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Abstract: The Japanese concept/characterMA (間), commonly translated as “gap,
interval, or the in between,” partakes in many forms of Japanese arts and daily-life
practices. In this article, we report the results of a qualitative research on themean-
ing or experience ofMA and its relation with the feeling of togetherness in the con-
text of contemporary dance improvisation. We interviewed performers and
spectators (all professional dancers) while they watched the videotaped and
reduced stick-figure versions of short dance improvisations created in a laboratory
installed with motion-capture sensors. Based on the individual narratives, and
inspired by Japanese and occidental aesthetic writings, we elaborate a specific
understanding of MA as attending to the event’s preacceleration, and how this
experience causally relates to the feeling of togetherness (一体感, ittaikan). We
propose that MA, understood not extensionally (as an empty space or a silent
gap), but intentionally/internally as a certain quality of attention or perceptual
mode, is fertile ground for serendipity. MA as an interpersonal ethical construct
suggests a transsubjective difference as a foundation for a collective coming
together.
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Can what separates us, that which is the
inherent difference, be the source of our
sense of belonging? In this paper we discuss
the Japanese concept/experience of MA
(“the gap”) and its relationship to the feeling
of togetherness in contemporary dance

improvisation. After a brief introduction of
the concepts of MA, togetherness, and group
flow, we will discuss our phenomenological
“terrain,” dance improvisation, as a “labora-
tory” for intersubjective research. We will
then present the goals and methods of our
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study before turning to a qualitative analysis
of the narratives produced by the dancers
and spectators. We will suggest a reading of
these narratives through the lenses of Erin
Manning’s event-movement philosophy and
end with a broadening of the empirical field
to suggest parallels with other Japanese expe-
riential domains.

Background, Motivation and

Structure of This Study

MA (間) in Japanese Aesthetics and

Everyday Life

The concept ofMA (間) is a rich concept in Jap-
anese culture that usually refers to the space or
the time “in-between” things, people, or events.
It has a long history in Japanese aesthetic prac-
tices (e.g., Japanese painting, calligraphy, floral
arrangement, Zen garden design, traditional
music) and daily life (e.g., tea ceremony, silence
in daily conversation) in Japan. In the spatial
dimension (as in architecture and garden
design), MA is used to designate the empty
space “in between,” a void whose substance
and power are widely acknowledged by practi-
tioners. The architect Arata Isozaki (1979)
wrote in the exhibition catalogue for MA:
Space–Time in Japan about MA as the “natural
distance between two or more things existing
in a continuity … giving rise to both spatial
and temporal formulations” (p. 78). In the Noh
theater, actors incorporate a temporal quality
of MA by cultivating long pauses. The appear-
ance of “no-action,” MA, connects the previous
action and the following action (Morioka, 2015).
Nothing happens, yet many things emerge. In tra-
ditional Japanese calligraphy, the negative and
positive spaces defined by sumi (ink) conjointly
define a masterpiece as their combination reflects
the whole being of the writer. The negative space
is not “empty” but contains its own strong exis-
tence working in synergy with the positive space
(Nakashima, 2007; Sato & Kawabe, 1999).

There is no translational equivalent of “MA”
in occidental languages. Different terms are
used in different domains in which “MA” is

operationalized in Japanese. For example, the
terms “gap” or “interval” will be often used in
spatial or temporal domains, and “silence” in
music. “MA,” however, extends those terms
with incorporation of a non-quantifiable sense
of tension and relief. The concept of MA has
had important influences on occidental philoso-
phy and art making. For example, John Cage,
who attended D. T. Suzuki’s 1952 lecture on
Zen at Columbia University, once mentioned
that his attention in a Japanese stone garden
was not towards stones or the relationship
between stones, but the emptiness of the sand
(Larson, 2013). He translated this visual atten-
tion to the listening experience and proposed
that silence was actually full of sounds. In his
now famous composition, 403300 (Cage, 1952),
the pianist David Tudor sat by the piano with-
out playing any musical notes for the duration
of 4 min and 33 s. As the stopwatch ticked, the
performer did “non-doing” (not doing the
often-expected action—playing the piano).

