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How to Land


Introduction

How to Land: Finding Ground in an Unstable World is based on a conviction that there is a deep interconnectedness between how we think about the world and how we move through it. Over the course of the first two decades of the twenty-first century, Americans have experienced an unprecedented number of national tragedies, political crises, economic downturns, and natural catastrophes. Clearly, our lives are shaped by these cultural moments. Reeling from one disaster to another, many of us are experiencing an increase in anxiety and fears about our future, and our bodies reflect that. This book argues that gravity—both the physical experience of one’s weight because of the earth’s pull, and the more metaphorical implications of being grounded in the midst of ongoing turmoil in the world around us—can provide an important balance to the social, political, and economic unpredictability that surrounds us these days. Gravity is related to a sense of profundity, rootedness, and an inherent connection to the earth, as well as to falling, disability, and even death. While we may understand gravity as a concept, we are often not particularly aware of gravity as a physical sensation.1 In my college dance classes and the professional workshops that I teach internationally, I have witnessed how a renewed attention to feeling the support of the earth can transform moments of personal disorientation and national crisis into an opportunity to reflect on the critical relationship between individual resiliency and communal responsibility. How to Land is my attempt to bring these embodied insights into conversation with ongoing challenges in our everyday lives.

This book is situated at the intersection of somatics and politics—the place where bodily perception meets social engagement. In contemporary America, bodies are most often defined by the visible marks of gender, race, class, ability, age, sexuality, and religion. These cultural categories are both personal and political; they affect how we are seen and how we see ourselves. But they do not tell the whole story of our somatic experience. Embodiment neither takes place outside of culture, nor is it totally determined by that context. By using somatic exploration as a way to connect with the experience of the body as lived (soma), I attend to another kind of knowing—one that gives valence to physical sensation and bodily perception. In contemporary America, somatic inquiry is often facilitated as part of an individual practice of bodily awareness. In the context of yoga, movement therapy, contemporary dance release techniques, or fitness training, the focus on visual imagery and breathing that is so central to somatic practices can make a big difference in how we inhabit our bodies. Rather than thinking of somatic education only in terms of physical development or even personal empowerment, however, this book charts the ways in which this kind of bodily exploration can foster communal interaction and civic responsibility as well.

My teaching throughout the twenty-first century has focused on bringing people in my classes into states of being that are based in proprioceptive and haptic sensibilities. I often remark that in America seeing is believing and feeling is suspect. This is not to suggest that one sense is more valuable than the other, but rather to underline how the current visual economy takes up the majority of our conscious attention. Connecting the theoretical with the practical, I argue that our tactile awareness can create a different way of engaging with other people, one that does not rest solely on the politics of visibility. Throughout this book, I interweave descriptions of personal experiences and movement practices with discussions of historical events and their political ramifications in order to demonstrate the significance of bodies in shaping as well as reflecting our attitudes about ourselves and the world. Although they are rarely engaged in the same place, the intersection of somatics and politics provides the space for bodies to “speak back” to the state institutions and corporate interests that regulate so many of our choices. Moving across bodies (somatics) and activism (politics) also allows us to think seriously about how we can cultivate a public discourse that is responsive rather than reactive to the inevitable shifts in the balance of our lives.

In his essay “Somatic Modes of Attention” Thomas Csordas links Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s notion of perception to Pierre Bourdieu’s discussion of practice in order to think about the connections between the individual and the collective. Csordas writes: “Defining the dialectic between perceptual consciousness and collective practice is one way to elaborate embodiment as a methodological field” (2002, 243). I also deploy embodiment as a critical methodology, one that not only references specific bodily experiences, but also recognizes the cultural implications of corporeal meaning as well. Fortunately, embodiment is an active, ongoing process, and we can learn to be intentional about those experiences. How to Land investigates aspects of contemporary culture from the perspective of movement practices that specifically address the uncertainty that surrounds us, introducing the reader to a series of physical experiences that can provide, I believe, a more grounded way of being in the world.

Although many of the ideas and the movement exercises discussed in these pages are culled from more than two decades of teaching in the United States and abroad, the research and writing of this book began in earnest during the fall of 2011. This was a moment when our nation was memorializing the ten-year anniversary of September 11, 2001, and I was reckoning with the legacy of my nephew’s tragic early death. A lot has changed over the past seven years: there have been extraordinary advances in neurological mapping and our understanding of embodied cognition, radical changes in the cultural landscape (including the rapid proliferation of social media communication), an unprecedented rise in income inequality, new (often explosive) political movements, and a divisive increase in governmental partisanship. Throughout this period, I have charted the implications of these forces on the specific bodies of the students and professional dancers I work with, crafting strategies for addressing a sense of dis-ease and uncertainty through a physical mindfulness—what I describe as an intentional being in the midst of doing. Although these insights may come from the studio, they are not limited to the bodies of dancers. How to Land: Finding Ground in an Unstable World is written for the general public—for any body. Indeed, many of these physical practices and embodied meditations can be used at home, at the office, or while stuck in traffic or on the bus.

