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This article explores water's relational intelligence through science, anthropology, and dance, revealing 
how its movement reflects agency and deep connections with human experience. It proposes embodied, 

reciprocal relationships with water as pathways to ecological healing and climate justice. 
 

Read the full work: 
https://www.urbanequityinstitute.org/moving-with-water-environmental-healing-through-somatic-political-ecology/ 
 

1.​ 1,400 word writing sample introducing ecotones, hydrofeminism, Indigenous scholarship on 
meaningful ceremony, Labanotation, and more.  
 

2.​ 2,000 word excerpt discussing UW-Madison Dance Department’s founder Margaret H’Doubler, 
whose unique pedagogies in 1926 brought Dance to higher education in the US. Her land-based 
methods are brought into conversation with Truman Lowe’s sculptures, and Lake Mendota’s 
Water Spirits and effigy mounds. 

 
 

ECOTONES AND ENVIRONMENTAL CEREMONY  
(1,400 Words from 25,000 Word Research) 

 
Here, we swim in the tidelectics of water, to understand not only water’s creative vitality, 

but also our potential to heal the environmental crisis in relationship with water. (Helmreich 
2023, p.9). We discuss living in harmony with each other and the environment through creative, 
participatory, caring relationships, and agentful ceremonies for multispecies justice. Relating to 
water as a dancer is a powerful feminist tool for ecological activism. Writer and dancer Andrea 
Olsen outlines a concept called ecotones that describes the creative potential inherent to places 
where two different ‘habitats’ overlap  (Olsen 2014, p.228). For example, the shore of a sandy 
beach meets a vast ocean – the ‘edge zone’ is dynamic and rich, offering more than the sum of its 
parts. Olsen’s ecotone appears in how water’s intramolecular geometry makes its unique, 
life-giving properties possible. More largely, liquid water is “...organized around that wriggling, 
horizontally oriented boundary that divides the realm above from the world below”  (Helmreich 
2023, p. 5). 

The human body has an ecotone, the skin, wherein inner and outer ‘place’ come together 
through our semi-permeable membrane, engaged in reciprocal perception, just like converging 
ecosystems. Formless air gives form to bodies, where “...thirty pounds of air pressure per square 
inch of skin literally informs the contours of bodies – keeping them from exploding” (Olsen 
2014, p.114-115). Ecotone is manifest in the creative process, wherein there is a “place of 
heightened possibility” in “the edge between what is known and what is not known” (Olsen 

https://www.urbanequityinstitute.org/moving-with-water-environmental-healing-through-somatic-political-ecology/


2014, p.228). Landscapes, through the potentiated in-betweenness articulated by Olsen’s term 
ecotone, are similarly imbued with creative agency. Water shapes the world around it through 
these creative forces – carving canyons and falling as rain. On every scale, ‘boundaries between’ 
create generative zones from natural uncertainty – processes from cellular respiration, and 
chlorophyll leaves meeting carbon dioxide, to weather circulation patterns, are reliant on the 
creative potential of ecotones.  

The ‘embodiment’ of different characteristics – here, those of water – have also been 
shown to have therapeutic effects, particularly in nervous system regulation and (neuro) 
plasticity – as it relates to healing trauma symptoms (van der Kolk 2014). Movements evoke the 
conscious relationship to our environments associated – like scooping and drinking of water – 
helping us (re)imagine who we are, and how we relate to the world around us. Coastal areas are 
found to be the happiest, and being near water is ‘psychologically restorative,’ reducing stress. 
Areas near water are less polluted, receive more sunlight, and encourage physical activity. The 
meditative quality of water movement, whether one is observing it or submersed,’ is capable of 
recalibrating our nervous systems (Hunt 2019). 

Meditative states, dancing in large groups, and spending time near bodies of water, are all 
proven ways to effectively heal. Mindfulness, moving, and other kinds of meditation can all 
reduce stress, increase focus, facilitate emotional regulation, and foster connection (Tang, Hölzel, 
and Posner 2015). Movement therapy is shown to be especially effective when done in groups – 
supplemented both by unison movement and by receptive audience/participant dynamics. 
Outcomes such as “being part of something larger, mutual trust, corrective emotional 
experiences, empowerment, mutual support, probing social roles, and enactive interpersonal 
learning” are all therapeutic effects of group dance (Koch et al. 2019). 

