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ABSTRACT. Authentic Movement is a
body-based meditative discipline that
involves moving and stillness within a
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uthentic Movement is a bodybased, meditative discipline, usually practiced in dyadic or group format, which includes moving and stillness
within a structured temenos, or sacred

which is called witnessing, is similar to
some forms of mindfulness meditation
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focused on awareness of the contents of
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interdependent aspects of human functioning. This practice can help decon-

physical moving from impulses that

titled "Umbanda Ceremonies in Brazil: A Comto Healing." She
and

struct conditioned hierarchical attitudes
of the mind controlling the body, of
28

ReVision

VoL. 29 No. 1

Occur inside or come through the body-a

process in which the

"spontaneous urge

munity
nas

been

Spiritual Approach

practicing

1980. She can

Authentic

Movement

Since

be reached at bmorrissey (@

to move is not checked, judged, criti-

madriver.com

cized, or weighed by the conscious
mind" (Adler 1972, 43). In this receptive

published in A Moving Journal (Spring 2006),.

state, the body is more open to move-

A slightly different version of this article was

Copyright

2007 Heldref Publications

Movennent.
GONSGIUUSNESS
consciousness. However, whereas most
sitting meditations are done with the
eyes closed, witnessing in Authentic

Movement is generally done with eyes
open and attention focused on a mover
or movers, as well as on the contents of

one's own consciousness. This eyesmindopen aspect is similar to bringing
fulness into walking meditation or

speech (Rothberg 2006, 35-54).
Mary Whitehouse, a dancer and
dance educator who also underwent
Jungian analysis, used the phrase

Authentic Movement involves suspending rational, objective thinking faculties and adopting a receptive attitude of
waiting to be moved, as well as an active,

practically be defined using these terms.

conscious response to the experience of

ture and contents of consciousness. Fur-

witnessing
being moved
Jung describes his own process of opening himself to the unconscious during his
formative period after his break with
Freud. He would begin by saying to himself: "Since I know nothing at all, I will
simply do whatever occurs to me" (1965,
movement.

or

173). He explains: "Thus consciously
submitted myself to the impulses of the

In this sense, the practice of Authentic

Movement sessions provides a forum
for systematic research into the structhermore, the "momentary contents of

consciousness" are, in Authentic Move-

ment,

the

focus

of the

meditative

process. As distinct from other meditative disciplines, Authentic Movement

specifically

includes

an

embodiment of

these contents of consciousness by

"moving out (expressing, developing)

1960s. She

sion, or "letting go, is essential to open

the impulses as well as through witnessing them in stillness. When compared
with other forms of meditation, it may

described the quality of these particular

the door to moving authentically. Yet, the

be better suited to the study of embod-

way is

authentic movement in response to Wit-

nessing certain movement explorations

by

students in the

early

unconscious." This conscious submis

movements as inevitable, simple, and

experience

undiluted by pretense (Frantz 1972).

not an end in itself. Within the discipline

ied consCiousness.
The practice of Authentic Movement

My teacher, Janet Adler, studied with

of

active imagination, Jung stresses, a
conscious and intentional interaction

the mind-body relationship. Within the

with material that emerges from the

discipline of Authentic Movement,

unconscious

and body are equal and interdependent

Whitehouse from 1969-70; thereafter
she developed the practice and theory of
Authentic Movement as a vehicle of
exploration into healing, artistic expression, and spirituality. Authentic Movement has been called movement-in-

depth

or

active

imagination

in

movement because it is analogous to and

originally

developed

from

Jung's

process of active imagination, in which
the controlling functions of the ego are
suspended temporarily, creating a psychic environment in which unconscious

material can be responded to or recognized in consciousness.

of

moving

through

in such

a

the

process is
important (Singer 1972, 363-4). Within
the discipline of authentic movement,
interaction (e.g., through speaking, writwith the
ing, or further movement)
movement material that emerges is also

reflects and validates a holistic view of

aspects of human functioning. This

mind
con-

nection is expressed, for example, in the

relationship of two people acting as a
mover and a witness, which is loosely
analogous

to

the

relationship (in

one

introspection and phenomenological

person) of the moving, sensate body tob
the conscious, attentive mind. However,
as Adler (1987) illustrates, the threads of
these two positions (mover and witness
or body and mind) are intricately interwoven. The witness actually attends to

observation;

an inner mover-an inner sensate expe-

crucial to the process.
The discipline of Authentic Movement is well suited for the study of
embodied consciousness. Authentic

Movement

naturally

the

lends

itself to

witness role could
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rience that results from focused attention
on experiencing one's own body while

witnessing the movement of another.
Likewise, the mover may be aware of his
or her own inner witness-an aspect of

consciousness that attends to one's own
movement experience:

