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Abstract    

This article explores human movement and sport as areas full of organic and socio-cultural meanings and 
implications for social and health sciences research. Physical activity and the human body's movements must be 
promoted given the series of social and health benefits they provide. By putting the body in the foreground, I 
highlight kinaesthetic sense as relevant to understanding people’s experiences, cultures and actions and how they 
represent meaning-making practices. For this, I analyse the practice of shadowboxing through the concept of 
reflexive body techniques (RBTs) and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of embodied intentionality. 
Shadowboxing is an exercise utilised in training for combat sports. It implies a heightened awareness of 
corporeal existence where the senses are experienced as working ‘on full’ and ‘to the max’. In shadowboxing, no 
words are said, the individual is in total interaction only with their body, and there are no third parties involved. 
Data were collected during seven months of fieldwork with twelve experienced amateur kickboxers training in 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands, based on a qualitative study. This data corresponds to a more extensive 
ethnographic study on frequent gym-goers conducted over two years. The findings presented here contribute to 
the work on the body, movement, and the sensory dimension of sports participation and sporting embodiment, 
showing how bodily movements are an essential part of the processes of acquiring knowledge, skills, health, and 
mindfulness, as well as showing the need for dialogue with other sciences and disciplines beyond the social 
sciences to understand better the actions, movements and behaviours of sportspeople. 
Keywords: body movement, Amsterdam, kickboxing, working out, embodiment. 

 
Introduction 

One of the complications with the work of social sciences on the body is that a social constructionist 
emphasis has rendered a biological and corporeal sense of the body theoretically elusive (Newton, 2003: 21). 
Some scholars have suggested that the disembodied view of human beings that initially permeated the social 
sciences was due to a longstanding bias against the body in that tradition of thought called ‘Western’, i.e., 
European and European-derived (Wikan, 1992). This precluded social theorists from attending to physical being 
and bodily actions in their definitions of social action (Farnell, 1999; Hockey & Allen-Collinson, 2007). 
Particularly in sociology, the first studies about the body drew attention to a social regulation of the body, 
especially how social institutions control, regulate, monitor, and use bodies (Nettleton, 2013), except for authors 
like Marx and Simmel. Likewise, Farnell (1999: 344) observed that despite the ubiquitous presence of body 
movement in human experience, the study of human movement ‘constitutes a relatively minor tradition in 
anthropology’. 

This article contributes to the work of those who want to talk ‘about the body’ (the body as a text or an 
intelligible social product) but also to express ‘from the body’ as an intelligent social spring and vector of 
knowledge (Farnell, 1999; Wacquant, 2006; Paradis, 2014; Crockett & Butryn, 2018; Matthews, 2020). As 
Merleau-Ponty (2006) explained, the body actively anchors us in the world. To experience necessarily involves 
having and being a body, and the construction of the self arises from such experiences (Thiel, 2019; Wehrle, 
2020). Therefore, in this article, the importance of body movement is analysed to understand the individual and 
how, through movement, human beings have the opportunity to know themselves, their possibilities and their 
surroundings.  

The embodiment frame is central to studying a lived body, although authors have used it in different 
ways (García, 1994; Esteban, 2004). Some scholars have referred to it as the existential condition of being-in-
the-world. Others have focused on the process by which meanings are assigned around or inside the body. In any 
event, embodiment puts scholars in different positions of not understanding the agent as a duality. Culture does 
not reside only in objects, language, or representations but also in bodily processes and the perception and 
feelings of life (Csordas, 1999a). Here, I use the term ‘embodiment’ to emphasise that understanding depends on 
the types of experiences coming from having a body and being a body with several sensory-motor abilities. 
These abilities exist in a biological, psychological, and cultural context. They are directly related to the 
perception of space from the body or the materiality of space as something intrinsically linked to the body’s 
motor skills.  
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Nowadays, ‘the body’ is essentially viewed as a process of self-productive activity, at once subjective 
and objective, meaningful and material, personal and social, an agent that produces discourses as well as 
receiving them (Paterson & Hughes, 1999: 598). From psychotherapy, Koch & Fuchs explain that ‘The body is 
the unifying base of the constant first-person perspective that we ‘carry with us’. We cannot escape from this 
perspective and thus need to integrate it – with all its biases – into our theorising and empirical research’ (2011: 
278). Here, I will consider the sensory and the reflexive body techniques (RBTs) dimensions of kickboxing by 
looking at a critical element, shadowboxing, through analysing the experience of movement and understandings 
of the body. As Telles and Barreira (2019: 61) argued, ‘a practice to be embodied must be lived by the body’.  

Phenomenological approaches to the body and to sport have highlighted the importance of embodiment 
and have stressed the characteristics of bodily movement for knowing and learning (Parviainen, 2018). Here, I 
use the concept of RBTs to analyse the practice of shadowboxing, which is a way of training and moving the 
body with a series of different goals that represent an embodied intentionality (Merleau-Ponty, 2006).  

Shadowboxing is important because it is what Jennings (2019) called a ‘practice within practices’; 
therefore, it is used by many martial arts, and it is an activity that helps us understand what Sklar refers to as ‘the 
doubled act of moving and feeling oneself moving’ (2000: 72). In shadowboxing, no words are said, the 
individual is in total interaction only with his/her body, and there are no third parties involved. By analysing this 
practice, this article seeks to show how the human movement produces knowledge, and it is an area full of 
organic and socio-cultural meanings and implications. 

