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Exploring the potential of dance-movement therapy in Timor-Leste.

Many Hands Director Kim Dunphy, a trained dance-movement therapist, led a small team of colleagues from Australia to explore the potential of dance-movement therapy in Timor-Leste in July 2012.  Here they share the story of that experience:
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I (Kim) initiated this project with an interest in explore how relevant dance-movement therapy might be in a country where it is a new concept.  I have worked through dance-movement therapy with many different communities and cultural groups in Australia, and just before this project in Timor, I led some workshops in Indonesia which were well received.  This encouraged me to think that the same positive response might be found in Timor-Leste.  But nevertheless, it felt like an exploration of unknown territory as we began this dance-movement therapy journey. 
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I was fortunate to be joined by Alex Jordan from Darwin and Meredith Elton from the Gold Coast who were both very valuable contributors to the project.  The two brought expertise as dance-movement therapists, performers and dance teachers, as well as valuable skills in working with trauma, conflict resolution, personal process and group work. 

Our team’s visit coincided exactly with the period of most intense political unrest that Timor had experienced for four years.  We arrived on the day that the capital city Dili was shut down, with people being sent home early from school and work because trouble was anticipated.  Alex and Meredith drove back to the airport on the last day of the troubles, along the road that had been the site of the shootings, burning and stoning during much of the fortnight of their visit.  This state of uncertainty heightened tensions in the community and we perceived strong need for activities that could provide skills in releasing tension and relaxation.  We were also keen to inspire a sense of joy and people coming together in peace and harmony that would contrast strongly with the fear and anxiety we were seeing all around us.
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During our fortnight together, we led a range of activities in Dili and districts.  Our focus was largely on professional development, as we were keen to share skills with people who could use them in their professional lives.  Over the first weekend, we ran a workshop on Movement and Dance for Health, Well-Being and Peace attended mostly by members of Circle for Peace, a women’s social support group and professionals from a range of health and well-being agencies.  We enjoyed meeting young people from troubled communities who we led in an all day movement workshop at Ba Futuru’s Centre for Peace in Comoro, Dili.  At ASSERT Disability Service in Dili, Meredith and I had great fun dancing with children with physical disabilities and their support staff in an afternoon workshop. 
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Travelling out to the districts, which as always, is a priority for the work of Many Hands, we were pleased to be introduced to the community in the remote village of Leoru, by colleagues from local NGO Ici tutuna.  What we thought might be a small dance session for young children ended up being a riotous whole community celebration and dance-exchange.  Alex and Meredith led a number of activities before they had the pleasure of sharing a dance led by one of the local experienced performers. 

In Lospalos we ran professional development workshops for staff of local NGOs Icitutuna and Fundamore, to support their work with children and young people.  We also enjoyed meeting young performers from Sangar Haburas dance company, who had previously collaborated with Many Hands on Catherine Simmond’s theatre project Our Culture: Many Different Stories.  
Again there was a sharing - contemporary dance skills and improvisation from the Australians and traditional Timorese dance and a modern choreography from the locals in return. 
In undertaking this project, we sought to explore the relevance of formal dance-movement therapy in a country where this is an unknown practice.  At the same time, we were mindful that dance is an essential aspect of traditional culture in Timor, and is therefore part of the life experience of almost everyone.  The use of dance in its traditional functions for ritual, healing and community building is what inspired early dance-movement therapy pioneers to create this now established profession.


We began our project without any certainty of a positive reception, but in the end we were confident that we had been able to provide offerings that were timely, relevant and helpful for participants, particularly in the context of the anxiety-provoking political situation. This feeling was confirmed in evaluation responses we gathered. For example, after the workshop on Movement and Dance for Health, Well-Being and Peace, participants were asked to describe the ‘Most Significant Change’ they experienced during the weekend.  Responses like this were very encouraging: 

I am happy to attend this therapy- I feel excited because during this week, I feel stressed with the situation.  Because I thought that maybe people would have conflict again and I am so afraid maybe my house is going to be burned again.  So when I was invited to participate in this dance- movement, I said that, yes, I really want to go. The biggest transformation that I had in my body parts is that my body is not feeling pain, and when I am doing some movement, my heart is not beating so much.  

