
	  

Street Dance Activism: From Krumping to the Black Lives Matter Movement  

By Shamell Bell  

This project is the first major study exploring Krump and Jerkin’, street dance 

movements emerging in popularity during the early to mid 2000s in South Central Los Angeles. I 

investigate the ways Black youth use street dance and social media as a tool to contest and 

mobilize against detrimental forces in their community and the dominant paradigms shaping 

their identities including police brutality, gangs, hip-hop style, and their respective 

conceptualizations of black femininity and masculinity. I trace a genealogy of dance forms that 

address the relationship between activist performance and African diasporic tradition in black 

America in order to situate Krump and Jerkin’ within a larger history and present of dancing 

toward freedom.  

As an original member and choreographer in the Black Lives Matter movement, I take a 

co-collaborative ethnographic approach with what I call “street dance activism” that merges 

theory and practice. My background as a street dancer and professional dancer/choreographer 

informs my methodological approach. Employing my own black, female body as a methodology 

and site of resistance, I write about the work I do with my body in the way that Richard 

Schechner encourages performance studies scholars to highlight the interconnected relationship 

between studying and performance (Schechner 2002).  Providing a performance studies lens and 

historio-geographical analysis of street dance movements in South Central Los Angeles, my 

main goal is to engage in authentic conversations with community members rooted in love. With 

these conversations I am attempting to create a dialogue between the street dance community, 

activist community and the academy in the form of dance, speech, teaching, and writing. I want 



	  

their work to be included within academia, and I hope to use my platform within this space to 

provide them the opportunity to shape their own narratives.  

My project is split into two parts: first, theorizing around for what I call perceived 

weaponized skin, and second, exploring the ways in which activists like myself in the Black 

Lives Matter movement perform resistance to the white gaze of perceived weaponized skin 

through redressive action. My research seeks to provide an oppositional narrative that shifts the 

gaze on the representations of Blackness, in order to imagine Black bodies as subject to live, and 

not die. I do this by contextualizing Blackness in the current context of state-sanctioned violence 

and police violence, in particular through street dance in the Black Lives Matter movement. My 

research goal is to examine Blackness as a site for “perceived weaponized skin,” but most 

significantly as a site for resistance. I will explore performance, in particular the use of street 

dance in the Black Lives Matter movement as an alternative strategy for radical social change 

and resistance. 

This original research, largely informed by my role as a choreographer and organizer for 

the Black Lives Matter movement, plays an important role of documenting a burgeoning social 

movement and phenomena, and also contributes to scholarship on Black Studies and 

Performance Studies. In Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-

Century America, Saidiya Hartman’s theorization of the “redressive action” of the broken black 

body as a site of pleasure, communication, and bridge between living and dead succinctly 

enunciates my conceptualization of street dance activism (Hartman 1997). Street dance activism 

highlights the possibilities for freedom, living, mourning, pain and pleasure for black bodies. 

Further, street dance activism demonstrates the capacity of performance to disrupt social, 

economic, and historical paradigms and redress perceived weaponized skin.  