The structure of this article is as follows. Firstly, I present the methodology. Secondly, I explain the 
theoretical approach. Thirdly, I present my findings on the relevance that human movement has for the social 
sciences by highlighting different examples. Finally, I discuss my conclusions and recommend directions for 
future research. 
 

Methodology 

The methodology for this research is linked to my own life as a gym-goer and as a researcher. This 
paper draws from an ethnographic study of gym culture (Sossa, 2020). During my fieldwork in Amsterdam, the 
Netherlands, I interviewed and worked out with frequent gym-goers for more than two years. Among them, I 
made a distinction between participants as collaborators or respondents. Collaborators were those with whom I 
developed a close relationship and was in permanent contact throughout my fieldwork period. Respondents were 
gym-goers who cooperated in my research in a sporadic, brief, or casual way. For instance, even though personal 
trainers, gym owners, and people working in gyms were not directly the aim of my research, they were also 
consulted when necessary.  

In my search for frequent gym-goers in Amsterdam, I came across a group of recreational kickboxers 
who attended their class in a gym and who, as a complement to kickboxing, frequently trained with gym 
equipment in the gym areas. As Bin Bu (et al., 2010) explained, martial arts have evolved into a part of the 
fitness industry in recent years, and I also decided to include them in my main study, even though my personal 
experiences are not connected to the world of martial arts. My work period with them lasted seven months.  

The fieldwork was performed in the east of Amsterdam with experienced kickboxing practitioners, a 
combat sport of Japanese origin that mixes boxing techniques with the techniques of kicking from other martial 
arts. In Amsterdam, this activity is prevalent and is practised by both genders equally. I conducted the fieldwork 
as a single lower-middle-class, heterosexual, able-bodied man, born in 1986 in northern Chile. Here, I present 
part of my findings related to data collected from a group of twelve members who were actively practising 
kickboxing, of whom two were my collaborators. They were recruited because they were frequent gym-goers, 
and they agreed to collaborate with me for an extended time. All of them were informed about ethical issues, 
including that they were taking part in academic research, and about the purpose and content of the study. They 
knew what the research required of them, and they all gave me their consent. Comments and feedback from 
collaborators on this article’s content are included with permission. In addition, this study was approved by the 
appropriate university ethics committee. 

Social science researchers are embedded within the cultural systems of any given social group; 
therefore, the production of knowledge will bear the mark of the interpreter’s social perspective. Berger 
observed: ‘The way we see things is affected by what we know and what we believe’ (Berger in Mansfield 2005: 
125). Therefore, in knowing myself as a neophyte in martial arts, I not only participated, interviewed, and 
observed my collaborators, but I also shared my work with them (field notes, observations, small analyses), 
looking for the best possible integration of their perspectives to make me aware of what I was not able to see or 
what I might have taken for granted. During the project, both I and these twelve kickboxers engaged in what 
Burns (2003: 230) termed ‘embodied reflexivity’, subjecting to examination and interrogation our corporeality 
and the meanings, attitudes, beliefs, and knowledge employed and generated in shadowboxing practice. 

In my methodology, I sought understandings of the participants’ world of significance through 
immersion in their world (Addison, 1992; Benner, 1994), and it was done through enactive ethnography, or what 
Samudra (2008) called ‘thick participation’, which is a brand of immersive fieldwork based on performing the 
phenomenon. It means fieldwork through which the researcher acts out (elements of) the phenomenon, peels 
away the layers of its invisible properties, and tests its operative mechanisms (Wacquant, 2014). In this sense, 
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my body, knowledge, and experiences as a gym-goer and researcher were indispensable tools for this research. 
As far as possible, I interviewed and worked out with my collaborators; we shared the same space and activities, 
making a shift from participant observation to observant participation. This methodology implies a more 
phenomenological position that seeks to capture participants' experiences by exploring their lived experiences 
and their individual perceptions of reality. Quinn-Patton (2002) explained that the fundamental principle of 
phenomenology is to look for the meaning, structure and essence of the lived experience of a particular 
phenomenon for a person or group of people. These studies are usually carried out with a small group of 
participants and even with a single person (Smith & Osborn, 2003; Smith, 2004; Jones & Lavallee, 2009). 

The data collection process consisted of taking field notes, conversations during sessions training 
together, and formal and recorded interviews (prior consent) through a multi-methods study. These resources 
were processed into a Word document and examined during data collection to improve the observations and 
construct relevant topics for deeper exploration. At first, categories that were repeated in the fieldwork process 
were identified and organised, for example, different shadowboxing styles, injuries and kickboxing, social norms 
and stereotypes, and then discussed in more detail with my collaborators. As Sherrill (2003) suggested, to 
achieve more valid interpretations, in addition to the participatory work with my collaborators and the many 
hours shared with them, as I was writing interpretations, key concepts and analysis, I was reading/discussing 
them with my collaborators to incorporate their perspectives and knowledge better. 
To ensure location privacy, I will refer to the gym as IJB, a commercial gym located in a residential area in the 
eastern part of Amsterdam. IJB charged a bit more money to members who wanted to join the kickboxing 
lessons since this activity was considered more than a group class, and the room where it took place was used 
only for this activity. The pseudonyms that I will use to refer to my collaborators are Andrea, who is a 32-year-
old Dutch woman, single, without children, working in the field of education, and kickboxer attendee for over 
two years; and Lee, who is a 34-year-old Surinamese man, in a relationship and the father of three children, 
working as a truck driver, and kickboxer attendee for over five years. 

