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BARBARA MONTERO

Proprioception as an Aesthetic Sense

The aesthetic senses are the senses by which we
experience beauty, grace, and other aesthetic
properties. Vision and hearing are commonly
recognized as aesthetic senses, while smell,
taste, and touch are not. Proprioception is the
sense by which we acquire information about
the positions and movements of our own bod-
ies, via receptors in the joints, tendons, liga-
ments, muscles, and skin. My claim is that
proprioception is an aesthetic sense and that one
can make aesthetic judgments based on proprio-
ceptive experience. I will argue that, just as one
can deem a painting beautiful based on one’s
visual experience of the painting, one can deem
a certain movement beautiful based on one’s
proprioceptive experience of the movement. In
addition, I posit that in a certain sense an
observer can proprioceive the beauty of
another’s movement. Although this may sound
surprising, I argue that recent discoveries about
the function of mirror neurons—neurons that
are activated both when one performs a task and
when one sees that task performed—as well as
other empirical studies illustrating that when
seeing others move we kinesthetically represent
their motion, support the case and potentially
pave the way toward a third-person propriocep-
tive aesthetics.

I. THE PRIMA FACIE CASE FOR PROPRIOCEPTION AS AN 
AESTHETIC SENSE

A central reason to think that proprioception is
an aesthetic sense is that one way professional
dancers claim to evaluate the aesthetic qualities
of their movements is by feeling (that is, propri-
oceiving) what is right. Other types of artists, as
well as athletes, models, and perhaps even those

with natural grace, may sense the beauty of
their movements proprioceptively, but the prop-
rioceptive aesthetic sensibility of the dancer is
perhaps most pronounced.1 Ask a dancer why
he or she changed a certain movement to make
it cover less space, or decided to move his or
her wrist just so, and the answer will sometimes
be that the dancer can feel that this particular
way of movement is better than the other way: it
is more exciting, or graceful, or brilliant, or any
other number of aesthetic qualities that bodily
movements can manifest. The feeling, or as the
anatomist Charles Bell called it, “muscular
sense,” upon which such judgments are based is
proprioception.2

To be sure, when it comes to evaluating a
dance as a whole, even a solo dance, proprio-
ception is only one of the senses by means of
which aesthetic self-evaluation can occur. My
focus here, however, is not on the aesthetic
qualities of dance in general; rather, it is on the
aesthetic qualities of bodily movements or posi-
tions themselves that sometimes, but not
always, occur in the context of a dance.3 For
example, a dancer attempting to perfect an
arabesque, I claim, makes certain aesthetic
judgments based on how the position is
proprioceived. Of course, in such a situation
vision is also of great importance, but vision is
not a dancer’s only guide: While dancers use
mirrors as tools and often make self-corrections
based on how a movement looks, looking at
oneself in the mirror is often not the best guide
to self-correction (to say nothing of the futility
of looking at one’s body directly). Not only can
turning one’s head to look in the mirror destroy
the desired effect of the movement, but a trained
dancer often trusts proprioception more than
vision when it comes to evaluating aesthetic
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qualities of his or her movements and positions.
So while vision is an important means of aes-
thetic self-evaluation, it is not the only means.
Professional dancers, at least, seem to experi-
ence aesthetic qualities proprioceptively and
make aesthetic judgments based, at least in part,
on proprioceptive experience. Indeed, much of
a dancer’s work involves constant aesthetic
refinement of movement qualities based on
proprioceptive input.

II. THE EXCLUSION OF THE BODILY SENSES FROM 
THE AESTHETIC REALM

The experience of the dancer, then, indicates
that proprioception is an aesthetic sense. How-
ever, a long tradition of theorizing about aes-
thetics takes the aesthetic senses to include only
those that are capable of focusing our attention
beyond our own bodies. Aesthetic experience, it
is thought, while sensuous (depending on sense
experience), is not sensual pleasure, not pleas-
ure in our own bodily sensations. Rather, as
D. W. Prall puts it, “experience is genuinely and
characteristically aesthetic only as it occurs in
transactions with external objects of sense.”4

Or, in the words of George Santayana, in aes-
thetic experience “the soul…is glad to forget its
connection with the body.”5 Given this tradition
and given that the very function of propriocep-
tion is to provide information about, and aware-
ness of, our own bodies, one might wonder how
proprioception could be an aesthetic sense.

