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African Dance as Healing M odality T hroughout
the Diaspora: The Use of Ritual and M ovement
to Work Through Trauma
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Nicole Monteiro(drnmonteiro@gmail.com) is a psychologist and owofethe Center for Healing and
Development, a psychology research and consultiactipe. She has a wide range of internationakwor
and research experience, including throughout Afritler professional and research interests include
African dance, global mental health, Muslim andugefe health, and psychological treatment of trauma.
Her international work includes: conducting merttalalth research in Ethiopia; developing research
projects in Senegal; consulting in Grenada, Peduladlperia; working as a psychologist in Bahraindan
completing the Harvard Program for Refugee Trau@idbal Mental Health Master's Certificate
Program where she obtained in-depth training in uheque needs of culturally diverse traumatized
populations and post-conflict recovery. Dr. Mordeaieveloped and runs a global mental health summer
training program for doctoral students, which pd®g cross-cultural exposure and research experience
rural Senegal.

Diana J. Wall(dr.dianajwall@gmail.com) is a clinical psycholsigin Washington, DC. She completed
her doctoral training at The George Washington Brsity School of Professional Psychology, as well a
completed the Harvard Program for Refugee Traun@sbal Mental Health Master's Certificate
Program. Her clinical work is focused on traungatment and assessment, psychological evaluations
(immigration, risk, personality and cognitive), Ik mental health, women’'s mental
health, psychodynamic psychotherapy, clinical sup&m and training.

Abstract: In the African worldview, dance is a conduit of imidual and community healing.
African conceptualizations of illness and healttegnate social, spiritual, physical and mental
realms, all of which are impacted by trauma. Tgaper will explore different forms of dance
and ritual throughout the African Diaspora as thegite to the process of healing trauma. It will
provide examples of African dance healing practie&om the Ndeup ritual in Senegal and Zar
tradition in North Africa to the highly stylized dee techniques of Guinea and urban dance in
the U.S. Psychological perspectives are incorpdrad provide an additional framework for
understanding healing dance ritud®ywords. Dance, Ritual, Trauma, Psychology.
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Traditional African dance is connected to rituatisind spiritual healing practices, and
addresses a range of ailments. The underlyingfhislithat in the community, mind and body
must be incorporated into ritual systems in oraefatilitate healing, as well as transform and
empower the individual and the group. Ultimataien their holistic structure, rituals benefit
the society in many layers. They play an integ@k in socialization, expression and
communication; help to build and maintain a healdleypse of self system; and also offer an
alternative cathartic experience for not only indiaals but for the community as a whole.

In particular, rituals involving dance play an egsd role in relieving and treating
symptoms of psychological distress, as well asraépé and lessen the impact of psychological
trauma. In many societies, these noted benefitnte, as well as the impact of related cultural
processes, operate without an awareness of thethan&s; but have been observed and
researched as valuable therapeutic byproductseimgblves. This paper focuses on the role of
African dance as a healing modality throughout Dii@spora. It will describe healing customs
and traditions practiced in the eastern and westgions of Africa, as well as explore dance
styles utilized by individuals of African descemt the inner cities of the United States. In
addition, it will examine the artistic and hista@icoots and therapeutic aspects of African dance
as related to relieving and treating psycholodicaima.

Traditional Conceptualizations of Health and Illnessin Africa

The African worldview is based on spiritual and eoomal paradigms that are useful in
understanding indigenous and Diasporic healing aggres. At the same time, powerful
cultural, historical, and economic forces; colon&{periences; independence revolutionary
struggles; and conflict have also shaped indigeremts modern practices on the continent.
Conflict and change have been a part of Africaned@s for centuries and highlight the dynamic
foundation of African culture (Sow, 1980). Thisndynism, spirituality and communalism
inform the following discussion of healing, illnessd the role of dance and ritual in the African
worldview.

Dichotomous, either/or thinking is not part of A&fin beliefs; instead complementary
ideas predominate. The self is not separated nmttividualized parts with unique illnesses, such
as mental and physical. In the African worldvidwymans’ spiritual root is thought to govern
and be responsible for various manifestations aftheand illness. General health is related to
balance and equilibrium within one’s spirit. Thises not mean that the African worldview
merges all attributes of self together without graming distinct qualities or traits. Ratherisit
a harmonizing perspective that appreciates holmrnot at the expense of individualism.
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Some of the themes linking the attitudes, beliefsl d@ehaviors related to illness
throughout Africa include: communalistic socialustiures; lifestyles that encourage harmony
with environment/nature; the prominence of spitityan the worldview; belief in both natural
and supernatural causation of illness with the askedgement that most theories are culture
specific; and the frequent use of religious/spaiituealers to treat illness.

For example, in traditional African societiesndks that manifests in psychological or
mental symptoms is understood as a disruptionemttural order of humans’ interactions with
the spirit world, or, depending on the specifiagien, lack of appropriate connection with God
or the Supreme Being. This disturbance can ocournfultiple reasons such as failure to
properly honor the spiritual realm or one’s ancesstaeglecting to carry out prescribed rituals,
prayers or religious ceremonies, or losing persdadh in God.  However, the state of
imbalance which can lead to illness and distressfien temporary, can be rectified with
corrective rituals and is not considered a pathefindividual's personality. Specifically, in the
case of mental and emotional symptoms, the causksssociated negative characteristics are
not internalized by the suffering individual. Tileess comes from outside the person and does
not define who he or she is.

