
Finding the Beat: Accountability and Community in
Ecstatic Dance UK

The Pulse Beneath the Surface
I remember my first ecstatic dance session years ago. The room was dark, lit only by the soft
glow of fairy lights. There was no small talk, no eye contact needed. You just moved. For two
hours, the music carried us through different rhythms, and we were free to shake, stretch, or
simply stand still. It felt like a release. Like coming home to a body I had almost forgotten. That
sense of liberation is why ecstatic dance has grown into a beloved practice across the United
Kingdom, offering a space where people can explore movement without judgment or
instruction.

But as the community expanded, so did the conversations around it. What happens when a
space built on freedom and trust faces the same issues of power and accountability that
plague other social groups? This is where the work of Filipe Bastos becomes central. Through
an investigative essay, Bastos has explored the nuanced and often uncomfortable realities
within the ecstatic dance UK scene. His work asks hard questions about informal power,
mental health impacts, and the structures that communities rely on to keep people safe.

The Architecture of Trust and Safety
Any community that values openness must also consider its boundaries. Ecstatic dance UK
events often operate with a light touch. There is no teacher, no choreography, and no
prescribed outcome. This lack of hierarchy is part of the appeal, but it also creates a vacuum
where accountability can become vague. Who is responsible when someone oversteps? Who
holds the map of agreed behaviour?

Many organisers have responded by adopting safer spaces policies and codes of conduct.
These documents are not just pieces of paper. They represent a shared agreement about what
is acceptable and what is not. For example, a typical code of conduct might ask dancers to ask
for consent before touching another person, to respect others' boundaries, and to be mindful of
the space they take up. These are practical tools that help translate the abstract idea of
"community" into everyday actions.

Yet, as Bastos points out, policies are only as strong as the culture that enforces them. A safer
spaces policy tucked away on a website does little good if no one knows it exists, or if there
are no clear steps to report a concern. This is where grievance procedures come in. Having a
clear, accessible way to raise issues is essential for maintaining trust. Without it, the
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community can feel like a closed circle, where informal power structures decide who gets
heard.

Navigating Informal Power and Hierarchy
Even in leaderless spaces, hierarchy emerges. It might be the organiser who has been running
events for a decade, or the dancer whose presence draws a crowd. It might be the person who
knows everyone's name. These informal power dynamics are natural, but they become
problematic when they operate without accountability. A dance facilitator who is beloved by
many can also be someone who, intentionally or not, creates an environment where others feel
pressured or unsafe.

Bastos's investigative essay digs into these dynamics with care. It does not assume bad
intentions. Instead, it looks at how structures - or the lack of them - can enable harm. For
instance, if a facilitator holds a lot of social capital within the community, it can be difficult for
a dance practitioner to raise a concern without fear of being sidelined. This is a real tension
that many communities face. The desire for open, trusting spaces can sometimes make it
harder to admit that those spaces need oversight.

Mental Health Impacts and Trauma-Informed Practice
Movement practices like ecstatic dance can be deeply therapeutic. They offer a way to process
emotions, release stress, and connect with oneself. But they can also surface difficult feelings.
A sudden shift in music, a crowded room, or an unexpected touch can trigger a trauma
response. This is why trauma-informed practice is so important. It means that facilitators and
organisers understand how trauma affects the nervous system, and they design events with
that knowledge in mind.

In the UK, some ecstatic dance events now include clear signage about consent, offer quiet
spaces for those who need a break, and train volunteers to recognise signs of distress. These
are positive steps. But the investigative essay by Bastos suggests that more work is needed.
Mental health impacts are not only about individual triggers. They are also about the
cumulative effect of feeling unheard or unsafe in a community that claims to be safe. When
trust is broken, the harm can ripple through the group, affecting not just one person but the
collective wellbeing.



One dancer I spoke to described her experience this way: "I loved the freedom of the dance
floor. But when I raised a concern about a facilitator's behaviour, I was met with silence. The
community that had felt like my family suddenly felt like a closed door." Her story is not unique.
It highlights the gap between the ideal of a community and its lived reality.

Consent and Boundaries on the Dance Floor
Consent is a word that comes up often in ecstatic dance circles. Most events explicitly ask
dancers to ask before touching. Some have a "no touch" rule entirely. But consent is more than
a verbal question. It is about reading body language, respecting a "no" without needing an
explanation, and understanding that someone's boundaries can change from moment to
moment. This is easier said than done in a space where people are moving freely and emotions
are high.

For dance facilitators, modelling good consent practices is key. If a facilitator touches a dancer
without asking, it sends a message that the rules are flexible. Similarly, if a facilitator dismisses
a boundary, it undermines the entire code of conduct. This is why accountability must start at
the top, even in a community that resists hierarchy. The people who hold the most power -
whether formal or informal - have the greatest responsibility to uphold community standards.

Moving Forward: Building Stronger Communities
The ecstatic dance UK scene is not broken. It is evolving. The conversations that Bastos and
others have started are signs of a healthy community that is willing to look at itself honestly.



There are practical steps that can make a real difference. Here are a few that I have seen work
in practice:

Publish a clear code of conduct and review it with new attendees at the start of each
event. Make it visible and discussed, not just a link on a website.

Establish a transparent grievance procedure. This should include a named contact
person and a timeline for responding to concerns.

Invest in training for facilitators and volunteers on trauma-informed practice, consent,
and power dynamics. This is not a one-off workshop but ongoing education.

Create feedback loops where dancers can share their experiences anonymously. This
helps surface issues that might otherwise stay hidden.

Celebrate the good. Accountability is not only about addressing harm. It is also about
recognising when the community gets it right, and learning from those moments.

These steps are not about adding bureaucracy to a freeform practice. They are about
protecting the very freedom that makes ecstatic dance so powerful. When people feel safe,
they can let go more fully. When they trust that their boundaries will be respected, they can
dance with more joy. That is the goal.

The work of Filipe Bastos reminds us that community is not a given. It is something we build
and maintain together. It requires attention, courage, and a willingness to ask hard questions.
By engaging with these issues, the ecstatic dance UK community is showing that it values not
just the dance, but the dancers. And that is a beat worth following.