Traditionally, the only two senses that are
thought of as aesthetic are vision and hearing.
As Francis Hutchenson points out, “the ancients
observe a peculiar dignity of the senses of see-
ing and hearing that in their objects we discern
the kalon [beautiful], which we do not ascribe
to the objects of the other senses.”6 According
to Hegel, “art is related only to the two theoreti-
cal senses of sight and hearing, while smell,
taste and touch remain excluded from the
enjoyment of art.”7

However, in questioning the privileged status
of the visual and the aural, I am not alone. As
others have argued, many of the features that
supposedly give vision and hearing their privi-
leged status are features of other senses as
well.8 The ability vision and hearing afford
us to distance ourselves, both physically and

psychologically, from the object of awareness is
a good example. The light waves that bounce
off a painting must come in contact with one’s
eyes no less than the molecules wafting away
from the perfume bottle must come in contact
with one’s nose. Moreover, while one must eat
to survive, once the edge of appetite is taken
off, one can distance oneself from one’s needs
and dine without the practical purpose of fend-
ing off hunger.

Indeed, in some respects, a proprioceptive
aesthetics may be less controversial than an aes-
thetics based on the so-called lower senses,
namely, taste, touch, and smell. For, in the
words of Thomas Aquinas, “we do not speak of
beautiful tastes and beautiful odors”—or, at
least, if we do it is with a bit of awkwardness.9

However, it is natural, at least for dancers, to
talk of experiencing beauty proprioceptively. A
dancer, during a rehearsal onstage—a situation
in which there are no mirrors—may claim that a
certain movement or position is beautiful or,
since dancers tend to be a self-critical lot, com-
plain that the beauty, or whatever other aes-
thetic quality he or she is aiming at producing,
is lacking: “The movement is too abrupt”; “The
line is ugly”; “I’m not feeling the connections”
are all phrases that roll naturally off a dancer’s
tongue.

Furthermore, it is sometimes thought that the
aesthetic senses do not admit satiety—in
Bernard Bosanquet’s words, “the aesthetic want
is not a perishable want, which ceases in
proportion as it is gratified”—and that this pre-
cludes some of the exteroceptive senses (senses
that typically inform us about the external
world) from being aesthetic senses.10 For
example, it might be thought that at a certain
point the pleasures of eating chocolate and other
delicacies turns to disgust. Of course, while one
becomes sated by food, it may be that the pleas-
ure of eating, if it could be prolonged without
actually ingesting anything, is insatiable. In any
event, whatever we think of this as a criticism
of gustatory taste, it seems even less applicable
to proprioception. Although one gets physically
exhausted in moving, as one might get physi-
cally exhausted in looking at paintings in a
museum, one seems to never tire of the experi-
ence of moving in aesthetically valuable ways.

The idea that proprioception is an aesthetic
sense, however, seems to present us with a
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unique problem: aesthetic senses seem to
require a distinction between the object one
senses and the bodily sensation itself, a distinc-
tion that can be made with sight, smell, taste,
touch, and hearing. However, proprioception, it
might be claimed, cannot focus our attention
beyond ourselves, for it is by definition a type
of self-perception; it is, as Oliver Sacks puts it,
“the inner sense by which the body is aware of
itself.”11 Thus, it might be claimed, the distinc-
tion between the object one senses and the bod-
ily sensation dissolves. I will address this claim
as well as the correlative claim that the object of
proprioceptive experience seems to be necessar-
ily private, making it difficult to see how a pro-
prioceptive experience could, as Immanuel Kant
claimed aesthetic judgments must, command
universal assent, and making it difficult to see
how a proprioceptive experience could ground
true disagreement and not just differing opinions.

III. PROPRIOCEPTION AS BODILY YET CORRIGIBLE

Though there is a line of thought going back at
least to Plato that disparages the body, it seems
clear that in some circumstances one can sense
the beauty of one’s own body. Imagine, for
example, a highly skilled individual creating
representations of a bird in flight with his or
her hands. It seems that observers could see that
such representations are beautiful or lively, for
example, and, moreover, that the artist would not
be barred from such perceptions merely because
it is his or her own body that is on view. Rather,
the apparent problem of taking proprioception as
an aesthetic sense arises because of the particular
nature of proprioception and the way it allows
one to perceive one’s own body. For propriocep-
tion may seem to direct our attention primarily
and perhaps exclusively not simply to one’s own
body, but to the sensory itself. Thus, the diffi-
culty, one might argue, is that as opposed to even
the “lower” sense of touch, which is thought to
represent objects, proprioception does not repres-
ent objects but, rather, merely the sensory.