In addition, African societies emphasize the socalses and impact of illness in terms
of the individual's relationship to the communityda spiritual world. Some factors that
influence illness are the transgression of soaegocial bounds regarding relationships and
social roles, the harmful intentions of anothersper angering God or spirits, and spirit
possession (Sow, 1980). These variables are fagkted with complex implications regarding
how people understand their world and their place i

Culturally prescribed interpersonal rules regulabavior among members of the family,
social groups, and broader community. Individualks socialized very early regarding manners
of greetings, relating within and outside of peeoups, understanding various social group
distinctions, and specific duties, responsibiliteesd social obligations. Roles that prescribe
daily functions and dictate expectations of familyends, acquaintances and strangers are very
important in traditional life. Often, a minimalviel of hospitality and respect is mandated for
certain groups such as elders, respected commigsiyers, people of a certain level of
achievement, etc. In many ways, people are obllgedtatic social roles and expectations.
Finally, those who are unable to navigate or appatgly engage the social and spiritual
domains are vulnerable to iliness as a result ofgoeut of sync with community norms and the
balance and protection they offer.
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Traditional Treatments

Traditional African healing methods and cures foomsrealignment of the individual
with the material, social and spiritual worlds.heTsick individual has to be “reinstated” into
these levels of his/her community (Sow, 1980). Bbbdy is prominently enlisted in diagnosing
and treating disease such that many signs and symspdre described physically, including how
and what part of the body is impacted. Traditidmedlers in Africa are commonly classified as
“herbalists” who specialize in the use of plantepts and herbs or “diviners” who use
incantations and divinations and act as spirit medi (Odejide et al., 1989). Herbalists train by
apprenticeship for at least one year. Diviners maye to go through a state of spirit possession
in a ceremony with the primary features being mud@nce, community participation and
interpretation of dreams (Sijuwola, 1995). Healberomes their life purpose as designated by
God and the ancestors. Both types of healers lysumle a considerable amount of insight into
the patient's experience. Some specific practioetide ritual sacrifices, the use of herbal
medicines, and extended residential stays at taket& compoundSijuwola, 1995).

The beliefs described here center on holism andosadtural and psycho-spiritual
themes. Causes and remedies are heavily comnfogilged. Movement may embody a
natural way to address problems that develop froesd dynamics. Movement — especially
couched in ritual - can have an integrative functonsistent with the driving forces of African
conceptualizations of iliness.

The Use of Ritual and Movement to Work through Trauma

In her book,To Dance is Human, a Theory of Nonverbal Commuioicajudith Hanna
(1987) explores the anthropological study of daneceluding its curative and functional
properties. In the initial introduction to the éx@tion of dance, Hanna (1987) acknowledges
that “to dance is human and humanity universallyregses itself in dance [through its ability to]
interweave with other aspects of human life, sushcammunication and learning, belief
systems, social relations and political dynamiosjng and fighting, urbanization and change”
(p.3). Hanna also continues to point out the $icgmce of dance in the biological and
evolutionary development of the human species. cBaaspecially as used in rituals, has also
played a role in the spiritual and social developtd many communities throughout the world,
particularly in African cultures. Through its mafunctions, dance is not only a form of healing,
but also represents a symbol of the personal, camhand social narrative of these societies.

Consequentially, the suppression of dance in martures, particularly in ritualized
forms, has resulted in an imbalance in those spiritommunal and interpersonal qualities that

regulate the individual and unify societies (Hanb@37). Without these regulating structures,
societies are apt to become increasingly vulner@bégmvironmental destabilizers.
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Specifically, exposure to traumatic stimuli hagmealisruptive not only to individuals, but to
entire communities and regions. Regardless of tiggng the effects of trauma are numerous and
can lead to a deterioration of psychic functioqsritsial and mental breakdown; breaking one’s
sense of integrity; as well as produce internal extérnal disruptions in the form of mental and
physical illness. Ultimately, the surfacing ofunaa symptoms tend to function as a restorative
response aimed at attempting to recover the psggtuall equilibrium lost due to the impact of
such extreme distress (Carruthers, 2004). Thisnas/e reaction appears to be a pre-requisite
for processing traumatic stimuli with the hopese@fstablishing stabilization. However, often,
traumatic incidents are processed, experienced iatr&inalized without an integration of
meaning for the event. This lack of symbolism rifgiees with the restorative process, which
serves to retrieve an understanding of a procegdabks symbolic form.