My project began with a series of questions: What does it mean to fall—both personally and communally? How are our bodies affected by repeated images of falling bodies, bombed-out buildings, and displaced peoples, as well as recurring evocations of global economies in “free fall,” governments “dissolving,” health disasters “spiraling” out of control, and ice caps “melting”? What kind of fear gets lodged in our neurological system when we live with an underlying anxiety that certain aspects of our world are in danger of falling apart? These questions took on a certain urgency as I began to teach a generation of students who grew up under the shadow of 9/11 and the subsequent economic crises, not to mention deadly and often random mass shootings in local schools and public places. As each new class arrived on campus, I recognized that these young adults were increasingly anxious and discernibly stressed about how they were going to survive the unprecedented changes in the world. At the same time, this generation of students grew of age in the midst of our digital (r)evolution. Our many conversations about the ubiquity of cell phones in their lives prompted me to add another question to the above list: How has our increasingly digitized lifestyle trained us to focus almost exclusively on two-dimensional sources of information, reducing our awareness of the three-dimensional world around us and thus limiting our perception of crucial experiences such as weight and space—gravity and air? In response to these inquiries, I began to teach in a way that made explicit connections between what we were learning in the studio and what was happening in their lives. This strategy led me to unpack cultural expectations of professional success, economic sustainability, verticality, and physical ability. As they felt their weight release into the floor, my students were able to focus their distracted minds by engaging their corporeal sensibilities. I also emphasize learning the physical foundations for what I called a “responsive body”—one that is capable of resistance as well as resilience.

Responsiveness, resistance, and resilience—what I call the 3Rs—are essential skills for moving through life. They are also compelling examples of a continuum that spans across the literal and the metaphoric, encompassing both material bodies and critical theory. These 3Rs are principles that guide ways of being in the world that structure our bodies and our minds. Although they are sourced at the level of skin and bone—connective tissue and postural alignment—they ripple outward to affect how we relate to other people in our communities and at work. Over time, I have adapted a series of general physical practices which anyone can do that develop a broader, meta-physical, sensibility. For instance, the experience of responsiveness (what I consider to be an ability to respond to the situation at hand, no matter how uncomfortable or unexpected) can be cultivated, in part, by learning to shift the narrow, often myopic, focus of our eyes to one that releases into a broader, peripheral vision. Becoming aware of the edges of our gaze is a neurological example of literally as well as figuratively opening our perspective—of seeing beyond the center to the margins. Similarly, if we consciously access the deep stability of our core and backs, we can find a three-dimensionality that helps us shift directions more easily, allowing us to find new pathways that lead us past the limits of our own imaginations. Then too, there are critical lessons in how to modulate our efforts such that we don’t try too hard, unnecessarily tensing our muscles and blocking our own range of motion. Throughout How to Land, I offer multiple examples of how these practices of responsiveness, resistance, and resilience develop bodily perspectives that can lead us to more open, flexible states of being. Many of these practices are detailed in special insets located within each chapter for ease of reference and because I want to encourage readers to try them out on their own. In linking moving with thinking, and bodies with politics, I highlight the importance of perceptual experience in constructing cultural meaning.

This book is both an intellectual project and a life practice. It synthesizes scholarship across a wide spectrum of humanistic inquiry, social science, and neuro-cognitive studies. Just like my teaching is guided by those 3Rs I described above, the writing in How to Land is propelled by another lettered trio, the 3Ps of perception, practice, and politics. The philosophical study of perception is called phenomenology, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s classic tome The Phenomenology of Perception (1962) has greatly influenced my own discussions of embodiment. Generally speaking, phenomenology is the study of how the world is perceived, rather than the study of objective knowledge, the essence of reality, or existential “truths.” A philosophical approach that positions the body as a central aspect of our lived experience, phenomenology pays attention to how our corporeal engagement with the world creates meaning, thus revising the typical bifurcation of the self as subject and world as object of our reflections. Merleau-Ponty’s work paved the way for multifaceted analyses of our being-in-the-world that range from physical demeanor to ethical behavior. His writing is an important touchstone for a generation of feminist philosophers such as the late Iris Marion Young and Sara Ahmed, whose work has been inspirational to my own.

In addition, I draw on analyses from the ever-evolving field of cultural cognitive studies, tracing the discussions of body and language through the work of Raymond Gibbs, Shaun Gallagher, and Thomas Csordas, among others. I adapt David Abram’s and Laura Sewall’s work in ecopsychology to think about somatic perception and the living environment. Recent scholarship on perception in the cognitive sciences (including neuro-psychology) has begun to emphasize the need to attend to embodied experience when discussing the construction of cultural meaning, and this new work has helped me think through the interconnections between action and reflection—physical movement and studies of the mind. This academic writing is complemented by my reading across other genres, particularly popular non-fiction. I am drawn to the work of Oliver Sacks and Rebecca Solnit, whose ability to connect bodily sensation to cultural analyses, and personal experience to broader political realities provides a model for the kind of thinking and writing that I engage as well.