 
Theoretical framework: The body in motion 

For this article, the epistemological framework of embodiment is crucial since it is a genuinely 
interdisciplinary theoretical approach that provides a new perspective on the person as an organismic system, 
outdating the view of a cognitivist image of the person as an ‘information processor’. Embodied theories have 
their roots in philosophy, neurosciences, medical anthropology, and nowadays also include artificial intelligence 
research, art-related research, linguistics, robotics, sports, and many other fields (Koch, 2006: 18). Furthermore, 
they integrate a more physical and body-based view of the person as yielded by recent neuroscience research, 
with a phenomenological knowledge base concerning the role of the body and its kinaesthesia, feelings, and 
movement (Koch & Fuchs, 2011: 276).  

Here, I go against the old association of the body with nature and consciousness with culture (Weiss & 
Fern, 1999). This tradition understands body movements such as training as something more linked to the 
biological, to the corporal, and learning (such as reading) with a mental activity, which implies a distinction 
between thinking and doing. Nevertheless, I will show that doing training and performing body movements 
implies thinking and this is associated with culture. From the moment we are born, our first education is about 
bodily aspects: to control the sphincter, learn to chew, speak, and walk. We sense first and intellectualise second 
(Perry & Medina, 2015). We use our bodies to incorporate, show and change cultural aspects. By taking the 
body as the starting point and basis of my analysis, I will observe culture and experiences insofar as these can be 
understood from the phenomenological standpoint of bodily being in the world.  
I will use two perspectives to support this position where the body is thought of as an essential element for 
understanding the subject and its actions. Firstly, Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology ([1962] 2006), and secondly, 
Crossley’s concept of RBTs (2004a, 2004b, 2005, 2006a, 2006b, 2007, 2013). 

 
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology. 

Merleau-Ponty characterised the body as a knot of living significations that acquires abilities to move 
fluently in a physical and social environment. This presupposes understanding a particular world in a non-
conceptual, non-propositional, practical manner. To understand is to experience: we learn a type of movement 
through coordinating perceptual and motor capabilities, and this capability is adaptable to diverse contextual 
configurations. For Merleau-Ponty, the body must be understood as a ‘lived body’, as a system of possible 
actions, defined by its task and its situation, reflecting social processes, living conditions, norms, values, power 
relationships, relational dynamics, and patterns of interaction among individuals of a given culture.  
The author avoided the body-mind dualism with the concept of body-subject, a body whose subjectivity is based 
on its pre-linguistic, intentional interaction with its world, in which habits are acquired while ‘being in the 
world’. The body is the recipient of various concrete practices as well as of a whole symbolic world. The starting 
point for studying the ‘lived body’ is the understanding that the perception of reality occurs from the particular 
location of our body. The lived body opposes the objectified body (Tietjens, 2014: 142-144). The body is and 
belongs to the world of things, of objects. However, it is around it that other objects become important since I 
understand the world from and through my body. 
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Merleau-Ponty showed how our cognition of the world is always an embodied perception. It is reversible, a seer, 
listener, toucher from the inside, and seen, heard, touched from the outside. ‘Being in the world’ is mediated 
both through physical presence and a sense of perception. There is an intimate connection between body, 
experience, and identity. The world as perceived through the body is the ground level of all knowledge, and 
therefore, it is through the body that people gain access to the world. Our perception of everyday reality depends 
upon a ‘lived body’, i.e., a body that simultaneously experiences and creates the world. This phenomenological 
perspective provides us with sharp, perceptive and well-grounded insights into the lived reality of the sensuous 
sporting body of my collaborators (Allen-Collinson et al., 2014: 593). 
  

Crossley’s concept of RBTs. 
As Crossley (2007) argued, Merleau-Ponty did not use the term ‘body technique’, but his perspective 

clearly echoes Mauss. Based on Mauss and on the concept of body techniques, Crossley emphasised that 
structured forms of physical activity, far from being mere ‘patterns of behaviour’, embody a practical 
understanding of certain meanings. These practices are aimed at both reflexive and pre-reflexive 
principles/actions where the body is involved, and at practices that can physically and intellectually modify the 
individual. Crossley defined RBTs as ‘those body techniques whose primary purpose is to work back upon the 
body, to modify, maintain or thematise it in some way’ (Crossley, 2005: 9). RBTs are techniques performed by 
the body, and some of them involve forms of knowledge and understanding embodied below the threshold of 
language and often of consciousness. 