The symbolic and meaning-making dimensions of Afnicentered healing practices, in
conjunction with spiritual transformation and thea#ability of sacred space, allow for
individuals and groups to become equipped withréstorative properties necessary for optimal
healing to occur (Csordas & Lewton, 1998). Thesemanisms not only provide an avenue for
symptom reduction, but allow individuals, groupsdacommunities to commune with each
other, as well as communicate and connect with sihieit world, which is believed to be
fundamental to the process of healing. Throughitapl transformation, individuals acquire a
special relationship with spirits or God, which ahtwe a shift that takes place within the body
and the psyche. Spiritual transformation also i@ those who experience it altered states of
consciousness, which enhances ones capacity to goenwith the spirits. This transformation
may occur as a result of various interventionsuditig, but not limited to, prayer, fasting,
ceremony and dance. In particular, rituals invagvdance forms incorporate the use of a sacred
space, while utilizing movement to activate heakngrgy.

According to Hanna (1987), dance also represemiyaical instrument or symbol for
feeling and/or thoughts that can serve as a mdextefe medium than verbal language in
revealing ones needs and desires. Given the iapmetof the body in diagnosing various
symptoms and disease through traditional Africaalihg methods, it would be essential for
rituals to incorporate movements to not only acoesscious and unconscious processes, but to
offer a direct vehicle to address and transformr thederlying causes. As a communicative
behavior, “a text in motion” or body language (Kup&968), movements in dance become
standardized and patterned symbols, and membes sdciety may understand that these
symbols are intended to represent experiences igachgeaning to an individual’s external and
psychic world. Specifically, the nonverbal behavid dance is an integral component to the
calculus of meaning for many rituals as well as thechanism that provides the interface
between the spirit realm, the individual and group.

238

The Journal of Pan African Studjesol.4, no.6, September 2011



Given that ritual healing is embedded ipexvasive socio-centric worldview that focuses
on persons not as individuals per se, but as iatgmarts of communities; interaction with the
other is the basis for empathic exchanges, whiehadso fundamental in healing practices.
According to Koss-Chioino (2006), these interadtiofoster social insight and through
interpersonal sensitivity or interpersonal judgmesdnce allows individuals to predict how
another will respond to events and experienceslajisg certain psychological properties.
Empathy, through dance, creates an intersubjecipace where individuals, whether
acquaintances or strangers, enter into intimatgtioels with each other. According to Koss-
Chioino (2006), through this space, individual elifnces are often times melded into one
collective feeling and experience. This experieotbeing connected and the establishment of
relationships through dance are viewed, in varith#sapeutic modalities, as the predominant
catalyst for therapeutic change. Specifically, Afecan axiological focus on Man-Man places
the highest value on the interpersonal relationshigch offers individuals a “feeling of being
interconnected to the existence of everything glsigbles, 1978).

Koss-Chioino (2006) used the term “radical healit@fllustrate the healing relationship
between individuals. In particular, he highlightdationships between traditional healers and
patients, stating that through spirit possessionletstanding and empathy are developed. He
also coined the term radical empathy, which is e@was the core component of ritual healing
practices. Radical empathy provides a feelingiraotl and deep connection with another person.
According to Koss-Chioino (2006), radical empathyitual healing goes beyond recognition or
acceptance of a sufferer’s distress by erasingichaial boundaries between healer and patient.

Lastly, dance is a physical behavior that embodmesy curative properties that are
released through movement, rhythms, self expressmnmunion, as well as the mechanisms of
cathartic release. These properties allow indiMglua shift emotional states, often times,
creating an experience of wholeness. The exprmesgiemotion through dance is often stated to
be organic, natural and immediate (Leseho & Maxva£)lL0). Alternating mood states are also
elicited, which range from reduced arousal leadingiranquil states, to increased arousals
leading to cathartic release. The rapid motiomlance is stated to be especially intoxicating;
often times, leading to alterations in states ofsctousness while facilitating feelings of internal
bliss and elation. In many ritualistic forms, dar@an be used to induce dissociated states of
consciousness, which are often invested with mligisignificance and valued as techniques of
divination and healing.

In many societies, rituals incorporating dance pake use of its ability to serve as a
healthy psychological defense mechanism, which wallopsychologically or socially
unacceptable impulses to be expressed and workedgth in sublimated forms. Dance forms,
permit individuals to experience chaos symbolicallyd without danger. Emotions such as
anxiety, fear, love and aggression may be incotpdran song and dance, and symbolized
through dance and other cultural traditions. Thegklimated symbols can then be readily
accessible and explored through the purposive rmctiaance by individuals, groups or society
(Hanna, 1987).
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Through the process of ritual, many cultures amipled with social safety valves which
control potentially disruptive behaviors. Rituaiz forms of dance, in particular, offer
anticipatory psychic management, or desensitizatudmch is described as the process of coping
with a feared object or event by associating otlgh speech or dance, with familiar situations
(Hanna, 1968). In her field research in Africannba Hanna (1968) describes how the
properties of rituals and other cultural traditiangize song, dance and other spiritual practices
to prepare individuals for threatening experienmgsehearsing the stimulus through movement
until potential emotions are reduced to manage@bbgortions. Ultimately, through these
ritualized practices, individuals are offered assenf mastery over overwhelming emotions and
stimuli, which, in turn, promotes resiliency andatility to address and work through traumatic
stimuli or crises.