The aesthetic senses, however, do not pro-
vide us with merely sensory information but, in
some sense, reach out to objects in the world, or
at least they must do so if correct aesthetic judg-
ments based on such sensations are to lay claim
to at least intersubjective validity. Is proprio-

ception a mere sensation, more similar to pain,
for example, than vision, or does proprioception
represent objects?12 Representation, as opposed
to mere sensation, allows for misrepresentation,
and I think that it is not too difficult to see that
proprioception does, too. One way vision can
misrepresent the world is that it can represent p
as q when p is not q. When I look at a field and
see it as covered with snow when it is actually
covered with clover in bloom, my visual experi-
ence is misrepresenting the field. Proprio-
ception can similarly misrepresent the world.
Choreographers often see dancers make mis-
takes based on such misrepresentations: a
dancer might proprioceptively experience his or
her knee as perfectly straight, when it is in fact
bent, or a hand as directly above his or her head,
when it is behind. More dramatic proprioceptive
mistakes occur with amputees who have phan-
tom limbs; in this case they represent p as q,
where p does not even exist. Even pain judg-
ments can be mistaken in this more dramatic
sense: with phantom limb pain, one can feel
foot pain without having a foot. Yet, arguably,
judgments of pain are not mistaken in the
former sense: if a pain appears sharp, then it is
sharp. However, one’s limb may propriocep-
tively appear straight when it is bent.

This illustrates that proprioception is not
merely sensory, but represents objects in the
world. The object in the case of proprioception
is, to be sure, very close to the perceiver: it is
one’s own body. Although there is a sense in
which one’s own body is not part of the world,
this is not the relevant sense here; rather, the
relevant contrast here is between one’s body
and one’s bodily sensations, between the posi-
tions and movements of one’s limbs and the
sensations one has of these positions and move-
ments, a contrast that can be made with respect
to proprioception.13 Proprioception may be a
type of self-perception, but the self in question
is not merely sensory. Thus, proprioceptive
experience, it seems, need not be doomed to
exist solely in the realm of the mere agreeable.

IV. OVERCOMING THE DEEPER OBJECTION: 
THE PRIVACY OF THE OBJECT OF PERCEPTION

The objection that proprioception cannot be an
aesthetic sense, however, runs deeper than the
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claim that proprioception provides us with
information only about our bodily sensations
and not about the world. For, despite the afore-
mentioned similarities between vision and pro-
prioception, there still seems to be a significant
difference between the two cases: the example
of the choreographer and the dancer shows that
vision can be used to correct proprioceptive
judgments, yet when we disagree about the
snow on the field, we are disagreeing about
properties in the world that are visually pre-
sented to us both. The deeper objection is, then,
how is it possible for there to be disagreement,
not just differing opinions, about properties that
are presented to two individuals propriocep-
tively?

The problem is that while an individual paint-
ing, for example, can be seen by many different
people, only I can proprioceive my own move-
ment. You may be able to experience the same
type of developé as the one I am performing—
one, say, that begins with the foot wrapping
around the ankle of the supporting leg, slowly
proceeding up the calf to the knee, moving
more quickly first into a short and then a longer
attitude, and finally slowing down for the final
extension of the knee—but you cannot experi-
ence the same token developé, that is, the devel-
opé done by my right leg at time t. It seems that
a movement-token, that is, a particular bodily
movement at a certain time, can be proprio-
ceived only by one individual, the person per-
forming the movement. Or, in other words, the
proprioceived movement-token seems to be pri-
vate. It is not merely that the proprioceptive
experience seems private since, arguably, there
is a sense in which all experience is private.
Rather, it is that the object of experience
appears to be private: the object of visual
experience, a painting, can be experienced
visually by many observers, while the object of
proprioceptive experience, one’s own body, can
be proprioceived only by oneself.

It may be that the object of proprioception,
the movement-token, is only typically private;
presumably, conjoined twins who share an arm,
for example, each proprioceive the same move-
ment-token, that is, the movement of the shared
arm.14 However, even if the movement-token is
not necessarily private, being typically private
seems problematic enough—for an aesthetics
applicable only to conjoined twins is not a satis-

factory outcome. So let us ignore this case and
focus on the typical situation.