Different studies have shown that bodily dispositions, actions, and attributes, like spitting, dancing, 
eating, and gazing, have no natural form (Hunter & Saunders, 1995). Following Mauss, Crossley posited that 
these bodily attributes are unconscious because we are inducted into them, usually as children, through an 
unconditional training or rational choice. This does not mean that these attributes lie beyond the reach of 
conscious knowledge but that they have not gone through the conditional acceptance, the testing, and 
confirmation that we call knowledge. Like in these bodily dispositions, in physical activities, the characteristics 
of bodily movements are crucial for knowing, learning, exploring, and identifying movement qualities and skills 
that will develop bodily knowledge (Sklar, 2000; Potter, 2008; Farrer &Whalen-Bridge, 2011). ‘The notion of 
bodily knowledge refers to a knowledge-forming process in which subjects pay special attention to sensuous 
information, perceptions, and feelings that occur during physical training processes’ (Parviainen, 2018: 360). 
This bodily knowledge manifests in RBTs and encourages individuals to trust their body awareness and learn to 
understand the ambiguous feelings, intuitions and sensations emerging from the body during physical exercise 
(Parviainen, 2018). 

The RBTs concept is complex since it has a conscious reflexivity and, at the same time, can be 
automatic. In cognitive neuroscience, this is related to what they call automatic versus deliberate cognition 
(Cerulo, 2010). Let us take the example of swimming. It is a fact that if someone does not know how to swim 
and throws themselves into the sea, he/she will drown. Swimming is something that one learns. When learning 
how to swim, what we must assimilate is not merely conscious and reflexive. It is not about learning to make a 
fixed set of movements, but rather about understanding the principles of water displacement and buoyancy in a 
practical, pre-reflexive way. These rules and practices do not necessarily involve abstract thinking (‘mental 
knowledge’); they are physically understood. It is not about reading books on swimming but about doing it until 
the body learns it. In the beginning, the learner tries to understand with their ‘body and mind’ as much as 
possible. Once the knowledge has been acquired, it is no longer necessary to think, reflect, or have body 
awareness. One simply jumps into the sea and does not drown.  

RBTs allow us to analyse this process, both when it is learned and when it is already automatic. 
Similarly, they help us see that body movements and body techniques are biological events and depend on 
structures and anatomical mechanisms. Learning how to swim when children, when adults, being male or 
female, being overweight, having long legs or arms, are characteristics that will affect our learning process and 
then our way of swimming. 

Both the phenomenological perspective of Merleau-Ponty and the RBTs concept of Crossley invite us 
to a particular way of paying attention to the agents. This attention involves, in our case, analysing the sensory 
dimension of kickboxing participation and sporting embodiment. It is to look at more incarnated dimensions 
focusing on how we go about making sense of our senses within a socio-cultural framework (Allen-Collinson & 
Hockey, 2014: 592). Authors like Bull et al. (2006), Chau (2008), and Allen-Collinson & Hockey (2014) remind 
us that the senses mediate the relationship between mind and body, and self and society. In this sense, with this 
work, I connect with a growing literature that analytically embraces the sensory dimension of sport (Morley; 
2001; Downey, 2002; Potter, 2008; Allen-Collinson & Hockey, 2014, 2015; Matthews, 2020).  

 
Shadowboxing and the feeling, moving body 

Shadowboxing is an exercise utilised in training for combat sports. In the East, it has been encouraged 
for its benefits to its practitioners' physical and mental health (Muharram et al., 2011). ‘Through many tests and 
much research, [the] Martial Arts Association of Chinese Academy of Sciences concluded that shadowboxing 
has a very significant medical effect’ (Zheng et al., 2015: 177). For this article, it is of particular interest since it 
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allows us to analyse what has been called ‘intense embodiment’, a term that describes periods of heightened 
awareness of corporeal existence where the senses are experienced as working ‘on full’ and ‘to the max’. Intense 
embodiment involves a greater conscious awareness of the body and bodily processes (Allen-Collinson & 
Owton, 2014). 

At IJB, I became aware of a group of people of various ages very committed to kickboxing. These 
members stood out in the gym environment for many reasons. Firstly, they dressed in a certain way, for instance, 
with special shorts that allow comfortable movements when throwing a kick. Secondly, they looked at the body 
differently; their training is not about improving health or aesthetic aspects, but about enhancing functional 
characteristics for combat. The body is both the tool of kickboxing and its target (Wacquant, 2006; Fulton, 
2011). Thirdly, as Wąsik and Wójcik (2017: 92) explained, martial arts allows for discovering the strengths and 
weaknesses of personality, such as courage and cowardice, bravery and aggressiveness, pride and vanity, 
characteristics that could be seen many times in the body language of the kickboxers. Fourthly, pain is an 
important subject in gym culture, but it is pain produced by training. To this, kickboxing adds the pain produced 
by blows. Spencer (2009) explained that, in combat sports, members focus on the role of RBTs in constructing a 
body capable of both giving and taking pain. The body should be hardened. He called it ‘body callusing’, and as 
Nixon (1993b) has shown, pain gives athletes opportunities to prove or display their character, and it might help 
to create a sense of transcendence. In martial arts, pain is full of meanings and is an inescapable part of the 
activity (Green, 2011). Besides, different researchers like Weiser et al. (1995), Croom (2014), and Partikova 
(2019) have argued that one of the main benefits of combat training is the growing understanding of one’s 
characters and self. 

