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Abstract 

This paper explores a quality of presence, termed ‘flow’ by psychologist Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi, within the context of dance performance in a group setting. Using the 
theory of flow to articulate the particular quality of presence associated with performance, I 
argue that flow cannot be taught; instead there are conditions that facilitate flow to be 
practised. I view flow as a notion of embodied cognition, suggesting that the experience of 
flow is a process of learning where new understandings can develop. I re-situate and re-
define flow in the context of dance performance when dancing with others, concluding that 
the presence of others can contribute to the conditions for flow and can allow one to 
experience a shared presence with others that transcends bodily boundaries.  

In Part 1, I present my research and understandings of flow states, learning, and the role of 
the pedagogue. I draw on the work of Jacques Rancière and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi to 
identify the conditions that help facilitate the flow experience and to suggest the role of the 
pedagogue. In Part 2, I analyse the work of Jorge Crecis to assert that his class creates 
the conditions for flow and opportunities to practise the immersion that flow states demand. 
I go on to draw on my experience with the EDge dance company and the work of George 
Leonard to refine my understanding of flow states and presence in a dance context 
involving others.  
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Introduction 

 What do we mean when we say a performer has presence? Performance studies 

scholar Peggy Phelan asserts that what we call presence is to do with existing in the now, 

being fully immersed in the present moment (1993, p. 149). Philosopher Alva Noë 

suggests presence can be many things, there is a variety of degrees of presence (2012, p. 

33). The experience of presence in the context of dance performance is something beyond 

just being present in the now, it enters another level of consciousness, which 

neuroscientist Antonio Damasio calls ‘extended consciousness’ (1999, p. 195). From the 

performer’s perspective, I am interested in understanding this state of consciousness 

further and the conditions that make it accessible for the performer to experience.  

 For the purpose of the paper, in the context of dance performance in a group 

setting, I am interested in the quality of presence that enters an extended consciousness 

called flow. Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi coined the term ‘flow states’ and 

describes them as “the way people describe their state of mind when consciousness is 

harmoniously ordered, and they want to pursue whatever they are doing for its own 

sake” (1991, p. 6). In Csikszentmihalyi’s definition of flow, a mind-body dualism is evident 

as the descriptions are not suggestive of a relation between consciousness and the body; 

they are explained as a state of mind. I, however, will argue how this state of mind is much 

more complex. As I will be redefining flow in a dance context, my perspective will be less 

purely psychological, I will look at a flow state as a notion of embodied cognition, exploring 

the interconnectedness between the mind, body, and world. 

 Deviating from Cartesian dualism, embodied cognition suggests that cognition is 

shaped by bodily experiences (Varela and Shear cited in Batson et al, 2012, p. 186). 

Philosopher and enactivist Shaun Gallagher states that cognition “emerges from processes 

distributed across brain-body-environment” (Gallagher, 2017, p. 6). Further exploring this 

perspective of cognition, I will draw from the work of dance practitioners’ Glenna Batson, 

Edel Quin, and Margaret Wilson who collectively explicate how dance and somatic 

practices are modes of embodied cognition and assert the significance of this (Batson et 

al, 2012, p. 187). Drawing on Batson, Quin, and Wilson, I suggest that flow states in a 

movement-based setting are notions of embodied cognition as the student finds total 

involvement with the body, mind, and environment in the activity of dance and from this is 

able to develop new and complex understandings. 
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 I will be answering the following interconnected questions: How can the particular 

degree of presence experienced in performance be practised? How can the pedagogue 

facilitate conditions for flow states and learning to occur? What does ‘flow’ mean in the 

context of dance movement in a group setting? 

 My research will draw upon concepts of presence, flow, pedagogy, the liminal and 

embodied cognition. I will develop my findings through the following researchers, 

philosophers, and practitioners: Alva Noë, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Jorge Crecis, Peggy 

Phelen, Antonio Damasio, Lawrence Shapiro, Shaun Gallagher, Glenna Batson, Margaret 

Wilson, Edel Quin, Joan Skinner, Jacques Rancière, and George Leonard. Drawing on my 

experience performing and training with the EDge dance company, I will suggest how 

performance presence can be practised in a group setting. In Part 1, I will delve deeper 

into the types of presence and concepts pertaining to flow states. I will discuss the 

conditions for flow and learning based on ideas from Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and Jacques 

Rancière. Through these conditions I will explore the relationship between learning and 

experiencing a flow state, introducing the paradoxes of these concepts. In Part 2, I will 

analyse the pedagogical structure of Jorge Crecis and how flow is innate in his work. I will 

re-define and re-situate flow in the context of dance performance when performing or 

training in a group, which will then be supported by claims from the work of George 

Leonard. 
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Part 1: Presence, flow states, and learning states 

1.1 Defining presence 

 To begin I will discuss further what presence is and can be as considered by other 

researchers and practitioners. In the most simple way, presence can be viewed in a 

passive sense. Philosopher Alva Noë suggests presence is about availability and access 

(2012, p. 33-34). Neuroscientist Antonio Damasio claims it is a “revelation of 

existence” (1999, p. 315). Peggy Phelan, performance studies scholar, considers presence 

as “simply the ‘now’” (1993 p. 149). In these instances, presence is suggestive of our 

awareness of now being here for us, we do not need to work to find this. Noë and 

Damasio, however, go on to propose that presence is actually more complex than this. 

Noë suggests “…what explains the variations in the way the world shows up for us—the 

varieties of presence; its various species—are the differences in the ways we go about 

achieving access to what there is” (2012, p. 33). Drawing on Noë, the skills and 

involvement one uses to access presence will determine to what degree one is present. 