Practice is an intriguing word, reverberating as it does between its use as a noun and as a verb. Although music teachers may quip that “practice makes perfect,” the term, for me, invokes the ongoing process of discovery and the recognition that acts of perception are always implicated in any kind of practice. Even when I use the word as a noun (the practice of breathing, for instance), I am thinking about the active doing behind the act. Practice is a way of committing oneself to being present in a situation, no matter what the outcome. In this sense, it is always an act of improvisation—a willingness to confront what is unknown. My dancing and writing are mutually informative practices, and their intertwining of action and reflection has roots in a Buddhist sensibility. For me, practice suggests a certain conscious intentionality, a way of being in the process of doing. Throughout each chapter, I give examples of practices that can cultivate certain ways of grounding ourselves in the midst of uncertainty. My own movement practice has been deeply influenced by Contact Improvisation and contemporary dance release techniques, Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen’s Body-Mind Centering™ work, Authentic Movement, as well as decades-long training in yoga and assorted mindfulness traditions. This book also looks at the opposite of intentional behavior by examining the implications of our unconscious habits, particularly the exponential rise in our use of screens to communicate, not to mention our ever-increasing reliance on cellular devices to navigate the direction of our lives. Thus, I trace the past decade of debate in contemporary media concerning the implications of the weightless and two-dimensional exchanges on the internet on structures of attention and learning, as well as their effect on the personal growth and socialization of a generation of young adults.

The rapidly changing landscape of contemporary politics makes it difficult to chart. It seems that the only thing we can be sure of these days is uncertainty. The timeframe of this book spans roughly from September 11, 2001 through the first year of the Trump administration. So much has happened in this time that it would be frustrating to present any coherent analyses of the forces involved. Suffice it to say that these past two decades have been a chaotic and unsettling time in America. While I may invoke certain historical moments or political movements within this book, my broader interest in governmental policy and economic and social trends revolves around its impact on our corporeal reality. What happens to our heartbeat, sense of balance, or desire to leave the (relative) safety of our homes when each day’s news cycle documents another natural or human disaster? How does our neurological system cope with the many small anxieties about livelihood, health care, and visa status?

Bodies are political. This is a central tenant of feminist, queer, critical race, and disabilities studies. I care deeply about bodies, particularly ones that find themselves threatened and on the edge in our culture. Women’s bodies, disabled bodies, black bodies, trans bodies, immigrant bodies—these are the bodies that have been put at risk in one way or another by our current administration. The practices that I present in this book are my attempt to teach movement skills that will help all bodies survive these cultural legacies of sexism, racism, ableism, and plain old somatophobia (fear of the body). In her afterword to the anthology Bodies in Commotion: Disability and Performance, Peggy Phelan writes: “To take care of the body, to care for the body, and to care about bodies requires a specific ethics—one that takes touch as axiomatic, emotional attachment as a value, and interconnection as constant” (2005, 323). These are the principles with which I enter the studio each day.

As I have articulated earlier, our bodies are the sites in which politics and somatics intersect, the locus of a meeting between biology and sociology. I believe that we need an attention to both realities in order to thrive individually and as a society. While popping into themed yoga classes or the latest “trending” fitness experience may be a signature of the yuppie lifestyle, more and more folks from across the economic spectrum are finding their way to meditation and “breathe and bend” classes at their local recreation center. Community centers across the nation offer series on healthy living and on stress reduction, in addition to the mainstays of aerobics and Zumba classes. Somatic practices are no longer resources only for rich housewives or students at elite universities. Physical mindfulness can be found in public schools and at your local YWCA. For instance, my work with Girls in Motion, an afterschool program that I direct in the Oberlin public schools, is one example of bringing somatic practice (along with homework help and dance routines) to an adolescent population that needs to connect with their breaths and their bodies.

Reading is one way of researching. Moving with bodies is another. Throughout the beginnings of the twenty-first century, I have continued to take workshops and train in somatic techniques such as Body-Mind Centering™, Authentic Movement, and yoga, as well as other types of somatic workshops offered in dance festivals around the world. Oftentimes, I present examples from my teaching and popular practices such as yoga, sports, and fitness training, in order to articulate how perception is a learned behavior and how intentional movement can structure new ways of thinking. This focus on the process of embodiment rather than on the product of a particular system or technique allows me to explore the ways in which bodies and ideas are mutually constitutive. As part of my embodied methodology in this book, I use the word “we” to refer to bodily experiences (such as our startle reflex) that human beings have in common. My objective is not to erase historical specificity or cultural difference, but rather to demonstrate that certain kinds of somatic experiences might be shared. As I explain in detail in my final chapter on connection, the “we” that I employ is an affirmation that we are interconnected, not an attempt to universalize one perspective.