Some comments on kickboxing:  
Lee: ‘This isn’t a sport of kicks and punches; it’s a mind-body sport. The mind must be trained as much 
or even more than the body. It has a lot of strategy, precision, courage, and style. Anyone can throw 
kicks and punches, but not everyone can be successful in kickboxing’. 
Another woman said: ‘If I’ve learned something with kickboxing, it’s to be confident. I feel secure. I 
don’t depend on anyone; I don’t feel weak. I feel relaxed, happy, and strong’.  
Andrea: ‘In the martial arts, your body really matters. Your height and weight, your agility and 
flexibility, everyone is different. That’s why women have different fighting styles, especially if you 
practice with men; you’ll often be smaller but many times faster. So, it’s a mental challenge all the time, 
depending on who you’re fighting with is the strategy that you’ll adopt. Fighting is all about knowing 
what you can do with your own body type’. 
These quotes tell us that kickboxing is a complex activity in which both physical and mental aspects 

must be considered and trained. Even though it is an engaging activity for them, they know that not everyone 
can be a successful kickboxer. Success in kickboxing is associated with morpho-functional, physiological, 
biomechanical, and psychological aspects (Ouergui et al., 2013, 2014; Podrigalo, 2018). 
Kickboxers must perform a series of different workouts to strengthen their physiques and techniques. The 
most important RBT that many of them performed in the fitness area of IJB was shadowboxing, which is an 
exercise mainly to prepare and train the muscles and the techniques used in a fight. Only one person is 
required, and the participant throws punches at no one in particular. People envision themselves facing their 
future opponent and throw punches in the air that can also be combined with throwing kicks, and knee and 
elbow strikes. A man in his forties said to me: 

‘It’s all about moving, move, move, move. One works on moving. One must constantly move the feet 
that rock the body back and forth, and side to side. You also move your head from side to side. You also 
crouch or move your upper body to avoid a hit. You throw punches, dodge punches and everything in a 
coordinated way, without stopping, always moving, moving’.  

In this quote, we can see three important factors. Firstly, shadowboxing requires a process of somatic learning 
through the development and refinement of a broad spectrum of sensory skills and ways of knowing. And that in 
which kickboxers work on and learn how to manoeuvre, is nothing more than their own body movements. 
Kickboxers, while shadowboxing, are preoccupied with what was the primary concern for Merleau-Ponty 
(2006), the corporeal dimension of the body-world-consciousness nexus (Allen-Collinson & Evans, 2019). 
Secondly, kickboxers need to learn how to move and keep themselves balanced and grounded as they move. For 
this, shadowboxing is used to embody patterns of movements and to create the habit/RBT of not standing in one 
place. In shadowboxing, the movement of each part of the body must have an intention, and as Bar-On Cohen 
(2006: 88) explained, movement is the prime way of making sense of the world; it is a basic means of perceiving 
the world.  

Thirdly, for Merleau-Ponty, habit is neither involuntary nor strictly voluntary. Habit is learned and occupies 
a middle position between the reflex, which repeats actions in a verbatim and involuntary manner, and explicitly 
formulated knowledge, which requires a voluntary decision as to whether and how it is applicable in each 
situation (Preston, 1996: 178). In Schön’s work, it is called reflection-in-action (1983). Crossley (2006a) noted 
the phenomenon of habit is precisely what should lead us to revise our notion of ‘understanding’ and our notion 
of body. To understand is to experience harmony among what we intend and what happens, between intention 
and performance. The habit is a regularly repeated and learned behaviour that becomes automatic. Some 
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participants told me that it was also good for them to shadowbox in a ring, to get used to moving around the 
dimensions of a ring and get used to touching against the ropes. Here, shadowboxing is done to embody a 
specific space and how to move in it. 

Lee: ‘Shadowboxing is a mental workout; you improve overall fighting abilities through a mental 
analysis of your abilities as a fighter. You check and work on your fighting techniques, your power, 
strength, endurance, speed, rhythm, footwork, offence, and defence’.  
Here, shadowboxing is about combining defensive and offensive manoeuvres while thinking about and 

analysing them. As Bull et al. (2006) said, it is thinking through the senses which helps to develop body 
awareness (Shu, 2017). Shadowboxing is done to embody the RBTs of combat; it is an exercise performed to 
know one’s own body and its abilities. During shadowboxing, kickboxers have to analyse psychological and 
psychomotor variables to work on their reaction time and decision-making proficiency. They need to coordinate 
motor abilities to adjust their movements' speed, strength, balance, stamina, coordination, flexibility, and 
precision in an ever-changing environment (Çetin et al., 2011). 

From the perspective of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of embodiment, skill development is a matter of 
continuously refining the ability to recognise the right sorts of requests and then respond appropriately to them 
(Nulty, 2017). The process of learning/teaching RBTs is a demanding form of embodied knowledge, difficult to 
verbalise, where apprenticeship involves more than simply acquiring techniques, including a whole-body 
transformation in strength, flexibility, mobility, and even personality (Downey 2010: 22). Bar-On Cohen (2006: 
74) explained that what a person who practices a martial art thinks, and how they understand what the body 
means, or what it contains, changes over time, as does the body itself (muscles grow tougher and more elastic, 
perceptions and reactions become quicker and more accurate). The practice of martial arts entails more profound 
changes in the practitioner as well because new potentialities and skills are discovered and honed into finely 
tuned workouts. 
For instance, Downey’s (2010) analyses of capoeira led him to conclude that since sensory capacities can partly 
be cultivated like a skill, practitioners of capoeira are doing more than simply acquiring body techniques; they 
are also tuning their perceptions and actions, thereby creating a culturally and neurologically distinctive way of 
being. Physical movements and skills are meaningful not merely culturally, but also physiologically and 
neurologically. The habitus for capoeira is a concrete set of perceptual-motor skills and modifications to the 
organic body. Different practitioners acquire them unevenly. Moreover, many RBTs take time to obtain because 
they necessitate physiological change: stronger muscles, greater flexibility, more acute perceptual-motor ability, 
and slowly developed, incrementally learned patterns of behaviour. As research in neurosciences continues to 
reveal, perceptual and motor learning entail physiological change (Downey, 2010: 33). Shilling (1991) called it 
physical capital. Wacquant (2006) referred to this as body capital. 