Ritual and Dance: Examples of Healing through M ovement
Ndeup

Ndeup is a Senegalese therapeutic ritual usedalcahgerson who has been possessed by
the spirits who established a contract with the momity’s original ancestors. Practiced by the
Lebou fishing community and the Wolof and Serengtlyroups in Senegal, the Ndeup ritual of
possession is a way of reconciling with the aneesémd their spirits. This gesture may be
necessary if one’s family did not give respectheirt ancestors, or did not properly follow the
rules of ancestral offering (B. Diop, personal commication, May 31, 2011).In addition, the
Lebou consider the practice a form of purificatemd “protection from evil spirits” (Mundus
Maris, 2011).

Generally, the ceremony lasts 4 to 8, and sometit@edays. It is open to the entire
community, but organized by a male or female tradél priest and his or her assistants. The
first two days usually consist of setting up thisasite and beginning treatment of the “patient”
by collecting offerings of milk, goat, cow or sheegacrificing animals, and massaging the
patient with milk, millet, and the blood of the sficed animals. Ritual words are recited while
pouring blood on the patient; drums are played thiedpatient may suddenly become alert and
begin to dance. Most days from morning to surdietins are played while some of the women
sing ritual songs to the ancestors and their spirithe priests and their assistants are guardians
of the ceremony and may dance, or go into a tratate along with the patient (B. Diop,
personal communication, May 31, 2011).

Often, spectators of the ceremony who did not knlogy were possessed will also go
into a trance. Non-choreographed dance and freeement are integral to the ceremony and
heightens when the patient enters a trance. Atthiat, others freely join in. According to one
cultural expert, for many, it is not the beat of tirums which brings about the trance, rather the
formal evocation of ancestors and their spirits [Bop, personal communication, May 31,
2011).
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However, clearly the dance, rhythmic drumming aimgiag are very significant to carrying out
the service. In this case, movement can be thaofgget creating a space and means of physical,
spiritual and psychological release, as well a®pening for others in the community to join
with the patient. Despite the public nature of titgal, the music and dance actually act to break
down any barrier or separation that may leave thiept feeling isolated, unprotected and
vulnerableThe “treatment” is usually for problems classifreddically as mental, psychological
or emotional. Patients can self identify as negdimee Ndeup ceremony if they feel uneasy,
distressed or any symptoms that indicate they assgssed. Also, family can arrange an Ndeup
ceremony for them.

Yoff (Senegal) community leader, Ibrahima Dieneles an additional detail, “Every
gesture has a meaning: the dances, the milletbelae of the drums together with the litanies
pronounced by the priestess. Very few personsrdreduced into the secrets of this ceremony
which get transmitted from generation to generatieach one safeguarding the secrets
jealously” (Mundus Maris, 2011).

Another significant element is the multi-layeredlaamce created for the ritual. From
the immaculately and colorfully dressed attendewes @erfume and incense adornment, to the
display of food and choreographed introduction lid trum ensemble, all of the senses are
stimulated and part of an integrated experienceéhfempatient and guests. Skilled musicians use
Senegalese sabar drums, played with the hand atidka to execute complex, polyrhythmic
pieces, merging effortlessly with the dancer’s baalyich may twirl, jump, turn or wind
energetically and gracefully.

Ndeup in Action

In a story broadcasted on PRI World Radio, a patidto received treatment at an Ndeup
ceremony was profiled.

Rokhaya Pouye had been suffering from years. ®h&lie't eat. She couldn’t walk.
She couldn’t sleep. When her family took her te hospital, the doctors couldn’t find
anything wrong with her. So her family decidedtifvasn’t the body, it had to be the
spirit — or spirits, to be precise. Madame Pouggssshe turned to traditional
medicine...She says she was healed by an ndeup agyenitne women of this
extended family whirl, jump and fling themselvesward a courtyard. They move to the
drums until they feel the spirits taking over theidies. One woman falls to the ground,
tears running down her face. Another picks upwarsiner and carries him around. He
doesn’t miss a beat. It's beautiful to watch. Butthis medicine? Mamadou Ngom
oversees the traditional medicine sector for theltMdealth Organization in Dakar. His
answer is an emphatic yes. (PRI's The World, 2009)
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This example illustrates how the powerful elemertstual address spirit and can lead to
healing for patients and their families in a wagtttWestern medicine may not. A similar
analysis can be made of the Zar ritual.

Zar

Zar is a spirit possession deity system found thinout parts of northeast Africa and the
Middle East. Thought to have originated in Eth&pt is a form of spirit possession, a ritual
ceremony, and more comprehensively, an integrdlgfaa cosmology and healing system that
encompass the physical, spiritual and relationalnts. Zar refers to the spirit that possesses
individuals, the actual state of being possessedfflicted, and the healing ceremony. It
encompasses the spirit possession of the patiehspint mediumship by the Zar priest who
himself was afflicted with Zar, but has learnedcttannel his possession. It takes on both
Christian and Islamic symbolism depending on théirge So, for Christians, it can include
calling upon saints for assistance or protectiod fom Muslims, it may include invoking the
power ofjinn, which are Islamic spirits, in a similar manner.

