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The Case of Finland
Past: In Finland dance therapy developed out of a widened and deepened concept of dance. At the Kuopio International Dance Festivals in 1975 and in1976, two new concepts were introduced to the field through my work: A broader view of dance and the notion of dance therapy. These new ideas spread out and convinced some dance people of the necessity to widen the existing narrow and conservative conception of dance (Wolska, 1975). As a result of this development, the First Inter-Nordic Dance Seminar ‘Dance in the Nordic society,’ was organized in Finland in 1977. The purpose of the seminar was to widen the perspectives on dance. I was invited to deliver one of the main lectures and to talk about ‘How dance may promote personality development.’ The perspectives that were presented on dance and dance therapy awoke considerable media interest (Helsingin Sanomat 1977, Räsänen 1977) and enthusiasm, but also resistance. Some of the organizers of the Dance Seminar were provoked by the new ideas. As a consequence, my lecture contribution was left out of the seminar proceedings and was not translated into Swedish, the second language of the seminar. The lecture was seen as being too radical and political. The ideas presented were new, but the lecture contained no political opinions. However, the act of omitting the contribution can itself be seen as a political act. 

During the 1980s I was invited to give dance therapy courses and workshops in numerous health institutions and to inform about the possibilities of dance therapy in health care. During the Kuopio Dance Festival in 1990 a dance therapy seminar was organized for the child dance pedagogues of the Finnish division of daCi, Dance and the Child International Organization. And in 1991 a Dance Therapy Seminar was held at the Kuopio Dance Festival. My task there was to introduce dance therapy in its general theoretical framework, and to present my dance therapy definition. The presentation of dance therapy in its theoretical framework awoke considerable resistance among some of the participating dance therapists from Sweden, whose presentations centred on their practical dance therapy methods. This seminar led to dance therapy credit courses in higher movement and health education, and to the founding of the Finnish Dance Therapy Association in 1995.

Present: The socio-cultural climate in Finland was now mature for dance therapy to be established at the North-Carelian Polytechnic Institute in Outokumpu, and at the Theatre Academy’s continuing education centre in Helsinki. Most dance therapy students in these educational settings are health care professionals. Dance professionals have not shown much interest in dance therapy. In the hands of health care professionals, dance therapy becomes an adjunct form of therapy, which is practised in the guise of other health care professions. In the current situation, where dance therapy education remains on a mid-level and where dance therapy lacks its own professional identity, this solution allows some well educated people to practise dance therapy in the country’s health institutions. 

The dance therapy student-body seems to be composed of basically two groups (Parvia 2000). There are the practical ones, who show little interest in theoretical matters, and there are the intellectually inclined ones, who do not consider dance as an essential part of dance therapy. This division seems to result in two fundamentally different dance therapy orientations, a practical one and an intellectual one. The practically oriented health care professionals seem to create dance therapy based on the therapeutic interactions they develop. The intellectually inclined dance therapists seem to rely on imported dance therapy concepts and accept them, without questioning their validity for the Finnish cultural framework of dance therapy.

There is yet another division along the same lines; dance therapy practises based on inter-active methods seem to survive, while imported forms of dance therapy seem not to have been a success. Foreign concepts remain alien while they cause confusion as how to think. Dance therapy that grows out of its own cultural roots makes a richer contribution to the members of the culture and at the same time it becomes an active creator of culture. The concepts a dance therapist uses need to be culturally understandable. The therapist needs to develop cultural awareness and know what s/he talks about. Finally s/he has to make sure that there is no discrepancy between what is said and what is expressed non-linguistically, this applies to personal as well as cross-cultural communication.

While one may see different orientations in Finnish dance therapy no definite directions or schools seem to be found. Finnish dance therapists have their opinions about dance therapy, but as long as their opinions are not clearly formulated and developed into a theory, they form no basis for critical discussion. One may view the Finnish situation in the light of two oppo-sing views in the world of arts and dance, the Athenian and the Roman view (Aspin, 1989). Whereas the Athenian view emphasizes dance for everyone, and favours plurality of perspec-

tives and innovative spirit, the Roman view opposes innovative changes and fights to maintain its elitist monopoly. The social dynamics that have formed Finnish dance through its history, including dance therapy, make sense when viewed against these two attitudes. As Thomas Kuhn has pointed out, paradigms are often changed against strong opposition (Kuhn, 1994). However, strong opposition may not only mark innovative changes, but it may also suffocate all innovation and development. These are political matters.

As a trained anthropologist and dance educator, in my own work over the past decades, I have attempted to define the cultural basic attitudes and the foundation of dance therapy as it developed in Finland (Parvia, 1996). The metaphysical base of a culture and the ways people structure their thoughts are not usually made conscious. The process of interaction with my students made me aware of how they structure their thoughts about the world, including the world of dancing. This has led me to research the fields of Finno-Ugrian linguistic and musi-cological structures, which has been helpful to me personally to derive at a new understanding of how I structure my own thoughts about my research data. The Finno-Ugrian linguistic and musicological structures are at least 6000 years old. The original music is extinct, as is dance, if there was any. Finnish dance today is a loan, and foreign concepts are imposed on dancing. 

However, the organization of people’s thoughts, as expressed through linguistic structures, seemed to apply to dancing as well. It became visible when people are allowed to express themselves in movement. A discrepancy then became apparent between people’s movement organization and their conceptions about movement and dance. During my work over many years, together with my students, we began to create new movement concepts. My students said: ‘Conceptualizing this way, dance for the first time makes sense; dance is now made comprehensible to us.’ The underlying organizing principles of thought here relate to each other. They influence each other and form multi-level networks of meanings and a structural whole; dancing together they form a conceptual choreography.
This conceptual choreography allows me to make sense of my data, to handle multi-level    therapeutic processes and transformations, higher order patterning of behaviour (Bateson, 1985, Ostwald, 1989) and to form knowledge about such processes. The concepts formed bear a direct relation to my data. (Parvia, 2003). The metaphysical basic attitude thus influences 

my epistemological basic attitude and the theory of knowledge to be formed. 

Future: When dance therapists in Finland will develop their specific forms of knowledge of and about dance therapy, then we may share our knowledge, and create a forum for critical discussion. Thus a new choreography of knowledge can be created through which we can develop our theories and further develop our profession. In this process dance therapy will gain its own professional identity.

Culturally specific forms of dance therapy, once defined, may have a message beyond their own culture areas. For cross-professional and cross-cultural professional exchange dance therapists worldwide need professional networks, critical forums, collaboration, publishing, and we need to dance together. We need to acknowledge and respect our cultural differences and understand what we have common – the dance. My conviction is that dance-based dance therapy knowledge forms have a future. Dance therapy understanding and knowledge, which grows out of our practical work experiences benefits our patients, clients and students alike and fertilizes our work. Knowledge that is founded on and grounded in our somato-kinesthetic experiences is deep knowledge. That is the ground where we truly can meet and enrich each other.

My gratitude to Maria-Luise Oberem, ADTR, who improved the language of this paper. 

                                                                                                                Riitta Parvia, SRDMT
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