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“I am trying to translate what the body discovers and knows through dancing” 
~Yvonne Daniel 
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ABSTRACT 

 

Truly AlShana Austin 

 

REMOVED CLOSENESS:  A PHENOMENOLOGICAL INQUIRY INTO THE BLACK 

DANCING BODY ACROSS GEOGRAPHIES, SPACE, AND TIME 

 

 This dissertation establishes the concept of what I have named “removed closeness” as a 

means through which to develop a deeper understanding of, and dismantle ethereal discussions 

around, dance forms of the African Diaspora. I assert that removed closeness empowers the 

Black Tap Dancing Body to cross boundaries of geography, space, and time, enabling it to serve 

as a vehicle for catharsis, provide access to the sublime, and secure the future of Tap Dance as it 

maintains the link between tradition and innovation. Part One unpacks the concept of removed 

closeness and discusses catharsis, the sublime, and how removed closeness allows access to both. 

Additionally, African religion is discussed to clarify how African and western philosophical 

ideas can be bridged via the analysis of removed closeness and its manifestation in dance. Part 

Two delves into the history of Tap Dance, providing further context of the art form and how it 

became what we see today. Connections are drawn between the Black American movement 

systems involved in the creation of Tap Dance and the African movement systems that provided 

the initial groundwork. Part Three provides an earnest attempt to determine the future of the 

Black Tap Dancing Body. The philosophy of Afrofuturism is unpacked, along with its 

intersection with removed closeness– both place emphasis on the importance of maintaining a 

connection to tradition and using that connection to move forward, grow, and evolve. The first 

purpose of this research is to find a different way to understand the Black Dancing Body and 
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investigate the experience of its past, present, and future. The second purpose is to give words to 

an experience and provide another discursive entry point for those most impacted by this query: 

Black Dancing Bodies that are performing Black Dance forms while navigating white dominated 

spaces. 

Keywords: Removed Closeness; Tap Dance; Afrofuturism; Black Dance; Black Dancing Body; 
Catharsis; Sublime 
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INTRODUCTION 

This text establishes the concept of ‘removed closeness’ within the context of Black 

Dance and the Black Dancing Body. The term ‘removed closeness,’ as created by the author, is 

defined as the process of accessing emotions that are shared among a group of people connected 

generationally and culturally as a means of coping with and processing trauma. Removed 

closeness allows the person experiencing said feelings to process the trauma and begin the 

undertaking of healing without becoming consumed by anger, grief, or depression. Additionally, 

an examination of the concept of ‘removed closeness’ will be utilized as a means through which 

to develop a deeper understanding of, and dismantle, ethereal discussions around dance forms of 

the African Diaspora, specifically the Black American dance form of Tap Dance. To go even 

further, this text investigates how the Black Tap Dancing Body, via removed closeness, crosses 

the boundaries of geographies, space, time, and argues that removed closeness empowers the 

Black Tap Dancing Body– as it engages in Tap Dance– to cross these boundaries, therefore 

enabling the dance form to serve as a vehicle for catharsis, to provide access to the sublime, and 

to secure the future of Tap Dance as it maintains the link between tradition and innovation. 

The relevance of the following text is threefold. First, it is the intent of the text to disrupt 

the Western canon of separation of the spirit and body. Removed closeness operates in a space 

where the physical and spiritual not only collide they meld together and become one. As this text 

focuses on the experiences of Black Americans specifically, it is necessary to address the ways in 

which being externally taught to separate mind and body may have impacted the internal, 

cultural tradition of mind and body being combined. Secondly, it is the intent of the text to bring 

non-western thought to the forefront via Western “explanation”. The spirit-body connection is 

oftentimes written off due to its, in the Western sense, inability to be tangible in the same way as 
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other areas that demand concrete evidence to solidify their existence. Through the process of 

providing an understanding of the aspect of dance that engages the spiritual, it becomes more 

accessible to those that are new to considering the implications of the spirit-body connection. 

Finally, it is the intent of the text to serve as a claiming– or reclaiming– of the history of Tap 

Dance, situating it in its proper place historically and highlighting the roots of the form.  

This text will not only clearly define the concept of removed closeness, it will also 

highlight the Black dance form of Tap Dance, demonstrating how the form is more than just an 

assembly of percussive steps. The history of Tap Dance in America will be unpacked along with 

the ways in which the form utilizes removed closeness cathartically and to access the sublime. 

To that end, catharsis as it is experienced within Tap Dance will be explored in depth, specifying 

the ways in which the Black Dancing Body has used Tap Dance to be purged of trauma. This 

purging opens up an avenue for Tap Dance to be used to access the sublime, a correlation that 

has yet to be explored in dance academia. This text seeks to fill that gap and contribute to the 

further development of dance philosophy. 

 

PHILOSOPHICAL GROUNDING- WESTERN VS. AFRICAN 

The works of Aristotle and Gotthold Lessing ground the dialogue on catharsis while the 

works of Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Edmund Burke serve as the primary Western 

philosophical points of departure for discourse of the sublime. From there, and more importantly, 

the expansion of removed closeness as its own entity is supported by various thinkers that are 

grounded specifically within philosophies and dance forms of the African Diaspora and 

Afrofuturism: John S. Mbiti, Brenda Dixon Gottschild, and Ytasha Womack respectively, to 
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name a few. Mbiti provides clarification on what exactly is meant by African Religion, 

demonstrating the ways in which the term religion in the African sense is more directly aligned 

with the western concept of philosophy, thereby providing a suitable bridge between the two 

worlds of thought. Gottschild defines the Black Dancing Body, providing the context through 

which the Black Dancing Body is often viewed and critiqued. Womack clarifies the field of 

Afrofuturism, paying particular attention to the role the Arts play in not only the history of 

Afrofuturism, but also its future. 

 

WHY IT IS IMPORTANT TO HAVE BOTH AFRICAN AND WESTERN PHILOSOPHY 

To be clear, it is crucially important to have philosophical representation from both 

western thinkers and from African thinkers. Speaking through an African American lens means 

that there is an ingrained coalescence, nee conflict, that is perpetually requiring addressing. It is 

impossible to address every single aspect and nuance, and yet, an attempt must be made if the 

conversation is to progress. Blackness is not monolithic, however, there are broad similarities 

that beg scrutiny and deserve exploration. Though the entirety of the Black experience may 

escape illumination due to a plethora of variations, that does not mean that no light should be 

shown. In fact, the complete opposite is true. While it is impossible to tell the full story, it is the 

task of those able to keep the story alive to attempt to do just that.  

It is necessary to address the impact that Western philosophy has had on the African 

American experience. For those that are products of the American education system, regardless 

of the state, exposure to western philosophy is an inevitable part of their educational journey. It 

is not possible to fully discuss the African American experience without this acknowledgement. 
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While there are many instances where western philosophy can be viewed as working against the 

beliefs of African Religion, this text will draw attention to and highlight the areas where there is 

overlap and clear connection. The intent of this approach is to both demonstrate the deepness of 

the roots of African Religion in comparison to western philosophy and to clarify that removed 

closeness is not Black specific, even though African Religion paints a clearer picture that 

western philosophy actively avoided and eventually circled back to–specifically, the ideas of the 

human mind and body being fully intertwined, of humankind and nature being intertwined, and 

of there being an energy or force that is greater than all, what can be considered The Universe. 

It should also be noted that it is impossible to discuss removed closeness as it pertains to 

Black Dance without discussing its roots in traditional African movement, religion, and 

philosophy. To do so would be to only partially uncover the depths of the experience. According 

to Mbiti, “We cannot understand the African heritage without understanding its religious part” 

(14). This sentiment also rings true for Black Dance; we cannot understand the heritage of Black 

Dance without understanding its African roots, which vicariously includes African religion and 

philosophy.  

Though removed closeness is not being framed as a Black-specific act, tenets of African 

religion and philosophy better explain its function than western lines of thought. As Mbiti points 

out, “African Religion functions more on a communal than an individual basis” (15). Removed 

closeness is not possible without the communal aspect referenced. It is through communal 

participation and contribution that there is a pool to draw from in order to actively engage in an 

act of removed closeness. African Religion also has an understanding of spirituality that is less 

stringent that how it is viewed in the west. This makes it the perfect philosophical grounding for 

understanding the internal aspect of removed closeness as it can be deemed as spiritual in nature, 
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This is particularly evident when participating in the act of removed closeness leads to the 

experiencing of a cathartic release or while providing a means of accessing the sublime. African 

Religion addresses how such an individualized experience can be shared communally, which is a 

key component to removed closeness. 

 

WHY TAP DANCE AND THE BLACK DANCING BODY? 

Tap Dance was selected as the focal dance point for this project because even though 

there exists some documentation, the scholarly research is lacking, especially as pertains to the 

use of Tap Dance as a method through which emotional themes can be explored, experienced, 

and further developed. Due to the nature of Tap Dance, specifically it being a dance form that 

initially relied solely on oral tradition and developed primarily through communal exchanges, 

gaining clarity on its origins and the varied experiences of Tap dancers has proven to be more 

challenging than it is for other dance forms. However, there are parallels between Tap Dance and 

these other dance forms that warrant unpacking in relation to Tap Dance’s capacity to explore 

emotional themes from the performers’ perspective. To be more direct, Tap Dance is equally as 

capable of being utilized as a vehicle for catharsis, to access the sublime, and to continue to 

propel the advancements of Black Dance as forms more often associated with such utilizations, 

such as Modern dance.1 Predominantly and historically Black Dance companies that are known 

for emphasizing Modern dance, such as the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater or 

PHILADANCO!, are often viewed as the epitome of emoting and connecting to the Black 

experience via dance. Though not discounting the relevance of such companies or the 
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contributions of Black dancers in said companies, this project seeks to place Tap Dance and its 

contributors in their rightful place among these juggernauts. 

Yet another question is raised here: why focus on exploring the concept of removed 

closeness as pertains specifically to the Black Dancing Body? To put it simply, the fact that 

when discussing African Diasporic dance forms within the Dance world there is a lack of 

representation and depth of coverage, a wealth of misinformation, and a devaluing of the use of 

oral tradition– a trait that is very important in the Black community at large– is more than ample 

proof of the necessity of placing emphasis on the Black Dancing Body. There is also a need for 

more theories that specifically address the Black Dancing Body and work to dispel myths 

surrounding it. The Black Dance experience is an experience worth further exploration. By 

exploring it further, not only will knowledge about Black Dance specifically grow and deepen, 

but that knowledge can then vicariously help demystify the assumed ethereality and remedy the 

subsequent dismissal of the dance field itself as elitist or of little importance as a whole. 

Generally speaking, the entire field of non-social dance– those forms that require codified 

training and are predominantly performed for entertainment purposes, particularly on the stage– 

is all too often seen as untouchable, unattainable, and indescribable. Though Black dance forms 

often have a social component to them, they are not exempt from this stigma. 

 

WRITTEN SOURCES ALONE ARE NOT SUFFICIENT 

 There is a sterility that can occur when dance is written about instead of participated in, 

observed, or experienced. However, at the risk of appearing to unjustly sterilize these forms, this 

text argues that it is indeed important to have written documentation in addition to oral 
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transmission. To take it a step further, written documentation, when done well, can be 

experiential in its own way. A plethora of texts exist on European dance forms, while in 

comparison, there is an inadequate amount of accessible written documentation on Black Dance 

forms. Of note, Black Dance forms generally have the trait of being passed down verbally and 

experientially as opposed to written and much history has been lost due to lack of written 

documentation.  

This text is not by any means making an argument to insinuate that written 

documentation is more valid than oral transmission. Instead, it should be viewed as a 

collaborative partner or backup plan– a Plan B, if you will. As Dance Historian Ofosuwa M. 

Abiola states, “the past is not only preserved in written sources but also in the minds of people” 

(3). While western society has placed an emphasis on separating the two, the fact of the matter is 

that a full picture of the past – and quite definitely the present and the future – requires multiple 

aspects to be uncovered and explored. While it is surely possible to share information from only 

one aspect, that inevitably means that there will be elements missing as each aspect is only able 

to tap into but so much.2 And with missing elements come incomplete stories, opening up the 

path to erasure and dismissal.  

Contrary to what is often put forth as fact, there is much written documentation on 

African history that was created in Africa by Africans (beyond cave paintings), however, it was 

deemed more culturally relevant to place emphasis on the passing down of information via oral 

tradition and experiential knowledge. For African Americans, the true break in continuity 

occurred due to slavery and the forced erasure of communication methods enacted by slave 

owners. Through this erasure, African Americans were taught to believe that oral tradition is not 

as valid as written documentation, though they continued the practice anyway. The act of 
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banning African Americans from learning how to read and write further cemented the belief that 

written documentation is more important than oral tradition as it painted the illusion that written 

documentation was out of reach, or above their station, and something that only whites could 

have access to. With the connection to ‘home’ effectively severed, the belief of the superiority of 

written documentation was able to take hold. However, remnants of the importance of 

maintaining oral traditions were still present and passed on, sometimes consciously and 

sometimes not. These oral traditions, remnants of African Religion that refused to be scrubbed 

away, did not need written documentation to stay alive. As Mbiti states, “even if [African 

Religion] has no sacred books, it is written everywhere in the life of the people” (30). Though 

the conviction may not be as strong as those that have been immersed in African Religion, the 

African American experience has overall proven the fact that written documentation is neither 

more important than nor more valid than oral tradition. It is not more important than dance, than 

the actual movement of the body. Dance is a full body experience; it connects the physical, the 

mental, the emotional, and the spiritual. And while that can all be written about theoretically, 

each of those components is best understood when experienced. 

Documentation such as this also serves to underline the fact that Blackness is not 

monolithic. By providing what would be considered by some to be a more tangible source of 

information, as compared to word of mouth and oral traditions, the written documentation of 

various experiences serves to help solidify the concept of multiplicity within Blackness for those 

that have had difficulty fathoming it up to this point. Harkening back to issues of erasure and of 

having one’s story told by another, Blackness in general has been portrayed as monolithic, which 

has vicariously bled over into the world of Black Dance and of the Black Dancing Body. While 

some positive stereotypes have been birthed from this line of thinking– such as highly dynamic 
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movement, musicality and rhythmic prowess, and the “coolness” factor– many more negative 

stereotypes have proven to be detrimental to the viewing of the Black Dancing Body and have 

hindered its access beyond the confines imposed upon it. Some examples that fall into this 

category are the belief that Black Dancing Bodies are not built for certain dance forms, such as 

Ballet; that the female Black Dancing Body is incapable of being delicate or feminine; and the 

oversexualization of the Black Dancing Body, both male and female, which seeks to minimize 

the technical prowess, reducing the body to an object meant for pleasure and nothing more. 

Though one would hope that the violence of erasure perpetuated against the Black 

community would never be repeated again, if history has taught us nothing, it has taught us that 

it has a habit of repeating. While the particulars may shift and adapt to changing times, the crux 

of the issue reappears, time and time again. Through the continuance of erasure and silencing, 

segments of history become lost to time, often to never be recouped. However, it is possible to 

become better prepared and better equipped to handle these repeats and episodes of erasure, 

allowing for new outcomes to become accessible. This is why written documentation of Black 

dance forms must be insisted upon: the stories, memories, and experiences of Black dancers need 

not be erased again. Allowing a space where the oral and written transmission of dance can not 

only coexist, but intermingle and thrive, is the key to this possibility. 

There is only so much information that can be documented in written form, some 

information must be experienced in order to get the full picture. As Abiola observes, “cultural 

sources fill in gaps left by written sources” (3). Particularly when dealing with the Arts in any 

society, there is much information to be gleaned from what is expressed, be it via music, visual 

art, and of course dance. While the writing may be important in the role it fulfills, it is not 

enough to simply have written documentation, especially of movement. This becomes even more 
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evident when working with dance notation systems. There is an element of the movement phrase 

that can be passed on through the written documentation, however, there are gaps left vulnerable 

to interpretation. A specific symbol may be used to designate the gesturing of the foot into tendu, 

but nothing can completely capture the execution of a tendu in the way actually physically 

performing it can.3 The written documentation more often than not fails to clearly detail the 

articulation of the metatarsal, the acute angle of the epaulement, and the minute shift of the 

abdomen as a sharp inhale is taken the moment before movement begins. Written documentation 

can tell you whether the tendu is performed in parallel or turn out, if it is performed en avant or à 

la seconde, and even if the attack is legato or staccato. Written documentation can do these 

things and so much more, but it can never show you the movement. It can explain things only as 

well as the person writing the document can articulate what is occurring and how they interpret 

what they see; it can never demonstrate the movement.  

 

PARAMETERS AND LIMITATIONS 

In an effort to have the project be as clear and succinct as possible, there are parameters 

and limitations that have been put in place to narrow the scope of the research. It must first be 

acknowledged that removed closeness is not exclusive to Black Dance or the Black Dancing 

Body; it can be seen and experienced in various cultures and their dance forms. Gottschild points 

out two instances of this with duende and rasa, from Spanish and Indian dance respectively 

(223). Though Gottschild uses these examples to speak specifically about the manifestation of a 

deeper connection to something larger than ourselves and how it is seen or recognized 

outwardly, a step beyond that is where removed closeness is positioned. This text delves further 
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into describing the action and process of connecting to that place of beyond, that ‘essence’, and 

the significance of doing so within a collective cultural unconscious. Again, this act is not Black 

specific and in fact, it can also occur when experiencing a dance form from another culture, 

specifically because the act of Removed Closeness is not culturally exclusive.  However, this text 

will narrow its focus and deal solely with examples of Removed Closeness as they appear within 

the Black dance form of Tap Dance and the experience of it by Black Dancing Bodies. 

Another aspect that will not be discussed via this research is the impact of globalization 

on Black dance forms in conjunction with the contributions of non-Black bodies.4 It is 

impossible to deny the fact that Tap Dance can today be found around the world and that there 

have been many great dancers that have contributed to the form. Yet another aspect that will not 

be fully unpacked is the actual technique of Tap Dance. Tap Dance has shifted and developed 

over time, with specific movements and sequences having become codified and others lost to 

time. As important as all of these elements are to the telling of the full history of Tap Dance, they 

are not pressing concerns in unpacking how removed closeness is experienced through Tap 

Dance. While the research will touch on some of these areas as needed– such as the way in 

which the technique of the form has been passed down, how it has also changed over time, and 

the impact that has had on the experience of removed closeness– it will only do so to the extent 

of being able to further understand removed closeness. 

The relationship between removed closeness and kinesthetic empathy, though very 

important, will not be fully explored. Kinesthetic empathy, the ability to experience empathy 

merely by observing the movements of another human being, plays an important role in dance by 

allowing the audience to have a sense of feeling connected to the work being presented. Through 

removed closeness, the dancer is able to fill their movement quality with that special something 
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that audience members are attracted to and empathize with. In this way, kinesthetic empathy is a 

byproduct of removed closeness; without removed closeness there would be no reason for the 

audience to have an empathetic response. However, as its emphasis is on the outside perception 

of the audience as opposed to the inner connection of the dancer, kinesthetic empathy is not an 

integral part of this research. 

Finally, it must again be noted that this written document is not sufficient; it is limited in 

its ability to fully encompass every aspect of removed closeness, Black dance, the Black Dancing 

Body, Tap Dance, and the societal shifts that externally impact each of these facets. As Daniel 

states, “it could be argued by worshipers that writing down the varied dance practices, praise 

songs, percussive rhythms, and ritual understandings from certain Diaspora religious systems is 

ultimately a doomed affair” (253). This document must be approached with this limitation firmly 

in mind; a Dancing Body will always consist of histories and nuances that the written word will 

always fail to fully or adequately address. There is also an element of writing down these 

practices that opens them up globally in a way that can be damaging to the form. To this point, it 

must also be made clear that Daniels’ observation of “outsiders’ pattern[s] of behavior…[having] 

resulted in exploitation or destruction, and only occasionally in respectful understanding. Even 

when the intent...was consciously sincere…” stands just as firmly for Black American 

Movement systems such as Tap Dance as it does for Traditional African movement systems 

(253). Part Two will delve deeply into this aspect, providing further clarification of the 

limitations of the written word, especially when the whitewashing of history is so prevalent in 

dance in America. 
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SEQUENCE OF EVENTS 

     The chapters that follow, which are divided up into three parts, will further press the idea 

of how the Black Tap Dancing Body, via removed closeness, crosses the boundaries of 

geographies, space, and time. The breaching of these boundaries enables the Black Tap Dancing 

Body to serve as a vehicle for catharsis, provide access to the sublime, and secure the future of 

Tap Dance as it maintains the link between tradition and innovation. The predominant approach 

will be phenomenological in nature as removed closeness is an act and will be discussed on the 

experiential level. Each chapter will highlight a specific aspect of removed closeness and unpack 

it through the analysis of how it is manifested through Tap Dance. Though there will be points of 

overlap, particularly as each aspect is an integral part of removed closeness and rarely are they 

experienced individually, each of the three parts and their subsequent chapters will parse apart as 

much as possible and only reiterate overlapping points as necessary. 

 Part One fully addresses and unpacks the concept of removed closeness and how it will 

be viewed and utilized throughout the course of this text. As a new concept that was created by 

and is being laid out by the author, the effort to make the act of removed closeness as clear as 

possible was required. Time will also be spent discussing catharsis, the sublime, and how the act 

of removed closeness allows access to both. Finally, Part One will be rounded out with 

discussion centering around African religion. This will aid in the clarification of how African 

and western philosophical ideas can be bridged via the analysis of removed closeness and how it 

manifests itself in dance. 

 Part Two begins by delving into the history of Blackness in America in order to provide 

further context of the Black Dance experience, in particular how removed closeness played a role 
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in how Black Dance evolved and was shaped into what we see today. Though there will be a 

brief recounting of historical events, the purpose of Part Two is to begin drawing connections 

between the Black American movement systems involved in the creation of Tap Dance and the 

African movement systems that provided the initial groundwork. These connections will be 

further explored in Part Three, however, the historical context of the technical and spiritual 

aspects of the form will be established first. By covering the technical aspects of Tap Dance, in 

addition to the impact societal shifts had on the art form, this text seeks to place more emphasis 

on the movement and its internal factors as opposed to placing emphasis on the external factors 

that played a role in its formation. This is not meant to insinuate that external factors did not play 

important roles in the shifts that took place throughout the history of the art form, but rather that 

the emphasis on the internal factors is more in alignment with the unpacking of removed 

closeness, which also is impacted by external factors yet is an internal process. 

 Part Two also addresses geographies, space, and time. The term geographies was chosen 

to stand in as representation for the tracing of the Black Dancing Body from the continent of 

Africa to the United States by way of the Transatlantic Slave Trade. Space, the second term, 

refers to the physical spaces where the Black Dancing Body has experienced removed closeness. 

For the third term we will discuss time, specifically in reference to the Black Dancing Body in 

America. Clarification on each of these ideas is spread throughout the chapters, again working to 

parse out specific details but overlapping as needed. 

In Part Three, an earnest attempt is made to determine the future of Black dance and the 

Black Tap Dancing Body. Seemingly out of nowhere, the philosophy of Afrofuturism is 

deployed; it is not, however, as random as it may seem. Afrofuturism is defined as “an 

intersection of imagination, technology, the future, and liberation… ‘a way of imagining possible 
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futures through a black lens’ [that] combines elements of science fiction, historical fiction, 

speculative fiction, fantasy, Afrocentricity, and magic realism with non-Western beliefs” (9). 

This aligns very well with the trajectory the future of Black dance in general appears to be on, 

especially when looking at the works of such choreographers as Kordae Henry, Staycee Pearl, 

and Ryan Johnson.5 Removed closeness and Afrofuturism intersect at the emphasis on the 

importance of maintaining a connection to tradition and using that connection to move forward, 

grow, and evolve. Removed closeness does not hinder forward thinking and progression, it 

grounds us and keeps us deeply rooted, allowing us to branch out further than if we were without 

an anchor. 

The purpose of this research is not to seek to define, or redefine, Black Dance or the 

Black Dancing Body, but to instead look for a different way to ground our sense of 

understanding and investigate the experience of them as they have existed, currently exist, and 

projections of how they will both exist in the future. This research is also not an attempt to seek 

validation from systems and institutions that are invested in the continued perpetuation of 

centering western European dance forms and thought processes. Approval is not needed. This 

research is instead an attempt to give words to an experience and provide another discursive 

entry point for those most impacted by this query: Black Dancing Bodies that are performing 

Black Dance forms while navigating white dominated spaces. 

 

WORDS MATTER 

 As has been undoubtedly noticed, the use of various terms to address the descendants of 

the African Diaspora have been employed. Terms such as ‘Black’, ‘Black American’, ‘African 
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American’, ‘Of African Descent’ and others will be used interchangeably. However, emphasis 

will be placed on terms such as ‘Black American’ as opposed to ‘African American’ in an effort 

to maintain clarity, particularly when discussing both the African experience and the Black 

American experience simultaneously. Though the purpose of this text is to explore and unpack 

the areas of connections between the two, the fact remains that they are not synonymous.  

 It also bears emphasizing that this text will be speaking from the perspective of the Black 

American experience, even though in order to do so efficiently and accurately the African 

perspective must also be utilized. The use of western philosophy only serves to bridge the 

disconnect for those that have difficulty grasping the concepts within African philosophy. Black 

American philosophies, while often heavily influenced by western philosophy, lean heavily upon 

African philosophy, be it intentionally or not. It is the resolution of this research to ease the 

transition into the full use of African Religion as the philosophical grounding for discourse 

surrounding African Diasporic dance forms. It is also the intent of this research to use the 

ensuing discourse to pave the way toward a future where the necessity of using western 

philosophy as a tether to understand African philosophies will no longer be needed in discussions 

on Blackness. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Removed closeness is that thing everyone talks about, but no one talks about. Others talk 

about things that surround it, things that are related or connected to it, but not the actual 

process of removed closeness, the actual act of tapping in. To take it a step further, it has not 

been discussed or unpacked in relation to Tap Dance. More Eurocentric dance forms have been 

allotted this privilege, as have other art forms– such as drama and music– but not Tap Dance. 

One of the questions this manuscript seeks to answer is: why not? Why is Tap Dance seen as 

different or even incapable of utilizing removed closeness to reach a depth of emotion or as a 

means of communication with the Collective Unconscious? This is the gap that this document 

fills. 

It is important to recognize the lead thinkers, hailing from various fields, that have been 

prioritized in the subsequent research and how they are being positioned in this discourse. 

Divided into the categories of western and non-western, the thinkers selected have each 

contributed majorly to the development and exploration of the concept of removed closeness. 

The following literature review provides significant clarity on the relevance of placing these 

major contributors into dialogue with each other and the author to fully investigate and explore 

removed closeness, its manifestation in Tap Dance, and the potential it has to impact and shape 

the future of the dance form. Of note, the western thinkers were relied upon more heavily in the 

unpacking of removed closeness while the non-western thinkers were relied upon to unpack 

removed closeness as it specifically manifests in Tap Dance; this was intentional.  Though 

removed closeness is not a Black-specific experience, this document discusses it through a 

Black-specific lens. It was important to define removed closeness and its manifestation through 

Tap Dance in a western sense because Black Americans are westerners. However, Tap Dance is 
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rooted in African heritage, making it equally necessary to explain the African Diasporic 

connections inherent to the form. Furthermore, the act of tapping into something greater than that 

removed closeness entails is a natural part of African-based beliefs; the same cannot be 

unequivocally said of western thinking. Undoubtedly, areas of overlap exist and are examined, 

but it would be inaccurate to not pull on both sides and utilize each to best describe the areas that 

most align.  

 

JUNG, KANT, AND NIETZSCHE 

Carl Gustav Jung’s theory of the collective unconscious plays a central role in the 

defining and unpacking of removed closeness. Though it may be argued by some that Jung’s 

contribution to philosophical discourse is tenuous at best and should be disregarded, this 

document does not support that narrow view and instead firmly asserts a strong support of Jung’s 

theory.6 The collective unconscious, summed up succinctly, is a collection of information that is 

shared universally, regardless of cultural differences, and has often manifested in similar ways 

between different cultures with minimal to no contact prior.7 To provide an example, Kuku and 

Soran Bushi are two traditional dance forms from different countries– and continents, Africa and 

Asia respectively– that pull from similar information and manifest their interpretations in similar 

ways. The traditional African dance form of Kuku originated in Guinea and was originally 

performed as a celebratory dance for and by the women that were returning from fishing 

expeditions. The connection to activities of daily life can be seen clearly in the movements of 

Kuku. One example is a movement where the dancers have their legs open wide with the knees 

bent while using the arms to make an inward sweeping gesture. This movement is reminiscent of 
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“pulling in” or gathering a haul of fish. Another movement resembles the act of “casting out” 

and “reeling in”, whether it be of a single fishing line or a net. Even though the dance 

movements are not literal interpretations, they carry the essence of the act of fishing. Soran 

Bushi, also known as The Fisherman’s Dance, is a traditional dance form from Japan’s most 

northern prefecture, Hokkaido, though it is now performed throughout the country. Soran Bushi 

is similar to Kuku in that its origins are based on the act of fishing. The movements imitate the 

push and pull of the ocean waves, the casting and hauling of fishing nets, and the shouldering of 

that day’s ‘catch’.  

Now that we have established some base knowledge about each of these dance forms, we 

are left with the question: how can it be determined that these dance forms– which belong to 

such seemingly different cultures– are indeed articulated through, and serve as examples of, 

Jung’s theory of the collective unconscious? It is now necessary to clarify the role that the 

collective unconscious plays and confirm that it is not the theory which proves the connection 

between the cultures, but instead the connection between the cultures which validates the theory. 

The distinction between these two thoughts is very important as it makes it clear that the 

relationship between the dance forms is not contingent upon the existence of Jung’s theory of the 

collective unconscious but instead serves as an example of its validity. Neither of the dance 

forms described were created with Jung’s theory in mind, yet they each pulled from similar 

material. Jung’s voicing of his theory is evidence of the transition of content from the 

unconscious to conscious in action, of said content being perceived; the relationship between the 

dance forms, however, exists regardless of Jung’s voicing. The collective unconscious is not how 

the information is manifested, it is what information is manifested. Separating the how from the 

what is crucial here, just as it is in removed closeness.8 
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 Immanuel Kant’s definition of the sublime is another concept heavily linked to removed 

closeness (78).9 The sublime, as described by Kant is very closely related to Jung’s definition of 

the collective unconscious in that both deal with a greater than, an ephemeral state that is easily 

experienced but not as easily explained.10 Another shared quality the sublime has with the 

collective unconscious is that both are things being tapped into by removed closeness. The 

sublime is not an action, it is a state that one can enter into. The same is true of the collective 

unconscious, it is not an action but a state. Both the collective unconscious and the sublime are 

experienced beyond what can be considered a normal state of consciousness– they are not easy 

to comprehend, nor do they fit within the parameters set by the human mind. “If, however, we 

call anything not merely great, but, without qualification, absolutely, and in every respect 

(beyond all comparison) great, that is to say, sublime, we soon perceive that for this it is not 

permissible to seek an appropriate standard outside itself, but merely in itself. It is a greatness 

comparable to itself alone” (Kant 80). Though expansive, the greatness of the collective 

unconscious does not lay in its size, but in its ability to only be compared to itself. That is what 

ties it to the sublime, its inability to be fully captured by any other means. It must be experienced 

in and of itself as all other descriptors will fail in adequately clarifying it. From there, it must be 

tapped into and the act of removed closeness allows for this to happen. 

 Removed closeness is addressed through Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche’s texts as he 

discusses the sublime, the use of the arts to access the sublime, and the multiplicity of truth– all 

very important themes in gaining a deeper understanding of how removed closeness functions as 

both a form of catharsis and can serve as a vehicle through which access to the sublime can be 

achieved via Black dance and the Black Dancing Body. The sublime and the significance of art, 

gesture, and sound as seen through a Dionysiac view is addressed by Nietzsche in his text, “The 
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Dionysiac World View.”11 He also discusses symbols and the impact of emotions, expressing 

how intensifying emotion results in a clearer view of essence. The intensification of emotions 

allows a clearer view of essence as that intensity allows one to get closer to the core of the 

emotion being experienced, to its true essence. The essence of something is in a way its truth, its 

true form; it is its very being, its very existence as it exists prior to any external influence or 

interpretation. These additions link with the collective unconscious and the sublime as, yet again, 

a state of being that is beyond what is deemed normal human operation is being accessed. When 

stories of Dionysus, in particular his followers, are recounted, they are framed as chaotic and 

unhinged. The followers of Dionysus would be considered to be not in their right minds, they 

were in another realm of being beyond the norm. That experience of being taken over, of losing 

control, of being so consumed by the spirit of Dionysus that followers would come back to 

themselves days later and allegedly have no recollection of their actions, that is the sublime.12 

This type of all consuming involvement can also be seen in voudoun via the act of mounting, 

which will be touched upon more in a later chapter. However, to provide a brief explanation, 

these two seemingly unrelated cultural experiences run parallel in a manner that aids in providing 

clarification for exactly how the collective unconscious works and how similarities can be 

manifested worlds apart, though differences are also evident.  

 In “On Truth and Lying in a Non-Moral Sense,” Nietzsche addresses what constitutes as 

truth, painting a clear picture of the multiplicity that exists within such a concept. He observes 

that concepts are the result of equivalencies being drawn between ideas that, while similar, are 

not equivalent (145). It is here where the strongest connection between Nietzsche and Jung is 

found as it pertains to removed closeness. This connection lies in the acknowledgement of 

multiplicity and the act of drawing equivalencies between ideas that are not equivalent. 
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Information found within the collective unconscious is, again, different from how said 

information is manifested. If every bit of information in the collective unconscious is viewed as 

an individual concept, it follows suit, in accordance with Nietzsche’s explanation, that each 

interpretation of a concept, each leaf, is a representation of the concept, but not the concept itself. 

 There are of course many other thinkers that influenced the following research, however, 

these three have proven to hold the heaviest sway. It must also be noted that even though each of 

these great thinkers has a wealth of knowledge that has been made available, only a small 

amount has been deemed relevant to the research. This is not to say that other bits of information 

from each thinker would not have been relatable to the research; instead, it should be made clear 

that a very strong stance has been taken by the author in an attempt to conduct research that 

would be the most beneficial to the field. To that end, even though Jung, Kant, and Nietzsche are 

heavy hitters, their contribution to and support of the following research pales in comparison to 

the contributions made by Dr. Ofosuwa M. Abiola, Yvonne Daniel, and John S. Mbiti.  

 The inadequacy of Western philosophy and its lack of capability to fully understand and 

explain the concepts of non-Western cultures is pointed out by Dance Researcher Adrienne L. 

Kaeppler when she says, “the use of Western dance theory for analysis of non-Western dance is 

inappropriate, and a researcher must attempt to discover indigenous theories about movement” 

(121). Even though Tap Dance is, technically speaking, a Western dance form, it is rooted in 

non-Western dance and is more in alignment with non-Western dance philosophies, particularly 

when practiced by Black Dancing Bodies.13 This is paralleled by the Black experience in 

America aligning with non-Western philosophies. As with any group of people, it cannot be said 

that all fit neatly into a specified category, however, there is an overarching theme that is 

supported by historical events. There are undoubtedly points of overlap with Western 
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philosophy, especially for those that are descendants of Africans that were enslaved in America, 

yet this is the case for many cultures worldwide, which ties back to Jung’s idea of the collective 

unconscious. For Black Americans, such overlap was inevitable and unavoidable; Western 

philosophy was beaten into them, but African philosophy remained their core. To this point, the 

integration of Dr. Ofosuwa M. Abiola, Yvonne Daniel, and John S. Mbiti was of the utmost 

importance to this conversation. 

 

ABIOLA, DANIEL, AND MBITI 

 Dr. Ofosuwa M. Abiola enters this dialogue with a deep knowledge of Africa Dance 

philosophies, in particular the movement systems of traditional Mandinka dance. The thorough 

breakdown of Mandinka dance provided by Dr. Abiola– the historical setting, societal shifts, 

lineage, cultural importance, and of course the movement system– creates space for Tap Dance 

to be broken down similarly via a structure that is rooted in African movements and 

philosophies.14 Throughout the course of Tap Dance’s history, it has been framed and viewed 

dominantly through a white American, Eurocentric lens.15 Not only does Dr. Abiola provide a 

structure to follow, she provides a way to reframe how we talk about Tap Dance. It is important 

to remember that, as stated in the introduction to this manuscript, words matter. The connotation 

attached to certain words and descriptions has the potential to paint Tap Dance as one way when 

it is actually another. There is a difference between how a movement is perceived and interpreted 

when described as hunched over versus torso on an incline (Abiola 41-2).16 The former 

description is associated with images of uncomfortably curved spines and an assumption of 

deformity, while the latter description provides a more accurate depiction of the movement being 
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performed and addresses it specifically (Hill, “Tap Dance”).17 While this distinction may appear 

trivial to some, one of the many generalizations that has been used to label Black Americans– 

having had an immense impact on not only the depiction of Black American culture, but also the 

lived experience of Black bodies in America at large– is that Black bodies are less than, inferior, 

and not the norm. To continue to support wording that perpetuates this negative view of Black 

bodies, while simultaneously discussing a dance form that was created by Black bodies, is 

ludicrous. Vicariously, this means that it is best to use philosophies and terminologies created by 

Black bodies to describe a dance form that was also created by Black bodies. 

 Continuing, Yvonne Daniel contributes much to this dialogue with a focus on the ways in 

which African Diasporic dance forms are, and should be, utilized as sources of historical 

knowledge. She speaks of embodied knowledge, highlighting the importance of recognizing and 

analyzing the information that is stored in dance movement in order to draw closer to a deeper 

sense of self, of community, and of spiritual connection.18 She also expounds on the use of ritual, 

both within performance and private, striking a balance between what is experienced firsthand by 

the performer and what is experienced secondhand by viewers or fellow dancers in a group 

setting. This is all pertinent to the field of Tap Dance, as demonstrated by the structure of the 

dance form. There is a wealth of information embedded in the movements of Tap Dance, 

information that provides a bridge for Black Americans to regain as much lost history as 

possible. The rhythms, the gestures, the way in which communal communication takes place– all 

are examples of knowledge that dwells within the body and that is able to be expressed through 

Tap Dance. Daniel also makes mention of disembodied knowledge, or knowledge that centers 

theoretical and scientific knowledge, usually at the expense of knowledge obtained through 

personal experience (265). Her stance is not dismissive of disembodied knowledge, it is instead 
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an admonishment of the way embodied knowledge is seen as less than and an assertion of its 

validity and necessity. Tap Dance, and indeed Black Dance in general, cannot be fully 

understood via scientific methods alone; it must be approached with the understanding that lived 

experiences are integral to its very essence. 

 It was crucial to gain a deeper understanding of African Religion to position directly 

against western philosophy. To this end, John S. Mbiti was an important voice to include in the 

dialogue. Mbiti provides an introduction to African Religion that is easy to follow, drawing clear 

connections between African heritage and the ways many of those same tenets morphed and 

found new manifestations in America. However, he does not spend much time on these 

comparisons, instead focusing on digging deeper into African Religion, providing a means of 

understanding for those that are unfamiliar. Mbiti makes it clear that even though the term 

religion is being used– accurately in relation to how religion is understood in a non-western 

sense– this is indeed a philosophical approach to life he is unpacking. He is careful to explain 

that the misconception of African beliefs being centered around magic is a surface level 

understanding, an observation based on outside interpretation and not knowledge (19). He 

unapologetically tackles this fallacy, leaning heavily on descriptions that do not attempt to ask 

forgiveness for going against common western beliefs. For Tap Dance, this provides a stable 

grounding for elements of the dance form that are derived from and in tune with African beliefs. 

Many elements within Tap Dance are taken for granted as just existing for the sake of existing, 

yet they are direct descendants of African Religion– the emphasis on circular patterns, the 

integral role of musicality, the implementation of syncopated rhythms, and the intentional stress 

on remaining grounded to name a few. By providing an understanding of African Religion that 

can be used to decipher and reveal more about the roots of African Diasporic traits that have 
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been passed down and maintained with Black American bodies, both knowingly and 

unknowingly, Mbiti also bolsters the understanding of Tap Dance, its development and its 

potential future. 

 

NON-WESTERN VS WESTERN 

The urgency of this research demanded that all of these voices, these wildly varied 

opinions and lived experiences, be brought together. The Black American experience is a unique 

one indeed. To put it bluntly, it is a hodgepodge of information, forcibly stuffed into vessels that 

did not ask to be overloaded in such a manner. In addition to being overloaded with 

contradictory information, it cannot be overlooked that some information was intentionally and 

violently erased, leaving holes in personal histories that may never be filled. However, all has not 

been lost. The essence of Blackness– though viciously attacked, demeaned, and devalued– has 

never died, it was merely masked and forced to evolve and adapt in ways that only trauma and 

ingenuity could manage. At this point in history, it has become increasingly more difficult to find 

cultures that have not been influenced in one way or another by western philosophies and 

ideologies; this was less the case during the Transatlantic Slave Trade. The process of 

indoctrinating the enslaved Africans with western ideals was brutal, to say the least, and the 

continued indoctrination and abuse of Black Americans continues through present day, though it 

is now so ingrained in American culture and psyche that it is easy to assume that it is all done 

more covertly. Systemic racism is such a part of the fabric of America that there are some who 

strongly believe that the country would collapse if said racism was properly addressed and 

dismantled. A prime example of this is the backlash received by the Black Lives Matter 
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movement. Though it was contextually implied that Black lives matter also and are not of lesser 

value that non-Black lives– citing an overwhelming amount of examples of police brutality, 

vigilante attacks, etc.– what was heard instead by non-Black bodies, in particular white 

Americans, was that only Black lives mattered and Black bodies were intending to destroy the 

country in retaliation to the mistreatment suffered during slavery, the Jim Crow law era, the Civil 

Rights Movement, the AIDS epidemic, the crack era– all recognized as legitimate instances that 

would warrant feelings of anger, bitterness, and a desire for retribution. And yet, the solution has 

not been a resounding surge to right past wrongs and level the playing field, it has instead been a 

doubling down on ‘the way things have always been done’ and an extra effort to find ways to do 

so without being as blatantly egregious as history has shown white America to be. It is this toxic 

blend, this sordid history, that makes bringing these voices together a necessary task. 