In authentic movement at the basic level,
there are literally two people, the witness
and the mover. Initially, one carries the
role of the one who sees, and the other the
role of the one who is seen. Yet, as the
work develops, a conscious witness
emerges within the mind of the mover,

and

concomitantly,

unconscious

activity

surfaces within the experience of the witboth mover and
ness. Inereasingly

witness carry the tension and the union
between these polarities within themselves. (Adler 1987, 24)

In Authentic Movement, witnesses and
movers are each one half of a whole; yet,
both are also whole in and of themselves.
Wholeness is made possible by the existence of the other. The witness is not disembodied or in control of the mover; the
mover is not distinct without consciousness. In each person, the mind is not disembodied or in control of the body, and
the body is not distinct without consciousness. This relationship has no hierarchy of roles wherein one is dominant
over the other. In addition, the self does
not overidentify with one role. Thus, the

autonomy and empowerment inherent in
each

role

(mover or witness,

body or

mind) is honored while their interrelatedness, the reciprocity of their mutual influence, and their ultimate inseparability is

acknowledged (Adler 1987).
In my early experience of Authentic
Movement, I worked through some conditioned tendencies to perceive and act

out a hierarchical relationship of mind
over body. I was shocked when my

Image2007 Bonnie Morrissey

body called out for equal status, calling
out to be perceived as an aspect of self
with an autonomous voice.

Mapping embodied consciousness
We stand in a large circle in the studio,
establish eye contact, and witness the
empty space in the center. My teacher
rings the bell t0 Signal the entry

into

twenty minutes of movement. Some of us
stay where we are, sitting on cushions to
witness. Others enter the circle as movers.

I close my eyes and move into the circle.

30

bones. I remember my teacher's suggestion to "follow the inner impulse." I feel a

mild fear about entering into this experience. I make a conscious decision to trust
the process. I lie down on the smooth
floor. I know I am being witnessed by a
benevolent and confident teacher and
other students and feel reassured. I
immerse myself in the experience. A part
of me keeps an eye on myself, witnessing
my own movement.

I feel my body drawn toward the floor. I

l experience some sensation in my pelvis.
I follow an impulse to begin rocking my

feel gravity-the pull on my muscles and

pelvis and turning the femur head inside
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the hip joint. I allow the repetition of this
Simple and enjoyable movement, losing
track of time. At some point I become

aware of inner imagery. I see myselt
walking on a path in the woods, walking
with a pleasure and an awareness I have
never known. As I continue the movement

and allow myself to enter further into the

imagery, I see
walking down

a

myself as someone else
path in tropical wood-

lands. Such beauty exists in the simple act

of walking; every movement and every
sensation fill my awareness and bring
with them a revelation as simple as it is

profound. I experience the sensations

from this movement igniting neurons up

and down my spine;

ings
for

firresponsible

interconnected

that culminate and are
move; therefore I think!

thinking-I

before had the conscious
I
experience of body movement engender
seems backward from
ing thoughts. It
everything I know or have been taught,
but here I am, having the experience. As I
have

never

see myself walking down the jungle path,

I

feel

new

awareness

in my

body. My

head seems to float on top of my body,
energy is streaming throughout, and my
feet are in ecstatie contact with the earth.
I am filled with awe.

Because of that personal experience in
Authentic Movement, I have a different,
more respectful relationship with my

head moves in the hip joint, the imagery
of walking inside an ""other" body, or of
globes of light in the hands, and the

body, inhabiting it more fully. I see and

emotions of ecstatic joy or sadness and

treat my body and mind more equally. I
more often refuse to criticize or force
my body to be a certain way. Though
may aspire or work hard physically, in
the process I aim for a reciprocal relationship, a working together between
mind and body that honors both.

pity. Do these contents correspond with
what others might experience? Do they

fit with what we think we know about

categories of experience? For instance,
Jung has specified four categories of

experiences: thinking, feeling, sensing,
and intuition (Jung 1969). Do these cat-

T know that my body and mind are

egories hold up when we subject them

intricately interwoven and cannot be

to evidence gathered through embodied

The bell rings too soon, signaling the end
of my experience. I must open my eyes

The hierarchy of mind over body was broken

and return to my starting place in the circle. As I began to draw away from the
experience, I have a final image of this
other woman. She is above me now, looking down with sadness, perhaps even pity,

inside me, and the habits of oppressing
and dominating "the sot animal of

at my actual condition. As she disappears,
she leaves soft globes of light in each of
my open hands. The globes seem magical
to me, as if they are the tools with which

my

I can work my way back to her

body," or of others, could
not be sustained.

