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The Seeing, Sensing Therapist
Seeing and sensing appear as a complex phenomenon. There is a vast array of theories concerning seeing, focussing, attention, visualization, intentionality, observation, perception and experience, all of which are related to psychology, to information processing theory, education, therapy and research. My object here is not to expound and compare different theories, nor to interpret what one sees. I use my background as an example of how a visually educated person brings her background into dance teaching and dance therapy.

Like many earlier modern dancers I came to dance from an artistic background of music, visual arts and crafts. Dance schooling at that time centred on practical exercises based on the method of command, and copying movements. Lack of conceptual framework made me rely on concepts from visual arts and crafts and to transform them to my dance work. Work with dancing bodies seemed to have something common with work with concrete materials.

When I later worked with dance therapy I felt a need to base my work on my own culture’s metaphysical conceptions. Alan Watts points to the prevailing ignorance of the metaphysical premises which underlie all the main forms of psychological theory (Watts 1971:14,15).

It is mainly two areas of concern I will discuss here, some influence from my artistic background, and some conceptions from my cultural background, and how these two may relate to my dance therapy work.

The Artistic Background

The tradition of thinking concerning visual arts education in Western societies is inherited from the Renaissance. Originally the theories were related to mathematics from Hindu and Islamic sources which were brought to Italy in the early thirteenth century by Leonardo of Pisa (Baxandall 1988:94).

During the Renaissance artists, artisans, and their patrons and clients had great problems in their commercial exchange relations because every city had its own currency, weights and measures. The practical problem was how to reduce complex forms into simple, measurable entities. Gradually skills were developed to reduce the most diverse sort of information to simple geometric figures and propositions. In this way it was possible to grasp the volumes and quantities when gauging.

This ability solved problems in commercial exchange and in social partnerships. The same ability to critical evaluation was brought into producing and evaluating visual art, “the small step from the internal propositions of a partnership to the internal propositions of a physical body…” in painting (Baxandall 1988:96-97) – or in dance.

Alan Watts illuminates the background of the thought on the basis of the Indo-European language system; the words ‘matter’, ‘materia’, ‘meter’, ‘mother’, and its Greek and Latin forms are derived from Sanskrit root ‘ma’, to measure, from which come ‘mata’, mother, and ‘maya,’ the phenomenal world as something measured, divided up into things, events and categories (Watts 1970:143). Division is here used as a culturally determined way to create order.

The Oriental mathematical system seems to have come to Europe via the route of commerce, adapted by merchants to their social and commercial exchange relations and to education of artisans and visual artists. Our visual arts education still largely relies on the tradition of thought of the Renaissance and the concepts developed by this tradition. Rudolf Laban was educated in visual arts; perhaps one can see the influence of a visual arts background in his theory of dance.
While the Oriental geometry was assimilated to some areas of the European cultural systems, in the Indian context the mathematics seem fundamental to the whole Indian cosmological belief system. Kapila Vatsyayan describes the place of the arts and dance in the Indian complex cultural networks and relations in her research. “The creative arts were integral to the social and cultural history of India, its philosophic and literary developments and the part and parcel of its religious movements…” (Vatsyayan 1988:122). “The picture of the cosmos cannot be dissociated from the fundamental patterns of movement through which interrelationships of diverse elements of life are established in space and time. Movement then is no longer a limited matter of certain locomotive actions of the human body but acquires a more universal significance” (Vatsyayan 1983:7).

European fine arts are today far removed from the practical artisan traditions of the Renaissance. In Finland one can hardly see any connections between dance or dance therapy and the historical, cosmological or metaphysical levels of the Finnish culture the way Vatsyayan sees the Indian culture as a whole and creates a model of it/for it (Geerts 1973:93-94). Finnish folk dance is all import and so are also dance concepts.

The metalevel experience

I set sophisticated models, created in urban high cultures, aside here and allow a journey into the woods, to the metaphysical levels of my culture to find out about seeing and sensing.

Traditionally Finnish children may be taught to move noiselessly in the woods with a receptive, open mind and an awareness of that which exists. While one moves unnoticed one may look at trees and stones, or the course of the water in a streem. Living creatures in one’s near environment one may not focus on directly. A bird, if looked at, may fly away.