The question, then, is whether the privacy
involved in proprioception bars it from being an
aesthetic sense. I think that the following
thought experiment illustrates that it does not.
Imagine a world that had a convention by which
musicians were allowed to play music only
while alone in soundproof rooms. There would
be no recorded music, no chamber music, no
orchestras (definitely a sad situation), but I
could enjoy the Goldberg Variations by playing
them on the piano in a soundproof room, and
you could do the same.15 In this situation, are
we barred from sensing any of the aesthetic
properties of the music we play? It seems to me
that we are not. An indication of this is that after
our isolated sessions, you and I could discuss
the aesthetic value of the piece. Of course, in
order to discuss the auditory qualities of the
piece as performed, we would need to deter-
mine whether our techniques are similar enough
to produce similar sounds. Without being able
to hear each other this would be difficult, since
the mere fact that we both followed the same
score would not suffice to determine that we
produced significantly similar sounds, but it
would not be impossible: I could watch a
(silent) film of you playing, we could discuss
our interpretations, and so forth. Barring, of
course, the problem of other minds, once we
have determined that our interpretations of the
piece are close enough, we can assume that we
are talking about different tokens of the same
type of musical performance, which in the
imagined situation seems sufficient to ground
discussion of, and not just differing opinions
about, the aesthetic qualities of the perform-
ance. In other words, audition would still be the
means by which we experience the aesthetic
properties of music, even if token musical per-
formances are always private.

The situation with proprioception, though
private by nature and not merely by convention,
is similar to the private music room example—
the “Beatles in a box” example, as it were—in
the relevant respects: a dancer might proprio-
ceive only his or her own movements, but by
talking to others and watching others, dancers
can judge whether they are moving, more or
less, in the same way.16 If a dancer says, “The
movement is beautiful,” I should not respond
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after performing the same type of movement,
“To each his own, you find it beautiful, I do not,
there is no standard.” Rather, barring vagueness
and assuming that we are not relativists about
aesthetic properties in general, if the movement
does not feel beautiful to me, it would be most
reasonable to assume that either there are subtle
but significant differences in the way we are
executing the movement or that one of us is
mistaken in our aesthetic judgment. This is
what would occur in the odd music community
as well: after exiting our soundproof rooms, if I
claim that the first variation is tranquil and you
deny this, we will not say, “To each his own,”
but instead we will assume either that one of us
was playing the piece in a different way or that
one of us is mistaken. If this is correct, the type
of privacy involved in proprioception does not
preclude proprioception from being the means
by which we experience certain aesthetic prop-
erties.

In fact, dancers with similar training and
abilities often do agree on the proprioceptive
qualities of certain movements, with some steps
feeling awkward, others graceful, some
dynamic, some dull, indicating that such aes-
thetic judgments not only command the sort of
“subjective universality” that Kant thought was
required of aesthetic judgments, but seem to
possess it as well.

V. THE INTERDEPENDENCE OF THE PROPRIOCEPTIVE 
AND THE VISUAL

One might object that proprioception only gets
its purchase on the aesthetic by informing us
about what is beautiful visually. Although a
dancer may make judgments based on proprio-
ceptive information, one might argue that this
does not show that proprioception is an aes-
thetic sense, since proprioception in these situa-
tions merely serves as a guide to the visual. In
other words, the objection is that the only way
proprioception is involved in aesthetic judg-
ments about movement is that it can allow us to
picture what the movement looks like, and we
may then judge that the movement would be
beautiful, if seen.

It is difficult to counter this objection defini-
tively. However, except for the theoretical con-
siderations against proprioception being an

aesthetic sense, which I have addressed, there is
little reason to think that a translation of proprio-
ceptive information into visual imagination
always occurs in making such judgments. Prop-
rioception can, and sometimes does, provide us
with a platform upon which visual imagination
can work. However, since my claim is that we
can make aesthetic judgments based on proprio-
ceptive input, it is consistent with propriocep-
tion sometimes being merely grounds for visual
imagination.

Moreover, a consideration that seems to tell
in favor of proprioception being directly aes-
thetic, as it were, is that some blind dancers,
such as the great Cuban dancer Alicia Alonso
(though not blind at birth), seem to be artisti-
cally creative and, as such, seem to be aware of
aesthetic properties. Though visual memory can
fade with time, perhaps blind dancers’ apparent
creativity is the result of remembering what
certain movements look like; or perhaps it is
merely the result of being well trained by
sighted instructors. But this need not be so.
Imagine an isolated community of the blind.17

Could some form of dance develop in such a
community? One can imagine dance evolving
out of the movements that two people in bodily
contact might make in response to music. Since
such dancers could observe each other through
touch, it seems that they could intelligibly con-
verse about the various experiences they have
while engaged in dance. This, it seems, would
indicate that for such dancers, proprioceptive
experiences are not derived from visual
experiences.

Of course, in such a situation, the aesthetic
judgment of the dancers might be partially
based on tactile experience. But, apart from the
desire to exclude proprioception from the realm
of the aesthetic at all costs, there is little reason
to think that such dancers’ movements are only
aesthetically valuable in as much as they are
physically felt a certain way. Rather, what
seems reasonable is that in the imagined com-
munity of blind dancers, the proprioceptive and
the tactile often (though perhaps not always)
work hand in hand, one informing the other as
to the aesthetic content of the movements.

