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Jesse O’Bky’s presentation for the Kennedy Center winter 2026 lecture series, “Sport and
Society,” offered a broader, more demanding definition of athleticism than the one most people
grow up with. Sports are typically defined by competition, strength, speed, and endurance.
O’Bky did not reject those measures; he took them seriously and then expanded them. Early in
the lecture, he argued that dance asks the body to do everything athletics asks it to, but it also
asks the body to move other people emotionally. That claim shifted the conversation away from
the question of whether dancers count as athletes toward a sharper one: what kind of athletic
intelligence does dance develop that other fields should pay attention to?

A central thread in the lecture was that dance does not just train muscles; it also trains the
brain. O’Bky spent significant time on neural pathways, repetition, and neuroplasticity, but his
most memorable claim was that forming new pathways makes it easier to create additional ones
later. In that light, dance builds a mind that can keep learning. He contrasted this with repetitive
athletic motions such as the same baseball swing drilled thousands of times, not to dismiss
repetition but to show that dance layers adaptation on top of practice. Constantly changing
phrases, patterns, partners, and spatial demands force the body and mind to adjust. The result is
not only performance but mental flexibility. In a culture that still tends to separate body from
mind, O’Bky’s argument showed why dance deserves to be taken seriously as both a discipline
and a profession.

That argument deepened when he described dance as full-body awareness rather than a

decorative flourish. He highlighted small stabilizing muscles that rarely enter mainstream sports

commentary and traced how dance develops balance, coordination, proprioception, and control.



He framed dance as demanding, technical, and disciplined, not as an aesthetic extra added after
the serious work is done. His examples of well-known athletes using dance as cross-training
made the point clearly. Constantly changing phrases, patterns, partners, and spatial demands
force the body and mind to adjust. More than that, dance can change how a person thinks about
movement. The context of a lecture series on sport and society quietly challenged the habit of
treating some forms of movement as serious and others as secondary.

The lecture reached its clearest statement of purpose during the question-and-answer
period. Asked what draws people to dance, O’Bky did not default to applause, acclaim, or
technical mastery. He argued that people come to dance for artistic expression and for the chance
to communicate something larger than themselves. The same movement, he suggested, can
communicate joy, sorrow, awkwardness, humor, or pain depending on how it is performed,
turning movement into a kind of universal language. He was not only defending dance as a sport.
He was explaining why it matters socially and emotionally. Bodies do not only perform; they
communicate. For a series titled “Sport and Society,” that is a crucial claim: both sports and
dance operate as public forms of meaning-making, displaying discipline, identity, emotion, and
relationships in ways that language alone cannot.

O’Bky’s credibility also rested on his refusal to romanticize discipline. When asked how
he balances dance, marriage, directing a company, and everyday life, he did not offer a polished
script about perfect time management. He said he had learned to understand his capacity and to
lean on others. In a culture that treats nonstop productivity as a virtue, those simple phrases
carried weight. They suggested that high performance is not just about pushing harder but about

humility, limits, trust, and community. By acknowledging that rest matters, burnout is real, and



collaboration is necessary, O’Bky grounded his theory of movement in ordinary life instead of
leaving it on the stage.

The lecture argued that athleticism should be understood more broadly and more
humanely. Dance is athletic not only because it is physically demanding. It is athletic because it
requires discipline, adaptation, awareness, and endurance, while also functioning as a social and
expressive practice that reveals how people live together. O’Bky showed that movement can
strengthen muscles, reshape the brain, build empathy, and create connections. That definition
quietly exposes the limits of a sports culture still fixated on speed and scoreboard results. His
presentation did not simply insist that dance deserves respect. It made a stronger claim:
institutions that shape sport, education, and culture should take seriously the forms of
intelligence the body can learn. In that view, dance does not sit on the margins of sport; it

exposes the parts of athletic life that sports culture most often forgets to name.
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