
	 	 �1

Shamell Bell 
PhD Written Examinations 
Dr. Robin D.G. Kelley Reading List 

Question #2 
In your own work, you have written: “Dance operates as a method of rebellion, revolution, and 
future visions that disrupt and challenge the manufactured differences used to dismiss, detain, and 
destroy communities.” This you call dancing toward freedom. Looking back at the period before 
1970, what are some examples from either North America or across the African diaspora of dance 
operating as a method of rebellion that disrupts power and articulates or carries visions of the 
future? Please be specific and be attentive to historical context. 

Dancing Toward Freedom: Visions of the past, present, and future 

“How is the body able to so easily contain narratives of transcendence through  

dances of physical eccentricity?”  -Thomas DeFrantz 

 The body as an eccentric container of knowledge generates rebellious possibilities to defy or 

transcend time, space, and reality. Eccentricity, most often defined by the odd or unconventional behavior 

of an individual, by its mathematical definition, denotes the “deviation of a curve or orbit from 

circularity,” or “a measure of how much a conic section (a circle, ellipse, parabola or hyperbola) varies 

from being circular”.  With the circular nature of popular Black dance forms, not just as it relates to 1

physical time in which they tend to reoccur into our physical realities in different eras, but also the space 

in which they are performed, often in a “battle circle,” the Black dancing body transcends eccentricity. 

Interpreting the thought-provoking question, Dancer and scholar Thomas DeFrantz in “The Black Beat 

Made Visible: Hip Hop Dance and Body Power” (2004) asks, “How is the body able to so easily contain 

narratives of transcendence through dances of physical eccentricity?” This physical eccentricity relates 

corporeality , time-space compression  and time convergence , articulating how the body grounds us in 2 3 4

the present, while simultaneously creating visions of the future carried from the past. The Black body 

 https://www.mathsisfun.com/geometry/eccentricity.html1

 I use corporeality here to mean what is present, tangible, and visible in the body; bodily. 2

 According to an Oxford Bibliography entry by Barney Ward, “Time-space compression refers to the set of processes that cause the relative 3

distances between places (i.e., as measured in terms of travel time or cost) to contract, effectively making such places grow closer.”

 The Geographer online defines the time-space convergence as “the changing relationship between time and space, and notably the impacts of 4
transportation improvements on such a relationship. It is closely related to the concept of speed, which indicates how much space can be traveled 
over a specific amount of time.” 
https://www.thegeographeronline.net/changing-space---the-shrinking-world.html
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contains within it narratives and theories understood by theorists who study concepts for a lifetime that 

play out in the materiality of Black culture. Some of these theories are contained in the body, ineffable, 

with only music and dance their legible representation. Einstein’s theory of relativity —the illusion of 5

time, and that the past, present, and future all occur simultaneously, opens up infinite possibilities. As I 

explored examples of dance rebellions across time, across the North American and the African diaspora, 

the relationship between time and space, historical context, material conditions and technological 

advancements became evident. The internet and social media in particular, have warped our collective 

bearings in relation to space and time.  With the use of social media it is now possible to disseminate a 6

social dance across the world in a matter of minutes creating social dance movements with significant 

impact. This was not always the case, making these acts of physical rebellion much more spatially and 

temporally discrete. The circularity, and circulation, of dance operates as a method of rebellion, 

revolution, and future visions that disrupt and challenge the manufactured differences used to dismiss, 

detain, and destroy communities.  

Dance provides air bending qualities  with the ability to allow dancers to spiritually detach from 7

worldly problems, bending air as the element of freedom. Dancing, the ability to transcend, to exist 

beyond the physical realm and exist beyond the normal. A key element to my research is the assertion that 

living is resisting, my method of living is dance. Black people use dance as a spiritual medium, dancing 

between realms. Dancing between time and space. Dancing between everyday life and performance. 

Dancing between performance and politics. Dancing between the sacred and the secular. Dancing 

between the self and the audience. Dancing between Black and white worlds. In this paper, I trace the 

historical context of geo-political moments of dance phenomena across various institutions (slavery, 

concert dance, and white supremacy) in order to explore dance as a method of rebellion that disrupts 

power and articulates or carries visions of the future. In particular, I discuss the Saturday night social 

dances during enslavement—what Saidiya Hartman refers to as “stealing away”—by tying this 

“redressive action" to the social dances of past, present, and future. Another feature of this paper, I present 

Alvin Ailey’s “Revelations” as a disruption of concert dance during the 1960s in the wake of the Civil 

Rights Movement. Finally, throughout I relate the paper I explore the interstices wherein these histories 

 Einstein, A. Relativity: The Special and the General Theory, New York: Three Rivers Press, 1961.5

 http://greenfieldgeography.wikispaces.com/Time%E2%80%93space+convergence+and+the+reduction+in+the+friction+of+distance6

 http://avatar.wikia.com/wiki/Airbending7
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hold relevance to my present work on street dance activism, which I call “dancing toward freedom.” This 

represent the time-space compression, continuities and circularities of social dance forms and their reason 

for existence—the continued living of Black bodies. 

I. Stealing Away from The Peculiar Institution 

 North America and its “race problem” or justification of white supremacy dates back to the 

Renaissance and Enlightenment periods with constructions of pseudo-scientific racial and gender 

differences to justify the “peculiar institution” of slavery, and the maltreatment and coercive power of 

enslavement. Constitutional debates that restricted freedom to white men largely stemmed from 

philosophical arguments from the Enlightenment period. These faux “scientific arguments” created 

tangible policies that impacted Black people such as Plessy Vs. Ferguson (1896) upholding racial 

segregation laws citing the races as “separate, but equal”. Cedric J. Robinson’s Forgeries of Memory & 

Meaning: Blacks & The Regimes of Race in American Theater & Film Before World War II unpacks the 

construction of scientific racism and “the economic, political, and cultural forces which determined Black 

representations in early American film; and Black political and artistic resistance to these 

imaginings” (Robinson 2007: xvi). He charts when Black talent were denied alternative sites to perform 

and Black minstrels “represented the anguish, the privations, and the pain of plantation life and the 

singular achievement of Black religion in providing an escape.” However, he noted Black minstrels 

would have the capacity to influence opinion and “transport its audiences toward a more profound 

comprehension of slavery and racism” (Robinson 2007: 147). 

 For the purpose of this paper, adequately contexualizing these moments are far too complex and 

steeped in colorism, petite bourgeoisie notions and its complexities of sexist and capitalistic critiques, 

however impossible for me to dismiss. Resistance can be found even in these moments as Robinson 

pointed out that Black minstrelsy resisted by exposing myths, challenging the racial construct of white 

supremacy or reclaiming the mulatta as an anti-racist agent. Ada Walker and George Walker famous for 

performing the cakewalk and "promoting cakewalking’s grace and ‘grandiloquence, Ada Walker was 

known to use her choreography as a letter of entry into the social elite” (Robinson 2004: 161).  