The concept of what it means to be a Black American is as perfect a bridge between the 

non-western and western philosophies utilized in this document as one can get due to the duality 

within Black American bodies.19 Dr. Abiola, Daniel, and Mbiti all speak more towards the actual 

essence of Blackness, giving context for what it is, what has shaped it and what continues to 

shape it; Jung, Kant, and Nietzsche speak more towards the Americanization of the Black body, 

re-explaining concepts in a western tone that were already a part of the non-western 

philosophies.20 By taking all of these voices into account it becomes a more surmountable task to 

paint a clearer picture of American Blackness, how it operates as a state of being and how it 

impacts the lived experience of those that inhabit Black bodies. For Black Dancing Bodies it is 

even more imperative to have this varied representation, in particular for those that have been 

trained primarily in non-African Diasporic dance forms and are just beginning to learn more 

about the world of Black Dance and their place in it. This bridging of two seemingly 
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irreconcilable worlds is necessary to bring an understanding to the internal break that is an 

unavoidable part of the Black American experience. One aspect cannot, and should not, be 

forsaken for the other; both must be acknowledged, unpacked, and addressed accordingly if a full 

depiction of the Black experience in America is to have any hope of being created and advanced 

into the future.  

 

SYMS AND WOMACK 

 The following research ends with an effort to pinpoint the trajectory of the future of Tap 

Dance. To this end, the contributions of Ytasha L. Womack and Martine Syms are integral to the 

discussion as it shifts to Afrofuturism as the answer.21 The term Afrofuturism was coined by 

Mark Dery, a white man, in 1993. Dery defined Afrofuturism as “speculative fiction that treats 

African-American themes and addresses African-American concerns in the context of twentieth- 

century technoculture — and, more generally, African-American signification that appropriates 

images of technology and a prosthetically enhanced future” (180). Womack offers a thorough 

explanation of the philosophy behind Afrofuturism, combining a mix of firsthand experience 

with historical documentation of the lineage of the field. With topics ranging from cosplay to 

shamanism, feminism to Afro-surrealism, and early pioneers of the field such as Sun Ra to 

modern day advocates such as Janelle Monae, Womack curates a wide range of examples to 

demonstrate the intricacies of Afrofuturism. Each chapter in her text speaks directly to the 

concept of removed closeness through the emphasis on maintaining a connection to traditions 

and histories of Black bodies.  
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It must be noted here that Afrofuturism is not meant to speak on the experiences of Black 

bodies globally, it specifically addresses the experiences of Black American bodies and, at times, 

African Diasporic bodies. Black American and African Diasporic are not mutually exclusive 

terms. It is possible for a Black body to be a part of the African Diaspora and not be Black 

American. For all intents and purposes, African Diasporic bodies are bodies that have been 

transplanted to various locations globally as a direct result of slave trades. Black American 

bodies, while simultaneously African Diasporic bodies, are bodies that are descendants of 

enslaved Africans brought specifically to the continental United States. The slavery experience 

in America played out differently than it did in other areas of the world, leading to an experience 

that is very particular to those of enslaved African descent in America– which excludes those of 

African descent that have moved to the United States, or their parents moved and they were born 

in the United States, though they may have experienced some of the same discrimination.  

  Afrofuturism seeks to build a new future where the roles Black people have played in 

areas of science and technology are acknowledged and built upon; it does not seek to do so at the 

expense of the trials, tribulations, and triumphs of Black people throughout history. Enter the 

critique of Martine Syms as put forth in “The Mundane Afrofuturist Manifesto,” a document that 

serves as both a direct attack to the loftiness of some Afrofuturistic ideals and a call to action to 

not only envision a Black future, but to put in the work to ensure it comes to fruition. Syms 

explains in the first sentence that the Mundane Afrofuturist Manifesto is coming from the 

perspective of “being alternately pissed off and bored” and is in need of “a means of speculation 

and asserting a different set of values with which to re-imagine the future,” making it clear that 

there are some issues with methods that have been employed by Afrofuturists past that need to be 

addressed and reconfigured. One major point of contention is the overuse of tropes such as 
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origins in the cosmos and drawing parallels between the Middle Passage and space travel. 

According to Syms, these connections are “tenuous at best.” While there is not anything 

inherently wrong with creating fantasies, the issue being raised by Syms is that fantasies that are 

serving as a means of escapism– as opposed to a means of actionable, forward thinking that is 

pragmatic and grounded in the real life difficulties that progress inevitably faces– are 

problematic. This is especially true when looking at the future of Black bodies in America; a 

fascination with escaping turmoil without a viable plan of action will only end in 

disappointment. 

Though there are many other points made, there are two that stand out as the most crucial 

in relation to unpacking removed closeness. The first is Syms' statement that, “while we are often 

Othered, we are not aliens.” Though Blackness has often been Othered, that does not mean that 

Black bodies are indeed alien bodies. Black bodies are still human bodies. By feeding into the 

belief that Blackness should be seen as “Other,” Afrofuturism in its original capacity opens the 

floodgates to allow the perpetuation of such treatment. The second crucial point comes when 

Syms states that, “though our ancestors were mutilated, we are not mutants.” Similar to the first 

point, Afrofuturism in its original capacity perpetuates the belief that Blackness is not normal. 

Even though some stories mask this otherness by presenting characters that have magical powers 

or that come from an alternate universe, the negative impact is still the same. This perpetuation 

of otherness that outer space narratives contribute to is damaging to Black narratives in its 

continuation of the idea that Black bodies are somehow always different, alien, or magical. 

Possessing magical powers or mutant abilities may have been meant as a way of proclaiming the 

greatness that Blackness can represent, yet it is still another type of othering. This othering could 
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further support claims that Black bodies are not human and therefore are not deserving of basic 

human rights. 

While discussing Afrofuturistic ideals may provide a point of access to engage in 

dialogue, this access should not come at the expense of the truth of the past. There is no magical 

future to save us – or if there is, it is far enough in the distance to be beyond our reach and 

vicariously our concern. Syms acknowledges that “Mundane Afrofuturism opens a number of 

themes and flavors to intertextuality, double entendre, politics, incongruity, polyphony, and 

collective first-person—techniques that we have used for years to make meaning.” However, 

these techniques have a different impact when placed in the realm of imagined timelines and 

placed onto alien bodies. Circling back and reconnecting to the collective unconscious, Syms’ 

manifesto highlights the idea that the manifestations of the Black cultural unconscious should not 

be watered down to become more palatable, they are equally as valid as the manifestations of 

other cultures and should be respected as such. For Syms, the focus needs to be more realistic 

and this realism will provide a more accurate picture of what the future could be.  

Though seemingly abrasive, Syms’ stance further establishes the need for continued 

studies in Afrofuturism and comes from a place of attempting to move away from re-imaginings 

of Blackness that could lead to non-Black bodies developing an incorrect feeling of 

“understanding” said Blackness and the Black experience. To this point, while an approach more 

grounded in real life is very important, the contributions of early Afrofuturists should not be 

written off or only viewed negatively as it was quite literally in science fiction where the 

‘othered’ were given equality.22 This important contribution to the advancement of sharing Black 

narratives should not be taken lightly. Afrofuturists that utilized science fiction as a means to 

recount stories from a Black perspective did so in a way that made such stories more accessible 
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to those that have not lived a life of Blackness. By zooming out and telling stories on a larger, 

more fantastical scale, it becomes possible to zoom in on issues that are dealt with on a regular 

basis by Black bodies. Once the identifier of ‘Blackness’ is removed, the issues become simpler 

and the barriers that non-Black people usually have in place when it comes to dealing with and 

understanding issues pertaining specifically to the Black experience become surmountable. 

While this can again promote a false sense of understanding for non-Black people in relation to 

Blackness, it can also promote empathy, lead to shifts in perspective, and encourage dialogue 

around addressing and ending discriminatory practices.  

Although it initially seems pessimistic, Syms’ take on Afrofuturism is refreshing and 

realistic. Seeking to remove the misconception of ‘the magical Black’ and similar images, Syms 

defines an approach to Afrofuturist thinking and action that is rooted in acknowledgement of the 

humanity of Black bodies.23 In relation to removed closeness, this perspective is very appropriate 

(Gans, “Op Ed”). The act of removed closeness is not a magical escape or an attempt to further 

the “othering” of Blackness. While experiential, it is grounded in reality, in real experiences, and 

in real human bodies. Sym’s desire to step away from tales of space travel, aliens, and magical 

beings adds to this conversation a demand to discard dialogue that continues the perpetuation of 

ideas that mark Blackness as “other” or not normal.  As removed closeness is not exclusive to the 

Black American experience, placing emphasis on avoiding this type of othering and instead 

promoting acknowledgement of similarities is a goal of this research that is in alignment with 

Syms’ manifesto. Of note, these similarities are not an attempt at saying Blackness is like any 

other culture, it is instead saying that in the same way other cultures are viewed with respect and 

an understanding that though things are done differently, the members of that culture are still 

human beings and should be respected as such, so too should Black bodies be treated as human 
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beings and Black cultural components should be respected and not deemed as inferior due to 

their Blackness. 

 

CLOSING THOUGHTS 

 There are many other voices that have had an impact on the following research, both 

minor and profound, however, the preceding thinkers have had the most influence on the 

recognition of and unpacking of removed closeness. The concept of removed closeness, 

specifically how the act is manifested and utilized within Black American culture and Black 

Dance, has roots in African religion and philosophy, yet western philosophies are not completely 

inept at approaching the topic accurately. This availability of removed closeness, as viewed 

through the movement and history of the Black American Dancing Body, to be described by 

such a range of thoughts is in large part due to the fact that removed closeness is not only 

experienced by Black bodies or Black Dancing Bodies. Removed closeness is accessible to all 

bodies. Nonetheless, the emphasis of this text is the Black Dancing Body and that is where it will 

remain. 

The intent of this literature review is to give the reader some insight into the rationale 

behind the choosing of particular thinkers, particularly thinkers from contrasting backgrounds, to 

address the concept of removed closeness in as thorough a way as possible. To that end, the 

literature review was a mere snippet of the influential material that was utilized throughout the 

creation of this manuscript. Though even more texts will be referenced throughout the text, it is 

important to keep the ideas put forth in this review at the forefront. Moving forward, readers can 

expect dialogue centering around tradition and innovation; transgenerational connection via the 
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perpetuation of a collective community unconscious; the ability of Tap Dance to be utilized as a 

vehicle for emotional expression, an example of blood memories being kept alive and passed on 

from one generation to the next, and as an entry point into the sublime; and a deep dive into the 

act of removed closeness as experienced by Black Dancing Bodies. 

Proceed with caution (removed) and an open mind (closeness). 
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PART 1- REMOVED CLOSENESS, AN ACT OF CONNECTING 

The concept of removed closeness, as coined by the author of this manuscript, and the 

subsequent desire to unpack it came about through an attempt to more accurately describe the 

process of intentionally tapping into a type of collective unconscious (Jung 59-60). Though 

removed closeness can be seen demonstrated in many parts of average, daily life, it was its 

manifestation through the field of dance that proved to be most compelling. It is absolutely 

necessary for removed closeness to be unpacked as thoroughly as possible. As an abstract 

concept, it is possible for removed closeness to go misunderstood or to be misconstrued in a 

negative light, seen as something that is or should be easily dismissed. However, as the first three 

chapters will lay out, removed closeness is more a regular part of daily life than many people 

realize. It is specifically because of its commonality, while at the same time maintaining a sense 

of individuality, that removed closeness is easy to overlook and accept as just a coincidental 

experience. Yet, removed closeness can be accessed intentionally.  

Whether intentional or not, the act of engaging in removed closeness is beneficial. In the 

following chapters, the concept of removed closeness will be further defined and placed into the 

context of the field of dance at large and then narrowed down to Black Dance and Tap Dance 

more specifically. In the first chapter, a deep dive into removed closeness takes place, clarifying 

the concept and providing examples to aid in understanding. The second chapter will tackle the 

large philosophical concepts of catharsis and the sublime and where they intersect, both with 

themselves and removed closeness. Rounding out Part One, the third chapter will draw the 

connection between removed closeness and African Religion, demonstrating that the bridge 

between the philosophical camps is not long at all, it is short and easy to traverse. 
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CHAPTER ONE  

Removed Closeness Defined 

The term removed closeness was initially used as a throwaway term, just a quick play on 

words to describe an experience that had come up in various conversations, in particular with 

fellow modern dancers. When asked by a professor to share who had originally coined the term, 

I owned up to just throwing the two opposing words together because “it just made sense to do 

so” and then followed up with how I was defining it and the context in which I was using it. 

Imagine my shock– and also, my pure horror– when that professor stated that the way he 

understood my explanation of the term and its application, he believed that I was in actuality 

unpacking a philosophical concept. My shock came from the confidence with which that 

professor declared my passing thought as a philosophical concept. Previously, I had had a small 

amount of philosophical education, so I most definitely did not consider myself capable of 

developing a concept of my own. My horror originated from a place of realizing I had 

unwittingly placed myself even further into the unknown. I had finally begun to wrap my head 

around the philosophical discourse that was common in class and had believed I had gained my 

bearings before promptly pulling the rug from under my own feet. And now a new feeling had 

arisen: trepidation. Within this trepidation there was a mixture of acceptance, excitement, fear, 

pride, a sense of being overwhelmed, and a determination to see this research through– not to 

the end per se, because there is so much more to be done and so much more to explore, but to the 

end of this iteration. This is an extraordinarily large project; this iteration is merely serving as 

the introduction, filling in a small gap in the more expansive field of research. Though the gap 

being filled is small, it is true here just as it is in relationships– the little things are important, 

are integral, and they add up. 
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It is impossible to thoroughly discuss any of the Black American dance forms without 

acknowledging and honoring the contributions made from traditional African dance forms that 

traveled across the Atlantic Ocean to the Americas via slave ships. These dance forms were kept 

alive through various modifications and manipulations and make Black American dance what it 

is today. Be it Jazz, Tap Dance, or Hip Hop, there are traces of Africa intertextually woven with 

the American experience and, even more so, the Black American experience. The 

implementation of elements such as call and response, circular standing patterns, the use and 

intricate articulation of the full body, the importance of music and musicality in movement, hand 

clapping, foot stomping, hip gyrations, and a connection to remaining grounded (as opposed to 

the more “lifted” posturing of European dance styles) are just a few of the choreographic devices 

that have carried from Africa across space, time, and geographies. Throughout this text, space 

refers to the physical spaces that African Diasporic dance forms have occupied– outdoors, 

theatre spaces, site specific-– and the importance of each space’s impact; time refers to the actual 

tracing of the lineage being established– traditional African dance, Jazz, Tap, Hip Hop and how 

they fed into each other; and geographies refers to the lands where the forms originated, and 

exist in currently, with focus primarily centering around African American dance forms and the 

American version of the Black Dancing Body. To be clear, the ‘African’ in African American 

dance is not erasable; it is ever present, as it should be. It is the ‘African’ in African American 

that speaks through the act of removed closeness as seen in the Black Dancing Body. As Mbiti 

observes: 

Where African peoples have migrated ... to overseas countries, they have often taken 

their music and dance with them. Through these many religious ideas are also retained 

and celebrated. This is the case among peoples of African descent now living in North 
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America ... Some of them still observe religious festivals with dance and songs whose 

African words they do not understand, since they were taken there by their slave 

forefathers from west Africa two or three hundred years ago. That shows how powerful 

music and dance are, in retaining and spreading religious ideas over wide areas and for a 

long period. (27) 

Again, this ties into the collective unconscious. While it could be argued that Mbiti is 

highlighting the teaching of traditional ideas via music and dance, there is actually a deeper 

meaning at play. Yes, the movements and rhythms were passed down through the generations by 

being taught and adapted as needed, however, the value of passing down this information, the 

necessity of keeping these teachings alive, that is where we tap into the collective unconscious 

and it is also where we see the act of removed closeness activated. Mbiti’s reflection on the 

power of dance to aid in the longevity of the transmission of religious ideas is particularly of 

importance here. This acknowledgement of the way the body can be used to retain and pass on 

information is important, especially when discussing the Black Dancing Body. There is an 

embedded bodily knowledge that exists in the Black Dancing Body that is not present in other 

bodies. This knowledge shades the movement of the Black Dancing Body and, on a larger scale, 

the Black American body in general. However, let us remain focused on the Black Dancing 

Body for the moment. 

The Black Dancing Body is an African Diasporic body that engages in the physical 

practice of dance movement, be it codified or improvised, classically trained or self-taught. The 

Black Dancing Body is not, much like Blackness as a whole, monolithic. It is not confined to one 

dance form, movement style, performance space, or purpose. Discussed in depth by Gottschild in 

her book The Black Dancing Body: A Geography from Cool to Coon, the American Black 
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Dancing Body is an entity that is in a constant state of shift and evolution. Gottschild states that 

the Black Dancing Body is “elusive, paradoxical...always present, but always on the move, 

always shifting, but still the same” (8). For Gottschild, the Black Dancing Body exists in a place 

of being both common and extraordinary, desired and hated. However, its presence is never 

faltering; it has been, it is now, and it will continue to be. There will be no disagreement with 

Gottschild found in this project; instead, there is an “and yet…” that seeks to push beyond 

dealing with only the physical designators typical of dance philosophies. It must be noted that 

there is of course no singular Black Dancing Body in the sense of pure homogeneity, a term 

Gottschild uses– as does this text– as a generalization to neatly package the stereotypical images 

that Black Dancing Bodies have been forced to fulfill and, in some cases, have chosen to 

perpetuate. In order to move forward, it is necessary to acknowledge the difficulties of the Black 

Dancing Body in conjunction with taking a closer look at what lies beneath the surface; enter 

removed closeness. 

 

REMOVED CLOSENESS FURTHER DEFINED 

How should we approach this idea of being both removed from and close to the origin of 

emotions that are tied to trauma? What exactly is meant by the combining of two seemingly 

contradictory words into a single, coherent concept? The term removed closeness was created to 

describe the act of allowing oneself to get close to the point of origin, the root of an emotion. 

This is achieved while simultaneously (1) maintaining enough distance to avoid being consumed 

by said emotion, (2) acknowledging that one is removed from the emotional point of origin, 

geographically, spatially, and generationally, and (3) tapping into ‘blood memories’, vicariously 



 

 

40 

creating a sense of connection to one’s ancestry and past, grounding in the present, and inspiring 

hope of a future that is no longer bound in reiterations of experienced trauma. 

         The most important part of the term removed closeness is the juxtaposition of the 

seemingly antithetical words ‘removed’ and ‘closeness’. At first glance, the terms appear to be 

diametrically opposed. This tension is intentional as the two terms work in tandem to temper 

each other. Working backwards, closeness is the more easily explained of the two terms. 

Closeness is the part of the act of removed closeness that seeks to dive fully into the experience, 

to get closer to the emotional point of origin and the sublime. Within closeness, there is no strong 

regard for personal wellbeing. This contributes to the desire and ability to accept and enter into 

the grandness of the sublime, no matter how terrifying it may be. In fact, there is an emphasis on 

diving as deeply as possible and connecting to that grandness. For the dancing body, this 

closeness serves the purpose of producing a more authentic performance, a performance that is 

genuinely felt on an emotional level by the dancing body. This connection for the dancer is read 

by the audience via kinesthetic empathy- the ability to experience empathy through the 

observation of another human body moving. The audience is able to resonate with the dancer’s 

performance and in some instances, this may lead to audience members having their own 

personal experiences with removed closeness.  

Removal addresses concerns around distancing but can also be seen as a way to deal with 

repression and trauma. Removed closeness deals with both. In the sense of distancing, the 

removed aspect of removed closeness focuses on the act of purposefully maintaining enough 

distance from an emotion to avoid being consumed by it. This distancing allows the body 

engaging in removed closeness to immerse themselves in the emotional experience while 

maintaining a level of consciousness that prevents them from becoming unaware of how deeply 
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they have delved into the emotional state. It is here that a type of repression comes into play. 

This repression is not in the negative sense of refusing to confront or acknowledge difficult 

emotions, but more so in the sense that the mind is situated outside of the trauma, observing it 

from afar. There is a tamping down that must occur in order to avoid becoming consumed by 

emotion. By maintaining an awareness of where one is within the emotional state, almost as 

though a safety line is being utilized, it becomes possible to push boundaries further and expand 

exploration. 

There is an acknowledgement of being removed geographically, spatially, and 

generationally that is a part of the act of removed closeness. Each of these acknowledgements is 

interconnected, feeding into each other and rounding out the full experience of engaging in 

removed closeness. Geographically speaking, Black Americans are far removed from the 

continent of Africa, which has contributed to the spiritual break from their ancestors. Spatially, 

there is an acknowledgement that there are places where the original source of the emotions 

being accessed have not been physically entered into by the body engaging in removed 

closeness. In terms of generational removal, there is an acknowledgement and an honoring of the 

predecessors that make the act of removed closeness possible for those engaging in it on this 

current day. It is through the ancestors– their sacrifices, their striving for a better tomorrow, their 

connection with the ancestors that were before them, their living– that present day experiences 

are possible. Without the past, there would be nothing to draw upon, nothing to be connecting to. 

Removed closeness is about connection– connecting to oneself, to one’s ancestors, and to 

the collective community. Prior to being enslaved, the ancestors of Black Americans had 

connections to spirituality and the earth, and those connections were interrupted due to the slave 

trade. Though interrupted, these connections were not completely severed. It is here the seeds of 
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removed closeness begin to take root and branch out. For Black Americans, the act of removed 

closeness helps to mend the ancestral break that was incurred due to slavery. The holding onto of 

traditions and utilizing them as coping mechanisms serves the dual purpose of processing trauma 

and also maintaining a connection to the ancestors. As pertains to removed closeness, it is less 

about the movements and more about the experience. The brutality of slavery was undoubtedly 

traumatic; and yet, they danced.24 The physical aspect of dance lends itself well to removed 

closeness due to the involvement of the full body in making the connection. It is not just the 

brain or the voice, it is everything. The use of various movements served to channel or commune 

with the spirits and ancestors, with particular movements having specific meanings.25 Depending 

upon the geographical location, it was possible for vastly different movements to also have 

similar meanings, yet the underlying emotion and purpose remained the same: finding and 

maintaining a connection to the spiritual.  

By operating in the spiritual and tapping into the collective communal unconscious, 

removed closeness is able to serve as cathartic and lead to the sublime. Catharsis, especially in 

the context of loss and grief, is often defined as a purging of negative emotions, however, it is 

worth clarifying that the act of purging is not in and of itself negative. It is possible to view 

catharsis as a positive action, separate from the negative emotions that may be getting purged. 

This is applicable both on the individual level and the collective level. This can be seen at 

funerals, or homegoings as they are sometimes referred to in the Black community. During this 

act of finding a joint release, even though the death of a loved one may induce feelings of 

distress, it is not uncommon to see people dancing at the repast as they celebrate the life of the 

deceased. Though they may still battle being consumed by negativity, as they continue to dance 

and continue to exhaust their earthly connections there is a breaking point where the spirit is able 
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to take over, or break free, and begin the journey of not negating those negative emotions, but 

instead processing them. 

To provide a concrete example of Removed Closeness proves difficult as each person 

experiences it differently; and yet, there are so many places of overlap that it may actually be a 

case of there being too many examples, preventing the ability to be succinct. It exists within the 

intentional use of movements and gestures that serve the purpose of invoking spirits, or mounting 

as it is known in vodou, just as it exists in the intentional use of improvisation to find freedom 

within and beyond codified movements.26 It exists within communal gatherings just as it exists 

within individual movement practices. It exists within boisterous celebration just as it exists 

within quiet meditation. There is no single, correct way to participate in removed closeness 

because it is an act, not a final destination.  

 

REMOVED CLOSENESS IN CONTEXT OF DANCE 

A dance work that deals specifically with the trauma of slavery, set today, would consist 

solely of dancers that have not experienced the institution of slavery firsthand. And yet, they are 

still able to tap into certain feelings and transport themselves into a space that allows their 

performance the ability to, as authentically as possible, portray the struggle of slavery through 

their movement. Via removed closeness, the dancer is able to tap into a place where this has been 

experienced before, even though it was not by them personally. Removed closeness goes beyond 

‘faking it until you make it’ or surface level acting. From an experiential perspective, it is as 

though the dancer is actually reliving a moment in time that is impossible for them to have 

accessed otherwise. What may begin as a thought of what it may have been like, leads into the 
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experience of that actual feeling. There is an element of spirituality involved that is not prevalent 

in Western thought, but that is the point. Removed closeness for Black Dancing Bodies goes past 

what they were taught to believe via their Western education and brings them to a place of 

understanding and experiencing the spiritual that their ancestors knew to be true and that deep 

down they know to be true also. 

This deeply rooted, internal knowledge, or what Yvonne Daniel refers to as “embodied 

knowledge,” is not as easily researchable as external wellsprings of knowledge, yet is just as, if 

not more important than knowledge that is not internally sourced and experienced. Daniel states 

that “embodied knowledge–that is, knowledge found within the body, within the dancing [...] 

body–is rich and viable and should be referenced among other kinds of knowledge” (4-5). The 

knowledge that is embodied by a dancing body carries with it a wealth of information that can 

not be known otherwise. The saying, “experience is the best teacher” comes to mind here. One 

could study all of the information on a given topic as much as they would like– they may even be 

mentally proficient or deemed an expert of sorts– but without experience, there will always be 

something lacking. This rings even more true when talking about dance.  

Dance is a physical art form, it is meant to be performed and experienced, not just 

described and spoken about. Hearing directions of how to undulate the spine or how to stretch 

through the metatarsal are helpful in their own way, but to experience those movements, to feel 

them taking place, to feel how the body must move in order to articulate those movements 

accurately– there is no comparison. The same is true of participating in an act of removed 

closeness. While it is very possible to describe the feeling of connecting to something deeper 

than oneself, to feel the cathartic release or the wonder and awe of tapping into the sublime that 

removed closeness allows, there is no way of fully comprehending the act without experiencing 
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it. Again, removed closeness is not a static state of being, it is an active state of being. Even in 

moments of stillness, much like dance, there is still activity. 

Another important connection between removed closeness and African Diaporic dance 

forms is again the ability to tap into a well of knowledge that has been poured into over 

generations. As Daniel affirms, “the dances express the collective memory and understanding of 

the cosmos, as they relate to wholeness in the present” (252). This way of thinking is very 

similar to the concept of the collective unconscious as presented by Jung (42). Dance in this 

instance is more than a series of codified movements strung together and taught via repetition, 

even though repetition is a very important component that will be discussed in more detail later. 

Dance is a record of histories long gone but not forgotten, a method of knowing one’s own body 

and relating to the bodies of others, and a way of connecting to the past by actively bringing it 

into the present. It is possible to participate in dance, and even acts of removed closeness, 

without making these deeper connections, however, to do so is to be participating only partially. 

Refusal to acknowledge and connect with the spiritual aspect of dance is a refusal to fully learn 

what the dance is about. This goes beyond simply knowing a storyline, it is about knowing the 

true meaning behind the movement, the intent.  

 

EPIGENETICS 

Because African Religion developed together with all the other aspects of the heritage, it 

belongs to each people within which it has evolved. It is not preached from one people to 

another. Therefore a person must be born in a particular African people in order to be 

able to follow African Religion in that group. It would be meaningless and useless to try 
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and transplant it to an entirely different society outside of Africa, unless African peoples 

themselves go there with it. Even within Africa itself, religion takes on different forms 

according to different tribal settings. For that reason, a person from one setting cannot 

automatically and immediately adjust himself to or adopt the religious life of other 

African peoples in a different setting. The peoples of Europe, America or Asia cannot be 

converted to African Religion as it is so much removed from their geographical and 

cultural setting. (Mbiti 14) 

Though comedian Kevin Fredericks (stage name: KevOnStage) exclaimed partially in jest that, 

“it’s for Black people anyway!”; the key here is that it was only partially in jest.27 While 

Fredericks did not launch into a full debate to further break down his proclamation, solid support 

for his stance can be found in investigations of epigenetics. Epigenetics, as defined by the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, is “the study of how your behaviors and 

environment can cause changes that affect the way your genes work.” Within this field, there is 

opportunity to observe the ways in which memories are passed down from one generation to the 

next; this is all in an effort to prepare each subsequent generation for potential difficulties that 

have been experienced by their predecessors. Though current research predominantly focuses on 

how trauma is passed down generationally, it could very well be argued that positive experiences 

have a similar impact and are able to be passed down from one generation to the next as well.  

There is something to be said here for blood memories: it is possible to just know that 

something is true, that it is a part of you. It is possible to feel a primal connection and to feel a 

guttural reaction to that connection. This feeling goes deeper than just thoughts and assumptions, 

it is in the fiber of one’s being, it is inseparable from one’s very genetic makeup. Within dance, 

this passing down of encoded information can sometimes be confused with information that is 
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taught; the difference, however, is the internal connection that the dancer has to the movement 

that goes a step beyond the movement. It is that internal connection that gives movement quality 

an additional flair. Movements can be perfected, but without that internal connection, there will 

always be an element missing. As Yvonne Daniel points out, this is why older dancers have often 

been heard saying that they are “dancing the dances of their parents’ and their grandparents’ 

memories” (186). Those that have an understanding of and place value on the importance of 

maintaining a connection to the past while simultaneously living in the present and preparing for 

the future acknowledge the contribution of their predecessors as a necessary part of the process. 

Dance does not only pass down physical movements, it passes down memories and 

understandings that, while they could be learned or accessed otherwise, come significantly easier 

as they are ingrained in the very makeup of the individual. 

Could this be the “it” factor in Black Dance? In short, yes. However, this should not be 

misconstrued as stating that all descendants of the African Diaspora are endowed with some 

mythical, magical gift of dance. The basis of that false assumption is rooted in the belief that 

Blackness is monolithic, which it is not. Instead, the takeaway should be that there is a shared 

pool of experiential knowledge available, even though that does not mean all will attempt to gain 

or actually achieve access. It is this pool that is accessed via removed closeness. 

Another point to consider is the longevity of these blood memories. As Mbiti observes, 

“...when Africans migrate in large numbers from...Africa to other continents, they take religion 

with them...Even if they are converted to another religion like Christianity or Islam, they do not 

completely abandon their traditional religion immediately: it remains with them for several 

generations and sometimes centuries (14-5). Again, it must be acknowledged that the use of the 

word ‘religion’ is not meant in the western or European sense of the worshiping of a deity that is 
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separate from daily life activities. From the African perspective, religion is everywhere and in 

everything. It is deeply rooted in all aspects of daily life and encompasses not only the mundane, 

but also the extraordinary and the supernatural. The Arts follow suit, they too are interconnected 

with all aspects of daily life and with religion. With so many reciprocal facets being evident, it is 

only logical to draw the conclusion that the longevity of blood memories are extremely difficult 

to completely erase. Mbiti goes further to state that Black Americans are a great example of this 

longevity because “in spite of being suppressed, brainwashed and bombarded with another (and 

foreign) culture since the days of slavery which lasted up to the nineteenth century, they have 

retained many elements of their African religiosity to this day” (15). Many of the atrocities of 

slavery were enacted with the specific purpose of fully eradicating any links that the enslaved 

Africans and their descendants still held that connected them to the strength and pride of their 

homeland. The general belief was that if the enslaved were battered and broken, it would be 

easier to get them to bend and be subservient to those that fashioned themselves as superior. 

However, due to the strength of the blood memories, due to the very changes that occurred on a 

genetic level to ensure each subsequent generations’ survival, that fallacious belief was swiftly 

proven wrong. Not only did remnants of African religion persist, they thrived and adapted to new 

belief systems and ways of being, taking hold of the unfamiliar information the enslaved were 

bombarded with and morphing it into an original, unique thing, a mixture of their past and their 

current state. While this type of evolution is not ideal, it cannot be denied that it is indeed a 

version of evolution. 
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CLOSING THOUGHTS 

 Removed closeness– the act of allowing oneself to get close to the point of origin, the 

root of an emotion– is an interesting concept in that it juxtaposes two seemingly contradictory 

terms and marries them together to describe an experience. In order to experience removed 

closeness, it is necessary to have both components present. One must both acknowledge their 

removal from the originating point of the feelings and coping mechanisms being experienced– 

the feelings and coping mechanisms used by those that have preceded them in dealing with 

similar life events, traumatic and otherwise– and simultaneously acknowledge their closeness to 

those originators via encounters that trigger comparable responses and necessarily call for coping 

strategies akin to those implemented by the originators. For this to work successfully, one must 

be able to tap into those feelings without becoming consumed by them. Additionally, the field of 

epigenetics discusses how memories are passed down from one generation to the next in an 

effort to help each successive generation survive and thrive by more easily overcoming 

tribulations that previous generations have suffered. This ties into the idea of blood memories 

and the belief that memories are passed down, making some information inherently known to the 

descendants of those that originally dealt with various situations and developed specific trauma 

responses as a means of coping. To state it another way, the act of removed closeness allows 

participants to partake in a shared pool of experiential knowledge, though it must be 

acknowledged that not all will undergo the same process of access or experience. In relation to 

dance, removed closeness is an act engaged in via movement, allowing the dancer to interpret the 

choreography on a level that is deeper than superficial. This vicariously aids in the audience 

being able to engage further and potentially have a heightened experience themselves. As will be 

discussed in later chapters, this is a valuable asset, especially in African Diasporic dance forms, 
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in that it builds community between the performers and the viewers, allowing for even more 

information to be poured into the shared knowledge pool. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

Catharsis and the Sublime 

Imagine, if you will, a river that is set into a circular pattern. It is constantly moving and 

never stagnant. It is constantly being poured into and withdrawn from. It is constantly available, 

but never the exact same. This river represents the shared emotions that are tapped into by those 

experiencing removed closeness. The river has been poured into over many generations and its 

sediment reaches even further back. It is this sediment that occasionally swirls up and into the 

running waters when one dips into the river to make a withdrawal, allowing a type of access to 

the riverbed. Much in the way the sublime is described as unfathomable, so too are the depths of 

the riverbed. The ‘ground zero’ of the riverbed, where the sediment sweeps and dregs up 

particles, is the sublime. 

Be it consciously or subconsciously entered into, removed closeness is a process, the 

essence of which is summed up quite succinctly by Nietzsche in Ecce Homo. In it he states that 

“a delight whose incredible tension sometimes triggers a burst of tears...a profound joy where the 

bleakest and most painful things do not have the character of opposites, but instead act as its 

conditions, as welcome components, as necessary shades” (126-7). Though this passage is 

speaking specifically to the concept of inspiration, Nietzsche’s description can also be used to 

adequately touch upon the concept of removed closeness. Within removed closeness there is a 

necessity for the same type of multiplicity to exist; there must be the delight and the tears, the joy 

and the pain. Not only must these differing dynamics exist they must also be in tension with each 

other. It is through this tension that the sublime becomes accessible. To be clear, tension, in this 

case, is in reference to the act of these differing forces entering into dialogue with each other, 
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into a type of double bind where one is not necessarily more “true” or correct than the other. 

Instead, both are equally correct in their own way, though they may violate the rules of the other. 

Removed Closeness is the act of sitting with this tension and actively choosing to live in that 

moment as opposed to taking the lead of those like Agamemnon and making a tragic choice.28 

Without this tension, the act of removed closeness is not possible and access to the sublime is 

lost. Resolving the tension could end in a variety of ways: resolution in favor of the positive, 

resolution in favor of the negative, or resolution in favor of the introduction of a new emotion. 

For example, resolving the tension between delight and tears, or what will be labeled sadness in 

this case, can end in the feeling of delight taking over and the person moving forward in that 

direction, the feeling of sadness winning and the person becoming consumed by depression, or a 

feeling such as apathy creeping in and the person losing much of their vibrancy. 

But let us take a step back. To reiterate, this engagement of contradictions as mutually 

inclusive, this removed closeness, is an action, an active state. Why are these contradictions 

necessary and how do they make the sublime accessible? First, having tension between the 

differing forces does not allow you to settle down into one over the other. Though a feeling of 

ecstasy can be attributed to the experience, there is undoubtedly a sense of unease and it is this 

unease that is necessary. The word unease may usually have a negative connotation attached to 

it, but it is not viewed as such within removed closeness, it is merely a necessary and inevitable 

part of the process. The unease is rooted in the lack of choice between differing forces. Another 

way of seeing the unease is that it is rooted in the abundance of differing forces, in a space where 

multiplicity reigns and each force is valid in its own right. Though western trains of thought 

often push for there to be only one truth, time and again it has been proven that Truth is a 

multifaceted thing– if it is confined to one meaning, other sides of its being are neglected and 
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vicariously make the one visible side a lie of omission. Second, the ‘beyond-ness’ of the unease 

felt within removed closeness intersects the unfathomability of the sublime. Again, this feeling 

of unease moves beyond the Western line of thought that is cemented in the belief that there is 

only room for the possibility of one truth; the beyond-ness of this unease is the manifestation of 

the multiplicity inherent in removed closeness and leads into the sublime. 

 

REMOVED CLOSENESS AND THE SUBLIME 

The sublime is “the name given to what is absolutely great...what is beyond all 

comparison great.”29 The term great here refers not to something that is wonderful, but instead 

wondrous. There is a mix of fear, joy, and the unknown within what is wondrous. A storm at sea 

is an example of this mixture– the fear of the turbulence, the joy in seeing the beauty of the 

waves, and the unfathomable unknown of the expanse of the sea. There is an element of safety 

here also which prohibits the fear from taking over, however, we will return to this idea of safety 

and how it presents in removed closeness later. The sublime can also be defined as “the mere 

capacity of thinking which evidences a faculty of mind transcending every standard of the 

senses” (Kant 81). Herein lies the aforementioned intersection. The beyond-ness of the unease 

felt within removed closeness, the tension of the differing forces, meets the sublime where it 

transcends every standard of the senses. It is at this point that they both are dealing with the exact 

same phenomenon– they are both dealing with encounters beyond what can be considered as the 

norm of the average human experience, away from our everyday lives. This brings us even closer 

to the role removed closeness plays in processing trauma. It is at this intersection where the act 

of removed closeness is most evident and serves its most important purpose. By providing access 
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to the sublime, removed closeness opens up a space where multiplicity is not only acknowledged 

as action, but also as a place of truth, which is imperative for healing trauma. Multiple truths 

must be acknowledged and allowed to stand together in order for trauma to be processed in a 

manner that enables the person experiencing it to move forward and undergo the emotional 

cleansing of a cathartic purge. 

 

REMOVED CLOSENESS AND CATHARSIS 

There is an element of catharsis involved in removed closeness which also speaks to the 

importance of experiencing emotion. Even though removed closeness, by definition, is an act 

that aids in processing trauma, this should not be misconstrued as the process itself is inherently 

traumatic or negative in nature. When processing a traumatic event, laughter shared in a fleeting 

moment after escaping a dire situation bears as much weight as crying alone for hours at the 

notification of a death. Both the laughter and the crying are release reactions, forms of catharsis 

that allow an emptying out to occur in order to begin working through the trauma being 

experienced. Other examples of release reactions could be screaming, self-harm, outwardly 

directed violence, creation of art, necessity for physical rest, and physical exertion. Release 

reactions occur in response to a trauma that is either projected (assumed based upon past 

experiences), happening (is currently in progress), or has occurred (the trauma just happened). 

The constant among these is that a trauma, be it consciously perceived or not, is present. 

Trauma is more often than not very painful, be it physically, mentally, or emotionally. And yet, 

as Nietzsche shares, it is through this pain that we are able to find liberation. Nietzsche states 

that, “only great pain is the liberator of the spirit… I doubt that such pain makes us ‘better’ – but 
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I know that it makes us deeper” (Gay Science 6).  To say that pain is the liberator is to say that 

the pain is taking action, it is causing the spirit to become free. Removed closeness is found 

within this active shift. Removed closeness is not the actual pain or trauma, nor is it the 

liberation – it is the action between the two. To this end Nietzsche missed the mark. Pain in itself 

does not lead to liberation, it is the action that is taken with said pain that does so. This is the gap 

removed closeness fills. It is by bridging the in-between space – between pain and healing, 

trauma that is unresolved and trauma that has been coped with, catharsis and the sublime – that 

removed closeness works. 

 

THE COMBINING OF THE THREE 

By aiding in the processing of trauma, removed closeness does what pain cannot: makes 

us better. Again, Nietzsche is off the mark with his assessment of pain and the statement that it 

makes us deeper. It is Removed Closeness, the act of processing that pain, that leads to an 

individual’s betterment and provides more depth of character. For example, there are cases in 

which a person who experienced a traumatic and painful event demonstrated a lack of betterment 

and/or depth. The same can be said for cases that highlight people who went through a traumatic 

event yet demonstrate betterment and depth of character. For the sake of this argument, let’s say 

there are two cases in which everything is exactly the same with the exception of Person A 

demonstrating a lack of betterment and depth while Person B demonstrates a presence of 

betterment and depth. What is the main difference? If everything was the same, why is it that 

Person A demonstrates a lack that Person B does not? The answer is simple: Person B took 

action where Person A did not. To say it a different way, Person A chose inaction or to not seek 
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to cope and heal, while Person B took the action to process and cope with the trauma 

experienced. One would be remiss to not acknowledge that there are other ways besides removed 

closeness through which the process of coping with trauma can take place, yet my focus remains 

specifically on removed closeness as it is an experience of tapping into shared emotions that 

other methods of coping do not draw upon, at least not in the same way. 

There is also a juxtaposition at play within removed closeness, “a delight whose 

incredible tension sometimes triggers a burst of tears, sometimes automatically hurries your pace 

and sometimes slows it down; a perfect state of being outside yourself” (Nietzsche, Ecce Homo 

126). Though this statement was formulated as a description of inspiration, this juxtaposition, 

this combining of two dynamics that are usually viewed as diametrically opposed and setting 

them not against each other, but in relation to each other, is key to removed closeness. By 

viewing the two dynamics in relationship with each other, it becomes clearer that they each 

reside on their respective end as a part of a shared sliding scale, demonstrating many connections 

and places of overlap between them. This viewpoint also enables us to develop a better 

understanding of Nietzsche’s assertion of the necessity of shades. These shades, these spaces that 

exist in between, are necessary and if we are to fully comprehend removed closeness, it is within 

the shades we will accomplish that. 

There are many stops that are present along the path between the two dynamics that are 

set at opposing extremes. Returning to Nietzsche’s example of delight and tears, he proposes a 

need for balance that can only be obtained through an exploration of the shades within 

juxtaposed dynamics. Balance can be found at many points between the extremes. In some 

instances, the balance may at times appear to be off or slightly skewed, with one dynamic being 

favored more than the other. However, balance is still achieved as the goal is to not become 
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completely unbalanced by choosing one dynamic completely over the other. This would create a 

total lack of balance that would prevent the ability to be outside of oneself. It would instead 

firmly plant an individual within themselves as they are consumed by the extreme of one 

dynamic while the other is voided. 