In our project, which started in an interdisci-
plinary meeting about MA in the arts and sci-
ences in February 2018 at Tohoku University,
Sendai, Japan, we have been interested in the
expression and experience ofMA in contempo-
rary dance improvisation (Tseng, Wang, &
Shioiri, 2020). At the meeting, Ms. Shoko
Kashima andMs. Chico Katsube, Japanese con-
temporary dance improvisers, talked about
their work with MA:

“The sharing moment between improvisers is
theMA” (by Ms. Shoko Kashima), and “[The
experience of working with MA in joint
improvisation] is like when energymeets with
energy, and creates something unknown to
either one. … one might feel lost…, and that
could be ‘MA,’ which is between what you
understand, andwhat you do not understand”
(by Ms. Chico Katsube).

This firsthand practitioners’ use of MA in
their artistic performance suggests a sense of
MA that goes beyond physical space and time,
extending into the intersubjective creative
process.

2 C. Tseng, M. Cheng, H. Matout, K. Fujita, Y. Kitamura, S. Shioiri, I.-L. Ho, and A. Bachrach

© Japanese Psychological Association 2021.



Togetherness and Group Flow

During a collective activity (such as team sports
or joint improvisation), the feeling of “together-
ness” and the phenomenon of “group flow” are
frequently discussed as they both involve opti-
mal performance and satisfactory experience.
The Japanese equivalent for “togetherness,”
that is, ittaikan (一体感), means literally “feeling
of oneness.” Noy, Levit-Binun, and
Golland (2015) have defined moments of
togetherness as special moments that are “mar-
ked by dissolution of the self–other boundaries
… arising from a continuous coordinated inter-
action between people.… They relate to a com-
mon human phenomenon, appearing in a
variety of social contexts, including collective
rituals, empathic communication, and mother–
infant relationship” (p. 2). In those social
contexts, people usually show behavioral
convergence, such as performing the same
movements synchronously in religious rituals
or unconscious mimicry in mother–infant inter-
action. It is reasonable to expect that moving
together makes people feel togetherness.
However, empirical studies tell another story.
Noy et al.’s empirical study related movement
synchronization (in a simplified mirror game
setup) with the feeling of togetherness, and con-
cluded that “Interpersonal synchrony, charac-
terized by fine-grained coordination and a
sense of connectedness, can be considered as a
mechanism subserving togetherness in joint
improvisation” (p. 2). However, in that same
study, they found that moments where partici-
pants felt togetherness often did not exhibit
increased synchrony and, similarly, moments
of increased synchrony were not always experi-
enced as togetherness. Along similar lines,
Vicary, Sperling, von Zimmermann, Richard-
son, and Orgs (2017) have demonstrated that
synchrony among dancers was most often not
correlated with the rating of togetherness by
spectators. Put together, these studies suggest
that while movement synchrony can participate
in the experience of togetherness, it is neither a
sufficient nor a necessary condition.

Group flow is the shared sense of “flow,” a
psychological state fully absorbed with the team
and not being disrupted by any unnecessary

thoughts (Pels, Kleinert, & Mennigen, 2018).
Sawyer (2017) and Duncan and West (2018)
describe group flow as a collective state of mind
that is experienced by a group engaged collec-
tively in an activity (such as joint improvisa-
tion). Group flow is more likely to occur when
group members have a shared goal, equal par-
ticipation, deep listening for others, and are
fully engaged in the activity, responding to what
they hear in a particular moment instead of
planning ahead. Given the similarities between
togetherness and group flow, it is likely that
these two concepts describe the same or very
similar phenomena. The feeling of togetherness
has been argued to play an important role in the
aesthetic experience of dancing for spectators
(Vicary et al., 2017) as well as performers
(Himberg, Laroche, Bigé, Buchkowski, &
Bachrach, 2018). One important and unre-
solved question is: what brings about the feeling
of togetherness or group flow in dancing and
more generally? A second, related and, to our
knowledge, unaddressed question, is the cross-
cultural stability of these concepts, as most stud-
ies have been conducted in occidental contexts.

MA and Togetherness in Dance

Improvisation

Improvisation as an artistic practice emphasizes
real-time decision-making and collaborative
skills in a creative act (Heble & Caines, 2014,
pp. 19–24). Within contemporary dance, joint
improvisation provides, for both performers
and viewers, a spontaneous co-creating process
that heavily involves participants’ cognitive
functions, including perception, attention, non-
verbal expressions, and communications
(Hagendoorn, 2003; C. Lewis, 2012; Sowden,
Clements, Redlich, & Lewis, 2015). This form
of embodied creativity is generated and shared
via dancers’ movements, serving as a cognitive
medium (Kirsh, 2011). It is bidirectional as
“viewers participate along with the performers
in the open field of possible choices and the per-
former’s construction and selection of those
choices through which meaning is determined”
(Foster, 2015, p. 9). Dance improvisation is a
promising terrain for socio-affective cognitive
science studies (Himberg et al., 2018) as (a) it
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is a scenario mimicking the complexity of natu-
ral nonverbal communications in the real world;
(b) it inherently includes or invites a spectator
perspective, thus allowing examination of the
“same” relational dynamics or gestures from
first-, second-, and third-person perspectives;
and (c) dance evolves in both time and space,
which allows for detailed instrumental study of
its dynamics. These spatiotemporal dynamics,
coupled with the inherent intersubjectivity of
the practice, make it a particularly appropriate
media for the exploration of the aesthetic con-
cept of MA.

