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Introduction 

Does thinking of dance conjure images of young girls in pink tights and tutus? Dance serves a role that 
eclipses the Saturday morning ballet classes and dance recitals. During dynamic change and ambiguity, 
the arts can inform, heal, and be a catalyst for change and building understanding. Dance has been used 
for protest, reconciliation, peace-building, and cross-cultural connection since ancient times. Bridging 
the gap of culture and language, movement art creates connections and common ground through 
narratives and emotions, creating shared experiences that build empathy and understanding. This 
article outlines the ways in which dance can be used for protest during times of verbal suppression, 
preserve identity, provide for healing, support cross-cultural dialogue, lend to conflict resolution, and 
be an instrument for peace. 

Dance Articulating Protest and Rebellion 

Throughout history, dance has been an unspoken response to repression, racism, and injustice; it has 
engendered people’s empowerment and built resistance and resilience for those suppressed. As an 
alternate form of communication, dance contravenes verbal restrictions to voice defiance while 
building collective identity within a group. Examples of this are found in The Cakewalk, a dance born in 
the 1860s among the African American slaves that was a parody of their owners’ attitudes and 
behaviours. Elsewhere, repression of Black culture and personal freedoms was the catalyst for 
Capoeira in Brazil. Capoeira is a dance that cloaks fighting techniques used for defence and escape. 
Recognised as such, it was banned in the late 1880s only to resurface in the 1930s. Further, as dance 
was recognised as a means of unification and a challenge to its rule, in history, the British outlawed the 
Ceilidhs (traditional dance gatherings) of Ireland. Dance as a non-verbal expression of protest is found 
today in the resurgence of the Palestinian Dabke, which is raising awareness of the Palestinian people’s 
displacement. It is also illustrated in the dance protests for ‘Black Lives Matter’ that express a demand 
for justice and equality. Dance as protest has also been used as a counter movement to extremism, as 
seen in Philadelphia in 2023, in a four-day dance party. Political impact has also been realised through 
dance in preventing the passing of legislation, as demonstrated in Canada in the Round Dance 
Revolution. Indigenous peoples organised flash mobs and ‘Round Dances’ to raise awareness of 
Aboriginal groups’ sovereignty and environmental protection. 

 

https://rikomatic.com/2020/06/the-cakewalk-a-dance-of-black-resistance-and-celebration.html
https://www.abada.org/capoeira-history/#:~:text=Brief%20History,for%20social%20and%20cultural%20exchange.
https://desireebstephens.substack.com/p/the-outlawing-of-irish-culturehow
https://shado-mag.com/articles/do/dabke-resistance-through-movement/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MMiSlE8x6-Q
https://www.34st.com/article/2023/07/philly-dance-protests-book-bans-moms-for-liberty-queer-joy-youth
https://beautifultrouble.org/toolbox/tool/round-dance-revolution
https://beautifultrouble.org/toolbox/tool/round-dance-revolution


 

Dance Preserving and Reclaiming Culture 

Dance has been, and continues to be, used to ‘speak’ in circumstances where speech has been stifled. 
It also serves to preserve culture and reclaim a people’s heritage, educating and instilling dignity and 
awareness of history and identity. Despite conflict and displacement, indigenous dances have created 
a resurgence of pride and cultural uniqueness. The experience of dance passes knowledge to new 
generations, ensuring a unique voice in an environment of cultural convergence. Beginning in the 
1890s, the Ghost Dance was an expression of the American natives’ desire for a return of the buffalo 
and the old ways that were being engulfed by the expansion of the people onto their traditional lands. 
Today, across North America, the Powwows continue the culture of the Native peoples across tribes 
and traditions, educating new inter-tribal generations. The Haka dance continues the traditions of the 
Māori and is proudly represented worldwide,  with similar dance battle traditions found in the Gurkari 
Kukri Dance. Culture is preserved and proselytised worldwide as represented in the dances from 
Ireland, Spain, South Asia and India.  

Dance For Healing 

Reclaiming and celebrating one’s cultural heritage provides an opportunity for healing. Geopolitical 
upheaval most often results in trauma, collectively and individually. Dance/Movement Therapy (DMT) 
uses the art form to express emotions and pain experienced through movement. Through this 
expression, individuals are connected, encouraged, and motivated, and communities are provided with 
emotional and spiritual healing. In contemporary culture, the theme of the role of dance in healing and 
trauma-processing is central to an Oscar-nominated movie based on a true story. ‘War Dance’ shares 
the journey of three refugee children from Uganda who participate in a nationwide music and dance 
competition. This theme of reconciliation through dance is repeated in ‘Stay Up,’ where Mariam 
Doumbia is able to process anger and hurt through dance to heal from repeated abuse and find self-
affirmation. Deina, in her research in Northern Ireland, Bosnia, and Herzegovina explored how dance is 
used for respite from the harsh reality of conflict, allowing for the emergence of creativity and self-
expression that draws people together, crossing the boundaries created by differences in 
backgrounds. 