The type of interdependence of aesthetic
senses that would occur in the community of
blind dancers is, at least at times, characteristic
of the relation between the proprioceptive and



236 The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism

the visual: while a dancer’s proprioceptive aes-
thetic sensibility is informed by his or her visual
aesthetic sensibility, visual aesthetic sensibility
can also be informed by his or her propriocep-
tive aesthetic sensibility.18 To be sure, in some
cases, one might proprioceptively judge that a
movement is beautiful because one knows that
the movement, if seen, would look beautiful.
But in other cases, one might visually judge that
a movement is beautiful because one knows that
if proprioceived, this movement would feel
beautiful.

The partial dependence of the visual on the
proprioceptive may not even be confined to the
realm of bodily movements and positions. We
speak as if we are visually aware of aesthetic
properties, such as the grace of a curve in a
statue or painting, but perhaps here our judg-
ment of grace may be based on our sense that if
we were to move our arm in such a way, the
movement would feel graceful. The suggestion
here is not just that some visual judgments may
depend on proprioceptive input but, moreover,
that they depend on proprioceptive, aesthetic
input.

Why is the Mona Lisa’s smile so captivating?
Certainly, it is visually captivating, but, I sug-
gest, it is also proprioceptively captivating:
when we observe the smile we feel what it is
like to smile in that way. If this is correct, there
seems to be no reason to claim that visual
experience is necessarily more fundamental
than proprioceptive experience. Rather, the vis-
ual and the proprioceptive work hand in hand: I
take my own bodily movements to be proprio-
ceptively graceful in part because I judge that if
seen, these movements would look graceful,
and I take certain bodily movements of others to
be visually graceful in part because I judge that
if I were to move in this way, these movements
would feel graceful.

VI. THE ROLE OF PROPRIOCEPTION IN THE OBSERVERS’ 
AESTHETIC JUDGMENT

So far, I have argued that proprioception can
allow one to perceive aesthetic qualities of
one’s own movements and positions—this is an
aesthetics, as Friedrich Nietzsche might have put
it, from the point of view of the artist, in this case
the dancer.19 I also suggested that proprioception

may play an aesthetically relevant role in the
experience of the receiver of art, that we per-
ceive the aesthetic properties of the movements
of others not only visually but also propriocep-
tively. I now want to further explain, as well as
argue for, this latter claim, the claim that proprio-
ception plays an aesthetically relevant role in
the experience of the audience member sitting
motionless in the darkened theater.20

My suggestion is that when we watch some-
one dance there is a sense in which we proprio-
ceive aesthetically relevant aspects of the
dancer’s movement. This is meant to be as sur-
prising as it sounds: when watching a dancer
move, not only can we represent in our bodies
movements we see on stage, which may sound
surprising enough, but also in becoming aware
of these representations we, in some sense, pro-
prioceive the dancer’s movements. My sugges-
tion is speculative, but if it is correct, it should
assuage any lingering worries about the privacy
of proprioception barring it from the realm of
the aesthetic—if one can proprioceive the
movements of others, proprioception is not pri-
vate—and, more significantly, provide us with a
new perspective on the aesthetically valuable
qualities of dance.

Of course, just as proprioception is not the
only aesthetic sense for dancers onstage, propri-
oception is not the only aesthetic sense for audi-
ence members. Such things as the geometrical
patterns of the corps de ballet or the relation-
ship between the movement and the music are
not perceived entirely proprioceptively, if per-
ceived proprioceptively at all.21 Nevertheless, it
seems to me that aesthetic judgments of an indi-
vidual movement need not be based entirely on
visual input or on imagining how that move-
ment would feel if one were to perform it.
Rather, there are some aesthetic judgments that
are based, at least in part, on the proprioceptive
sensation of the movement being observed, a
sensation one can have while motionlessly
watching others move.