Dance offers a way to embrace interconnectedness by embodying the reciprocity of 
perception, and somatically connecting to one’s environment through eco-somatics. The 
movement of water, both in and outside of our bodies, is the essence of our reciprocal connection 
to life around us. From the molecular structures of water and the telepathy of plants to tides and 
seasons: to truly embody our consciousness is to be in a dance with life. Eco-somatics and 
reciprocal relations as liberatory and transmutative – existing before and beyond the patriarchal, 
colonial, capitalist regimes that have contaminated our bodies – of people, water, knowledge, 
landscape, and life.  

Dance is an avenue for expression and liberation for women, Indigenous peoples, and other 
marginalized peoples, making the medium potent for addressing the intersectional issues that are 
entangled with the broad current realities of the climate crisis (Olsen). Dance is a powerful 
medium especially in the realm of water protection: Water is a dancer, and we are water. The 
term movement used to describe protests and activism towards positive change – such as the 
#MeToo, #WaterIsLife, and #FridaysForFuture movements nods toward the fundamental 
‘kinectivity’ to each other and our environment. “Dance can catalyze a sensory awareness of our 
own movement making” (Koch et al. 2019). Dance remains a form of expression that exists 
beyond oppressive, unsustainable frameworks that dominate hegemonic life.  



Indigenous Ecologist Robin Wall Kimmerer argues that the widespread awakening of our 
ecological consciousness requires an “acknowledgment and celebration of our reciprocal 
relationship with the rest of the living world.” Water dances in a place-hood beyond weaponized 
settler colonial notions of territoriality. She discusses the importance of creating unique 
ceremonies within communities, arguing performance should be relational rather than 
transactional. She writes that ceremonies are the way we “remember to remember” (Kimmerer 
2013, p.17). She also outlines the common issues that ceremonies in today’s world encounter:  
“To have agency in the world, ceremonies should be reciprocal co-creations, organic in nature, in 
which the community creates ceremony and the ceremony creates communities. They should not 
be cultural appropriations from Native peoples. But generating new ceremonies in today’s world 
is hard to do.” More often than not, community-building events are commercialized, and 
educational events “...lack an active, reciprocal relationship with the more-than-human world” 
(Kimmerer 2013, p.346).  

Dance Scholar Andrea Olsen also discusses the difference between consumerist, 
transactional performance, and inter-relational arts. She writes that “...we don’t create 
movement; we participate in a dynamic, moving universe” (Olsen 2014, p.228). Bringing a 
multispecies outlook to artistic and activist practices, she offers that both our social justice 
movements and our everyday lives are movement systems that were ‘co-created with the Earth’s 
land and city-scapes.’ She calls for a return to the underlying intersubjective essence that 
connects us to our watery environments, unmissable and unrelenting. 

Hydrofeminism brings feminist principles to all bodies of water – applying multispecies 
strategies to global suffering. The entanglement of the human and non-human parallels the 
entanglement of arts and sciences – more realms where the creative potential of Olsen’s ecotones 
shines through. Hydrofeminism posits that “planetary thinking is feminist thinking.” Our own 
bodies of water are direct currents of water’s “trans-corporeal trauma and oceanic healing” (Ortíz 
2021; Neimanis 2017).  Beyond essentialist associations “...of women with water, 
sex/gender/water eddies as the travel of chemical estrogens through oceans and bodies.” Lindsay 
Kelley (2014) coined the term tranimals to describe species-, sexuality, and semiosis-crossing 
creatures, like water. In Has the Queer Ever Been Human? queerness expands beyond its 
anthropocentric definitions when notions of sex and gender integrate the holistic, trans-corporeal 
nature of the water which all species embody (Helmreich 2023, p.70-78) 

The array of examples of Global Water Dances local performances available to view online 
makes it abundantly clear that ‘the universal language of dance’ effectively bridges 
consciousness and action. The language of Laban Analysis, alongside its other available 
resources, guides each Global Water Dances (GWD) to be its most expressive, effective, and 
uniting. Accessible, legible, embodied, and meaningful movements, alongside ritual and political 
action ideas, come together to create effective ceremonies. Local and global consciousness unite 
through GWD's four universal movements: the hands of thousands of trickle rainfalls, scoop 
imaginary streams up to sip, awash in a shower, and roll like waves. The choreography is 
accessible and easy to learn – uniting all ages and abilities. Our timeless, universal, everyday 



relationship with water is evoked in public performances. We recognize water as life, and our 
relationship to water as dance. We become conscious of our reciprocal relationship and the 
importance of our literal actions – making meaning of movement. Performing these everyday 
movements in a ceremonial context enlivens our feeling of ‘embodiment.’ Performed at 
water-related sites, the dance is for the water – the water witnesses this healing dance, feels, and 
remembers the promise embodied in our movements.  