From this early experience in Authentic Movement, I realized that movement
can be a powerful tool. Through immerSion in body movement, a new world of
awareness opened to me. I was able to

separated. I am my body as much as my

experience, such as through Authentic

allow my body more autonomy and

mind. I experience sensations, emotions, and thoughts as inhabiting the living, breathing vessel of my body. This

Movement? Or do we need to refine or
redefine these categories based on the

opened myself to experiences that pow-

my internal, conditioned hierarchical attitudes of the
mind controlling the body. In this case,
movement provided a direct avenue into

erfully deconstructed

my unconscious, from which material

was expressed in the form of sensations,
feelings, and images. I did not con-

awareness has led to a healthier, more
balanced lifestyle and more inner gentleness and strength, which has made
me less harsh and more clear, understanding, and compassionate with others. The hierarchy of mind over body
was broken inside me, and the habits of

Second, through gathering this material (the contents of embodied conscious-

oppressing and dominating "the soft

ence (Abram 1996, 45).

SCiously control the movements; rather,
Iwas moved by them. Mary Whitehouse (Bernstein 1979) describes this

animal of my body" (Oliver 1992, 110),

type of experience:

or of others, could not be sustained.

The moment when "I

moved" happens is astonishing both to dancers and to
am

people who have no intention of becom-

ing dancers. It is a moment when the ego
gives up control, stops exerting demands,

allowing the Self to take over moving the
physical body as it will. It is a moment of

unpremeditated surrender that cannot be
explained, repeated exactly, sought for, or
tried out. (Bernstein 1979, 57)
The ability of these kind of
experi1
ences, directly known in the body, to
change the way we perceive ourselves
and the world can be
truly astonishing.

Through them, awareness can instantly
open and attitudes permanently shift.

evidence of embodied consciousness?

ness) in a systematic way (using quantitative or qualitative methods), we may

begin to affirm the self as an embodied,

self-sensing organism

wherein

By disclosing

the

body itself as

the very sub-

ject of awareness, Merleau-Ponty.. . opens,

How can an experience such as the

at last, the possibility of a truly authentic

which would strive, not
to explain the world as if from outside, but to

one I described be useful in mapping

phenomenology..

embodied consciousness? Adler (2002)
delineates methods in Authentic Move-

situation within it. (Abram 1996, 47)

ment by which we can "articulate a map

that names, places, your body moving in

time and space. This map is the essential

ground from which all of our experiences can become known' (13). First,
we

learn

to track

the physical

move-

ments of the body: "I am standing

here";

"I

am

lying

on

the floor"; "I

"the

body itself is the true subject of experi-

am

rocking my pelvis." We can then track
more specific contents of consciousfemur
ness, such as the sensation as the

.

give voice to the world from our experienced

Conversely, we may finally fully reject
the notion of the self "as a transcenden-

tal ego, ulimately separable from the
(including the body) that it

phenomena

posits and ponders" (45).
Deconstructing hierarchies of
oppression and domination

All things are full of gods. (Thales, cited
in Wheelwright 1966, 45)
SUMMER 2006
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Locating our consciousness in the
moving sensate body invites and reinour awareness of the
participato-

forces

ry nature of perception. Focused in the

body, we may better retain awareness
that we participate with and are mem-

In Ursula LeGuin's story Buffalo Gals
Won't You Come Out Tonight (1994), the
animals seem like people to the reader-

albeit strange and extraordinary peowho
ple just as they do to the little girl

finds herself living among them after

Greek

philosophers

and

organized

Western religion. As sacred powers
were expelled from the natural world, a
more reflective, abstract consciousness

strengthened itself by turning away
from the ordinary sensory world and

attaching the sacred to otherworldly

struct the hierarchical attitudes that

her in the wilderness. We
learn, with the girl, that they are Old
People, those who used to live freely on

humans are superior to other species by

the earth and now must carefully main-

As modern-world, information-age

Virtue

tain their way of life alongside the care-

inhabitants, we experience a mode of

less and dangerous world of the New

consciousness abstracted from the body

with

that is continually reinforced by the cul-

bers of

a

larger-than-human community

of animals. This awareness helps decon-

of

incorporeal

intellect.

As

Abram (1996) writes:
Such arguments for human specialness
have regularly been utilized by human
groups to justify the exploitation not just
of other organisms, but of other humans
as well (other nations, other races, or sim-

Coyote

rescues

People-humans. In

a

dialogue

Coyote, the child is curious:
"I don't understand why you all look like
people," she said.

ply the other" sex); armed with such

"We are people.
I mean, people like me, humans."