There are a number of different strands of
empirical support for the idea that when seeing
motion (or even static images that capture
motion) we can represent movement in our
bodies. One such strand comes from the recent
discoveries of a class of neurons, dubbed
“mirror neurons,” which are activated when one
sees certain types of movements, much as they
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would be activated if one were to perform the
movement oneself. If, as a team of researchers
puts it, “by means of [the mirror neuron] sys-
tem, the observer during action observation is
placed in the same ‘internal’ situation as when
actively executing the same action,” observing
dance may give one the internal experience of
dancing.22

The most significant discoveries about mirror
neurons are the result of research on monkeys.23

Macaque monkeys were presented with objects
such as raisins, slices of apple, and paperclips,
and when the monkeys observed the experi-
menter grasping and manipulating these objects,
electrical activity was recorded in an area of the
premotor cortex that is also activated when the
monkeys perform these tasks themselves.24

Although electrodes have never been inserted
into human brains for the purposes of observing
mirror neuron activity, transcranial magnetic
stimulation experiments show that when sub-
jects observe an experimenter performing grasp-
ing and placing actions, their motor-evoked
potentials are enhanced in the same muscular
groups that are used by the experimenter to exe-
cute those actions and, significantly, the pattern
of activation changes in accord with changes in
the observed movement.25

Mirror neurons have been identified only for
a limited range of observed actions—primarily
actions such as grasping, manipulating, and
placing—but there are indications that the rep-
resentation of motion is an important compon-
ent in a wider range of situations. For example,
it has been shown that subjects perceiving static
photographs of an individual in motion are
more likely to mistake the position of the indi-
vidual as being further along in the action than
as being in a position that is prior to that in the
photograph, indicating that even in perceiv-
ing static images, we can represent dynamic
information.26 Moreover, subjects tend to per-
ceive geometrical figures in a way that is con-
sistent with how that figure is naturally drawn:
if they see a circle being traced by a point of
light that speeds up along the top and bottom of
the circle and slows down along the sides, sub-
jects tend to perceive an ellipse rather than a cir-
cle, which is consistent with the fact that we
slow down while drawing sharp curves.27 It
seems to me that one explanation of what is
going on here is that our understanding of the

circle is not entirely visual, but that we also
understand its shape by feeling what it is like to
draw it; when we watch a shape being drawn,
the motion of drawing resonates in our own
bodies.28

Do dancers’ movements “resonate” in
observers’ bodies? Is there any evidence that
while watching dance (and other aesthetically
valuable bodily movements) we represent the
movement not just visually, but kinesthetically
as well? If there is a system, “a mirror system”
let us call it, whose function is to produce such
a resonance, it would help explain a number of
things. For example, it would help explain why
watching good dancers is such an important ele-
ment of dance training: if by watching someone
move gracefully one feels the movement, one
will be more easily able to reproduce the move-
ment quality. Of course, one learns visually as
well: one sees a dancer cross his or her arms
during a port de bras and imitates this move-
ment. However, it seems that a dancer, while
observing others dance, also has an immediate
or automatic sensation of movement, a sensa-
tion that can capture and allow one to imitate
the overall quality of the movement, which
would at least be difficult to specify in terms of
how each particular arm, leg, torso, and head
movement looks. Such a system would also
explain why films of dance that have been sped
up—perhaps by an editor in order to save
time—are often not at all aesthetically pleasing
and can be painful to watch; moving one’s body
in that way does not provide one with aesthetic
pleasure but just hurts!29 Finally, it might also
help explain why people who have never had
dance training often do not appreciate certain
aspects of dance as readily as those who have
had dance training: having done similar move-
ments oneself might heighten one’s propriocep-
tive awareness, which, in turn, might facilitate
the proprioceptive experience of the movement
done by others.30 What is it that we enjoy so
much in watching Suzanne Farrell dance? Part
of the enjoyment, no doubt, comes from the vis-
ual experience as well as seeing how her move-
ments relate to the music, for one of Farrell’s
great strengths is her musicality. But, if my
hypothesis is right, part of the aesthetic pleasure
depends on proprioceiving her movements.

This type of resonance behavior may not be
the only way to explain the above phenomena;
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nonetheless, its potential explanatory power and
the empirical research that suggests that we
sometimes represent visual motion kinestheti-
cally support my view that at least some audi-
ence members sitting motionlessly in the dark
have something going on in their bodies that is
similar to what would be going on if they were
to actually move in a way similar to what is
observed.

I claim that in such a situation, we are proprio-
ceiving the dancer’s movements. Although this
is extending our use of the term “propriocep-
tion,” I suggest that it is legitimate. In arguing
for this it would be useful to know whether the
proprioceptive centers of the brain are activated
in this situation, which is unknown. (In fact, it is
not entirely clear exactly which areas of the
brain are responsible for proprioception, though
we know that lesions in the left-parietal lobe
can cause loss of proprioception.) Although we
lack this information, I think that the analogy
between the situation with which I am con-
cerned and other cases of indirect perception
(perception where we perceive one thing in
virtue of perceiving something else) is close
enough so that it is reasonable to call the situ-
ation “proprioception of another’s movement.”
Arguably, you can hear grandmother’s voice
when she is talking to you on the telephone,
even though what you hear more directly is the
vibrations of the speaker in the telephone. The
situation with proprioception is relevantly ana-
logous: just as one hears what is at the end of
the telephone’s causal path, it would seem that
one proprioceives what is at the end of the
mirroring system’s causal path.

