
Beyond the Buzz: Why Ecstatic Dance Safety
Demands More Than Good Intentions

When the Dance Floor Stops Feeling Free
I remember my first ecstatic dance. The room was warm, the music swelled, and for a few
hours I moved without self-consciousness. That feeling of liberation is genuine and powerful.
But after a few years of attending events across the UK, I started noticing something harder to
name. A look held too long. A touch that arrived without invitation. A facilitator who seemed to
dismiss concern with a smile and a line about "trusting the process." The freedom I loved
began to feel conditional, and I understood that ecstatic dance safety is not something you can
assume from a website's promises.

The scene in the UK has grown fast. Ecstatic Dance UK, the loose network of organisers and
spaces, has brought thousands of people into contact with a practice that blends movement,
meditation, and community. But rapid growth without equal attention to infrastructure leaves
gaps. And those gaps often land on participants who come seeking healing or connection, only
to find themselves navigating complicated situations without a map.

The Tension Between Openness and Structure
One of the core appeals of ecstatic dance is the idea of a "safe space" where you can drop your
guard, move freely, and express without judgment. That promise is real for many people, but it
is also fragile. A truly safe space is not created by simply declaring one. It requires ongoing
work, clear boundaries, and mechanisms for accountability when things go wrong.

The problem is that the ethos of freedom and spontaneity can conflict with the structured
protocols that protect people. Facilitators sometimes resist formal codes because they feel
bureaucratic or antithetical to the spirit of the dance. But without a Code of Conduct that is
visibly enforced, what looks like trust can actually be a cover for inaction. I have seen
organisers rely on word-of-mouth reputation to decide who is "safe," which is a dangerous
substitute for transparent safeguarding practices.

Power Dynamics in the Circle
It is easy to think of ecstatic dance as a flat hierarchy. Everyone is in The Circle together,
moving as equals. But that is an illusion. The facilitator holds a great deal of informal power.
They control the playlist, the opening and closing rituals, the tone of the space. They decide
when to intervene and when to let things unfold. That power is not inherently bad, but it
becomes problematic when it is unexamined.



I have watched facilitators become central figures in their communities, beloved and trusted.
That warmth can make it hard for participants to speak up when something feels off. If the
person who created the "safe space" is also the one whose behaviour needs questioning,
people often stay silent rather than risk disrupting the community. This is where ecstatic dance
safety breaks down not because of malice, but because of a lack of structural accountability.

Filipe Bastos, who has written about these dynamics within the Ecstatic Dance UK community,
points out that informal power can be more insidious than formal authority because it is harder
to name and challenge. Without Facilitator Training that includes modules on power
awareness, consent, and trauma informed practice, the same patterns repeat across different
groups.

What Emotional Safety Actually Requires
Emotional safety is not a vague concept. It has practical components. Informed consent
means telling participants what to expect, including the possibility of physical touch or
emotional intensity, and letting them opt out at any time without explanation. Bystander
Intervention training gives regular attendees tools to step in when they see something
uncomfortable, rather than hoping someone else will handle it. Peer Support systems mean
there is a designated person at each event who is not the facilitator, someone trained to listen
and escalate concerns.

Many events still lack these elements. They rely on goodwill and the assumption that everyone
present is already aligned. But communities are made of people with different histories,
triggers, and expectations. What feels fine to one dancer can feel overwhelming to another.
Without shared Community Guidelines that are read aloud and discussed, each person
operates on their own definition of respect. That is a recipe for misunderstandings that can
escalate into harm.

Mental Health and the Cost of Collectivity
The language of collective and community can also mask individual suffering. When
something goes wrong at an event, the response sometimes prioritises protecting the group
over supporting the person who was hurt. I have heard organisers say, "We don't want to create
drama" or "Let's not jump to conclusions." Those responses, however well-intentioned, can
leave someone isolated with their experience.

https://filipebastos.com/ecstatic-dance-uk/
https://filipebastos.com/ecstatic-dance-uk/


Mental Health First Aid is a basic standard that every event should have. Not to turn facilitators
into therapists, but to ensure there is someone on hand who knows how to respond to distress,
dissociation, or panic. Trauma Informed practice goes further, recognising that certain aspects
of the dance environment, such as sudden loud noises, unexpected touch, or intense eye
contact, can trigger people who have experienced trauma. A trauma informed approach does
not eliminate those elements, but it makes them visible and gives participants choices.

Accountability Beyond Apology
When harm does occur, the response matters enormously. A sincere apology is important, but
it is not enough. Accountability requires a process. Restorative Justice models, which focus on
repairing harm rather than punishing the offender, can work well in community settings, but
they need skilled facilitators and a commitment from all parties. Without that, the pattern of
Collective Harm continues, where repeated small incidents create a culture of tolerated
discomfort that eventually drives people away.

I have seen communities fracture because someone's repeated boundary violations were met
with nothing more than a private conversation. The person stayed, the patterns continued, and
the people who spoke up eventually stopped coming. That is a loss of diversity and resilience.
A community that cannot hold its members accountable is not a safe space. It is a group of
people who are avoiding discomfort at someone else's expense.

Practical Steps Every Dancer Can Take



If you are a regular participant or an organiser, there are concrete ways to strengthen ecstatic
dance safety starting with your next event. These are not theoretical. They are actions that shift
culture.

Read the Code of Conduct before you attend. If an event does not have one publicly
available, ask why. A written code is the baseline for accountability.

Learn the Bystander Intervention basics. The "5 Ds" (Direct, Distract, Delegate, Delay,
Document) are easy to remember and can prevent a situation from escalating.

Ask about Safeguarding protocols. Who do you talk to if you feel unsafe? Is that
person trained? Are they independent of the facilitator?

Support events that invest in Facilitator Training that includes power dynamics,
consent, and trauma informed methods. Look for organisers who treat these as
ongoing learning, not a checkbox.

If you witness something that feels wrong, trust your gut. Speak to someone. You do
not have to confront the person directly; you can talk to a volunteer or organiser
afterwards.

The Work of Staying Open
None of this means ecstatic dance is broken or that the scene is dangerous. Far from it. The
dance floor remains one of the few places where people can move together without words,
without performance, and without the pressures of daily life. That is precious. But preserving
that gift means doing the unglamorous work of building structures that protect it.

Wellbeing is not just about the moment of dance. It is about knowing that if something goes
wrong, there is a process. That your voice will be heard. That the community will hold itself to
the same standards it asks of its participants. That is the real promise of a safe space: not that
nothing bad will happen, but that when it does, there is a way through.

Ecstatic dance UK has an opportunity to lead by example, to show that a movement practice
can also be a model of ethical community. But that requires moving beyond good intentions. It
requires listening to critical voices, revising practices, and accepting that ecstatic dance safety
is not a fixed state but an ongoing conversation. That conversation is already happening in
some circles. The question is whether the wider community is ready to join it.