 Rejecting the Booker T. Washington Up From Slavery (1901) attitudes of striving to achieve 

respect in the “land of opportunity,” some Black people were not convinced there were opportunities for 



	 	 �4

Blacks in North America and organized to move back to Africa in the late 19th century. Unfortunately, 

working class Black people could not afford to up and move to Africa, so one of the strategies of 

existence they used was music and social dances. Black cultural production provided a focal point in the 

midst of disillusionment of the government, tracing anti-Black racism from its roots of transatlantic 

enslavement through American lynching and to contemporary manifestations of this violence. As 

historian Stephanie Smallwood has shown in her study, Saltwater Slavery, the movement of Black bodies 

across the ocean collapses both time and space in its impact on the Black imagination. It was the middle 

passage that both defined Black death but also Black resistance and identity formation and it continues 

contemporaneously, from the tainted waters of Katrina from which Black bodies floated, to the tainted 

waters of Flint, Michigan. Spirituality and cultural production has always been foundational to Black 

culture, and arguably Black existence. Although many believed that uplifting the Black community and 

their success would erode the effects of racism, others continued to look for the answers within 

themselves, within their own bodies. In this section, I explore the ways in which dancers across the 

African Diaspora and North American dance toward freedom as a method of rebellion, revolution, and 

future visions that disrupt and challenge the manufactured differences used to dismiss, detain, and destroy 

but also African diasporic movement across space as a political project. 

 Helene Neveu Kringelbach’s Dance Circles: Movement, Morality, and Self Fashioning in Urban 

Senegal (2013) addresses the “interconnected anthropological themes, which include the relationship 

between moving bodies and self-making, gender and morality, and the interplay between performance and 

politics” and highlighted themes of “the body as a metaphor of society” (Douglas 1969) or “the locus of 

resistance” (Comaroff 1985) (Kringelbach 2013: 4-5). Without having read Kringelback’s work, I 

intuitively understood and theorized the body as a metaphor for society. She provided specificity to a 

genealogy and historical context of dance operating as a method of rebellion that must be discussed 

within the long history of dance being documented by Eurocentric anthropologists as “primitive”, thereby 

objectifying the black dancing body (Kringelbach 2013: 15). Kringelback writes of  Katherine Dunham 

traveling to Senegambia to study “performing traditions” in the 1960s and 1970s (Kringelback 2013: 

138). In 1966, Katherine Dunham, and African American dancer and choreographer and Anthropologist 

invited to train the National Ballet. She studied Anthropology at the University of Chicago in the 1930s 

and at the same time created one of the first Black dance companies in America, Ballet Negre, and 

developed her own dance technique (Kringelback 2013: 42). Kringelbach’s theoretical frameworks 
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provided explanations for theories of the body as a “continuum of presence and consciousness” (Turner 

1982) or Bourdieu (1972) and Mauss’s theorizations of habitus. She echoes Anthropologist Kristen 

Hastrup from A Passage to Anthropology: Between Experience and Theory (2013), “There is no 

manifestation of the self outside the body, even if our senses and words help us project ourselves 

outward” (Hastrup 1995: 90). Further, Elizabeth Mackinlay points out in “Disturbances and 

Dislocations: Understanding Teaching and Learning Experiences in Indigenous Australian Women's 

Music and Dance” that dance scholars refer to dance as dialogic and intersubjective, exploring relational, 

lived experiences with the “potential for change and new meaning making”. Hastrup recenters the 

“mindful” body” and places emphasis on the “corporeal, situated and lived nature of social experience 

and the emergent quality of meaning” where the “most cultural action is stored in action rather than 

words” (Hastrup, 1995: 82).  

 Moreover, Kringelbach writes, “While phenomenological approaches have conceptualized the 

body as the locus of human experience, a wealth of studies drawing on various anthropological traditions 

have look at such themes as the body as a metaphor of society (Douglas 1960) or the locus of resistance 

(Comaroff 1985).” As critical theorist Fred Moten in his chapter, “Resistance of the Object: Aunt Hester’s 

Scream” writes, “the history of blackness is testament to the fact that objects can and do resist” (Moten 

2003: 1). Moten opens the book with this quote that sets up the pulse of my paper, to encourage the ways 

in which Blackness resists. He cites theorist Saidiya Hartman’s work that set the theoretical framing of 

my work on street dance activism in the Black Lives Matter movement. Moten addresses Hartman’s 

concept of hypervisibilty, which gives me a unique lens to critically analyze blackness and the gaze. Most 

significantly he addresses the problematics of the quotidian, occurrences like walking while black or 

being perceived as weaponized black flesh. Moten and Hartman’s work situates analyses on looking and 

being looked at. It is significant to point to Moten’s working through Hartman’s refusal to reproduce 

Frederick Douglass’ account of Aunt Hester’s scream. Moten argues that “By defamiliarizing the familiar, 

I hope to illuminate the terror of the mundane and quotidian rather than exploit the shocking 

spectacle” (Moten 2003: 4). He writes, “A critique of the subject animates Hartman’s work. It bears the 

trace, therefore, of a movement exemplified by an aspect of Judith Butler’s massive theoretical 

contribution wherein the call to subjectivity is understood also as a call to subjection and subjugation and 

appeals for redress or protection to the state or to the structure or idea of citizenship—as well as modes of 

radical performativity or subversive impersonation—are always already embedded in the structure they 
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would escape. (Moten 2003: 2) Is it possible to fully reclaim one’s social power? These authors taken 

together somehow helped me to arrive at a junction that found solace in the ability of self-making, while 

recognizing that power resists equality. I found that the commodified body can, will, and must speak, 

even while noting Saidiya Hartman and Judith Butler’s assertion that “calls to subjection and subjugation 

for redress to the state” and “radical performativity” are endemically bound to the structure they wish to 

escape. Thus, I am critical of the possibility of social power’s eviction, but hopeful for revolution. 

 Saidiya Hartman’s analytical and methodological approach to writing about slavery reconfigures 

the popular slave narrative that focuses on pain and terror such as Aunt Hester’s Scream and speaks to the 

two basic streams Hinton points to. Hartman’s work reads as a performance, a dance occurring between 

terror and pleasure. For discussion on the body in resistance I use Saidiya Hartman’s theorizations of 

“redress” and “stealing away.” Hartman’s Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in 

Nineteenth-Century America provides a key link in my theoretical framework of youth using dance as 

redemptive work. Hartman explains that stealing away has redemptive qualities and reconstitutes kinship 

relations. She uses the example of Saturday night dances as a means of “stealing away”, which provides a 

historical root to the culture that evolved from black's control of their own bodies. Hartman writes,  

Stealing away was the vehicle for the redemptive figuration of dispossessed individual and community, reconstituting kin relations, 
contravening the object status of chattel, transforming pleasure, and investing in the body as a site of sensual activity, sociality, and 
possibility, and, last, redressing the pained body. (Hartman 1997: 66) 