Damasio expands on presence in saying that it is not simply the now, it goes beyond this in 

the degree of presence known as extended consciousness. In Antonio Damasio’s The 

Feeling of What Happens, he explains: 

“Extended consciousness goes beyond the here and now of core consciousness, 

both backward and forward. The here and now is still there, but it is flanked by the 

past, as much past as you may need to illuminate the now effectively, and just as 

importantly, it is flanked by the anticipated future… On any given day, if only you let 

it fly, extended consciousness can make you a character in an epic novel, and, if 

only you use it well, it can open wide the doors to creation.” (1999, p. 195-196) 

In this definition of presence, one can recognise the complexity of presence and how the 

feeling of presence is ever-changing. How one experiences presence will differ from 

individual to individual depending on their own skills, knowledge, and history of 

experiences. With each new experience, one’s understandings change and so their now is 

equally influenced by these experiences. Presence becomes something that is practised 

by bringing past moments with one into the present moment. With this understanding, 

presence is not an inherently given attribute, it is a skill developed through practise. 
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 Often the charisma of a performer is mistaken for being an inherent quality when in 

reality it is a difficult skill practised over and over. The practise of this skill lies in a 

particular threshold where the effort necessary is there, but it is not being forced. One 

needs to be wary of the balance in order to find the right threshold. As a performer, finding 

this particular degree of presence, must be practised to such an extent that a quality of 

presence occurs called flow. Flow is a useful term as it suggests the movement of a wave. 

When surfing, you must find the perfect distance to a wave, when you do this, then the 

current of the wave catches your board and surfing just happens. When you are surfing it 

is effortless. The main challenge lies in catching the wave, not being too ahead or behind 

the wave, but finding the right threshold for the current of the wave, or for flow to occur. 

Flow is a term coined by psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, which can be explained as 

an enjoyable state of mind where the individual is completely immersed in the activity at 

hand (1991, p. 4). 

1.2 Presence to the quality of flow 

 Csikszentmihalyi describes the experience of flow as intrinsically rewarding, a 

feeling of discovery, transporting one into a new reality, producing higher levels of 

performance and an overall transformation of the self (1991, p. 74). The experience of flow 

is an idolised state for performers. Damasio suggests presence is “a means to modify 

existence” which can be similar to the feeling a performer gets when they become so fully 

engaged with a task and “nothing else seems to matter” (1999, p. 315; Csikszentmihalyi, 

1991, p. 4). Many people describe this state of flow or extended consciousness as a 

feeling of ecstasy, a rush of pure happiness, and the purest form of presence. As a 

performer I experienced this in the work of Jorge Crecis and in the performances with the 

EDge dance company. Through my experiences and research, I will further investigate the 

level of presence known as flow. 

 In flow, there is a loss of the self which allows one to invest their psychic energy 

(what Csikszentmihalyi calls attention) into the task at hand (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, p. 

42). When in flow the individual becomes egoless, and the focus shifts from the self to the 

dance. As a performer, the goal is essentially being present or in a state of flow. 

Paradoxically, when the goal is achieving this presence, one is not experiencing flow 

because they are trying too hard to make it happen. It is the work itself, the dance or 
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engagement, that one gives themselves up to in order to allow presence to emerge. Dance 

practitioner Joan Skinner says: 

“when dancers are working in process, they have a sense of being danced rather 

than performing the dance. Personal idiosyncracies and affectations disappear, 

leaving only the dance. When this state of transparency is realized, the awareness 

of one’s dancing is no longer experienced as a dialogue between consciousness 

and the body, but rather as an expression of the psychophysical unity of the 

dancer” (Skinner et al, no date).  

When you allow yourself to let go, you find yourself inside what you are doing and find flow. 

The paradox lies between doing and not doing. The focus must be the performance of the 

dance and not the achievement of presence. There is a liminal space of attending to 

presence but not dominating it with the desire for presence. As I will argue, this loss of self 

in flow strangely reveals a deeper understanding of the self. It is through flow states we are 

able to experience the loss of self and through embodiment of these experiences we are 

able to deeply understand the self. Studies in embodied cognition can further explain and 

describe how understandings are developed through bodily experiences.  

 Embodied cognition digresses from traditional Cartesian dualism and explains how 

one develops meanings and understandings of the world through bodily experiences, 

suggesting a connectedness between body, mind, and world (Batson et al, 2012, p. 186). 

Philosophers’ George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, famously known for Metaphors We Live 

By, researched how we create metaphors and how understandings are largely influenced 

and constructed through bodily experience (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, p. 134). With this 

shift of thought, ideas pertaining to embodied cognition have been influenced by many 

different fields. Dance practitioners’ Glenna Batson, Margaret Wilson, and Edel Quin, 

explored the significance of dance and somatic-based practices as an embodied 

consciousness, opening “us up to the world of actuality” and “the possibility of expanding 

our notion of being in the world” (Batson et al, 2012, p. 187). Batson, Wilson, and Quin 

draw from the research of Francisco Varela and Jonathan Shear to define embodied 

cognition as bodily experiences that help shape one’s cognitive perceptions (Varela and 

Shear cited in Batson et al, 2012, p. 186). Through these experiences new understandings 

emerge which are shared between the body, mind, and world (Batson et al, 2012, p. 186). 

Drawing on embodied cognition, I argue that what Batson, Wilson, and Quin say suggests 
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that knowledge can be developed through the practise of flow experiences, that is to say, 

flow states involve learning. Paradoxically, to enter into flow, one needs to be in a mode of 

searching (what Jacques Rancière refers to as learning), which I will go on to discuss in 

more detail in section 1.4 and 1.5. Flow states then, are not a state of mind, they are a 

process of learning that involves the total physiology of one’s structure. 