One develops something called ‘metsäsilmä’, an eye for the wood, an ability to notice events without directly focusing on them.
Even in hunting some form of indirectness may be required. When shooting a flying bird one does not aim at the bird, but at some spot ahead the bird’s path. A hunter does not run after a hare, his dog runs. He knows the habits of the hare, he just sits and waits, and meditates on the hare, after some time the rabbit will appear, he then hits it from his still point.

There are, however, special situations, ritual occasions where one addresses the other one directly, face to face, eye to eye. Bear hunt used to be such an occasion. According to the Finnish ethics, or the idea of sacred equality (Watts 1970:164), the holy animal was given an opportunity to defend itself. A similar attitude prevailed between enemies. A fight, in order to be ethical, was fought between equals.

While people were not accustomed to looking at each other directly, the school system introduced a different ethics, a pupil was obliged to focus directly on the other person who talked to him/her or to whom s/he was addressing him/herself. Obviously the Finnish convention of avoiding a direct look has been interpreted by cultural outsiders as shyness or insecurity, submissiveness, or even stubbornness. Even cultural insiders seem to have adopted the cliché of shyness (Kiiskinen 1997). For the cultural insider the habit of not-looking may connote an attitude of respect for the other’s integrity. On the contrary, someone’s direct gaze may be experienced as impolite, invading or threatening.

The indirectness concerns bodily and verbal attitudes as well; in an encounter one may situate oneself quite close to another person but without directly facing the other. One seems to avoid confrontations, direct questions, answers, and explanations.
This cultural attitude of letting oneself dissolve into nature, into a situation, or an encounter may correspond with some conceptions of the language. The Finnish language seems to create meaning by relating things to each other and binding them together. Ego is not necessarily given any substance nor is it split apart from that which is. There is no gender difference in the language which would separate men and women conceptually from each other. No separation is necessarily created between the inner and the outer space, as I have discussed elsewhere (Parvia 1990, 1995a). A human being in his or her physical or mental state is not necessarily separated from the world; all this is expressed in terms of space ‘tila.’ Dualism in thinking is not a problem as dynamic relations take place.

In Gregory Bateson’s words: “…Viewing of the world in terms of things is a distortion supported by language.” “The corrective view of the world is in terms of the dynamic relations which are the governors of growth” and, if what he says is “taken seriously…(it) would make an almost total change in the way we live, the way we think about our lives, and about each other and ourselves” (Bateson 1991a:308-313).

Watts similarly is concerned with languages which “may be splitting organism from environment, and aspects of the environment from another” (Watts 1971:33), “we are employing social institutions (languages) in whose terms we cannot act consistently.” “Social institutions are then in conflict with the actual pattern of man-in-the-world, and this comes out as a distress in the individual organism” (Watts 1971:43). Arnheim asks if the real problem is a split between sense and thought (Arnheim 1969: Preface).

How do these considerations relate to dance therapy?

In dance therapy one has no medium through which to work, there is nothing ‘in between’ the therapist and patient – unless props are used. One uses oneself in a direct relation to the client or group. However, the method used is often indirect.

When I go into a therapy group I go like one goes into the woods, I integrate myself into the group. Many mental patients are shy people, one had better not observe them directly but rather create a common focus for the group as a whole. One works with the group indirectly through this common metaphorical focus of interest.
Seeing as a process is selective as one’s focus is limited (Arnheim 1969:35-39, Schachtel 1954:309); in a group situation one is able to see parts of the unfolding events at a time. One may then shift position and get new view-points, move between the many levels of the unfolding process of communication. By doing this one gains a more many-facetted picture of the process than by looking at it from a fixed position or perspective.

In individual treatment direct observation is a part of the therapeutic method. However, to focus on the symptom of the patient hardly solves the problem as problems are not necessarily identical with their symptoms. One often needs to approach a problem indirectly – in order to solve it.

When working with a movement problem of an individual I first evaluate the situation, I try to identify the problem in its context (Bateson 1991a:76). In order to understand the problem I may take it into my own body by transforming my own energies at some kinesthetic or reflectory level so as to internalize the problem. I attempt to understand what Bateson would call the message of the pain (Bateson 1991a: 296). When I then distance myself from the client’s problem I become able to structure the problem and to work it out together with the client. In this transaction the client gets experience, s/he comes to understand the relational nature of the problem. S/he also learns methods to work with him/herself. In this way the therapeutic process becomes a learning process (Parvia 1995b).