She argues that pleasure gives the possibility for, what she calls, “redressing the pained body”. She 

explains this redressing as the black body existing within and against the oppression of the system and 

transforming the body to a site of possibility. Further, Hartman uses the example of Saturday night dances 

as a means of “stealing away,” which provides a historical rhizome to the culture that evolved from blacks 

taking control of their own bodies. Hartman examines the possibilities for resistance, redress, and 

transformation embodied within performance and in everyday practices. Thomas DeFrantz cites Historian 

Robert Hinton’s explanation for the dual audience for dancing black bodies that stems from the 

construction of slave society:  

"Early in the slavery experience, Afro-American dance split into two basic streams. The first stream was the dance that black folk created 
for themselves during those few precious hours of sacred and secular celebration. This first stream was the more 'African,' in part because 
of the movement quality and vocabulary, but also, because the dance was created for the benefit of the dancers. The experience of any 
observers (the audience) was secondary. The second stream was the dance that black people created for white people. This second stream 
was more 'European,' both because of the technique and because the dance was created under differing degrees of duress for the pleasure 
of the audience. The experience of the performer was secondary." (Hinton, 1988: 4) 
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Hartman’s work contributes to an alternative way of understanding and writing about slavery, and not just 

for the pleasure of the audience, or in this contemporary moment, a way to think of Black lives not as “the 

living dead,” due to the heightened nature of police brutality where Black people feel as if they are 

walking targets.  Dance as redemption, a way of interacting in the world with pleasure. Dance as a way of 

surviving. “Living is Resisting” marks performance as a method that proposes not only that performance 

should be theorized as a way of doing research and making argumentation, but also that is separate and 

unique from other forms of research, and even forms of embodied research such as ethnography. “Living 

is Resisting” took a multi-layered approach to documenting and theorizing with performance. 

Jumping through time and space, my research on 21st century dance forms in South Central Los 

Angeles builds on these frameworks. I argue that the oppressed have always already utilized the body and 

performance as a site and pedagogical tool to participate in their own liberatory practices. Black bodies 

become subjects trapped in what Mbembe refers to as a “concatenation of multiple powers: the 

disciplinary, the biopolitical, and the necropolitical” (Mbembe 2003: 29). These powers target Black 

people to death and trap them in the performative status of the “living dead.” Performing against the 

necropower of impending death, Blacks learn to dance around the periphery of whiteness and white 

spaces. If we tie this discussion of race and performance to its historical past we must consider the 

“modes of resistance” of enslaved bodies. I imagine like those before me a world of my own, not only 

relative to whiteness. 

 Hartman‘s discussion of power and subjectivity highlighted the ways in which slavery can be 

studied to show the body and cultural production can be used to take back such power and provoke 

agential presence. Hartman‘s example of slaves stealing away to use their body for activities other than 

slave conditions and the slave auction revealed the visible traces of the ghost of slavery in performance. 

Hartman intervenes in the methodological approach to archival research as she followed the ghosts of the 

mundane, everyday performance instead of spectecularized moments of terror. Hartman does this by 

examining scenes of auction blocks, minstrel stages, slave law, and re-examining Aunt Hester‘s scream in 

the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, in addition to Harriet A. Jacob‘s narrative. Hartman 

strayed away from telling the same story of the violence, but made a methodological decision to look 

elsewhere and consider those scenes in which terror can hardly be discerned—slaves dancing in the 
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quarters, the outrageous darky antics of the minstrel stage, the constitution of humanity in slave law, and 

the fashioning of the self-possessed individual (Hartman 1997: 5).  

 When thinking of historical and social effects tied to performance I think of the many lessons we 

can learn from the coffle. According to Munoz in Disidentifications: queers of color and the performance 

of politics: 

Performance, from the positionality of the minoritarian subject, is sometimes nothing short of forced labor. 
The most obvious and relevant example of performance as forced labor from a U.S. perspective is certainly 
chattel slave performance. But this history does not stop there. It in fact reaches into our present context. 
Minoritarian subjects do not always dance because they are happy; sometimes they dance because their feet 
are being shot at (Munoz 189).  

Munoz‘s statement that Blacks might dance because their feet are being shot at links to Saidiya Hartman‘s 

work that illustrates slaves being encouraged to sing―Old Virgina never tie to the banjo to portray 

a―poor negro slave is naturally a cheerful, laughing animal, and even when driven through the 

wilderness in chains, if he is well fed and kindly treated, is seldom melancholyǁ (Hartman 33). Hartman 

specifically breaks in her introduction to give us “A Note On Method” that notes these accounts cannot 

exist without being mitigated through the politics of dominant representations; therefore, we must read 

accounts against the grain. Hartman‘s methodological intervention was to write an interpretation of the 

material that creates a different account of the past that thought critically about the sources and ―the 

impossibility of fully recovering the experience of the enslaved and the emancipated, and the risk of 

reinforcing the authority of these documents even as I try to use them for contrary purposes “noting that 

her effort―both resists and complies with the official narratives of slavery and freedom” (Hartman 1997: 

11).  

 Hartman follows the ghost of the Coffle, envisioning and writing the choreography of slaves 

walking in line singing sacchariferous listening to the―juxtaposition of sorrow and mirth—I observed a 

performative aspect to Saidiya Hartman‘s 'scenes' or enactments of subjugation that speaks to the visible 

traces of slavery such as violence, terror, pleasure, humanity (human flesh), identity, subjectivity and 

resistance. Coupled with flits between images of the ̳sportive‘ background music involved in the 

performance of the coffle, auction blocks, minstrelsy, and Hartman‘s melodrama every single step reflects 

a methodological decision as she examines the possibilities for resistance, redress, and transformation 

embodied within performance and in every day practices. I interpret the book from the perspective of a 

"scene"/performance and display of the black body as a place to contest what is meant to be a legitimized 
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place of personhood, political deliberation, social awareness, and liberation. Noting performance can 

likewise be an authentic source of commentary, politically and otherwise, this intermingling of politics, 

pleasure, and terror sets the stage for Hartman‘s work that reads as a performance—a dance occurring 

between terror and pleasure. This key notion of the body as an instrument and as pleasure was also seen in 

Hartman‘s idea of a ̳corporeal politics that spans the divide between slavery and freedom (Hartman 9). A 

significant concept that builds upon this pleasure as an example of freedom in the most extreme cases of 

unfreedom is seen as Hartman writes―Redressive action encompasses not only a heightened attention to 

the events that have culminated in the crisis but also the transfiguration of the broken and ravenous body 

into a site of pleasure, a vessel of communication, and a bridge between the living and the deadǁ (Hartman 

77). Hartman explains quotidian tactics of resistance such as―work slowdowns, small-scale every day 

forms of resistance interrupted, reelaborated, and defied the constraints of everyday life under slavery and 

exploited openings in the system for the use of the enslavedǁ (Hartman 51). Many scholars have taken up 

the key notion of the body as an instrument in resistance and a site of pleasure. I owe a great deal of my 

research to Hartman‘s analysis of redress. She explains, “Redressing the body encompasses operating in 

and against the demands of the system, negotiating the disciplinary harnessing of the body, and 

counterinvesting in the body as a site of possibility” (Hartman 51). Further, Hartman uses the example of 

Saturday night dances as a means of “stealing away” which provides a historical rhizome to the culture 

that evolved from blacks taking control of their own bodies. Hartman defines stealing away as “the 

vehicle for the redemptive figuration of dispossessed individual and community, reconstituting kin 

relations, contravening the object status of chattel, transforming pleasure, and investing in the body as a 

site of sensual activity, sociality, and possibility, and, last, redressing the pained body” (Hartman, 66). 