Traditionally, Zar possession is thought to be oesgble for mental and physical
illnesses, with the body as a major player. Passesisually begins as a serious trauma or other
illness that has not responded to other treatmeuntls, characteristic symptoms being physical
paralysis, aggressive acting out or mental confugispen, 1994). It is believed to be passed
down hereditarily, in some cases, or to be acquiesl to some individual weakness or social
vulnerability, such as being alone, mocking Zarispior not being spiritually protected.

The Zar ceremony entails prolonged singing, danaingmming and trance-like states,
gift offerings to the spirits and patient, and egtand drinking. All of this can take place over
the course of hours or days, and in front of comitguspectators. While men play an important
role, the Zar ceremony is the domain of womeris # place where idioms of distress, particular
to women, are communicated and worked through vgraup healing process (Al-Adawi,
Martin, Al-Salmi & Ghassani, 2001). Key elementglee ritual are percussive, rhythmic music
and singing; appropriate setup of the locationudtlg food, incense, and props; costumes,
including the woman being dressed as a bride andchad with beautiful fabric, perfume, kohl,
jewelry and henna; animal sacrifice; and partiegratof family and friends (EI Guindy &
Schmais, 1994).
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Kennedy (1967) examined the Zar phenomenon amogNgroups in northern Egypt
and specifically outlined its social function arn tpsycho-emotional curative factors of the Zar
ceremony. When Zar affliction is diagnosed, théegod, the Zar doctor and the community
understand that the patient will have a life-lorggariation with his/her particular Zar spirit.
This means the spirit will have to be appeased sp#rcial ceremonies at least once per year, and
the patient must attend other Zar ceremonies thrawiy Often people solicit the assistance of
the Zar doctor for problems other than Zar illness,the doctor is thought to have a deep
understanding of people’s issues and concernscpiarly any history of traumatic experiences
(Aspen, 1994).

From a psychological perspective, the Zar rituaaling power is thought to come from
emotional release and catharsis; empathic focub®mpossessed patient; support of community
and family; giving symbolic voice to the previoysliinspeakable; and the witnessing by
participants who act as a container for the pdtetistress during the ceremony. Zar has also
been discussed as an instrument of freedom anbadgge for women who occupy marginalized
and oppressed positions in their societies. Iviples a forum for expressing in ritual what is
forbidden in real life. Finally, the role of Zas @ “conveyer and stabilizer of cultural values”
has been highlighted (El Guindy & Schmais, 1994).

Guinea Dance

There is a long tradition of dance in Guinea tleavss as entertainment and also assumes

a healing function in the society similar in somayw to Zar. “Guinea dance,” as it is often
referred to by Westerners studying the form andlladists in Guinea, is the term describing the
specific style of traditional village and stylisttbeater dance originating in the Republic of
Guinea. This term does not imply one particulanagaor ritual; rather, it represents the
country’s dance consciousness and use of traditamhdorms as a tool in spreading its culture
abroad and for healing at home. Guinea is a metiiic nation with more than 20 ethno-
linguistic groups. Many of these groups have uajgbhough closely tied, cultures and customs
which include the use of dance and song in commlifetand ritual.

Considered Guinea’s premier traditional dance compaes Ballets Africainswas
formed abroad (in Paris) in 1952 by Guinean chagalter, Keita Fodeba. It eventually became
the national ballet of post-independence Guinea @allets Africains, 2011) at the invitation of
then president Sekou Toure. This company touredmMbrid and became cultural ambassadors,
presenting Guinea’s rich traditions and historynternational audiences.

Les Ballets Africainswas part of what can be regarded as a culturablugen to
establish ethnic unity, national pride, and the gowf tradition and art in post-colonial nation-
building. It harnessed the notion that the varietimic groups of Guinea have a long legacy of
powerful song, dance and story-telling that is useentertain, educate, and heal.

243

The Journal of Pan African Studjesol.4, no.6, September 2011



These various traditions were brought together taadsformed into a stylized and theatrical
experience for the stage. Dances and rhythmsmesaf the main ethnic groups, such as the
Malinke, SouSou and Fulani, were choreographednagdhe backdrop of an epic African
narrative (in the Mende tradition) adapted to emrgagd entertainment spectators. The multi-
talented ensemble was supported financially bygieernment (Les Ballets Africains, 2011)
and included dancers, drummers, kora masters, doada$, other traditional instrumentalists,
acrobats, tailors, and visual artists/set designarsong others. They toured the world,
encouraging a sense of national honor and expdbki@gvorld to Africa’s richcivilizations.
According to the official website dfes Ballet Africainsthe company carried “with them on
their travels the pride and aspirations of theogle. The company’s ultimate mission is to foster
a greater understanding of Africa with a view teating favorable conditions for a healthy and
fruitful cooperation between Africa and the resthad world” (Les Ballets Africains, 2011).