 An individual’s cognition develops through their own personal bodily experiences. 

Philosopher Lawrence Shapiro suggests that “perceptual processes depend on and 

include bodily structures” (2004, p. 190). Philosopher and enactivist Shaun Gallagher 

states that our derived meanings become formed through action and cognition (2017, p. 

6). Drawing on Shapiro and Gallagher, how each individual perceives or understands the 

world is largely influenced by their personal bodily structure and what skills it anatomically 

and biomechanically can allow them to do. In a technical task such as rock climbing or 

dance, an individual may have a bodily structure and skill set that allows them to engage 

more accurately and easily with the task at hand than another individual. For these 

individuals, the perceptual processes occurring can be focused on the experience of the 

task they are engaging with rather than the skills necessary to achieve the task. In a total 

involvement of body, mind, and world within a task producing a flow state, “a person’s body 

or mind is stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort to accomplish something difficult and 

worthwhile” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, p. 3). Ultimately, a deeper, more complex 

understanding can arise from the bodily experiences one is involved in, and even more so 

when the individual is immersed in a flow activity such as dance performance. 

 An important component to consider around the notion of flow states is the 

paradoxical nature of the concept. Flow states rest in a slippery threshold of paradoxes. 

The individual must realise the paradox of control vs. letting go, known vs. not yet known, 

and will vs. loss of ego. In flow, to achieve control one must let go of the need to control; 

when they let go, their consciousness is able to achieve control (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, p. 

6). Furthermore, the individual needs to realise the threshold of the known vs. the not yet 

known. You must know and have the necessary skills, but you also need to allow yourself 

to surrender to the not yet known in order to know more. Lastly, to achieve flow one needs 

to enact it and no one can enact this total involvement other than the self; paradoxically, 

there is a loss of ego in a state of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, p. 5, 63). By enacting this 

will to engage with the task, the individual is able to achieve a loss of ego. In the 
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paradoxes of flow, it is about finding the negotiation between the two elements in order to 

find flow.  

 Presence to the degree of flow is a skill that cannot be easily accessed, it must be 

practised. Through viewing flow as a means of learning, the practice of flow states in a 

dance setting can shape cognition through the total involvement of body, mind, and world. 

By implementing the conditions that allow one to immerse themselves in a flow state, one 

can practise the experience of flow. 

1.3 Conditions for flow states 

 Concepts and conditions pertaining to flow states have been seen across many 

different fields and disciplines such as rock climbing, music, chess, dance, sports, work, 

walking, cooking, reading, and many more (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, pp. 95-109). Though 

very different contexts, the fundamental characteristics for flow are present in each of 

these circumstances. I will go on to explain the characteristics and conditions for flow that 

Csikszentmihalyi offers in his research. 

 There are seven characteristics, as put forward by Csikszentmihalyi, that are 

present when a person is experiencing flow: 

1. Strong sense of concentration 

2. Sense of clarity 

3. Immediate feedback 

4. Challenging, yet still possible 

5. Time becomes distorted 

6. A loss of the sense of self 

7. Feeling part of something larger. (Csikszentmihalyi, 2004) 

All of these are fairly clear in what they mean as Csikszentmihalyi places the 

characteristics in a broad, linear context in order to make it accessible across contexts. In 

relation to dance though, these characteristics are much more shaped and three-

dimensional. Of these characteristics, the two that I find the most intriguing and associated 

with dance are: a loss of the sense of self and feeling part of something larger. 
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 Our natural, default setting situates our perception around the self. To experience 

this total loss of self and deeper connection with the universe is one of the most awe-

inspiring elements of flow. For a moment, your judgments, doubts, or stress vanish, and 

you are able to let go and fully immerse yourself in the now, interconnected with the self, 

body, other, and world. As a performer, this sensation of being part of something bigger 

than one self is the reason that movement becomes so fulfilling and addictive. 

Csikszentmihalyi describes this loss of self as leading to “self-transcendence, to a feeling 

that the boundaries of our being have been pushed forward” (1991, p. 64). This is precisely 

what movement-based classes have the potential of creating, that is, if the right structure is 

implemented by the pedagogue and the right mentality of the student is there. The 

structure a pedagogue can consider is one which incorporates the conditions that allow 

one to experience flow. 

 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1991) suggests several key conditions that help order and 

control consciousness in order to experience flow (p. 31). Csikszentmihalyi suggests that 

the conditions to enter flow include: 

(a) set an overall goal, and as many subgoals as are realistically feasible;  

(b) find ways of measuring progress in terms of the goals chosen;  

(c) keep concentrating on what one is doing, and keep making finer distinctions in 

the challenges involved in the activity;  

(d) develop the skills necessary to interact with the opportunities available; 

(e) keep raising the stakes if the activity becomes boring. (1991, p. 97) 

In terms of dance, conditions for flow states are already intertwined in the pursuit of a 

performance. The goal is to be inside of the dance, absolutely concentrated and involved. 

Essentially there is a clear goal on performing the dance, but the smaller subgoals 

occurring become very complex and layered in the negotiation of the dance. The dance 

becomes filled with smaller subgoals which require adjustments, nuances, and intuition. 