Hartman‘s scenes moved me closer to the ways in which performance can unveil various levels to 

following disappearances, memory, and silences—but also highlights the role of power and subjectivity.  

 Music and movement are linked, can you listen to a beat and not move?  It is impossible to 

discuss dance without tracing it back to Africa. Dating back to the precolonial era, Western ethnographers 

showed great fascination with African performers. Halifu Osumare also pointed out “eurocentric 

descriptions of African dance recorded in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century travelogues when European 

explorers first encountered dances and rituals on the West African coast” (Osumare 6). Performance 

studies scholars warn about the dangers of essentializing African performance, in response to an entire 

body of work that uses African performance to “demonstrate the transcendent analytic power of the term” 
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to “show what is wrong with Western discursive traditions…Why is it always Africa that dances to the 

drum’s heartbeat?” (Ebron 10) Performance has been a repetitive trope for Africa and African 

performance cannot be analyzed without attention to the geopolitical history through which performance 

has been made “African”. Performance is a mode through which representation is enacted and negotiated, 

and this is relevant whether one is studying written texts, oral traditions, or social interactions (Ebron 

10-11) Early stories depicted Africans as “Dancing and beating time are engrained in their nature. They 

say: were the negro to fall from heaven to the earth he would beat time in falling” (Ebron 33). Ebron 

quotes Trinh Minh-Ha “The mere shaking of a cow bell is enough to make people drift into a stage of 

excitement. It is the said that “strength has entered them”. Elders who can hardly move in daily situations 

without a cane would emit war cries and dance frantically to the sound of music.” (Ebron 49) This idea 

that music and dance gives strength bears much truth. Hartman’s use of the example of Saturday night 

dances as a means of “stealing away ” which provides a historical rhizome to the culture that evolved 8

from Black bodily emancipation. For the purpose of this paper I decided to pinpoint these moments of 

dancing while enslaved but also want to be clear to tie them back to African dance used as a war tactic 

and also carry the Saturday night dances forward to the ways we still steal away today in America.  

II. Revolutionary “Revelations” in Concert Dance 

 Dance, like music, operates as method of rebellion that disrupts power and articulates or carries 

visions of the future and revisions of the past as brilliantly articulated in Graham Lock’s “Blutopia: 

Visions of the Future and Revisions of the Past in the Work of Sun Ra, Duke Ellington, and Anthony 

Braxton” (1999). By studying the work of Sun Ra, Duke Ellington, and Anthony Braxton, Graham Lock 

describes Blutopia as “a utopia tinged with the blues, an African American visionary future stained with 

memories” (Lock 1999: 3). Dance floor jazz created future visions of resistance to white exploitation and 

misrepresentation of black life in Harlem in the 1920s (Lock 1999: 111). In the midst of the stained 

memories of the Cotton Club’s catering to whites who wanted to be entertained by Blacks, the jungle 

theme decor and the very name of the club stemming from the stylized plantation themed “stage set up to 

represent the Land of Cotton with a plantation cabin, rows of cotton bushes, and trees that shot up when 

the show started… The concept of the Cotton Club represented not the South of the aristocrats but the 

South of the Negro” (Lock 1999: 88). Artists like Duke Ellington would eventually create music with 

 Stealing away was the vehicle for the redemptive figuration of dispossessed individual and community, reconstituting kin relations, 8
contravening the object status of chattel, transforming pleasure, and investing in the body as a site of sensual activity, sociality, and possibility, 
and, last, redressing the pained body. (Hartman 66)
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social and political significance such as his “Black, Brown, and Beige” which “delved into the Negro 

past;” The “Brown,” that “recognized the contribution made by the Negro to this country in blood” and 

the “Beige” which Ellington described as " the “common view” of the Negro as “just singing, dancing, 

and responding to the tom-toms”; that is precisely the same Hollywood/Broadway/minstrelsy stereotypes 

he had satirized in Jump for Joy and the view of black as primitives he had had to endure in the Cotton 

Club” (Lock 1999: 109-110). 

 The relationship between jazz and the revolutionary Black freedom movement is undeniable and 

must be addressed in order to place it in its inseparable dialogue with dance. Jazz musicians connected 

with the Black freedom movement in the 1960s and the 1970s because as a Black American it is 

impossible to ignore the social and political implications of race and economy. And Black musicians 

faced the same conditions as other Blacks in the Black community. Jazz musicians were highly aware of 

their unique perspective of American politics and cognizant of the interconnectedness of race, class, 

music and capitalism. They were deeply affected by the Black freedom movement and fused jazz and 

politics. Jazz represented a catalyst for race consciousness and racial uplift. However, this was not a new 

phenomenon as jazz and politics were aligned even dating back to before my personal favorite of Duke 

Ellington’s social and political, “Black, Brown, and Beige” (1943), which presented jazz as sonic 

representation of African American history. Jazz scholar Eric Porter pointed out in What is this Thing 

Called Jazz that it is important to note that not all musicians sought to align their music with a political 

movement, but most wanted to make their music relevant in the declining sales of jazz and diminishing 

black audience (Porter 2002: 192). Though jazz musicians began to address the responsibility of their 

artistry to their community, create social transformation, and became intellectuals and activists. Many 

viewed avant garde jazz “as an expression of the increasingly militant black freedom struggle and as a 

reaction to the music industry’s continuing mistreatment of African American artists (Porter 2002: 191) 

and constituting black identity (Porter 2002: 197). Similarly, Amiri Baraka claimed “new music” to be the 

“cultural arm of the black liberation struggle” (Porter 2002: 194).  

 Scott Saul’s “Freedom Is, Freedom Aint: Jazz and the Making of the Sixties” brilliantly highlights 

jazz and politics in the 1960s and early 1970s as Saul asserts that jazz “animates the cultural dramas of 

the civil rights and Black Power movements” and directly tied into the Black Panther’s ideals of cultural 

reclamation. Saul also suggests the Black Arts movement and the Black Power movement were “cultural 

affiliates” (Saul 2003: 305). The Black freedom movement affected all genres of culture and art and 
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influenced the Black Arts Movement to be committed to revolution and focus on community. (Kelley 

lecture) The “volatile political climate of the deteriorating infrastructure of urban America and the 

declining sales of jazz relative to soul and rock” (Saul 2003: 303) led jazz musicians to “create new 

markets in the midst of commercial squeeze by founding their own collectives and community arts 

organizations” (Saul 2003: 312). Amiri Baraka’s Black Arts Center “ brought together jazz musicians, 

black nationalists, Nation of Islam, the Yoruba Temple, The Progressive Labor Party, and The 

Revolutionary Action Movement (Saul 2003: 317). These collectives emerged during what Robin DG 

Kelley referred to as a “revolutionary moment”. 