At home, the ballet's success had the impact aohudtting interest in traditional art
forms, which, perhaps, had been taken for granyesbime of the younger generation as well as
increasing numbers of urban dwellers. Other largiéets formed over the years, including the
second national companfdallet Djoliba, and the contemporaryes Merveillesfounded by
former Les Ballet Africainschoreographer, Kemoko Sano (Les Ballets Africaitsl1). More
recently, neighborhood ballets have sprung up isamrand surrounding areas, serving as
community recreational outlets and as a bridgeillage values and arts. Ballet du Matam,
directed by Sekouba Camara, formerlyBafllet Djoliba, is just one of dozens in Conakrizes
Ballets Africainsstill performs and tours outside of Guinea.

There is also the tradition of dundunbas, commudégce and music celebrations that
take place in urban settings as well as villagElsey are large gatherings to mark and celebrate
important life events, such as birth, baby namigiggumcision, marriage, initiation rites, etc.
The best musicians and griots, who byrécal historians/praise singers in the communiyme
to play and sing, while spectator-participantsosistand in a circle. At least one person comes
out to the middle of the circle to dance as an esgion of respect to the hosts, musicians and
guests and to display cultural knowledge of varidughms and dances. The musical ensemble
is usually lead by an orchestra of djembe, dundangban and kenkeni drums and plays various
rhythms, each one accompanied by its own dance mewes and songs. Often, members of
local or professional dance companies attend toodstrate their dance expertise and skills. The
atmosphere incorporates multiple elements: commuibd group participation; shared
experience of carrying out cultural values; freedofmexpression within a structured setting
adhering to implicit rules; dynamic individualisnparticipants, particularly dancers and
musicians, operating in the present and losing fiedvaes in the moment.
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In short, among other functions, it serves as lgythup and individual cathartic release and
healing. In village life, these gatherings mayused more explicitly as part of healing rituals
and incorporate other symbolic markers such asofis@masks, introduction of initiates, and

demonstration of respect for ancestors and elddise dance movements performed in the
village are typically more basic and subdued in jpanson to the elaborate routines developed
by the professional dance companies and paradetbwatdouba celebrations in the capital,
Conakry.

Guinea dance is recognized by its rapid footwoul, &m accompaniment, controlled,
but rhythmic and fluid mid-body movements, and esqant style. As with most West African
dance, the center is grounded and the dancer’'singost low and stable, as opposed to upright
and rigid. Most importantly, there is a marriaggvieen the music and the dance. There are no
counts to direct the dance because the drummeytimhorients the dancer’'s moves and sets the
tone for the dancer’s improvisation and interpietat

IntheField

During our travel to Guinea to study dance, théaus of this paper (Monteiro and Wall)
had the opportunity to witness Guinea dance asidwbof emotional healing in the community.
In this case, it was a spectator who was in needupport and catharsis. During days of
participation in an intensive traditional dancesslat a compound in Conakry, several dance
students noticed a woman at a nearby mosque sajicdbnations for herself and her baby who
was afflicted with hydroencephalitis. His head vgaserely swollen with fluids, causing pain
and discomfort for him and anguish and despairhfsrhelpless mother. She did not seem to
have the finances or access to obtain the propeicaletreatment for him. Members of the
dance group instantly connected with the mothetinfFaand brought her inside the dance
compound to eat, watch the rehearsals and reldsey @lso took Fatim to numerous hospitals
throughout the city to see if a medical doctor dopfovide a hopeful prognosis and treatment
plan for her son, Musa. All of the specialists @dlre same grim news. At 2 years old, Musa
had gone so long without any treatment there werpractical medical interventions that could
help. Fatim did not seem shocked at hearing tfieialf news. She was mostly silent and
indicated that she wanted to return to the compotmabserve the dance rehearsal and
dundunbas. For days, she brought Musa and sdidiars as impromptu dance, singing and
instrument playing erupted. By virtue of their ggace, she and Musa became part of the dance.
Fatim swayed to the rhythms, closed her eyes dwsinging and smiled and clapped when
individual dancers performed solo routines. Aftbout 4 days, Fatim went back to her home,
visibly lighter in spirit. She kept in touch withe group’s leader, and although there was no
positive change in Musa’s condition or prognosigeré was an acceptance and peace in her
communication. Fatim and Musa had danced withtautdsng up, sang without uttering a word,
and connected to the intangible healing force ofcdajust by being there.

245

The Journal of Pan African Studjesol.4, no.6, September 2011



Krumping, Krump Dance

Hip hop is a form of musical expression and adistilture that originated in African
American communities. The role of hip-hop, breakang and other urban dance cultures has
long provided a collective identity, mode of exmies, and sense of personal freedom for the
urban communities where they originated. Theseelatyles also carry roots in practices of
West African culture, which are manifested throughal, artistic representations, rhythms,
music and movement. Dancers in the hip-hop cultardidently claim that this form of dancing
is not taught in schools; however, describe théucellas an expression of the unconscious that
has “been implanted in [them] from birth” (Rize,0&), describing the dance as taking them
back to their ancestry.