It is not uncommon for members of IJB to record themselves while shadowboxing (in fact, as Collins (2016) 
explained, it is an increasingly popular practice among athletes), or ask other people to observe them and 
criticise their movements. Instructors and other members draw attention to their own performances with phrases 
such as ‘look at me’, ‘watch my arms’, ‘check the position of my feet’, and ‘try to do this’, as well as by 
exaggerated movement patterns. They encourage members to look at aspects of their own techniques in the 
mirrors by repeating a description of the appropriate posture such as ‘stomachs in, straight back’, ‘breath 
properly’, ‘arms up’. Often, instructors and members teaching some RBTs are aware that imitation is a challenge 
and use a wide range of techniques to scaffold students’ imitation. They do things like slowing down the 
movements; listing positions step by step, parsing the target technique into component gestures; offering verbal 
formulae to aid sequence recall; physically manipulating the students’ bodies; artificially limiting a student’s 
degrees of freedom; abstracting parts of a technique; creating meaningless movement drills to teach basic 
component gestures; and imitating the student’s mistakes, among other things (Downey, 2010). 

A man in his twenties said: ‘Shadowboxing helps to relax your body, to keep it warm but relaxed. You 
can do it before a fight to warm up and to throw the stress and the nerves away before a fight. It takes the 
tension away from the body. It must be calm and relaxed. Move around, relax your shoulders, and shake 
your limbs out. Breathe and keep moving. If you’re not relaxed while shadowboxing, then you’ll never 
be a good fighter. If you’re out of breath or tired after four minutes, well, it’s pretty sad considering that 
you’re fighting the air’. 
At least three factors can be construed from this quote. Firstly, several studies have shown that to gain 

positive outcomes from martial arts practice, it must be sufficiently challenging, particularly in terms of being 
physically strenuous (Haudenhuyse et al., 2012; Pierce et al., 2016; Van der Kooi, 2020). However, 
shadowboxing is one of the few practices in combat sports where what is sought is not to harden or accustom the 
physique to blows, but rather to learn to relax and not cause any type of pain to the body.  
Secondly, for sportspeople, ‘warming up’ is crucial, and ‘it requires of the practitioner a heightened awareness of 
somatic sensations in muscles, tendons and joints, to gauge when the body is sufficiently prepared’ (Allen-
Collinson & Hockey, 2014: 12). Besides, warming up incorporates an energising element, a sense of heat, of 
blood flow and feelings of internal energy and bodily readiness. This corporeal readiness also includes a 
psychological warm-up, a sense of being prepared to work hard and to engage in an intense activity (Allen-
Collinson & Hockey, 2014). 
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Thirdly, sportspeople become acutely aware of and attuned to their breathing. These respiratory patterns 
provide feedback on bodily states during each sporting session. Additionally, respiratory patterns are part of the 
embodiment of emotions, and how someone is feeling (irritated, tired, nervous) can be perceived through 
breathing (Hockey & Allen Collinson, 2007: 120). I was told, ‘breathing doesn’t lie’.  
In kickboxing, listening to one’s body and the opponent’s body is crucial auditory feedback that can provide 
embodied evidence upon which to base decisions concerning a change of pace, direction, tactics, among others. 
Nevertheless, breathing properly is not natural, especially when fighting. Kickboxers, while shadowboxing, 
practise breathing from their abdomen and holding their breath to tighten the stomach before receiving a hit to 
use the abdominal muscles as protection. They need to learn and appreciate what a good balance between tension 
and relaxation during fighting feels like. One of the characteristics of a good punch is that it is delivered using 
the whole body: the hips, the feet, the shoulders, the abdominal muscles, and the breathing all function together 
to generate an intense punch. When it comes to hitting, one must exhale when striking, making the hit much 
more powerful. Likewise, it was emphasised that oxygen is the fuel for fighting; hence, it is necessary to breathe 
constantly in a controlled, relaxed manner.  

Furthermore, this quote shows that shadowboxing is about learning how to loosen the body and embody the 
skills that help someone relax and breathe properly even when they are in a fight. In this sense, different studies 
(Wang & Wang, 2004; Luo et al., 2008; Huang, 2008; Li Yang, 2011; Zheng et al., 2015) have shown that 
shadowboxing has a beneficiary effect on depression and anxiety.  