 Dancer, Choreographer, Cultural Activist, and Scholar Halifu Oshumare’s brilliant work 

“Dancing in Blackness: A memoir” cites Anthropologist and Katherine Dunham biographer Joyce 

Aschenbrenner who situates power relations at the foundation of dance in America stating, “In a complex 

society, art involves, and presupposes political and economic power, as well as cultural autonomy—the 

freedom to pursue alternative expressions” (Osumare 8).  For my understanding of literal existence as a 

form of resistance, Oshumare and others like Dancer and scholar Brenda Dixon Gottschild’s defining the 

black dancing as a “sense of soul and spirit”, Kemoko Sano’s perception of African dance as “something 

special”, what Oshumare brings forward resonates deeply with my work with street dance activism, this 

idea of a “particular kind of physical soul connection in time and space has been identified with the black 

dancing body. But that connection can also animate anyone who opens up himself/herself to that energy, 

leading us back to human spirit itself” (Oshumare 12).   

 In Jayna Brown’s “Babylon Girls: Black Women Performers and the Shaping of the Modern” she 

looked at “the ways work and play were blurred for black artists” and “contends that Black women 

reclaimed their bodies in, as well as from, the world of work” (Brown 7). To provide an accurate 

historical context we must not separate dance from its “raced and gendered politics of space—the 

plantation, the stage, the street, the cabaret” (Brown 2). Brown’s work positions social dances as 

“continually changing” and responding to new environments while resisting containment but holding 

history. She points out the multiple meanings encoded in Black music and encourages “claims to freedom 

and calls for social revolution, spiritual love, and fleshly bliss are layered within them.” But it is only 

recently that scholars have begun to recognize dance as also layered ad multiply coded. She states, 

“Dance is a means of communication, forming new communities, remembering, and cultivating 

cultures” (Brown 15). Jayna Brown’s chapter “Everybody’s Doing It: Social Dance, Segregation, and the 
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New Body” is set to the historical backdrop of imperialism and the politics of race. In Brown’s case study 

of a 1913 Black musical comedy “Darktown Follies”, Black women dancers performed social dances 

such as the turkey trot through which they “navigated a complex geopolitics of radicalization, female 

sexuality, and bodily pleasure” (Brown 157). She writes, “African American dance practices that followed 

the cakewalk—from the turkey trot, the bunny hug, and the shimmy of the 1910s, through the Charleston 

and the Black bottom of the 1920s, to the Lindy hop of the 1930s—were the expressive forms by which 

people sought to adjust their physical sense of being to a new and often oppressive terrain. Rapid 

industrialization, shifting class relations, and the hardening of de facto segregation in the northern cities 

of the United States were all social and environmental changes acutely experienced and made reality 

through the body” (Brown 158). 

 In line with my assertion that “living is resisting”, Brown writes, “Dancing together in the spaces 

of the city was a way of recognizing this condition and also of creating new rhythms of selfhood and 

communality within and between several timed and spatial zones” (Brown 159). The Queen mother of 

dance, Katherine Dunham, choreographer, Anthropologist, and activist, called her dance technique “a way 

of life” and defined dance as a “rhythmically patterned movements performed by a sentient 

being” (Olumare 5). Halifu Olumare describes Dunham’s work as “incorporating the personal, social, 

cultural, and spiritual—body, mind, and soul—all of which must integrate to produce the true art of 

dance” (Olumare 5). In the 1940s Dunham’s dance company was the only self-supported Black dance 

company of its time. It is not intentional that I move swiftly past Dunham’s contributions to Black 

performance as a protest to the institution of concert dance. I wanted to acknowledge her as Queen mother 

and make her presence known, but in this paper I focus heavily on Alvin Ailey’s work because it was 

seeing his work in high school and going backstage as my mother performed in the choir at the Dorthy 

Chandler pavilion in Los Angeles, CA that I resonated so deeply with the spiritual and political 

implications of dance. I then began to see my dancing in the community as a political response to the 

times.  

 Following in Dunham’s footsteps, Alvin Ailey’s political motivation revolutionized modern dance 

and radicalized Black lives. Ailey writes, “One of the promises of my company is that its repertoire will 

include pieces that ordinary people can understand. I still dream that my folks down on the form in Texas 

can come to an Ailey concert and know and appreciate what’s happening onstage. That’s my perception of 
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what dance should be—a popular form, wrenched from the hands of the elite.” Growing up in small-9

town Texas, Ailey’s “blood memories” contained the permeation of black churches with spirituals and 

gospel songs radiating from the buildings. In 1999, almost exactly one year after the first opening I 

attended with my mother at the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion, the LA Times would join the ranks of many 

others to claim Revelations as a historical masterpiece. The LA Times dance critic writes, “It's as if 

nothing could be taken for granted or executed lightly in this masterwork of black spirituality lest it be 

lost—as if this company is dancing for history” (LA Times 1999). Jennifer Dunning, author of Alvin 

Ailey: A Life in Dance recounts, “Revelations is, as Truitte saw it, a dance that contains the history of 

blacks in America” (Dunning 124). While trying to locate the program to the exact concert I attended in 

UCLA’s special collections, in the 28 boxes of dance program, there were 3 Alvin Ailey American Dance 

Theater programs couched between the nearly 1000 twentieth-century dance programs such as the 

American Ballet Theater and New York Ballet. According to the program:  

“This suite explores motivations and emotions of Negro religious music which, like its heir, the blues takes many forms—true spirituals 
with their sustained melodies, song- sermons, gospel songs and holy blues—songs of trouble, of love, of deliverance. The spirituals sign 
of woe triumphantly, knowing well that all rivers will be crossed and the Promised Land is just beyond the stream. The spirituals ask no 
pity-for their words ride of the strongest of melodies, the melody of faith. That is why there is joy in their singing, peace in their music, 
and strength in their soul” – Langston Hughes”  

 

 Revelations exploded the concert dance scene. Displaying more than just the aesthetic 

significance of a person of color on the stage, Revelations signified an expansion of Blacks on the stage 

and in the audience. In his autobiography, Ailey described the “pervasive racism” in dance: “Our feet 

weren’t shaped right, our butts were too big, our legs wouldn’t turn out correctly; blacks simply weren’t 

wanted; and so on” (Ailey 51). Ailey dreamed of bringing more Blacks into the theater on and off stage. 

 (Revelations: The Autobiography of Alvin Ailey).9
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Despite the religious appeal of Revelation, Ailey struggled to get more Blacks to the theater. In fact, he 

even decided to “leave it home” and stop touring to Europe. After only two performances the dancers and 

audiences wanted more Revelations (Ailey 102). Revelations would be both a gift and a curse for Ailey. 