Our collaborative research team has been
exploring MA (間) and togetherness in the spe-
cific context of contemporary dance improvisa-
tion. Our first step consisted of filming 3-min
duet improvisations with expert dance impro-
visers. The improvisation score (or instruction)
was to “dance with MA,” though we left it to
the individual dancers to interpret the

instruction in their own way (without verbally
elaborating upon it with the other dancer).
The dances were videotaped and captured using
optical motion-capture technology, which
allowed us to generate short animations of the
same dances, where the dancers (Figure 1A)
were replaced with articulated stick figures
(Figure 1B). The sequence used for the study
here was danced by two Japanese dancers, a
female dancer with a ballet and contemporary
dance background and a male dancer with con-
temporary improvisation and Noh theater
training.

In a first follow-up study (Tseng et al., in
press), we invited Japanese and non-Japanese
non-dancers to watch the videotaped dance per-
formances and had them report their perceived
moments of MA. We observed agreement
within each cultural group regarding moments
of MA, suggesting that individuals shared simi-
lar perception and understanding of the abstract

Figure 1 (A) Two contemporary dancers improvised in a laboratory installed with optical motion-capture sys-
tem. (B) Their movement was later reduced to 21 selections of the tracked points, and two stick dancers were
indicated with different colors.
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concept. We also asked participants, in a sepa-
rate run, to report the moments when they felt
the two dancers were dancing “together.” Inter-
estingly, this “togetherness” did not mean phys-
ical proximity but a psychological feeling that
the two performers were dancing as “one unit”
(oneness; i.e., ittaikan, in Japanese), instead of
two separate dancers. We discovered a signifi-
cantly higher correlation between the moments
of “togetherness” and “MA” in Japanese partic-
ipants compared to non-Japanese participants.

This correlation between MA and together-
ness and the observed cultural difference moti-
vated us to conduct the current study with
expert participants. Given the habitual under-
standing (in non-Japanese circles) of MA as a
spatial or temporal quality, we were surprised
by the fact that for Japanese spectators (unlike
non-Japanese) the two concepts/feelings were
related. In the study reported here, we were
interested to understand the relationship
between the experience of “MA” and of
“togetherness” through the narratives of
dancers and spectators regarding their experi-
ence of joint improvisation. We speculated that
the MA experienced in joint dance improvisa-
tion may not be limited to only the space–time
dimensions (as in standard aesthetic descrip-
tions [see above]), but instead might describe a
relational/interpersonal affective experience
that has rarely been addressed, at least in
English-language discussions of the concept.

We invited the performers of the original
dance and a number of other experienced
dancers to watch the recorded dance, and used
the semi-structured interview method to ask
their impression of MA and togetherness
expressed in the dance improvisation.

Methods

Participant Recruitment and Interview

Protocols

We conducted the interviews at three sites:
Kagoshima (an international dance festival,
i-Dance Japan Contact Improvisation,
October 13–19, 2019), Tokyo, and Sendai
(February 2020).

Site1:Kagoshimaparticipants’ recruitment.

In Kagoshima, we interviewed 13 experienced
dancers from an international dance festival.
They were of diverse cultural backgrounds from
countries in Asia (Japan, Korea, Taiwan),
Europe (Norway, Netherlands, Italy), and the
United States, and were attending as spectators.
We targeted this group of participants because
participants to this festival had all passed an eli-
gibility pre-screening due to venue and staff
capacity. In general, all participants were expe-
rienced dancers, improvisers, or body workers,
and they all had previous experiences of joint
dance improvisation. The participants joined
on a voluntary basis and were all informed that
this was an experiment investigating communi-
cation during joint dance improvisation before
they signed a consent form.

Site 1: Kagoshima interview protocol.

