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The cultural, metaphysical base of Finnish dance therapy
Abstract: The culturally-determined metaphysical base of dance therapy is often implicit, taken for granted and seldom defined or discussed. However, it is important to make it conscious and to define it, specially, when dance therapy is introduced from one culture to another and when it is discussed cross-culturally. There are different cultural traditions behind the many dance therapy forms, different ways of thinking and working. How do we discuss about dance therapy in cross cultural contexts and make us understood? There are examples of dance therapy import that does not take cultural differences into account. There is also the work of the International Dance Movement Therapy Committee of the American Dance Therapy Association, a forum for defining and developing culturally varying forms of dance therapy.
I wish to discuss here the pioneering dance therapy work which I was invited to do in Finland, my native country. My 30 years abroad forced me to ask fundamental questions about the cultural foundation on which to base the work. Any import of dance therapy was out of the question to me. Some of the questions I asked were: Does the cultural climate of the country allow dance terapy to be developed on its own premises? Can there be an ecophilosophical, cultural or metaphysical base on which to found the development of dance therapy in Finland? 
This paper is about the development of dance therapy in Finland, about people’s relation to nature, which appeared fundamental for their ideas about good life and health. As the metaphysical base of the culture emerged and was made conscious, it became the base of the dance therapy which found its form in time and space.
Dance, a cultural expression. Dance therapy grows out of dance as a cultural expression of the people who dance. However, the problem when developing dance therapy in Finland was that Finland had no dance form of its own, and thus there was no indigenous dance that dance therapy could grow out of; all dance is loan from other countries’ dance forms. Also the dance concepts used are loans. The traditional cultural expression of Finnish people was an old oral song tradition; songs were sung on all occasions of life, sacral as well as profane. This great tradition was uprooted by Christianity and the Swedish colonalization of the country through several hundred years. However, some researchers got interested in this folk tradition, its beliefs and myths, and started to collect what was still left of the tradition. Archives were founded to house the collected materials. Today these collections comprise one of the world’s largest folklore archives. The collected materials are studied by interested scholars. While the scholarly works represent expert knowledge, common people have very little knowledge about their own old, lost traditions. 
Many people in Finland, who were interested in dancing, expressed dissatisfaction with the dance styles and dance teaching methods practised at that time. They felt the dance forms alien and meaningless to them, yet they were interested in learning new ways of dancing.

In order to meet these dance students’ desires it was necessary to find culturally more meaningful ways to teach dance and to conceptualize dance. The prevailing narrow conceptions of dance were therefore widened and deepened. This was done in cooperation with non-profit cultural and educational organizations which supported these ideas and organized new types of dance courses. The liberal educational ideology of these organizations and the governement’s funding system made this new type of educational dance work possible.
Institutionalized forms of dance as well as those of dance therapy appear as urban fenomena found in urban settings. Contrary to this, the dance education here was developed far from urban cities and established dance institutions. The development process started in rural communities and small cities, where people live in close proximity to nature and lead simple lives. These people were open to new ideas and interested in learning new ways of dancing. Many women were interested in health bringing effects and therapeutic values of dancing. 
A widened and deepened conception of dance education. In this educational dance work the commonly used instrumental dance teaching method was abandoned, and the authoritarian teacher-centred attitude was replaced by a democratic, student-centered attitude of the dance educator and interactive educational methods. The educator opened herself to the needs and desires of her students.  She did not force the students into previously determined dance forms and patterns, but allowed the students to bring forth their ideas of dancing.