Although the situations are analogous in
some respects, one might argue that there is a
significant dis-analogy between them. Specifi-
cally, when you hear grandmother’s voice on
the telephone, there is no intervening sense
modality, the sensory process is entirely aural:
you hear her voice in virtue of hearing the
vibrations of the speaker in the telephone. Yet
when you purportedly “proprioceive” someone
else’s movement, vision is involved as well as
the kinesthetic sensations in your body. This,
one might argue, disqualifies the process from
counting as indirect proprioception of someone
else’s movement. It may be that in watching
dance we kinesthetically represent the dancers’
movements in our bodies and, even, that this is

aesthetically relevant, since it allows us to simu-
late the proprioceptive feelings of the dancers in
our imagination, but this does not count as pro-
prioceiving another’s movement.

I think that at times we very well may simu-
late the proprioceptive feelings of dancers in
our imagination; however, I also think that, just
as with one’s own experience of dancing, part
of the experience of watching dance involves a
more immediate or automatic proprioceptive
experience. The dis-analogy, as I see it, while
real, is not relevant. In both cases there is an
intervening mechanism in virtue of which one
perceives a direct target. When speaking with
grandmother, there is a causal chain that starts
with her and culminates in your auditory experi-
ence representing her voice. Similarly, when
proprioceiving (as I would like to put it) a
dancer move, there is a causal chain that starts
with the dancer on stage and culminates in your
kinesthetic experience representing the dancer’s
movement. To be sure, part of the causal path in
the latter case involves vision (rather than wires,
vibrations of speakers, and so forth), but it is not
clear why this should be relevant. One hears
grandmother’s voice in virtue of hearing the
vibrations of the speaker in the telephone and,
if I am right, one proprioceives the dancer’s
movements and positions in virtue of seeing the
dancer move.

Here is a thought experiment that I think fur-
ther illustrates the irrelevance of an intervening
sense modality. There are prosthetic “vision”
devices that, when encountering objects in what
would be the visual field of a blind individual,
represent the shape and contours of the objects
via pressure on the skin. A video camera is
hooked up to a plate worn on the stomach or
back and represents the image with a vibrating
pattern. Now, while such devices can help blind
individuals navigate their environment, it is at
least somewhat contentious to call such naviga-
tion “visual,” since it does not involve what we
would typically call visual experience.31 To
make the situation analogous to the audience
member’s kinesthetic experience, let us imagine
that for individuals who are blind due to eye
damage (as opposed to being cortically bind),
such tactile experiences do cause visual images
of the objects by stimulating certain visual
regions of the brain. These visual images may
be degraded in certain ways: perhaps they lack



Montero Proprioception as an Aesthetic Sense 239

color and are less distinct than objects one sees
with one’s eyes. However, if these images
appear without further conscious effort on the
subject’s part (as does the kinesthetic represen-
tation of motion in the audience member’s
body), I think that we would not say that these
individuals have only tactile sensations that
allow them to imagine what the object looks
like. Rather, I think it would be natural to say
that this is a way of seeing these objects. Since
the intervening tactile sensation would not pre-
vent us from taking this as a case of seeing an
object, an intervening visual sensation should
not prevent us from taking the audience mem-
ber’s kinesthetic experience of movement to be
a case of proprioceiving a dancer’s movement.

I think that the above analogy indicates that
extending the meaning of the term propriocep-
tion in this way is reasonable. I also think that
this extension, if adopted, could facilitate aes-
thetic discourse on an element of experience
that otherwise would be quite cumbersome to
describe. Dance criticism often sounds flat to
dancers’ ears. Could this be because we lack an
adequate way of describing what I take to be the
proprioceptive element of watching dance?
(Perhaps some are still uncomfortable with
expanding the meaning of the term “propriocep-
tion” in this way. If so, simply take this subthe-
sis of my article to be that proprioception*
allows us to appreciate the aesthetic qualities of
the movements of others, where proprioception*
should be interpreted as our motor-informed
visual sense of other people’s movements.)