Lee: ‘In shadowboxing, one practices movements and punches, one can experiment safely, you aren’t 
punished for making mistakes. So, one can practice a certain punch or a defensive move safely. If 
something doesn’t feel right or is too difficult, or it feels clumsy, if something hurts, you’re probably 
doing it wrong. That’s why you check yourself in the mirror and try to do it in a nice flow. You can work 
on your rhythm while shadowboxing, to move as much as possible but to minimise the movements, so 
you don’t use too much energy. In this way, you can create your own rhythm, and then you can 
incorporate it into a real fight. Your body is used to it’.  
Andrea: ‘the main thing is to do the same movements, so the body learns them by heart. The 
combinations, the technique of the movements must be repeated again and again until they become 
natural. Until they’re part of your body and you can execute them without even thinking about it’.  
Here, at least two important interpretations can be analysed. Firstly, shadowboxing is about embodying a 

flow that, after a while, becomes automatic. This flow helps the person to move efficiently and with their own 
style. It is linked to a smooth corporeal cadence. Some people at IJB called it: ‘a natural fighting dance rhythm’. 
Studies have shown that this flow is the fluid incorporation of specific movements and an experience of optimal 
fulfilment and engagement in an activity, also described as being ‘in the zone’ (Hockey & Allen Collinson, 
2007, 2014). 

Being in the zone has at least two components, rhythm, and timing. Rhythm in human physical performance 
relates to a ‘patterned energy-flow of action, marked in the body by varied stress and directional change; also 
marked by changes in the level of intensity, speed and duration’ (Goodridge in Hockey & Allen Collinson, 2007: 
119). Timing relates to the act of determining and/or regulating the order of occurrence of an action or event (for 
example, when to throw a punch, or where an opponent will move), to achieve desired results. Consequently, to 
accomplish such flow, participants must skilfully coordinate certain bodily parts with correct timing (Hockey & 
Allen Collinson, 2007). This embodied sense of flow requires a highly developed awareness of sensations 
emanating from the body, including ligaments, tendons, and muscles as they move. Shadowboxing helps 
kickboxers concentrate and analyse their body position, energy, balance, pace, and so on to develop their own 
‘natural’ flow. 

Secondly, shadowboxing is about embodying the RBTs that will become automatic, as they will be integrated 
into the body’s muscle memory. Spencer explained that all action in fights is pre-reflective and beyond thought:  

‘The fighter’s body intuitively reacts to their opponent’s based on the body techniques learned in 
training. Through the accumulation of proprioceptive memory, the body has registered what it is to do in 
each fight scenario. That is, the body senses what it has to do in a fight and reacts accordingly’ (2009: 
129). 
Different authors have explained that the body has memory (Casey, 2000; Koch, 2006, 2011; James, 2008; 

Hedblom, 2009). The habitual body memory has much in common with what cognitive psychology calls implicit 
memory (Casey, 2000). For the philosopher Casey, body memory is located both in the objective, material body, 
like fibres and tissues, and in the phenomenal lived body. This memory is intrinsic to the body, to its ways of 
remembering; how we remember in, by, and through the body. Body memory becomes salient when disrupted, 
such as when one gets a new gadget (keyboard, remote control) and finds oneself in a ‘state of disorientation’ at 
first (Casey, 2000). Fuchs (cited in Koch, 2011: 161) explained:  

‘Bodily learning means to forget what we have learned or done explicitly, and to let it sink into implicit, 
unconscious knowing. By this, we acquire the skills and dispositions of perceiving and acting that make 
up our very personal way of being in the world. We might also say: what we have forgotten has become 
what we are’. 
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Humans have a body memory that mediates the basic experience of familiarity and continuity in the 
succession of events (Koch, 2006). A category such as autobiographic memory represents the past only as the 
past, while body memory mediates the living presence of the past. It is, therefore, the essential basis of the self. 
As such, it can be found entirely intact in a patient with dementia who is dancing, singing, or sculpting (Koch, 
2006: 25). By constantly shadowboxing, the body enters into the practice, and the practice into the body. ‘All 
one can say is that to improve one’s skill one must be involved and get a lot of practice. The body takes over and 
does the rest outside the range of consciousness’ (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1999: 114). Downey (2010) called it 
bodily enculturation.  

Shustermna (2006: 10) showed how actors, musicians, dancers, and other artists can perform better and 
longer with less fatigue and pain when they have developed RBTs that allow them to know how to properly use 
their bodies for their arts, like how to handle an instrument to avoid unnecessary and unwanted muscle 
contractions. Similarly, Wacquant (2006) noted that boxers take a body schema that is obtained almost without 
realising it, and that physical and mental provisions are incorporated. In many cases, the body remembers how a 
move is executed and often regulates energy intensities without a reflective consciousness. Over time, people 
develop a bodily intuition/maturity. For instance, it has been studied that the expert chess player experiences a 
compelling sense of the issue and the best move. 

They ‘can play at the rate of five to ten seconds a move and even faster without any serious degradation 
in performance. At this speed, they must depend almost entirely on intuition and hardly at all on analysis 
and comparisons of alternatives. It has been estimated that a master chess player can distinguish roughly 
fifty-thousand types of positions. For such expert performance, the number of classes of discriminable 
situations, built on experience, must be comparably large’ (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1999: 109).  
Cerulo (2010) explained that cognitive neuroscience work shows the neural mechanisms and processes where 

the movements of the body help in the process in which the brain acquires, organises, and stores information, 
and Zhang et al. (2005) showed that the systematic training of shadowboxing can improve the balance and 
coordinate the left and right brain hemispheres. Andrea said: 