The performer finds separate and simultaneous immediate feedback kinaesthetically, 

aesthetically, somatically, and relationally. The dancer’s focus in flow becomes much more 

flexible and receptive. Certain elements of the dance can be negotiated unconsciously 

through instinctual responses while others become more conscious adjustments. The 

performer is consistently engaged in interactions with the other bodies, the music, and the 

space. Through the total involvement in a dance performance the performer can naturally 
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find themselves in a state of flow if they allow themselves to surrender to the experience 

and let the dance happen to them rather than controlling the experience. Referring back to 

Skinner’s words: “…a sense of being danced, rather than performing the dance” (Skinner 

et al, no date). The conditions for flow Csikszentmihalyi suggests are not as linear as his 

words state and are actually innate to a dance performance. 

The diagram below can help provide a clear visual of the negotiations of skills and 

challenges one must go through to find the threshold of flow. 

   Table 1: (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, p. 74) 

 The problems that typically arise are that 1) individuals are not challenged enough 

and already have the skills, so they become bored and lose focus on the task; and 2) they 

lack the skills and are challenged too intensely, so they become anxious (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1991, p. 74). For example, in my experience performing with EDge, I found that performing 

Shobana Jeyasingh’s work was very complex and challenging for me. At times I was 

thinking too much and would become anxious. Resultantly, I would lose this sense of 

concentration and focus, and get caught up in my own thoughts and judgments. 

Alternatively, performing Karen and Allen Kaeja’s work allowed me to find a sense of flow 

through the balance of challenge and necessary skills for the piece. It is important for the 

individual to consider if they need to improve their skills or increase the challenges. When 

they find an equilibrium of the two, then they can enter into flow. 

 To be in flow, one must take an autotelic approach. Csikszentmihalyi refers to 

autotelic people as those who are intrinsically driven, rather than by external goals (1991, 

p. 67). When we are intrinsically driven, we are genuinely enjoying what we are doing for 
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its own sake. Furthermore, “when experience is intrinsically rewarding life is justified in the 

presence, instead of being held hostage to a hypothetical future gain” (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1991, p. 69). Drawing on Csikszentmihalyi, the individual forgets about the expectations 

and can simply be in the moment, fully involved in the task at hand. There is no contour of 

aesthetics and appearances that needs to be perfected or achieved, one is able to give 

one self the permission to deeply experience the activity in the moment. With this 

approach, one can never actually reach a tangible and perfected experience—it is ever-

changing. So that being said, what becomes valued is the practice of experiencing this 

desired state of consciousness rather than a finished product or a destination. Flow is 

never achieved—it is consistently practised, rediscovered, and redefined. The experience 

of flow cannot be taught, only the individual can immerse the self in the task, letting go of 

the ego and submitting to something larger. This however, does not mean there is not a 

role for the pedagogue; how we understand the role of the teacher must shift from 

transmitting knowledge to facilitating the student to learn. 

1.4 Role of the pedagogue 

 French philosopher Jacques Rancière writes that the pedagogue’s role is not to 

explicate it is to ensure that the student is always searching (1991, p. 33). To facilitate this 

searching is what Rancière suggests is the art of the teacher, “the art of distance” (1991, p. 

5). It is with this distance, that individuals are given the freedom to discover autonomously. 

It is the pedagogue who must be sensitive to this very specific distance between the known 

vs. not yet known and the teacher vs. student. Conversely, it is the student who holds the 

responsibility of desiring to learn, to hold a curiosity to learn. 

 The role of the pedagogue is to create conditions in which the student can navigate 

the threshold of what they know and what they do not yet know. The navigation between 

the known and not yet known is what Victor Turner calls ‘liminal’. Through the liminal or 

threshold, individuals enter a space of potential for transformation and learning. Cultural 

anthropologist Victor Turner uses liminal to describe “a certain marginalised space which 

holds a possibility of potential forms, structures, conjectures and desires” (Turner cited in 

Broadhurst, 1990, p. 11-12). In Turner’s context, he approaches liminality in the context of 

ritual rites of passages, as the middle stage of rituals. Through the practise of flow states in 

a dance context, it could be argued that these experiences are rites of passages. The 

individual engaged in a movement-based task enters a threshold where flow can be 
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experienced. It is after experiencing flow, that the individual becomes changed, no longer 

the person they were before. As the pedagogue is viewed as the facilitator, they can 

implement the conditions where the liminal is apparent and the potential for flow 

experiences can occur. 

  

 With these experiences in mind, the pedagogue holds the responsibility of 

redirecting the notions around knowledge. Rancière explains “…the kind of knowledge—or 

wisdom—one needs for emancipating consciousness is not cumulative.…it must be 

earned through trial-and-error experience by each individual, generation after 

generation” (1991, p. 21). Cumulative knowledge is not always the best knowledge, nor 

does it always equal intelligence. The term ‘Gnosis’ refers to a “conscious, experiential 

knowledge” meaning, “to understand it, one must experience it” (Mitra, 2015, p. 52). It is 

through one’s experiences that one is able to understand a bit more deeply and carry that 

understanding into the next experience were one can continuously reveal the totality of the 

iceberg. The teacher can encourage experiential knowledge in their pedagogical approach 

by implementing a structure that requires the student to undergo an experience rather than 

simply transmitting knowledge and explicating what the student should know.  

 The pedagogue’s role then, is not didactic, it is as a facilitator of the flow of 

knowledge. In the context of dance and flow, the teacher is facilitating the practice of 

entering a flow state through which new knowledge can emerge. Once the student can 

enact their will to search, then the teacher can sensibly facilitate searching. The teacher 

must be receptive to the known and not yet known of the students. If the teacher has a 

sensitivity of where this liminal space is, then he or she can determine and adjust the 

necessary distance of facilitator. The teacher should get out of the way so there is space 

for this threshold to occur, where students can begin to search. 