At Oberlin College, where I have been teaching for well over two decades, I have the privilege of working with bright, curious, passionate, and socially conscious students.2 This combination creates a wonderful (but occasionally exhausting) environment in which to experiment with classes that move across the practice/theory (dance studio/classroom) continuum. Specifically, I have developed a series of courses that ask students to read, write, and move, in a way that connects critical and physical inquiry. These courses include my first-year seminar, Bridging the Body/Mind Divide, Somatic Landscapes (which is cross-referenced with Environmental Studies), and Contact Improvisation. I have always been interested in the articulation of bodily experience, and I frequently draw on my students’ written reflections in this book to illustrate my discussions of embodied perception and bolster my arguments about how our bodies influence our thoughts. Their changing concerns over the past decade have motivated me to adapt my teaching to speak to their needs. Sometimes, short reflections stay with me long after the student has graduated and moved on. This is particularly true of a piece by a former student, Katherine Dohan, which was published in the 2010 anthology Encounters with Contact. In this short essay entitled “Dancing and the Importance of Place,” Katherine speaks of feeling an intense “dislocation,” even in the midst of an increase in digital connectivity. She acknowledges that she is “addicted” to the internet and always searching for a better reality someplace else. Yet during a class when we went outside, she found that her body and mind were able to inhabit one place. She concludes: “Yet, in this world that is becoming more and more disconnected through constant connection, in which the need to move is declining every day, moving might be more important than ever” (33). Katherine’s simple but powerful words seem to resonate throughout the many student journal entries that I have read in the time since she wrote them, and they have deeply influenced this project.

One of the courses that I teach regularly at Oberlin College is Contact Improvisation. As an investigation of the possibilities of moving with shared weight, Contact Improvisation has its roots in Steve Paxton’s 1972 residency at Oberlin College.3 Forty-five years after those initial experiments, Contact Improvisation is now an umbrella term for many diverse practices. The form has morphed over time as it has traveled through different communities. Nonetheless, there are some common kinesthetic approaches and skills, such that dancers from different countries, languages, and cultural backgrounds can gather at festivals and dance with one another without any formal introductions or orientation. These include falling, rolling, continuing to move in the midst of disorientation, feeling one’s weight, a reliance on peripheral vision, and finding the support of the ground. The radical openness to many different kinds of bodies (including those with mobility restrictions or visual impairments) is one of the contemporary hallmarks of the form. Because Contact Improvisation has always been open to reinvention, my desire to place these somatic practices into dialogue with contemporary politics has many precedents in the activist uses of this kind of physical training throughout its history.

For me, Contact Improvisation is less about learning movements per se, and more about cultivating a certain way of being embodied in the world—one that is open to falling off balance, engaging other bodies across conflict and intimacy, as well as releasing into the support of the ground. I have been involved with Contact Improvisation for most of my dancing life. In the context of this book, I draw on my years of dancing and teaching this form to demonstrate the importance of certain perceptual investigations such as the primacy of touch, the use of weight for mutual support, a sense of three-dimensional space (including sensing one’s internal space), and the practice of falling and learning how to land within Contact training. In Choreographing Empathy, Susan Foster describes the ways in which Contact “repurposes” our contemporary perceptual habits: “Spending many hours learning to sense gravity’s effects on motion and momentum, and to develop a porous and sensitized skin that could discriminate subtle shifts in one’s own weight and that of another person, contact improvisers purposefully dehabitualized their bodies’ tendencies to rely on the visual for orientation” (2011, 117). I argue that the perceptual focus in Contact on falling and gravity can lead us to being more present in this unstable world.

Much of the research for this book took place in two complementary spaces near where I live. One is Warner Main Space, a wonderful old gymnasium where I teach dance classes. This beautiful wooden studio is incredibly spacious, the floor is so sprung that it practically bounces, and the rafters rise up to the roof three floors above our heads. Nothing makes me happier than leading a group of thirty or fifty plus people to move around or stand still in that resonant space. The architectural magic of Warner Main Space is augmented by the fact that one of the seminal moments in the history of Contact Improvisation happened in that space. In January 1972, Steve Paxton came to teach for several weeks and began the physical investigations that led to the early development of the form. Across the street from Warner Center lies Tappan Square, the town of Oberlin’s central grassy quadrangle, complete with a bandstand. This is the place where the town celebrates Juneteenth, the place where the Big Parade culminates, where international students produce their culture festival with food and performances, and where free concerts take place on Friday nights in the summertime. It is also a place where candle-light vigils and political protests take place. When the weather is nice, Tappan Square is filled with college students and town residents, a nice blend of local and global perspectives. Both of these places have informed the experiences and ideas woven throughout these pages.

The six chapters in this book are a series of meditations that map the physical and metaphysical aspects of a fall. I envision them as steps leading down to the ground.


Falling

  Disorientation

    Suspension

      Gravity

        Resilience

          Connection



Each chapter interweaves discussions of movement practices with their cultural implications, documenting specific bodily experiences and then tracing their ideological ripples out through the world. My focus in crafting much of the language in this book was to articulate somatic experiences in a manner that engages the reader’s perceptual sensibilities directly, such as describing the feeling of one’s skin, or the experience of touch. Because my ideas are digested through my own body and the bodies that I teach and dance with, my writing style interweaves lyrical evocations of bodily states and physical practices with critical discussions of recent scientific research and political events to provide a multi-faceted analysis of embodiment in contemporary American culture. Each chapter also includes three “insets.” These are written translations of the exercises that I use in my classes and workshops and their presence is meant to allow the reader to try some of these practices themselves.