In the open-minded educational setting and therapeutic atmosphere the students enjoyed what they were doing and learning. The youngest ones were not forced to exercise standing in rows. When they were allowed a certain freedom of movement they immediately started to pair up with each other and wanted to know how to dance in pairs with each other. Grown women, on the other hand, were pleased to dance alone without a male partner. They studied dance movements and solved their movement problems in a group of likeminded, men or women, without the usual conventions of social dance learning.
The students liked to structure their dancing into improvised rhythmic movement sequences. They did not follow musical rhythms mechanically, and did not count the rhythms in their heads, but rather seemed to follow their own breathing rhythms. This is what naturally may happen when people dance while singing, but we did not sing while dancing. The students’ ways of sequencing movements gave their movements a quality of uninterrupted flow, their movements seemed to grow as from inside each other forming organic movement continuums. 
Another observation was that after having established a movement sequence, the students soon started to create small rhythmical movement variations based on the sequence they had established. And while dancing their movement variations some of them began to relate to another’s movements and to create varying rhythmical movement interactions in pairs. The pairs developed their themes further into improvised movement patterns and variations of patterns. This movement communication required that the individuals conducted their movements with precision. When they made their movement intentions clear they secured meaningful movement communication.
At the end of a course, when the individual students had solved their movement problems, the groups were ready to dance their final dances. Children and adults alike now danced their own dance variations individually. United by the basic rhythms of the music, the group members danced in a deep concentration of inner silence as if engaged in movement meditation. At this final stage they no longer paid any attention to me as their teacher, now they knew what they were doing. I was left out, and yet included into the group, as one of them, equal with the others. Individualism and collectivism were fused.
What happened here was that, when the dance teaching methods were changed to meet the needs of the students, the dance concepts too were changed. The concept that most radically changed here was the concept of movement itself. The previously mechanical concept of “movement in space” or “locomotion in space” was changed into a more inclusive concept, based on the Finnish concept of space, which does not necessarily see the space solely as an outer concept; the dancer does not occupy space that surrounds him/her, rather the space may occupy the dancer; the inner and the outer conceptions of space are fused. According to this concept of space the dancer’s movement does not happen solely in the outer space, but the dancer’s inner space may move as well. As the result of new movement experiences and conceptual changes dancing became a rewarding experience to these students. They said; “It is the first time dance is made meaningful to us.” Someone called it “insight-oriented dance education.”
The ways people structure their thoughts about the world including their expressions. The traditional singing proseeded through countinuous rhythmic and melodic improvisations within definite, culturally determined rules that govern the singing. The rules of singing were formed during the two thousand years of the song tradition that is known. The traditional, sung poem consisted of paired verses, each pair of verses forming a meaning unit. The poems were often sung in pairs of singers. The pairs sung as equals, there was no competition between them, but they supported each other’s thoughts and intentions by their expressions. Ritual singing created an overlapping continuum of rhythmic and melodic variations which the singer, the singing couple or group improvised. 

While everything else was subject to change, such as the context of the singing, the ritual or social occasion, the theme and the improvisations of the singer, the rules of the singing remained unchanged. The rules comprised the framework within which to perform with meaning. 
To my surprise the students’ dancing seemed to conform to the ways the traditional singing was performed. The students organized their dancing into breathing sequences, they improvised, often in pairs and developed continuous flows of rhythmic movement variations which went on and on.

The old, metaphysical view of the world. The old, metaphysical idea of the world of the Finns was organized in two dimensions, the horizontal and the vertical. At the centre of the world the individual found him-/herself positioned, and from this centre point of orientation oriented him-/herself towards the world. The horizontal perspective stood for the social dimension of human life. In the social dimension people were considered equal with each other and even with some animals. Nature as a whole was considered feminine, and sacred, and was respected accordingly. 
The vertical dimension, represented by a world tree, stood for the mental and spiritual life of the people. At the centre of the world a huge, living spruce tree was growing and spreading its branches, to embrace the whole universe. On its branches the stars, moon and sun were situated. In remote times the human home was built under this mother tree, with a fire place on its roots. The world tree was associated with home (koti, kota), fire, woman, and the woman’s womb (kohtu), the core of the world centre. Small birds, which represented the souls of the diseased, waited on the branches of the tree to get back to the womb, to get born anew, and to enter the cycle of life and death again.
The human being could develop his/her mental capacities and increase his/her knowledge by climbing the branches of the tree of knowledge, climbing higher and higher s/he attained new views, wider visions, and may finally fly. The spirit had to be free – to fly. 
The metaphorical climbing, the knowledge attaind by the individual, was the base of the old Finnish wise-man institution. The wise-man or -woman was a knower of the culture’s oral tradition, s/he was a singer, often a healer, or a smith; s/he was a knowledgeable person, and a central figure in his or her society and a bearer of the culture. Something of this tradition still seems to remains in advices uttered by my mother who said: “You must not believe in anything, you have to KNOW.” The world view was concrete, not based on anything like beliefs.
Cultural metaphors as reflected in the structuring of dancing.