Kingdom Radically Uplifted Mighty Praiseotherwise known as Krump Dance or
Krumping, is a derivative of hip-hop culture areteived national recognition through the
documentary,Rize (2005), which depicts the evolution of two relatddncing subcultures
referred to as “Clowning” and “Krumping” (Lifestyleounge, 2011). Krumping is considered to
be a popular form of freestyle street dance createt992 by Thomas Johnson as a way of
offering children and families living in an at-riskban environment a constructive outlet and
alternative to engaging in drugs, violence or gactiyity.

In providing a backdrop for the evolution of thiante styleRize (2005) begins by
setting the stage of the aftermath of the Los Aegeiots of 1992. In this introduction, the film
depicts scenes in the city where more than a hdnsljaare blocks were decimated by fire and
looters, and unadulterated chaos reminiscent oftararcities, filled with unbridled lawlessness
and destruction. Since the riots, there have b®grchanges to the violent climate that pervades
many adjacent inner-city neighborhoods. It is mese neighborhoods where many of the
original dancers “grew up” and still live to thigyd As stated in the documentary, Krumping
was created here to offer a space for individuatstae community “to grow from the ashes and
overcome their hardships” (Rize, 2005). AccordingDuggen (2006), Krumping is unique,
given this social reference. The dancers thateesi these communities face many hardships,
deprivations and neglect, as a result of theiradamvironment, which constantly exposes them
to destabilizers such as exposure to violence, ggadgugs, loss, deprivation, neglect and
financial destitution.

Given this adverse setting, Krumping, in its oragiform, known as “Clowning,” places
an emphasis on the need for holistic healing byrparating aspects of community, values,
ritual, and spirituality into its practices. Thgiuthese regulating structures, individuals in the
community are offered a medium to build self-estedavelop their identity, as well as establish
a sacred space for empathy, personal growth arichpea develop. Through their involvement
in the dance community, these individuals are plewided the opportunity for the gratification
of needs that would otherwise go unmet.
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As seen in many African societies, Krumping utéizeles that regulate behavior, as well
as prescribe culturally expected and sanctionedpetsonal roles for the individuals. Rules are
minimal and are constructed to encourage the imcatipn and practice of prosocial values such
as: cooperation, striving for excellence, stayirf§ drugs, and education. In regards to
interpersonal roles, the dancers organize themsehte groups known as families or “fams”
(Lifestyle lounge, 2011). Many of the primary fayniinits of individuals in these communities
are fragmented. In fact, parents are often tinbset due to imprisonment, substance abuse or
separated by violent loss. Given these deconstluamily units, many children are left to fend
for themselves, often times resorting to recreafamily substitutes through the streets. For
most, Krump dance communities are the only prosa@awork that these individuals have to
depend on. These family units offer the dancespaxe to develop a collective identity where
the individuals' membership impacts their own idgnin a positive way offering a sense of
unity and belongingness.

In its original form, this dance style incorporatespects of spirituality and has Christian
roots. Though the extent of the assimilation ofi§tlan doctrine is indistinct, incorporating
fundamental Christian teachings and beliefs offd@acers a viewpoint that emphasizes the
importance of faith, community and a way of lifdn the documentary, a dancer regarded
Krumping, not as a trend but a belief in itself, iethprovides a space to feel confident, to
meditate, to make a statement, as well as give likies value and meaning.

In regards to Christianity, Krumping also incorgesasimilar rhythms and movements
said to be found in African American church setting In addition, the dancers in the
documentary describe the significance of attendimgrch in order to gain a deeper connection
with the spirit, which is believed to be createdhe dance. In the film, the dancers describe the
importance of the spirit that lies in the “midst KWfumpness” (Rize, 2005). As seen in many
African cultures, the significance of spirituali;nd the connection to ones’ spirit is viewed as
essential for healing to take place, as well ap lieé dancers to break through feelings of
oppression.

In many ways, this dance form serves a ritualisticction, offering a steady pulse that
regulates, stabilizes and anchors their lives. nifpmg, as seen in many systems that incorporate
ritual as a part of healing, shares a similar @ujfhy on the nature of affliction and social
suffering. It also defines rules for individuaéstablishes a circumscribed place for the dance to
take place; and, in addition to elements of spatgnit incorporates specific actions and
movement that serve to promote healing and welthefrthe community of dancers.

Costumes and masks are also incorporated intousmms of this dance form. Each
family creates individualized uniforms to exprdssit group identity. Dancers’ faces are usually
painted in colorful tones whose style has evolveddécome a matter of personal choice and
expression.
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However, the purpose of the face painting is believo keep the dancers identity hidden
offering anonymity. The purpose of such anonymaippears to allow the individual to dance
without restraint or consciousness of the self Whgaves the way for uninhibited self
expression.

The utilization of spontaneous, as well as prescrimovements is also fundamental in
this dance style. Krumping is described as vemrgstic, lively, vigorous, unpredictable and
raw. The physical nature of the dance involvesrisé movements that are cathartic and provide
the dancers with a means to release and expressamemotions such as anger, aggression and
frustration positively, in a non-violent way. Th&ensity of movements often times results in
dancers becoming “struck,” which is portrayed asaascendental state which evokes alternate
mood experiences and states of consciousness. eBant the film offered much support,
nurturance and holding to individuals who transitimto these vulnerable states, which is
revered with much respect and value. Duggen (2@d6poses that “the capacity [of these
movements to] facilitate ecstatic transcendenc&éhthis dance a healing art form” (p. 50).