 

CLOSING THOUGHTS 

 Removed closeness speaks directly to notions of the sublime and catharsis. In the case of 

the sublime, removed closeness allows one to have an experience beyond themselves by 

connecting to something greater. By tapping into the sublime and accessing a space that is out of 

the range of experiences that occur in what is considered normal for the average human being, it 

becomes possible to better address and begin the healing process of trauma. As pertains to 

catharsis, removed closeness has the ability to provide access to coping mechanisms that have 

been passed down generationally. This means that the wheel does not always have to be 

recreated and that it is possible for a release reaction to be engaged in that has been passed down 

without necessarily being intentionally taught, tying back into the previously covered notion of 

blood memories. In either case, participating in the act of removed closeness requires one to 

accept the multiplicity therein. It is only through the exploration of this multiplicity, and the in-

between places that are formed within it, that the sublime and catharsis are achieved. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

Removed Closeness and African Religion 

BLACKNESS is not monolithic. Blackness IS not monolithic. Blackness is NOT 

monolithic. Blackness is not MONOLITHIC. It does not matter where the emphasis is placed, the 

fact remains that generalizations of Blackness, Black bodies, and Black experiences are difficult 

to avoid. While this is also true of every grouping of people– hence the long, enduring shelf life 

of stereotypes regarding most cultures, ethnicities, social classes, genders, sexualities, and so 

forth–  it has been proven time and again, throughout history and regardless of global location, 

that the darker the body, the more negative the generalizations and the poorer the treatment. The 

implementation and continued perpetuation of the caste system in various cultures, the 

intentional whitening of skin or the encouragement to do so, the favoring of paler skinned 

children over those with a deeper tone… the list could go on and on. This raises the question: 

why continue to use methods that do not prioritize Blackness in order to describe and unpack 

concerns that center around the Black experience in any iteration? To do so is illogical; hence, 

the following discourse travels the path of logic. 

 

Removed closeness is, again, not an act that is exclusive to Black bodies. However, as 

Tap Dance is a Black American dance form, it is only logical to view it through a lens rooted in 

Blackness. This allows all information to be filtered through the lens that is best suited for it. The 

same applies to research being conducted in any other field. One would not approach researching 

the gestation period of human embryos by using information systems set up to describe the life 

cycle of the botfly. While it could be argued that parallels can be drawn and subsequent data 
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gathered from there, it does not make sense to solely use that information, especially when 

information exists that is better suited for the research at hand. As has been stated earlier in this 

document, the use of western philosophies alone to adequately discuss and unpack removed 

closeness as it pertains to Tap Dance is insufficient. While useful, as established in the previous 

chapter, it is more useful to utilize African religion as the point of initiation.  

Tap Dance, as a Black American dance form, is unavoidably linked to African religion. 

From a western, philosophical standpoint, one may balk at the sudden shift to heavy discussions 

of religion, due largely in part to how religion is viewed in the west. To that end, in order to 

move forward in the way that is most conducive to solidifying a clear understanding of removed 

closeness and its connection to African religion, it is necessary to first start with defining 

religion, both in the African sense and in the western sense. 

 

RELIGION DEFINED  

Working our way backwards, let us begin by clarifying the definition of religion as it is 

viewed through a western lens. According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, religion is defined 

as “a personal set or institutionalized system of religious attitudes, beliefs, and practices.” 

Christianity and its many subsets are predominantly associated with the west, in particular the 

bastardization of the belief system that occurred in Northern America that aided in the 

perpetuation of both slavery as an institution integral to the American way of life and the 

continued maltreatment of Black bodies. The key here is the term institution. There is a sterility 

associated with the term that clearly explains the western view of religion. Emphasis is placed on 

rules, on creating and maintaining hierarchies, and on a binary of good versus evil. Though there 
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is a god placed at the center of the system, the actual embodiment of godly values is not the 

priority. There is an overall lack of the system being integral to daily life. Patrons often attend 

religious service once per week, only to return to their regular way of life until it is time to return 

and repent the following week. Theoretically speaking, this is a rendition of checks and balances, 

but in actuality, it is merely a system being followed without intent to have a deeper connection 

or spiritual impact. This is why there are many that may identify as subscribing to the institution 

of religion and religious beliefs, but they are not spiritually adept at implementing the tenets of 

their respective institutions adequately beyond surface level demonstrations. 

However, religion can also be viewed as an engagement with the spiritual aspect that is 

so often dismissed in the west. To this end, the Merriam-Webster dictionary also defines religion 

as “the service and worship of God or the supernatural” and “commitment or devotion to 

religious faith or observance.” Though still coming from a western perspective, this definition is 

more aligned with religion in an African sense. African religion is diametrically opposed to the 

way of participating in religion demonstrated in the west. Though there are still rules 

implemented and enforced, hierarchies created and maintained, and issues of good versus evil, 

there is also an overall presence of the system being integral to daily life. Though there may be a 

singular god or multiple placed at the center of the system, the embodiment of godly values is 

prioritized and the acknowledgement of the respective deities is upheld. Though patrons may 

attend formal religious services weekly, there is an effort to not return to their regular way of 

life; the goal is to do better, be better, and benefit the community on a consistent basis. This shift 

in emphasis helps individuals to not only feel more connected to the respective deities being 

worshiped, but also to their community and, on a larger scale, the universe. 
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AFRICAN RELIGION AS PHILOSOPHY 

Philosophy is defined by the Merriam-Webster dictionary as the “pursuit of wisdom, a 

search for general understanding of values and reality by chiefly speculative rather than 

observational means” or as “the most basic beliefs, concepts, and attitudes of an individual or 

group.” African religion bridges the gap between these two definitions as it encompasses aspects 

of both. This bridge is crucial as even though philosophy can sometimes be helpful in providing 

answers, “most people in the world cannot understand philosophy or science, whereas almost 

everyone is able to follow or obtain something from religion” (Mbiti 198). This speaks directly 

to the accessibility of religion in the African sense versus the inaccessibility of philosophy in the 

western sense. In the societies that practice African Religion, it is a part of everyday life. It is 

interwoven into the very fabric of day to day operations, from the mundane to the profound. It is 

instilled in practitioners from birth, reinforced throughout childhood and adolescence, and 

thoroughly ingrained and practiced in adulthood. Philosophy, however, requires a separate 

schooling experience that may not be accessible at all. This is not to say that philosophical 

thoughts do not occur during normal, day to day life, but in the western sense it is deemed more 

legitimate when philosophical discourse is associated with higher education. Though education is 

important globally, it must be acknowledged that there are different forms of education that are 

prioritized depending upon the society being discussed. The luxury of attending a university to 

pursue a philosophical degree is not one that many outside of the western, philosophical field 

value, again, due to the disconnect from day to day life application. The idea that philosophy is 

separate from daily life is one of the reasons people believe that they cannot understand it. When 

ideas are not readily associated with daily operations and scenarios, it is easy to dismiss them as 

lofty and unnecessary, as inaccessible. Religion– not the institutionalized systems but instead the 
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genuine belief systems– is integrated into daily life, therefore making it more relevant and easier 

to access.30  

As mentioned earlier, there are concepts inherently built into African religion that in 

western philosophy have over time been alternately dismissed and reintroduced. For example, 

the concepts of the interconnection of the human mind and body and also that of humankind and 

nature. The fact that “African Religion functions more on a communal than an individual basis” 

clarifies how these concepts of interconnectedness function (Mbiti 15). By functioning on a more 

communal basis, there is an openness present that works to prevent the selfishness that is usually 

associated with functioning on an individual basis. This is not necessarily pertaining to the idea 

of the good of the group being more important than the good of self, though that is a relevant 

facet, but more so to the idea that connections are unavoidable and should be honored.31 It is 

possible to dissect and analyze the human mind and body separately, but it is how they work in 

tandem that brings about the fuller picture. Similarly, is it possible to separately analyze human 

life and life in nature, but the points of overlap and interconnectedness must be acknowledged in 

order to gain a deeper understanding. Just because something is possible, does not make it the 

right course of action. Even though it is fully possible to discuss removed closeness and how it 

manifests in Tap Dance solely through a western philosophical lens, that does not make it the 

right choice. One way to assuage these differences is to acknowledge the areas where overlap 

occurs between African Religion and western philosophy. 

In relation to the connection between African Religion and the sublime, there is also the 

concept of the existence of an energy or force that is greater than all within African Religion. 

“Outsiders have mistakenly regarded Africans as simply believers in magic… It is much more 

than that. Africans believe that there is a force or power or energy in the universe which can be 
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tapped by those who know how to do so, and then used for good or evil towards other people” 

(Mbiti 19). The misconception that African Religion is based on ideas of the magical and 

mystical is a western fallacy, constructed to cheapen the lived experiences and ideals of African 

and African Diasporic bodies while simultaneously positioning Eurocentric ideals as more stable 

and proper.32 Though the approach is different, the belief in a power that is ‘greater than’ which 

can be tapped into is one held by many cultures around the world, not just those that practice 

African Religion. The same is true for the ability to utilize that higher power– or at least one’s 

knowledge of it– to perform acts of good or evil towards others. The use of Christianity to 

validate and uphold not only the institution of slavery, but also the mistreatment of Black bodies 

in general, is a prime example. When those actions are placed in juxtaposition to biblical ideals 

such as loving thy neighbor as thyself, it becomes clear that what is less important is the religious 

system itself and what is more important is how it is employed and to what end. Regardless of 

monotheistic or polytheistic leanings, the fact remains that acts of good and evil are inherently 

capable of being chosen, it is up to the individual to decide which path they will travel. In either 

case, their acknowledgement of a greater power provides them access to the sublime. The 

sublime is neither good nor evil, it simply is. 

As pertains to the connection between African Religion and catharsis, Mbiti states that 

“through music, singing and dancing, people are able to participate emotionally and physically in 

the act of worship...afterwards people feel satisfied in spirit, even though tired in body” (67-8). It 

does not matter how worshippers participate, what matters is that they are participating both 

emotionally and physically. It is this combination that makes catharsis possible. Catharsis is an 

emotional purge. If one is not engaged emotionally, it is not possible to get rid of negative or 

difficult emotions that may be harbored in the body. The act of physically purging, of pushing 
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the body to the point of exhaustion, aids in catharsis taking place because the barriers that are 

usually in place– barriers that dictate one continues meeting societal expectations, perpetuating 

performative behaviors in order to survive, or simply does not burden others with their concerns– 

are more easily broken through. When exhausted emotionally, it is common to see people shut 

down and hold the emotions in, causing further damage to themselves in the long run. However, 

when exhausted physically, there is oftentimes an emotional break that occurs in relation to the 

physical barriers being removed.33 The physical break is necessary to catharsis, purging is an 

action and action must take place if one is to adequately expel the emotions that are festering 

inside. 

To reiterate, it is not possible to fully understand African or African Diasporic heritage 

without its religious part also being understood (Mbiti 14). To attempt to do so would result in a 

partial understanding, an understanding that is unable to fully delve beyond the surface. Another 

way to view this is that a partial understanding is akin to a full misunderstanding, which when 

entered into intentionally, flies directly in the face of western philosophy as it is in compliance 

with not fully seeking the truth or wisdom. This brings us back to the necessity of using African 

Religion as the philosophical grounding moving forward to discuss removed closeness in relation 

to Tap Dance. In order to dig deeper it is necessary to utilize the system best suited for the 

cause– in this case, utilizing philosophies developed by Black bodies, for Black bodies, in order 

to amply discuss Black bodies.  
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE LENS OF AFRICAN RELIGION 

It was highly significant to the research to emphasize a focus through the lens of African 

Religion. The Black experience in America has direct ties to the African experience. There are 

many beliefs, traditions, superstitions, turns of phrase, and more that have endured and been 

passed on through the generations as a direct result of these ties. It cannot be denied that the 

Black American experience is a western experience, however, it must always be acknowledged 

that the Black American experience is not the same as any other non-Black experience. The 

lingering connections to Africa are in large part what make the Black American experience 

unique; it would be a fallacy to approach the research without uplifting this connection and 

allowing for access to the crux of the matter. 

 The centering of African Religion as the grounding philosophical stance also aids in 

speculations about the future of Tap Dance via Afrofuturism. Afrofuturism takes heed of the past 

and integrates it into future musings. It is not possible to delve into Afrofuturism without the 

“Afro” and it is not possible to delve into the “Afro” without African Religion. The centering of 

African Religion in this instance provides insight into what exactly is being carried forward– the 

beliefs, tools, and knowledge that is being used, consciously or subconsciously, as a generational 

tie that could not have been gathered from any other source. It bears reiteration that the Black 

American experience is an amalgamation of a variety of influences, however, the African 

influence is the one that is most relevant as it is a point of origin, a point of modernity, and a 

point of futurity.  
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REMOVED CLOSENESS AND AFRICAN RELIGION 

 For Black Americans, the connection between removed closeness and African Religion is 

unavoidable as the tenets of African Religion are what have been ingrained and are what are 

being tapped into. Though fractured, these tenets allow Black Americans to maintain connection 

to the experiences of their ancestors, both those that only resided on the continent of Africa and 

those that were taken to North America. Being able to tap into those tenets also allows Black 

Americans to experience the world, both the natural and the supernatural, in a way that is not 

possible otherwise because there is no other way that provides the same type of connection. As 

Mbiti states, “African Religion embodies a whole world-view, inherited from many generations 

past. It cannot all collapse in a short time” (192). In comparison to the long history of African 

Religion, the Black American experience has only been around for a very short time. Though 

there are many bits of information that will be forever lost to the annals of time, the physical 

ripping away of Black bodies from their point of origin could not cause a complete spiritual 

ripping away. Each thing that was held onto and passed down speaks to connecting to the 

universe as whole, securing the position of African Religion in the lives of Black Americans. 

This is what makes the act of removed closeness for Black Americans so essential, this ability to 

connect back to the source of origin. This of course does not mean that each Black American will 

connect to African Religion in the same way, or even at all. “The African heritage is rich, but it 

is not uniform. It has similarities, but there are also differences from time to time, from place to 

place, and from people to people” (Mbiti 3). There will inevitably be some Black bodies that tap 

into removed closeness more than others, depending on a wide variety of factors. This does not, 

however, lessen the impact or invalidate the experience. Indeed, it is this lack of uniformity that 

adds to the richness of African heritage and makes accessibility via removed closeness more 
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attainable as it leaves space for self-paced exploration and growth. For those that choose to tap in 

intentionally, this is a wonderful opportunity for personal development and for a reconnection to 

ancestral history. There are also benefits for those that tap in unintentionally, though they may 

not be able to reap as bountiful a harvest as those that seek with intent. In either case, the ability 

of the act of removed closeness to provide access to African Religion and, by proxy, approach 

the task of bringing more knowledge and understanding of African heritage and the role it 

continues to play in the experience of Black American life for present day Black bodies, is 

important.  

 

CLOSING THOUGHTS 

 Though this introduction to African Religion was very brief, it was necessary to lay the 

groundwork for the philosophical underpinnings that tie together all points of the African 

Diaspora.  Exploring thoughts on the connections between the human mind, the body, nature, 

and interpersonal relationships are prominent and crucial to understanding African Religion and 

coming to a full understanding of African and African Diasporic heritage is not possible without 

the study and comprehension of African Religion.34 For Black Americans specifically, the 

connection between removed closeness and African Religion allows for a relationship to be 

developed with their ancestors. Being able to build this relationship is important because it can 

help feel the void that some Black Americans experience when coming to terms with the fact that 

they are not fully aware of their ancestral lineage.35 It must also be remembered that tapping into 

removed closeness is an individual experience, and it is this individualism which adds to the 

richness that can be enjoyed by those participating in the act, both intentionally and 
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unintentionally. Regardless of the intent behind how removed closeness is entered into, for Black 

American bodies to have access to a means of connecting to the African heritage they were 

severed from is crucial to gaining a deeper understanding of the Black experience in totality. 
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PART 2- A HISTORICAL ACCOUNT OF THE ART OF TAP DANCE 

The art of Tap Dance has a rich, colorful history that must be unpacked in order to fully 

grasp the ways in which removed closeness manifests itself through the dance form. It bears 

repeating that removed closeness is not an experience that is specific to only Black bodies or 

Black Dancing Bodies, however, this text is exploring the depths of the concept solely through 

the lenses of Blackness (Black American specifically) and Black Dance (Tap Dance 

specifically). Due to its mixed beginnings, Tap Dance is often not held in high esteem as a fine 

art of the caliber of Eurocentric dance forms such as ballet and even modern dance, particularly 

when performed by Black Dancing Bodies. As James Haskins notes, “Tap dancing is indeed an 

art form, but somehow it is usually seen as an art form only when it is performed by white 

dancers” (66). This can be seen no clearer than the various depictions of the history of Tap 

Dance that insist upon perpetuating the narrative that the form originated from a mixture of 

African dance and Irish steps. It cannot be denied that some mixing and shifting has occurred 

throughout the history of the dance form, as is true with most dance forms and even life 

occurrences in general, but to claim that mixture as the point of origin is erroneous and 

condescending. While there were undoubtedly opportunities for enslaved Africans and Irish 

immigrants to view and absorb information from each other, it should not be assumed that Tap 

Dance came about only due to the input of European contributors. Prior to the arrival of the Irish, 

Tap Dance was already alive and growing. Jumping forward in time, though there would be a 

few break out Black Americans to garner national and international attention as amazing Tap 

Dance practitioners– such as Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, Sammy Davis, Jr., and Gregory Hines– 

they usually also had to have other skills to sell themselves, such as acting, singing, or having 

comedic prowess. In contrast, white Tap dancers–none more easily recalled than the duo of Fred 
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Astaire and Ginger Rogers– more easily gained recognition. While it is true that they too acted, 

sang, and had elements of comedy in some of their work, they were simply following the 

formula that had been pre-established by Black American performers. Astaire and Rogers, and 

other white Tap dancers, were able to stand on the back of those Black Tap dancers that had to 

toil and, in some cases, endure self deprecation and humiliation through the conservation and 

reiteration of damaging stereotypes to find success; that is, undoubtedly, the American way. 

 Yet another reason could be given for the dismissal of Tap Dance–it’s raw physicality. 

While yes, all dance involves a plethora of physicality, Tap Dance is different in the sense that it 

lacks the gracefulness that is oftentimes associated with dance in general (as defined in a 

European sense). However, as it is not a European dance form, it is only logical that it should not 

fall prey to the same structures and assumptions. For those willing to look and absorb the 

movements and sounds being produced by the Tap Dancing Body, the gracefulness is evident in 

every heel dig, every time step, and every movement of the torso as it fluctuates between being 

high and erect to low and supple. The issue is the assumption that gracefulness only refers to the 

extensions and lifted posturing associated with Western/European dance forms like ballet as 

opposed to the power and sharp articulation that can be seen across many African Diasporic 

dance forms–including Jazz, Hip Hop, and of course, Tap Dance. Even more importantly, and 

what actually provides the gracefulness, is that the actual dance form, the actual movements, 

have a spirit of their own. According to Esailama G. A. Diouf, “beyond the bodily techniques 

that all dances encompass, a dance harbors a spirit that manifests and produces meaning through 

embodiment” (21). While Diouf was speaking more to traditional African dance forms, she was 

also addressing dances of the African Diaspora, which inevitably includes Tap Dance. The 

technical aspect of Tap Dance sometimes produces a barrier that makes clearly seeing and 
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understanding the spirit of the form difficult for those not deeply familiar with the form or those 

that are not deeply invested and involved in the Tap Dance community. What some may view as 

a simple stomping of the feet is, in actuality, a reinforcement of the idea of remaining connected 

to the earth. The clapping of hands together or the patting of the hands against the body may, to 

the unknowledgeable, be viewed as merely creating soundscapes when they are in reality 

acknowledgments of the virility and capabilities of the human body. The rhythms that are so 

effortlessly tapped out, the varying timbres of shuffles juxtaposed with toe taps and heel drops, 

could easily be misconstrued as simply creating rhythmic patterns when they are actually 

harkening back to a time and place that is forever lost to Black Americans, yet the traces remain 

and are remembered via the Black Dancing Body. It is the spirit of Tap Dance that both makes 

space for a connection to the African ancestors of Black Americans and sets the form apart in a 

way that is specific to the Black American experience. 

 

GEOGRAPHIES, SPACE, AND TIME 

Geographies. By focusing on some of the geographical shifts the Black Dancing Body 

has witnessed and passed through, this text demonstrates the connection between the traditional 

dance forms of the African continent and the beginnings of what would later become known as 

the African American dance forms. The confines of this document are not enough to discuss in 

depth every single iteration of the Black Dancing Body that has existed along the pathways of 

this lineage, however, the examples provided will prove sufficient to cement the overarching 

idea of removed closeness as evidenced through the Black Dancing Body. Emphasis will be 

placed specifically on tracing movement vocabularies, movements, and codes from West Africa 
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to the United States. It is of importance to note that in this section the American Black Dancing 

Body is not being restricted to the slavery era. This decision was made in an effort to remain as 

clear and true to the point of tracing the African lineage from the continent of Africa to the 

United States as possible. The focus here is on how the Black Dancing Body evolved in America 

while maintaining as much of a connection as was feasible to its African origins. In other words, 

the idea of geographies focuses on how the Black Dancing Body has– from the African 

continent to the United States– maintained a through line, a sense of connection that is tapped 

into through removed closeness. 

 Space. This exploration of the physical spaces is inclusive of movement formations and 

the overall use of the performance space. There have inevitably been shifts in performativity due 

to access to more spaces in which to perform Black dance. By exploring space in the sense 

outlined, we are better able to see the catalysts for some of these shifts. A dance that was 

originally performed while out in the field will undoubtedly utilize space differently if performed 

on a stage, and vice versa. What impact do these shifts have on the quality of the connections 

shared between the various dance forms as they move throughout space and how does this 

influence avenues of access for removed closeness? 

 Time. Even though Mbiti shares that “African ideas of time concern mainly the present 

and the past, and have little to say about the future,” this should not be misunderstood as there is 

no thought given to the future. He continues that within African ideas, that time “is expected to 

go on without end [suggesting] that the universe will never come to a halt, whatever changes 

there may be” (37). This opens up a completely new realm of thinking for those that are more 

accustomed to western trains of thought. There is a freedom in approaching the future as though 

it is a given as opposed to an option. There is a relieving of stress that can take place when one 



 

 

73 

believes the future is inevitable. This does not mean that an individual believes that they will 

always be present, but instead that time will continue regardless of their existence. While this 

could be an idea that triggers sadness or feelings of being inconsequential, in the African sense it 

allows for thoughts of how one can contribute to the present in a way that will reverberate well 

into the future, even when one is gone. 

In the following chapters, The American Black Dancing Body is traced from Africa, 

through slavery and post-slavery, to present day through the evolution of the Black Dance form 

of Tap Dance. Though not covered in depth in this document, honorable mention must be offered 

up to the other two African Diasporic Dance forms of North American origin: Jazz Dance and 

Hip Hop. Mention of historical events that shaped the social landscape of the United States and 

the impact they had on the Black dance community serve to clarify the necessary shifts that 

Black Dancing Bodies had to make in order to process trauma and ensure the survival of self and 

Black dance forms. Even though each of the Black American dance forms boast a plethora of 

examples within themselves, the primary focus of the following chapters is to highlight just how 

thoroughly removed closeness permeates and exudes through Tap Dance and Black dance as a 

whole.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: 

From Africa to America- Understanding the Necessity of Removed Closeness and How It 

Has Shaped Black Dance 

How does one even begin to find the beginning, especially when that beginning has been 

obscured from view? Is finding the beginning even important, especially if it is possible to 

operate without that information? 

 Two women were holding a conversation; one was African American (Leslie) and the 

other white American (Daria). Leslie shared that she was interested in taking a DNA test to 

determine her lineage, to which Daria promptly responded she did not see what the big deal was. 

Daria also went on to speak at length about her European heritage, highlighting a grandmother 

from Germany here and an uncle from France there. She even giddily shared having had the 

opportunity as a child to travel to Europe to visit relatives and see land that had been in the 

family for centuries. Once her gushing ceased, she looked to Leslie, expected to be greeted with 

shared excitement. She was met by a blank stare that just barely managed to veil Leslie’s rapidly 

rising rage. Taking a deep inhale and slow exhale, Leslie calmly stated, “My ancestors were 

forced to come here. They were forced to into slavery, beaten, raped, demeaned. And before 

them… that history was stolen, erased. My history does not begin with slavery, but that is where 

the tracing ends for me. It must be nice to be able to take for granted that you know exactly 

where your family is from. That is not a luxury I have been afforded.” Daria is taken aback, yet 

before she has a chance to form and offer up a rebuttal, Leslie has walked away with her head 

held high and a renewed sense of purpose for her research.  
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The beginnings of Tap Dance have regularly been at best painted as murky in American 

Dance history, or, more often than not, painted incorrectly. The common misconception is that 

Tap Dance is a combination of traditional African Dance movements and Irish jig movements. 

This erroneous belief assumes that the movements of the enslaved Africans needed to be refined 

and redefined through the addition of Eurocentric movements. However, it needs to be clarified 

that the roots of Tap Dance go beyond the meeting of Black and Irish cultures. This is not an 

attempt to discredit the impact that the meeting and melding of these two cultures had on the 

continued development of the form, nor is it an attempt to erase the contributions of non-Black 

bodies to the field. However, if an accurate recapitulation of the past is to be told, it must be 

clarified that the origins of Tap Dance are based in African movement and nothing else. 

This chapter does not seek to serve as a detailed history, but as a sampling of events that 

have had an impact on the trajectory of Black Dance in general and Tap Dance specifically. The 

intent is to paint a picture as to how the act of removed closeness has been integral to dealing 

with the trauma of being Black in America, acknowledging the recurring patterns that have been 

dealt with repeatedly and the need for a cathartic release. Furthermore, there must be an 

admittance that something needs to happen differently because there are cycles that keep 

repeating. While the real issue is much bigger than dance, there has been a great impact on the 

field of Black Dance because dances of the African Diaspora are based on real life experiences.36  

Placed in a semblance of chronological order, the purpose is to gain a deeper understanding of 

the role removed closeness has played and continues to play within the Black American dance 

form of Tap. 
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THE USE OF RITUAL 

The term ritual can mean many things. A ritual can be as elaborate as donning regalia and 

participating in a ceremony that involves chanting, praying to a deity or higher power, and the 

use of totems or relics. It can also be as mundane as having a cup of coffee while gazing out of 

the window every morning. The same can be said of dance rituals and the use of dance in rituals– 

there is space for both the elaborate and the mundane, the spiritual and the secular, the personal 

and the interpersonal. As Daniel states, “performance analysis points out the power of the 

dancing human body and how it is exalted during ritual practice” (257). The use of the human 

body to engage in ritual practices is powerful, potentially even more powerful than ritualistic 

practices that do not involve the engagement of the body. This is because the ritual becomes 

more personal and personalized. For example, the use of chalice in a ritual can be codified in 

such a way that it is performed uniformly and nearly identical between practitioners. However, 

even when bodily movements are codified, there are still individual experiences that shape how 

the movement is performed externally and how it is interpreted internally. It is this individually 

that makes the use of the body in ritual practices stand out as highly powerful. 

A commonality that is consistent across all iterations of ritual is the use of repetition. “As 

worshipers perform in repetitive ritual sequences, they sense and learn… in the process of ... 

dance performance, embodied knowledge is accumulated and constantly consulted” (Daniel 

265). It is through repetition that not only is one able to allow movement vocabulary to become 

ingrained in muscle memory, it also allows for a deeper connection to the intent and purpose 

behind the movement. Much in the way that viewing a ‘hidden objects’ picture results in new 

discoveries every time it is gazed upon– no matter how many times it is gazed upon– so too is 

repetition in dance able to open up new facets. The resulting deepening of understanding could 
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manifest as a fuller connection to one’s breath, a better understanding of the articulation of the 

spine as it undulates, or a deeper relationship with one’s emotions while performing. 

Another important aspect of ritual is how it is used in the passing down of information. 

This facet of ritual links each generation to the previous one, and much in the same way links in 

a chain connect and lengthen, this allows for a lengthening of cultural heritage and knowledge. 

As Abiola observes, “culture and life are interlaced. It makes sense that dance, an element of 

culture, is likewise intertwined within the processes of life, and by extension, all historical events 

that impact the continent” (89). This is why dance is so important in African Diasporic 

communities, it is not meant to be seen as a separate entity but instead an essential feature of the 

culture and expression of heritage. So what happens when this chain of events is broken? What 

becomes of the information being passed down? For the enslaved Africans that ended up in 

America, the answers to these questions were brutally uncovered. 

 

THE TRANSATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE 

When it comes to looking at the African Diaspora and how Blackness was distributed 

across the globe, the Transatlantic Slave Trade can take a large chunk of the credit for the 

placement of Black Bodies in their current locations. Having transported approximately ten to 

twelve million enslaved Africans across the Atlantic Ocean, the Transatlantic Slave Trade was 

the “second of three stages of the so-called triangular trade, in which arms, textiles, and wine 

were shipped from Europe to Africa, enslaved people from Africa to the Americas, and sugar 

and coffee from the Americas to Europe” (Lewis, “transatlantic slave trade”). The Portuguese, 

Spanish, Dutch, English, and French each participated in the enslavement of African bodies. 
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There has been much conversation around the role other Africans played in this deplorable crime 

against humanity. While there were undoubtedly some Africans that actively sold other Africans 

into enslavement under the guise of conducting business with the Europeans, the bodies that 

were sold were usually adversaries from different tribes that commonly were taken captive via 

war skirmishes, and it must be noted that “indigenous servile systems in Africa… did not remove 

the most valuable labor pool from the area and did not disrupt cultural systems including dance” 

(Abiola 89). It is difficult to make the claim that the Africans engaging in these business deals 

knew what they were selling the other African bodies into. Additionally, it is known that early on 

in the slave trade, the Portuguese largely bought Africans that had become enslaved due to tribal 

wars, yet “as the demand for enslaved people grew, the Portuguese began to enter the interior of 

Africa to forcibly take captives; as other Europeans became involved in the slave trade, generally 

they remained on the coast and purchased captives from Africans who had transported them from 

the interior” (Lewis). This had a domino effect on the African continent, causing previous 

systems of operation to collapse into cesspools of chaos and destructiveness. The growing fear of 

being captured and forced into bondage, along with the population size dwindling, made any 

efforts attempting to push for economic expansion or for advancements in agriculture seem 

futile. Another reason these attempts seemed to be futile is that the bodies that were left behind 

were intentionally the ones not best suited to the labor necessary for growth. “A large percentage 

of the people taken captive were women in their childbearing years and young men who 

normally would have been starting families. The European enslavers usually left behind persons 

who were elderly, disabled, or otherwise dependent—groups who were least able to contribute to 

the economic health of their societies” (Lewis). By focusing on capturing only young men and 
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women, the enslavers simultaneously ensured they would have a strong workforce while the 

African tribes being impacted would be significantly weakened.  

Even though “the transatlantic slave trade reached its peak during the seventeenth and the 

eighteenth centuries,” it bears repeating that its impact spanned a much longer time frame, and 

resulted in “the transatlantic slave trade [having] led to a general arrested development of dance 

systems and the regression of African societies over a period of several centuries” (Abiola 100). 

So, what is so important about this type of impact taking place within the African dance 

systems? What exactly did it do to the links in the chain that maintained African heritages? As 

Abiola points out, “... it follows then, that any events or upheavals that affected the social groups 

would also affect dance systems” (92). The break in connection caused by the slave trade 

effectively weakened those links, especially for those that were captured and enslaved. This of 

course had a negative impact on the dance systems as “the transatlantic slave trade was 

responsible for the removal of unprecedented numbers of dance practitioners from the area” 

(Abiola 103). For the dance practitioners that carried generations of knowledge within their 

bodies, captivity meant the end of that lineage, at least in the manner it had been known up to 

that point. However, not all was lost, as was evidenced by the African dance traits that remained 

deeply ingrained and were utilized consistently.37 For example, the use of drumming is one trait 

that has maintained its relevance in Black American heritage, inclusive of dance forms. This is a 

direct link back to the African dance systems as African dance systems also have been known to 

“include drumming and all other items necessary for idea conveyance” (Abiola 96). This 

conveying of messages in a way that was not common to the enslavers of European descent 

allowed for many messages to be successfully transmitted by those that were enslaved. 
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Removed closeness during this phase of Black American history was crucial as it is here 

where the original break occurred and here that the initial need to call upon the ancestral 

knowledge of the African forefathers and foremothers to address a new traumatic threat was first 

tapped into. However, their iteration of removed closeness was very different from what is 

experienced today. This is because, for the enslaved Africans, their removal had not yet begun to 

outweigh their closeness. Even though both components have been and continue to be present 

and necessary, it cannot be denied that the enslaved Africans that were brought to the United 

States had a closer connection to the African traditions and heritages that they had just been 

ripped away from than the Black American bodies of today that are able to tap into similar points 

of connection, but can never genuinely relive the experience of their ancestors. For the enslaved 

Africans, participating in the act of removed closeness was not a foreign concept as many 

already believed in a universal force, something greater than themselves, and also were in 

common practice of honoring their ancestors, even requesting ancestral guidance and blessings 

over their lives and the lives of their children and grandchildren.38 Each subsequent generation 

has become more removed from the point of origin, yet the closeness has managed to ensure a 

complete severance does not take place.39 As time progressed in America, the ability for Black 

bodies to continue tapping into and connecting with something greater than their current state of 

being, while simultaneously rejoining them to their histories, was essential to the further 

development of Black Dance. 
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THE HARLEM RENAISSANCE 

 When speaking about Black excellence in American history, particularly within the arts, 

it is impossible to skip over the Harlem Renaissance. “The Harlem renaissance refers to the 

neighborhood of Harlem in New York City during the 1920s and 1930s when literature, art, and 

music flourished in the black community” (Rau 4). The Harlem Renaissance was a time of 

artistic progression, but it was also flanked by both World War I and World War II and 

encompassed the Great Depression. To say that this was not an easy time for the country is an 

understatement. Nevertheless, Black artists came to the forefront in a way that had not been seen 

previously, nor really allowed. New York was the perfect location for the art explosion as it 

“provided a freer atmosphere for the Black artist both because of the concentration and diversity 

of racial consciousness in Harlem and because of the greater freedom and variety of interracial 

and interethnic relationships, which only intensified the experimental development as new forms 

of “racial” expression” (Hutchinson 6). America at large is known as a melting pot, but New 

York City has been infamously known to carry the same wealth of diversity, just on a smaller 

scale. With such a wide selection of potential collaborations, that at times seemed to transcend 

the need to maintain racial segregation, it was inevitable that greatness would be produced. For 

the Black artists, this greatness did not lie within the collaborations, it was instead found in the 

freedom that the potential for collaborations gave. Having the option on the table to genuinely 

have their creative voices heard and appreciated meant that Black artists of the Harlem 

Renaissance were able to create and perform to a wider audience with fewer restrictions than 

previously in place. 

 Black Dance during this time was both socially driven and crafted to serve as 

entertainment. The entertainment and social aspects were very closely knit, with many dances 
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being seen both on stage and in nightclubs. “Social dance both reflected and was a reflection of 

the culture of the Harlem Renaissance. It was a way for people to celebrate, to escape, and to 

express their identity” (“Lindy Hop”). During this era, dances such as the Lindy Hop became 

very popular, breaking past racial and international barriers to great acclaim. The Lindy Hop 

was: 

An authentic Afro-Euro-American Swing dance that drew on African and European 

dance traditions, [and] emerged as one of many popular dances during this time. It was 

influenced by the Charleston, jazz and tap steps, ballet, and complex movements from the 

Viennese Waltz… As the Lindy Hop grew in popularity, it evolved into many forms, 

such as West Coast Swing, Rock'n'Roll, Boogie Woogie, the Jitterbug, Jive, Bop, Shag, 

Balboa, and the Imperial. (“Lindy Hop”) 

The social aspect shared between dancers of the Lindy Hop was mirrored by the relationship 

shared between the dance form and the Jazz music of the time. “Lindy Hop dancers created new 

steps as the music inspired them, much as jazz musicians improvise. Some of the Lindy Hop 

steps are synchronized with the musical phrases, and other steps cross the rhythm of the music in 

the same fashion as polyrhythms found in jazz” (Lindy Hop”). This symbiotic relationship 

between the two art forms ties back to the African and African Diasporic trait of music and 

dance being intertwined. It also speaks to the adaptability of Black Americans, taking 

information from various sources and reconstructing it to not only reflect African traits and 

values, but also ensuring that it served a purpose in the moment. In the case of social dance, the 

purpose being served was that of a cathartic release. 
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 Removed closeness in this era was more so about achieving a cathartic release. There 

were many times where Black bodies were unable to genuinely express how they were feeling 

for fear of being attacked by whites or even persecuted by their own. In addition to coping with 

the calamities plaguing the nation as a whole, Black bodies experienced an additional layer of 

hardship, oftentimes being hit harder than their white counterparts. Despite this, the drive to push 

forward towards a better future remained prioritized. Unfortunately, this drive meant that there 

were many times emotions were not tended to and had to be bottled up in order to ensure safety 

and the meeting of basic needs (McLeod, “Maslow’s Hierarchry”). Being able to express 

feelings of frustration and rage through the arts, especially music and dance, tied Black bodies of 

the Harlem Renaissance back to their African ancestors. Music and dance, at times inseparable 

from each other, have been a part of the African Diasporic way of life from the beginning. It was 

also very much still a regular part of Black American life. Even though the environment had 

shifted slightly, it was still common to witness the gathering of Black bodies for fellowship over 

dance and music. Whether the participants were aware of it or not, they were actively engaging 

in the process of removed closeness each time they attended a social gathering, practiced popular 

Black dances in their living room, or even performed on stage for an audience of all-white 

patrons. In each instance, the Black bodies performing were finding a cathartic release in the 

very same way their ancestors had done– by physically exhausting the body and allowing the 

spirit to find some freedom from its earthly confines, if only for a moment. Though surely not as 

easy a task for those performing on stages, it could be argued that it was more beneficial as they 

were in direct contact with white patrons that had the ability to end their career, or lives, at a 

whim.40 In either case, the ability to tap into removed closeness aided greatly in the cathartic 

release needed.  
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THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT 

 Despite American history generally being taught in a manner that is dismissive of Black 

bodies– their experiences, their contributions to the betterment of society, and the maltreatment 

they have suffered for the entirety of their existence in America– the Civil Rights Movement is 

often covered at least once in a child’s educational life and gives a modicum of credit to the 

Black bodies that helped to shift the structure of the nation.41 The era inclusive of the movement 

lasted longer, but here the focus will hone in on the events that took place from the mid-1950’s 

through the mid-1960’s. The Civil Rights Movement “created a new master framework for 

protest that set in play key ideas, tactics, and forms of resistance for other movements that soon 

followed” (Reed 6). The movement became known for peaceful protests, or protests where the 

participants intentionally avoided engaging in acts of violence, even though they were rarely 

afforded the same luxury. “In the summer of 1955, a surge of anti-black violence included the 

kidnapping and brutal murder of fourteen-year-old Emmett Till,” and by December of the same 

year, the Montgomery, Alabama bus boycott began (Billington,”The Civil Rights”). Black 

bodies engaging in peaceful protests were often met with violent resistance from whites that felt 

Blacks having equal rights and opportunities would somehow impair their own ability to 

maintain the freedoms and benefits that had been born into. Vicious counterattacks by whites 

included the use of high pressure water hoses, attack dogs, and even bombs– all aimed at Black 

bodies. However, this resistance to overturning injustices did not dampen the will of those 

fighting, it instead added fuel to the fire and solidified the fact that change was necessary, and– 

as seen by the uptick in efforts to shut the movement down through assassinations and other 

planned attacks against organized Black groups– it was coming. 
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 Dance during this era was influenced by the chaos of the real world. A key player in 

Black Dance history is Alvin Ailey, with his seminal work Revelations being created in 1960. 

The piece “told the African American story from slavery to freedom and remains the best-known 

and most-performed work of modern dance today. Ailey was immediately recognized for his 

talent, and his dance company performed for eager audiences throughout the United States and 

around the world” (“Transforming Dance”). While the choreography presented was received 

positively, there were still areas of the United States, particularly in the southern states, that 

made touring unsafe. It should also be noted that Ailey studied under Katherine Dunham, a 

Dance Anthropologist, which undoubtedly had an impact on the work Ailey created. 

Furthermore, the portrayal of the Black experience that Ailey offered up was through a very 

specific lens: the southern, Christian lens. Though valid, that experience did not speak to 

everyone. The use of sacred music in conjunction with secular movements provided a small 

glimpse into the state of duality in the Black American body. Yet it also painted a picture of 

Black bodies being strong to the point of it becoming a toxic trait, calling on a white Jesus to 

save them, and ending jubilantly in beautiful attire that was reminiscent of what enslavers wore 

and allowed their slaves to wear during special events. Revelations set out to speak on the Black 

experience through movement, but it did not address what was going on in the moment. 

However, it did, and continues to, speak to removed closeness. 

 The necessity of being able to tap into something greater was not necessarily a conscious 

desire during this time period, but it was still important and still very much a part of life. This 

can be seen especially in the call for community and of the sense of communal grieving over the 

many deaths that unjustly took place (something that would reappear decades later during 

another Black American centered movement, the Black Lives Matter Movement). In this era, 
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tapping into removed closeness was more about rekindling a sense of hope. Generations of abuse 

will inevitably build up and at some point there must come a day of reckoning. For those that 

participated in protests, they were tapping into removed closeness. Though physically they were 

removed from the original points of emotion and processing that their ancestors had experienced, 

the continued maltreatment of Black bodies in the United States ensured that their closeness, and 

their understanding of how their removal was primarily only in a physical sense, would never 

dissipate. The protests were a type of communal sharing, not only because individuals were 

gathering together in the same spaces, but because they were also bemoaning the same issues, 

whether they had been personally impacted by recent events or not. One did not need to lose 

their uncle to an abhorrent lynch mob to understand the sense of loss for both the family and the 

community at large, just as one did not need to feel the excruciating pressure from the fire hoses 

turned upon them to comprehend the need to stand together and not back down. In turn, the 

Black bodies that did physically participate in the protests were bolstered up by the sense of 

community, feeling the shared energy of those standing with them in the moment, those that 

stood with them and for them in the past, and even those they were standing for that were yet to 

come. In this way, the act of removed closeness served as beneficial, even if it was not 

intentionally tapped into by everyone, because it maintained the connections needed to cope with 

the trauma being experienced by Black America as a whole. 