1.5 Conditions for learning states 

 In order for the student to be in a state where learning can occur, or what Rancière 

calls searching, there must be several conditions in place. When these conditions are in 

place, then the teacher, as the facilitator, can further assist the student in searching and 

experiencing flow. The three main conditions for a learning state I will discuss include: 

enacting one’s own will to search, an egoless curiosity, and investing one’s full attention 
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into an activity. As I will go on to discuss, the conditions for learning and the conditions for 

flow overlap and complement each other.   

 The student holds the responsibility of desiring to learn. Only then can the student 

find their own empowerment to search. An existentialist approach to teaching insinuates 

that the student is free to enact their own will to learn (Rancière, 1991, p. 12). As seen in 

some traditional teaching approaches, students can easily become passive in what they do

—they sit, they copy, they memorise, they get tested—the need to think deeply does not 

always make its way through the cycle. This approach does not require the student to 

search. The pedagogue can facilitate searching in a way that allows questions to surface, 

which can assist the student in enacting their own will to search. Argumentatively, and 

drawing from Rancière, no one can enact a will to learn except for the individual. No matter 

what the structure is or how the teacher approaches the class, the student still holds a 

responsibility to search. 

 A key to enacting one’s will to search is finding a continual curiosity in one’s practice 

and research. Though the teacher can recognise when curiosity is diminishing and offer up 

suggestions to restart this continual investigation, the teacher cannot teach curiosity, the 

student must find this curiosity for themselves. Another layer to this curiosity is the 

restrictions of the ego. To learn, the ego must be given up in order to continue to 

investigate what one thinks one knows in order to learn that one has more to learn. Only 

then can one find depth and acquire understandings. Asserting an egoless curiosity will 

allow the individual to enact their own will to learn and initiate the infinite possibilities within 

searching.  

 To fully immerse oneself in a state of learning, a will to learn and an egoless 

curiosity must be employed alongside a single focus. As Csikszentmihalyi suggests in his 

research, investing psychic energy (or attention) in one focus can manifest a richer 

experience or result (1991, p. 69). Drawing on Csikszentmihalyi, an individual who multi-

tasks usually ends up spreading their psychic energy out too thin and sacrifices the quality 

and depth invested in each task. If, as Csikszentmihalyi suggests, you place all of your 

psychic energy in one task, then much deeper understandings can flourish. The challenge 

lies in committing oneself to a task and investing all of one’s psychic energy in order to 

dive deeper and deeper into the not yet known of that sole task. When this final condition 
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occurs, of investing attention in one task, then the individual can enter into a learning state 

where flow can occur and new knowledge can be discovered.  

 Learning states and flow states have a paradoxical relationship. As mentioned 

previously, flow can be viewed as a notion of embodied cognition, or a process of learning 

where cognition can be developed. To enter into flow, we must first ensure that we are 

pursuing the condition’s for a learning state: enacting one’s will to learn, an egoless 

curiosity, and a single focus. When these conditions for a learning state are pursued then 

paradoxically we can begin the process of learning and immerse ourself in a flow 

experience where new knowledge can emerge.  

 When a student is able to access a learning state, then the role of the pedagogue 

can be situated to facilitate and guide the student in a liminal space where flow states can 

be experienced. A negotiated role between the student and teacher surfaces as the 

teacher can only facilitate searching if the student is in a learning state. Furthermore, once 

the student is in a learning state, then a negotiation between the known and not yet known 

becomes speculated upon both the pedagogue and student—each assuring a searching is 

occurring. In terms of flow states, it can be recognised how learning states parallel and 

complement flow states. For flow to occur, an individual must focus their attention on one 

task and furthermore only the individual can bring them self into a flow experience—it is 

enacted by the individual. Thus, when individuals are in a state of learning, then they can 

enter into a state of flow, where learning can occur, as they are already pursuing several 

conditions necessary for flow to occur. Through the role of the teacher and the student in a 

leaning state, flow experiences can become accessible and new understandings can arise. 
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Part 2: Flow in dance performance 

2.1 Movement-based approach to flow states 

  

 A movement-based approach such as dance offers opportunities for flow states 

when structured appropriately. A movement practice that creates the opportunities for 

extended consciousness to occur can develop complex understandings shared between 

the body, mind, and world. If engaged in an ongoing practice, this complexity can become 

more apparent, bringing each flow experience and these interconnected understandings 

with us into the ever-changing present. 

 To explore a movement-based approach in relation to extended consciousness, I 

will discuss how Jorge Crecis, choreographer and teacher, implements tools, skills, and 

forms that allow these states of extended consciousness to occur. I will discuss how 

movement as an approach to entering flow states can produce complex understandings 

which can translate into one’s instinctual responses. Through fostering more skilful, 

strategic, and mindful approaches to movement, one can develop a more thoughtful 

approach to their most automated movements. A movement-approach to flow states 

fosters complexity in the body and mind.  

2.2 About Jorge Crecis 

 Jorge Crecis, originally from Spain, is a teacher, choreographer, director, and 

performer. He studied Sports & Exercise Sciences at the University of Madrid, as well as 

training in contemporary dance at the Real Conservatorio Profesional de Danza de Madrid. 

He has taught for many professional companies such as DV8, Punchdrunk, and Akram 

Khan Company. His work, Twelve, premiered at the Sadler’s Wells Theatre with Acosta 

Danza. Recently, he completed his PhD, which involved developing a unique methodology 

to replicate the state of mind associated with peak performance. Crecis founded OWL 

Training, a training methodology focused on Peak Performance (OWL Training, no date).  

