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Abstract

This paper intends to discuss the anthropological perspectives, methodology, and relevant
research and writing as applied to the current study on Taiwanese dancers, their lived bodies
and cultures, addressing three main dimensions: body and movement, sense and experience,
and skill and practice. Current anthropological approaches on dance have shifted from the
textual approach focusing on meaning of dance, to that on perception of dancers, inviting more
research on perception of the moving body with its profundity. This also matches the broader
trend of highly sensual and speedy diffusion of cultural representation in the contemporary
world since the beginning of the 21st century. In the paper, through the approach of reflexive
ethnography incepted from interaction with professionally-trained dancers in a dance institute,
I discuss dancers’ practice and perception as inscribed by the cultural system—the professional
training mixing the Eastern and Western cultures of bodily perception and skills—which has
been situated within the complicated and multi-originated forces of globalization and cultural
nationalism. Along with the analysis of the socio-cultural process and institutionalization of
dance training, this paper illustrates the vivid construction of image and value of “the freely
moving body,” which characterizes self-fulfillment of dancers, while imposing an everlasting
process of competition and negotiation among different knowledge, techniques, and cultures on
their body-mind realization and perception. This primary research hopes to shed more light on
the education of professional dancers in Taiwan in order to reflect upon the core meanings and

values of pedagogy for dancers in contemporary Taiwanese society.
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“The Freely Moving Body”: An Anthropological Study
on Contemporary Dancers in Taiwan

Chi-Fang Chao'

Summary

This paper explores the social process through which contemporary values of the free
agentive beings have been imposed upon the dancer’s body. The cultural representation of
freedom in Taiwan, viewed through dancer’s moving body, has resulted from and been mediated
by the ideologies and practices rooted in the Western modern dance imported with a broader
wave of cultural globalization. The paper starts from a query on “the aural body” as set against
repetitiveness and materiality featuring late-capitalistic societies following the British sociologist
Bryan Turner’s (2008) concept. The author then questions the interaction between “freedom”
and “innovation” on the one hand, and “tradition” and “ritual” on the other, both of which have
inscribed themselves on dancers’ bodies through training and performance.

The author has taken an anthropological approach that proclaims the necessity of an ethnographic
understanding of the embodied knowledge, from which concepts of space, time, and the body are
generated and further organize themselves into culturally differentiated movement practices (Farnell
& Wood, 2011). Reviewing the development of anthropological study of dance, it is clear the since
1960s, the (mainly- female) anthropologists from both sides across the Atlantic Ocean have paid
special attention to movement, in addition to closely relating themselves to the major paradigms,
principles, and methodology. Movement as a cultural category has been neglected in the mainstream
anthropology, but its essential and existential significance cannot be overlooked for studies on
dance. Bringing movement back to the cultural scope of anthropological discussion, this paper then
proceeds with scholars’” arguments on embodiment and kinesthesis, parallel with the shifts from a

textual approach to a perceptive one (Buckland, 2010) in the 21st century.
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An Anthropological Study on Contemporary Dancers in Taiwan (Summary)

From a pedagogical angle, this paper has been inspired by the late Taiwanese scholar of
art education Ju-I Yuan, who had also been inspired by the anthropological perspective and the
methodology of ethnography in her exploration of cross-cultural aesthetics which then shaped
her alternative pedagogical goal for art education. Echoing what Yuan has laid out, this paper
continues to appeal to unravelling the institutional forces that not only have molded the culture of
training, but also played a vital role in the viewers’ perception of the moving body, which engage
various senses, which embrace the visual, aural, and kinesthetic.

The second part of the paper delineates the primary ethnographic materials collected from, but
not limited to, the training of the Taipei University of the Arts, which has been the main site for
the author’s ethnographic research. The author has focused on three dimensions of professional
training that dancers have been exposed to: body and movement, sense and experience, and skill and
practice. Contemporary Taiwanese society characterizes itself as multicultural, which has absorbed
the Indigenous, Chinese, Japanese, and Westernized elements and influences. Multiculturalism
becomes a token for bodily training of contemporary dancers, and education sectors provide the
best examples of it, although not without questions. For instance, the dichotomy of Eastern and
Western systems as seen in the syllabi of most dance departments in the Taiwanese universities
has certainly reflected the ideal image of the “multi-cultural body” that the major society projects
itself on. It is noteworthy, however, the differentiation of concepts, methodologies and values as
embedded in various movement systems of different cultures are usually found to be strenuously
integrated, if not bitterly clash, with each other on dancers’ “lived bodies.”

Beyond viewing the training process of dancers, the paper also reflects upon the self-awareness
of the Taiwanese contemporary dancers for their own identities. While many graduates of dance
departments find themselves struggling, immediately after leaving the campus, to accommodate
their own dancing bodies in the self-sustainable niche in the society, due to a comparatively under-
resourced market for contemporary dancers, an unneglected trend has been that contemporary
dancers from Taiwan have been gradually exploited as an internationally-treasured cultural asset,
who are able to mix traces of Westernized legacies and the peculiar (Eastern) virtuosity in one
body. Many have gained popularity and visibility in international contemporary dance circles.
The process of value making of their internationally acknowledged “aural body” testifies to the
intricate and complicated relationships between studios and stages in the monetary society.

How can we understand our own society through interrogating the values of the moving
body trained within the culture per se? Starting from this question, the paper hopes to suggest the

cultural critique that anthropology claims itself to provoke, by reflexively looking inward, but
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not toward the Other. It is also the author’s hope that, through this primary ethnographic study of
contemporary dancers in Taiwan, more light can be shed on the social process through which a

freely moving body is believed to generate.
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