 

THE BLACK LIVES MATTER MOVEMENT 

 The present day use of dance as a political statement can be seen in the various 

choreographic works that have been created to continue the protestment of the mistreatment of 
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Black bodies. Though there have undoubtedly been advancements, it is equally as obvious that 

many concerns are still prevalent, in particular the targeting and policing of Black bodies that 

oftentimes results in the death of said Black bodies. One of the most recent and ongoing 

movements is the Black Lives Matter Movement. “The hashtag #BlackLivesMatter was created 

in July 2013 after George Zimmerman was acquitted in the killing of 17-year-old Trayvon 

Martin” (Sawyer and Gampa, “Implicit and Explicit”). The Black Lives Matter Movement has 

sought to clarify the value of Black lives, most notably in the United States where an uptick in 

the visibility of police brutality cases against Black bodies has been broadcasted in a way it has 

never had an opportunity to be before. Though there was an immediate backlash from people 

who did not comprehend the importance of the movement, or just blatantly did not believe in the 

value of Black bodies, the Black Lives Matter Movement has continued on and many artists have 

stepped up to further the cause. 

 Musical artists, visual artists, theatre artists, and dance artists have all been creating work 

that aligns with the Black Lives Matter Movement, calling upon personal histories and blood 

memories to paint a picture of a struggle that has not resulted in the eradication of Blackness, but 

has instead led to continued evolution and survival. There is also a call for recognition of those 

that lost their lives unjustly, as seen in the song “Hell You Talmbout” by Janelle Monáe. The 

song is structured as a chant, with the names of various Black men and women that met an 

untimely end at the hands of the police being repeated over and over. Between the statement of 

each name, the call to action to “say his/her name,” is given, a reminder to never forget and to 

also keep track.42 Hip Hop choreographer Shakiah Danielson worked with the Seattle-based Tap 

company, Northwest Tap Connection, to create a Tap dance set to Monáe’s music and carrying 

the same name. Dressed in all black, with some participants wearing Tap shoes while others 
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wore sneakers, the dancers ranged from young children that were barely able to walk to adults 

that had been receiving dance training for many years. As each verse of the song was performed, 

a new trio of dancers came to the center of the performance space. Each featured dancer 

performed solo choreography in tandem with the other two dancers; the surrounding audience 

members performed simpler choreography in unison, creating a frame of movement and 

solidarity around each featured trio. Rapid fire footwork, toe stands, and undulating torsos were 

commonplace among the dancers, yet each individual interpretation shone through. The older, 

more seasoned dancers had a performance quality that spoke more to the frustration of seeing 

repeated cycles of death and abuse with Black bodies, while the younger dancers had more of an 

air of hope to their movement. The frustration was still evident in the movement of the younger 

dancers, but it was not as deeply rooted in their being as it was for those that were older, 

primarily due to their shorter lived experience and having had less exposure to the trauma. This 

is where the benefit of having access to and utilizing the act of removed closeness can be seen. 

As the older generations pour into the shared knowledge pool, the younger generations are better 

able to process their trauma and move further forward, oftentimes in ways the older generations 

could only dream of. 

 As pointed out before, participating in the act of removed closeness, especially when 

doing so as a means of protest, is not always intentional. This lack of intentionality does not 

reduce the impact however, it actually strengthens it as it shows that it is possible to tap into 

removed closeness and reap the benefits no matter how one arrived at the point of participating. 

Protests that are centered around traumatic events are usually traumatic themselves, forcing 

participants to relive moments they may wish to forget, but cannot. Drawing upon the ways 

generations past have coped and pressed forward, it is possible for current generations to lean 
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upon that understanding and add their own spin to it. As seen in the Tap work by Danielson, the 

use of movement as a means of purging negative emotions in a positive manner is an African 

Diasporic trait that continues to be irreplaceable. The physicality of dancing through the trauma 

allows the body to expend its earthly ties and connect more closely with its spirituality, 

simultaneously allowing for a cathartic release and access to the sublime. This is something that 

Black Dancing Bodies have known to be true, and have tapped into, for centuries. The Black 

Lives Matter Movement has demonstrated why the ability to tap into removed closeness remains 

relevant; there is still a need to process and cope with trauma, a need that has been met by 

generational means time and again. With each new trial, Black bodies are able to dip back in, 

take what is needed to move forward, a deposit into the shared knowledge pool in an effort to 

ensure the next generation can go even further and become even more removed from the original 

point of trauma. Trauma is a part of life and having tried and true methods by which to better 

work through trauma is paramount to survival and evolution. 

 

HONORABLE MENTION- TIMES OF WAR 

Though there are more wars that have taken place that have had a major impact, only 

three will be highlighted here: World War I, World War II, and the Vietnam War. The goal of 

this selection is not to put these specific wars forth as more prominent or impactful. Instead, the 

intent is to provide a general sweep of the Black American experience during times of war. Of 

note, there are many areas of overlap artistically with the selected wars and the other eras 

discussed in this chapter, however, it is still important to acknowledge the ways in which Black 

bodies experienced trauma and coped via removed closeness during times of war. A common 
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theme amongst all of the wars involving America is the requiring of Black bodies to fight, and 

die, for a country that would never fight for them– that is unless it was a fight over the ownership 

of Black bodies, in which case, that war has taken place and the repercussions continue to trickle 

down, generation to generation. 

World War I (1914-1918). The first world war involved the United States, Europe, 

Russia, and several Middle Eastern countries. The warring nations were divided into two sides: 

the Allies and the Central Powers. Large scale wars had taken place throughout history, yet this 

war resulted in “a bloody conflict whose carnage was heretofore unmatched in terms of scale” 

(Showalter, World War I”). This was undoubtedly due in large part to advancements in both war 

technology and international transportation options. Dennis Showalter goes on to clarify that 

World War I “had a significant impact on the face of the globe causing the collapse of several 

empires and the destabilization of European society to the point that the consequences would 

almost directly prime the conditions for WWII. The American experience was different from that 

of Europe. “In America the impact was felt less on the collapse and redistribution of political 

boundaries and more on the economic, industrial, social, and defense sectors” (Hindley, “World 

War I”). This led to women becoming a larger part of the workforce, taking over positions that 

the men who had been shipped off to war usually held. 

For Black Americans, World War I saw the induction of “a substantial number of black 

soldiers [into the military] whose treatment among the United States army starkly contrasted that 

of the Black soldiers assigned to European units prompting widespread questions regarding their 

treatment” (Hindley). Meredith Hindley shares more about this, elaborating that: 
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The concept of war and going to war for the American Armed Forces was a hot topic 

among the African American community. As race riots broke out across the United States 

causing substantial loss of life at the hands of domestic terrorism, the African American 

community struggled with the concept of African American Patriotism and the role 

African Americans should have in a war of “ European colonial rivalries.” African 

American soldiers were encountered with the stark reality of sub-standard treatment by 

their home country while other countries provided them with more equal footing while 

serving and fighting. (Hindley, “World War I”) 

The concept of patriotism for Black Americans is still a very sore subject, specifically due to 

treatment like this. Equipment and uniforms were often subpar in comparison to that of white 

counterparts and of Blacks fighting overseas. For Black bodies, it is hard to justify patriotism 

when your very existence is despised by the country you are fighting for. It does not make sense 

to secure freedom for a country that repeatedly denies you your own, yet it is also difficult to 

ignore the fact that despite all of its ills, the United States is one of the most advanced nations. 

There are many foreigners that travel to the United States because it is the so-called “Land of 

Opportunity,” but what is never mentioned is that the opportunities being offered have terms and 

conditions that often include the exclusion of, or the placement of heavy restrictions upon, Black 

bodies. 

 Happening artistically at this time, more Blacks were beginning to move north, bringing 

their southern styles of Ragtime and Blues with them, both of which fed into what would become 

Jazz. According to Emmet J. Scott et al, “Jazz Musicians in the form of all-black Army Bands 

generally attached to the all-black segregated units carried this music abroad and introduced it to 

European audiences. The most famous of all of these bands was the band attached to the 369th 
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infantry known as the Harlem Hellfighters led by James Reese Europe” (Scott et al, “The African 

American Odyssey”). This aided in the hearty reception that Black soldiers would experience 

while fighting overseas. However, the reception upon returning to the United States left much to 

be desired. This is where the act of removed closeness came into play. Returning to the 

deplorable treatment doled out by white Americans after being treated as human overseas 

without a doubt was traumatic. This trauma ran parallel to the experience of the enslaved 

Africans that were initially brought to America. Though the situation the soldiers were returning 

to was not as dire, it was still a distressing ordeal. In both instances, Black bodies were leaving 

one space, one where they were accustomed to being treated as the human beings that they were, 

to entering a new space, the same space, that treated them as though they were less than and as 

though their lives meant nothing. In this way, the soldiers were very close to the emotional point 

of origin of their ancestors, even though they were far removed in the physical sense. The music 

and dance were used as cathartic outlets to aid in the processing and release of the negative 

emotions associated with returning to the United States. 

World War II (1939-1945). The second world war was again a conflict between two 

groupings: the Axis powers– Italy, Germany, and Japan– and the Allies– the United States, Great 

Britain, France, the Soviet Union, and to a minor degree, China. Though the war began in 1939, 

the United States did not enter into it until 1941, following the bombing of Pearly Harbor by the 

Japanese. World War II involved almost half of the continents of the world and “included 

roughly the deaths of 40-50,000,000 deaths making it the deadliest conflict as well as the largest 

war in history” (Sampaolo, “World War II”). Yet again Black Americans were called to fight for 

the country they resided in; yet again they were let down. As detailed by Alexis Clark, the 

conditions that greeted Black men and women that decided to enlist in the United States Armed 
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Forces were sadly the same conditions that were experienced by Black soldiers in World War I 

(Clark, “Black Americans”). Equipment and uniforms were still subpar, the living conditions 

were terrible, and the treatment they received from white soldiers was still poor. Salt was added 

to the wound as many were assigned to “support positions within segregated units despite 

pressure in response to the draft to allow African Americans to serve in integrated units” (Clark). 

For Black soldiers, whether they were stationed in the south or somewhere further north, poor 

conditions were unavoidable. 

 During this time, Black artists were making big moves, both in the physical sense and 

artistically. Of note, “many black artists and creatives made their home in Paris as they sought 

for civil liberties and rights that were not available to them at home” (Kimmelman, “Art View”). 

Sculptors, painters, musicians, and dancers alike all found greater opportunities for success and 

humane treatment in Europe. One dancer that found great success overseas was Josephine Baker. 

Known for her famous “banana dance,” the odd faces she would make while performing, and her 

“Rainbow Tribe” of children, Baker was also an activist. Having become a french citizen in 

1937, “when the war came she was an active member of the Resistance and the red cross” and 

“as post-war civil rights kicked off in America she traveled often to the US to participate in 

demonstrations” (Bauer, “Josephine Baker”). For Baker and other Blacks that decided to relocate 

overseas, their participation in removed closeness centered on finding a way to make a new place 

feel like home. The connection lies in the fact that they did not erase their Blackness to 

accomplish this, they embraced it and carried it with them. This also ties directly to catharsis as 

there had to be a purging of sorts to make such a major move. The toxicity of the relationship 

between Black bodies and the United States only encouraged these artists to dig deeper, release 
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their attachments to their country of origin, and find a space where they could not only share and 

continue to grow in their artistic work, but be appreciated for it. 

The Vietnam War (1954-1975). The Vietnam War was a major point of contention for the 

American people, with some feeling American troops should have stayed out of it as it was a war 

between South Vietnam and NorthVietnam. According to Ronald H Spector: 

While by the definition of the word war, it may be considered a war, it is not technically 

an American war since only congress can issue a declaration of war and there was none 

for this armed conflict. The conflict was fought in Vietnam with the primary combatants 

being the North Vietnamese who had recently wrested their lands away from the French 

and sought to reunite their country as a communist country modeled after that of China or 

Russia and the Southern Vietnamese who supported by the United States who feared the 

encroaching Russian led-Communist influence and sought to halt the North Vietnamese 

march southward. (Spector, “Vietnam War”) 

While many additional countries were dragged into the crossfire, the United States remained the 

main outside contender, fighting in support of South Vietnam. Continuing with the previously 

established pattern, Black soldiers were still treated poorly, having to prove themselves worthy 

of humane treatment time and again to their white counterparts while both on the front lines and 

while back at home. Additionally, Black soldiers were disproportionately sent to the front lines 

to act as “buffers” for their white counterparts while being “disciplined,  jailed, and refused 

promotions” at higher rates than their white counterparts (Chow and Bates, “Black Vietnam 

Veterans”). This treatment, while familiar, was a burden that the Black soldiers were forced to 

carry. They were in an unwinnable situation– either they would face heavy penalties for not 
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participating in the war, or they would have to subject themselves to the abuse of participating. 

This decision was not made any easier when the potential of injury or death was a very real 

possibility. To compound things even further, when Black soldiers returned home, they were 

welcomed by a completely different cultural landscape than the one they had left behind. Back in 

the United States, Black protests and uprisings changed the social structure, music, fashion, 

movies, and art were nearly unrecognizable. Some purported that it felt like being in a science 

fiction novel because everything was so different upon returning stateside (Chow and Bates). 

While the protests occurring were necessary, for the soldiers that were returning it was like 

leaving one battle field for another. This is not to imply that the soldiers felt as though everything 

was perfectly fine the way it was prior to them being shipped off, but to return to a completely 

different social and political climate had to be jarring. Additionally, returning during protests 

meant Black soldiers were returning to a country where the white population that had previously 

disliked them was now agitated and upping the ante with physical attacks.  

The use of art as a means of protest grew greatly during this time. In music, big name 

artists such as Stevie Wonder and Marvin Gaye were creating anti-war songs, and in dance, 

Ailey was producing Revelations (Browne, “Stop the War”). In a combination of popular music 

and social dance, the 1971 program “Soul Train came bursting onto television screens 

nationwide and was the only show of its kind at the time” (Sanders et al, “There was Nothing”). 

In each of these cases, participation in the act of removed closeness centered again on catharsis. 

The African Diasporic trait of using music and dance to purge oneself of negative emotions and 

to achieve access to the sublime was leaned upon heavily during this time as there were a lot of 

traumatic events happening simultaneously. For Black Americans, the Civil Rights Movement 

was happening concurrently and change was coming hard and fast. There was an urgency to 



 

 

96 

purge some of the anxiety, heartache, and general sense of uncertainty felt within the Black 

community, and much in the way their ancestors had done, Black Americans turned to the arts. 

Through the act of removed closeness as manifested by way of the arts, not only was the freedom 

of expression found, so too was the voice of generations of Black bodies that had been oppressed 

and were ready to rebel, yet again. Echoes of the past were tapped into and the underlying 

strength of the previous generations was unmistakable as it was catapulted forth into the world, 

seeking change and willing to fight for it, a story being repeated on a new generation.   

 

CLOSING THOUGHTS 

The white-centered manner in which American historical events are presented to students 

in the country– such as the easily identifiable and often discussed historical events covered in 

this chapter– are rarely discussed in the context of the impact that they had on Black bodies, let  

alone the impact they had on Black Dancing Bodies. There is often much left to be desired and 

there are many gaps in information that remain unfilled. However, dance does not exist within a 

silo, it is a reflection of the society it has been created in. As the Black experience in America 

has been steeped in trauma and abuse, Black Dance had no choice but to operate in response to 

such negative stimuli. While the response may not have always been emotionally heavy, each 

response was a reflection of the multifacetedness of the Black experience.43 As has been 

explained, Blackness is not monolithic; each response has been equally valid and has served its 

purpose within the grander scheme. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Movement Systems and More 

And five, six, seven, eight… Tombé, pas de bourrée, glissade, saut de chat. Chassé, 

chassé, pivot, pivot, kick ball change, kick ball change to the prep, double pirouette, leap. Stomp, 

hop, shuffle step, flap, step stomp, hop… How movement systems are discussed and disseminated 

varies from continent to continent, country to country, community to community, and dance form 

to dance form. Where the dance world has fallen short is that there is a lack of consistency in 

ensuring that each movement system and its corresponding terminology, cultural context, and 

development is fully supported and taught in conjunction with that movement system, regardless 

of the point of origin. All too often, movement systems are taught by practitioners that are not 

native to the form and are not fluent in its intricacies. This is not to say that only artists native to 

the culture of origin can learn, perform, or teach the movement system. Instead, it should be a 

requirement for those choosing to take on the responsibility of teaching to learn more than just 

the physical aspects and terminology; they should be required to learn the history of the form 

and how to integrate passing that history on to their students via instruction.  

  

All dance forms have technique. It is a common misconception that the term technique 

should be reserved for Eurocentric dance forms or concert dance forms only. This has 

historically been the case, however, when operating within a white supremacist patriarchal 

society, taking information at face value is a decision that can lead to disastrous effects. A prime 

example of this is the lack of recognition and respect for African Diasporic dance forms, with 

these forms being viewed as less than due to their supposed lack of technique. “In many regions 
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in the West, and particularly in the United States, dance is perceived solely in the realm of 

performing arts and entertainment,” which aids in it not being perceived as being a necessary, 

integral part of society (Abiola 63). For African Diasporic forms, they are even further removed 

from being prioritized as they are devalued along with the Black bodies that created them. A part 

of that devaluing included stripping the dance forms of the term technique, implying that their 

inherent Blackness made them not as technically advanced as Eurocentric dance forms. This is 

where the work of dance historians, such as Dr. Ofosuwa Abiola, have come to the rescue. By 

providing insight into the structural formats and terminology that accurately describe the 

techniques of African Diasporic dance forms– in the case of Abiola, Mandinka dance systems 

are the focus– the misconception that they do not have technique can be eradicated and replaced 

with the appropriate knowledge.  

Tap Dance has its beginnings in African dance systems that were brought to North 

America by enslaved Africans via the Transatlantic Slave Trade. “A dance system is the vehicle 

through which ideas are conveyed. It includes the dance itself, which is comprised of a series of 

steps, the dance practitioners, the drummers and other musicians, the attire worn by the dancers, 

drummers and musicians, the location where the dance is traditionally done, the time of year, and 

all props” (Abiola 39). Traditionally, dance systems, as viewed through the African lens, have 

not existed solely for entertainment or physical fitness purposes as they have in the west. African 

dance systems are an integral part of community life, providing a means of communication, 

inclusion, and documentation. Information that is passed down through movement can be 

fictional or non-fictional, but in either case there is a lesson to be learned. As Abiola indicates, 

“One dance system is capable of providing a plethora of historical and cultural information” 

(39). Some dance systems have been performed specifically to acknowledge marriage practices, 
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rites of passage, and even times of harvest. Within each dance system is a wealth of information 

that can be observed by outsiders to develop a deeper cultural understanding of the people it hails 

from– what is important to them, beliefs that are held, fears that have needed explanation in 

order to be overcome, and historical accomplishments that have instilled a sense of pride. For 

those within the culture, the value of the dance systems is even more apparent, allowing them to 

remain connected to their history. The lack of connection to the histories that predate the 

enslavement of Africans in the United States is what Tap Dance is primarily lacking in. The 

sense of pride that Africans participating in traditional dance systems have access to is not 

available to Black Americans due to the break in continuity that enslavement caused. 

Nonetheless, traces of the traditional dance systems were carried over and found their way into 

Tap Dance.44 

The roots of Tap Dance cannot be traced to one singular African dance system due to the 

manner in which enslaved Africans were separated from their families and communities, then 

forcibly joined with other enslaved Africans to create new groupings (which could also be torn 

asunder, without notice, at the whim of the master). This mixing and mangling of various 

African cultures, while it did not result in the complete eradication of traditional dance systems, 

did require the systems to find a new way to exist and flourish. Within this new existence, there 

still remained many characteristics that maintained ties to their African origins. According to 

Abiola:  

There are dance movements and combinations of movements that are characteristically 

African. They are found in African dances throughout the continent of Africa: 

contractions (torso, pelvic, semi, or partial); rapid head movements (in a multiplicity of 

directions including circular movements); movements emanating from bent knees with 
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legs parallel to each other; movements executed with the torso at acute angles to the earth 

including jumps and leaps; hip movements from right to left. (41-2)  

These characteristics are evident in Tap Dance, particularly the use of contractions, movements 

that are performed with bent knees, and the importance of various torso angles. Though each will 

be discussed in more depth later in this chapter, it is important to note here the significance of 

these characteristics being evident in both African dance systems and Tap Dance. The 

occurrence of these attributes further solidify the origins of Tap Dance as being African 

Diasporic as opposed to Eurocentric. This is supported by both the development and ongoing 

evolution of Tap Dance– its creation which utilized African dance traits, its ability to be 

influenced by outside factors and adapt without losing its African dance traits, and its continued 

implementation of African dance traits present day. Considering the many attempts of erasure 

that have been aimed at Blackness in the United States, this is an incredible feat to have been 

accomplished by the field of Tap Dance. Yet another characteristic of African dance systems that 

is seen within Tap Dance is the performance of “movements which utilize several parts of the 

body above and below the waist simultaneously, and often at cross-rhythms with each other” 

(Abiola 42). While Tap Dance focuses primarily on technical prowess of the feet, the rest of the 

body is not omitted. The torso, including the head and arms, are equally important in overall 

presentation and expression. In terms of presentation, it is visually more engaging to view a 

dancer that is utilizing their entire body to tell a story through movement. Viewing of the full 

body in motion gives the eye and brain more stimulation, preventing boredom. While it is 

possible to have too much of a good thing, resulting in overstimulation, it is easier to dial 

movement back than it is to add more in. This is true from both the standpoint of being a 

choreographer and that of being a performer.45 In regards to expression, the use of the full body 
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allows the performer to better articulate their thoughts and create an experience conducive to 

both removed closeness and kinesthetic empathy. Restricting certain body gestures plays a role 

in conveying targeted messages through movement, however, the removal of restrictions allows 

for the dancer to tap into even more movement combinations, inclusive of restrictions.  

 When looking at dance systems and how they are created, it is important to understand 

the smaller components that are required to make the whole. In its simplest form, a dance system 

consists of movements, steps, and dances. “A dance is comprised of a series or a combination of 

steps. A step is composed of a sequence of movements,” and “a dance movement is the most 

basic element in a dance system” (Abiola 44). It is not uncommon to see all of these terms used 

interchangeably, both inside and outside of the dance world, yet this is incorrect. In order for 

there to be further clarity when discussing dance forms, there is a need to be very intentional 

with the use of appropriate wording to reduce the risk of meanings becoming lost in translation 

or losing their importance. This is especially apparent when discussing African Diasporic dance 

forms and their use of the full body. Body movements that involve combining multiple areas of 

the body together to produce a singular dance step is a quality that plays an integral role in all 

African Diasporic dance forms. “A step in Mandinka dance systems can be and is often 

comprised of more than one body movement. For example, it is possible for a step to require that 

the knees be bent, the torso be tilted towards the earth (in an acute angle), the arms wave, and the 

head bob backwards and forwards all executed simultaneously” (Abiola 43-4). Similarly, there 

are steps in Tap Dance that are made up of multiple body movements, such as the time step. 

There are different variations of the time step, ranging from simple to more advanced, but they 

all share the common trait of consisting of a combination of multiple body movements. Each 

version of the time step includes a stomp, a hop, a step or shuffle step, and a flap; the arms 
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simultaneously swing while the torso sways between an acute angle and being erect; the knees 

maintain a soft bend throughout, occasionally being brought up into a forty-five, or sometimes 

even ninety, degree angle. Without this combination of movements– which also must also be 

executed in the right order and with the proper inflections– it is not possible to correctly perform 

a time step. 

 The heavy reliance on natural body movements is yet another characteristically African 

dance trait that is evident in Tap Dance. Abiola explains that natural body movements are “dance 

movements that imitate the positions and stances performed by the body during everyday tasks 

and through subconscious gestures” (44). Natural body movements make it possible for Tap 

Dance to be accessible to all as opposed to only a smaller segment of the population because 

natural body movements are exactly that– movements that come naturally to the human body. 

Two of the biggest differences between natural body movements as they appear in dance versus 

how they appear in regular life are intentional rhythmic adaptations and quality exaggerations. 

Steps, stomps, hops, knee bends, head rotations, hand and arm gestures, and torso shifts all occur 

naturally, yet when they are performed in a specific rhythmic pattern, they can become dance. 

The quality of the movement being performed also matters. A circling of the arm when 

stretching after a long day at work is performed and read differently from a circling of the arm in 

a dance movement. Even though the inspiration behind many dance movements and steps are 

directly linked to everyday life occurrences, the quality is often different for the sake of 

abstraction and viewer perception, allowing the gestures to be better understood by a wider 

audience. 

 Tap Dance, as a dance system of the African Diaspora created by enslaved Africans that 

were doing all they could to maintain a connection to the histories that were being brutally and 
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systematically stripped away from them, can be better understood by breaking it down into 

smaller chunks of information before piecing it back together again. In this instance, information 

will be broken down into the movements of the lower body, the upper body, the use of space, 

and finally, dance attire. Suspiciously absent is a detailed account of the tool most prominently 

associated with the dance form: the Tap shoe. There are not many texts that delve into the 

evolution of the Tap shoe, exposing a sizable gap in historical information available. There is, 

however, much that can be gleaned about the progression of the Tap shoe from old pictures and 

films. As the majority of people would identify it today, the Tap shoe is most commonly an 

oxford style shoe that has two metal plates attached to the bottom– a larger one towards the front 

of the shoe that extends from the tip to just behind the ball of the foot and a second, smaller plate 

affixed to the heel. Tap shoes can also come in different styles, making the use of the word shoe 

more of a formality than a strict rule. High heels and boots are common substitutions and there 

are many dancers that opt to customize their shoes to reflect personal style or to add the finishing 

touch to a costume. Despite all of this, the Tap shoe is not the most important part of the dance 

form.46 The most important aspect of Tap Dance is the movement itself and the connection that 

the movement provides to the African heritages that the originators of the form fought so hard to 

preserve. 

 

MOVEMENTS OF THE LOWER BODY 

The erroneous belief that American Tap is derived from a mixture of African movement 

and Irish Dance has prevailed for decades and is based in the fact that historically there was 

some communication between these vastly different dance communities. However, Tap Dance 
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was already well on its way before any contact with the Irish. Though similarities exist, there is a 

distinct difference in the use of the lower body in American Tap Dance versus Irish Dance. The 

most obvious similarities are the use of shoes to aid in the creation of sound and the amount of 

skill required to perform rapid footwork that is crisp and not a cacophony of indiscernible noises. 

There is also similarity found in the fact that there are only so many movements that the human 

foot is capable of making, and therefore, only so many sound combinations are available. 

However, the differences that exist between the two dance forms are key and quite apparent to 

even the untrained eye. 

A noticeable difference is the considerable use of the plié in Tap Dance.47 As mentioned 

earlier, there is a characteristically African trait of “movements emanating from bent knees with 

legs parallel to each other” that aligns with the term plié (Abiola 42). The use of plié gives the 

dancer more mobility in their pelvic area, another characteristically African movement trait. 

“The pelvic area is the hip region and is located directly below the torso and ends where the legs 

are connected to the hip bones” (Abiola 40). By engaging the pelvic area through the use of plié, 

Tap dancers are able to lower their center of gravity, providing a better connection to the Earth 

and giving weight to their movements. This weight is not always a heaviness however, there are 

also moments of lift achieved.48 The use of the plié in Tap dance enables the dancer to attain 

more depth in their range of movement, more than even the forced lift usually seen in Irish 

dancers.49 The weightiness of Tap Dance is a direct call back to traditional African movements 

and movements that were practiced by enslaved Black bodies, movements that were more natural 

to the body. 

 Another lower body trait is the use of dynamics, both in the sense of the sounds produced 

by the feet and in the movements of the body overall. Depending upon the amount of force put 
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behind a movement, the sound quality has the potential to change drastically. There is a marked 

difference between the amount of effort put into performing a heel drop softly and performing it 

loudly, not to mention finding a comfortable balance between the two extremes. Generally 

speaking, the more force applied, the louder the sound. The amount of force applied does not, 

however, always dictate the movement quality, even though there are dynamic and quality 

combinations that are easier to combine and are more common. High energy movement qualities 

do not automatically mean louder dynamics, just as relaxed movement qualities do not 

automatically equate softer dynamics. For example, it is a common combination to see an 

exuberant, high energy movement quality paired with a louder production of sound. On the other 

hand, it is less common to see the same movement quality paired with a softer production of 

sound, though it is feasible. The inverse is also true: it is possible, and indeed more common, to 

see the combination of a smooth and relaxed movement quality with a louder production of 

sound. These examples, along with a multitude of options that exist in between, are demonstrated 

by both the lower body and the upper body, separately and in conjunction with each other.  

 

MOVEMENTS THE UPPER BODY 

Again this is where we see a marked difference from Irish dance and further solidify the 

beginnings and development of American Tap Dance as being firmly rooted in the African 

Diaspora. There is a freedom evident that is all too often labeled as not being as polished, but this 

is usually framed through a white lens, which means there is automatically a barrier of prejudice 

and ill-informed information to overcome. This is again why it is best to discuss Black dance 

forms through a Black lens. Accordingly, the descriptions of torso movement provided by Abiola 
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are very appropriate. For clarification, “the torso is the part of the body that the ribcage resides 

in. It includes the chest, waist and the back. In dance movements, a torso can be held at a ninety-

degree angle or an acute angle to the earth… dance steps can be executed with a high, medium, 

or low torso” (Abiola 39). In Tap Dance, the torso goes through all of these ranges of movement. 

Depending upon the message the movement is supposed to convey, the torso will move 

accordingly. The torso is not static in these positions, it passes through them, jumping from one 

to the next in a type of dialogue reminiscent of verbal communication. “A low torso is held at an 

angle (still considered acute) in which the back appears to be almost parallel to the ground” 

(Abiola 39). A low torso can be used to signify secrecy, appealing to the viewer and welcoming 

them to lean in closer to ‘listen’ to what is being said. In contrast, Abiola notes that “a high torso 

is displayed when the torso is slightly less than ninety degrees (which is still an acute angle in 

dance). One should apply caution when observing movements performed with a high torso 

because they sometimes appear to be executed with a straight back” (39). A high torso can be 

drawn equivalent to proudly ‘yelling out’ information, physically opening the dancer up to the 

audience and allowing the audience to be drawn in in another way. A medium torso placement is 

where the groove of Tap Dance is really to be found. The medium torso “is noticeably held at an 

angle over the toes forming a diagonal line to the ground” (Abiola 39).50 It is this position which 

lies between the two extremes that strikes the perfect balance. The medium torso can at times, to 

the undiscerning eye, be confused with the high torso, but a key difference is the presence of a 

more relaxed energy. The effort to maintain a more erect spine in a high torso automatically 

reduces levels of visual relaxation. A medium torso is also more inviting, again striking the 

balance between being too open (high torso) and too closed off (low torso). 
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Another upper body movement occasionally seen in Tap Dance that is characteristically 

African is the contraction. “A contraction is an isolated movement forward and backward of a 

particular body area… contractions typically only refer to movements that involve the torso 

and/or the pelvic regions of the body” (Abiola 40-1). In Tap Dance, contractions are 

predominantly seen in the upper body as opposed to the lower body, and are partial as opposed to 

complete (Abiola 41).51 Full articulation of the spine is not a trait of Tap torso movements. The 

contractions that do occur, however, are most commonly evidenced in medium and low torso 

movements. 

Here we must also address the use of the arms. What comes across as effortless, casual, 

or unpolished, actually involves a major amount of skill. The counter rhythms that must be 

played against each other, upper body versus lower body, are difficult for many to learn. The 

relaxed nature of allowing the arms to hang and swing freely gives the appearance of laziness to 

those that are viewing it through the European lens. In comparison to balletic standards that 

infiltrate many other Eurocentric dance forms– holding the torso taut, arms placed in set 

positions, maintenance of stiffness in an effort to hold form and appear graceful– Tap Dance 

appears loose and unstructured. The misconception of there being a lack of effort, which 

somehow also translates into a lack of grace, is rooted in this ridiculous comparison. The African 

Diasporic roots of Tap Dance mean that there is a valuing of pedestrian movements present, 

movements that come naturally to the body, as opposed to a glorification of unnatural, and many 

times unattainable, movements asked of the body in Eurocentric dance forms like ballet. Arm 

gestures that seem wild and carefree are in reality calculated and measured. Without an element 

of control and body awareness, an arm movement taken too far could cause a domino effect– 

pulling the torso out of alignment, throwing the dancer off of the correct rhythm, causing a loss 
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of balance, and disrupting the footwork. Though the movements appear to lack a set direction, 

the amount of training needed to learn how to control freedom without losing freedom is just as 

stringent as learning how to hold the arms in a locked position. 

 

THE USE AND IMPORTANCE OF SPACE 

The use of space is extremely important in dance. Space refers not only to the area 

covered by the Dancing Body in motion, it also refers to the facility being utilized as a 

performance venue. Historically in the United States, there have been instances where Black 

bodies were not allowed into certain spaces, sparking a need for innovative problem solving and 

the securing of performance spaces that may have been of a poor quality, but were made magical 

by the use of dance. Equally important to the physicality of the space being performed in, the use 

of the space by the dancers– how they move about the space and how they adapt to the features 

of the space in a way that accents the performance– is worth mention. Though linear floor 

patterns and formations are seen, the shape that holds the most importance in African Diasporic 

dance forms is the circle. From cyphers in Hip Hop to jam sessions in Tap Dance to even the 

childhood social games played at recess, the circle is integral across the board.52 

 For African Diasporic dance forms, the circle is the shape most often used, particularly in 

the molding of the viewing and participatory experience. “An example of cultural unity is 

witnessed in the dance circle” (Abiola 63). Within the dance circle there is a sense of community 

that no other formation brings. The bodies that comprise the circle are able to view the dance 

from a myriad of angles, allowing for a multitude of interpretations. There is also an opening up 

within circles that provides opportunity for the dancers to play to different facings instead of 
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being stuck with a fixed front. This removal of a fixed front aids in bringing the viewer deeper 

into the action, helping to bridge the gap between the dancer and the viewer, a gap that is 

unavoidable when performances take place on the concert stage. “There is a noticeable contrast 

between traditional Mandinka dance systems performed in the village and that presented on the 

concert stage. In the village, Mandinka traditional dances are performed in a circle… all the 

villagers can be referred to as spectator-dancers. Spectator-dancers experience comradery, 

continuity, and a sense of security when performing dance in the circle” (Abiola 75). The energy  

and engagement of the audience has a different quality when the audience is in a circular 

formation versus that of a proscenium arrangement. Though it is possible to involve the audience 

from the concert stage, the physical distance is not easily ignored and theatre seating can restrict 

movement options. Both the audience and the performers are restricted within the proscenium 

stage setting in a way that the circular formation avoids. This is largely in part due to the fact that 

circular formations are most commonly utilized while the performers and the audience members 

are physically on the same level. The performer is not placed above the audience, they are on 

even footing, which ultimately helps the audience members to feel more connected to the dance. 

Within the dance circle, “the audience is as much a part of the process of performance as the 

dancer” and this is why it is important that when shifting African Diasporic dances to the concert 

stage, “the link that enabled the dancer to travel in and out of the dance circle and back and forth 

between the positions of dancer and spectator must be reestablished” (Abiola 82). Reestablishing 

that link is beneficial to both parties. For the dancers, it alleviates the sensation of feeling as 

though one is performing into the void. When dancing and putting in the work to convey a 

message with the hope of it being received by those viewing, it is discouraging to feel as though 

all pleas are falling upon deaf ears (or in this case, blind eyes). For the ones viewing, it can ease 
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the feeling of the dancer being too lofty or out of reach and can aid in kinesthetic empathy. 

Abiola asserts that when it comes to stage performances, “although the audience cannot actually 

dance on stage with the performers, the audience can still be ‘touched’ and communicated with 

by the dancers […] the relationship between the audience and the dancer, although altered, still 

exists” (82-3). Though the circle is sometimes broken out of necessity to accommodate the 

performance space, the essence of the circle can still be present and thrive. Mbiti observes that 

“circles are used as symbols of the continuity of the universe...life is stronger than death” (37). It 

is because of this symbolism that the circle, even when not physically capable of being 

implemented, is ever present and powerful in African Diasporic dance forms. The circle operates 

as a connector and a reminder that the dancer and spectator are a part of the same community, 

they need each other and support each other. As it is in life at large, so too is it in dance– if the 

circle is broken, death is inevitable. 

 

DANCE ATTIRE 

There have traditionally been many African dance forms that “are distinct in that they are 

executed by a specific gender,” with their dance attire also being gendered and reflecting their 

respective roles” (Abiola 45). This is not true of Tap Dance, at least not in the exact same way. 

Tap Dance has been, and continues to be, performed by all, regardless of gender. There are no 

Tap steps that are inherently gendered, though some were more commonly associated with 

societal gender roles and expectations initially.53 Dance attire– or in the case of Tap Dance, 

costumes– that was reflective of gendered roles was indeed utilized, but more so in a 

commodified manner.54 Before going further, it is important to explain the difference between 
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the terms dance attire and costumes. The terms are often used interchangeably, however, there is 

a difference. Dance attire is crafted and worn with the intent of communicating “with the 

audience, the other dancers, and the musicians. The attire utilized for each dance has meaning 

and everything on the uniform has a purpose” (Abiola 48). The use of specific colors, fabrics, 

props, and other decorative materials denote specific meanings.55 In a more gender specific 

example from Mandinka dance systems, the use of targeted nudity to portray a specific message, 

a trait commonly identified in women that perform bare chested, is also considered a part of 

dance attire (Abiola 64).56 Though there is no traditional dance attire associated with Tap Dance, 

a similarity can be seen in the casual attire donned at Tap jam sessions that are not obligated to 

abide by the constraints of dance studios– no leotards and tights, dancers attend in clothing they 

find comfortable, oftentimes regular streetwear.  

Costumes on the other hand are more about audience appeal, though they can also be 

highly influenced by traditional dance attire and be worn to depict specific themes and share 

messages. According to Abiola, “the word costume denotes a simulation, or a showcase of 

displaced realities” and items utilized as dance attire “do not become costumes until they are 

utilized on the concert stage… [where] there are often additions or omissions to the dance 

garments to appeal to non-African audiences and sensibilities while attempting to simulate a 

village environment” (48). Though Abiola was highlighting this fact in reference to Mandinka 

dance systems specifically, the same definition is accurate for Tap Dance. In particular, the idea 

of a costume being a simulation of a natural environment stands out. For example, looking at 

costumes in the vaudeville era, Black dancers were often dressed in attire that, though they 

pulled some inspiration from actual life, were commonly depictions of stereotypes. Depending 

upon the performance space, the direction the stereotypes spun was dictated. In film, there were 
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more examples of Blackness being painted as uncouth, whereas live performances put forth 

images of being higher class and exotic.57 With this in mind, let us look a little closer at a few 

costuming changes for men and women that have evolved over time. 

Tap Dance was performed on stage prior to being featured in films and was often 

performed by Black dancers for white audiences.58 In these settings, Black Tap dancers dressed 

in costumes that were representative of white patrons wanted to see, with a dash of respectability 

politics.59 It was not uncommon for the men to be in a tuxedo or a nice suit, demonstrating 

upright posture and when speaking, high intelligence. Taking the Nicholas Brothers for instance, 

they were always dressed immaculately, hair slicked back just so, and an ever present smile on 

both of their faces.60 Women performers, often performed in skimpier outfits, ranging from 

revealing just enough to be tantalizing to being scantily clad. Black women in these roles were 

cast due to their desirability and they were costumed accordingly.61 Jeni LeGon, one of the first 

Black women to establish a solo Tap career and be offered a contract with Hollywood, wore a 

wide range of costumes, from short dresses to slacks, and heeled shoes to flats. Her delicate 

appearance was matched by her technical prowess, able to transition from toe stands and wings 

into rapid footwork with an air of ease that rivaled the best male Tap dancers of that time, as seen 

in her duet with Bill “Bojangles” Robinson in a scene from the 1936 film Hooray for Love. 

Jumping forward to today, there is less of an emphasis on being dressed up in attire that is formal 

or could be considered on the classy end of the spectrum. Fashion is still prioritized, but it has 

shifted with the times. It is not uncommon to see performers in blue jeans and tee shirts or even 

women in cotton dresses you would see an average person wearing as they walk down the street. 

Pedestrian attire has always been in the forefront, but what that means now has shifted. Whereas 

older generations wore fancier clothes on a daily basis in comparison to now– dresses, slacks, 
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collared shirts, dress shoes, hair precisely coiffed– the standards in society have relaxed 

tremendously, leading to a relaxation of costuming decisions. This shift has also been impacted 

by the lack of needing to pander to rich white patrons, allowing the performers to better choose 

costumes that convey the narrative they want to share and opposed to the one that is expected of 

them. This freedom allows more emphasis to be placed on the movement as opposed to the 

accompanying visual impact, which is beneficial to the field at large and especially for female 

practitioners that would have previously been reduced to just their looks and sex appeal as 

opposed to their genuine talent. 

 

CLOSING THOUGHTS 

 As stated at the beginning of this chapter, it is important to remember that all dance forms 

have technique, regardless of origin. While it is possible to only focus on learning the very basics 

of a dance form in order to execute it, gaining a deeper understanding of the individual dance 

movements and how they are combined into steps and longer phrases, along with the intent 

behind them, is necessary to perform the dance in the most authentic way possible. For Tap 

Dance this means that an awareness of both African dance traits and African Diasporic social 

practices are required. It is also important to take into consideration the use of space– both the 

physical facility and how the dancers move throughout and shape the space – and choices in 

dance attire as these too play a role in the overall movement system and expression and 

interpretation of performance. Without taking all of these elements into account, it is not possible 

to fully understand Tap Dance nor engage with it as it is intended to be practiced and 

experienced. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Globalization- The Conversation Between Appreciation and Appropriation 

What is culture? What is shareable? What is sacred? Who decides and how can these 

stipulations be navigated as the global community continues to grow? 