 Crecis’s OWL Training is utilised to increase levels of consciousness, resulting in an 

increase in productivity, overall wellbeing, and presence in order to positively influence a 

person’s life in all aspects. OWL training consists of three pillars: commitment, ownership, 

and playfulness. Commitment, explains that as the individual we must enact our own 
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power and commit to what we are doing. Ownership, suggests that you trust your expertise 

and skills, you are aware of how you interact with your surroundings, and you are enjoying 

the task at hand. Playfulness is simply encouraging a playful approach to the work or task 

(OWL Training, no date). These are just brief descriptions touching the surface of a very 

deep and complex training methodology. Based on these pillars, Jorge has developed a 

class that implements a structure which creates opportunities for flow states to occur. 

 In terms of my research in relation to Crecis, I differ in my approach by specifying 

the quality of presence, flow, being a notion of embodied cognition and placing these ideas 

in the context of dance performance, while asserting the significance of the entirety of the 

group. Drawing on my experience in Crecis’s class, the following class I will go on to 

discuss is one I experienced when training with the EDge dance company. 

2.3 Analysis of Crecis’s approach and methodology 

 To summarise, Crecis’s class can roughly be divided into two parts, 1. Warm-up 

including mobilising the joints, activating muscles, strengthening exercises and active 

stretching, and 2. More complex movement sequences moving in and out of the floor. The 

focus is to not stop moving, to keep going and to push yourself while staying aware to not 

have collisions with other people. In Crecis’s class, he creates a non-hierarchal 

relationship with the group by making it clear that the class will not be about copying, but 

will be about awareness—the group as a whole, seeing, and listening to learn. He sets a 

theme for the class and invites us to give ourselves fully for the entirety of the class. The 

result allows the identity of the pedagogue to blur and to become just another entity in the 

group. Crecis is simply directing the orchestra of bodies moving through the democratic 

space. The class Crecis presents takes the individual on a journey, where through the 

challenge, spontaneity, and play, the student finds flow. In this chapter I will address 

Crecis’s class structure in relation to the conditions and characteristics for flow.  

 The following paragraphs will elaborate on how Crecis’s work addresses the 

conditions for flow as mentioned in Part 1. I will point out how the following conditions are 

apparent: an overall goal with subgoals, measurable progress, concentration and focus on 

the activity, interacting with the opportunities available, and the continuous adjustment of 

the task to find your place of being challenged just enough. I will discuss Crecis’s class in 

relation to notions of flow states in more detail. 
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 Crecis’s class lies in a liminal space, moving between form and chaos, a sort of 

unknown. Throughout the first half of the class, students navigate their way between the 

the other students while complying with a given task. The tasks vary between running 

through the space, bringing another person to the floor, walking on all fours, tasks with a 

partner, and various strength and stretching exercises. The recurrent circle, moving across 

the room, or working in partners are the concrete forms that dissect the chaos of 

navigating between the other movers in a task. In the second half of class, there is usually 

a longer sequence of movements performed, but Crecis makes sure to not keep you 

comfortable. He surprises the students by always changing the front right before the group 

begins, challenging our sense of direction. This approach produces an element of 

unpredictability, and a chance for the individual to trust that they have a deeply embodied 

knowledge of the material and do not need to be reliant on a predefined facing. 

Furthermore, he begins to create more complex transitions between groups performing an 

exercise in the centre and groups on the edges following a given task. Again, we return to 

the unpredictability of navigating between bodies. You can never know what will happen, 

what the forms will be, or how the other bodies will react. The unpredictability of the class 

produces clear concentration and total involvement in order to keep up with the pace of the 

class, other moving bodies, and to ensure your own safety. 

 To cope with the unpredictability of Crecis’s class, a strong concentration and focus 

emerges which in turn allows a sense of ownership to surface. A natural alertness arises 

as 1. the individual needs to be aware of the multiplicity of bodies for general safety 

reasons 2. the unpredictability of the structure requires the individual’s full attention to stay 

connected to the structures Crecis offers and 3. the unpremeditated nature of each body 

creates another level of surprise for the individual. This approach not only sets the 

foundation for flow states to occur, but it also deceivingly creates a form for the students to 

take initiative and ownership of what they learn and how. This arises out of necessity, but 

resultantly empowers the individual to realise their full potentials and capabilities 

autonomously.  

 Crecis has a unique approach to the content of his work in terms of difficulty and 

prospective goals. The content Crecis presents varies between following simple tasks and 

picking up more complex movements. In these more complex movements, there is no 

larger goal of getting everything perfect, he digresses from this idea and places an 
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emphasis on not stopping, continuing to move no matter how lost one may become. This 

approach towards the class alleviates the student of the pressure of always getting things 

right. It allows the student to realise he or she holds the power to take ownership. The 

student is responsible for pushing themselves to understand through the simplicity or 

complexity, as well as pushing their physicality and intensity in their execution. As the flow 

experience suggests, an autotelic experience is necessary to access flow. In Crecis 

approach, there is no end goal, allowing the students to focus on the experience of the 

class and furthermore empowering the students to take ownership, searching for new 

opportunities and ways to improve or challenge themselves further.  

 Another prominent component of Crecis’s class is in the nature of the structure, and 

how this creates inherent subgoals. While engaging with the task proposed, subgoals arise 

that lead to more instinctual responses. For example, the task of running through the 

space amongst a group of moving bodies creates the necessary subgoal of safety, 

peripheral awareness, and physical agility. Through focusing on the main task at hand, 

numerous subgoals are tested, developed, and remapped in one’s body. As the conditions 

Crecis sets up for the movers allows for flow states, a simultaneous development of reflex 

responses is occurring. Through the accidental collisions between bodies, the individual 

quickly becomes more and more aware, and their senses become alert and ready to act 

innately. The structure of Crecis’s class creates the conditions for flow states to occur and 

reflex responses to improve simultaneously. 