Dance as an Instrument of Peace 

The capability of dance to transcend differences in background and political divides, to build bridges, 
and to foster empathy is unique. Paths to reconciliation and understanding can be both formal in design 
and organic in creation. More formally, cultural exchanges through dance have existed when political 
boundaries were firmly entrenched, as demonstrated in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) 
and the United States (US) ballet companies’ tour exchanges. The role of organised companies 
continues to have an impact, such as ‘Performing Memory’, a joint project between CoisCéim 
Broadreach (Ireland), Proto Produkciia Agency (Ukraine), and Arte Sella (Italy) that seeks to create a 
space to embody transformation through dance. Grassroots projects are also powerful voices for 
peace, such as the ‘Dances of Universal Peace’, which are held monthly and use simple movements from 

https://library.fiveable.me/key-terms/introduction-international-relations/cultural-homogenization
https://www.okhistory.org/publications/enc/entry?entry=GH001
https://firstnations.indiana.edu/powwow/powwow-about.html#:~:text=It%20is%20an%20opportunity%20to,Previous%20Next
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=25AUCNZKEnY
https://te-pa-tu.com/our-stories/maori-culture-five-surprising-facts-about-the-haka/
https://www.newzealand.com/int/feature/haka/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jz1Q_wV0w6M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jz1Q_wV0w6M
https://www.clrg.ie/
https://spanishpavillion.com/post/the-rich-history-of-flamenco-dancing-and-its-place-in-spanish-culture-today
https://www.akademi.co.uk/bharatanatyam/
https://ccrtindia.gov.in/manipuri-dance/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/6112890_Dancemovement_therapy_approaches_to_fostering_resilience_and_recovery_among_African_adolescent_torture_survivors
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6710484/
https://www.facebook.com/rachel.lockhart.376/videos/573470556649177
https://dailyutahchronicle.com/2020/07/21/dance-dance-for-revolution-a-new-way-of-protesting/
https://www.medlifemovement.org/medlife-stories/global-topics/the-fascinating-traditions-of-healing-and-medicine-in-african-cultures/#:~:text=Music%2C%20Dance%2C%20and%20Drumming%3A&text=This%20form%20of%20therapy%20is,community%20and%20collective%20healing%20energy.
https://shineglobal.org/project/war-dance/
https://www.sihma.org.za/narratives-on-human-mobility/stay-up-a-documentary-on-trauma-dance-healing-through-movement-film-review
https://www.sihma.org.za/narratives-on-human-mobility/stay-up-a-documentary-on-trauma-dance-healing-through-movement-film-review
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/epdf/10.1080/23337486.2022.2134139?needAccess=true
https://yris.yira.org/column/dancing-through-diplomacy-ballets-role-in-united-states-soviet-union-relations/#:~:text=Like%20the%20US%2C%20the%20USSR,Russian%20creation%20of%20choreographic%20symphonism.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mevD4esiGnE
https://www.coisceim.com/dance/broadreach/performing-memory/#:~:text=ABOUT%20THE%20PROJECT&text=PERFORMING%20MEMORY%20is%20a%20creative,edges%20in%20a%20supportive%20environment.&text=If%20YOU%20are%20ready%20to,session%20to%20find%20out%20more.
https://www.saintlaurence.ca/ministries/spiritual-formation/pages/dances-of-universal-peace


 

both Christian and Jewish traditions to engage a wide audience of non-dancers. A study conducted 
with children in an Israeli kibbutz demonstrated that movement can be used to foster communication 
between groups in conflict. A further illustration of significant change that can be experienced within 
a community as a result of music and dance, is illustrated in the work of the Afro Reggae Cultural Group, 
which was born in 1993 out of tragedy. The story told through the film ‘Favela Rising’, showcases that, 
through the work of this not-for-profit, the youth of the favelas have found an alternative to drugs and 
violence. Finally, while dance can be a tool to raise awareness of societal inequality, it can, at the same 
time, be a voice for change and hope, as seen in the ‘Dance Dance 4 Revolution’ in Utah, which sought 
to bring people together through dance. 

Conclusion: Dance Recognised 

While there is ample evidence to suggest that dance can be used for healing, identity, resistance, and 
building peace, there are constraints to its use. First, the power of dance has been used for propaganda 
purposes and, in doing so, loses its authenticity. Second, there is limited research on the long term 
effects of DMT or dance’s role in peace-making, resulting from limited opportunity for research in areas 
of conflict, as well as research design and researcher issues. Third, the challenges of obtaining funding 
for research purposes limit the full exploration of dance as an instrument for peace and healing. While 
these limitations exist, the recent Super Bowl half-time show and the ongoing use of dance to protest 
government actions are visible reminders of a call to action for the recognition and integration of dance 
into addressing geopolitical upheaval. The media confronts us with news of a world in crisis. Can dance 
be a part of the solution? Absolutely! 
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