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INTRODUCTION

• Dance ontology widely explored (eg. Pakes 2020, 2013, Pouillaude 2017, 
McFee 1993, 2011, 2018, Davies 2011, Van Camp 2006, 2019, 1998, Conroy 
2013, Meskin 1999 amongst others)

• Shared position that dances are real 

• I explore the view that a dance is is “not a real thing emerging from the 
practice of choreographers themselves but a fiction constructed and sustained 
in retrospect” (Pakes 2020: 155)

• Conroy’s ”plea for conceptual clarity” (2019)

• “an act of dancing” (OED in Pakes 2020: 1) or “a repeatable entity […] that can 
be multiply performed” (Pakes 2020: 1-2) 



THE RENEGADE

• Dance challenges (see Johnson 2021, Bench 2020, Oh in Harling et al 2021, 
Boffone 2021, Davis 2022).

• The Renegade was choreographed by Jalaiah Harmon in 2019 and copied by 
Charli D’Amelio (see Boffone 2021, Sperling 2022, Johnson 2021, Davis 2022)



F ICT IO NA L ISM

• Fictionalism and dance (Pakes 2020), “[a]s far as I am aware, no one to date 
has explicitly developed a fictionalist ontology of dance works specifically” 
(2020: 153).

• Fictionalism and music (eg. Kania 2012, 2008, Davies 2011: 44-47, Killin 2018, 
Caldarola 2020). 

• “[t]he distinctive claim is that there are no musical works, ideal or otherwise, 
but that we have thoughts ‘about them’ nonetheless.” (Kania 2012: 442). 

• “Rey’s central claim is that ‘standard linguistic entities’ (SLEs), such as 
phonemes, words, and sentences, are ‘intentional inexistents’. What he means 
by this is that (i) there are no such things, either outside the mind in the 
concrete or abstract realms, or inside the mind, but that (ii) there is a quite 
robust shared system of representations of such things.” (Kania 2008: 439, see 
also Pakes 2020: 153)

• a “robust shared system of representations of such things” (Kania 2008: 439)



COUNTER-ARGUMENTS

• 1) Application to “multiple works in general” (Davies 2011: 46). 

• 2) Application to other abstract entities (Davies 2011: 46)

• 3) Doesn’t align with practices (see Killin 2018: 284, Pakes 2020: 156-7) 



REVOLUTIONARY VS HERMENEUTIC 
FICTIONALISM

• Revolutionary fictionalism requires revision of practices (see Kania 2012:211-
212, Pakes 2020: 154 - 155, Killin 2018: 276-277)

• Hermeneutic fictionalism implies people are already speaking fictionally (see 
Kania 2012:211-212, Pakes 2020: 154 - 155, Killin 2018: 276-277, Caldarola 
2020)

• “It seems implausible (to me) that in ordinary musical discourse people are 
not committed to the existence of musical works as distinct entities, that they 
are already speaking about them fictionally” (2012, 212. See also Killin 2018: 
277). 



HERMENEUTIC FICTIONALISM AND 
DANCE

• Fictionalism “has affinities with positions sometimes adopted (typically 
implied rather than argued explicitly) in dance and performance studies” 
(Pakes 2020: 155). 

• Harmony Bench and Kate Elswitt refer to  notions such as “the work”, “the 
tour” and “the company”’ as  “organizing fictions” (2022: 37).

• Anastasio Koukoutas describes Nijinsky’s famous ballet, The Rite of Spring as 
“a myth that keeps repeating itself, reinventing itself” (2022).



FICTIONALISM AND OWNERSHIP

• Artists of colour have been marginalised from legal protection via Intellectual Property 
law (Kraut 2016, Boffone 2021: 76-77, Ravetto-Biagioli 2021: 109, Pakes 2020: 182, 
Johnson 2021: 1236).

• US Copyright law protects “original works of authorship fixed in any tangible medium of 
expression” (Johnson 2021: 1242).

• In the UK dances must be performable, original and fixed (Whatley et al 2015: 70-71). 

• Fixation has been critiqued for its misalignment with dance ontology (see Ravetto-
Biagioli 2020: 106, Biagioli-Ravetto and Ravetto- Biagioli 2021: 3-7, Whatley et al 2015, 
Blades 2021).

• Problems with the distinction between works and social dances/routines

• Copyright seems to see the work as an abstract type manifest through performance 
tokens (see Hick 2017, Wilson 2010, Blades 2021)

• copyright “appears compatible with an ontology of choreographic works as structures of 
action- types indicated by choreographer(s) within a given historico- artistic context” 
(Pakes 2020: 181)

• “what is protected by copyright is not any physical object, but rather an abstract object 
that may be embodied in physical objects” (Hick 2017: 88).



FICTIONALISM AND OWNERSHIP

• The law protects ‘works’ as abstract objects (Hick 2017: 88), the identity of 
dances is established via fixed instances of these ‘works’ (Van Camp 2006, 
2019, see also Hick 2017: 14-15). 

• Legal cases are rare in dance (Van Camp 2019: 90, Whatley et al 2015: 70) 

• Dances often circulate outside of legal structures (see Bench 2020, Kraut 2016, 
Singer 1984, Blades 2022, DeFrantz 2012, Ravetto-Biagioli 2021, Biagioli-
Ravetto and Ravetto-Biagioli 2021, Burt 2017, Boffone 2021, Van Camp 2019, 
Whatley et al 2015)



OWNERSHIP STATEMENTS 

• Tripartite claim: 

• 1) there is such a thing as this dance, 

• 2) I created it 

• 3) it belongs to me. 

“I was happy when I saw my dance all over, but I wanted credit for it” 
(Harmon in Lorenz 2020, see also Boffone 2021: 21).

• Internal statements (IS)

• External statements (ES)

• Ontological statements (OS)

Killin (2018: 277-283)



“QUINEAN TRILEMMA”

• 1.) Change the statement through paraphrasing. Eg. ‘I was happy when 
I saw re-embodiments of my performance (my dance), all over, but I 
wanted credit for the performance (it)’. 

• 2) Stop talking about dances, which would require an unrealistic and 
unnecessary change in practices. 

• 3.) Accept the existence of dances

(Killin 2018: 274)



SUMMARY

• “one can disclaim unwanted ontological commitments to suspicious or 
dubious entities […] by putting forward statements in a fictionalistic light” 
(Killin 2018: 275).

• Harmon’s statement does not commit her to the existence of her dance

• Assertions of ownership depend upon maintaining the fiction of the dance

• Fictional speak can assert ownership
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