VII. THE AESTHETICS OF PROPRIOCEPTIVE AND 
VISUAL ILLUSIONS

A possible objection to my claim that proprio-
ception is an aesthetic sense for the dancers or
for the audience members is that the aestheti-
cally relevant qualities of movement depend on
the visual illusion—the appearance of floating
on the stage during a bourrée, of suspending
oneself in the air in grand jeté, and so forth—
produced by the movement. In other words,
what is aesthetically relevant is how a move-
ment looks, not how it actually feels.32

Certainly, some aspects of how a movement
actually feels are aesthetically irrelevant. Per-
forming certain steps, such as pas de couru or a

difficult lift, can be painful, yet the experience
of pain is typically not aesthetically relevant for
either the dancer or the observer. Moreover, the
aesthetic value of bodily movements at least
sometimes depends on how they illusorily
appear. Ballet, in particular, is based on the cre-
ation of visual illusions: leaps that appear to
defy gravity, limbs that appear elongated, and
so forth. Yet if all aesthetic judgments of bodily
movements depend on the illusory image pro-
duced by the movement, and if proprioception
only tells us how the actual movement feels,
there is little, if any, room left for a propriocep-
tive aesthetics.

I think, however, that neither condition is sat-
isfied. Not all aesthetically valuable movements
are intended to create visual illusions; some-
times, especially outside the realm of ballet, a
movement is supposed to be seen for what it is.
A ballet dancer’s beveled foot at the end of an
arabesque is intended to create a longer line by
drawing the eye out and up, while a modern
dancer might leave the foot relaxed in order to
show the body in a more natural state. But,
more importantly, it seems to me that one can
proprioceive an illusory movement. When one
performs a “gravity defying” leap by further
extending one’s limbs at the top of the leap, one
has a proprioceptive sensation of flying and, at
least for certain individuals, I would claim that
the same goes for watching such a leap; in
watching the leap we feel the flight, which is,
in part, what makes watching such movements
aesthetically satisfying. Indeed, I would claim
that one of the wonders of dancing—one of the
reasons why dancers will put up with the pain it
often involves—is that dance allows one, as it
were, to experience the impossible.

If one can proprioceptively experience a leap
that defies gravity, this means that there are
proprioceptive illusions. That there are such
illusions is widely accepted: pilots in flight and
in-orbit astronauts can experience propriocep-
tive illusions related to their position in space,
and artificial muscle vibration can create a
proprioceptive illusion that one’s limb is bent at
a certain angle when it is not. Of course, these
sorts of illusions are more robust than the
proprioceptive illusion one experiences when
performing a leap, but at the same time, much
studied visual illusions, such as the Mueller-
Lyer illusion, are more robust than the visual
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illusion one has of seeing a dancer defy gravity.
So, while the illusory element of the aesthetics
of bodily movements cannot be overlooked,
we can proprioceive, as well as see, illusory
movement.

VIII. SHIFTING OUR FOCUS TO THE PROPRIOCEPTIVE

Proprioception, then, if I am correct, enables
one to perceive aesthetic qualities of one’s own
bodily movements. There is a prima facie case
to be made in favor of the claim, and the theo-
retical considerations that might tell against the
possibility of proprioception enabling us to per-
ceive aesthetic qualities of our own movements
do not stand.

Beyond sensing certain aesthetic qualities of
our own movements, audience members may
base certain aesthetic judgments about dancers
in part on the internal experience of movement
one has while watching dance. As I argued,
empirical work on how we represent dynamic
information when we see movement lends
support to the view that while watching dancers
we represent their movement in our bodies. I
further suggested that via this internal represen-
tation of movement we are, in a sense, proprio-
ceiving the movements of others. Thus, putting
the pieces together, it would seem that, since
movement is the essence of dance, the aesthetic
value of a dance partially depends on proprio-
ceptive experience.

It is likely that much of the proprioceptive
information we receive about the movements
of others, and even of ourselves, is below the
level of conscious awareness, but by shifting
our awareness to the proprioceptive experience
of watching others move and of moving our-
selves, this could change. It is sometimes
thought that a deliberate focus on how one is
moving may hinder one’s performance of the
movement. In the words of the great ballet
master: “Don’t think; do!” If this is so, in the
first-person case we may have to settle for
enjoying whatever aesthetic proprioceptive
experiences that happen to bubble up to con-
sciousness naturally. However, when it comes
to the experience of the audience member
observing the activity behind the proscenium
arch, the situation is different. If I am right, cer-
tain aspects of the observer’s experience of

dance can be enhanced by an awareness of the
bodily feeling of dance. With this awareness,
the life of the dance critic will encompass
another dimension, and when the curtain rises
the audience will discover an abundance of
beauty that has been patiently waiting by the
sidelines to be proprioceived.33
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