He would battle until his death against the shadow of his greatest success. According to the Alvin Ailey 

Dance Center website’s 50
th 

Anniversary page, Revelations is credited as the most seen modern dance 

work with over “23 million people in 71 countries across six continents”. It unlocked the potential of 

“black dancers to inform concert dance with the profound cultural heritage of African American 

experience” (DeFrantz 2004: 25). The performance moves with the words of spirituals that liberate the 

dancers in a sort of religious experience or sermon teaching lessons of memory, slavery, and freedom to 

the audience. There is an invigorating promising activism in the collective dancing body of Revelations. 

Dunning writes, “Revelations was and remains the work of a community, from larger worlds of black 

Americans to the worlds of the individual dancers who helped create Revelations and passed it on to later 

generations” (Dunning 123). I am a product of a later generation of Revelations. Revelations continues to 

reach and pass on to the current generation through performances. 

 DeFrantz explained that movements were formed through personalities of life experiences and 

cultural environments (DeFrantz 2004: 25). Ailey’s training with Lester Horton to influences from 

Graham, Horton, and Humphrey infused with jazz, Brazilian, and West African movements (DeFrantz 

2004: 25). The fusion of jazz dance with spirituals exposes similar “ecstatic intentions motivating both 

forms” (DeFrantz 2004:13). Ailey’s movement vocabulary “draws on class jazz dance steps: struts, 

rhythmic floor patting by bare feet, shaking of the shoulders and torso, and movement phrasing in blocks 

of insistent eight” (DeFrantz 2004: 25). Revelations displays a wide range of the Black Southern church 

experience of what Ailey describes as an “extended single- day church service” (DeFrantz 2004: 24). 

Wearing your Sunday’s Best, Hats, Fans, and the theatrics of praise and worship. “Rocka My Soul”, my 

mother’s favorite song to perform displayed the dancers in their Sunday’s best. She recalls sections of 

women in front showcasing in church, the need to be seen. Faster paced, elongated jumps. The dancers 

end on their knees and arms up, surrendering to God.   

 Alvin Ailey recounted his choreographic process explaining he began with the music. Music 

moves the movement that propels the dancers and the audience closer toward liberation. Blended through 
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the music in a synesthesia, throughout the sections whether it is falling to the ground or arms up in 

surrender, the battle of oppression and deliverance shows through the technique. There is deliverance in 

the movements of the dancers. DeFrantz writes, “these are people in physical bondage invoking, through 

their movements, spiritual deliverance” (DeFrantz 7). The beginning of Revelations follows the dancer’s 

attempt to get off the ground. Ailey speaks of his memories of these lyrics to reflect his feelings about 

being pressed into the ground of Texas. The signature bird pose of arms stretched wide like a massive bird 

falling to the ground, their bodies contorted, reactionary, knees bent, conflicted. Eyes lifted to God as a 

plea for God to hear their cry. The section containing “Wade in the Water” symbolizes the baptismal. 

Ailey explained that this particular choreography was dear to him. This section illustrates the collective, 

yet simultaneously individual nature of spirituality. Dressed in all white, several dancers weave in and out 

of the audience’s view. One of the most famous pictures of this section depicts several dancers walking at 

a diagonal toward the audience, one dancer holding a white umbrella. The dancers move backward and 

forward to signify the tension of struggle versus surrender; the slow stride of the spiritual journey. Faith is 

also illustrated though back and forward movements. The raised hands in surrender that lead to a wading 

in the water through baptism. Waving cloths cover the stage in shades of blue simulating the waves of 

water, washing the sins away. Arms wide open, washing away, pushing away and cleansing troubles. 

Jumps, leaps, extending in liberating movements. The isolations in the chest in revelations symbolize 

being embraced by the Holy Spirit. A duo takes the stage for quite some time until the collective church 

returns. DeFrantz writes, “The repetition suggests that no matter how far apart the dancers travel, they 

must come together physically, as pieces of a larger sculptured mosaic, to complete the communal 

expression of spirituality” (DeFrantz 6). You can even envision the dancers as angels surrounding the 

female dancer, Jesus picks up the dancer and they fade from audience view. The movements translate to 

unfold a need for liberation and to invoke past memories of escape or desires for change, which is a 

common thread throughout Revelations. With the lyrics, “I Been Buked, I Been Scourned...There is 

trouble all over the world, Aint gonna lay my Religion down,” the spirituals in Relevations speak to the 

resiliency of Black people in the midst of trouble and their faith that sustains them. As the audience watch 

Revelations, pain is realized and eased, the trials and tribulations of life releasing. Spirituals emphasize 

stories of salvation and the promises of God. The spirituals move Blacks toward liberations with steps to 

physical and spiritual freedom. The songs offer affirmations for daily life.  
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III. The Time-Space Compression of Social Dances 

 Reading the words of Halifu Osumare’s Dancing Blackness: A Memoir, I feel as though time and 

space collapse, as though her words could be written as my own memoir, if put in a similar, yet different 

geopolitical climate. Osumare’s begins with her name “Halifu” which means “independent, rebellious one 

in the family” given to her by playwright/poet Ntozake Shange. Her name speaks to her life of using 

dance as a method of rebellion that disrupts power and articulates and carries visions of the future. A 

vision of the future that I carry forward in my own work. In the radical 1960s and beyond, she facilitated 

pivotal artistic, cultural, and political projects. Dancing in Blackness, a memoir, researched from a 

scholarly perspective about those times through the lens of dance provides a model that I will take up for 

my dissertation. She explains her methodology “as an exploration of the continuing maturation of black 

dance across time and space—from West Africa to the United States—over three decades (1968-1994) 

through my personal story” (Osumare 2). She provides her dance pedagogy through not only her story but 

the relationships she had with key artists of the time including dance legends such as Katherine Dunham, 

Brenda Dixon Gottschild, and one of my friends Rennie Harris. The appeal of this pleasurable read was 

that no one else could have told this story as she did. Although much can be written on the Black Arts 

Movement or Black Power movement, only Osumare could tell her story of “dancing in blackness” 

providing Black history through dance from her perspective of a “dancer, choreographer, arts 

administrator, cultural activist, and scholar whose approach to dance as resistance in order to provide a 

counternarrative of the Eurocentric “dance establishment’s lack of critical knowledge about black dance 

artists’ cultural and sociopolitical context” (Osumare 8). Providing what Carribeanist scholar VeVe A. 