The interviews were conducted mainly in
English, and a bilingual interpreter was invited
to assist if a participant chose to use Japanese
or Chinese for this interview. We used the fol-
lowing sequence to conduct the interview.
(a) First, we asked about participants’ personal
biography, with an emphasis on their experi-
ences related to dance and performing arts.
(b) We then presented the 3-min joint dance
improvisation in articulated stick figures
(Figure 1B) without informing them about the
theme of the dance (i.e., MA). They freely
reported their impressions and observations.
We included this free-report stage to avoid pos-
sible cognitive bias, a pre-existing framework
which might cloud the participants’ judgment
or affective states. (c) After that, we informed
them that these two dancers had improvised
around the theme of MA, and all of our inter-
viewed participants had sufficient understand-
ing of the concept of MA and its implication/
application in dance joint improvisation. We
asked them to re-watch the same 3-min video
again. They then reported their appreciation of
the video with new information. This allowed
us to investigate whether the revelation of the
theme (i.e.,MA) enhanced performer–audience
communication in future research.
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Site 2/3: Tokyo/Sendai participants. For
the dancers who had participated in the creation
of the sequences, we interviewed them 1 year
after their recording in Tokyo and Sendai. The
performers’ comments while watching their
own actions after a time window allowed us to
understand different perspectives from those
of the naive spectators from Site 1.

Site 2/3: Interview Protocol. We used a
slightly modified protocol for the Tokyo/Sendai
participants because they knew about the
dance’s theme. (a) We first had the dancers
watch the videotaped version and provide us
with their recollections of the experience of
dancing. (b) We then watched with them the
animated version and asked them to point out
moments ofMA. (c) In the last part of the inter-
view, we evoked the term “togetherness” and
asked them to comment on their experience of
togetherness during the dance.

Textual Analysis of Interviews

In the spirit of grounded theory (Charmaz &
Belgrave, 2007), we have listened to the differ-
ent interviews and synthesized from the multi-
ple narratives a number of observations. The
interview included four stages of analysis. The
first stage of analysis was the formation of a base
list of terms concerningMA from previous liter-
ature (e.g., “gap,” “pauses,” “silences,” “empti-
ness”). At the second stage of the analysis,
sometimes referred to as open coding, we incor-
porated our interaction with interviewees to
extend the base list. In such an iterative process,
new categories can continuously emerge, and
existing ones can be split into subcategories or
merged into meta-categories during the process
itself. After the stage of open coding, we made
the first theoretical or formal model, determin-
ing the principal dimensions of MA coming
from our corpus and how they come together.
The last stage of the analysis consisted of itera-
tively (re)shaping the model by confronting it
with the existing literature onMA but also phil-
osophical and/or artistic sources that we
deemed relevant.

MA
In line with numerous references in the litera-
ture to MA as “stillness,” “silence,” or “inter-
corporeal space,” the dancers and spectators in
our study used these terms as factors in their
experience of MA.

“MA is about time, the time to wait between
the two dancers.” (B. K.)
“MA is the pause and space in a dance. Even
the movement stops, the emotion continues.”
(G.W.)
“In this improvisation, MA is expressed by
both time and space, not only one dimension,
but two dimensions together.” (D. C.)

However, MA takes other forms too:

“I think MA is not really the space between
people itself, it is something that you feel …
I feltMA insidemewatching this… during that
MAmoment I focused onmy feelings, I felt that
I tuned in[to]myself…Maybe it is the time you
feel your partner’s emotions.” (J.)
“MA is not only the waiting time but also
preparation time for action … ‘MA’ is when
I inhale then I exhale at the ‘Go’
action.” (M. T.)

For many observers and dancers, MA was
described as moments of waiting or listening to
the partner (or to the relation). In such a MA
moment, the boundary of one’s feelings or
senses expands towards two different direc-
tions, both inside and outside, tuning in and also
reaching out or feeling others more.

“At the specific moment of MA, … two peo-
ple decide to start something together (‘go’)
without a verbal communication or sign. The
spontaneous sign is the ‘MA’ for me. When
she stops, it doesn’t happen. When the next
movement starts, it comes. It is not waiting,
but waiting for something to occur. Very intui-
tive and not easy to report.” (M. T.)
“It is hard to describe but from the move-
ment, there is a shared thought between the
two dancers. I can also read their logic, and
know where I should place myself if I am
invited to join them.” (D. C.)
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This waiting or listening does not have an
objective/canonical length nor a specific body/
spatial configuration:

“The length of MA depends on the
dancer.” (M. K.)
“The space configuration is formulated
momentarily by the dancers.” (D. C.)