 It is recognisable how Crecis’s work implements the conditions necessary for flow 

states to emerge. As mentioned, throughout the class there are various tasks or goals, and 

subgoals that naturally arise due to the nature of the class. The progress of the class is 

easily measurable through the overarching goal of non-stop movement and staying safe 

amongst the group, which then becomes layered with other subgoals, giving the students 

further measurable goals to recognise and work towards. Concentration and focus arise 

out of necessity due to the multiple bodies and the need for the safety of the individual. 

Throughout the class, students are developing skills to interact with opportunities available

—the other bodies, the space, or the music. Lastly, due to the simplicity and complexity in 

the class, the student can constantly fine-tune their level of challenge, pushing their 

physical agility and strategising more skilfully with how they manoeuvre their body through 

the space. Through Crecis’s class, the conditions for flow are apparent and accessible. 
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 Crecis’s approach creates the conditions which allows for the characteristics of flow 

to surface: sense of concentration, clarity, immediate feedback, challenging but possible, 

the distortion of time, loss of the sense of self, and feeling part of something larger. As 

mentioned above the first four characteristics are clear and apparent through his class. 

The next characteristic, time, is evident as the non-stop nature of the class allows you to 

never stop and realise time passing. Your total involvement and engagement is necessary 

so you never have a chance to acknowledge time. The concept of time becomes lost. The 

last two characteristics both influence each other and are evident. With a more outward 

focus on the group and navigating between multiple bodies, you lose the habit of 

prioritising the self. Your concerns, judgments, and doubts revolving around the self 

diminish and you become a tribe, taking care of each other and being aware of each other. 

This loss of the sense of self allows you to become fully immersed in the present with no 

hesitations. You become part of something greater than yourself and this feeling breeds an 

energy that interweaves between the whole group and carries you through the entirety of 

the class. Flow, in a movement-based class with others, becomes a shared experience 

through and because of the others. Through Crecis’s innovative class structure one can 

recognise how the characteristics of flow states are manifested.  

 It is clear how in Crecis’s work, he sets the foundation for flow to be accessible. He 

shifts traditional structures and goals to a more progressive frame where the values 

emphasised create more positive outcomes for the students. He empowers the student to 

realise their full potentials and capabilities in a carefully directed movement-based class. 

Crecis’s class allows one to lose the sense of self and experience flow relationally through 

the other individuals. Through the depth and richness of Crecis work, one can practise the 

immersion that flow states demand. 

2.4 Re-situating conditions for flow in a dance context 

 My analysis of Crecis’s work allows me to re-define the particular flow state which is 

at stake in the context of dance performance when dancing with others. To particularise 

Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of flow to the context of dance performance, I suggest the 

following conditions:  

1. Liminal Space - moving between chaos and form in terms of structure, 

offering distance between known and not yet known 
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2. Interaction with environment (bodies, space, music, surroundings) - 

producing unpredictability in the other, learning from different bodies, 

constant engagement with the not yet known 

3. Simplicity - either in movement or instruction, clear goals 

4. Playfulness - when there is play, there is enjoyment, there is engagement 

5. Intrinsic goals - in the work of the class, class is not focused on perfecting a 

form/aesthetic, focus is on the experience 

6. Non-hierarchical approach— students are responsible for searching and 

embodied knowledge, teacher is no longer the ‘expert’ 

7. ‘Seeds of knowledge’—offering words for the student to carry or contemplate 

with them through class   

 As mentioned previously, the conditions for flow are innate in the pursuit of a dance 

performance. Thus, this understanding and my analysis of Crecis’s class has allowed me 

to conclude what conditions in the context of dance in a group setting can support 

accessing flow experiences. Through these conditions, a student can practise the 

immersion that flow states demand which can then be translated into a dance 

performance. When there is a liminal space the student needs to take ownership of what 

they want to learn. It allows them to become more active and involved in the activity of 

dance. Through interacting with the environment (bodies, space, music, sound), an 

unpredictability emerges. With an unpredictability, an individual’s involvement becomes 

necessary in order to not get physically lost in the dance class or performance. 

Furthermore, with the involvement with the other, at a certain point one can lose the habit 

of prioritising self interest, and can experience flow through and because of the others. The 

others involved contribute to a shared experience of flow (discussed in more detail in 

section 2.5). Additionally, simplicity and playfulness contribute to the ability to engage with 

the task of dance without judgments or concerns arising, allowing one to let go of their ego 

and give in to the experience of flow. The task of dance can quickly become very driven by 

aesthetics and forms. A class structure that digresses from these goals and focuses on the 

experience of flow can allow the student to utilise the class to practise performance 

presence in the context of dance without the worry of form or aesthetics. The last 

condition, ‘seeds of knowledge’ as stated by Francis Bacon, is simply offering a word or 

concept that the student can carry with them through the class to contemplate (Bacon cited 

in Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, p. 117). Often Crecis began classes in this way and as a 

student I found it very fruitful to my practice. The above conditions are my suggestions and 
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modifications for ways to access flow in order to practise performance presence when 

dancing or moving in a group with others.   

