemporary studies on environmental aesthetics emphasize the relationship of continuity
between nature and human action. Most of these critical approaches suggest that the emphasis on
the continuity of nature with humanity implies a change of attitude to the natural environment,
meaning that we should move away from the exploitation of the natural environment and focus
on its preservation and conservation. In the two sections of this paper, it is argued that the idea
for the continuity of humans with the natural environment has for a long time been a core
philosophical belief in indigenous America, the oldest aesthetic manifestation of which has been
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expressed in the forms of dancing. The first section is dedicated to the idea of continuity in
indigenous America, emphasizing on the concepts of Mother Nature and Human Spirit. The
second part shows that native dancing embodies aesthetically the idea of continuity of human
action and the natural environment.

Keywords: native dancing; environmental aesthetics; philosophy of dance; indigenous American
dance.

TANIEC JAKO ESTETYKA SRODOWISKOWA
Z RDZENNEJ AMERYKI

Streszczenie

Wspolczesne badania estetyki srodowiskowej podkreslaja ciagltos¢ migdzy naturg a ludzkim
dziataniem. Wigkszo$¢ z tych podejs¢ sugeruje, ze nacisk na ciaglos¢ przyrody z ludzkoscia
implikuje zmiang¢ podejscia do $rodowiska naturalnego, co oznacza, ze powinniSmy odej$¢ od
eksploatacji $rodowiska naturalnego i skupi¢ si¢ na jego ochronie i zachowaniu. W dwoch
czgdciach tego artykutu argumentuje si¢, ze idea ciaglosci czlowieka ze srodowiskiem naturalnym
byta przez dhugi czas rodzima wiarg filozoficzng rdzennej Ameryki, ktérej najstarsza estetyczna
manifestacjg byl taniec. Pierwsza czg$¢ poswigcona jest idei ciaglosci w rdzennej Ameryce,
z potozeniem nacisku na koncepcje Matki Natury i Ducha Czlowieka. Druga czes$é pokazuje, ze
rodzimy taniec uosabia estetycznie ide¢ ciaglosci ludzkiego dziatania i $srodowiska naturalnego.

Przetozyt Stanistaw Sarek

Stowa kluczowe: taniec rodzimy; estetyka srodowiskowa; filozofia tanca; rdzenny taniec amery-
kanski.