MA does not depend on specific visual
(or any other specific modality) inputs:

“When M. poses, she usually faces the way
where T. is not there. Her back is facing
where T. is. … It can imply that MA is some-
thing you feel, it is not something that can
be seen … even if I am blind, I can sense
MA.” (J.)
“MA is sensing what partner feels.… [In] this
video, she senses her partner’s feelings. In a
way, I think this dancer’s techniques can be said
to be ‘Kuuki wo Yomu’ (reading the air). …
There is a readiness to share theMA at contact
improvisation.” (M. T.)

MA as the quality of waiting described by J. is
not “simply” a pause, but a specific quality of
attending or waiting for action or movement
to come.

“Waiting for something happening, something
starting in the moment so then too much paus-
ing time and too short defining the moment of
pausing is not good.” (T.)
“When just waiting, it [MA] does not happen
but when I think of the next motion it hap-
pens. … It is not only waiting but waiting for
something. … The waiting time for the next
motion.” (M. I.)

Commenting on the “absence” of MA in the
movement of one of the dancers, a spectator
comments:

“She was just waiting, she was just in the
moment, not expecting the next moment…
what she should do the next moment.” (J.)

MA describes waiting not for a movement/
action initiated by oneself nor by the partner

but that happens, that comes to take place out-
side the agentive control of the dancers.

“They are waiting for something beyond
themselves to start the next movement … let
say we both stop, we pause, and then we are
just waiting.” (J.)
“MA is a moment of nonverbally indicating a
collective GO for the next move-
ment.” (M. T.)

WhileMA is a “private” feeling (and can also
emerge in a solo with no physical partners), it
often names a shared moment:

“I feel MA with a partner and with myself …
my MA and my partner’s MA could coincide
… I feel that we both sense MA together but
not through intending to do so.” (M. T.)
“Not only the performer but also the audi-
ence feels [MA].” (M. T.)

A number of our informants talk of MA in
terms of sharing the breath:

“[When I watch] the same breath is coming
out … sharing the breath.” (M. T.)

MA and Preacceleration: A dialogue with

Erin Manning

We suggest naming this specific quality of
waiting that our informants reported “a-ten-
sion” (explicitly incorporating the etymologi-
cally related words “attention” and “tension”).
We propose to relate this a-tension to what
Isozaki (2006) names as the “gap, an original
difference immanent in things” (p. 95). We pro-
pose that, at least in the context of movement/
dance, the immanent difference mentioned by
Isozaki can be understood as what Erin Man-
ning (2009) calls incipient action or
preacceleration:

There are always at least two bodies. These
two stand close, facing one another,
reaching-toward an embrace that will signal
an acceleration of the movement that has
always already begun. The movement within
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becomes a movement without, not internal-
external, but folding and bridging in an inten-
sity of preacceleration. This means you are
never stopped. To move is to engage the
potential inherent in the preacceleration that
embodies you. Preaccelerated because there
can be no beginning or end to movement.
Movement is one with the world, not body/
world, but body-worlding. We move not to
populate space, not to extend it or to embody
it, but to create it. Our preacceleration
already colors space, vibrates it. Movement
quantifies it, qualitatively. Space is duration
with a difference. The difference is my body-
worlding, always more than one. …

Preacceleration: a movement of the not-yet
that composes the more-than-one that is my
body. Call it incipient action. (p. 13)

Manning (2009) conceives of the body as
“more-than-one” or “at least two.”We read this
“more-than-one” together with Isozaki’s “origi-
nal difference immanent in things.” For Isozaki
(2006), the understanding of MA “extension-
ally” is, as being in between things or between
the body and the world “…must have attained
common usage only after the importation of
Western ideas” (p. 94). In his discussion of MA
thinking in a very different context (organiza-
tional management and innovation),
Kodama (2017) also describes MA as a holistic
phenomenon: “Ma is the holistic relationship
that enables connection of continuous and dis-
continuous events and matters” (p. 32).

Similarly, Manning (2009) invites us to think
of movement not as movement of something in
the world but of a moving-with, “body-
worlding.” Just like Isozaki, she urges us to
replace the “internal-external” distinction with
“folding and bridging.” Crucially, for Manning,
the body, or the “more than one,” is not a static
or immobile “thing,” rather, it is the
“preacceleration that embodies you.” Manning
names preacceleration as the “movement of
the not-yet”, she adds “The concept of
preacceleration is a way of thinking the incipi-
ency of movement, the ways in which move-
ment is always on the verge of
expression” (p.14).