Clark referred to as “diasporan dance literacy”, she recounts firsthand knowledge of historic moments, 

weaving together a “story of the black struggle for recognition, justice, and self-empowerment through 

the prism of dance, a discipline only occasionally viewed politically.” (Osumare 8) Adding to 

conversations on globalization, Marxist David Harvey coined the term “time–space compression” to refer 

to the processes of the acceleration of capital which leads to the collapse of spatial barriers and relative 

distances. Harvey argues that capital moves at a pace faster than ever before, as the production, 

circulation, and exchange of capital happens at ever-increasing speeds, particularly with the aid of 

advanced communication and transportation technologies. Geographers such as Doreen Massey extends 

the definition of time-space compression as the geographical stretching-out of social relations across time 

and space, and how we experience of all this.  
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 On May 10, 2018, with soul music and hip hop filling the air, hundreds of Black people attended 

a BBQ in Oakland, CA at Lake Merritt in response to the gentrification in the area. In unison, electric 

sliding together, which in practice looks like taking four steps to the right, four steps to the left, four steps 

backward, left foot in front step-touch to the front-roll your hand back, step kick to the next side and 

repeat each direction. Michelle Snider, recorded a white woman, now a meme across social media 

referred to as “BBQ Becky ,” harassing a Black couple using charcoal in a non-charcoal area and calling 10

the police. When the police came to the incident and did not issue a citation, white tears were BBQ 

Becky’s bodily response. Millions of viewers watched as she cried wolf claiming to feel “threatened” 

after having harassed the Black resident for hours. Oakland resident Onsayo Abram, the Black man 

“illegally grilling with charcoal,” testified that the white woman referred to the park as “my park” and 

they should not be there. This incident was caught on a tape by a white ally, who videotaped it and it went 

viral across social media. The uproar created memes that Black folks, in usual fashion turned mourning 

into dancing, and reclaiming a negative situation with a communal sense of pleasure similar to the jokes 

of playing the dozens. Not with BBQ Becky as the real opponent, the fun is in who from the Black 

community, Black twitter in particular, can come up with the best memes.  

 https://www.inverse.com/article/45011-best-bbq-becky-woman-on-the-phone-memes10
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 However, let’s be careful not to fall into a dangerous trope when we consistently discuss the 

plight of Black people and their cultural responses to it. This is seen in the cook out in Oakland where the 

news and the public spread that the cook out and electric slide was in response to “BBQ Becky”. It was 

later reported that it was “sort of a weird coincidence” expressed the executive director of Urban Peace 

Movement, Nicole Lee, who confirmed the event, “510 Day,” which represented Oakland, California’s 

area code. Journalist Angela Helm of online column, The Root writes: “As long-term residents are being 

pushed out and newcomers are moving in, we see more and more examples where Oakland locals, 

especially black folks and other people of color, are made to feel unwelcome in their own city,” Lee says. 

“Racial discrimination and gentrification work hand in hand. And yet the resistance continues. Next 

Sunday, May 20, there will be another celebration, called “BBQing while Black,” starting at 11 a.m. in the 

same spot. Come one, come all.  11

 This is significant because in the political moment when Black communities feel the need to 

assert “Black Lives Matter” to address state sanctioned violence, there seemingly appears to be an 

increase of white people calling the police on Black people for living. Because of the time-space 

compression caused by social media within minutes the entire nation can be in an uproar. Just this past 

month, the police were called on two Black men waiting in a Starbucks prompting Starbucks to close 

8,000 stores for racial bias training, or employees calling the police on a Black woman in Waffle House in 

 Helm, Angela. “Black Oakland Electric Slides on Racism by Throwing Big-Ass Cookout in Park Where White Lady Called Cops” 11
https://thegrapevine.theroot.com/black-oakland-electric-slides-on-racism-by-throwing-big-1825981027
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Alabama where she was then physically assaulted by male police officers exposing her breasts, choking 

her, and threatening to break her arm.  Eating while Black has become deadly: at a Waffle House a few 12

weeks prior to these incidents, in Tennessee, a white man shoots three Black people and James Shaw Jr. 

uses his body to wrestle him to the ground and toss the weapon.  13

 In Murray Forman and Mark Anthony Neal’s book, “That’s The Joint! The Hip Hop Studies 

Reader” (2004) Katrina Hazzard-Donald’s “Dance in Hip-Hop Culture” speaks to phenomena I have been 

studying in street dance culture, the cycle by which dance crazes emerge and how they are often quite 

similar to a move from previous decades by name or actual movement vocabulary. She writes, “cyclical 

quality distinguishes African American dance from dance elsewhere in the African diaspora. That is, an 

African American dance appears, then goes underground or seems to die out, only to emerge twenty years 

or so years later as a “new” dance” (Forman & Neal 2004: 505). However, “the Cotton Club’s “jungle” 

skits were devised by whites for a white audience; it was white visitors to Harlem, not black locals, who 

were fascinated by “jungle" representations, a show business parallel perhaps to modernist art’s 

fascination with the supposedly “primitive" (Lock 1999: 83). In Angela Davis’ Blues Legacies and Black 

Feminism: Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, Bessie Smith, and Billie Holiday (1998), Davis acknowledges what 

she calls “the prism of the present,” and how its interpretations inform our past and present forms of 

social consciousness. Anthropologist Johannes Fabian's conception of "intersubjective time,” in Time and 

the Other (1983), grounds our interpretations in an individual's experience, for example, this paper 

reflects intersubjective time informed by my fieldwork and my family. Fabian describes intersubjective 

time as "occurring between two subjects engaging in dialogue while creating a shared presence as coevals 

within the same physical and psychological time” (Fabian 1983: 29). What Davis alluded to is the ability 

for performance to evade time, to seemingly coeval across generations. This warping of time and space 

often created by material and social conditions that produce a sort of fight/flight response to adverse 

conditions to which births cultural expressions such as the Blues or dance forms, and creating a social 

consciousness.  

 This “creative recylcing” Hazzard-Donald speaks of is, The “jerk” popularized in the 1960s 

credited to a Los Angeles band called, “The Larks.” I work with Los Angeles based group of street 

 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/business/wp/2018/04/23/police-wrestled-a-black-woman-to-the-ground-exposing-her-breasts-in-12
restaurant-video-shows/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.94ed096ec506

 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/23/us/waffle-house-shooting-nashville.html13

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mh3a6yZjJJA
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dancers that call themselves, “jerks”. The cake walk, a dance that utilized exaggerated upright posture” 

and “originally ridiculed the arrogant, upright, erect postures of the slaveholding class; it was a dance of 

derision” (Forman & Neal: 507). “African Americans had a new national pride and self-consciousness, 

reflected in the phase “the new Negro,” in the theater dance style of the “class acts,” and in the slogan 

“All tap, no Tom” (Forman & Neal: 507). Paying close attention to historical context, “By the late 1960s 

and early 1970s, popular music and dance had become increasingly political as the industrial base that 

supported much black cultural creation eroded; the politicized forms of popular music and dance were 

successfully challenged by the apolitical, slick dance and music called disco” (Forman & Neal: 507). In 

the late 1950s and 1960s, Chicago gang members used dancing to exert dominance and pride (Forman & 

Neal: 512). Dance also helped camaraderie among “peers and garner admiration from within my 

community, and it could open an entire new realm of being, self-definition, and socialization” (Forman & 

Neal: 513). Hip Hop emerged out of a “critical juncture of postindustrial stagnation, increased family 

dissolution, and a weakened struggle for Black economic and political rights” (Forman & Neal: 507). 