In many cultures, the concept of sharing is instilled in people from a very young age: 

Don’t you want to be nice and share? I am sure little Suzie would love to play with that too. Oh 

no, Joshua does not have enough food, let me share my lunch with him. Now imagine this 

concept on a global scale. Theoretically, this concept could and should work when scaled up, 

however, this is oftentimes not the case. Sharing when on an uneven playing field is detrimental 

to those that do not have the privilege of the higher ground. Efforts at collaboration quickly 

become bogarted and watered down while requests for information are instead phrased as 

demands and given with an air of ownership that is misplaced. Add to this instances of blatant 

appropriation and the dismissal of the culture of origin’s right to claim what is theirs, and 

receive credit for it, and you have a perfect storm of reasons why globalization can be toxic. This 

is not to say that there are no benefits to globalization. When entered into correctly, 

globalization has the potential to breathe new life into and keep dying art forms and traditions 

alive, help various cultures advance in ways that may not have been possible or considered 

before, and create space for cultural dialogues to take place. Reiteratively, this is only 

applicable when done correctly. The fear of traditions being forcefully lost in the interest of 

creating newer stories that no longer center the culture of origin is legitimate. 
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Globalization, especially in today’s world, is an unavoidable topic, regardless of the field 

being discussed. If there is information able to be shared, it will be. Through travel and exposure 

to areas that were once not reachable, the world has begun shifting into more of a global 

community. As technology and access to world travel become more available, more 

opportunities for cultural exchange are created. Whereas it was once an arduous task to travel 

long distances, especially to a new continent, advancements in airplanes and technological 

platforms such as the internet close the gap significantly. As physical gaps begin to close through 

contact between cultures, cultural identities have the ability to begin morphing and evolving as 

each group is influenced by the attributes of the other, both consciously and subconsciously. 

Shifts can be as simple as co-opting a new resource for material to construct clothing and as 

complex as adopting new agricultural methods in an effort to increase production. 

 Again, taking into consideration the use of avenues to share information such as social 

media, movies, and of course even older methods of television and radio, it becomes nearly 

impossible to avoid talk of globalization “and the technologies that accompany it, [which] all 

contribute to the contemporary changing nature of traditional dance transmission” (Abiola 77). 

Globalization is usually addressed from an economic or financial standpoint and is the process 

by which people and goods move easily across borders. As pertains to Tap Dance, globalization 

is seen through the ways in which the form has been spread and commodified globally. From a 

larger scaled perspective of companies actively traveling the globe to a smaller scaled 

perspective of fans sharing info via word of mouth, Tap has traveled near and far, crossing many 

borders along the way. Within the past 50 years, particularly during the 1970s and 1980s, Tap 

Dance saw a significant resurgence, thanks in part to many prominent artists such as Gregory 

Hines, his brother Maurice Hines, and Gregg Burge (Haskins 197). Another significant 
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component of the resurgence were Broadway shows. Broadway shows such as Black and Blue 

and Bubblin’ Brown Sugar heavily featured Tap Dance and “it is generally agreed that Eubie! 

and the tap dancing in the show clinched tap dancing’s return to popularity after a hiatus of many 

years” (Haskins 202). Moving beyond this bump in popularity and more into the present day, 

there have been many other Tap based shows, individual Tap artists, and Tap based dance 

companies that have helped to keep Tap Dance alive and propel it forward.62 All worked to 

continue to share the art of Tap Dance beyond the confines of the borders of the United States; 

global recognition was sought after and, in each of these cases, attained. 

 Closely related to the concept of globalization are the concepts of appreciative 

appropriation and apathetic appropriation. Within the past 20 years, since the early 2000s, there 

has been more attention brought to issues concerning appreciation versus apathy; the Dance 

world has not been exempt. Appropriation within itself is inevitable and should not always be 

viewed as a negative occurrence. By looking at and unpacking the different types of 

appropriation– in this case, appreciative and apathetic– it becomes easier to get to the root of the 

term and make better judgments based upon an understanding of the potential intent behind each 

act of appropriation encountered. While it is not entirely possible to always discern the intent of 

others, if communication is clear from all parties involved, it becomes more likely that 

misunderstandings will be resolved. The process is not easy, but it is doable. 

 

APPRECIATIVE APPROPRIATION VS APATHETIC APPROPRIATION 

In relation to Black Dance forms and the contributions of non-Black bodies, globalization 

has further opened up possibilities for cultural exchange while also opening the door to cultural 
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misappropriation. It is very important to distinguish between what should be considered 

appreciative appropriation and what should be deemed apathetic appropriation. Simply put, 

appreciative appropriation allows for proper credit to be given to originators while apathetic 

appropriation actively dismisses claims of ownership made by originators and makes space for 

claims of ownership by non-originators. To go a step further in explaining this difference, 

appreciative appropriation can be observed in instances where information from one culture is 

shared beyond that culture’s borders and they are acknowledged as the originators of the 

information. Through this acknowledgement there is a level of respect signified, noting the 

culture of origin as such and honoring the histories and traditions of that culture that helped 

shape the information being shared. For example, there exist culture specific festivals such as the 

annual Cherry Blossom Festival held in Washington, DC. The Cherry Blossom Festival is a 

celebration of Japanese culture and highlights a myriad of facets that make the culture unique. 

Though there are many elements that have areas of overlap with other cultures, and even though 

there are many non-Japanese people that love learning about and engaging with Japanese culture, 

the emphasis is placed on the appreciation of the culture and all credit is given to the Japanese 

people. In the dance world, an example of this can be seen in Hip Hop. Though Hip Hop has 

been spread globally and has been performed exceptionally well by non-Black bodies, the history 

and traditions of the dance form are so ingrained that they travel with it, regardless of who is 

teaching it or where. This is not meant to imply that there are not instances of information being 

incorrectly or incompletely disseminated, but in general, there is a standard set that requires 

those participating, whether teaching or learning, to acknowledge the inherent Blackness of the 

dance form. There are many that do not teach the true history of Hip Hop, yet the roots of the 

form remain firmly fixed in Black America and there are not many that would attempt to dispute 
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that. Though the history and terminology may not always be accurately taught, one would be 

hard pressed to find any other culture, at least to date, laying claim to being the originators of 

Hip Hop. 

On the other hand, apathetic appropriation, in opposition to appreciative appropriation as 

outlined above, can be observed in instances where information from one culture is taken and 

shared beyond that culture’s borders and their claims of ownership are either argued or blatantly 

ignored. This lack of acknowledgement demonstrates an evident level of disrespect and an 

erasure of the culture of origin’s histories and traditions. For example, every year, the issue of 

culturally-based and insensitive costumes during the Halloween season in America is revisited. 

From mockeries of Native American traditional garb to the use of Mexican serapes and 

sombreros, each year white America must be reminded that cultures are not costumes. In this 

instance of apathetic appropriation– because there are many different ways for it to manifest– it 

is not only the mockery that is the issue, but also the selling of the costumes and perpetuation of 

negative stereotypes. In addition, it is the writing off of relevant histories and traditions that may 

be associated with these traditional garbs in an effort to make a cash grab. The mockery is 

merely the icing on the cake of financial gain being more valued than cultural respect, adding 

further insult to injury. In the dance world, many examples of apathetic appropriation can be 

seen; Tap Dance is not exempt. 

Tap Dance is not consistently taught as being a dance form with African Diasporic roots, 

it is primarily only given credit as being an American dance form. There are sources that 

acknowledge the role that enslaved Black bodies played in the development of the form, but it is 

not easy to find sources that acknowledge the roots of Tap Dance as solely based in African 

movement. This has led to an apathetic version of appropriation being dominant in the field of 



 

 

119 

Tap Dance. Dismissing the roots of the form has made it easier to approach it with a lack of 

appreciation. How can one genuinely appreciate that which they are unaware of? It is simply not 

possible. For those that have a lack of knowledge but are willing to learn, appreciation is 

attainable. It is necessary here to acknowledge that “the knowledge and skills to practice 

traditional dance systems can be either acquired or inherited [and] dancers who acquire their 

skills experience liberation from dispiriting circumstances, such as poverty, the death or loss of a 

loved one, pain, and other hardships in life, when they dance” (Abiola 78). This is not to say that 

dancers that acquire their skills do not experience these circumstances at all, but that in relation 

to the dance form, they are not held by the dispiriting experiences that impacted, created, and are 

inherently and inextricably related to the form. For those acquiring skills in Tap Dance that are 

not descendants of the African Diaspora– and more specifically, are not Black American– they 

have a freedom from the impact of enslavement, racist practices, discrimination, and financial 

disparity have had on the form.63 On the other hand, dancers who have “inherited their dance 

skills generally [are] more knowledgeable about the history and the nuances of the dance systems 

than dancers who have acquired their skills,” which makes sense as those dancers “have had the 

benefit of several generations of knowledge to draw upon” (Abiola 78). There is no escaping the 

history of being Black in America for Black Americans. Individual experiences of course vary, 

however, there are generalities that apply to and are understood by the Black community as a 

whole. Movement as a means of catharsis is an African Diasporic trait, providing a distinct type 

of liberation for Black bodies– they are not free from the dispiriting experiences that shape the 

movement, they instead find freedom from those experiences within the movement. They find a 

release and that release is inclusive of generations upon generations of ancestral turbulence. 

Though the differences between acquired and inherited knowledge are apparent, it is again very 
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possible for those that desire to learn more to do so in a way that confirms their respect for the 

dance, demonstrates their appreciation of being invited into the community to learn as much as 

they can, and acknowledges the honor that comes with being bestowed with the responsibility of 

being a bearer of knowledge. However, for those who have made the conscious choice to not 

delve deeper, or worse, have decided that delving deeper is not necessary, apathy is the only path 

available. This is not to say that once on one of these paths an individual is unable to change 

course, however, it is unlikely that they will, particularly when money is involved. When set up 

well, dance classes are money makers, making it very easy to take the apathetic approach. Why 

spend additional time and resources teaching the history and cultural context of the dance form 

when you can focus instead on pumping out class after class and rake in more money? Many 

choose the latter because it is oftentimes easier and more lucrative than the former. Until the 

emphasis is placed more so on the dance form itself, as opposed to the monetary profit that can 

be made off of the dance form, it is unlikely that there will be a significant shift in this area. 

 

APPROPRIATION AND REMOVED CLOSENESS 

Removed closeness has an interesting relationship with cultural appropriation, both in the 

appreciative sense and the apathetic sense. There is a ‘tapping into’ that authenticity– in this 

meaning, being a member of the culture of origin– permits that is not as accessible via other 

means. This does not mean that it is not possible to tap in, simply that there are more barriers in 

the way of finding access to the wealth of information removed closeness provides. Again, 

removed closeness, though it can be seen externally, is an internal process. To that end, 

appreciative cultural appropriation is more in line with the accessibility and utilization of 
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removed closeness than is apathetic cultural appropriation. The primary difference lies within the 

intent of the individual person. 

Approaching from the angle of apathetic appropriation, the general lack of care is what 

hinders access to removed closeness and vicariously the sublime and catharsis. Apathetic 

appropriation is not rooted in a desire to gain a deeper understanding of a specific culture, it is 

rooted in the commodification of said culture. This emphasis on commodification, on how to 

turn a profit, is what hinders access to the utilization of removed closeness. To be fair, the 

utilization of removed closeness and achieving access to the sublime and catharsis are not areas 

of concern within apathetic appropriation; these types of deep connections are not priorities. A 

deep connection to the collective communal unconscious is not required in order to reap financial 

benefits. It is of note, however, that the packaging of the belief that those things are attainable 

may encourage more consumption. After all, not every consumer is looking for a deep 

connection, some are only looking for a quick taste, which apathetic appropriation aptly 

provides. 

Appropriation within the Arts is very difficult to avoid as there are quite a few ways to 

appropriate content. Five types of appropriation, as identified by James O. Young, are object 

appropriation, content appropriation, style appropriation, motif appropriation, and subject 

appropriation (5-7). Of these five options, three stand out as the most relevant to unpacking the 

relationship between removed closeness and appropriation: content appropriation, style 

appropriation, and subject appropriation.64 Content appropriation is when intangible material is 

the material being addressed. “When this sort of appropriation occurs, an artist has made 

significant reuse of an idea first expressed in the work of an artist from another culture. A 

musician who sings the songs of another culture has engaged in content appropriation, as has the 
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writer who retells stories produced by a culture other than his own” (Young 6). The same is true 

of dance material. Dance can be interpreted as being both ethereal and intangible. The ethereality 

of dance is in large part due to the ability of skilled dance artists to make movement appear 

simple by performing it gracefully.65 This quality is not solely associated with ballet, though that 

is commonly the example used. Regardless of the genre– be it the syncopation of Jazz, the 

contractions and releases of Modern, or even the rhythmic sharpness of Tap– skilled dance artists 

are able to perform with a quality that is otherworldly. Dance is intangible because even though 

it is a physical act, there is no physical residue left behind to grasp. Many dance artists can attest 

to the fact that they can perform the same dance piece night after night, yet each time it will be 

different. Even though the sequence of movements is the same, one must account for human 

error– if it can indeed be called an error in this case– and acknowledge that it is simply not 

possible to perform a specific movement in the exact same way every single time.66 Even when it 

comes to dance notation, the most tangible form of dance possible, there is still a lot of room left 

for interpretation. The intangible nature of removed closeness connects to content appropriation 

in that removed closeness is an act, not an object that can be grasped. Additionally, it is a fact 

that removed closeness is participated in on both a personal and communal level, however, the 

personal level is higher on the hierarchy. This makes accessing removed closeness even more 

elusive, aiding in it becoming more difficult to dive into, leading to more struggles with 

understanding the potential disastrous effects of content appropriation. Referring back to 

Nietzsche, content appropriation allows for a broad sweep of information. At the juncture where 

removed closeness and content appropriation intersect there is an opportunity for the participant 

to dig deeper and vicariously access the sublime. However, it is also possible for removed 

closeness to only be utilized shallowly, in which case we return to the negative, apathetic aspect 
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of appropriation. There is at times a misconception of removed closeness held by those 

practicing it in that they believe they are able to fully connect to the collective communal 

unconscious without having knowledge of and a connection to elements such historical and 

cultural relevance. There is a serious amount of work involved in accessing removed closeness to 

experience catharsis and the sublime. By ignoring these elements they are not able to go as deep 

and are not fully connecting to their full cathartic and sublime potential. If the connection is not 

made on a deep enough level, which of course can vary person by person, then removed 

closeness is not being fully utilized nor actualized. In that case, the person is just getting a 

surface level experience which will hinder their ability to use Tap Dance cathartically, and 

vicariously, they won’t access the sublime. 

Style appropriation, which is closely related to content appropriation, is also a very 

relevant angle to address. Style appropriation occurs when intangible material has been taken, 

however, that material is “less than an entire expression” (Young 6). In an instance like this, an 

entire work is not reproduced, instead the stylistic elements are copied. For example, “musicians 

who are not a part of the African-American culture but who compose original jazz or blues 

works can be said to have engaged in appropriation… similarly, culturally mainstream 

Australians who paint in the style of the aboriginal peoples” (Young 6). As pertains to dance, this 

would be akin to a choreographer creating dance works that are stylized to suit, or are 

representative of, a specific genre, even though they themselves are not a part of the culture that 

genre originates from. For Tap Dance, every non-Black choreographer that has produced a work, 

though original in the sense that they did not copy the sequence of movements verbatim from an 

existing piece, has participated in this form of appropriation. Similarly to content appropriation, 

there is a point where style appropriation and removed closeness intersect in such a way that 
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practitioners are able to connect to the collective communal unconscious of those that have come 

before them in the field of Tap Dance, allowing them to utilize it cathartically and access the 

sublime. However, there is also the similarity of style appropriation being used superficially and 

therefore access to the deeper levels are blocked. 

Finally, subject appropriation– more so than the other forms of appropriation and more 

impactful in a detrimental manner– has played a leading role in the history of Tap Dance. The 

enormity of the impact subject appropriation has had is evidenced through the use of blackface.67 

As Young clarifies, this type of appropriation involves “no artistic product of a culture [being] 

appropriated. Instead artists appropriate a subject matter, namely another culture or some of its 

members” (7). In American history at large there have been many instances of blackface being 

used as a means of appropriating Blackness. From televised and live action performances to 

Halloween costumes and Black-fishing, the use of blackface has become thoroughly ingrained in 

the American way of life and, unfortunately, often deemed as appropriate or at least permissible.  

The practice of blackface dates back to minstrel shows that were popular during the 

1800s through the mid-20th century, especially in the United States.68 According to the Merriam-

Webster dictionary, blackface is defined as “dark makeup worn to mimic the appearance of a 

Black person and especially to mock or ridicule Black people.”69 White actors performing in 

minstrel shows would rub their faces with items such as burnt cork, shoe polish, or greasepaint to 

impersonate and act out overblown racist stereotypes of Black people. In the early years 

exaggerated red lips were painted around their mouths, reminiscent of the makeup styling 

utilized by circus clowns, while in later years the lips were painted white or left unpainted. 

Costumes were commonly gaudy combinations of formal wear such as swallowtail coats, striped 

trousers, and top hats.70 Blackface characters were so pervasive that even some Black performers 
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had to put on blackface. One of the first Blacks to perform in blackface for White audiences was 

the man who is sometimes credited with invented tap dancing, William Henry Lane, also known 

as Master Juba. The talent and skill Lane exhibited were extraordinary and eventually he became 

famous enough that he was able to perform in his own skin. However, for many other Black 

performers, blackface remained a necessity as it was the only way they could work as white 

audiences would not accept actual Black entertainers on stage unless they performed in blackface 

makeup due to a lack of interest in watching Black actors do anything but act foolish on stage.71 

Whereas content appropriation and style appropriation leave space for appreciation to 

exist and to provide access to a cathartic experience and the sublime, subject appropriation does 

nothing of the sort. It is one thing to imitate art and another entirely to imitate people. While the 

saying goes that imitation is the highest form of flattery, this is not the case when it comes to 

instances of subject appropriation. With both content and style appropriation, the emphasis is on 

recreating the art, reproducing in some manner that, though it can be bastardized, is usually an 

attempt to come as close as possible to the original. This is done either because there is an actual 

appreciation of the art or there is at least an acknowledgement that there is something to be 

appreciated about it, hence that is what makes it profitable and worth imitating. On the other 

hand, subject appropriation is predicated on mockery and oppression. It does not seek to explore 

or benefit the art form or the people it imitates, it instead acts as both a form of erasure and a 

form of performative disrespect. While it can also be profitable, there is no acknowledgment of 

elements worthy of appreciation. 
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FURTHER THOUGHTS ON APPRECIATION 

Another way of looking at appropriation in general is to acknowledge that in the global 

community, it is becoming more difficult to distinguish pure cultural content from content that 

has been modified and influenced by outside information. This difficulty can be deemed 

inevitable and, following suit, should be embraced. As Nietzsche stated, “when different 

languages are set alongside one another it becomes clear that, where words are concerned, what 

matters is never the truth, never the full and adequate expression” (Birth 144). Though this 

observation is specifically referencing dream language and imagery, the same can be said for 

information being shared across cultures, in which case, what matters the most is not the cultural 

and historical details that may lie within. Instead, what becomes most important is the method 

used to convey the message and the message itself, but only in a general sense. In the case of Tap 

Dance, the method is the movement. It is often said that dance can be viewed as a universal 

language.72 To that end, it could be deduced that the words used to pass on information of the 

dance form, and even the more nuanced aspects of the movements and the meanings behind the 

movements, are not what are most important. Instead, the focus gets placed on getting a general 

understanding, an overview. Emphasis is not placed on the historical aspect of the movement nor 

the implications of what some movements may be representative of, it is placed on being able to 

follow along and demonstrate a general comprehension of how to replicate steps physically. 

While this approach can be used specifically to work past language barriers and ease new 

students into the form, the concerns arise when there is no work done to move past this phase 

and it is instead deemed as sufficient. 

It must also be acknowledged that there is an unavoidable difficulty in approaching 

another culture without bias, as is demonstrated through the imposition of Western ideals as 
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points of comparison in research on any other non-Western culture. While there will always be a 

Western taint to research conducted in this manner– in the sense of being perceived through the 

Western eye– this does not negate the fact that research has taken place. As Nietzsche states, 

“every concept comes into being by making equivalent that which is non-equivalent” (Birth 

145). This rings especially true in the art world as cultures that are clearly not equivalent, in the 

sense of being exactly alike, are juxtaposed and areas of similarity and overlap are found. The 

acknowledgement of non-equivalency is not meant to imply that one is better than the other, but 

to highlight that differences exist and can coexist. Through this awareness, information can be 

discussed, picked apart, and reassembled in such a way that a new understanding of both 

originators is created.  When approaching from a lens of appreciation and acknowledgement, 

quite the opposite of what occurs with apathy is true. The lens of appreciation and 

acknowledgement allows for a practitioner that is not from the culture of origin to still tap into 

the collective communal unconscious, though not as deeply as a person that is from the culture of 

origin is able to go. The desire to learn more, to become more proficient, and to genuinely 

demonstrate appreciation for the culture and history of the information being consumed is what 

opens up the pathway to connect as deeply as possible. Even though some memories and 

experiences are culturally specific, the desire to demonstrate appreciation enables a practitioner 

to tap into parallel memories and experiences while simultaneously developing an understanding 

of the memories and experiences that are not their own. The balance between these two– 

between using personal experiences to relate to another and placing oneself into another person’s 

shoes– is extremely important, especially in dance. The use of personal memories and 

experiences to connect to a dance form of another culture allows for an initial connection to take 

place. It is through this initial connection that a sense of ease and comfort can be attained. With 
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that feeling of comfortability, it becomes easier to relax and really get into learning about the 

form without an overarching air of anxiety or confusion. On the other hand, it is crucial to not 

allow oneself to settle into complacency. One must move beyond this initial level, to dig even 

deeper to reach the depths of removed closeness in such a way that the sublime is accessed. In 

order to do this, one must be able to place themselves in the shoes of another. This step is a bit 

harder as it has the potential to be based upon assumption as opposed to actual empathy. 

However, if achieved, removed closeness is more readily accessible and able to be utilized. 

 

CLOSING THOUGHTS 

 It is necessary to acknowledge the role globalization has played in the dissemination of 

Tap Dance, in the evolution of the dance form, and in the experiencing of removed closeness. It 

is also important to acknowledge the role of appropriation, that it is unavoidable and comes in 

different forms, with some being more positive than others. There is much more research that 

could be expounded upon in regards to globalization and the various forms of appropriation, 

however, this brief introduction is more than sufficient to serve as a starting point. A crucial 

point to remember is that a balance must be struck between lived experiences and working to 

gain an understanding of another culture from their perspective. It is not enough for an individual 

to participate in cultural activities that are not native to them, they must also seek out cultural 

context from the originators. Particularly in dance, this will help to inform the movement 

patterns of the practitioner, bringing them closer to authenticity, accuracy, and enabling them to 

have a fuller encounter with that act of removed closeness for themselves that reaches beyond 

surface level. 
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PART 3- MOVING FORWARD: WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 

We have now reached the point where we must consider: where do we go from here? 

How do we move forward in a way that is concurrently conducive to honoring the events of the 

past, accepting the way things are in the present, and aids in crafting a future that sees the 

continued thriving of Tap Dance? Where do we go from here and how do we get there? 

 Afrofuturism. 

 In these final chapters, Afrofuturism, or a version of it, is offered up as a solution to the 

question of where we go from here. The seventh chapter defines and unpacks Afrofuturism along 

with acknowledging some of the concepts that are opposed to it or in agreement with it as long as 

certain requirements are met. The eighth chapter delves more specifically into the ways in which 

Afrofuturism can propel the field of Tap Dance forward. And finally, the ninth chapter seeks to 

give an action plan for the implementation of Afrofuturism. Removed closeness is interwoven 

throughout each chapter, further solidifying the ways in which it manifests itself in Tap Dance. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Afrofuturism Defined 

Imagine a future where Blackness and Black bodies are not viewed as lesser than or only 

able to serve the purpose of perpetuating negative stereotypes, but instead can be discussed and 

explored in the same ways that whiteness and other non-Black and white-adjacent bodies have 

been throughout history. Imagine a future where Blackness is not other, it is the norm; it is not 

judged by its proximity to whiteness, it is judged against itself and by its own merits. Imagine a 

future where Blackness is not ignored or erased in a misguided attempt to promote inclusivity 

and racial equality, but it is alternately seen in and appreciated for its various hues. Imagine a 

future where Blackness is not viewed as a deformity, detriment, or as an object of desire. 

Imagine a future where all individual Black bodies are allowed to freely express themselves 

outside of the confines of societal assumptions, expectations, and limitations. This is the goal of 

Afrofuturism. 

 

In order to fully understand the role Afrofuturism can play, we will begin first with 

defining it. According to Ytasha L. Womack, Afrofuturism is “an intersection of imagination, 

technology, the future, and liberation… ‘a way of imagining possible futures through a black 

lens’” (9). The focus on the future that is normally associated with science fiction works has 

often served as a platform for exploration of these intersections, an exploration that was not 

otherwise accessible to those living the Black American experience. Afrofuturism takes this 

platform a step further and makes space for stories and experiences to be expressed through a 

Black lens, an opportunity that is not often afforded in white dominated spaces. This is important 
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because whiteness provides an inaccurate view of Blackness. Depictions of Blackness as seen 

through a white lens are distorted by bigotry, prejudice, and racism. Black experiences, as told 

through a Black lens, are able to access a level of authenticity that is impossible for a white lens 

to achieve; the white lens can only operate based on assumptions and interpretations of 

Blackness whereas the Black lens speaks from a place of having experienced Blackness. There is 

much to be said for lived experience and the impact it has on the shaping of narratives, however, 

it would be erroneous to suggest that all visions of the future are the same– or that they should 

be– as these imaginings are coming from different source material. Blackness is not monolithic. 

 

A NOTE ON AFRICAN FUTURISM 

Before unpacking any further, it must first be acknowledged that Afrofuturism and 

African Futurism, though they are at times brought up in relation to each other, are not 

synonymous. Afrofuturism addresses the future specifically from the lens of Black Americans, 

taking into account the history and experiences associated with Blackness in America; the 

African experience is not the same. Though there may be places of overlap, African Futurism 

comes from a vantage point that Afrofuturism can never attain; it comes from a place where 

history has not been severed. Colonization has undoubtedly had a negative impact on African 

culture, yet not in the same way the Transatlantic slave trade impacted those who were sold and 

stolen. African Futurism, though it may offer some important insight into the connection being 

explored via removed closeness, it is not relevant to the trajectory of this research. The future of 

Tap Dance, though possessing African roots, is not rooted in African Futurism, it lies in the 

unpacking and exploration of Black American culture and Afrofuturism. 
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AFROFUTURISM: A REFRAMING 

It is here where some of the points raised by Martine Syms in the Mundane Afrofuturist 

Manifesto are most important. Syms states that, “Mundane Afrofuturism opens a number of 

themes and flavors to intertextuality, double entendre, politics, incongruity, polyphony, and 

collective first-person—techniques that we have used for years to make meaning” (Stanza three). 

Though not explicitly stated, it is clear from this description that there is no ‘one size fits all’ 

approach being proposed. The terms intertextuality, double entendre, politics, incongruity, and 

polyphony all point towards, at minimum, a binary or duality. There is a multiplicity at play 

within each term; this holds true for collective first-person also. On the surface, the term 

collective first-person could be misconstrued as promoting the notion of Blackness being 

monolithic, yet a deeper look reveals the multiplicity inherent in the collective. For there to be a 

collective, there must be multiple parts being joined together to create the whole. Just because 

each individual part is moving towards the same goal, does not mean that they are exact replicas; 

they are simply heading the same direction. Much in the way a caravan of cars traveling to the 

same destination does not necessarily consist of vehicles that are all the same make and model, 

so too is it for those living out the Black experience. This is the point Syms is making: we do not 

have to be carbon copies of each other or stereotypical tropes to travel to the same place and 

achieve the same goal. 

Another issue Syms mentions is the old method of creating works that perpetuate the idea 

that interstellar travel will somehow play a role in creating a utopian existence. Syms argues that 

“magic interstellar travel and/or the wondrous communication grid can lead to an illusion of 

outer space and cyberspace as egalitarian” and that “this dream of utopia can encourage us to 

forget that outer space will not save us from injustice and that cyberspace was prefigured upon a 
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"master/slave" relationship” (Stanza one).73 While there is nothing inherently wrong with 

creating fantasy worlds, Syms is taking issue with creating narratives that erase the challenges 

faced by Black bodies that contributed to there being a future to speak of. Syms asserts that 

Mundane Afrofuturists should seize “the opportunity to make sense of the nonsense that 

regularly—and sometimes violently—accents black life” while also acknowledging and building 

upon “the electric feeling that Mundane Afrofuturism is the ultimate laboratory for 

worldbuilding outside of imperialist, capitalist, white patriarchy” (Stanza three). It is very 

possible to create a fantasy world that is grounded in reality. Fantasy should not always be 

defined as whimsical, there should also be space to fantasize about reality, how the past has led 

to the present and how both will shape the future. Syms goes on to promote what she calls “the 

chastening but hopefully enlivening effect of imagining a world without fantasy bolt-holes: no 

portals to the Egyptian kingdoms, no deep dives to Drexciya, no flying Africans to whisk us off 

to the Promised Land,” making the point that “the possibilities of a new focus on black 

humanity: our science, technology, culture, politics, religions, individuality, needs, dreams, 

hopes, and failings” should be the focal point of Afrofuturistic musings (Stanza three). Again, 

the emphasis is placed on being realistic. There is no fantastical escape from this reality, but 

there are many fantastical elements that exist within it and can be drawn upon. Syms is not 

saying to stop fantasizing, but to instead look at all of the possibilities that already exist and think 

of ways to expound upon them. This is where hope thrives and the future is built; the point of 

origin is not abandoned, it is built upon. 

The reason Syms’ stance is being championed as the better option is because she grounds 

her rationale firmly in a realism that can almost be seen as pessimistic. While this may seem 

negative, it is actually positive in that it does not promote an air of false hope or of unattainable 
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dreams. The Mundane Afrofuturist Manifesto is snarky yet accurate, written with a tone of self 

awareness. It ends on an admonishment aimed at potential practitioners to not “let Mundane 

Afrofuturism cramp their style” and to also “burn this manifesto as soon as it gets boring” 

(Stanza four). The point Syms is making here is that shift is necessary for evolution. Shifting 

does not have to equate to an irrational jump or transition to something else, it can be as simple 

as changing trajectory while remaining connected to the original source. By remaining connected 

to the original source, it is possible to honor the ancestors without rewriting their stories as 

something magical or otherworldly.  

 

DANCE AND AFROFUTURISM 

Though imagery associated with Afrofuturism is usually connected to novels, music, and 

visual art, the world of Dance is not completely left out of the conversation. Dance artists have 

utilized similar Afrofuturistic devices in the past, and as technology continues to advance, more 

are joining the fray. The following section discusses Black Dance works that have accepted the 

charge of Afrofuturism, however, they will each be coming from a different angle: Modern 

Dance, Hip Hop Dance, and Tap Dance. Black Dancing Bodies and voices are centered in each 

of the selections, but due to cast diversity, cast size, and genre of choice, the results vary 

drastically. The works will be discussed in an order that best displays the way Black Dancing 

Bodies navigate the space, tracing the evidence of Afrofuturistic ideals– inclusive of acts of 

removed closeness– through the performance of movements based in Eurocentric dance forms, 

to those based in Black Dance forms in general, and finally, to those based in Tap Dance 

specifically. 



 

 

135 

Modern Dance- Octavia 

Based on the life and literary works of Octavia Butler, well-known for her Afrofuturistic 

novels, Staycee Pearl’s Octavia was an evening-length dance work made for the main stage. For 

this iteration of the work, the cast was small and diverse, consisting of three women and one man 

of varying racial backgrounds. The soundscape was the primary component creating an 

atmosphere that sought to produce a feeling of being futuristic while the movement more so 

grounded the piece staunchly in the present. Consisting primarily of sounds that are often 

stereotypically used to depict the future – high pitch frequencies, driving percussive beats, and 

distortions of what sounded like radio station surfing and a didgeridoo – the soundscape opened 

with and was occasionally overlaid with a recording of responses from an interview of Butler.  

Some movement themes that were explored during the piece were exploration, flying, 

and resistance. Throughout the piece the dancers revisited a low, crouching stance, shifting their 

weight from side to side, looking around as though searching or hunting. The feeling of this 

gesture was visceral and re-centered the humanity of the dancers against the grating pulse of the 

music. The dancers painted a picture of connectedness with the earth by maintaining close 

proximity to the ground. The movement theme of flying was seen in various forms. One gesture 

found the dancers laying on their stomachs, backs arched and limbs reaching upwards, waving 

gently like seaweed. The quality of this gesture was also achieved while standing when the 

dancers found moments of suspension, at times lingering in large hip rotations, and even in 

moments of stillness that managed to have a breath of life in them, a sense of activeness. 

Moments of flow were interrupted by interjections of sharp, almost spastic, movements. This 

was seen in a particular gesture that was repeated frequently. In that gesture, dancers would 

perform a relevé while stretching one arm towards the heavens and simultaneously keeping their 
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gaze downcast. This repeated gesture played into Afrofuturistic ideas of ascension and literally 

reaching towards space while at the same time keeping a handle on what has occurred before and 

what has been left behind. During one moment of the dance, the single male dancer repeated the 

aforementioned movement during his solo, modifying his variation by directing his focus up 

towards his raised hand. Bringing the extended arm down, he gazed at it as though he had finally 

managed to capture what they all had been reaching towards. His expression reflected a mix of 

accomplishment and elation as he brought his other hand up to meet the first, pulling them in 

toward his solar plexus. He ended his section with an air of acceptance and walked off quite 

stiffly, almost a complete contradiction of the movement he had demonstrated up to that point. It 

was as though he had shifted into a new form and had gone from resistance to acceptance, 

exiting the space as a new being. 

Hip Hop Dance- Earth Mother, Sky Father: 2030 

The dance film Earth Mother, Sky Father: 2030, created by Kordae Henry, was a site-

specific work that provided a more tangible connection to ideas around cyberculture and the use 

of technology in the portrayal of human-machine hybridization. Opening on panning shots of 

metal work facilities, a voiceover underscored by matching text gave a quick history and 

synopsis of the history of mining on the African continent by outsiders, explaining what viewers 

were about to see depicted in the film. Street dancer Storyboard P was the sole dancer, playing 

the role of Woot, the only human seen throughout. From the beginning, the film was set up to 

place viewers in the role of voyeurs of a ritualistic practice. There were fleeting moments where 

Woot would look directly into the camera, but it was clear that the ritual he was taking part in 

was not meant for spectators. Where some would define his expression as being primarily wild 

and crazed, it was actually one of passion and ecstasy. As Woot turned his focus internally, 
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viewers could see his gaze gloss over; in losing his connection with the world, he was able to 

connect more fully to the Earth. The ritual felt trancelike and personal and it was as though Woot 

was in communion with the Earth. There was no fear and no detachment from self, even as he 

was eventually joined by what appeared to be a mechanical avatar; his connection with the Earth 

was evident and cause for celebration.  

Woot’s hands appeared blackened with grime from toiling in the mines, however, once 

he began to fully invest himself in preparing for the pending ritual, unzipping his sleeves almost 

hastily but then carefully removing them and tying them at his waist, it was revealed that his 

blackened hands were only the tip of the iceberg. The gradual exposure of more skin revealed a 

hint of the paint that was hiding beneath his sun-bleached orange jumpsuit. Black paint covered 

his lean torso, with lines and geometrical shapes in white emblazoned across his back, arms, and 

chest. Calling to mind images of lightning bolts, these designs made reference to the belief that 

metal, such as the precious metals being mined by Woot, attract lighting. Even though this belief 

is not accurate, metal is, however, a great conduit that provides a path for electrical charges to 

follow. Knowledge of this belief allowed the body paint to be read as Woot channeling his 

energy in order to allow the earth to guide him to the metals he sought. His movements flowed 

between fluid and staccato and were reminiscent of machinery that is either well-worn or is 

coming up against resistance. His movement choices could possibly have been referencing newer 

technology that has not quite worked out all of the bugs. The ritual presented was a dance in 

much more than the obvious sense of having what appeared to be a mix of choreographed and 

improvised movements. It demonstrated the give and take possible when love and respect for the 

Earth are present, with the movements appearing to be less about digging and more about 

uncovering what was underneath. Running parallel to the rape of the land by outsiders that were 
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there for the sole purpose of stealing what they deemed as valuable while having no regard for 

the negative impact their actions could have, Woot did not pull more than he needed, only just 

enough for him. There was also an emphasis on the symbiotic relationship possible between man 

and machine, with both feeding and assisting each other instead of the machinery taking over or 

man controlling the machine.  

Through the exploration of the concepts of technological advancement and human-

machine hybridization, Henry’s piece showed a new way of looking at Afrofuturism in Dance. 

This piece was not only an example of a Black body being represented; it was an example of a 

Black body being projected through a Black lens. This type of projection means much more to 

the Afrofuturistic narrative in that there was an authenticity achieved that is not possible through 

any other lens. In addition to that authenticity, there was the element of representation, 

something that Black bodies do not see enough of outside of negative media portrayals. Positive 

representation in media is beneficial in that it helps those watching to better connect, but there is 

also an aspect of representation that feels differently when you are accustomed to being 

represented– or misrepresented– in a certain light. This piece positively portrayed a Black body, 

performing a Black Dance form that called upon Black traditions, all while covering a crucial 

topic centered around the continent where Blackness originated. The familiarity in witnessing the 

presentation of the storyline through the physical performance of a Black body provided a sense 

of self recognition for Black viewers that spoke to not only seeing a Black body, but also to the 

experience of being seen.  
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Tap Dance- Untitled 

 Exploring themes that were inspired by the special exhibition Grace of Monaco: Princess 

in Dior– including self-fashioning, visual communication, and glamour– this Tap performance 

by the company SOLE Defined took a fully Afrofuturistic approach, making use of outdoor 

space while also highlighting the significance of the space being traditionally white centered. 

Taking place on the grounds of the Hillwood Estate, Museum and Gardens, audience members 

had to travel from area to area to see the performance. The performance began in front of the 

Hillwood Mansion, with three of the dancers positioned around a circular mound and the 

audience circling around them. Positioned as though around a clock– at three, six, and nine– each 

dancer had a small, black square of wood rigged with a mic, though the proximity of the 

audience rendered that addition mostly unnecessary. The sound score was African Diasporic in 

nature, though an exact language was never explicitly identified. The atmosphere created by the 

sound score and tapping, as it was placed in juxtaposition with the centering of whiteness that the 

space historically held, invoked feelings of being both uncomfortably out of place and being 

defiantly in the right place. The dancers took turns tapping out various rhythms, some 

complicated and some simplistic, yet their focus remained on each other, placing the audience in 

the position of being voyeurs. Each dancer was clothed in pedestrian attire that exhibited an 

individualized interpretation of a color palette consisting of burgundy, black, and white. Crop 

tops, dresses, slacks, tee shirts, shorts– nothing seemed to stand out as spectacular, and yet it was 

this simplicity that actually served to reinforce the theme of unity in the midst of individualism. 

Taking a moment to allow the other dancers a chance to transition to their next locations, the sole 

male dancer, Co-founder Ryan Johnson, engaged the audience in dialogue, sharing the 

importance of acknowledging the African Diasporic roots of Tap and Percussive Dance, stating 
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repeatedly to the predominantly white audience that Blackness is not monolithic. Johnson even 

went so far as to tell audience members that if any of the African Diasporic themes were found to 

be offensive, they were free to leave as they had already purchased their tickets. Light chuckles 

thinly masked the air of discomfort that settled over the crowd, with white audience members 

shifting uncomfortably and looking to each other for support, with some even shirking back from 

the front rows. In contrast, there was a noticeable shift in the Black audience members– they 

stood a little taller, laughed a bit louder, smiled almost smugly, and moved from the fringes of 

the circle to come closer to the action. To be clear, this was all a part of the presentation. It was a 

necessary component that helped to cement the trajectory of the production and to place clearly 

into context what the artists were seeking to say and accomplish through their movements.  

 Transitioning into the next segment, the second performance area was rectangular with a 

fountain that split the space in half and was surrounded by high bushes, creating an enclosed 

space that was borderline claustrophobic. Two female dancers performed on a raised area 

landing, again with their movements confined to the small, black wooden squares. The dancers 

took turns trading bars, eyeing each other excitedly as they waited for the other to respond to 

their quick-footed quips. The third space that the audience traveled to was open and circular. 

Two female dancers entered the center of the space and performed various dance phrases that 

were more African based while occasionally interspersing Jazz Dance movements throughout. 

Similar to the previous duet, the dancers communicated with each other visually and audibly as 

they danced, showcasing their individual technical prowess and an appreciation for each other’s. 

As they traveled around the circular enclosure, they occasionally looked to the audience and 

gestured for people to clap along and vocalize their appreciation for what they were witnessing. 

The fourth space was set up like a traditional proscenium stage but contrary to tradition, the 
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audience was asked to participate, being told to shout, cheer, and clap along. A mix of dance 

forms occurred, simultaneously and separately, including Sand Dance, Body Percussion, and of 

course, Tap. There was a heavy use of call and response, both between the dancers themselves 

and between the dancers and the audience. The only media utilized was a live DJ, but this did not 

detract from what was occurring on stage. In one piece, the audience was asked to participate 

again, this time with the masses being divided up into 3 sections that were predetermined by the 

seating provided. From there, each of 3 sections was given a specific rhythm to clap out that, 

when joined together, became its own music. 

 Each section of the performance tied back to the original notice given that the African 

Diasporic roots of Tap Dance, in addition to the other Black dance forms showcased, were 

deserving of a recognition that would no longer be denied. Nothing occurred that was not 

familiar to Black audience members– the use of call and response, the encouragement to call out 

in support and clap along, the emphasis on circular patterns, the interpersonal dynamic of the 

dancers supporting and watching each other excitedly in the midst of performing, feeding off of 

each other’s energy. Every single aspect of the performance tied back to removed closeness and 

projected forward in an Afrofuturistc manner. As simple as many of the elements may have 

appeared initially, they were simultaneously linking back  and recalling older methods while 

reimagining how Tap can and should be presented. The decision to perform solely in outdoor 

spaces connected the past and future, recalling not so distant memories of Black bodies only 

being allowed to perform inside of certain spaces, and more importantly, recalling memories of 

Black bodies being in connection to the earth and dance being a communal event that is not 

solely relegated to entertainment purposes. The engagement with the audience had a similar 

impact, harkening back to times past where Black bodies would participate jointly in dance 
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events, with audience members and performers sharing proximity, energy, and even exchanging 

roles. 