We propose that the particular a-tension
inherent to the preacceleration of the moving
body can also be found in musical performance
and return to Cage to provide an example. In
1962, Cage wrote a variation on the silence
piece: 000000 (403300 No. 2), which considers any
sound as a possible musical object: “In a situa-
tion provided with maximum amplification
(no feedback), perform a disciplined action”
(Cage, 1962). Because the score requires “not
repeating the same action in another perfor-
mance” and that “the action should not be a
musical composition,” audiences are in anticipa-
tion of the next (unpredictable) movement.
Contact microphones, attached to the surface
of the objects used by performers, amplified
any tiny sound and enhanced the audience’s
perception. Unlike the original version (403300,
described above), which prescribed a temporal
duration, the length of “waiting” or “silence” in
the second variation (000000) is unpredictable
for both the performer and the audience. The
uncertainty brings out the feeling of waiting
“for anything.” The gap between the previous
and the next sound is being amplified by the
audience’s anticipation, or “a-tension.” The
experience ofMA results from a reciprocal non-
verbal dialogue between audience and per-
former. This second variation seems to
embody the intersubjective quality of MA, sim-
ilar in spirit to the experience of MA described
by the dancers and spectators in our study.

MA and Togetherness

Observers sometimes distinguished moments
when both dancers waited or listened to each
other as particularly meaningful:

“When different dancers’ MA coincides, the
sense of togetherness emerges. We train to
share the same MA to create a unison. …
Togetherness comes only after the success of
joint MA.” (M. T.)

When asked specifically on the relation
between MA and togetherness, our informants
reported that for them, MA and togetherness
are highly related:
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“[MA and togetherness are] deeply related.
Doing MA, you are listening to each other,
and when you are listening to each other,
there is the feeling of togetherness.” (J.)

More specifically, togetherness is a feeling, or
a quality of movement, brought about by a
shared moment/ a gesture of MA:

“When I experienceMA in dancing and after-
wards for a little while I start moving auto-
matically, it is not me who moves, it is
something beyond myself. … This is what I
will be waiting for during MA.” (J.)
“MA creates ittaikan of all the persons
around.… Something happens withbreathing
and emotional things … ittaikan means
beyond the person … as if the two persons
are one person. … Some great experi-
ence.” (T.)

Interestingly, the distinctions between
“togetherness” and “synchronized movement”
are mentioned:

“How to report the perceived ‘togetherness’
is a big question. If I imitate the other person,
the audience will feel bored quickly.
Although two dancers are in a room
‘together,’ the audience may not feel the
dancers are ‘together,’ … as a performer, I
constantly try to includemy audience tomake
them feel included in the stage performance.
… That is, ‘togetherness’ between the dancer
and spectators.” (D. C.)

The narratives of our informants are in agree-
ment with our previous study.MA and together-
ness are correlated experiences. From our
interviews, we can identify a phenomenological
relationship between the two. When we sense
that another self (human or not human, known
or inferred) tunes in to the event’s
preacceleration with us (a shared moment of
MA), a feeling of togetherness emerges.
Manning (2009) terms this shared moment of
attention to the preacceleration “the interval”:

The interval is duration expressed in move-
ment. It is not something I create alone, or

something I can recreate by myself. It exists
in the between of movement. It accompanies
my movement, yet is never passive. It acti-
vates the next incipient movement. The inter-
val is the metastable quality through which
the relation is felt. Many potential intensities
populate it. It expresses itself as the shifting
axis that connects us. Proposition: the interval
creates the potential for movement that is
expressed by at least two bodies. (p. 13)

For Manning (2009) as well, sharing of the
preacceleration brings about a sense of togeth-
erness or oneness during movement:

“When the relational movement flows, it is
because we surrender to the interval: the
interval in-forms our movement. We re-form:
we create a collective body” (p. 13).