Falling

My first chapter begins with a discussion of how falling affects us all. Whether we are referring to that spectacular first fall from paradise, the hubris of Icarus, the most recent plunge of the housing market, or the public stumbling of the latest politician to misstep on the internet, falling is inevitably seen as a loss, a defeat, or a decline. The physical act of losing one’s balance very quickly accelerates into a metaphor for failure. Most of the time in contemporary America, falls are always already “falls from grace.” I use veteran Contact Improviser Nancy Stark Smith’s discussion of falling itself as a “state of grace” to reframe that dynamic. One of the most importance skills in Contact Improvisation is learning how to fall with pleasure and not fear, how to expand into the ground and not tense away from it. Indeed, falling as a practice of moving from up to down can provide us with an opportunity to play with the dynamics of balance as we focus our proprioception and learn the importance of channeling the vertical momentum of a fall into the horizontal expression of a roll. I argue that instead of being nervous about keeping our balance in a world in which so many aspects of our lives are in danger of falling apart, we need to accept our falls with grace and learn how to land with intention.

Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, I have amassed an extensive collection of newspaper articles and online posts that speak the language of falling and failure over and over again. During this same time, I have taught a wide range of people in various kinds of movement workshops as well as yoga and somatic classes. In these situations, I have become increasingly focused on helping my students and workshop participants develop the life skills (such as resiliency) necessary to survive the inevitable experiences of falling and failure. Because I place my work at the intersection of bodies and cultures, I find myself asking questions that encompass both biology and sociology. These questions include the following: What has living through a decade of almost constant barrages about yet another tumble, crash, or plunge of the stock market done to our neurological system and sense of emotional stability? How does this language of descent affect our personal sense of balance and our own very real fear of falling—on the sidewalk, into debt, behind on the mortgage payments? How are young people going to successfully navigate a world with more choices, but fewer possibilities? Throughout this chapter, I explore the interconnected realms of the personal and the cultural by detailing both the neurobiological reflexes involved in falling and the societal resonance implicated in that slippage from up to down.

Disorientation

For most adults, falling provides an immediate sense of disorientation and a humbling loss of control. My second chapter reflects on the powerful connections between the physical experience of being lost and the meta-physical state of feeling disoriented. To be disoriented is to be undone, thrown off-balance. But it can also provide a deeper knowledge about how to move in the face of the unknown. In order to truly comprehend what orients us, we need to experience disorientation. I draw on Sara Ahmed’s thoughtful analysis of shifting orientations in her 2006 book Queer Phenomenology in which Ahmed provides examples of how the awkward moments of disorientation can help us understand the many cultural assumptions that lie dormant under the surface of our everyday lives. Employing the language of movement (turning this way and not that), Ahmed demonstrates how entrenched cultural somatic patterns define our personal pathways as well. Here I make a critical distinction between being orientated to space and its visual lines and being oriented in space as a proprioceptive sensibility.

But it is possible to embrace getting lost and to revel in being disoriented. Many of the physical practices that I describe in this chapter develop skills that help us navigate the unknown. For instance, I often send people into a space, encouraging them to shift directions while moving quickly. After a few minutes, I suggest that they play with darting in between two other bodies. Practices that encourage a physical appetite for moving in many directions with speed and ease can also develop a capacity for handling the unexpected or unknown. In addition, honing our kinetic responsiveness and our peripheral vision helps create a facility with moving more quickly than our conscious mind can track. Although I teach my students the importance of staying responsive even in the midst of disorientation, I also articulate a critical difference—that between feeling uncomfortable and feeling unsafe. When I present this differentiation in my classes, many students nod in agreement, recognizing how easily the current campus discourse around “safe spaces” can become a barrier to productive and healthy dialogue.

I begin this chapter by describing my experiences teaching for seven weeks in Greece during the spring of 2012. This was a moment when the political fallout from the Greek financial crises and the European Union’s austerity measures was most violent and intense. I relate how moving together in the midst of all this disorientation gave folks a sense of grounding without having to be in a stable environment, either politically or fiscally. Shifting back to American politics towards the end of the chapter, I point out the ways in which President Trump has used disorientation as a political strategy. Despite this sense of bewilderment at his chaotic administration and policy flip-flops, many groups have mobilized in the streets to resist. I end by briefly discussing the January 2017 Women’s March in Washington, DC, as an example of how being responsive and not reactive in these situations develops an emotional willingness to explore new pathways and form new alliances in ways that can usefully reframe our politics of location and the cultural organization of space.

Suspension

Breathing is a form of dwelling in the body. If we breathe in with attention to the suspension at the top of the inhalation, we open our sensibility for feeling the three-dimensionality of our bodies and, by extension, the world around us. My next chapter takes up suspension as a moment where we slow down enough to feel space enter time. Using our breath to find this kind of spaciousness attunes us to a heightened sense of amplitude, including a critical recognition of the importance of thinking backwards as well as forwards. In lives filled with screen-based, two-dimensional interactions, this sense of depth can make a big difference in the quality of our being present in the moment. Just as disorientation can create a vital perspective from which to rethink our assumed orientations, so suspensions can highlight the possibilities in between our usual modes of attention. Taking a moment to pause at the top of the inhalation allows us to feel how our experiences of space and place are implicated in our body’s connective tissue.