In sum, water’s movement is the essence of our being. The generative boundaries in 
Olsen’s ecotones mirror the creative relationships experienced by Earth’s creatures. Dance is a 
powerful feminist tool for ecological activism, as exemplified by Global Water Dances. The 
reciprocity of perception flows through water. Multispecies approaches to social justice 
movements, especially through the embodied mode of dance with one’s community and 
environment, create meaningful, agentful ceremonies.   

 
 

WISCONSIN WATER SPIRITS: INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE AND ARTISTIC 
LANDSCAPES 

This section brings Ho-Chunk, Anishinaabeg, and Menominee Indigenous cosmology, 
ecology, and history into conversation with the works of two Wisconsin artists and professors: 
Ho-Chunk sculptor Truman Lowe, and dancer Margaret H’Doubler. While Water Spirits are 
globally and historically ubiquitous (Strang 2023), those in Wisconsin are uniquely embodied 
through effigy mounds—ecotonal forms that echo Lowe’s relationship between water and wood, 
and H’Doubler’s exploration of internal-external dynamics in movement. Submerging 
Wisconsin’s history in water’s vitality also reveals how colonialism, academic institutions, and 
environmental degradation are hegemonically entangled. 

Effigy mounds are ‘living prayers stones,’ where sacred Earth is in ecotone with Air 
(Birmingham and Rosebrough 2017). These mounds exemplify the profound spiritual life of the 
physical world, including the Water Spirits of each body of water, in present day Wisconsin. 
Wisconsin is known as the epicenter of effigy mounds, which are Indigenous earthen sculptures 
that serve spiritual, ceremonial, and practical purposes (“Observatory Hill” 2015). Often effigy 
mounds are built in the shapes of animals or animal spirits, sometimes serving as burial mounds 
as well (“Effigy Mounds Culture” 2012). Wisconsin has the highest concentration of them in the 
world: with around 20,000 mounds built by Indigenous people in various parts of the state, of 
which only 4,000 remain (Gard 2021). Panther and Water Spirit mounds are more common in 
Eastern Wisconsin than in Western Wisconsin, where Bird Spirit mounds are more frequently 
found. It has been proposed that these regional differences are due to Wisconsin’s landscape: to 
the East, it is filled with high bluffs, and to the West, it is filled with wetlands. Thus the lower 
realms (of Earth and Water) are more accessible in the West, and the higher realms (of air and 
fire) are accessible in the East – aligning with Ho-Chunk paradigms of the harmonious 
relationships between realms and directions (“Native Americans and the Preserve,” n.d.).​  



The Ho-Chunk creation story begins with the Earthmaker’s tears, shed in sadness as he 
becomes conscious of the empty space around him. Water is grief, absence flows into presence – 
his tears became our oceans, lakes, and streams. The creator made the four directions, four 
winds, and four underground snake beings, to steady the watery Earth. He made the Thunder 
Clan, four people who arrived on Earth at a place called Red Banks in Green Bay, WI. They 
were later joined by the War, Deer, Snake, Elk, Bear, Fish, and Water Spirit clans (Radin 1990). 

Internationally acclaimed Ho-Chunk sculpture and installation artist, professor of Fine 
Arts at UW-Madison, and curator Truman Lowe was most known for his large, site-specific 
works that used natural materials. His art was informed by his parents’ work, making split-ash 
baskets, beadwork, and other traditional Ho-Chunk art. Many of his sculptures feature canoes 
and other structures, often articulating themes of trees as vessels for making water solid 
(“Movement: Water into Wood” 2025). Canoes are quintessential as Indigenous means of 
transport around the Great Lakes and the many smaller waterways of the Midwest. Journeys, 
from birth to death for example, are embodied by canoes, making them a powerful symbol. Lowe 
conceptualized canoes both as shelter and as the vehicle – a womb-like design coupled with 
transportive characteristics imbue canoes with both masculine and feminine essence. His work 
Water Spirits reflects on the importance of the flow of water, as both a natural and spiritual force, 
by creating contemplative sculptures from natural objects (“Truman Lowe - Infogalactic: The 
Planetary Knowledge Core” 2016).His art also reflects on the relationship between nature and 
culture, intertwining natural objects like willow branches and feathers to evoke the waters of 
Wisconsin woodlands. Lowe says, “The audience, whoever enters the museum, I want them to 
be comfortable with the fact that those objects, that are contemporary, that are new, more recent, 
they’re equally as alive as the historic objects. Alive meaning they’re full of information” 
(“Vantage Point” 2011). His work embraces the aliveness of the objects he assembles, imbuing 
nature with his own memories and feelings, woven into materiality through sculpture.  