 

TAP DANCE AND AFROFUTURISM- A PROPOSAL 

 Although each of the dance performances described had Afrofuturistic qualities, the Tap 

Dance performance aligned the most with Syms’ iteration. The Modern and Hip Hop 

performances leaned more heavily on themes of mechanization and unnaturalness that are often 

associated with futurism in general.74 They both attempted to seamlessly bridge multiple 

Afrofuturistic ideas, yet their execution was clunkier than what was demonstrated in the Tap 

performance. Of note, both African Diasporic dance forms were better conduits of the tenets of 

Afrofuturism than the Eurocentric form. The shortcomings of the Hip Hop piece were minimal 

and primarily pertained to audience accessibility and substantial reliance on the use of 

technological components that may not be readily available for the average person. The Tap 

performance dominated in this arena– it maintained accessibility for audience members while 

also allowing those audience members to participate, making it clear that anyone could learn and 

be a part of the community.75 The shortcomings of the Modern performance were more 

noticeable and this was in large part due to the version of Afrofuturism being prioritized. From 

the source material to the sound score, and from the movement choices to the costumes, the 

Modern performance relied more on the original ideals of Afrofuturism. The disadvantage to this 

is that the dance work was harder to follow for those not familiar with its inspiration. The 

message was easily lost as “dance for dance’s sake.”76 Again, the Tap performance mastered 

these areas. The source material, the sound score, the movement choices, the costumes– all were 
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easily accessible to audience understanding. For the components that were based in African 

Diasporic cultural knowledge and not readily available to those of different cultural 

backgrounds, there were explanations provided which gave an opportunity for them to deepen 

their understanding. The accessibility demonstrated in the Tap performance is what really set it 

apart as a perfect example of what can happen when Black Dance is framed through 

Afrofuturism.  

 So what exactly is the proposal being offered up for consideration? The proposal is 

simple: shift the narrative of Afrofuturism to be more closely aligned with The Mundane 

Afrofuturist Manifesto, allow for space to shift and evolve, and approach all aspects of Tap 

Dance– the instruction of it, the learning process, and performing– with this lens. As covered 

earlier in this chapter, it is the realism of Syms that makes this iteration of Afrofuturism the best 

option. This is not to imply that there are no areas of improvement, however, Syms creates space 

for that when she gives the directive to “burn this manifesto as soon as it gets boring” (Stanza 

four). Syms is aware of the need for there to be flexibility because the other iterations of 

Afrofuturism did not create the same space, which resulted in the frustration she so eloquently 

expresses in the manifesto. Allowing for space to shift and evolve is necessary, not only for the 

advancement of Afrofuturism, but also for the advancement of Tap Dance. By making room for 

shifts to occur, it is possible to avoid becoming pigeonholed and stereotyped into one category or 

way of being. Of course there will always be those that impose restrictions from the outside, 

however, if there is a strong foundation amongst those that are proponents of Afrofuturism, they 

will not be easily overridden. It is here where other iterations of Afrofuturism failed because they 

became married to specific ideas– such as hailing from the cosmos, or the obsession with ancient 

Egyptian mythology, or other tropes that have similarly not aged gracefully– as opposed to also 
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uplifting ideas that were more grounded in the greatness that has been historically founded, not 

imaginatively created. As stated before, there is nothing inherently wrong with creating 

imaginative narratives, yet if that is the only perspective being pushed, it becomes less about 

creating a new future and more about trying to escape from the past.  This is of course 

impossible as the past has already happened. There is nothing that can be done to change the 

past, yet there is much that can be done to impact and shape the present, vicariously shaping the 

future and setting it on a new trajectory.  

 In regards to approaching all aspects of Tap dance with this Afrofuturistic lens as laid out 

by Syms, it is important to remember that all of the areas are interconnected. It is not possible to 

instruct without having students present to learn, nor is it possible to instruct without there being 

some sort of performative aspect.77 Similarly, it is not possible to learn without having an 

instructor or source of information to pull from, just as it is not possible to fully learn and 

understand the art of Tap Dance without physically performing and witnessing the performances 

of others. Finally, it is not possible to have performances without instructors to teach the bodies 

that are performing or students to learn the material that needs to be performed. What this boils 

down to is that it is necessary for the Afrofuturistic lens to be applied at all of these levels, not 

just one or two. Be that as it may, if one area must be chosen to focus on first, it should be the 

area of instruction. This area slightly edges out the other two areas as it is necessary to have 

success in instruction for both of the other areas to find success. If a dancer receives instruction 

that is focused through an Afrofuturistic lens, it becomes easier to translate that information into 

their individual and performance practices. The instruction element must cover not only the ways 

in which Tap Dance as a dance system can be viewed through an Afrofuturistic lens, it must also 

cover essential features, inclusive of dance attire and costumes, sound score creation, stage 
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scenery, how to scout and secure site specific performance spaces and how to navigate them, and 

additionally any other areas of importance that impact the learning and performance processes.  

 It must also be noted that more performance opportunities must be created in order to 

reach a wider audience with this revamped approach to Tap Dance. While it is certainly 

important to work towards ingraining knowledge into the instructional and learning aspects, 

performance opportunities have the potential to greatly heighten recruitment efforts and share 

information via exposure that may not have been accessible otherwise. Not all potential dance 

students live in the immediate vicinity of a dance studio, nor do all dance studios adequately 

reach out into communities to offer dance opportunities, especially not communities they are not 

located in or directly related to. Live performances are usually better promoted and therefore are 

able to reach people that would otherwise never hear about dance opportunities. For example, 

many live performances have a budget specifically for advertising that helps them to get the 

word out about showings that are coming up. Radio, television, and social media are all popular 

outlets for this. Due to the rate at which this can financially escalate, it is more common for 

dance studios to rely on word of mouth, focusing heavily on retaining their current enrollment 

and encouraging those students to reach out to family and friends to fill the audience. This is not 

sufficient for expanding the field of Tap Dance or for furthering the reach of Afrofuturism. The 

more people that are well informed– about Tap Dance and Afrofuturism, both collectively and 

individually– the easier it will be to implement said knowledge on a larger scale. 
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CLOSING THOUGHTS 

An Afrofuturistic approach must be an accessible approach if it is to successfully be 

utilized and become widespread. Some of the elements of Afrofuturism that have previously 

been focused on, and have been considered to be more eclectic, have kept it from becoming more 

widely accepted. As Syms states, our future is not off in some distant galaxy, it is here on Earth. 

There is an “imaginative challenge that awaits any Mundane Afrofuturist… who accepts that this 

is it: Earth is all we have. What will we do with it?” (Stanza three). As seen in the next chapter, 

those who accept the challenge will move Tap Dance forward, via Afrofuturism, into a future 

that centers Black voices while remaining inclusive. This is important because dance is a 

language that has the ability to break down barriers, it has the power to open up the body and 

mind to new experiences in a way that no other subject area can. For African Diasporic dance 

forms, these barriers must be broken down with historical truths or there is a risk of the barriers 

not only remaining erected, but new ones being created. An Afrofuturistic approach will allow 

for barriers to be broken down, but not at the expense of African Diasporic histories and bodies. 

An Afrofuturistic approach to Tap Dance is the key to securing its past, present, and future. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Experiences with Tap Dance- A Present Day Salon 

There are some that erroneously believe that it is possible to fully come to a definitive 

conclusion about an experiential process without having experienced it personally or talking to 

people that have experienced it. People that belong to this camp believe that the information is 

tainted or biased and therefore unusable. However, that personal bias, that tainting of a view as 

it is experienced through one’s own lenses– of culture, society, religion, etcetera– is exactly what 

makes the data that much more pertinent and valuable. While there is some benefit to viewing 

experiential processes without bias to get a general understanding of them, it is the way they are 

manifested, manipulated, and participated in on a personal level that give a clearer picture of 

not only how they operate but also how multifaceted they can be. This rings true even more when 

dealing with cultural experiences. It is imperative to talk to the people that have experience in 

the process being examined. It is never wise to assume that external observation and research is 

sufficient enough to paint an accurate picture. Yes, it is useful to have an outside view at times as 

that allows for details to be noted that may usually be taken for granted, but the dismissal of 

personal narratives is an extreme that should be avoided. 

 A major aspect of the urgency of this research is timing. Tap Dance has begun having a 

resurgence in popularity and this is the perfect time to ensure that the history of the form is not 

forgotten or abandoned by the wayside in favor of flashy tricks, frills, and watering down in an 

effort to be more palatable. The responsibility falls upon the shoulders of those that lead the 

field, its practitioners and scholars. Those that have the ability to reach the furthest and have the 

most lasting reach must take advantage of their position of privilege and utilize it to advance the 
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field in as authentic a way as possible. This responsibility does not fall solely on those in the 

spotlight, it falls upon all that are capable of upholding and disseminating informed knowledge 

of the history and development of Tap Dance. From the stage to the classroom, and indeed 

everywhere in between, leaders are leaders. This is not because of their visibility or popularity in 

the public eye, but because of their work and contributions to the field. To this end, it is 

necessary to speak to these practitioners and scholars, while they are available and able to share, 

to gather as much information as is possible. It bears repeating that Tap Dance, similar to the 

structure of African and African American cultures at large, relies heavily upon oral transmission 

of information and tradition. In reference to Mandinka dance systems, Abiola points out that “the 

discovery and acceptance of the utility of oral history as a methodology provided hope for the 

existence of oral documentation of early Mandinka migrations. However, for the oral history to 

be useful, scholars would need to actually set forth to gather it” (Abiola 68). The same holds true 

for Tap Dance. It is not only possible, it is absolutely necessary to search for and gather the 

historical information that has been traditionally passed down orally over the course of the dance 

form’s evolution. However, it cannot be stated enough times that written documentation of oral 

transmission will never fully capture the nuances inherently a part of oral transmission. Despite 

this, it is still imperative to make space for such documentation if we are to ensure the history 

and traditions are not lost to time.  

 In an effort to capture in writing as much of the act of removed closeness and its impact 

on Tap Dance as possible, current Tap Dance artists were interviewed (Appendix 2). As Abiola 

explains, “the importance of engaging several practitioners while thoroughly studying one dance 

system at a time cannot be overemphasized” (66). With this in mind, all of the artists were given 

the same general questions before being allowed to branch out from there organically. It was the 
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intent of engaging with these artists in dialogue to firstly, further locate the role Afrofuturistic 

ideals have played in their personal Tap Dance experiences and, secondly, the role they see those 

ideals playing within the field at large moving forward. From there, it became possible to further 

extrapolate common themes and data to solidify claims of removed closeness. Though this 

approach was not typical, it was necessary as removed closeness is not a long established 

theoretical concept that has the benefit of a wealth of research and academic writings already in 

place to draw upon; this is, again, a new concept being explored and developed by the author. All 

research must begin somewhere and it is the most logical route for this manuscript to pull from 

the community it is seeking to describe in order to achieve confirmation. Research centering the 

experience of Black Dancing Bodies cannot continue to be approached in ways that were not 

designated for Black bodies; there is a need for methodologies and philosophies based in 

Blackness, along with a need for Black voices to be centered, in order to begin compiling data 

that is not based upon conjecture or assumption, but is derived from the persons within the actual 

community that is being researched. This approach is in alignment with The Mundane 

Afrofuturist Manifesto, supporting the stance that “since "fact" and "science" have been used 

throughout history to serve white supremacy, we will focus on an emotionally true, vernacular 

reality” (stanza three). Though the Black American experience is an amalgamation of facts and 

science along with emotion and experience, the choice to incorporate the information gleaned 

from the selected interviews was utilized as a staunch reminder that the emphasis is on the theory 

of removed closeness as it pertains to Black bodies that are practitioners of a Black Dance form. 

To clarify this approach in yet another way, as aptly stated by Audre Lorde, “the master’s tools 

will never dismantle the master’s house” (110-4). It is a version of insanity to continue taking the 

same actions– or inactions– again and again with an expectation of a change in results. Here is a 
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step out of the norm, out of the insanity, and into a new direction, a direction that should have 

been explored long ago. 

 As stated previously, participants in the research interview process had set questions to 

respond to, in addition to meeting specific identifying criteria to meet. Each of the participants 

was required to personally identify as a Black American– specifically a descendant of Africans 

that were forcefully brought to America via the Transatlantic Slave Trade– and as a Tap Dance 

practitioner with a minimum of 10 years in the field. They were each given clarifying 

information on removed closeness and Afrofuturism and then asked the same seven initial 

questions: 

1. To your understanding, how, if at all, does the act of removed closeness manifest through 

the Black Dance form of Tap Dance? What, if any, has been your experience with 

removed closeness as pertains to Tap Dance? 

2. What is the importance, if any, of acknowledging points of origin or maintaining tradition 

to ensure the continued growth of the field of Tap Dance? Traditionally, African 

Diasporic methods of preservation such as oral transmission and the integration of 

information into day-to-day life have been used. What is your experience within the field 

of Tap Dance with these and other forms of transmission and preservation? 

3. What has been your experience with the utilization of Tap Dance as a means of catharsis? 

As a means of accessing the sublime? How have these experiences impacted your 

artistry? 

4. What difficulties are inherent to the form of Tap Dance, if any, that prohibit it from being 

accessible and utilized as a vehicle for catharsis? What can be or is being done within the 



 

 

151 

field to remove these barriers and allow for greater access and further growth? What role, 

if any, can removed closeness play in this progression? 

5. To your understanding, how, if at all, can Afrofuturism be used to shape the future of Tap 

Dance? 

6. What further connections, if any, do you see between removed closeness and 

Afrofuturism that can be explored to encourage the advancement of the field of Tap 

Dance? Ideally, what is the future of Tap Dance? 

7. What, if any, is the relevance of Tap Dance being a Black Dance form that has found 

popularity being disseminated by non-Black Dancing Bodies and how does that translate 

into the manifestation of removed closeness for Black Dancing Bodies? How does this 

impact the utilization of Afrofuturism as the future of the form? 

The intent of these questions was to not only ensure that all of the participants had a working 

understanding of how removed closeness and Afrofuturism were being defined and used in 

context of the research, but also to prompt critical thinking responses that centered specifically 

around their experience within Tap Dance. What follows is a breakdown of the data gathered, 

grouped by the questions as posed– which have been modified here for simplicity–  and 

interspersed with the organic responses and offshoot questions that developed naturally out of 

the dialogue.  
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Q1. How does the act of removed closeness manifest through Tap Dance and what is your 

experience?  

The first step in this process was to gauge where the artists’ knowledge of the act of 

removed closeness lied. Even though the term is new, the concept is not, which quickly became 

evident as each artist gave their response. Though each artist had a different interpretation, which 

was to be expected, they each had areas of overlap in their descriptions of how removed 

closeness manifested through Tap Dance. Of note, there were a lot of references to spirituality, 

an element of Black Dance forms that is often either left by the wayside as it is viewed as 

primitive, or it is falsely packaged as easily accessible due to that type of connection being 

desirable for some. This is problematic because the work associated with attaining such 

enlightenment can at times be very difficult, which makes the thought of such labor undesirable. 

Nevertheless, such labor is ingrained in the African Diasporic experience and dance is not 

excluded. To this point, Quynn Johnson shares the perspective that Tap Dance can be utilized as 

“a way to make an emotional connection– not just, “here’s a few steps that you can enjoy” or 

“here’s what it sounds like”– … taking it past the physical act of the movements, … the dancer 

digging deeper to connect emotionally, spiritually.” Faking emotions in dance comes with the 

territory, but when dealing with removed closeness, the point is to avoid faking in favor of 

having a genuine experience. Though utilizing removed closeness to make deeper connections 

can lead to the audience having a better understanding of and connection to the dance material, 

the primary focus of the act is to the benefit of the dance artist. Comparably, Baakari Wilder 

finds Tap Dance to be “a channel to spirituality,” clarifying that, “it’s my ability to use my art 

form as a god-given gift, so it definitely brings me closer to God.” Spirituality can be defined in 

a myriad of ways, but it always comes down to one thing: a connection to something greater than 
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oneself. That in and of itself is sublime. Again, this is a very personal, individualized process and 

should be understood as such. In a way, practicing removed closeness is about being selfish, 

about finding one’s own connection with that which is greater than, that which simultaneously 

allows for release and fills one up. Yet it is also about being generous, adding one’s own 

experiences into the greater wealth of knowledge that is being accessed, leaving a mark for 

future generations to follow as they traverse new and unknown paths.  

Alyse Montgomery shares a similar spiritual experience, sharing that she found herself 

“being connected, when I’m moving, especially when I’m Tapping. I have that spiritual 

connection because I'm tapping into something that is innate and that’s given by my ancestors. 

Yeah, it’s something I had to work to, but it’s innate within our bodies, that music, and that love 

for that percussion. Tap dance is a part of removed closeness in every way.” Montgomery’s 

acknowledgement of the need to work towards something she believed to be innate was 

interesting. Going back to the idea of removed closeness being an act, this is an example of 

information being accessible and attainable, yet requiring effort to fully grasp. This is why 

removed closeness is an individualized experience and why results will vary dispensing upon the 

person. Even for a singular person, each experience with removed closeness and tapping into the 

spiritual will be different. No two experiences will be alike– this is true both within group 

settings and within individual encounters. While it is obvious that practice is important in order 

to improve technique, it is also very important to practice the act of removed closeness in order 

to better understand how to tap into the information available. Like any other skill, practice 

improves ability. In the case of removed closeness, the ability to intentionally tap into the 

collective communal unconscious and into the spiritual– while not being consumed by what is 

experienced there– is major and is the desired outcome. Stumbling into a spiritual experience 
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may be possible, but to wield the ability to dive in and out of those types of experiences is a skill 

that requires constant work, both internally and externally– through personal meditation or study 

and the development of technical prowess in the craft chosen as the medium of manifestation, 

respectively. 

Historical connections were also drawn upon as examples of removed closeness 

manifesting through Tap Dance. This was pertinent as a large part of the act of removed 

closeness is its tapping into of history, drawing connections between generations. According to 

Wilder, the historical connection that Tap Dance taps into through the act of removed closeness 

centers around the use of drums and beats used traditionally in African cultures. In the United 

States, there came a point where drums and drumming were banned by slave owners because of 

their use as communication devices.78 “When drums were being banished… Slaves took to using 

body percussion as a form of expression and holding their culture to them… their original 

culture, it manifested through percussive dance, [and shifted what would become] Tap dance into 

more of what we know today. This is seen through similar drum beats and patterns [and] 

movement” (Wilder). Being stripped of their external tools, enslaved Blacks took the beats and 

patterns they knew and transferred them to a new tool: their bodies. The clapping of hands, 

slapping of thighs, and stomping of feet, though already integral components previously, became 

more prominent out of necessity. In spite of many things being stolen from the enslaved in an 

attempt to further subdue them and erase their knowledge of their history, the African rhythms 

could not be so easily eliminated. Acknowledging this, Wilder goes further to observe, “that beat 

remains, the beat in our heart and our mind. Take away instruments but we as Africans; slaves 

brought over here from Africa, what was unable to be stolen was our rhythmic patterns. Our 

beat, our knowledge of our language through rhythm and movement and percussion survived 
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because our bodies survived.” This acknowledgement is crucial to research on removed 

closeness. The use of the word survival is key as it denotes a sense of urgency and provides a 

reminder of the gravity of the many circumstances that Black bodies have endured and thrived in 

spite of, imprinting information on the DNA of descendants, and ensuring the next generation is 

able to flourish to even greater heights. In the same vein, Johnson shares that it makes her “think 

of ancestral memory, or a recall.” Just like the audible drum patterns that were externally passed 

down via such compositional tools as call and response, so too were ancestral memories passed 

through the generations, making them accessible by way of removed closeness. 

Tap artists Tamara Henry and Jordin Greene both shared from the perspective of not 

growing up in predominantly Black dance circles. This perspective was relevant as it further 

confirmed the fact that Blackness is not monolithic. It is easy to assume that since Black Tap 

dance artists are all tapping into the same well of information via removed closeness that they 

must also share more recent historical experiences. This is simply not true. There are many 

factors that come into play that shape each individual’s experience and also impacts how they are 

able to tap into removed closeness. For both Henry and Greene, exposure to the roots of Tap 

Dance did not occur until they attended college. Henry shared that she came to an understanding 

that the version of Tap Dance she had learned growing up was much deeper and had more to 

offer than what it had been presented to her as– by primarily white Tap instructors– while 

Greene lamented growing up not having a connection to African heritage at all. However, 

another trait that was touched on by both dancers was the inherent musicality and connection to 

African rhythms that Tap Dance possesses, and it was within this trait that they both found 

connection. Citing the common stereotype of Black people naturally having more rhythm than 

other cultural groups, Greene shared how attending a Historically Black University opened her 
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up to a segment of the Black community that she had not been exposed to before, a segment that 

enlightened her to traits common throughout the African Diaspora and history that helped her to 

make sense of the “internally ingrained rhythms” she began to recognize.79 It was by “exploring 

other types of African rhythms and [...] hearing those same rhythms in tap and having them 

naturally come out [...], hearing them in modern-day pop music, hearing them continuously tie 

into each other currently and how they still remain inside of me” that she found herself able to 

really make the connection. It was through this connection that Greene came to the conclusion 

that what she was experiencing was “a rhythm ingrained in our souls and it’s not something you 

think about until you open up the histories and look at it.” It is easy to take experiences that come 

naturally or that are felt on a spiritual level for granted. The perpetuation of stereotypes, both 

negative and positive, aid in this as beliefs that have taken root in the psyche are eventually 

deemed as fact and are no longer questioned or looked into, hence being taken for granted. The 

act of removed closeness helps avoid this problem by intentionally acknowledging the 

information being tapped into. When an individual engages in removed closeness, they are 

choosing to access shared knowledge that has been passed down generationally and communally. 

It is this intent that ensures they do not take the experience for granted because there is 

acknowledgement that the individual is not the point of origin. Greene concurs, offering up that 

even though present day Tap dancers are not the originators, they are able to tap into that wealth 

of knowledge and to both grow the field and grow individually on an artistic level. She goes on 

to detail “how Tap and the rhythms are no longer bound to where they originated from and are 

also expanding. It’s that loss of bound connection but it’s still rooted in its origins. Now that the 

roots have spread, they have more reach and [are] able to grow into something different than 

they originally budded from.” One of the benefits of removed closeness is the growth that is 
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possible. Removed closeness is not about standing still and being locked into a state of being, it 

is about having the freedom to move in and out as needed, to be able to ebb and flow. This 

flexibility means that even though new information is always coming in, the old information is 

not lost. Even when modified, the old information is not erased, it is adapted to remain relevant. 

On a personal level, this is especially useful. Within the Black community, many of the 

circumstances faced today were not on the radar previously, at least not in the same way. Just 

like oppressive tactics have shifted and evolved with the times while maintaining the same core 

of hatred, so too have coping mechanisms and emotions utilized by Black bodies because the 

core has not changed, only the manifestation. This can be seen in Black Dancing Bodies that 

utilize Eurocentric, codified dance forms for a cathartic release. The rhythms and patterns of the 

dance form may be different, but the ability for the Black dancer to tap into the experiences of 

their ancestors to find themselves in the movement remains. 

Continuing to look at the aspect of musicality, Jazz music, like Tap Dance, is a Black 

American art form that has roots in African rhythms and musical structures. Both art forms play 

heavily with things such as syncopation and call and response, both qualities that can be seen in 

many African-based music and dance forms. In fact, Jazz musicians and Tap dancers have a long 

history of collaboration.80 Henry speaks on this relationship, reminiscing about her love of Jazz 

music and the Tap instructors she trained under that only utilized Jazz music in their classes. 

Henry shares that, “you could feel the music, then when the rhythms laid over the Tap dancing, 

you just got that a-ha moment. When you sit in the pocket, it just makes it so beautiful. And tap 

dancers are instrumentalists and percussive instrumentalists. Tap dancing just feels very home to 

me.” The feeling of “home” that Henry is referring to is a direct link to removed closeness, it is 

the feeling obtained once the communal collective unconscious is accessed, once blood 
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memories are tapped into. This is shared with the concept of “being in the pocket”, a concept that 

musicians and dancers both understand well.81 Tap dancers that are able to reach a level of skill 

and comfort that allows them to be in the pocket are better able to utilize removed closeness as a 

means of catharsis and as a way to access the sublime because it takes the barrier of worry off 

their plate. When a dancer is “in their head” and worried about if they are performing a step 

correctly or if they look cool, that prevents them from fully relaxing into the movement, barring 

them from tapping into removed closeness. Though it is very possible that the dancer would be 

able to imitate the movements, they would not be able to have the personal, internal experience, 

which would vicariously cause a break in connection with audience members. 

 

Q2. What is the importance of acknowledging points of origin or maintaining tradition to ensure 

the continued growth of the field of Tap Dance? 

Acknowledgment of the importance of points of origin was critical to unpack due to the 

heavy reliance Tap Dance has on maintaining tradition. Throughout the African Diaspora, it can 

be seen time and again that there is great value placed upon tracing lineage and the impact 

lineage has on future generations.82 This trait is embedded in the very fiber of Tap Dance. 

Greene points out that “traditionally in African cultures, history is preserved through movement. 

There are a lot of rites of passage dances, and information [is] passed down within the 

community through movement, song, and dance, so Tap Dance holds true to that same history.” 

This physical storing and recalling of histories connects well with the act of removed closeness; 

this is a large part of what gets tapped into, along with associated emotional and instinctive 

reactions. Preserving history through passing information down physically means that the 
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movement and histories will also have to morph and adapt. No matter how in sync dancers may 

be, there are always small variations on the individual level that belie each dancers’ background, 

highlighting strengths and weaknesses, and showing nuanced connections between dancers, 

young and old, that may otherwise escape verbal description. Montgomery adds to this by 

sharing, “in Tap, we like to know what your family tree is, who trained you [...] so, we know the 

connections between people and how everyone grew in the art.”83 By tracing backwards, it is 

possible to gain a better understanding of a Tap artists’ individual style. This also allows those 

who are really in the know– those who are aware of more than just the artists that make up their 

own Tap family tree– to draw connections between themselves, their peers, and their respective 

master teachers. This is particularly helpful when searching for artists with a similar style to the 

one you practice and want to further develop, or even in identifying artists with contrasting 

abilities that can be added to one’s personal style in an effort to make it even more unique. 

In the process of tracing one’s Tap family tree, and in learning the history of the form in 

general, it is very important to be open to learning about all aspects of what shaped the dance 

form into what it is today– the good, the bad, and the ugly. Continuing with this thread, Johnson 

states that when it comes to unpacking the history of Tap Dance, “some of it is painful, some of 

it is whack, but it’s a part of who we are, especially being on this continent. So, I think by 

maintaining the tradition we are able to look back and see how far we’ve come and where you 

might want to go.” There is great value in being able to look back and see what obstacles have 

been overcome and what feats have been accomplished. For Black Americans in particular, there 

is much to view, much to be proud of, and much to carry forward into the future. Looking back 

at the past is helpful in deciding what steps should be taken to move forward for a few reasons. 

One reason is that you can see what did or did not work out favorably and make adjustments 
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from there. This allows for negative historical decisions to not be repeated, or to at least be 

repeated with a better understanding of what should have happened and possibly even with better 

resources. Another reason is looking back has the potential to impart a sense of appreciation. 

This helps to boost confidence while also controlling ego. Realizing that no one and nothing is 

perfect can be the push needed to strive for better in future endeavors. Yet another reason is the 

peace of mind and sense of hope gained from realizing that many obstacles have been overcome 

and that nothing is impossible. On a personal level, it is helpful to acknowledge that if one is able 

to look back, they have successfully survived every obstacle they have come against thus far, 

regardless of if the desired outcome was achieved. On a generational level, the same can be said– 

Black Americans as a whole have successfully survived and thrived, despite the obstacles that 

were, and continue to be, presented. Black artists in all mediums have always found a way to 

create and grow with many pulling on views of history for inspiration. 

Another aspect of maintaining tradition is the passing down of specific steps. Though Tap 

has evolved over the years and many simpler movements have been replaced by flashy tricks, 

there are still some Tap artists that continue to teach and pass on steps or movement sequences 

that have managed to stay relatively unchanged from generation to generation. Henry makes 

mention of the Shim Sham Shimmy, noting that, “everyone knows it because it’s a national tap 

dance anthem. Having those tap pieces that everyone knows is essential to preserving the history 

of the dance.” It is common to attend conferences and find Tap sessions ending in the Shim 

Sham Shimmy, inviting everyone to join in. It is a common ground, a way to bond and bridge the 

generational and cultural gaps that may be intermingled in the room. Greene shares that she finds 

it to be “such a beautiful thing to be in a room and you feel that energy [build] off of each other. 

It is a shared moment. It creates its own community [...] you’re sharing things you’ve already 
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heard and learned before but with new bodies and information, it transforms, evolves, and 

creates its own energy…” This sense of community is par for the course in African Diasporic 

dance forms. Following suit and emphasizing ways to build this sense of community, 

Montgomery proclaims that it is important to make sure “we know signature steps like a time 

step. We transport that across genres and ethnicities. It’s just a matter of finding where the 

history lies, and what needs to be spread, and [then doing] it in a number of ways, not just by 

moving, but by storytelling.” Having signature steps or dance combinations is a way to promote 

inclusivity without losing the value of the history of the form. Similar to rites of passage that are 

participated in by youth in various African cultures, the learning of signature Tap steps and 

combinations provide an opportunity for the learner to be welcomed into the fold, into a larger 

body of individuals that have also gone through the process of learning the same steps and 

combinations. As an African Diasporic dance form, it is only logical for Tap Dance to follow this 

pattern. 

Speaking on patterns, rhythmic patterns are another way that traditions are honored and 

histories taught. As Greene observes, “these rhythms are the same rhythms that our ancestors 

played, the same rhythms generations will continue to play and build upon. They all come from 

the same point of origin.” The creation and reiteration of rhythmic patterns in Tap Dance is about 

much more than just creating a pattern of sounds that is pleasing to the ear. It is also about 

connecting to history and recalling patterns that had a meaning, even if those original meanings 

have been lost to time or are no longer relevant in the same way. Recalling and connecting to 

such rhythmic patterns is a way to show reverence and honor to the ancestors, a way to bring the 

past into the present. Greene continues, stating that consistently “passing those [rhythms] down 

will not only hold the African diasporic tradition, but passing on lessons and information through 
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movement but also holds true to the Tap Dance tradition of being in person and close to each 

other. The rhythm is not only heard, but it’s felt, so that act keeps the community and history tied 

together.” This is beneficial for both Black and non-Black Dancing Bodies. For Black Dancing 

Bodies this again allows for a space and method through which to connect with and gain more 

clarity on the ways of their forefathers, whereas for non-Black Dancing Bodies, they are 

presented with an opportunity to learn more about African Diasporic traditions and experience a 

sample of the sense of community that is inherent in African Diasporic cultures. Though non-

Black Tap artists may never have the same connection to the history and movement, this does 

not erase the value in it. It is inevitable that certain nuances will be missed or not fully 

understood, but for the sake of maintaining and passing on traditions and histories, it is necessary 

to share the rhythms and lessons by all viable means that are accessible. Montgomery notes that 

“we do a lot of transmission through communication, storytelling, and especially through 

trading. Trading is seeing some improvising a bar and taking some of that bar and making it your 

own. A lot of how we’re preserving the art is through improvisation.” The act of trading is where 

knowledge of rhythmic patterns shines through, allowing participants to both share what they 

know and learn new information from others. Greene supports this, sharing that she has found 

strong connections between rhythmic patterns and the process of coming together in a Tap jam 

session to improvise. “You build off of what the person did before you. You add variances to it 

and it's the rhythms we have ingrained in us. And yes, there’s technique to it. Yeah, you have 

your flap and all that, but it's more so about keeping the rhythm and feeling within the group.” 

Though Greene points out that technique is a part of the exchange, there is an emphasis on the 

exploration of the rhythms that are ingrained, the rhythms that make the technique what it is. 

Regardless of if the rhythms are culturally ingrained in an individual or not, it is important to 
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have an understanding of them in order to accurately execute the movements, or to at least come 

as close as possible to doing so. Henry also touched on the experience of participating in Tap jam 

sessions and experiencing the exchange of energy and information between artists, sharing her 

awe in witnessing “all these people hailing from different parts of the country [who] knew the 

exact same pieces.” Henry also shared that while the master teachers did not teach these 

movement patterns and rhythms in their workshops, the fact that participants came already 

knowledgeable was very important to the experience as it made space for  “carrying down pieces 

you’d see… passing [on] something that’s been taught many times [...] some of those dances that 

aren’t necessarily challenging but something that says this is who made this.” This method of 

passing on information may be possible without prior training, but coming into the environment 

with prior knowledge definitely helps to facilitate ease of transmission. 

One of the most valuable methods of acknowledging points of origin and maintaining the 

history of Tap Dance is the art of storytelling that is interwoven within both the physical and oral 

transmission of the form. Henry admits that while growing up she “had no idea tap dance was a 

Black art form… When I started traveling, [...] the master teachers would share. Dianne Walker 

always has a talk during [the] DC Tap Fest and she gives the history and [is] able to preserve it 

that way.” It is unfortunately commonplace for Tap artists to learn about the true history of the 

dance form in depth later in life. This is in large part due to practitioners focusing more so on the 

financial benefits they gain from solely providing movement instruction as opposed to fully 

educating their students. It is assumed that younger dancers will not be interested in learning 

history– especially when they associate it with boring general education classes they must take in 

school– but it really comes down to how the material is introduced. For Black Americans, 

history courses are particularly painful as there is a lack of representation and an overwhelming 
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abundance of reminders of implied inferiority.84 For Tap Dance this has translated into either the 

history of the form not being covered or being covered by non-Black Dancing Bodies that do not 

have to necessarily deal on a personal level with all of the ramifications of discussing the good 

with the bad. Henry notes that as she began to learn more about Tap Dance for herself, she found 

that the majority of the Tap artists that were deemed “the greats and the originals were black 

men,” and that these men in turn “all had white proteges.” In particular, Henry shares she has 

noticed that it has been predominantly “white women… preserving the history and giving it out 

to everybody.” However, Black Tap artists such as Dianne Walker, as Henry noted, are 

preserving the history also, though on what seems to be not a smaller scale, but a less publicized 

one.85 Montgomery concurs, sharing how she has been able to take workshops under the tutelage 

of greats such as Dianne Walker, Gregory Hines, Jimmy Slyde, and Henry LeTang; however, 

Montgomery had been a part of the Tap world from a young age and such exposure is not as 

common for outsiders or new arrivals. Montgomery was fortunate to be able to receive training 

from these members of a bygone era as she was able to witness firsthand the art of storytelling 

that was ingrained in them. This in turn ingrained the same craft– not to mention the same love 

and respect for Tap Dance in general– into Montgomery, cementing in her the belief that “Tap is 

very important, the history of Tap. You know, the founders… people that broke barriers so it 

could be an art form that could be in front of mass audiences and groups of people… we 

definitely have to pay homage and honor those people.” For those unable to experience firsthand 

the passing down of knowledge from these predecessors, Montgomery offers up studying films 

and other footage as a potential solution. Though not the same as speaking directly to the 

originators, such archives do provide a glimpse into the past, giving present day artists something 
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more to go off of than assumptions. It is in this way the dance form and the dreams of those 

originators can be kept alive. 

 Another point addressed on maintaining tradition and acknowledging points of origin is 

the necessity to encourage student engagement. If students are not engaged, they will not retain 

the information fully and they will more than likely discontinue study. This could lead to the 

death of the dance form. Questioning what methods can be used to help students connect to the 

history and allow them to see it in a way that is applicable to their lived experience, Johnson 

explains that, “when you’re working with kids they do not care what you’re talking about if it 

does not connect to them. Or something that’s going to help them grow. Something that they 

need to know to help them get to the next step. It’s not until a few of us get older and care about 

asking those stories that it comes about.” Particularly when dealing with people that view dance 

as frivolous, elitist, or only for entertainment purposes, it is crucial to clarify what dance can do 

for them in their day-to-day life. Until it becomes more integral in the community, this is the task 

of the teacher; they must pass on the foundation of the form and do so in a way that is palatable 

without losing integrity. Wilder concurs, stating that he finds it “very important that we continue 

to teach the foundational elements of the art form, its essence.” Ensuring the foundational 

elements and essence of Tap Dance are imparted to students plays a large role in keeping the 

form alive as it shows students the value it can bring to their lives. Looking specifically at 

addressing the essence of the form, this allows the students to experience removed closeness via 

Tap Dance for themselves and gives them an opportunity to explore the dance form as a means 

of self expression, catharsis, and reaching a sublime state. “Once you understand the 

fundamental elements of it, the tools, the weight shifting, what it takes to apply the art form, you 

can find yourself in it and express yourself in it that way” (Wilder). By giving students the 
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opportunity to grasp an understanding of the traditions and history of the dance form, while 

simultaneously making sure there is an understanding of the importance of knowing the points of 

origin that have the potential to benefit them and their personal experience within Tap Dance, 

dance educators can help solidify the future of Tap Dance. 

 

Q3. What has been your experience with Tap Dance as a means of catharsis, a means of 

accessing the sublime, and how have these experiences impacted your artistry? 

It was important to address this question as Tap Dance has often been deemed useful for 

entertainment purposes only, with little to no attention paid to the impact the dance form has had 

on participants and viewers alike. Due to the history of cooning associated with the form, the 

cathartic qualities are sometimes overlooked in favor of highlighting negative assumptions and 

stereotypes.86 However, at least for practitioners of the form that immerse themselves in the craft 

and seek to not only know the history personally but also to share it to a larger audience and even 

embody that history themselves, catharsis is an obvious and welcome component. Speaking on 

how Tap Dance is an art form that utilizes the full body while simultaneously creating an 

auditory experience, Wilder shares that “when I channel my ability to make music with my feet 

and create music with my feet and be inspired by sounds around me to continue to create,” he 

finds a cathartic release. He goes on to clarify that with Tap Dancing, “you happen to produce 

rhythm with your feet but in order to apply tone, pressure, accents, and inspiration; it requires the 

full body, the brain, heart, arms, head, and chest. It’s a full physical, full-out activity where your 

body becomes the tool of expression.” Similar to Wilder, Henry also points out that cathartic 

release is possible “even [within] the levels of sounds you’re able to make with your feet and 
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make it resonate through your body. I think it echoes your emotions, if you’re feeling heavy and 

sad and loud, your dancing will reflect that for certain. Dance is my release, it’s also my 

therapy.” It is this act of needing to use the full body that aids in catharsis. There is physical 

energy expended through every movement and gesture made, no matter how grand or minute. 

There is mental energy expended through the process of determining what rhythms are to be 

articulated next and what movements will best accomplish the desired outcome. There is 

emotional energy expended through what some call “getting into it,”  which is the intentional 

investment of the practitioner, their decision to not detach from the movement, but to instead see 

what feelings are uncovered by the movement. And finally, there is spiritual energy expended at 

the juncture where all of the other energies meet and empty out, allowing for access into the 

sublime. Witnessing artists that are able to capitalize on this process– whether they be peers or 

mentors– demonstrates to the artists watching them that they too can achieve the same release. 

Johnson expresses that, “it makes me feel okay with being vulnerable as an artist. Anytime we’re 

presenting some work we’re very vulnerable, but to actually be dancing the work and not 

focusing on ‘what is the audience going to think,’ ‘what are the fellow people in the community 

going to think,’ and move into ‘this is what I’m feeling and this is what I have to get out.’” These 

expenditures of physical, mental, and spiritual energy pave the way for a level of vulnerability to 

be experienced and shown by the performer. There is a risk with exposing one’s vulnerability, 

yet when the focus is on self– growth, enlightenment, release, and healing– it is a risk worth 

taking. That risk ties directly to the freedom that Johnson refers to, the ability to cut ties with fear 

and worry, to no longer be concerned with how one is being viewed while in the process of 

catharsis. Though difficult, once able to do so, access to the sublime is in reach. 
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Continuing with the focus on energy expenditure, the use of improvisation in Tap Dance 

is another way to achieve catharsis and reach the sublime. This is because improvisation 

provides an excellent opportunity to seamlessly blend the physical, mental, emotional, and 

spiritual. There are some that hold the belief that improvisation is simply flying by the seat of 

one’s pants without any clear direction, but this is inaccurate. Improvisation is like organized 

chaos– the better you know the rules, the better you can dance around them, and in some cases, 

break them. Even though Henry used to strongly dislike utilizing improvisation as a Tap dancer, 

she acknowledges that it is “a way, no matter how you’re feeling, good, bad, ugly, sad, you can 

go in the zone.” A lot of discomfort around improvisation lies in the fact that there is genuinely 

not a right or wrong way to approach it. An improvisation session can be as complicated or as 

simplistic as the dancer makes it, as long or short, and it can take place with others or 

individually. What is most important, as Johnson points out, is that dancers need to just get “on 

the board” and participate in “dancing for the sake of dancing and not dancing to make sure you 

get every sound right, but just moving your body for the sake of movement and not judging that 

movement.” This is not to be interpreted as saying that there are not preferred ways or easier 

methods, simply that each person can, and should, approach improvisation in the manner that is 

best suited to them. However, there is a necessity for the person improvising to have a level of 

comfort both musically and physically in order to fully release and experience the full potential 

of utilizing improvisation to invoke a cathartic release. Once a person is able to let go and relax 

into the process of improvisation, they are able to use the tool to achieve a cathartic release and 

access the sublime. Montgomery agrees, finding a type of beauty in Tap Dance and the ability to 

“be able to free yourself of whatever you’re feeling” through movement. Montgomery also made 

an excellent point in that, when we are discussing catharsis, “if we’re talking about negative 
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emotions, [there] can also be positive emotions as well. We’re talking about a release, that’s 

what it’s for, that's what’s needed for it to be done.” Though catharsis is commonly associated 

with the purging of negative emotions, Montgomery acknowledges that it can also be cathartic to 

empty out positive emotions. The saying that too much of a good thing can be bad exists for a 

reason. In the case of the cathartic release of positive emotions, it is less about getting rid of the 

emotions and more about expressing them, allowing them to expand beyond the vessel of the 

human body. Even though the scope of the research emphasized the purging of negative 

emotions, Montgomery’s reminder was interesting and pointed to the need for future dialogue to 

address this aspect. 