‘You must be fully attentive to what is going on with your body, your surroundings, your thoughts, 
your habits. Shadowboxing is a space where you can be yourself, or you can work to become the fighter 
you want to be. While you move and practice, what only matters is your body and your thoughts’. 
 Here, through shadowboxing, one can see that the body plays a central role in thinking, feeling, 
perceiving, and acting (Koch, 2011). The quote shows how a kickboxer learns skills by manipulating her 
body movements. ‘It is an ultimate intimacy, a doing while being with oneself’ (Sklar, 2000: 72). Andrea 
is learning to use her body in particular ways, making the body play an essential role in creating a sense 
of self, identity, and agency. 
All the quotes presented here tell us about the same activity but with different, overlapping meanings. Martial 

arts in general, and shadowboxing in particular, can be seen as therapy, a moment to connect and focus on 
yourself. It is also a performance, something that is exhibited and has a flow that can be perfected both in its 
functional and aesthetic characteristics (Bin Bu et al., 2010; Farrer & Whalen-Bridge, 2011; Farrer, 2015; Wąsik 
& Wójcik, 2017). It is also a safe practice that avoids the violence, injuries, and stress to which the body is 
subjected in martial arts. It is an RBT that is embodied and helps generate muscle memory. After working for 
months on the movements and techniques, after rationalising the process, the movements become automatic, and 
the body executes specific patterns without them necessarily being carried out consciously. 
Nevertheless, there is always something that can be learned, improved, perfected. Therefore, kickboxers 
constantly use their bodies in a conscious, repetitive, and meticulous way until new skills become ‘natural’. 
Finally, in Merleau-Ponty’s terms, shadowboxing occurs in the lived body’s performance of movements, where 
kickboxers move beyond themselves (spatially and temporally), creating, practising and anticipating actions and 
different scenarios (Wehrle, 2020). 
 
Conclusions 

In embodiment research, projects are centred on human beings' living, moving, and feeling of social 
experiences (Channon & Jennings, 2013). As Merleau-Ponty said, our body, our sense experience is that vital 
and positive communication and engagement that we have with the world (2006). In this article, I have explained 
how specific movements are acquired and transformed into ‘natural’, or ‘automatic’ habits through the concept 
of Reflexive Body Techniques. For Merleau-Ponty, habit in human activity does not mean that we are 
unthinking automata. On the contrary, habit bridges the gap between unthinking, uncontrollable reflex reactions 
and fully conscious deliberative reasoning. Habit is the essential ability to generalise and adapt familiar bodily 
movements to situations; therefore, habit is essentially creative (Preston, 1996: 176).  
Here, through the experience of my collaborators, I have shown how they changed from having a body and 
performing an action, to being in the body and feeling an action/movement (Andreasson, 2013). This maturity 
helps with feeling the body, reading it, and cultivating the ability to shadowbox in a controlled manner that both 
looks right and feels good. These movements trigger sensory activity that turns experiences into feelings 
(Hockey & Allen Collinson, 2007).  
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In this article, I have put the body in the foreground, highlighting that kinaesthetic sense is relevant to 
understanding people’s experiences and actions, and they represent meaning-making practices, unlike many 
studies that think of people as if they were static, without a moving body (Francombe, 2013; Thorpe, 2014). 
Here, I have shown that human beings engage in complex structured systems of bodily movements laden with 
social and cultural significance. ‘They employ an embodied intentionality to act […] that is embedded in 
intersubjective practices’ (Farnell, 1999: 343). Personal enchantments occur through daily training. The skill of a 
technique is embodied in the repeated positioning of a movement, leading to gradual changes in musculature and 
personality (Farrer, 2016).  

Analysing shadowboxing is important for five reasons; firstly, because physical activity and the human 
body's movements must be promoted given the series of social and health benefits they provide. Shadowboxing 
is an inexpensive and ‘simple’ treatment that can improve both physical and mental capacities. Secondly, 
because shadowboxing allows us to problematise the symbiotic relationship between two apparently antithetical 
logics, healing and fighting (Sieler, 2015). Thirdly, because people working on their bodies are also working on 
themselves. ‘Bodies are not stable pre-formed entities, they are always extending beyond themselves, and bodies 
can be seen as ‘centres of indetermination’ (Featherstone, 2010: 205). Fourthly, as Mol and Law (2004) said, in 
the same way that people who live with asthma are more aware of the air they breathe, or trans-sexuality comes 
with an overwhelming sense of living in a sexed body, people who work on their body are more conscious about 
their body shape and body processes (Sossa, 2015, 2020). Fifthly, the way people acquire skills and the 
meanings behind these skills also speak about the socio-cultural context in which these practices and meanings 
are developed. It shows the biological and social complexities that acquiring knowledge entails.  

Finally, when analysing the different and complex aspects that the practice of shadowboxing requires, 
exciting lines of research are identified that should bring social sciences into comprehensive dialogue with other 
scholars of the mind. In this way, scholars can arrive at a better and more organic way of understanding the 
actions and behaviours of people. Future research could look at other ways of moving, feeling, expressing and 
learning with the body, and point out how these are related to different areas of knowledge that highlight the 
complexity of human beings, where people are seen as a whole and not as agents-owners of two separate and 
unconnected realities called mind and body. Similarly, more phenomenological perspectives can contribute to 
analysing in-depth how sportspeople (and ‘normal’ people) engage sensorially in sporting, leisure, and 
occupational activities. 
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