Lowe’s art delves within the relationships between material and spirit, between himself 
and nature. This blending of internal and external focus in creative and spiritual practices fosters 
a profound fluidity and interconnectedness with one’s environment. Compassionate reciprocity, 
animism, and communication with beings of the more-than-human world are central to Ojibwe, 
Anishinabeg, and Menominee teachings and ways of life. From each body of water being 
inhabited with unique Water Spirits, to effigy mounds described in Ho-Chunk oral history as 
“living prayer stones” requiring tobacco offerings to maintain spiritual balance (Birmingham and 
Rosebrough 2017), all my relations acknowledges the healing that comes from listening to the 
aliveness of plants, rocks, and animals (Benton-Banai 2010). Singing to rice during harvesting 
builds harmonious relationships and ensures mutual growth, and trees are asked for permission 
before being cut down (Vennum 1988, p.150-152; Grignon and Kimmerer 2017). Hunters 
apologize to animals and, rather than killing the first game they see, they wait for one who offers 
his life (Loew 2013, p.88; Kimmerer 2013). Cultivating harmonious relationships to one’s 
environment through compassion and telepathic connection, living with landscapes and 



ecosystems, from mountains to creeks, as living entities requiring respect, is crucial to healthy, 
abundant, happy, and connected living.  

The co-embodiment of natural, spiritual, internal, and external forces was pivotal to the 
works of another Wisconsin-born artist and professor, Margaret H’Doubler, who founded the 
first ‘dance major’ curricula at UW-Madison in 1926, and whose approaches – which she called 
the ‘Wisconsin Dance Idea’ – have become the foundation for standard education methods in 
universities (“Margaret H’Doubler and the Wisconsin Dance Idea”). Her pedagogies emphasized 
the importance of environment in the relationship to physical vessels, similar to artist Truman 
Lowe’s work with wood and canoes. H’Doubler’s journey began as a physical education 
professor at UW-Madison, until she left to pursue graduate work at Columbia University. She 
sought a dance pedagogy, finding one in the educational techniques of musician Alley Bentley, 
who began her lessons with somatic awareness exercises, done lying on the floor to change one’s 
relationship with gravity. H’Doubler’s methods that she proceeded to form from this seed idea 
while teaching at UW-Madison centered on self-expression, exploration, and discovery through 
movement and sensing.  

Her method has overlap with the Feldenkrais method – beginning eyes closed, laying on 
the floor, re-examining everyday and gestural movements. H’Doubler argues that this somatic 
practice is an exploration of the self through movement, a gaining of self knowledge. With her 
method, one finds their pathways in this floorwork before ever dancing upright: a vertical 
relationship to gravity is a confounding variable, easier to integrate after floorwork. She also 
frequently used props, such as balloons to lift limbs from the ground. Her innovative pedagogical 
approaches included ‘teaching how to teach’ as a vital part of a dancer’s curriculum – which is 
why her students populated early university dance program staff around the US. She also taught 
that every movement has a “time-space-force,” similar paradigm to the body, effort, shape, and 
space tenants of Laban Movement Analysis. Internal and external focus are fundamental to a 
wide variety of dance techniques worldwide, to creatively explore how self expression mixes 
with relationship to environment. She argued that dance is ‘arrived at,’ in authenticity, via her 
method. H’Doubler was also known for often holding her courses outdoors, on the shorelines of 
Madison’s magnificent lakes. Lathrop Hall, which houses the dance department, is located along 
Lake Mendota. Her classes and performances populated the coastline, fostering an embodied 
relationship with the lake in the campus community (UW Archives and Records Management | 
UW-Madison Libraries” 2019). 