Social dances typically emerge from working class and low-income Black communities and are often 

later commodified by mainstream society. In line with Hastrup’s arguments, I argue “social dance is 

inseparable from an implicit morality” (Hastrup 1995: 97). 

 Dance offers a vignette into the intersection of performance and social consciousness operating as 

a method of rebellion, revolution, and future vision that disrupt and challenge the manufactured 

differences used to dismiss, detain, and destroy communities. With dance, either intentionally or 

unintentionally, as an embodied response to social forces. Street dance movements literally brings full 

“circle” the possibility of dance as a legitimized place of Black identity formation, political deliberation, 

social awareness, and liberation. An early genealogy of dance provides examples of the various functions 

of dance such as “performing race” and the way it articulated the modern world, used for nation building 

or What I am specifically interested in are the multi-faceted ways dance operated as a method of rebellion 

that disrupts power and articulates or carries visions of the future. For example Kringelbach describes 

Senegal’s independence from France in 1960 to “nature-building required that linguistically and culturally 

diverse populations be brought together around the idea of a single political unit. To establish a stable 

working state, governing elites needed people to “imagine” the new entity to which they now belonged 

(Anderson 1983). Senegal’s cultural policy showcased the political uses of performance” (Kringelbach 

37). 
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Black music and dance connects that intricate presence of the call and response of the visceral 

experience of state violence with its past, present, and future to produce a powerful politics. Black radical 

future mitigated through a snapshot of dancing moments where the radical imagination and freedom 

dreams of these artists summoned through the deepest of thinking, thinking through the body…hearing, 

seeing, feeling, and being, connecting lived experiences with theories of corporeality that reveal and 

reshape our realities. Uprooting the rotten debris of “Strange Fruit,” speaking to our souls in a collective 

celebration of life, dancing defies time and space, and in the end, cheats death. The navigation of 

geography, time, and space and how Black bodies moving in spaces where they are vulnerable to attempts 

to police and contain them are key to this exploration. Quoting The Black Beat Made Visible: Hip Hop 

Dance and Body Power by Thomas F. DeFrantz at length: 

Black social dances
1 

contain dual transcripts of "public" and "private" meaning. These transcripts mirror constructions of outwardly 
entertaining and secretly derisive rhetoric articulated by black cultural theorists including W.E.B. Du Bois at the turn of the century. Du 
Bois's 1903 theory of "double consciousness," articulated as "two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings ... in one dark body, 
whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder" suggests a doubling of desire contained by the tenacity of the black body 
and released in dance (Du Bois, 1961: 3). Black social dances enact this duality in divergent resonances available to dancers and viewers.  

As DeFrantz suggests social dance provides a largely unmodulated measure of pleasure for an immobile 

audience. Like social dance, street dance activism provides a space for celebration and protest. He writes, 

“The transcript of protest in social dance remains "private," read and understood only by dancers initiated 

into black social dance styles. According to these writers, it is only during the 20th century, amidst 

burgeoning civil rights activism, that the dancing black body is allowed a self-conscious ability to 

celebrate and protest simultaneously” (DeFrantz 3). Black cultural production creates an open-ended 

dialogue that transcends time, space, and thought. Culture performs the future looking backward with the 

present staring forward and striving toward imagined freedoms revealing to its audience that theory 

ceases to exist without the corporeal and the sonic. Counteracting the great violence upon the body that 

Ta-Nehisi Coates so eloquently narrates, movement in the body should not exist without a 

movement―collective force toward social action. Stuart Hall in his pivotal book Critical Dialogues in 

Cultural Studies links performed movements to theoretical moments (Hall 269). Dance provides 

theoretical moments that theory alone might reveal hallow ghosts parading shells of history, emptied 

truths, and memories silenced at their core. At the body's core, reveals a reckoning that power has pressed 

the brunt of its weight upon. Using its core, Black bodies move, press back against power, repping back 

and forward until the tension produces the desired results, presence. The presence of elided voices 

complicated with all of its tensions: race, class, gender, sexuality, power, pleasure, joy and love. 



	 	 �23

Works Cited 

Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater Dance program, 1968. Courtesy of Department of Special 
Collections, Charles E. Young Research Library, UCLA 

Ailey, Alvin, and A. Peter. Bailey. Revelations: The Autobiography of Alvin Ailey. Secaucus, NJ: Carol 
Pub. Group, 1995. 

DeFrantz, Thomas. “The Black Beat Made Visible: Hip Hop Dance and Body Power” in Lepecki, Andre. 
Of the presence of the body: essays on dance and performance theory. London: Wesleyan University 
Press, 2004. 

DeFrantz, Thomas. Dancing Revelations: Alvin Ailey's Embodiment of African American Culture. 
Oxford: Oxford UP, 2004. 

Dunning, Jennifer. Alvin Ailey: A Life in Dance. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1996. 

Hall, Stuart, David Morley, and Kuan-Hsing Chen. Stuart Hall: Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies. 
London: Routledge, 1996.  

Hartman, S. V. Scenes of subjection: Terror, slavery, and self-making in nineteenth-century america. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1997. 

Helm, Angela. https://thegrapevine.theroot.com/black-oakland-electric-slides-on-racism-by-throwing-
big-1825981027 

Kelley, R. D. Yo' mama's disfunktional !: Fighting the culture wars in urban america. Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1997. 

Kringelbach, Helene Neveu. Dance Circles: Movement, Morality, and Self-Fashioning in Urban Senegal. 
New York: Berghahn, 2013.  

 Osumare, Halifu. Dancing in Blackness: a Memoir. University Press of Florida, 2018. 

Porter, Eric. What Is This Thing Called Jazz?: African American Musicians as Artists, Critics, and 
Activists. Univ. of California Press, 2007. 

Segal, Lewis. LA Times: “Dance Review; Strong Sense of Purpose Holds Ailey Troupe Aloft; Compelling 
performances stand out in eclectic program of works at the Ahmanson” March 8, 1999.  

Mackinley, Elizabeth. “Disturbances and Dislocations: Understanding Teaching and Learning 
Experiences in Indigenous Australian Women's Music and Dance”. Germany: Peter Lang. 2007. 

Saul, Scott. Freedom Is, Freedom Ain't: Jazz and the Making of the Sixties. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2003 

Taylor, Graham. Blutopia: Visions of the Future and Revisions of the Past in the Works of Sun Ra Duke 
Ellington and Anthony Braxton. University of Nottingham, 1997. 

"50 Years of Revelations." Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater.

https://thegrapevine.theroot.com/black-oakland-electric-slides-on-racism-by-throwing-big-1825981027
https://thegrapevine.theroot.com/black-oakland-electric-slides-on-racism-by-throwing-big-1825981027
https://thegrapevine.theroot.com/black-oakland-electric-slides-on-racism-by-throwing-big-1825981027