This third chapter includes a discussion of the biomechanics of breathing and the challenges that arise when we try to become conscious of our breath. I introduce the concept of “cellular” breathing from Body-Mind Centering™ (BMC) in order to illustrate how air and space are mutually constitutive. Laura Doyle’s extraordinary discussion of how political prisoners use their breathing to create a place of refuge in the midst of brutal conditions and incarceration provides me with an opportunity to think about the psychic dimensions of this very elemental but deeply potent act. Suspensions call forth the potential in the pause at the top of the inhalation, highlighting the space in-between one phase of the breath and the other. Nancy Stark Smith’s notion of the “Gap” as a place “where you are when you don’t know where you are” (1987, 3) elaborates how these suspensions of our usual orientation open up a space for improvisation and increase our tolerance for ambiguity.

Later in this chapter, I draw on the work of ecopsychologists David Abram and Laura Sewell, to discuss the importance of renewing our sense of depth. This is not simply a question of vision but also one of sensation—of feeling as well as seeing. The elusive quality of air (something we feel but cannot see) is connected to the experience of dwelling within moments when our lives have been suspended. The perception of depth takes time, it is not immediate. It is connected to our experience of our backspace, a place we often ignore in our “forward-thinking” eagerness to be up-to-date. My discussion of backspace leads into a final meditation on the parallels between suspension and memory and the way both experiences serve to bring absence into the present.

Gravity

I begin this chapter with a longer quote from Katherine Dohan’s short essay “Dancing and the Importance of Place.” Katherine’s experience of “dislocation”—her description of not being able to commit to a place—is the existential underside of a lifestyle in which we confront the constant distractions of news alerts and social media networks at our fingertips. College students in particular are strikingly co-dependent on their devices. Always in their hands, their phones operate as part of their automatic nervous system. In a section on digital disembodiment, I review some of the recent statistics (one article claims that the average person touches their phone 2,600 times a day!) and commentary on our daily engagement (some call addiction) to computer screens and hand-held devices. I also discuss the ways in which somatic practices can help us navigate what Sherry Turkle calls our “media ecology.”

Gravity is the physical force that gives us a feeling of weight. It both connects us to the earth and gives us a sense of our place in the world. In this chapter, I explore how the experiences of breathing and gravity are intimately connected to sky and earth. If, as I argued in the previous chapter, we can inhale to experience the spaciousness of air; we can also exhale to release into the support of the ground underneath us. This muscular release affords us a sense of emotional relief as well. My first introduction to the idea of “releasing into the support of the earth” was in a college dance class. My teacher introduced us to Mable Elsworth Todd’s seminal book The Thinking Body (1937) and her discussion of the possibilities of “dynamic rest.” These are restorative positions (the most familiar one is called the “constructive rest position”) in which we lie on our back with our legs supported by a chair or bolster such that the hips and the knees form a ninety-degree angle. The point is that through conscious imagery, one can learn to release into gravity in order to engage a sense of rest that is qualitatively different from mindlessly crashing on the couch in front of a screen. In describing these movement practices of releasing into the support of the earth, I also invoke Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen’s important distinction between yielding and collapsing.

Yielding into the earth is the crucial first step for pushing away from it. First one has to release into the support of gravity enough to feel one’s weight and then we can learn to mobilize it. Pushing, in fact, is a critical developmental movement pattern that helps us to comprehend on a physical as well as an existential level my favorite saying—“resistance is support.” While this homegrown truism directly relates to the experience of pouring one’s weight into another person in order to support their weight, there are larger pedagogical implications. These I explore later in a discussion of Girls in Motion, the afterschool program at the local middle school that I have directed for well over a decade. Years of working with both adolescents and young adults have convinced me that for those who find it difficult to focus on the task at hand or to settle into a group activity, experiencing one’s weight is absolutely critical. In the same way that a yield leads to a push, I believe that experiencing one’s weight on a somatic level allows us to commit to the task at hand, another person, and, ultimately, ourselves. The last section of this chapter on gravity focuses on the importance of feeling the stabilizing contents of our body, including our organs, in order to locate the energetic balance between rest and resistance, yielding and pushing, opening and grounding.

Resilience

My fifth chapter examines why resilience is such an important concept at this particular historical moment in which people have to adapt quickly to unpredictable stresses, including unprecedented changes in employment (the average young person is now expected to go through twenty or more jobs over the course of their lifetime), as well as social structures (over half of single adults are registered with an online dating service). Rather than defining it as the “ability to bounce back” to the place we were before disaster hit, resilience can more usefully be defined as the “capacity to recover.” Connected to the Latin word for carry, this definition associates resilience with the possibility of expanding and receiving, rather than tightening up or turning away from an abrupt change in our life circumstances.

Most researchers agree that resilience can be taught, that it is not an inherited or genetic trait. For instance, one of the first longitudinal studies of resilience in children was carried out by Emmy Werner. Her seminal thirty-year study of at-risk children as they matured into adulthood, demonstrated that resilience is a combination of personality traits and environmental training. There is also clear evidence that resilience is connected to our formative somatic experiences (such as early bonding with a caregiver) and that it is key to developing emotional intelligence and a sense of empathy towards others. An experience that incorporates both a physical elasticity and a flexibility of thought, resilience hinges on the connections between effort and ease, doing and allowing. Thus, resilience is intimately tied to somatic perception and our sense of agency.