Healing is an important outcome of this dance stytethe documentary, Krumping was
described as a way to help contain the closed ehapiife that harbors feelings of hurt, sorrow
and anger “that people don’'t know about.” Thewndlials in the community are often described
as carrying “a whole set of anxieties that they@mefronted with on a day to day basis” given
their social environment. Duggen (2006, p. 51) easzes that “the restriction of focus [seen in
this dance style, also] permits a circumscribed aeandon which allows the dancers to vent
their rage without actualizing the destructive patd of their emotions and wrecking havoc on
the environment.” This physical expression of eors lessens feelings of vulnerability, and
offers a channel to release negative emotionsyamil through feelings of deprivation and pain.
This cathartic experience is particularly benefigaren the traumatic social context of these
communities. Through dance, individuals are ablednstruct meaning, as well as develop a
sense of control and mastery over powerful impuiskeh could often become destabilizing.
Instead of internalizing the disturbing impact béit environment, they are offered a space to
adaptively work through their struggles, which mllitely lessens the manifestation of
psychological, behavioral and social difficulties.

As this style of dance has become popularized,ag gradually been followed and
assimilated by people from various regions anducedt, resulting in continuously evolving
dance styles. Given the rapid growth and recogmitif this dance form, Krumping continues to
evolve as an art form that offers immeasurable ihgaproperties to the individuals and
communities involved. Even though this dance fadoes not completely transform the
seemingly static atmosphere of the inner-city comitres where these dancers reside, the
availability of this healing outlet fosters a semssiliency in the dancers that allows them to
thrive and grow without being inundated or consiedi by the adversity of their surroundings.
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Discussion: Contemporary Applications

A number of salient themes can be gleaned from dkploration of traditional
conceptualizations in Africa. Namely, the emphasis holism as opposed to separation;
integration of self parts and realms of existeqeposeful inclusion of the body in diagnosing
and treating maladies; viewing psychological proideas temporary, external states; and
understanding causation and remedies as rootechwiith group or community. Movement and
ritual can ground the individual and community, exsplly when faced with overwhelming
trauma.

So, how does this traditional framework from aniédn perspective translate to the
modern, industrialized Western context? In ongeaes descendents of the African Diaspora
have carried with them deeply-rooted cultural imations and unconscious memory of their
ancestral traditions. And, in very practical way® manifestations of these institutions show up
in day-to-day life throughout the Diaspora. Bytwe of the influence that people of African
descent have on the fabric of the mainstream sesidtey inhabit, traditional worldviews have
both concrete and theoretical relevance in the WeSescendents of Africa live both the
ancestral and the modern. Not surprisingly, theyetbp adaptive coping that encompasses both
perspectives and embraces communalistic leanipgguslity, and movement.

Dance is one form that clearly connects the conbtearg with the traditional. Many
urban, marginalized or otherwise disenfranchisedttychave instinctively and consciously
tapped into the artistic healing and movement i@ of the Diaspora. Dance forms such as
hip-hop, break dancing, pop locking and Krumpingehacted as vessels of inter-generational
cultural transmission, as well as modes of commuaiid individual healing. In addition,
traditional African dance as taught and practioedhie West has also taken on a therapeutic
function, e.g., women intentionally utilizing Afaa dance for self-therapy and community-
building.

It has become increasingly important and widespréad contemporary healing
practitioners to integrate multiple therapeuticgogms for diverse patient populations. There
are numerous positive examples of this trend. fmwogram for African refugees and asylum-
seekers, the African Women’s Wellness Group (depetloby grassroots organization Na We
Yone, Inc.) ran a single sex therapeutic group damy Western group therapy techniques and
culturally-congruent interventions to support womérhe group incorporated story-telling,
dance, drumming and other music to foster a seh$amliarity and extended family, reduce
social isolation and increase comfort with the psscof talking about trauma and other problems
(Akinsulure-Smith, Ghiglione, & Wollmershauser, 200
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Another program used similar approaches for refsigeseing war and conflict in an
international setting. The Center for Victims obriure’s program for Liberian and Sierra
Leoneon refugees in Guinea used “creative methbggnobolization...contemporary expressive
therapy with indigenous healing practices (e.g.ngso cultural stories, drama, drawing,
dance/movement, letter-writing, rituals)” (Stepdkd007, p. 400). The goal was to utilize
verbal and non-verbal ways of giving form to tratgimaar experiences and to counter the harm
inflicted by silence (Stepakoff, 2007).

In addition, some dance therapists have includedngonial and ritual aspects of Zar in
their groups to make it “a more effective and insgj experience(El Guindy & Schmais, 1994,
p. 120). These examples underscore the dynamitidunof African dance and ritual in a
multiple settings and contexts. The African worbidv accepts, as central the importance of
ritual and ceremonial healing for the individuabnamunity and nation. Black dance, in its
multiple derivations, represents the continuitgto$ paradigm.
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