Kim Dunphy, Director, Many Hands International

Kim.dunphy@manyhands.org.au
Reflections on a dance-movement therapy trip to East Timor

Alexandra Jordan

I had been looking for an opportunity to visit East Timor for a few years now.  It lies just over the ditch and shares interesting botanical similarities to Darwin, my home.  Furthermore, it is a nation at a fascinating stage of political development. I always like to travel with a purpose, so Kim’s invitation for assistants in her piloting of dance-movement therapy techniques in Timor-Leste caught my eye immediately. This trip was a fantastic opportunity, not only to visit and learn about what’s going on in East Timor, but also to work as part of a team of dance therapists, planning, facilitating, living and learning together.  What a novelty for me as the only dance therapist in the Northern Territory! 
For me, this trip has extended my current interest and experience in working cross culturally, and with people who have experienced torture and trauma.  I currently work full time as a counsellor with refugee and asylum seeker children and their families in Darwin.  In February this year I was also privileged to visit Umphiem Refugee camp on the Thai Burma border, and Krama Yoga Studio in Pnomh Penh, Cambodia, where I ran a series of dance-movement therapy workshops addressing trauma and the body.  While our workshops in Timor did not specifically address trauma, participants’ responses and comments were very positive and acknowledged the potential for this sort of work for healing and development of greater health, wellbeing not only of individuals, but also local communities.
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Overall, like my other experiences in working cross-culturally, it seemed that dance- movement therapy perhaps made more intuitive sense to the groups we worked with in East Timor than it does for most mainstream Australians.  Dance and song are an important part of traditional and current local culture.   Resistance songs and dances, for example, play an important role in current and recent political movements.  Traditional dances, which we experienced in several of our sessions, are also a powerful and inclusive vehicle for release and expression of individual and group emotion.  East Timorese people, as for other developing nations, are also more naturally living daily in their bodies, as opposed to behind digital screens.  
We observed our participants dropping quickly into the work, and as confirmed by their comments in sessions and in the ‘most significant change’ stories, they immediately appreciated the great benefit of tuning in and focussing at the body level, and of connecting and attuning non-verbally to others. I am excited about the great potential for further work for dance therapists in East Timor.  All of the groups we worked with were interested in further learning and development of these ideas.  Several returned the next day already having trialled some of our activities with their families and communities.  How wonderful it would be continue to explore more deeply the application of this work and its potential contribution to ongoing healing and development in East Timor.
Alexandra Jordan is dance artist, counsellor and dance-movement therapist, from Darwin, Australia.  jordan.andra@gmail.com

Dance-movement therapy explorations in Timor-Leste
Meredith Elton

Working through dance-movement therapy with a range of groups and populations in Timor Leste developed my skills and confidence in applying dance-movement therapy fundamentals and supports my work with new and varied clients in my own community, including people with disability.  The personal and professional gains from volunteering as part of this project far exceeded my initial goals and expectations.  The biggest positive for me was the learning, inspiration and sense-of-community I experienced working as part of a team of dmts.  I was challenged to share and expand my own skills and supported in navigating the considerable unknowns involved in working cross-culturally, in a post-conflict situation with a diversity of groups.  
Meredith Elton, dance artist and dance movement therapist, 

Gold Coast, Queensland, Australia

www.meredithelton.com.au  themovingplace@gmail.com
Alex and Meredith demonstrate mirroring, an essential skill of dance-movement therapy.





Dance workshop for young clients and staff at ASSERT, Dili





Community dance workshop, Leoru village, Lautem





Meredith in workshop with members of Sangar Haburas performing arts company, Lospalos.





Alex, centre, with Meredith (left) and Kim (right) and village community of Leuro, Lautem





Meredith with staff of Fundamore, local NGO in Lospalos
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