In this chapter, I argue that connective tissue is the key to our physical sense of resilience. Shifting from the wider lenses of sociology and psychology into the microscopic level of biology, I introduce a discussion of the cellular characteristics of connective tissue. As a bodily substance that can deal with disruption and stress and still heal, connective tissue supports our ability to handle all kinds of pressures. As part of this discussion, I introduce a critical distinction between sensation and emotion. We can experience a feeling of pain, for instance, without necessarily conflating it with feelings of hurt and a resulting sense of disempowerment. Indeed, learning to manage certain kinds of physical stresses can help us manage psychological ones as well. A discussion of Rebecca Solnit’s book on communities surviving disasters, A Paradise Built in Hell, returns us to the sociological. In this last section, I trace how my local community (including the college where I teach) navigated the (in)tense moments after Tamir Rice was shot in Cleveland in 2014, as well as the surprising results of the 2016 Presidential election. I then describe a new series of public workshops that I was inspired to create as a response to our political climate that seek to consciously integrate the physical with the political, somatic awareness with activist training.

Connection

My final chapter on connection brings my thinking about our supportive network of connective tissue into a discussion of cultural difference and our contact with others at the level of our skin and fascia. Developing the etymology of con/tact as a tactile “being with,” I argue that we can learn to engage our flesh to guide our feelings towards one another and, by extension, the world. I follow the progression of Merleau-Ponty’s thought on our tactile relationship with our environment (and the people in it) from the binary of active/passive and subject/object that he elaborates in The Phenomenology of Perception to his conception of a “double belongingness” as set out in his essay “The Visible and the Invisible.” In this writing, Merleau-Ponty coins the term “intercorporeity” and proposes that exchanges in the flesh necessarily vibrate and resonate in both directions, providing us with the somatic possibility of feeling an “other” in the necessarily reciprocal act of touching and being touched.

Many feminist and political theorists have objected to what they see as Merleau-Ponty’s universalizing paradigm in his ideas about flesh as a condition for realizing a human connection, and I am aware of these dangers as well. Skin operates as the racialized border separating us as well as the fleshy tissue connecting us. Drawing from the standard repertoire of beginning Contact Improvisation exercises such as the finger-to-finger and head-to-head, I argue that these are not mutually exclusive experiences, that difference is, in fact, necessary in order to feel a connection. Shifting (once again) from a somatic discussion to a political one, I introduce Jean-Luc Nancy’s telling phrase “the disturbance of violent relatedness” to think about what kinds of contact can acknowledge the legacies of ethnic and racial violence while still insisting on a fundamental relatedness among people. Here I turn to black feminist scholars such as Hortense Spillers and Simone Browne to review the ways in which black female flesh has historically carried the violent traces of that dis/connect.

These marks, or what Sara Ahmed calls “mutual impressions,” haunt our connection, but they do not entirely determine its contours. Our willingness to be present with one another even in the midst of our “violent relatedness” leads me to the question of empathy and a critical review of the growing literature on kinesthetic empathy in dance studies as well as the field of neuroscience. Drawing on the experience of witnessing (that of seeing and being seen) from the form of Authentic Movement, I highlight the importance of reciprocity, and demonstrate how this physical practice creates an important ground of mutual vulnerability. Rosalyn Diprose’s book on Corporeal Generosity is my jumping-off point for a final discussion of tactile generosity. I claim that our connective tissue (the flesh of body) provides the somatic foundation from which we can learn how to engage one another in the face of (rather than in the absence of) difference, both that marked on our skin and in our politics.

Although there have been many studies on the role of the body in shaping the mind over the past decade, none of these have been written by someone who is also actively engaged in training bodies. In this sense, I bring a unique perspective to ongoing discussions about the significance of our bodies in shaping as well as reflecting our attitudes about ourselves and others in the world. Bodies give us a way of being present in the world, and I believe that through intentional physical practices we can learn to cultivate a civic culture that is responsive rather than reactive to the inevitable shifts in the balance of our lives. It is clear to me that a physical practice of feeling connected—to the earth, to one’s weight, to one another—can lead to a feeling of being grounded in an existential sense as well. Located in the meshing of the physical and the metaphysical, How to Land is grounded in the relationship between individual perception and communal sensibility and mobilized by thinking deeply about other people’s bodies through the intermediary of my own.
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Falling
  Disorientation
    Suspension
      Gravity
        Resilience
          Connection

On July 29, 2010, exactly a month after his nineteenth birthday, my nephew fell to his death. In an effort to impress his friends (was it a girl? was it a dare?), he attempted a double back-flip off a rock into a river, only to drown in the rushing water below. The immediate effects of John Christian’s fall rippled through our family, friends, and two different communities—one in Ohio and one in Pennsylvania—as we struggled to come together and honor his all-too-short life. Whenever a young person dies, there are a lot of “what if?” questions. Some revolve around that particular moment: What if he had not been drinking that afternoon? Some reflect on the past: What if he had had a different early childhood experience? Some look towards the unknowable future: What if he had survived long enough to figure some things out? And, as a parent (I had been caring for him after my brother died of pancreatic cancer), there is always that nagging question: What if I had done something differently? As summer turned into fall, our lives eventually resumed their habitual rhythms. Seven years have passed since that day, but I still find myself deeply affected by this tragic event, haunted by the image of him mid-air, suspended between sky and earth—life and death.

