Accountability and Wellbeing in Ecstatic Dance UK

Understanding the Culture of Ecstatic Dance UK

When | first stepped into an ecstatic dance session in the UK, | was struck by the freedom of
movement and the sense of community. People moved without instruction, eyes closed, bodies
swaying to a carefully curated playlist. It felt like a sanctuary, a space where judgment was left
at the door. Over time, however, | began to notice that this freedom, while beautiful, also carried
unspoken tensions. The very lack of structure that made ecstatic dance so liberating could
also create conditions where informal power flourished, and accountability became elusive.

This tension is not unique to ecstatic dance, but it is particularly pronounced in communities
that pride themselves on being safe and inclusive. The phrase "safer spaces" is often invoked,
but what does it mean in practice? In my conversations with dance facilitators and
practitioners across the UK, a recurring theme emerged: the gap between intention and
experience. Many people attend ecstatic dance seeking healing, connection, or simply a break
from the pressures of daily life. Yet without clear community standards and grievance
procedures, the very safety that draws people in can become fragile.

The Role of Informal Power

One of the most challenging aspects of ecstatic dance UK is the way informal power operates.

Unlike a yoga class or a gym, there is often no single instructor directing the flow. The
facilitator sets the container, but the energy is co-created. This can be empowering, but it also
means that power dynamics are rarely named. Who decides the music? Who sets the tone at
the door? Who handles a complaint if someone oversteps a boundary? These questions are
not always answered clearly, and the result can be confusion and harm.

| recall a specific incident at a London-based dance, where a participant repeatedly ignored
requests to respect personal space. The facilitator, a well-meaning person, tried to address it
verbally, but there was no code of conduct to point to, no formal process. The person left, but
other dancers felt unsettled. The lack of a clear grievance procedure left many wondering what
recourse they had. This is not an isolated story. Across the UK, similar accounts surface in
online forums and private conversations, often framed as personal grievances rather than
systemic issues.

Mental Health Impacts and Trauma-Informed Practice

Ecstatic dance can be deeply therapeutic, but it can also trigger unresolved trauma. Without
trauma-informed practice, the dance floor can become a site of re-enactment rather than
release. | have spoken with dance practitioners who describe feeling anxious or triggered by
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certain songs, physical contact, or even the energy of the crowd. When facilitators are not
trained to recognise these signals, the community can inadvertently cause harm.

The mental health impacts of these experiences are significant. People may withdraw from the
community, lose trust in their own boundaries, or feel gaslit when their concerns are dismissed.
One practitioner told me, "l loved the dance, but | didn't know how to say no without feeling like
| was breaking the vibe." This tension between maintaining a positive atmosphere and
honouring individual boundaries is a central challenge for ecstatic dance UK. It requires not
just good intentions, but explicit systems for consent and accountability.

Community Standards and Safer Spaces Policies

Many ecstatic dance groups have adopted safer spaces policies, but the quality and
enforcement of these policies vary widely. A good policy is more than a list of rules posted on
a wall. It involves ongoing dialogue, training for facilitators, and clear pathways for reporting
concerns. In my research, | found that groups with well-defined community standards also
tended to have stronger attendance and fewer complaints. This is not coincidental. When
participants know that their wellbeing is taken seriously, they are more likely to show up fully.

However, policies are only as good as their implementation. | have seen groups where the code
of conduct was written in a workshop but never revisited. The result was a document that
sounded good but had no teeth. Accountability requires follow-through. It requires that when
someone violates a boundary, there is a process that feels fair to all parties. This is hard work,
and it requires humility from facilitators and organisers.
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Power Dynamics and Hierarchy in Dance Communities

Ecstatic dance UK often presents itself as non-hierarchical, but this can be misleading. There
are always hierarchies, even if they are unspoken. The person who curates the music, the
person who opens the space, the person who has been attending for years, these individuals
hold informal power. When this power is not acknowledged, it can be abused. | have seen
cases where a long-standing facilitator used their position to cross personal boundaries, and
the community struggled to respond because there was no formal structure to challenge them.

Recognising hierarchy does not mean it must be eliminated. It means being honest about it
and creating checks and balances. For example, some groups now rotate facilitators, include
multiple voices in music selection, and hold regular feedback sessions. These practices help
distribute power and reduce the risk of harm. They also model a healthier form of community,
one where consent and boundaries are not just words but lived values.

Toward a More Accountable Community

What would a truly accountable ecstatic dance UK look like? Based on my conversations and
observations, it would include several elements. First, a clear and accessible code of conduct
that is reviewed regularly. Second, training for all facilitators in trauma-informed practice and
conflict resolution. Third, a transparent grievance procedure that allows people to report
concerns without fear of retaliation. Fourth, a willingness to learn from mistakes and to
apologise when harm occurs.

Some groups are already moving in this direction. | know of one dance community in Bristol
that holds quarterly meetings where participants can raise concerns in a structured way.
Another in Manchester has a rotating team of facilitators who each bring different strengths
and perspectives. These are small steps, but they represent a shift toward more intentional
community building. They also show that accountability is not a threat to the spirit of ecstatic
dance. It can actually deepen the trust and connection that make the dance so powerful.

Conclusion

The journey of ecstatic dance UK is still unfolding. As the community grows and evolves, so
too must its practices. The freedom to move and express is precious, but it must be paired
with a commitment to safety and accountability. By nhaming the power dynamics, strengthening
community standards, and centering the wellbeing of all participants, ecstatic dance can fulfill
its potential as a truly inclusive and transformative practice. For those of us who care deeply
about this community, the work of building a more accountable culture is ongoing. It requires
patience, courage, and a willingness to hold difficult conversations. But the reward is a dance
floor where everyone can move freely, without fear of harm.