A task of dance education is to get the dancer’s esthetic structure established. Fundamental to this task is to centre the dancer’s movements. Centring means that that the body’s movement centre is activated that means the centre, where well-coordinated bodymovements usually start. The movement centre is also the body’s weight centre. The weight centre of the woman’s body corresponds with her pelvis and necessarily with her womb. Metaphorically, the core centre of the world may be moved. The concept of centring appears as a central organizing principle here. 
Another organizing principle seems to be the concept of pairing or parallelism. 
When trying to structure my thoughts about the dance processes here, I have had help of the linguistic theories of the Hungarian scholar György Kadar. According to Kadar the linguistic and musicologial structures are the same for all speakers of the Finno-Ugrian languages. These structures are at least 6000 years old.  This means that the ways people structure their thoughts about the world in words, they also do in music. However, this does not apply to Finnish music, since the old musical structures are uprooted and replaced by German musical thinking. What interests me here is that, what traditionally applied to the structures of linguistic and musical thinking seems to apply to dancing as well, provided that people are allowed to dance the way they feel is right to them. My students seemed to be dancing “in Finnish.” The old cultural ideas seem still to give meaning to people’s lives and expressions..
Kadar sees the concept of pairing basic to the Finno-Ugrians’ ways to structure their thoughts about the world.  The folksongs are structured in paired verse units. My dance students composed paired dance improvizations. On the level of movement observation, movement expressions were not interpreted in psychological terms; the observer stayed concrete and simply paired observations with each other. When observations were paired, additional information was gained, and a fuller picture was formed of the observed event. Based on concrete observations abstract concepts were formed. Further pairing of concepts and perspectives with each other creates perspectivism that widens and deepens the knowledge formed. 
What interests me here is this climbing from one logical level to another, from the concrete to the abstract, or what Gregory Batson would have called higher order patterning of behaviour and a high level of logical abstraction. This capacity of the thought to create transformations, as described here, may be seen as a creative principle imbedded in the language itself. People who structure their thoughts in these terms seem to act creatively without even being aware of it themselves.
Therapeutic dance education at the base of dance therapy education. 
The educational dance process here started as practical dance courses for interested dance students, amateurs and professionals alike. Soon health professionals got interested in special courses organized to them, such were courses in dance therapy methods, principles and theory, and how to apply them in health education and therapy. Finally dance therapy courses were established in a few institutions of the country’s higher education. Students, who study dance therapy, are not often dance professionals, but rather they are health professionals. The interested health professionals may have a dance background or no dance background at all. However, it is important that they have basic dance schooling. The insight-oriented and therapeutic dance education, briefly outlined here, seems to provide a sufficient dance base for dance therapy education. On this culturally defined educational base dance therapy education was founded. Thus the dance therapy developed is a cultural product, while it also contributes to the culture by its knowledge and insights.
Definition of dance therapy: Dance therapy is a holistic, interactive psychotherapy form based on therapeutic attitude. The dance therapist uses him-/herself as a tool in the therapy. The method employed in the therapy process is communication through movement. The aim of the therapy is to improve communication (Parvia 1991).
This dance therapy form was initially influenced by North Norwegian social psychiatry, milieu therapy and ecophilosophy. Its method is eclectic, and it draws its theories from the fields of psychology, psychiatry, learning, communication and anthropology. Here only the educational dance base, the basic ideas, some of the structuring principles and the basic attitudes of this dance therapy form are discussed.
Reflection. The culturally based foundations of the many dance therapy forms that are found, are often taken for granted, seldom are they made conscious or defined. Once the cultural foundations are made conscious, and the dance therapist’s basic attitudes are defined, that is his/her culturally based, metaphysical basic attitude, his/her ethical, therapeutic basic attitude, and his/her knowledge base and his/her epistemological basic attitude, communication about different dance therapy forms becomes meaningful. An attempt has been made here to define the culturally determined base of a Finnish dance therapy form.
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