 Presence and learning can flourish in a dance context through implementing the 

suggested conditions. Through a trial and error approach, students can begin to fine-tune 

performance presence through a structure that allows for one to practise the experience of 

performance. When the individual allows themselves to shift the priority of focus to the 

experience, then the form or aesthetics of the task can take care of themselves. Through a 

class allowing for the immersion that flow states demand, a total involvement and 

interaction between the mind, body, and world occurs, where through the process of 

learning, new and complex understandings emerge. It is through practise that one begins 

to understand more profoundly the experience of flow, and when situated in a dance 

context, a performer can begin to invest time in practising performance presence.  

2.5 Redefining flow states in a dance context 

 Csikszentmihalyi (1991) presents flow in a very broad and technical sense in order 

to be understood across contexts. After further researching and understanding flow in the 

context of dancing with others (more specifically, the EDge dance company), I have come 

to re-understand what a flow state is.  

 Flow is an enduring connectedness with a group, a tribe, an entity, where amongst 

the group you find a synergistic energy. Your sense of self becomes lost and replaced with 

feeling invincible and limitless in the pureness of the present. You are no longer concerned 

for the self, rather your consciousness disperses throughout the group. Colloquially, 

presence is thought as a loss of ego, where judgments and concerns centred around the 

self disappear. My understanding of presence is more complex than this. Presence, to the 

quality of flow, becomes not only a loss of ego, but an extension of consciousness through 

and of others. This is how I perceive flow, a connectedness like no other, humbling in fact, 

where the notions around the self can disappear and the group can become empowered 

as one. 

 My understanding of flow has developed to realise the significance of emphasising 

the collective. Through my experiences, I have realised that in the context of dancing with 

a company, it is the presence of others that can contribute to the conditions for flow. When 
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a commonality of goals become shared endeavours between individuals, the experience 

one undergoes becomes much richer. Leonard (1978) suggests that, as humans we 

constantly seek connections and relations. He explains how we can consider humans as 

oscillators with each individual having their own pulse or rhythm, and when two oscillators 

meet, they seek to find the exact pulse, they find entrainment. Their pulses can lock in and 

find a sort of harmony (p. 13). This entrainment, these connections we seek are innate 

qualities. When two pulses are synchronised and pulsing together the connection is much 

stronger and greater than the sum of their individual potential; a synergism occurs. 

Furthermore, that is to not say a soloist cannot experience flow. A soloist in a dance 

performance can find entrainment through the music, through the engagement and 

connection with the audience, or even through the dance itself. The soloist just needs to 

realise the significance of the other, whether it be the music, audience or dance. 

Understanding the potentials and influences of the other, the group, and the environment 

can explain the limits or resistance we can place upon the self in pursuits revolved around 

the self. A quote by George Leonard can further describe the connectedness with the 

other: 

“The world and our relation to it seems remarkably different; our 

connectedness with all we perceive is vivid and undeniable. I’ve theorized 

that this synchrony, this silent pulse of perfect rhythm, is always present in 

each of us; that it is, in fact, the most essential and irreducible condition of 

our existence. Awareness of perfect rhythm generally occurs when, for one 

reason or another, we are stripped of the barriers of ego, custom, language, 

and judgment, and find ourselves at the dimensionless point from which 

space-time unfolds.” (1978, p. 132) 

When we let go of the self with our egos, judgments, concerns, and find our engagement 

with a group, we can experience this perfect rhythm, this total connectedness and harmony 

with the other. Extended consciousness becomes situated beyond your own body, and 

becomes an extension to other bodies, situated through and of others.  

 Flow is rather an energy, a synchronising of energies around us to create a 

synergistic energy where the flow experience can unfold. In my experience training and 

performing for a year with the EDge dance company, I found the receptiveness and 

sensitivity of the group was very heightened. When someone was off, something was 
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missing, but when this connection was strong between us all, there was another power 

present. The energy radiating from each of us created a sort of synergy in the space in 

which we moved where this ultimate energy and connection was felt. We found a 

synchronicity, a state of flow perfectly situated in the moment.  

Conclusion 

 Performance presence in the context of dancing with others, is something that can 

be practised through structures that implement conditions for flow states to occur and allow 

the individual to immerse the self in the task. The teacher serves as the facilitator in these 

practices in order to establish a continual searching through the liminal space of known 

and not yet known. In my research, I view flow states as a notion of embodied cognition 

rather than a state of mind, where through flow experiences in a movement-based context, 

the process of learning occurs and the individual can discover new understandings. I 

suggest that one must first pursue conditions for a learning state in order to enter into a 

flow state where learning occurs. As discussed, dance performance has many 

characteristics of flow that are already innate to the activity; what becomes important is 

what we choose to focus our psychic energy on. When we shift the focus to the experience 

then we can enter into a state of flow. Through my experience with the EDge dance 

company I redefined my approach to flow, as termed by Csikszentmihalyi, and placed it 

into the context of dance performance when dancing with others. What my analysis and 

research allowed me to synthesise is that in the context of dancing with others, the 

presence of others can contribute to the conditions for flow. In a flow state, an immersion in 

the practice of performing occurs, but more importantly an extension into an environment 

of others occurs. Flow can be a shared experience, an intersubjective flow, where the 

engagement and interaction with others can contribute to the experience of flow. 

 To conclude, the degree of consciousness producing flow is something that is never 

given, it needs to be constantly practised, re-understood, and re-experienced. It is in 

practicing flow that one can continue to realise and rationalise what flow is and can be. The 

flow we experience in a dance context with others is one of total connectedness and 

synchronicity between and through bodies, music, and the environment. We enact our own 

freedom from blocks, restrictions, habits, but we do this through others. In a state of flow, 

we can perceive the emancipation of consciousness felt as one in the presence of others. 
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