For Greene, the cathartic release of Tap Dance and its ability to provide access to the 

sublime are tied closely to the acknowledgement of ancestors. Citing a recent occurrence of 

participating in a libation– a prayer and acknowledgement offered up to the ancestors that is 

common in many African movement systems– Greene shared her amazement with finding 

connections to the past through Tap Dance in that way, noting “that segway to the past and 

letting the past guide the future shows that ability to the sublime. It connects history to the 

present, past, and future.” This act of removed closeness, this tapping into, is not traditionally 

associated with Tap Dance because the movements, as have been depicted in film and on stage, 

are not seen as expressive in the same way movements in other forms of dance are. The auditory 

experience often distracts from the deepness of the form. This can be seen in Tap Dance classes 

across the world, usually regardless of age group: once students put the tap shoes on and lace 

them up, there is an immediate urge to move about and make noise. It is as though the novelty of 

wearing shoes that make noise takes over, even though the sounds should come as no surprise as 

that is what the shoes were designed to do. For some, getting past this initial awe is difficult, 
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which makes digging deeper into the art form more difficult also. However, for those who desire 

and are able to move beyond the sound and get underneath the surface, they are able to recognize 

and explore the varied aspects of the dance form, “especially how you direct the movement and 

your intention that allows you to express those darker emotions, those inner depths, and being 

able to use it” (Greene). Also tapping into the connection to the ancestors, Montgomery voiced 

the thought that Tap Dance “is a derivative [of] the Diaspora, it is a baby of what we experience 

and what our ancestors experienced to be able to free themselves. That’s why I think tap is so 

special. It came out of that era where Black was seen as having no gifts, talents, or treasures, yet 

here we are, this group of people is creating this beautiful music. That is definitely how I tap 

dance.” There is indeed something very special about the through line that Tap Dance is able to 

delve into. Though current day Black Dancing Bodies are not subjected to the same struggles as 

their ancestors– and this is inclusive of experiences that predate the Transatlantic Slave Trade, 

Black American history begins before enslavement– the methods by which each subsequent 

generation’s struggles were processed and trauma worked through show many areas of overlap. 

The expression of emotions through movement is one of these areas. The use of the full body to 

find a cathartic release is one that has shifted and evolved, but has never died. Tap Dance is just 

one of the vehicles that has been, and continues to be used. Its continued relevance is evidence of 

its capacity to provide a cathartic experience and provide a point of entry into the sublime. 
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Q4. What difficulties are inherent to the form of Tap Dance, if any, that prohibit it from being 

accessible and utilized as a vehicle for catharsis? 

Addressing difficulties inherent to the form of Tap Dance was necessary because it 

should not be implied that Tap Dance is the perfect or only vehicle within the dance world to 

utilize removed closeness, provide a cathartic experience, and access the sublime. It is not, like 

all other methods, without its faults and limitations. By acknowledging the shortcomings of the 

dance form, it becomes easier to overcome them. A common barrier to the form is accessibility 

to proper footwear. Even if one is able to work past financial constraints in securing a pair of Tap 

shoes on the cheaper end of the spectrum, there then arises the issue of shoe quality and 

longevity. Like many commodities, the higher the price, the better the quality. Similar to regular 

shoes, low quality can lead to a plethora of problems, including, but not limited to, poor fit, lack 

of sufficient support, and accelerated wear and tear. As Henry aptly points out, “it’s an 

investment to be able to do this art form.” Circling back to the side of the argument where even 

the cheapest of options are at times not feasible– if the choice is between Tap shoes and being 

able to secure your next meal, it is difficult to justify not meeting a basic need– it becomes 

apparent very quickly that Tap Dance, over the course of time, managed to simultaneously be 

deemed uncouth and elitist. This contradictory mix stems from Tap Dance being the product of 

Black bodies surviving and thriving in a country that demonizes and denigrates Blackness while 

simultaneously benefitting from the labor of Black bodies. As Johnson notes, “each art form has 

its own roots, its own lineage, its own heritage, but because Tap Dance was created by enslaved 

Africans, and grown through the streets, it didn’t have its own opportunity to be [seen as] 

prestigious as a ballet form.” Unfortunately, the Blackness of Tap Dance is what led to it being 

deemed as a low-brow form of dance, yet contradictorily, as the form evolved and footwear 
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became more polished and advanced, it became a form that only those who could afford to 

participate in it could enjoy. The comparison to ballet should not be overlooked here. Ballet is 

frequently cited as being the root of all dance forms– which when speaking of Eurocentric dance 

forms it can be easier to understand this assertion, even though it is still incorrect– due to its 

association with whiteness and the presumption of whiteness being of a higher quality, especially 

when speaking of dance forms in the west. Tap Dance is almost the antithesis of ballet, with 

emphasis on precise footwork versus graceful port de bras, flat feet versus pointed feet, the 

intentional creation of sound versus the intentional removal of sound, and an emphasis on 

remaining grounded with a low center of gravity versus an effort to remain lifted and give the 

illusion of floating. As time has gone on and each style has evolved, there have become areas of 

overlap, areas where the two dance forms are able to communicate with each other and trade 

skills– but the fact remains that at the core of each, it is a difference as stark as black and white. 

This difference has played into the belief that ballet is better, with ballet often being a required 

course in dance programming, both in private schools and public schools, boasting the ability to 

“be for everyone” regardless of financial ability. Yet where Tap Dance is concerned, especially 

when looking at it through the lens of affordability, the barrier of being able to afford the 

materials plays heavily into the idea that it is not accessible and it is usually not offered in public 

school settings for this very reason. 

 Besides the lack of affordability, space was another barrier that was discussed. This 

concern is not only about the affordability of concert tickets and the availability of space as 

performance venues, it goes deeper than that. It actually all begins with students being able to 

overcome the issue of affordability in order to purchase Tap shoes and securing a suitable space 

of their own to practice and hone their skills. Whereas other dance forms– such as Ballet, Jazz, 
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and Modern– can be performed barefoot or in socks in a pinch, Tap Dance requires Tap shoes. 

As mentioned previously, in order to fully participate in this dance form, a financial investment 

must be made. Spatially, however, the investment is not financial, or at least the intent is to avoid 

it becoming so. A space dedicated to Tap Dance does not necessarily need to be large– though 

ample space is very desirable and can make many steps easier to execute– but it does need to be 

resilient enough to handle the repetitive abuse inflicted by the metal taps. Henry shares the 

sentiment that many Tap dancers have when attempting to find practice space, especially when at 

home: “I don’t want to mess up my hardwood floors.” For those that do not own their home and 

are instead renting, it becomes even more crucial to not cause any type of damage to the flooring. 

For minors this is even more difficult as they run the risk of their guardians removing them 

completely from participating in activities that could cause damage to the home.87 However, 

Henry did note that people are “figuring it out.” With the availability of Tap boards– flooring 

that is portable and specifically designed to both protect existing flooring and provide a safe 

surface that prevents slipping without muffling sound quality– many students have been able to 

circumvent the issue of potentially damaging flooring. Though Tap boards do not resolve all of 

the matters pertaining to space, they are at least one part of the solution. 

Another barrier is the accessibility to both see live performances and comprehend what is 

being showcased. Tap Dance used to be featured on the big screen and even appeared on 

television programming geared for children, effectively reaching audiences of all ages and at a 

level that they would be able to grasp.88 According to Montgomery, “people do not understand 

the musicality of tap and that impacts [the] popularity of it.” Proclaiming this as “the biggest 

barrier for Tap Dance for people from the outside looking in,” Montgomery’s stance points to the 

issue of educational accessibility. This goes beyond the dance studio and the students enrolled in 



 

 

174 

courses, it is actually indicative of a larger scale issue within society in general. Whereas it used 

to be the expectation that certain information was common knowledge, regardless of 

background, the Arts have become more and more associated with the elite. As Greene posits, 

there is a need to open “up the mindset [surrounding] and visibility of Tap... the more people see 

and hear Tap, the more people are interested and want to hear more about the stories and 

information given.” Though media programming that is accessible by all is still produced, it is no 

longer pushed as important or relevant for consumption.89 As it pertains to comprehending and 

being able to fully immerse oneself into a Tap performance, “if you don’t have an understanding 

of musicality, phrasing, instrumentation, and counting… it’s hard to access, enjoy and 

understand what you should be enjoying when you’re watching it and understand how it’s 

constructed… [you are] not really receiving the true message” (Montgomery). It is not enough to 

just view the movements being performed or hear the rhythms being produced, audience 

members must be able to understand what is happening in order to appreciate the full experience. 

It is like trying to follow and grasp information that is being exchanged in a conversation taking 

place in a language that you are familiar with but not fluent in. Yes, you will be able to follow 

along well enough to get the gist of what is being said, but there are many nuances that will be 

missed which means the full context of the conversation will be lost. Previous generations had a 

level of artistic fluency that enabled them to appreciate Tap Dance because they had an 

understanding of what they were witnessing. Even if their fluency was not on the level of a 

‘native speaker’– such as a Tap artist that has studied the dance form and the musicality 

associated with it for years– they had enough of an understanding to receive the message being 

transmitted. One thing Montgomery says is being done to help remedy this is that Tap educators 

are beginning to focus more on providing well-rounded educational experiences with young 
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students. She shares that “we teach our young children how to count and how to phrase bars– the 

language Tap dancers use at an early age– and once they’re exposed to it, they can internalize it 

and it can turn into something they can be a part of, understand, and enjoy.” It is a common 

misconception that Dance educators, regardless of the genre they instruct, are only teaching 

future Dance artists. The fact of the matter is that not only is the next generation of dancers being 

trained, so is the next generation of audience members. It does the field of Dance no good to 

train dancers if there is no audience to receive them.90 By providing a high quality dance 

education to all students, no matter what their future relationship with Dance will be in the 

future, Dance educators can help ensure the barrier of lack of understanding and accessibility is 

bridged. Greene mentions how this type of accessibility is also capable of manifestation in Tap 

Dance through “sensory-accessible performances where they allow people with disabilities to 

come up and feel the stage. People with different impairments are able to experience the show in 

their own personal way.” This inclusivity plays a major role in the accessibility of the dance 

form and allows it to break down barriers in a way that ensures its future. Moving forward, if 

Tap Dance is to continue to thrive, the ability to reach differently-abled bodies is paramount. The 

mental prowess required in finding methods to aid in the adaptation and revamping of Tap Dance 

will not only remove barriers, it will also help the form continue to evolve. 

Last, but most certainly not least, a barrier that was brought into the discussion is that of 

the narrative surrounding Tap Dance and the lack of understanding that is prevalent in regards to 

the history of the dance form. According to Johnson, “the narrative is a huge barrier, especially 

when we still have this view of whiteness, [of] ballet, as being the best aesthetic; the mother of 

all art forms… Once we understand the narrative [of Tap Dance] and start to put it out there 

more, we can get to this catharsis. We can get to this opportunity towards closeness.” As long as 
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Tap Dance continues to be painted in a blatantly negative light, or in a manner that is not fully 

accurate in depicting the intellectual and technical prowess of the form, the narrative will 

continue to be a barrier for Black bodies that are interested in pursuing the art. Even though there 

are many negative events that were happening historically during the creation and evolution of 

Tap Dance that no doubt had an impact, the form in and of itself is not negative nor is it based in 

such negativity.91 Shifting this narrative, especially within the Black community and among its 

youth, is an arduous task that can be attained through hard work by dedicated and informed 

educators. Johnson shares that she loves “being able to go to schools and switch the narrative and 

expose students to what is possible– that’s not your normal doctor, lawyer, engineer– and [teach 

them how to] share their stories, feelings, and how to express themselves through a Tap step or a 

stepping move or some body percussion.” Reaching out to school-aged children plants the seed 

in their mind that Tap is enjoyable and important. There are many adults that speak of deferred 

Tap Dance dreams; providing more accessible Tap Dance education to students will help 

alleviate that issue. Catching students while they are young and their minds are more open and 

malleable is also beneficial because there is no need to help them unlearn information they may 

have received previously. Older students are definitely still able to learn and relearn information 

as necessary, however, by providing the proper education earlier in the dance journey, it is more 

likely that students will be able to have a deeper understanding and connection to Tap Dance that 

they will be able to carry with them throughout life. On that note, Wilder highlighted another 

major barrier to Tap Dance, making the observation that it is “still misunderstood. It’s an art 

form that requires educating simultaneously with entertaining.” Striking the balance between 

education and entertainment is not always easy to accomplish, however, when done successfully, 

it proves to be a very effective way to both increase engagement in both the short and long term. 
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In the short term, being entertaining helps maintain engagement and engaged students often 

share their joy with friends, thus making the entertainment aspect a great recruitment tool. In the 

long term and leaning more so on the educational aspect, students who feel that they have gained 

information that serves them are more likely to continue pursuing knowledge in the same field. 

There are of course short term educational benefits and long term entertainment benefits, but in 

the case of younger students– and even older students that are trying to get a quick fix for their 

urge to learn how to Tap– entertainment takes precedence in the short term and education is 

appreciated over the long term. 

 

Q5. To your understanding, how, if at all, can Afrofuturism be used to shape the future of Tap 

Dance? 

The introduction of Afrofuturism into the discussion was met with trepidation by most 

initially. This was potentially due to the lack of wide knowledge about Afrofuturism, particularly 

in relation to the dance world. This was also the question that caused the most divide. Though 

each artist made it clear that the history of Tap Dance was indeed rooted in Blackness, they did 

not all agree that was the future of the form, or at least not in the sense of there being a unified 

vision. At first, this was concerning, yet after further consideration, it can be concluded that the 

appearance of varied responses in reaction to Afrofuturism align perfectly with the iteration of 

Afrofuturism– the one outlined by Martine Syms– being put forth. As has been stated, Blackness 

is not monolithic, therefore, the future of Tap Dance, a Black Dance form, should not be 

pigeonholed into a singular view.  
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Despite the differences, a clear message was given, a message that bridged the gap 

between each of the artists: the future of Tap Dance is growth through the development of 

community. Community does not necessarily equate homogeneity. Instead the focus within a 

cohesive community should emphasize individuality and the development of self without being 

at the expense of others. A barrier to achieving this, as pointed out by Henry and her experience 

with often times being the only Black dancer in the room when attending Tap Dance classes or 

workshops, is that non-Black teachers “are preaching all these things but you need to know what 

community you’re trying to get back to and not the community you think is there. That 

community is not taking the classes.” This is in reference to the shifts that have happened within 

the Black community itself, the shifts that have pulled interest away from Tap Dance as a 

reputable dance form to invest time and energy into. While this is not insinuating that non-Black 

educators are incapable of or should avoid teaching the true history of the dance form, it does 

heavily imply that there is a level of obliviousness that needs to be addressed, particularly if 

Afrofuturism is to indeed be posited as the future of the form. It cannot be overlooked that the 

impact of the historical implications of Tap Dance being a form that is demeaning to Blackness 

and the Black experience are still prevalent.92 Due to this, it is necessary for all practitioners of 

the form, regardless of their personal background, to study and teach the history of Tap Dance 

along with the movements. By not providing proper historical context or explanations, teachers 

do a disservice to their students and perpetuate a lineage of uneducated dancers, and future dance 

educators, that are only capable of regurgitating movement patterns. Such movers lack depth, 

which is apparent when watching their performance quality up against Tap artists that are more 

well-rounded in their education and understanding of the dance form. This lack on the part of the 

performer bleeds over into the reception of the audience, making kinesthetic empathy less likely 
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to occur and failing to induce any feelings of attachment that would encourage viewers to want 

to see more. 

According to Montgomery, the use of Afrofuturism to shape the future of Tap Dance 

comes down to “connectivity” and “being able to incorporate those concepts into tap dance, 

being able to create an audience and a group of people who can embrace that and can use it.” A 

key point here is the creation of both an audience and a group of practitioners. It will not work to 

only have one without the other. This ties back to the trepidation each of the artists initially 

displayed towards the thought of Afrofuturism as the future of Tap Dance. If there is not some 

form of education actively being prioritized and centered around this approach, there will be an 

inevitable breakdown in communication between the dancers and the audience. This break in 

communication is what has caused the misconception “that tap is a dying art form [...] it is 

thriving, but you have to be in that community” (Henry). This points directly to a lack of 

connection, not only between the dancers and the audience, but also between the Black 

community and Tap Dance. However, if the concepts are able to be taught in such a way that 

they are integrated into both the dance form and the Black community in general, the current gap 

could be closed. Montgomery goes further to state the importance of being able to understand the 

role of Tap Dance “in the afro experience and be able to create a community that will keep the 

legacy going.” Again, this is pointing to bridging the gap. It is important to keep the legacy going 

while simultaneously understanding that there is a connection to the everyday, lived experience. 

This is a direct connection to how dance has been traditionally viewed and utilized in various 

African cultures. It was not only a form of entertainment, it was a part of regular life. Greene 

acknowledged this connection through her stance that, “as we continue to expand within a 

culture, and build Afrofuturism, we’re also expanding in dance.” It all comes down to finding 
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and making connections that are relevant. Dance can exist in a silo of sorts, but it should not. The 

best dance works provide connection. That connection can be a literal interpretation of daily 

tasks or an abstract interpretation of an emotional experience, but the connection is still there. 

The expansion of dance that Greene speaks of is not possible within a silo, there must be a 

connection to real life. By building up the understanding and implementation of Afrofuturistic 

ideals within the Black community at large, the connections to Tap Dance will become easier to 

promote and sustain. 

Continuing with the train of thought of viewing Tap Dance as integral to the lived, Black 

experience, Montgomery also raised the question of  “how do we use our young people to show 

them how all of these things are connected and how tap is a part of the future if they embrace it?”  

The quality of honoring the past while reaching towards the future that is inherent to 

Afrofuturism is key. By tapping into the younger generations, it becomes easier to shape the 

future of the form.93 Henry states that, “the old people were used to seeing [Tap Dance] on tv [...] 

and they remember the Nicholas Brothers and Sammy Davis Jr. dancing and they remember 

seeing it all the time so now they don’t think it exists.” A simple and fast way to start tapping 

into the younger generations is through exposure. Where the older generations were able to turn 

on their televisions and see the Tap greats, the youth of today have social media. From platforms 

such as Instagram and Facebook to video hosting sites such as Vimeo, there are more 

opportunities than before for younger generations to be exposed, they simply have to know 

where to look and what to look for. Current day Tap greats such as Chloe Arnold and Jason 

Samuels Smith have a strong social media presence, but knowledge of such artists outside of the 

field is not as prevalent as days past due to the breadth of social media. There is a wider reach, 

but not as much depth; attention spans are lower and younger audience members are likely to 
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quickly scroll through their feed whereas generations past would happily watch full, televised 

productions. This is in part due to the immediacy with which access can be gained to such 

material. It is no longer necessary to wait until a televised broadcast is scheduled to air, a person 

can just log onto the internet and view what they want immediately. There is no need to sit 

through an entire viewing of a performance in one go when one has the power to pause and 

restart as much as desired. This is a large portion of the gap that must be overcome. However, on 

the positive side of social media, Greene states that “the impact of the utilization of 

Afrofuturism, is bringing tap back to mainstream,” and this is primarily because “the African 

Diaspora influences the importance and relevance [of content] in mainstream media.” Much of 

what is deemed globally as American culture is actually the commodification of Black culture– 

fashion, music, and vernacular to name a few high profile examples. For this reason, the 

utilization of Afrofuturism is key as it not only places the reins to the Tap narrative back into the 

hands of the Black community, it also gives the world what they want: access to Blackness. 

Continuing to play up the use of Afrofuturism to solidify the future of Tap Dance, Greene asserts 

that “Afrofuturism influencing Tap more brings [Tap] into the limelight and the iconicism of 

what is Black media. It’s being used more in pop music. It’s becoming the beats of hip-hop 

music. I see the future of Tap not only building upon itself, but also working its way throughout 

media.” It is becoming more common to see Tap artists being featured in music videos and 

collaborating with musical artists, with some leading bands of their own (Johnson).94 This can be 

viewed as the evolution of the relationship between Tap artists and musical artists. Initially the 

connection was between Tap artists and Jazz musicians as Jazz was the ‘music of the people,’ 

particularly during the early twentieth century when Black Arts experienced a golden era in what 

became known as the Harlem Renaissance. The musical culture now has shifted more to Hip 
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Hop, so it only makes sense that the shift for Tap artists has followed suit. In both instances, the 

musical styles that are partnered with are also of the African Diaspora, meaning the connection 

has not been lost, it has simply found a new path to traverse. This can be seen clearly in the 

rhythmic patterns that continue to be prevalent in the music, regardless of genre, and the ease 

with which Tap Dance is able to speak to and through both. 

The topics of rhythm and performance quality were also touched upon. Greene spoke on 

both the impact the changing of traditional African rhythms has had on Tap Dance. 

Rhythmically, while there is a notable consistency to traditional African rhythms that Black 

Americans are exposed to, there are also shifts that have occurred, both on the African continent 

and in North America. These shifts align with the tenets of Afrofuturism in the fact that while 

they maintain a connection to the past, they still allow for growth into the future. The rhythms 

are not stagnant, they develop and morph as needed. The same is seen within all Black Dance 

forms, Tap Dance included. There are movements and rhythm patterns that have survived 

throughout the generations, but there have also been movements and rhythm patterns lost to time 

or modified to become more relevant to what the field needed. As Greene noted, this also led to 

shifts in performance quality. From its beginnings to current day performances, the quality of 

movement has changed, and necessarily so. From being a form of communication and self 

expression to becoming a spectacular stage display and means for self preservation, Tap Dance 

had to shift and change, it had to become more intricate and extravagant, both to entertain and to 

give more space for personal expression. The shifts can be likened to a growing vocabulary– the 

more words a person has to express an idea, the better able they are to be understood.  

In speaking on the importance of performance spaces traditionally associated with Tap 

Dance and the stories told, Greene shared that “tap shows were traditionally done in jazz halls or 
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on concert theatre stages. Afrofuturism is changing the location and locale of how we’re 

performing these stories. They continuously build upon each other. They don’t move separately, 

they move together because it’s still one culture and one progression.” Henry takes it even 

further, pushing the idea that there needs to be a standard show for Tap Dance in the same way 

there are standard shows for ballet, what she referred to as “the Swan Lake of tap dance.” Calling 

out the Broadway show Bring in da Noise, Bring in da Funk, Henry stated that the issue is “it 

toured, and then it just went away [...] But if [it] had become a standard, like Riverdance [did for 

Irish clogging], if Tap Dance had some show that lasted through time it would have some stake 

or status, but we don’t have that…”95 Henry did not make the comparison to ballet to signify it as 

a better dance form than Tap Dance, but instead to demonstrate that Eurocentric dance forms 

have traditionally been elevated to a level of cultural normalcy that African Diasporic forms have 

not been afforded. One would be hard pressed to find someone completely unfamiliar with the 

ballet Swan Lake. Even if they are unable to fully recall the storyline, the fact that it is a ballet 

production is ingrained in many minds. The same cannot be said for any Tap Dance productions, 

especially those that predominantly feature Black Dancing Bodies. If this is to change, a 

production must be created that can adequately balance entertainment value and cultural 

relevance that is able to stand the test of time. 

Continuing with the train of thought that Afrofuturism should be used to secure the future 

of Tap Dance by way of its emphasis on connecting with the past and bringing traditional 

qualities forward in new and reimagined ways, Wilder raises the concern that the intelligence 

and creativity of the originators not be dismissed or taken for granted. He observes that if we can 

get to a point where the honor and respect for Tap Dance and the greatness of its originators is 

more prevalent, and if there is “a better balance of a stronger understanding of the dance, then it 
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will do well in the future, it’ll do even better.” Evolution does not always mean that things were 

not good enough initially, it can also mean that shifts were made for reasons as dire as survival 

or reasons as lofty as the desire to create embellishments that showcase technical prowess in a 

flashier manner than a rival. In either case, the genius of the originators should not be 

downplayed, especially not in an effort to validate what it has evolved into. There is no need for 

an “either or” situation; the creative minds that have pushed the form forward do not lose any 

credibility due to acknowledgment of the original creative minds that laid the foundation for Tap 

dance, and vice versa. Wilder continues, sharing that it is his hope that Tap Dance “becomes 

understood better and that would take one, the clearer understanding of its origin and a clearer 

understanding of the foundational elements of it so less of taking pieces of it and less marketing, 

profiting, promoting just the pieces of it rather than invest in what it is and that’s what often 

happens.” The focus here on there being a deeper understanding of the entirety of the dance form 

can be accomplished through an Afrofuturistic approach as the focus would be filtered through a 

Black lens. This would allow for a deeper dive by removing barriers of prejudice and 

discrimination, opening pathways to more authentic and complete retellings. For Johnson, this 

gap can be further bridged through the use of multimedia and through collaboration with other 

artists. Stating her belief that Black people have tackled and overcome a wide variety of 

conditions through an Afrofuturistic approach, Johnson pointed out that “the use of multimedia 

in the art form [can be used] to enhance the storytelling and the music that our feet are creating, 

versus performing with a band. Nothing against performing with a band but there’s another level 

that can go in there, be it in sound and accessibility.” This ties back to the notion that evolving is 

not only about changing for what is perceived to be “the better” or because there was a need for 

improvement per se, it is also about finding ways to enhance what was already there in a way 
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that amplifies the original state as opposed to diminishing or erasing it. Johnson elaborates that 

“the multimedia aspect of storytelling” could manifest through the bringing together of different 

artists, citing the work of Bisa Butler in particular as an example of visual art that is 

Afrofuturistic and could work well in dialogue with Tap.96 Making note of older images that 

Butler takes and recreates through “a newer, fresher lens,” Johnson says that she finds that it 

“feels Afrofuturistic and I think that tap dance can use these mixed multimedia aspects of art and 

find collaboration or a connection that we don’t normally explore.” In addition to the 

repurposing of the old into new, which is very much aligned with an Afrofuturistic approach, 

there is also a sense of being connected that Johnson finds in Butler’s work. There is a difficult 

line to walk when mixing multiple art forms as there is a high risk– if not done carefully– of one 

form outshining the others and causing an imbalance that does not allow for the full collaborative 

potential to be accessed and showcased. “A lot of times when you go to a Tap show, it is all Tap. 

People are now singing or showing a video behind them while they’re tapping, but there is no 

connection between the video and what they’re doing. There’s a bit of a gap… [but] there is 

potential to connect and grow” (Johnson). What some dance artists fall prey to is the belief that 

just inserting other art forms or types of media into their work is sufficient. It is not. The 

potential for greatness is there, but there is legwork that must take place in order to find success. 

Afrofuturism is about reimagining ways to connect the past to the future as opposed to merely 

rewriting the past, therefore simply slapping various components together in hopes they will 

result in a masterpiece is not enough. Not only must the history of Tap Dance be taken into 

consideration, the history of the other art and media forms being used must be considered too in 

order to find the best way to combine them and bring forth a new vision. In this way an 

Afrofuturistic approach can be successfully implemented. 
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Q6. What is the future of Tap Dance? 

While it may not be completely possible to accurately predict the future, this does not 

mean that we should not try to shape it as best we can. In looking to create and cement the future 

of Tap Dance, its past and present must be taken into consideration. The future of Tap Dance is 

heavily reliant upon its past, and this is a good thing. Tap Dance grew from innovation, 

experimentation, collaboration, and community. It is because of all of these elements that the 

form has survived, thrived, evolved, and will continue to do so.  

According to Henry, the future of Tap Dance lies in “going back to basics… dancing to 

the jazz music and understanding rhythms and flow. It would be the only way to bring us back. 

Understanding the total basics of it.” Jazz music and Tap Dance share a similar history, though 

jazz music was able to break free of many of the negative connotations initially intertwined with 

its past. Both forms heavily play with improvisation, giving practitioners an opportunity to show 

off technical prowess, develop their personal style, and at times make new discoveries that 

eventually become standard practice. Syncopated rhythms also appear, dominating each art form 

with sound patterns that leave audience members always trying to guess what will happen next. 

This amplifies engagement as audience members are unable to fully relax into a monotonous, 

predictable soundscore; if they desire to not become completely lost in a cacophony of sound, 

they must engage and follow the ever changing rhythm patterns as best they can. This 

engagement is also necessary for practitioners. If there is no understanding of how to operate 

inside and outside of musical structure, especially when improvising, the end result will be a 

flurry of sound that lacks musicality, something that even the most untrained ear can, and will, 

pick up on. Tapping back into the basics also allows for the act of removed closeness to take 

place as it is a direct tapping into of the history of the form. Reconnecting to the basics allows for 



 

 

187 

a closeness to the roots of the form, to the essence of it, that is not attainable otherwise. Going 

back to basics does not equate being stagnant, it is simply a reminder of ‘home’, a reminder of 

where one has come from so they can create a clearer vision of where they are going.97 

 For Montgomery, “the future of tap is that we stay alive, and continue to grow. The 

beauty of tap is that it can evolve.” Practitioners of Tap Dance have helped the dance form to 

evolve again and again, allowing it to stay alive and finding ways to retain relevance. It is up to 

the practitioners, the educators and students of Tap Dance to keep the dance form alive by 

keeping themselves alive. This means continuing to study, to learn, and to bring others into the 

fold. Johnson mentions gatekeepers, stating that they oftentimes operate “under the guise of 

wanting to… preserve the history of Tap Dance without having an actual conversation” with 

others that are trying to honor the history of the dance form and take it to the next level by 

moving away from the narrative of there being only one way of doing Tap and instead 

accentuating the various facets of the form. Gatekeepers are toxic to the growth of the field 

because they hinder progress. Gatekeeping can include only instructing certain people, only 

giving out select information, or even modifying information to provide a specific narrative. 

Though some gatekeepers may believe their actions are in the best interest of the field, they are 

actually promoting death and stagnation, which makes evolution impossible. Montgomery goes 

further to add that “the future of tap is whatever the future of black culture, not just black culture 

but music culture and dance culture, is at that time. We are chameleons and we can move and 

change with anything. It becomes something that makes our ancestors proud.” It is here where 

the stance of the gatekeepers can be seen as justified because Black American culture has been 

stolen countless times. Black American culture is always pushing new boundaries, it is unique 

and quickly becomes desirable– as long as it is not attached to Black bodies.98 However, in order 
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for the field of Tap Dance to progress there has to be space for growth, collaboration, and 

evolution. This does not mean that the past should be forgotten, it means that it should be learned 

from and actions taken to carry on and become better. To this point, the future of Tap Dance lies 

in being inclusive. According to Montgomery, it is necessary to just let people know, regardless 

of their background, that Tap Dance “is alive and anybody can do it. There’s no discrimination. 

Inclusivity is the future of tap dance.” By being inclusive, the field will be able to reach further 

than if its audience is intentionally limited. Inclusivity, especially if the history is taught 

properly, can also help break down some of the cultural barriers that give gatekeepers cause for 

worry. Though not the definitive answer, inclusivity is a step in the right direction. 

 Concurring with Montgomery’s stance on the beautiful ability of Tap Dance to evolve 

and grow, Greene posits that “the future of tap is Afrofuturism, it is within the African Diaspora. 

As we continue to expand, develop, and evolve as a community, so does the art form.” By firmly 

situating the future of Tap Dance in Afrofuturism, and vicariously the African Diaspora, Greene 

is tying the tenacity of the field with the tenacity of Blackness. The Black American experience 

has historically been one of enduring and overcoming trauma, time and again. For Black bodies 

in America, it is near impossible to escape the lasting impact racism has had; the same is true of 

Tap Dance. It is nearly impossible for the dance form to escape the impact racism has had on its 

shaping and on how it has been perceived by both Black and non-Black bodies alike. However, 

in both instances there is a tenacity, and endurance that must be acknowledged and applauded. 

Despite the odds, Black bodies and their creation have survived and thrived. There is a strength 

there that exists nowhere else; this is why Greene believes the future is in Afrofuturism and the 

African Diaspora. Greene also expressed that “Tap takes its influence mainly from reality as all 

dance forms. As reality is progressing and evolving so is Tap. As reality is changing, it’s 
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separating, it’s coming closer... As we continue to break those reality barriers, we'll continue to 

break them in Tap.” Just as Black bodies have evolved and adapted, so too has Tap Dance. This 

makes perfect sense for the Black dance form, it only did what it was created to do. And yet 

through each new development and evolutionary iteration, original traits still remain and are 

continuously tapped into. No matter how flashy the movements may become, there is still a 

‘home’ that is returned to, one that is still connected to its point of origin.  

Additionally, as Henry states, “as long as there’s still dance studios, there’s Tap Dance… 

there’s so much of a demand for it. I think tap dancing still has a place and people love to see it 

[…] it’s still out there and there’s still a need for it just in a different way.” The mission now is to 

identify what exactly that different way is, how to tap into it, and how to disseminate it to the 

public. Identifying what that need is that calls for a lack to be fulfilled, and then providing a 

sustainable solution, will help cement the future of Tap Dance as its relevance will be directly 

connected to a way of life as opposed to only a means of entertainment. To this end, finding 

more ways to connect with the youth and keep the dance form continually evolving and relevant 

are additional areas that are in need of continued exploration. According to Wilder, “Gregory 

Hines contemporized it more than the older hoofers that he emulated… and [Savion Glover] 

helped keep it in the forefront and [made] it something cool for teens to do.” Even though there 

may also be a lack to be filled for adult learners, there is often more opportunity to connect with 

younger learners. Emphasizing dance education on this level could both help bolster youth 

programming while simultaneously igniting a spark in older students. A child seeing an adult 

take dance classes is inspiring in its own right, but an adult seeing a child enjoy themselves and 

grow through dance– especially when they may have been introduced to the form as a child 
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themselves, but had to abandon it for one reason or another– may experience a spark being 

rekindled that now results in more courses being offered to all ages.  

 For Johnson, three areas in particular should be further explored in order to advance the 

field of Tap: “band leadership, storytelling, and more arts integration.” Making note of a few 

bands that are led by female Tap artists, an amazing feat within itself, Johnson sets forth the 

benefits gained in a musical sense. As mentioned before, Tap Dance is different from other 

dance forms in the sense that Tap artists are simultaneously musicians, creating their own sound 

score through their movement. Additional musical sources are not necessary as Tap artists, 

especially highly skilled artists, are able to play with musical structure and notation in the same 

manner as instrumentalists. Johnson believes that Tap-led bands allow for a “co-devising [of] 

musical structures [within] tap dance” and are able to push “the understanding of the musical 

notes you play as a Tap dancer.” The areas of musical overlap that can be further unpacked by 

Tap artists to advance the musicality, technical prowess, and overall growth of the field are 

many. The use of phrasing, dynamics, compositional structures, and rhythmic experimentation 

are just a few examples of musical areas that are inherently a part of Tap Dance, yet could stand 

more emphasis as the form moves forward. In regards to storytelling, Johnson mentions her 

personal exploration of “sand dance and creating music in sand,” highlighting the “connection 

between sand dance and traditional Botswana dance.” The traditional importance of storytelling 

being used as a means of passing down information, and utilized throughout the African 

Diaspora, shines brightly through this response. Johnson goes further, making the connection to 

removed closeness apparent by stating that storytelling– in particular the kind that takes place 

through explorations such as hers that link the present to the past and define throughlines more 

clearly– helps to “close the closeness gap between art forms through the diaspora.” This is 
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achieved by providing an opportunity for a deep dive into the relationship between movement 

systems at two different points on the African Diasporic spectrum, with one point being firmly 

situated on the African side and the other securely within the boundaries of the Diasporic. In this 

way, the access granted to the closeness aspect of removed closeness allows for catharsis and the 

sublime to also become more accessible. In terms of arts integration, Johnson speaks to the 

integration that can happen within the arts themselves.99 Having already discussed the 

possibilities of collaboration between Tap and music, Johnson also mentions that there needs to 

be more collaboration with the dance world, sharing that she “would love to see a fusion with 

Jazz [dance]. She goes on to clarify that, “there are many overlapping movements done [in Jazz 

dance] that reference Tap and [in] Tap that reference Lindy or Jazz dance… if you take a Jazz 

class today, it is not Jazz, it is a derivative, a contemporary art form based off of a different 

technique and style. The kids don’t know that.” It is not uncommon for there to be fusions of 

different dance forms, however, it has been less common for Tap to be a part of the conversation. 

When taking into consideration the ways in which other Black dance forms have been used on a 

large scale, Tap is definitely behind the ball.100 Another form that has shown high potential to 

fuse successfully with Tap Dance is body percussion.101 Noting that more dancers have begun 

infusing body percussion into their Tap practice, Johnson shares her hope that such fusions will 

“inspire people to start learning more about body percussion itself” and open up the door to 

giving the proper accolades to Tap artists that originally experimented with blending Tap and 

body percussion. There is nothing wrong with continuing to advance the dance form through 

experimentation with fusions, but it must be done from a place of knowledge, both of Tap Dance 

and of whatever additional forms are being explored. This helps to maintain the integrity of all of 

the forms and keeps them from becoming fully absorbed and lost in each other while also giving 
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credit where credit is due. The importance of acknowledging originators provides a level of 

authenticity that has the ability to transform an individual's relationship to the movement which, 

especially when dealing with removed closeness and Afrofuturism, is desirable. 

 

 

Q7. What is the relevance of Tap Dance being disseminated by non-Black Dancing Bodies in 

relation to removed closeness? 

The contributions on non-Black Dancing Bodies, though not entirely necessary to 

discussing removed closeness as it manifests in Tap Dance, was still a very important subject to 

broach, particularly with practicing artists. It is undeniable that Black Dancing Bodies are not the 

only ones practicing or teaching the art form. In fact, it is not common for Black dancers to 

experience being the minority in Tap Dance class. Having grown up in a predominantly white 

neighborhood, Henry still found this occurrence strange, noting that, “as much as everyone 

teaches that it’s an American art form and most people will say that African Americans started it 

[...] I go and take a class, I’m pretty much the only black person there.” This is largely due in 

part to the lack– or perception thereof– of dance class accessibility within the Black community. 

Dance is often associated with elitism and understandably so. Dance studios, especially those 

that offer high quality training, are often very expensive. In addition to needing to keep the 

facility operational, there is also the need to pay faculty members competitive rates, purchase 

costumes and props, and secure and disseminate promotional materials. Running a dance studio 

is not an inexpensive endeavor, even the ones that offer sibling discounts or student scholarships 

can become financially unattainable, especially when taking multiple classes. Black Americans 
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are disproportionately impacted by poverty and this plays out in access to the Arts. Henry also 

points out how this has an impact on Black artists that may be interested in providing more 

community opportunity, elaborating that “we don’t go into our communities of need and just 

offer dance classes. Would I be willing to volunteer an hour of my time once a week? Maybe 

after I retire, but now I’m at the point where I need to get paid for everything I do.” Though 

Henry laments that “this art form is really being carried on by non-Black dancers,” it is clear that 

she, like others, is not currently in a position to actively provide a solution. There are 

organizations that offer grants and other funding in an effort to support the implementation of 

programming in lower income communities, however, access to the application process is often 

hidden, confusing, and complicated. Deadlines are strictly adhered to regardless of when the 

information was made available and for those not adequately educated in the art of grant writing, 

a successful application is difficult to create. Place this in comparison with higher income 

communities– often non-Black or with a miniscule Black population– which are more likely to 

have private donors and it becomes obvious why the disparity continues. Henry drives this point 

home, stating that “if money weren’t an issue, all the dance forms would be thriving especially in 

Afro communities.” Unfortunately, money is an issue, and it is an issue that has negatively 

impacted the Black community for centuries across the board, not just in the Arts. 

Another large concern raised was that of the history of Tap Dance being erased. For 

Black Americans, the erasure of histories is a part of the trauma that has been endured for 

centuries. Enslaved people were stripped of their names and heritages, entire towns in the 

American south were decimated and not mentioned in history books, and countless Black bodies 

have been victim to racially charged violence, their names forgotten or never mentioned at all. 

The concern of erasure is real and an ever present possibility. For Montgomery, the 
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responsibility falls on the shoulders of the Black community itself to ensure this erasure does not 

happen. “The biggest thing we need to recognize is that it began with us. So, since it began with 

us we need to make sure it’s something we embrace just as much as other people do and let other 

people know that this is ours.” By taking the responsibility for the preservation of the history of 

Tap Dance, it gives the Black community power over the narrative, a luxury that has not been 

fully afforded to date. Having this type of control can aid in the narrative being more accurate 

and not tainted by bias and discrimination.102 Greene agrees, stating that because Tap Dance is 

“gaining popularity in different circles of life, it’s also taking away the history that formed it 

because history is taught through the movement, so when you deviate from where history comes 

from and the stories and the point of origin, you’re also removing that background information 

that makes it the art form that it is today.” Though this initially sounded as though Greene was 

pushing back against the idea of evolution, this stance actually suggests that it is possible to 

evolve without deviating from the point of origin. There is a thin line here, one that must be toed 

cautiously. What Greene is pointing to is an evolution that is still recognizable as Tap Dance, an 

evolution that goes beyond just maintaining the use of Tap shoes and calling that sufficient. 

Belaboring the point, Greene acknowledges that the massive growth of Tap Dance in non-Black 

communities– while beneficial by way of allowing the dance form to gain “popularity and 

visibility” which in turn has garnered “more interest in the art form and the history”– has led to a 

potentially toxic mix of other dance forms with similar traits overwriting the history of Tap 

Dance. When cultures collide, especially in a global environment that provides access to 

information with an ease that was not possible previously, cross-cultural collaboration and 

contamination is unavoidable in all arenas of life, from fashion to cuisine to the Arts. For Tap 

Dance, as Greene shares, this is seen in how the dance form is taken into non-Black communities 
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and begins to morph into something else, something “away from the original bud of what it 

started” as. Greene goes on to explain that “it takes a different transformation, it starts to look 

different, and sound different, and it starts to become something that is not Tap. Yes, it still has 

the root of the shoe and the sound, but it begins to evolve into something different.” Not all 

evolution is a good thing. In this case, the issue is not that the form is evolving, but that it is 

being overwritten, that key aspects that are rooted in its Blackness are being dismissed and 

forgotten, both intentionally and unintentionally. 

There are rhythms and stories that should be carried forward, that tie the future to the past 

through the present. Montgomery cosigns this idea of the rhythms and stories specific to the 

history of Tap Dance being carried forward, reiterating that “there will always be a space for 

whomever to be able to be a Tap dancer but we cannot allow anyone to erase our history.” 

Again, Tap Dance is not about gatekeeping or exclusion, it is about collaboration and inclusion. 

Yet, just because the door is open does not mean that the history should be hidden or ignored. 