The use of eyes is not enough; one needs to engage the whole of oneself. I often think of my work in terms of energy the same way I did when I worked with metals: When smiting I used my energy in relation to the energy of the metal. Old time healers, shamans, were often smiths. They gained insights through their handling of metals. One senses the energy of a group or an individual. One learns to relate to this energy and handle it when one disciplines one’s own energy. One needs to respect the ‘material’ one works with. It is difficult to talk about the use of energy in terms of other than a metaphor – energy.
I may also look at movement in terms of structure.  First I try to grasp the general structure of an individual’s movement pattern – or lack of structure – including his/her energy use. It is almost like sculpturing. I try to see where the pattern halts. I try to differentiate the general picture I have got, still having the whole in sight – into a structural system.
When structuring movements one creates order the same way one does it in visual arts, geometric, organic, or dynamic order. Order is an “arrangement of diverse elements into a configuration; it makes them operational and intelligible. It is the core value of the aesthetic quality because it is so basic to our mental life” (Maquet 1986:119-130).

After one has completed a practical work process and conserved it, one gets a text. The text is what one analyzes; it is a work process at another level than the practical work. While the practical process is for ever gone, the text remains as a flat piece of paper before one’s eyes. One may then look at it closely, and create a new relation to it and let it gain new life.

Basic to this way of working are certain abilities which are learned through practical, visual training:

- An ability to grasp complex situations in terms of wholes; and 
- to see their inherent patterns and forms, inner relations and qualities, resources and possibilities;

- an ability to think critically;

- an ability to solve problems;

- an ability to form concepts which are not necessarily verbal or not only verbal, and to transform these concepts from one material to another; that means to create transformations, 

- an ability to learn to learn.

In the theory of attention the visual component is much emphasized as the base for knowing: “With the full development of focal attention, focal awareness becomes the highest and predominating form of consciousness in the waking life of man.” This is contrasted to the most primitive “diffuse total awareness” (Schachtel 1954:309-310).

The focal awareness is related to the sense of self; man is integrated within himself – only.  But is this ego-centred achievement enough, or is it even too much? According to Watts: “The disturbed individual is not so much the historical throwback in whom sufficient ego strength somehow failed to develop: he is the victim of too much ego, too much individual isolation. Furthermore, one should not assume that the development of an ego is the universally necessary basis for consciousness and intelligence” (Watts 1971:111).
The total awareness is related to the sense of self in the world; man is integrating himself into something bigger beyond himself. By total awareness is here meant a centred, receptive or attentive state, and also a form of doing and knowing as it is used when artistic skills are practised; the better one knows one’s skill the less one needs to be conscious of what one is doing.

In a dance therapy group situation one may simply respond while the group dynamic process takes its own course and finds its own conclusion. This way of integrating oneself and responding to a situation was the most difficult thing to learn for those I trained to become my co-workers for dance therapy group work. In case they got it, they could not explain what was happening in the group or in themselves. The form of knowing is beyond words and therefore hard to describe. Needless to say, it is this type of total awareness a dance therapist needs to develop to be able to work creatively in dance therapy.
If nature, and life, in our conceptions consist – not of separated things and events but – of dynamic relations, and if our language considers life in relational terms, then these concepts should form the base of our dance therapy concepts as well. The challenge is there.

To conclude: I have attempted to describe some features of the events of seeing and sensing, and to relate them to dance therapy. I have tried to find underlying premises for one’s work and see their implications for one’s ways of experiencing, thinking and conceptualizing one’s work (Parvia 1991, 1995d), 1996 b, c). Dance therapy which grows out of visual arts and dance may promote insights which are valuable – also in many other fields than only dance therapy. 

Arnheim holds that thinking is an essential ingredient of perception and that visual perception is visual thinking (Arnhiem 1969:3, 13-15). “What is needed is the systematic training of visual sensitivity as an indispensable part of any educator’s preparation for his profession. Practical experience is best provided by work in the arts… Visual thinking calls…for the ability to see, visual shapes and images of the patterns of forces that underlie our existence – the function of minds, of bodies or… the structures of societies and ideas” (Arnheim 1969: 135). The message here is that as one learns to use oneself as a tool (Parvia 1995c), one’s perspectives widen, and one sees deep into the phenomena one engages oneself in. One gains insights, and a way of knowing which is personal, but which also partakes in some wider knowing (Bateson 1979:100) – that which we are here to share.
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