The image of my nephew falling is seared into my mind’s eye. It takes its place in this chapter alongside discussions of the iconic photo of the “Falling Man” taken on 9/11 by Richard Drew, the photos of young men poised mid-air in “La Chute” by Denis Darzacq (one of which graces the cover of this book), and videos of dancers falling in slow motion, including a striking repetitive sequence of Nancy Stark Smith falling from the shoulders of Steve Paxton. These images are augmented by written descriptions of the experience of falling by scientists, writers, and dancers, including my students. Embedded in all of these accounts is the tension between falling and flying, fate and freedom.

John Christian’s fall was devastating in its consequences and existential in its implications. Even before he fell to his tragic, premature death, I had been thinking about his inability to settle himself or to channel his manic energies into a more grounded and sustainable direction. Although his life circumstances were unique to his particular situation, my nephew shared with many of my students an underlying sense of agitation as well as a growing appetite for distraction. While I had already begun to craft a pedagogical style and had undertaken research that demonstrated how the insights of movement practices such as Contact Improvisation and Body-Mind Centering™ could serve as a lifeline for a generation of kids who came of age in the aftermath of 9/11, John Christian’s death added a real sense of urgency to this project. And as each year’s statistics about the increasing anxiety in college students emerged, I felt compelled to make these connections between embodied experience and emotional affect more directly. Obviously, these pages do not contain all the answers to the various dysfunctions of our day, but they do present a series of useful physical practices while tracing their metaphysical affects.

Falling, particularly the fear of falling, affects us all. Whether we have lived through our own falls (both literal and figurative), or the sudden loss of a family member or a close friend, very few people in America are immune to the sense of instability and uncertainty that seems endemic these days. While it is easy to understand the impact of epic falls like that of my nephew on our lives, it is important to recognize that the mundane stresses we encounter daily also have a somatic toll. Even the most minor slip on the ice reverberates through our bodies as our muscles tense in response to a momentary loss of control. I am always amazed at how quickly I feel emotionally undone whenever I unexpectedly lose my balance, even if I catch myself with the next step. It takes a moment to recover.

Slipping behind in the rent is not that different from slipping on ice. Whether the fall is physical or financial, it is scary to lose control, especially when we are not entirely sure how we will get back on our feet. Similarly, many of us share a growing anxiety about how the dramatic changes of social policies at the national level will affect the country’s safety net. Economic insecurity, mental illness, physical disability, old age, or the ripple effects of addiction and substance abuse are some of the forces that affect us all, no matter where you live or what you do. By acknowledging this collective disposition, I am not trying to deny the very real forces of racism, sexism, class privilege, or regional sensibilities that mark crucial differences in shaping people’s lives. Obviously, these stresses are compounded in environments where there are multiple insecurities about jobs, food, or visa status. But a certain nervousness about falling down, falling behind, falling from, or simply falling in general has become part of our twenty-first century American condition.

Falls both literally and metaphorically knock us off our feet. Unpredictable, they confuse our sense of the world’s order. These radical shifts from up to down register in our connective tissue as well as our psyche, and lead us to question our sense of balance and revise our notions of stability. Falls can be traumatic to be sure, disorienting at the very least. Often, they invite nostalgia for a time “before the fall”—an innocence unchallenged by competing visions of the past. Crossing over literal and metaphoric states of being in the world, falling opens a threshold between the past and the future and forces us into the uncontrollable present. But because they stretch across a liminal space and time in which one’s assumed trajectory is suspended, falls can also inspire new orientations, including those that substantially reframe our expectations of happiness or success.

I’ve been thinking about falling a lot these days: falling buildings, falling planes, falling economies, falling governments, . . . but most particularly falling bodies. Over the beginning of the twenty-first century, we have witnessed a series of spectacular and frightening falls that have had both global and local repercussions. From the sudden and horrific collapse of the World Trade Center towers to the economic recession, with its resulting slippages in employment, from the cyclical plunges in housing values to the periodic crashes of the stock market (not to mention the latest “fiscal cliff”), from the fallen bodies of mass shootings and collapsing buildings to the current dismantling of environmental policies and attempts to undo the Affordable Care Act and DACA, we live in a state of almost constant anxiety about things falling apart and our bodies reflect that. During the summer of 2011, Frank Bruni wrote a front-page article for the New York Times entitled “The Fall This Summer” (August 28, 2011). His writing is a meditation on the ubiquity of the terms “fall” and “falling” and Bruni references a report titled “Falling Apart and Falling Behind” on the nation’s transportation infrastructure. He also traces the prevalence of “down” used both as a suffix (drawdown) and as a prefix (downturn). Although Bruni does not mention embodiment per se, it is clear that he reads these terms as metaphors for our state of being.

In this chapter, I explore the interconnected realms of the theoretical and the practical by tracing the physical experience of moving from up to down, as well as the cultural rhetoric which equates falling with failure.
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