Similar observations can be found in musical
performances and other forms of interaction as
well. For example, Cage’s second version of
silence opens up more MA for the audience to
step in. Because any action and time duration
are permitted in 000000, the shared experience is
heightened. In psychotherapeutic relationships
where shared dialogic space is highly valued,
the concept of “the dialogical uncertainty” artic-
ulated the experience of finding the “other” in
“me” (Hermans, 2001) and the psychotherapeu-
tic effect of MA (Morioka, 2008). Kodama also
touches upon the intersubjective dimension of
MA and its causal relationship to the experience
of “BA” (a concept whose relationship to
“togetherness” we leave for future research):

Moreover, as Ma are hollow structures, their
presence does not separate subjects from
objects but rather acts to trigger the establish-
ment of “intersubjectivity.” Intersubjectivity
describes relationships established when all
persons involved mutually accept, interact
and join with the subjectivity of others to tran-
scend the self and become the collective
“we.” (p. 37)

Kinesthetic communication in dance, simi-
larly to sonic communication in sound arts and
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(co-)verbal communication in psychotherapy
and team formation in corporations, requires
reciprocal attention once the performers and
spectators step out of the familiar zone and
enter a shared space of uncertainty. That is,
instead of a passive viewer and an active doer,
the viewer becomes more participatory and
the doer takes on a posture of “listening.” The
audience and performers come together
through a shared anticipatory a-tension, a
shared MA.

Beyond Improvisation

Based on the narratives of dancers and specta-
tors, we formulatedMA as a quality of anticipa-
tory a-tension, and togetherness as a feeling
associated with shared moments of a-tension.
Though our narratives come from narratives of
dance improvisation, the emerging understand-
ing of MA and togetherness finds echoes in
other dimensions of Japanese cultural life. In
this section we will discuss a few of these possi-
ble connections.

Watsuji Tetsur�o (1889–1960) was an impor-
tant Japanese philosopher who developed an
understanding of Japanese ethics (Rinrigaku,
倫理学) through an analysis of the concept of
“human person” (ningen, 人間の学). Ningen is
composed of two characters, nin (人), meaning
“person” or “human being,” and gen (間), mean-
ing “space” or “between” (MA). Tetsur�o insists
on the dual nature of a human being as an indi-
vidual, and also amember of many social group-
ings. This marks a significant difference with
virtually all Western thinkers, who have devel-
oped individualistic forms of ethics
(Watsuji, 1996). In the Japanese context and
more broadly in the Asian context, the vast net-
work of interconnections in the space/time
world—human relations—shapes who we are.
The maintenance of a safe and appropriate dis-
tance governs how we face each other in the
betweenness that makes us.

In a clinical context, MA was proposed by
Morioka (2008) as a steppingstone for a success-
ful therapy session. Similar to movement impro-
visation, participants in a psychotherapeutic

session are in a dialogical space in which they
could create something new. As an experienced
therapist facilitates an active conversation to
expand the dialogical space, it is helpful tomain-
tain an appropriate distance between self–other
and self–self (Morioka, 2008). Silences contain
potentials and possess a facilitatory role in dia-
logical relationships (Hermans & Hermans-
Konopka, 2010). In particular, a therapist is
encouraged to accept the client’s movements
as a communicating tool:

The therapist may receive the client’s silence
as a body of potentiality. This "living pause"
can be regarded as MA, as it remains pref-
ormed action. The therapist responded as if
the client were communicating something.
Remaining ‘still’ seemed to enact the client’s
internal states. (Morioka, 2015, p. 89)

In body-oriented psychotherapy (e.g., dance-
movement therapy), the relationships between
space and body movement have a long history.
For example, synchronized group movement
brings awareness to self, and the optimal dis-
tance between group members facilitates the
discovery of the relationship between the self
(kinesphere, personal space) and others (peri-
personal space) as well as the world (the group,
the social and general space; P. Lewis, 1993,
pp. 154–168). In Eastern cultures, which put
great emphasis on interdependence, the devel-
opment of embodied senses of fullness, empti-
ness, and boundlessness have profound links to
perceived loneliness and psychological conflicts.
The invisible connection, that is, the between-
ness of space in Eastern culture (MA), can be
taken as a perspective for resolving this situa-
tion (Ho, 2019).

In sumo wrestling, the synchronization and
coordination in the rising movement (which
indicates the beginning of a sumo bout) and
breathing rhythms is called tachiai.
Nishimura (2001) considers this moment, where
the wrestlers “facing each other rise to grapple
by mutual accordance of mind” (p. 40), an
instance of shared MA. According to
Nishimura, this quality goes beyond the sport-
ing gesture, but is “an aspect of the performing
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arts of sumo” (p. 40). In other words, at the
highest level of wrestling, the opponents jointly
create the harmony in the wrestling ring by con-
sidering the mutual rhythm of their movements
and breathing, which is quite distinct from
sports practices that focus on competition.