Science can begin to acknowledge that
it is 'rooted in the same world that we all
engage in our everyday lives and with
our unaided senses" (Abram 1996, 43):
Ultimately, to acknowledge the life of the
body, and to affirm our solidarity with
this physical form, is to acknowledge our
existence as one of the earth's animals,
and so to remember and rejuvenate the

organic basis of our thoughts and our

intelligence. (47)
Thus, in the psychological and pheresearch we do vis-à-vis
Authentic Movement, we may engage in

nomenological

God (Judaism and Christianity).

tural messages that bombard us. How
can we counter this?

arguments, one had only to demonstrate
that these others were not fully human, or

were "closer to the animals," in order to
establish one's right of dominion. (48)

ideas (Platonism) or an otherworldly

others gather in the mountains of Lin-

"Resemblance is in the eye," Coyote said

depends on how you look at
Itjust
things. There are only two kinds of people
Humans and animals?
"No.. There's thefirst people, and then
the others. That's the two kinds"

The first people are-?"

Us, the animals

Once a year, as the red and yellow
leaves begin to fall, I and a few dozen

and things. All the

old ones. You know. And you pups, kids,

fledglings. All first people."

And the-others?"
Them" Coyote said. "You know. The
others. The new people. The ones who

coln, Vermont. Under the direction of
Marianne Lust, we come together as performers to create a happening in the

woods called Marrowbone. Over thee
course of two days, about eight hundred
people (our audience) arrive and trudge

in small, guided groups along a forest
trail, over roots and stones and a simple
wooden bridge that crosses a stream, to

witness this earthy phenomenon. Performers dot the path. Around the next
bend, one may encounter the poetry oft

Walt Whitman or Denise Levertov, the

came" Her fine, hard face had gone seri-

music of John Lennon or a traditional

ous, Fetberje. Where we are is here. But

Bulgarian chant, an Arthurian legend, a

it's their country now. They're running it.

(LeGuin 1994, 37--38)

Sufi tale, or dancers paying homage to

the winged ones, finned ones, and furred
ones. Fora time, we are communing with
the woods, animals, and all of nature via

useful work that strives to deconstruct
the hierarchies that sustain oppression.
We can deconstruct these hierarchies by

LeGuin's First or Old People retain a
sensuous nature that is animate, alive,
and filled with immanent power. They

maintain the modern, Western

are connected to and participate with the

song, dance, poems, and stories.
As the next group arrives, I ready

Through

myself to improvise, move in synchrony

refusing to

landscape.

worldview in which the rational intellect

surrounding

is apart from and superior to the body,

them-or through indigenous, oral culture -nature is articulate; it speaks.
Thus, they affirm human kinship with
animals and the earth, and exemplify
"the respectful, mutual relations that
must be maintained with natural phenomena, the reciprocity that must be
practiced in relation to other animals,
plants, and the land itself, in order to
ensure one's own health and to preserve
the well-being of the human communi-

and from other humans and species in

which intellect is apparently less developed. In my case, the movement experi-

ence toppled whatI thought I knew on its
head. AS a schoolgirl, I learned and
incorporated Descartes's dictum "I think;
therefore I am." Growing up in modern
Western culture, I subconsciously
absorbed the cultural assumptions that
would have us believe that our minds
control and are superior to our bodies

with the living, breathing place I inhabit
at this moment, and open to the energies

that speak through my body in this performance piece. For today, this is my
practice. My work in Authentic Movement has helped prepare me for this
moment. I attempt to use the globes of
light given to me years ago by the mysterious, wise woman of my first Authen-

tic Movement experience. I am slowly
working my way back to her. This per

ty" (Abram 1996, 121).

formance in the woods is one way of

bringing the discipline of Authentic
Movement -part of my own healing.

think," allowed me to break through

LeGuin's Second People represent
what gradually occurred after the fourth
century BCE when the sensuous,
embodied style of consciousness of oral
cultures gave way to more detached

those assumptions in a visceral way.

modes of consciousness engendered by

and humans are superior to other ani-

mals. The body-based experience of

thoughts emerging

from movement, such

I
as my ealization, "I move; therefore

32
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creative, and spiritual practice
into the
world in an engaged and interactive way.

Western culture has lost touch with its
roots: its animals, plants, and land-

Then perhaps,
The dark things of the wood.. . come to

Visit
We eat leaves together.
They are our brothers.
They are the family
We have run away from. (Oliver 1992.

215)
One day we may once again live
more softly on the earth; once again
hear the animals "speak"; and once

again befriend the Old People.
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