While H’Doubler taught on its shores, Lake Mendota became known as the “most studied 
lake in the world.” At UW-Madison, limnology (the study of inland aquatic ecosystems) began in 
the US – with research primarily in Lake Mendota (“History of Limnology” 2013). Throughout 
this timespan and more, UW-Madison destroyed countless effigy mounds. From 1890’s onward 
archeologists excavated mounds without tribal consent, and mounds were flattened to build 
colleges, dorms, and expand roads to campus. By the 1920s, all of the mounds on UW-Madison's 
land were destroyed. The colonial agenda to deliberately destroy Indigenous placehood relations 



through nonconsensually excavating and flattening effigy mounds is intertwined with the 
origination of universities with settler territorialism in Wisconsin. 

Madison, Wisconsin, known as Teejob by the Ho-Chunk people, is sandwiched between 
Lake Mendota and Lake Monona, an isthmus formed by prehistoric glaciers. The wider city of 
Madison originally had 1,500 effigy mounds, now with only 200 remaining (Gard 2021). They 
were/are clustered into 11 groups, all of which directly surround Lake Mendota or Lake Wingra 
– eight clusters are located on ridges while the other three are along shorelines. The cluster on 
Observatory Hill features the two remaining effigy mounds of the original four: a Bird Spirit, and 
a Water Spirit. The unique body of the Water Spirit is depicted with a round head, four limbs, 
and two tails, symmetrical (“Observatory Hill” 2015). Lake Mendota in Hocąk, the Ho-Chunk 
tribe’s language, is Waaksikhomik, meaning ‘where the man lies.’ “This name derives from a 
Ho-Chunk legend of a young man who fell in love with a Water Spirit that lived in the lake. He 
transformed himself into a fish to be able to live in the water, in order to be with his love” (Flora 
Junhua Deng 2018). 

Each lake in Wisconsin has unique Water Spirits that live within them, having unique 
personalities and stories. Another compelling Water Spirit lives in Green Lake, Wisconsin – 
home to a Water Spirit visited, worshiped, and celebrated for thousands of years by Indigenous 
people throughout the present-day Wisconsin area. Some say that one must bring gifts to the 
Water Spirit, who lives under the lake, to enter. The Water Spirit of Green Lake is known to swirl 
her arms up to drown enemies (Heiple and Heiple 1990). Named Daycholah in Winnebago, the 
language of the Ho-Chunk Nation, Green Lake is the deepest natural inland lake in Wisconsin, 
water 237 feet deep with 27 miles of shoreline (Heiple and Heiple 1990; “City of Green Lake, 
Wisconsin – Home of the Deepest Lake in Wisconsin,” n.d.). Green Lake’s primary outflow is 
the Puchyan River – whose name is derived from Winnebago pai-ja, ‘heron.’ (Vogel 150). Both 
the lake and river are filled with some of the most diverse ecosystems in the US, including 
life-rich marshy wetlands and a large variety of animals in seasonal migration. 

In Water Spirits: From Nature Worship to the Environmental Crisis, Anthropologist 
Veronica Strang undertakes an in-depth international comparative analysis of Water Spirits 
throughout the world. She traces, for example, that Water Spirits are often depicted as being 
reptilian, water-serpent beings that also often have a diverse array of other attributes, from 
antlers and horns to feathers and hooves. Her work also deep dives in the historical shifts 
between non-humanized representations of Water Spirits, to Christian-colonial expansion and the 
demonizing of Water Spirits through paganization, and the contemporary fundamentality of 
Water Spirits in solutions to the environmental crisis (Strang 2023). Strang’s extensive research 
on Water Spirits innovates at the forefront of multispecies ethnography, and evidences the 
relevance of these Wisconsin waters to climate justice pursuits worldwide. In sum, effigy 
mounds and Water Spirits are crucial to Indigenous relations to the natural world in Wisconsin, 
these sacred entities pulse the value of life itself. These spirits heal and enliven surrounding 
ecosystems through mutually caring relations. Effigy mounds and Water Spirits are expressions 
of ecotones; so are the creative endeavors of artists like Truman Lowe and Margaret H’Doubler. 



Their work innovates relationships to physical laws and structures such as wood and gravity, 
imbuing material with meaning that creatively contributes to its inherent aliveness – and thus 
adds to our own aliveness as well. 
 
See full works cited here: 
https://www.urbanequityinstitute.org/moving-with-water-environmental-healing-through-somatic-political
-ecology/ 
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