Building on Kai Hasegawa (2009, cited in
Kodama 2017), Kodama proposes that “Ma func-
tions to allow dissimilar matters and events to coex-
ist” (p. 6). The philosopher Brian Masumi,
extending onWhitehead’s notion of aesthetics, pro-
poses that “theaesthetic act extends the creative ten-
sion of contrast that characterizes the emergence of
every action” (Massumi, 2015, p. 67). MA is thus
understood (see also our discussion of Cage) as an
aesthetic experience brought about by a-tension to
the (holistic) presence of dissimilarity, difference or
contrast, rather than sameness or synchrony.

MA as an interpersonal aesthetical/ethical con-
struct appears in joint dance improvisation, con-
temporary musical performance, Japanese
wrestling (sumo), movement therapy, psychother-
apy, and creative management. These profound
similarities at the level of the relational connection,

despite the contextual diversities, are noteworthy.
MA offers a view of the relationship that is differ-
ent from an individualistic preconception of a sub-
ject and an object or two pre-existing individuals. It
acknowledges the transformative and healing
powerof the invisible connectionand interpersonal
communication through the a-tension to silence,
stillness, emptiness, and nothingness.

MA as tensegrity

In light of our results and our reading of the litera-
ture, we have come to think of MA in terms of
tensegrity (Figure 2). Tensegrity (tensional integ-
rity) is an architectural or structural arrangement,
proposed by Buckminster Fuller in (1961). A
tensegrity structure is composedof isolated compo-
nents under compression (the black bars in
Figure 2) inside a network of continuous tension
(usually cables or tendons, the red dotted lines in
Figure 2). The compression bars do not touch each
other, and are each oriented in a different direc-
tion, while the tensioned members delineate the
system spatially. The combined structuremaintains
its configuration integrity when the pushes (ten-
sion) and pulls (compression) reach a balance.
In ourmodel the compression bars embody dif-

ferent ontological or phenomenological catego-
ries, such as subjectivities, events, moments in
time, or locations in space. While in the model
each of the different categories is represented by
a single bar (for simplicity of viewing), we invite
the reader to imagine multiple bars standing for
multiple instances of each category. MA is
embodied as the tension network (red dotted
lines) that holds the bars at the same time together
and apart. The different orientations of the bars
stand for the difference or contrast between the
different moments, events, and so forth. The
tensegrity model highlights the “role” of MA in
creating a holistic experience (the entire struc-
ture) from the holding together of differences.

Conclusion

Based on our interviews with dance improvisa-
tion performers and spectators, we have pro-
posed an understanding of MA that goes
beyond its meaning of a physical gap of time or

Figure 2 MA as tensegrity. Tensegrity is a struc-
tural arrangement that includes isolated components
under compression (the black bars) and a network of
continuous tension (the red dotted lines). We pro-
pose to see MA as the tension network that holds
the bars together and apart at the same time. The
black bars represent different categories of events,
temporal moments, spatial location, or subjectivity.
MA helps to keep the configuration integrity by
balancing the pushes and pulls in this structure,
which generates a holistic experience of holding the
differences together.
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space. MA is understood not as being outside, as
an empty space or silence, but within us
(individually and collectively), experienced as a
certain quality of attention or perceptual mode
highlighting the anticipation of action (a-tension).

Synchrony, silences, stillness, and so forth,
are only some of many “techniques” to “invite”
MA. When the artistic practice turns our atten-
tion towards MA, we are invited to sense the
transsubjective interval of preacceleration
imminent in the event, leading to the feeling of
togetherness. Joint dance improvisation or con-
temporary performance theater that empha-
sizes the embodied experience could be a
more accessible approach to explore the social,
ethical, and psychological aspects of MA.

The transformative power of improvisation
and spontaneous performative arts may sustain
processes of healing (Oliveros, 1974) or therapy
(Ho, 2019; Morioka, 2015) and is worth future
investigation.

MA as an interpersonal ethical construct sug-
gests that the shared attention is not only per-
sonal and private, but also participates in the
creation of the feeling of community. Yet, such
community is not essentialistic as being catego-
rized by identity, social labels, religious belief,
race, gender, disability/ability, and so forth, but
as emerging from spontaneous action in the
shared and present moment. MA as the quality
of waiting and listening implies the constant care
for others, and the highlighting of difference as a
base for community. The narratives ofMA in our
study of the joint dance improvisation suggest an
inclusiveness based on deep understanding of
immanent difference, rather than “sameness,”
as the core of togetherness (一体感, ittaikan).
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