Wilder believes that it is “a good thing that non-Black bodies are also involved and appreciate it” 

and pointed out that “a majority of non-Black bodies [have become] teachers. The pioneers 

taught them and a lot of them became teachers.” The key here, or at least what is being implied, 

is that the non-Black teachers learned the history and appreciated it. It is through that 

appreciation that the history is able to be maintained and passed down, even though it is being 

filtered through a non-Black lens. Wilder takes it a step further and posits that there is a safety 

“in knowing that there are many non-Black bodies that have been given information that they 

value and can be trusted to not abuse and to promote the essence of it.”  There is a high level of 

faith required to entrust your story to another, or possibly a sense of desperation. If there is no 

alternative, the only course of action left is to find the best option and hope for the best. Given 
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the history of Black bodies in America– in regards to their stories being accurately preserved and 

retold by others– it would appear as though the latter was the case, that there was a need to 

ensure the history was not fully lost and that the risk of passing it into the hands of non-Black 

bodies was a necessary evil. Johnson pushes back against this idea of safety with a sober 

reminder that Black Tap artists must remain vigilant in staying active in the field and in finding 

ways to introduce the dance form to Black youth while maintaining a level of interest that does 

not dissipate rapidly. Cosigning the idea that Tap Dance is indeed for everybody, Johnson 

laments that “We can’t have nothing. The amount of non-melanated bodies in these Tap classes 

is disheartening.” Who is to say that this was not the same sentiment held by the pioneers of Tap 

Dance, that they did not feel as though they were being painted into a corner and forced to 

entrust their legacy to the only bodies they were able to pass the information on to consistently 

and successfully? This is not to insinuate that there were no Black bodies that were receptive, 

however, the work of having to get over stereotypical barriers and beliefs no doubt put a damper 

on Black reception of the form which vicariously aided in the lack of Black Dancing Bodies 

studying the form in depth. Johnson goes on to speak of the hurt felt being one of the only Black 

bodies in the room when attending performances, festivals, and workshops, claiming that there is 

a “disconnect that we are not fixing in our community” and questioning, “does the community 

not like it anymore? Is it seen as us shucking and jiving?” Unfortunately, the answer to the 

second question is a resounding yes. There are still negative connotations associated with Black 

Dancing Bodies engaging with Tap Dance that must be dismantled before the dance form will be 

able to fully transition back into the hands of its rightful owners.  

There is a saying in the Black community that has found popularity amongst members 

that believe it is possible for everyone to be successful without having to downplay others: We 
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can all eat. It is not necessary to water down Tap Dance to make it more palatable for others and 

it most definitely should not be watered down by those others in an attempt to just ‘skim a little 

off the top.’ If we are all going to eat, then we should all be served the full meal– from appetizer 

to dessert, every vegetable, every protein source, and every carb. This means the good, the bad, 

the ugly. This means the full story. This full disclosure would greatly benefit Black dance 

educators and youth as it would give the educators an opportunity to “teach [the youth] about the 

history… and teach them about rhythm and beat, which will help their math skills,” which could 

cause a trickle down effect, having a positive impact on the educational experience of the youth 

via representation and real life application of skills learned (Henry). Montgomery puts a button 

in this, quipping that “yes we are inclusive, but when we teach what is Black Dance, we [need 

to] begin with the truth… we should always walk in, acknowledge, and share the truth with 

others. That’s the responsibility that we have as Black people, to never forget it or let anyone 

else forget it. Now it’s a universal language, and that is a beautiful thing, but it is important to 

know where it started.” Ownership is in the hands of the Black community and the narrative 

should be controlled from that perspective. Eurocentric groups of people that have been 

oppressed have been granted that privilege; everyone should have that same level of opportunity 

to represent themselves in the manner they feel is most adequate.103 In the case of Tap Dance, 

this affirms the necessity of Black Tap artists taking control of the reins again in addition to non-

Black Tap artists honoring the history of the dance form and acknowledging their place in the 

grander scheme of things. 

 

 



 

 

198 

CLOSING THOUGHTS 

 The inclusion of the preceding interviews proved to be remarkably eye opening. Though 

there were many responses that aligned with the trajectory the research was projected to follow, 

it was even more interesting to find areas of dissonance and even flat out abrasiveness.104 The 

most important outcome of interviewing the participants was the realization that not only is the 

research relevant, but that there is a deeper need for dialogue outside of the field. The Tap 

community is often described as inclusive, but if it is deemed inaccessible by those that are not 

already members of the community, the wealth of information practitioners possess will not be 

spread. This is not to say that there is no value in the field maintaining some ‘trade secrets’, but 

if it is completely cut off from the outside world, the pool of potential practitioners will 

inevitably dwindle.  
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CHAPTER NINE  

Taking Action and Moving Forward 

What is the benefit of research if it is not applicable to regular life? What is the point of 

philosophizing and pontificating if your words only fall on the same ears time and again? What 

is the point of being educated if that education is hoarded and not used to benefit others? The 

simple answer is: there is no point. This is why we must take action and move forward; however, 

it is impossible to move forward without taking action. The Chinese proverb, “a journey of a 

thousand miles begins with a single step,” is true. In order to travel from one place to another, 

one must move. No matter how small the step towards the new destination may be, it will still be 

one step closer. And isn’t that better than the alternative? There is no such thing as stagnation in 

this case– there is either forward or backward movement. We cannot afford to move backwards, 

forward is the only way through. 

Yet again we return to the question: Where do we go from here? 

The luxury of learning for the sake of learning is not a privilege that Black bodies have in 

a world that is dominated by a white centered, western society based perspective. This is not to 

say learning should cease. Quite the opposite, learning should be encouraged and knowledge 

shared. It is not enough to become aware if that awareness is not spread. It is of no benefit to 

break oneself out of the box without reaching back to pull up the next. This is not the same as 

misconstruing Black bodies as all the same or in need of the same things– as has been stated 

many times, Blackness is not monolithic– nor is it a call for Black bodies in a position of higher 

accessibility to educational opportunities to view all other Black bodies as charity cases that need 

to be saved or as needing to be representatives of the entirety of Blackness. As a collective group 
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that is viewed collectively, it is inevitable that stereotypes, discrimination, and other forms of 

maltreatment will be directed towards Black bodies. To be clear, taking action and moving 

forward is not to prevent this maltreatment as the goal is not to convince others of the worth of 

Blackness. Taking action and moving forward is necessary for Black bodies to view themselves 

in a different light, in a light that is not tainted by the influence of non-Black bodies and 

ideologies that demonize Blackness. 

 

TAKING ACTION 

While it is not possible to provide a singular correct answer to the question that will be 

pleasing to all, it is possible to provide an answer that creates space for growth, shifts, and 

modifications as needed. Inspired by Yvonne Daniel, the following points will provide a soft 

action plan (Monitoring Notes 180-202). Though Daniel was specifically addressing African 

dance and its iterations across the Caribbean and Afro-Latin America in her list, all of the points 

shared are equally able to address the needs of other African Diasporic dance forms. The first 

three points that will be discussed are pulled directly from Daniel, however, they are modified 

slightly to address the specific needs of Tap Dance as an African Diasporic dance form of North 

America origin. The final two points, leading to a grand total of five actionable steps to 

implement, are additions that have been created by the author specifically for this text and are 

necessary to fully round out the proposed plan for growth. 
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1- We must celebrate 

Celebration keeps African heritage alive and human communities joyously united. Through 

celebration, the present is connected organically to the past (Monitoring Notes 194). 

 Much in the way Daniel clarifies that African heritage is kept alive through celebration, 

the same holds true for Tap Dance. Celebration indeed brings communities together and it also 

helps to strengthen the bonds within said communities. It is the deepening of bonds that fully 

allows the connection between the past and the present to manifest. However, celebration need 

not always occur on a large scale to still impact the community at large. Celebration can take 

place within private practice, within the personal rituals a dancer participates in to maintain their 

connection to the form and to their ancestors. This more private form of celebration is equally 

important as the more commonly referenced public rendition as it allows an individual to 

meditate further upon their personal connections to the movements, the ancestors, and the 

universe. They are then able to bring that personal connection into the fold of the collective 

connection, vicariously adding to the deepening of the groups’ experience, both present and 

future. 

 It is important to the future of Tap Dance that the present is connected to the past. 

Returning to the opening description in Chapter Two of removed closeness as a river set in a 

circular path, it is here that we again see the importance of interconnectedness. Whether it be in a 

straight or circular pathway, running water has a way of digging deeper into the terrain. The 

difference lies in the fact that in a river that is running straight, though there are traces of the 

original source, there is no guarantee that even as new water is added– such as during rainfall– 

that it will be mixed with the original source as that original source has been swept away over 
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time.105 However, in a circular path, where it is all connected, the water is able to run deep and 

there is also a guarantee that the original river bed is still being swirled around as there is 

nowhere else for it to go but to mix with the new waters as they come. This is how the past, 

present, and future need to be connected. They need to be so intertwined that it becomes almost 

impossible to tell them apart. They are easily differentiated, yet they are also easily blended. This 

is fully aligned with the point Daniel makes about the connection being organic. By the 

connection being organic, it is more likely to become and remain ingrained because it was not 

forced or artificially implemented. 

 

2- We must organize 

We must articulate goals and then make and follow a plan for supporting African dance/music 

(Monitoring Notes 194). 

 Without definite goals and a clear plan of action to achieve those goals, it becomes 

significantly more difficult to maintain and further develop the field of Tap Dance. This step 

must be done in this order: set the goals and then create the plan of action. The cart must not be 

put before the horse. Though it may feel like a fast track option to jump straight into taking 

action and then begin refining goals along the way, this method is actually more likely to lead to 

confusion and damage to the field. Winging it is great in some instances, but with the future of 

an entire dance form on the line, greater care needs to be taken.  

The clear articulation of goals can be a tedious and arduous task. This part of the process 

requires stillness and intention, it cannot, and should not, be rushed. This does not mean that the 

sense of urgency should be disregarded, but decisions and plans should not be made hastily. It is 
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important to allow the goals being set to encompass as many futuristic facets as possible– 

meaning, goals should be far reaching and not just based on desires for the short term. Both short 

and long term goals should be fully thought out, or at least as thought out as possible. Attempts 

to predict the future are difficult at best, yet clearly articulated goals provide a space for there to 

be a sense of control. Clear goals can provide clear direction; even if there are shifts and 

modifications that must be made, it is better to have set out with explicit intentions than to have 

set out with nothing at all. 

 Goal setting and organizing in order to implement the requisite plan of action is not easy, 

yet it is necessary. Daniel highlights five levels of organization to take into consideration: 

organization for youth, organization of technology, organization of leadership, organization of 

finances, and educational and political organizing (Monitoring Notes 194-6).106 Each of these 

levels can stand alone as a focal point and together they work to create a plan of action that has a 

wide, yet effective, reach. The field of Tap Dance would benefit immensely from a similar 

organizational breakdown, particularly due to the fact that the global spread of the form has 

aided in keeping the form alive, but at the cost of losing much of the history. Clear organization 

would allow for a recentering of the form, simultaneously allowing for continued growth while 

reestablishing the history and traditions. This needs to happen before all traces of the roots of 

Tap Dance are lost to time or are completely overwritten by the voices of those that enjoy the 

flair of the style but have no care for its point of origin. 
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3- We must share knowledge and experience 

We...have to have clarity about the hurdles that come with living this artistic/scholarly life in 

contemporary society and reach out for mentoring support in advance of actual crises that will 

assuredly come (Monitoring Notes 197). 

 Two of the most beautiful aspects of dance, and easily two of the most misconstrued, are 

the ease with which it appears a performer executes movements and the assumed joy that a dance 

researcher must feel exploring information on such an enjoyable art form. The life of a Dance 

Artist, be it on the stage, in the classroom, or perusing the archives, is not easy and that needs to 

be made transparent. While there is an ease that comes across through performance, the amount 

of hard work, training, and rehearsal that makes that ease visible should not be ignored or 

diminished. Likewise, it is a fair assumption that many dance researchers have a deep love for 

dance and find it enjoyable, yet that does not mean there are no hardships that come along with 

conducting and producing new and relevant research. The “hurdles” that are an inevitable part of 

the life of a Dance Artist are unavoidable and must be clearly laid out before both those who plan 

on entering the field and those who will merely remain observers. Without this clarification, true 

understanding is not possible– and, regrettably, neither is the deserved respect. For those that are 

not in the field of dance, this can lead to a cheapening of the fields’ validity which leads to a lack 

of support and, unfortunately, a rise in disrespect and devaluing. When one lacks understanding, 

it becomes easier to write things off. This holds true for seemingly minor things such as the 

process of creating an aglet, to larger ticket items such as how a country is run, and many more 

ideas and practices in between. A lack of understanding goes hand in hand with a lack of placing 

value in. If one does not value something enough to put forth the effort to learn more about it– or 
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if there is not even a desire to gain such knowledge– then it cannot be said that they genuinely 

value it. 

 In order to ensure knowledge and experience are being passed on, it is necessary to find 

and maintain the balance between written documentation and oral transmission. One cannot be 

favored over the other, they must both exist and exist in dialogue with each other. Written 

documentation alone will never be enough. While written documentation is important, it is 

limited in its ability to give all of the nuances of oral transmission. There is also the concern that 

the written document will only ever be as open and accurate as the author of the document is able 

to be. If the author holds any ill will or intent towards the topic, it will seep into the writing and 

shade it from that perspective. The opposite is also true. If the author is overly excited about the 

subject, to the point of being blind to its faults, the document will reflect this view. Oral 

transmission, for all of its greatness, similarly has the flaw of requiring humans to transmit. Like 

written documentation, the reliability of humans to accurately share information orally can be 

shaky. Depending on the individual that is passing the information on, the lens through which it 

is portrayed will be impacted. Yet there is a benefit to having both written and oral forms present 

and utilized. A clearer picture can be painted as multiple views and voices are considered and 

placed in dialogue with each other. In particular, when those passing on the knowledge and 

experience are able to approach from a place of positivity that is tempered with constructive 

criticism as needed, the outcome is a sharing of knowledge that is not jaded, but is instead as 

authentic and as close to the essence of the information’s origin as possible. 

Another way to look at it is that it is possible to align knowledge with written 

documentation and experience with oral transmission, though the inverse is equally as possible. 

However, the point here is that there is much knowledge that can be documented in writing and 
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its static nature enables a glance back into time that oral transmission may not be capable of due 

to human error. Information that is passed down in writing, if not tampered with, is more likely 

to be passed down without changes as compared to oral transmission. On the other side, 

experiences are best understood when explain verbally. This allows for vocal inflections, facial 

expressions, and body posturing to be taken into consideration, all necessary components to a 

full retelling of information via an experiential lens. Written documentation is not capable of 

capturing the twitch of a lip or the twinkle of an eye, though authors gifted in the skill of 

wordplay oftentimes come close. The same is true of oral transmission, it cannot freeze a 

moment in time as well as a written document, though it may too come close. Both written 

documentation and oral transmission are necessary for knowledge and experience to be shared in 

a way that is beneficial to the field and not limited by one-sidedness. 

For those that plan on entering the field, it is a complete disservice to not adequately 

prepare them for the journey ahead. They must know what to expect in order to traverse their 

path as smoothly as possible. Though it is not possible to list all of the variables that could occur 

along the way, providing information on known variables is of significant benefit and can not 

only prepare a dance artist for those specific potentialities, but can also help them to mentally 

prepare for new situations. Though the new situations may not have yet been experienced, they 

may have commonalities with other situations that have been experienced, or with information 

that has been received, and will therefore become more surmountable. 
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4- We must learn 

 This step takes the previous one a bit further. It is not enough to know about Tap Dance 

or about the high profile practitioners. We must learn not only the history of the form, but also 

the people who have gone unsung, the societal shifts that impacted the form, and then some. We 

must learn. The road will be tumultuous at best, yet it is necessary and the end result will be 

more than worth it. By learning all we can possibly learn about Tap Dance, we are not setting out 

to posit ourselves as having ‘arrived’; we are merely ensuring that we have a crystal clear 

understanding of where we have come from so we can better determine where we are and where 

we may be heading.  

 As stated in the previous point, learning more about something is a sign of placing value 

in it. The process of learning is not always easy, however, it is necessary in order to both respect 

the lineage and to pass on information to the future. The impossibility of learning every single 

fine detail about the art and history of Tap Dance should not serve as a hindrance, but as a 

motivator. There is always new information to learn, to embody, to pass on. It is here where one 

must break from the embedded western style of learning. For Black Americans, the school 

system is often a sore point– underfunding, dilapidated buildings, high teacher turnover rates, 

violence, whitewashing of subject matter, and the ‘school to prison pipeline’ model are just a few 

concerns.107 Information is spewed forth and the expectation is that it will be regurgitated back, 

perfectly, regardless of students having a clear grasp on the real life applications and 

implications the material and its dissemination have. The education system has left a sour taste in 

the mouth of African Americans; learning how to learn can remedy this. 
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 Within the field of American dance education at large, the Black American experience 

parallels the experience had in the school system. Black Dancing Bodies are often informed they 

are not ideal for certain forms of dance, dance classes are often unaffordable or are of lower 

quality, Black Dancing Bodies and dance forms are showcased infrequently or not at all, and the 

history of Black American dance forms is whitewashed and sterilized, removing as much detail 

about the origins as possible. When the origins are acknowledged, it is briefly and in passing; too 

much Blackness is only a good thing when it is profitable to non-Black bodies. With so much 

negativity, it is easy for there to be a lack of desire to pursue dance. Yet this is why learning is so 

important. By restructuring the way learning takes place, the value in dance becomes more 

visible. For many African cultures, their respective dance forms have been, and continue to be, 

an integral part of regular life. Dance used to play a more significant role in the day to day life of 

Black American culture, but somewhere along the way things changed and dance became less 

valued. However, the remnants of its importance to the culture still remain. It can still be seen in 

the little child that is asked to dance and show off their skills to elders, at family reunions and 

cookouts as guests join together to do popular line dances that span generational knowledge, and 

also in church services via liturgical dance. The traces of the importance of dance to Black 

bodies and their communities remain ever present, they simply need to be brought back to the 

forefront. Once they are brought back into the foreground, it is necessary to ingrain them again, 

but more deeply this time. The roots already run deep, this is why the remnants have remained 

interspersed throughout the Black American experience; it is now time to dig even deeper in 

order to reach a place where there will be no need for remnants, the forms will just be. Once this 

is achieved, learning will be able to take place in a more conducive environment and will no 
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longer have the negative connotations associated with it that have caused such issues up to this 

point. 

 

5- We must grow 

 Growth and learning go hand in hand, and yet, obtaining a deeper understanding through 

learning does not always equate to growth. We must ensure that we do not fall prey to conceit 

and false bravado; that we do not come to believe that our learning has come to an end and that 

there is no more work to be done; that we do not come to the conclusion that we have all the 

answers and that there are no questions left to unpack. The more we grow, if done properly, the 

more we will realize there is more growing left to do. This is the only way to guarantee that Tap 

Dance not only survives, but that it will thrive and evolve to meet the ever changing needs of the 

form and those that practice it. There will inevitably be things that are lost or cast by the 

wayside, but this number need not be large.  

 There must be an acknowledgement of the fact that growth is at times uncomfortable. Not 

every advancement will go smoothly, not every new addition to the form will be accepted, and 

not every detail will be remembered equally. And there is absolutely nothing wrong with any of 

this. Growth is a process, not a stagnant pool; once complacency sets in, growth ceases to occur. 

This opens up the door to deterioration and decay. Without continued growth, there is death. The 

goal is to ensure the future of the dance form. Perfection is not the goal, progress is; and if there 

is continual progress, if at the end of it all the form has prospered, then growth has been 

achieved. 
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In contrast to the popular idiom, we can indeed have our cake and eat it too. It is possible 

to maintain tradition while working towards an evolved future. It is possible to honor the 

ancestors and the foundation they established while also acknowledging the younger generations 

and their contributions. It is possible to, in a sense, have it all, but this feat is only attainable 

when it is approached with intent. The growth of the field depends upon an intentional effort to 

maintain connections to the past while creating in the present to ensure a sustainable future. 

 

CLOSING THOUGHTS 

 While providing a list of actionable steps is very beneficial, nothing can be done if the 

steps are not accessible and applied. How can this information be disseminated appropriately and 

effectively? How can it genuinely be impressed upon participants in the field that the very future 

of Tap Dance rides upon Black practitioners’ ability and willingness to take the reins and propel 

the form forward, without fear, into the future? How can the importance of maintaining the 

utilization of removed closeness be not only taught, but practiced on an individual level? There 

must be a consensus reached among all Tap Dance practitioners, regardless of their culture of 

origin, that the preservation of the form is priority one and that the centering of Black Tap Dance 

voices and experiences is mandatory. There is an understanding of the Black experience that 

only Blackness can fully unpack, and even within that it must be remembered that Blackness is 

not monolithic and removed closeness is not Black specific. However, by centering Black voices, 

empathy becomes possible for non-Black bodies and access to the act of removed closeness as it 

specifically pertains to Tap Dance becomes more feasible.108 There is no room for sympathy 

from non-Black bodies and no room for self-pity and doubt from Black bodies; there is only 
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room for action if Tap Dance is to continue to move forward. It is not enough to have the right 

words or well-meaning thoughts, moving forward will only happen if there is movement 

forward. The action steps provided will only prove to be as good as the Tap Dance practitioners 

that implement them. Consistency and determination will be key in the process of moving 

forward. There will inevitably be many ups and downs, but success is attainable and the future of 

Tap Dance is already looking bright. 
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CONCLUSION 

The end of the research comprising this document is only the beginning of much, much 

more. What started as a simple combination of words thrown together, almost haphazardly, into 

a special dance of their own, has morphed into something greater than could have been 

imagined. And yet, this is not the end, it is truly the beginning. This research has only scratched 

the surface of the concept of removed closeness and of the field of Tap Dance. There is so much 

more to look into– more nuances to discover and unpack, more interviews to conduct, more 

parallels to be deduced, more, more, more. And that ‘more’ is very exciting. It is exciting to 

delve into and add to the breadth of knowledge in a field that has been overlooked for so long. It 

is exciting to see that what was initially deemed as a crazy idea is actually very relevant and 

necessary to the growth of Tap Dance. It is exciting to see that practitioners and scholars alike 

have a vested interest in the dance form and its lineage and that this manuscript is not being 

created in vain. And last, but most certainly not least, it is exciting to demonstrate, yet again, 

that Dance in general has a seat at the philosophical table– Dance Philosophers are here, they 

are relevant, they are necessary, and they are a part of moving both the fields of Dance and 

philosophy forward. To my fellow Dance Scholars and Philosophers: I accepted the torch, I 

carry it with pride, and I will relish the moment I pass it on to the next in line. 

 This study aimed to investigate the act of removed closeness, how it manifests, and how 

it has the ability to enable the Black Tap Dancing Body to become a vehicle for catharsis while 

providing access to the sublime. This study also aimed to situate Afrofuturism as the future of 

Tap Dance, positing that the emphasis on maintaining tradition while envisioning the future, as 

seen through a Black lens, was the best course of action to ensure the viability of the field. 

Additionally, this study aimed to demonstrate the ways in which removed closeness has been 
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ever present in African Diasporic dance forms, how the act of tapping into something greater is a 

trait common throughout the African Diaspora due to both heritage and necessity, and how 

continuing the utilization of removed closeness as dance practitioners leads to a more connected 

experience for both dancers and audience members alike. The research indicated that removed 

closeness, though not labeled as such, is a very familiar concept within the dance community, 

specifically for those that are simultaneously of African descent and participating in African 

Diasporic dance forms. It was heavily implied that the experience of removed closeness by Black 

Tap Dancing Bodies was a common occurrence, if not already seen as an expected byproduct of 

engaging in the dance form. Further findings also showed that considerations for the future of 

Tap Dance have been actively underway for some time and that while Afrofuturism was not 

directly named, tenets of it have been utilized by artists that are at the forefront of the field, 

supporting the idea that an Afrofuturistic approach is indeed viable. 

 

CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE FIELD 

 By directly responding to questions raised in regards to removed closeness (what is it and 

how does it show up in the Black Tap Dancing Body?), this study contributed towards 

addressing some of the gaps in research on Tap Dance, especially the gap in dialogue centering 

around the ability of Tap Dance to be utilized as an expressive dance form. This is important as 

there has not been much research specifically addressing the notion of Tap Dance being a dance 

form capable of emotional expression nor as a dance form through which dance philosophy can 

be explored. This research opens the door for Tap Dance to be viewed as more than a dance form 

limited to only being able to show feelings of joy or existing solely as a means of entertainment. 
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Tap Dance is a dance form that, when studied closely, can provide detailed information about the 

Black American experience– physically, socially, and philosophically. This research has also 

contributed to the field of Tap Dance by providing findings that can be applied in the real world 

by practitioners at every level. For example, the list provided in Chapter Nine gives detailed 

tasks that can be implemented in order to progress the field of Tap Dance. In combination, the 

suggested tasks hit multiple facets of the field, providing actionable steps that can be easily 

understood and applied with varying degrees of effort and skill, allowing application from those 

that are beginners to those that are more seasoned. Lastly, in terms of contributing to philosophy 

in the general sense, and dance philosophy in a more content-specific sense, this research 

contributed primarily to the conversation on embodied knowledge (Daniel, “Dancing” 4-5). 

When dealing with the Dancing Body, it is necessary to take a more holistic approach, one that 

requires taking lived experience into account, as demonstrated in the brief exploration of African 

Religion. The research showcased how removed closeness has allowed Black Americans to tap 

into that holistic approach, which can be clearly seen in the movement systems that have been 

developed by Black bodies and have retained African traits throughout their continued evolution. 

This is an especially important aspect to unpack in the western canon as it aids in the decentering 

of whiteness and Eurocentric ideals while centering philosophies that are common among those 

of the global majority. By expanding and bolstering western philosophical dialogues with non-

western knowledge and traits, it becomes possible to come to a deeper understanding of nature, 

reality, and the human condition.109 
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LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 It is necessary to point out a few of the research limitations that were brought to light 

over the course of this project. In particular, this section will be addressing the limited sample 

size, time constraints, and researcher bias and inexperience. In regards to the sample size, the 

group of Tap Dance artists that responded to the call for interviews was small and concentrated 

in the same geographical area. In addition to this, the majority of the selected participants were 

within the same age range and had similar performance histories. Though individualized, this 

lead to a narrow sampling of perspectives. It would be beneficial in the future to look at a wider 

pool of Tap Dance artists– dance artists that live across the nation, that are both within and 

without the age range polled in this research, and that have a wider range of performance 

experience– to determine if areas of overlap that were noted in this initial researcher hold true for 

a larger group of participants.  

This limitation was closely related to the time constraints. In addition to adhering to a set 

completion timeline for this manuscript, balancing the schedules of each artist also provided 

some difficulties. Each interview was scheduled to last approximately sixty minutes in an effort 

to respect the varied schedules, yet this restriction resulted in some responses being rushed and 

not fully developed. Future research should allot for a larger time window, giving the 

participants the ability to respond thoughtfully and without the pressure of fitting within a 

restricted time window. This will also allow the researcher to set a more comfortable pace with 

the delivery of questions and will leave room for additional explanations to be given in more 

detail without greatly reducing the amount of time dedicated to responses. Similarly, it would be 

interesting to track the experiences with removed closeness within Tap Dance over an extended 

period of time. The research was conducted over a two week time span and only required each 
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participant to respond to a set list of questions once. While much was gained from artists 

recalling instances of removed closeness from earlier portions of their career, more information 

could be gleaned by opening dialogue with younger artists and following their progression as 

artists. Extending the research window over the course of months, or even years, would be 

beneficial as this would give opportunity to observe the long term effects of tapping into 

removed closeness and the impact this has on the career trajectory of Tap Dance artists.  

Another recommendation lies in the fact that there is a need to delve further into more 

traditional African dance systems. The insight that Abiola provided on Mandinka dance systems 

was incredibly enlightening and aided greatly in laying the groundwork for reframing how 

discourse around Tap Dance should occur. Yet this was not enough. It is necessary to begin the 

search for more traditional African dance systems that were disrupted by the Transatlantic slave 

trade and had an impact on the creation of Tap Dance. This includes the dance systems that were 

able to rebuild and continue thriving in Africa and those that were not, the ones that were 

brought to the United States and survived and adapted as needed, and the ones that may have 

been completely lost. Each of these histories is integral to fully uncovering and understanding 

the history of Tap Dance. There is also a need to accept that this research requires speaking to 

actual practitioners. The information needed cannot be solely gleaned from books or journals, it 

must be transmitted through oral communication and physical participation. The knowledge that 

is necessary to advance the field is ingrained in Black bodies and it is there that it must be 

uncovered; and in that process there needs to be the acknowledgement and acceptance that the 

uncovering must happen without an attempt of removing the knowledge found and placing it 

onto non-Black bodies in an act of erasure. The knowledge must be cultivated, not watered 

down, and passed on, not hoarded. Yet another thing to keep in mind when tackling the process 
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of continuing this research is that written documentation will never be able to stand in the place 

of oral transmission, embodied knowledge, or experience. This does not mean that written 

documents should be ignored in the process of furthering the research, it means that written 

documentation should not continue to be lauded or touted as the end all and be all of academic 

research and philosophical inquiries. There is a wealth of information encoded in every vocal 

inflection and bodily gesture associated with the passing down of knowledge via oral 

transmission and dance movement. Many of the nuances are either completely indescribable or 

the descriptions that are concocted are inadequate, coming close but never fully capturing the 

essence of the material being shared. Much in the way that proponents of a well-rounded 

education speak of the necessity to cover multiple subject areas to ensure students have, at the 

very minimum, a basic understanding of many things that will aid in making life easier, so too 

must African Diasporic dance forms be approached. As stated before, dance does not happen in a 

silo, it is impacted by all aspects of life including personal, familial, and societal. All factors 

must be considered– external and internal, familial and societal, written documentation and oral 

transmission. If any of these components are left unaddressed, there will be inevitable gaps in the 

research. It should be the intent of further research to eliminate such gaps, not create them. This 

can only be accomplished by letting go of notions that no longer serve to benefit the field; all 

things must be considered as all are necessary to see the full picture. 

 Finally, the bias and inexperience of the researcher had an impact on the limitations of 

the research. The researcher approached the research from a place of lived experienced, with 

herself identifying as an African Diasporic woman, a direct descendant of Black bodies impacted 

by the Transatlantic slave trade and the subsequent anti-Black regimes in the United States, and 

also as an active participant in dance events that intentionally utilize removed closeness as a 
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means of achieving a cathartic release and accessing the sublime. Due to this inherent bias, the 

researcher was only able to provide observations from the perspective of a Black, female, 

Dancing Body. For those with the intent to further research in this vein, it is highly 

recommended that content continue to be viewed, analyzed, and unpacked through a Black lens. 

However, it is also recommended that more consideration be given to the impact non-Black 

voices have had on the field of Tap Dance and on how removed closeness is accessed by these 

voices. Widening the focus to include this aspect will enable access to another point of entry into 

understanding removed closeness and how its availability is not specific to any one group of 

people.  

In terms of inexperience, the researcher uncovered various blind spots in the research, 

including the manner in which the methodology was approached and carried out. Moving 

forward, it is the recommendation of the researcher to both create more probing questions to be 

unpacked and to arrange for both individual feedback sessions and group sessions. As discussed 

throughout the research, the act of removed closeness is an individualized experience that can 

also be experienced within a group setting. Therefore, it would be beneficial to extend the 

research to include the group dynamic to allow for that aspect to be more closely analyzed, both 

in conjunction with the individual experience of participants and on its own. Furthermore, as a 

point of clarity, the researcher repeatedly referred to Tap Dance as not having a connection to the 

African Diasporic histories that predate enslavement of Black bodies in the United States. This 

statement is incorrect as Tap Dance has indeed retained much of the movement vocabulary that 

originated in traditional African dance systems, a fact that was unpacked by the researcher 

herself in Chapter Five. Again, pointing to the limitation of inexperience, the researcher 

neglected to clarify that the lack of connection pertains specifically to the teaching of Tap Dance 
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histories and techniques, not the actual dance form itself. Instructors of the form, regardless of 

background, teach many of the same movements and concepts– bent knees, lowered center of 

gravity, contractions, and natural body movements to name a few– proof that the connections 

exist and live on and are continuously transmitted. This happens even through non-Black dance 

artists; even though they may not be aware of the African roots of Tap Dance, or in some cases 

actively choose to dismiss it, they cannot teach the form without the tenets being present. The 

African-ness of Tap Dance cannot be erased, its Blackness cannot be removed. 

 

CLOSING THOUGHTS 

 To conclude, this research defined and unpacked the concept of removed closeness, 

identified and analyzed removed closeness in relation to the Black Tap Dancing Body, and 

posited Afrofuturism as the philosophical lens through which the future of Tap Dance should be 

viewed and constructed. Limitations such as limited sample size, time constraints, and researcher 

bias and inexperience were encountered throughout the research process. Nevertheless, the 

research has contributed directly to the field of dance philosophy and the field of Tap Dance by 

addressing gaps in research that has been conducted on Tap Dance previously, clarifying the 

concept of removed closeness and adding to the dialogue on embodied knowledge, and by 

providing actionable steps that will aid in the continued evolution of Tap Dance. Though the 

past, the present, and the future of Tap Dance is Black, it must be remembered that Blackness is 

not monolithic and thorough investigations into African Religion and heritages– along with 

western philosophy and the impact it has had on Black bodies specifically– must be conducted in 

order to fully understand the structuring of African Diasporic dance forms. These deep dives 
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must be inclusive of the act of removed closeness; the through lines must be traced or there will 

be a plethora of knowledge overlooked. 
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ENDNOTES 

 
1 Modern dance is also an American dance form, however, it has a much shorter history than that 

of Tap Dance and was pioneered by white dancers such as Loie Fuller, Ted Shawn, Ruth St. 

Denis, and Martha Graham. Modern dance was created to be the antithesis of Ballet; the fitted 

leotards and tights were replaced with loose, flowy dresses while the pointe shoe was abandoned 

for bare feet. As a whole, Black dancers had a significantly higher amount of success being 

allowed into Modern-based dance companies than Ballet companies, primarily due to the 

physical structuring that is common among descendants of the African Diaspora– fuller breasts 

and buttocks, a generally more defined musculature, and a lower instep and flatter arch of the 

foot. 

2 This is a common issue within the American education system and media outlets. Information 

is frequently presented from a single perspective, intentionally, in an effort to paint a very 

specific picture. This has had a significant effect of Black Americans in that the narrative that 

has been created and perpetuated in one of broken homes, violence, poverty, and unintelligence. 

This narrative has allowed for a vast amount of American history to go unlearned, which is 

problematic for a variety of reasons, the least of which not being dismissal of past events means 

they cannot be learned from and they may end up being repeated. 

3 In the dance analysis and documentation method of Labanotation, as created by Rudolf Laban, 

there are specific symbols available to be used to depict the movement of a tendu, however, it is 

very possible for the person reading the notation to interpret it in a different way than the person 

who wrote it intended while simultaneously reading the notation accurately.  
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4 Globalization is the process by which people and goods move easily across borders. Though 

primarily addressed from an economic standpoint, this process is also easily found within 

exchanges of culture, particularly within the Arts. This research will not be focusing on the 

contributions of non-Black bodies, though there is acknowledgement of their presence and input. 

5 Though not all of these choreographers are Tap artists, they are important Black dance 

innovators. Their inclusion is relevant as removed closeness is evident in their works and 

viewing their works provides further grounding for how removed closeness is manifested and 

identified in Tap Dance. 

6 This is in part due to his categorization as a psychoanalyst and the fact that some of his beliefs 

and posturings are now considered outdated. In contrast, psychoanalysts such as Sigmund Freud 

are still deemed relevant, nee integral to philosophical discourses, even though his beliefs can 

also be considered outdated. 

7 It is usually misconstrued as a belief that all people are the same and cultural differences do not 

matter; however, this is not the case. The collective unconscious is simply shared information, 

yet how said information is revealed or portrayed or understood or interpreted is through the lens 

of each respective culture. 

8 To place this difference into another context, it is the same as confusing a location or 

destination with a method of travel. Let us say Persons A, B, and C are all leaving from the same 

car dealership (collective unconscious). Based upon preference (cultural difference, geographical 

location, societal shifts), Person A decides to drive off in a jeep while Person B drives off on a 
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motorcycle and Person C drives off in a minivan. Even though each person is starting from the 

same location, how they left (manifested their interpretation of the collective unconscious) 

varied. Just because they each left the dealership in a different manner does not mean they did 

not depart from the same dealership; just because one culture interprets and manifests 

information differently does not mean that multiple cultures are not pulling from the same well 

of information. 

9 The sublime is “...the name given to what is absolutely great…what is beyond all comparison 

great.” Also see Kant 81- The sublime is also defined as “the mere capacity of thinking which 

evidences a faculty of mind transcending every standard of the senses.” 

10 Kant’s Critique of Judgement opens up a world of possibilities through defining abstract 

concepts such as beauty, the sublime, and philosophy in general. In particular, it is his approach 

to discussing the sublime, something that oftentimes is indescribable, that provides a depth of 

clarity that is integral to this research. Kant not only defines the sublime, he highlights the 

balance and difference between having fear and being afraid, a distinction that also appears in 

removed closeness. 

11 A Dionysiac view is a way of looking at the world as influenced by the Greek god Dionysus 

and his followers. This is inclusive of a wilder spirit or way of being and chaotic type of beauty. 

This is in juxtaposition to the brand of energy that is associated with Dionysus’ antithesis, 

Apollo, who is more so about a tame type of beauty. 
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12 A female follower of Dionysus was called a maenad, from the Greek term maenades which 

means “demented” or “mad.” While under the deity’s influence, the maenads would wander 

around in the forests and mountains, performing dances that were wild and rapturous. They were 

also believed to possess superhuman strength while possessed by Dionysus, enabling them to 

tear animals– and even other human beings– limb from limb. 

13  This is not to say non-Black dancing bodies are unable to learn or perform the form; instead 

this means that while non-Black dancing bodies are capable of learning and performing, there 

will be nuances that are unattainable. This should by no means discourage them from trying, it is 

an encouragement to learn as much as possible, yet set realistic expectations. There are 

experiential aspects of Blackness that impact how Black Dancing Bodies move that can be 

simulated, but not replicated. 

14 All references to African based movements and philosophies are broad generalizations. No one 

movement system or philosophical belief can claim to be a representation of the African 

continent as a whole, nor can any one African based culture be given full credit for the roots of 

Tap Dance. However, there are movement memories that created the foundation of Tap Dance 

and continue to permeate throughout the field current day that can be traced back to West 

African (another broad generalization, of a geographical location in this instance) dance systems. 

15 When “Tap Greats” are listed, there is often a lack of centering non-Black Dancing Bodies. 

There is instead a heavy emphasis placed on dancers like Fred Astaire, Ginger Rogers, and Gene 

Kelly. 
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16 Abiola details specific dance movements that are characteristically African, such as 

contractions, rapid head movements, inclined torsos, and legs maintaining a parallel position 

while simultaneously having bent knees. All of these characteristics are also evidenced in Tap 

Dance, not only solidifying the connection between the forms, but also demonstrating how the 

description of the movements should be worded neutrally to provide a clear depiction that is not 

tainted by personal opinion. 

17 Hill describes a dance exchange between dancers Savion Glover and Colin Dunn that took 

place during the thirty-ninth annual Grammy Awards. Glover and his movements were described 

with terms such as hulking, crouched, and with a mop of dreadlocks. In comparison, Dunn and 

his movements were described as neat, handsomely symmetrical, and airy. Placed side by side, it 

becomes very apparent that Dunn is being positioned as higher class and more polished while 

Glover is painted as brutish and unrefined. 

18 Embodied knowledge– as Daniel defines it and as a common African Diasporic trait– 

maintains a tight link between dance and music. The two become intertwined and though they 

can be separated, to do so is a disservice to the other. The same is true of Tap Dance, the 

movement and the music combine to retell and pass down the stories and knowledge of 

generations past.  

19 In The Souls of Black Folk, W. E. B. DuBois describes the African American experience as a 

“double consciousness” or a “two-ness” that is a war between two ideals– that of being a Negro 

and also an American. 
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20 The belief in a realm beyond the average human experience or of all people being connected in 

some manner is not new, it has been a part of many cultures globally for centuries. Westerners in 

general, over the course of time, have taken information from “the savages” they have 

encountered during travels, deemed it uncouth and barbaric, repackaged it to be more palatable 

to western ideals, and then pushed it back out into the world as original content. Philosophy is no 

different. 

21 To the question: what is next? It is of no use to present research that only clarifies the past, 

there is a more important call to look to the future and plan accordingly. Faith without works is 

dead (James 2:17); the future may not– in fact, probably will not– turn out the exact way we 

would like, but that does not mean preparations should not continue to be made. It is better to 

prepare for something and nothing happens than to prepare for nothing and a lot of things 

happen; if you stay ready, you do not have to get ready 

22 The popular comic book turned movie blockbuster series, X-Men, is one very popular within 

the Black community, largely in part to the parallels drawn between the Mutant experience and 

the Black experience in America. Though set in the realm of science fiction, the battles the 

Mutants faced often mirrored the battles of Black America very closely– including issues of 

prejudice, abuse, and the struggle of trying to live life in a system that was stacked against them 

because they were deemed as less than human. The character Professor Charles Xavier has been 

likened to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. due to his mannerisms and encouragement of leaning more 

towards peaceful means of protest as opposed to violence. On the other hand, the character Erik 

Lehnsherr, more commonly known as Magneto, has been compared to Malcolm X, in large part 
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due to his “by any means necessary” approach and his acceptance of violence as necessary for 

change. Similar to their real life counterparts, Professor Xavier and Magneto were colleagues 

fighting towards the same goal, but through different means.  

23 The term ‘magical Black’– also seen at play in the phrase ‘Black Girl Magic’– is a double-

edged sword; on one hand it speaks to the exceptional talent and skill possessed and 

demonstrated by Black bodies, but on the other hand, it puts forth an image of otherness and of 

being non-human. 

24 There are many documents that have provided some insight into the lives of enslaved Africans 

and enslaved Black Americans that detail the use of dance in various aspects of daily living. For 

instance, enslaved Black bodies were often allowed to only praise the God of Christianity, 

however, movements that were traditionally utilized to praise, acknowledge, honor, or call upon 

African deities carried over and became interwoven in these Christian praise and worship 

services 

25 For example, in dances for the Yoruban deity Shango, there are gestures that reach towards the 

sky and pull down aggressively, in towards the pelvis and then down to the ground. This is 

symbolic of his status as a god of thunder and lightning, and demonstrative of his virility. In 

Black American liturgical dance, there is a gesture where the pointer finger and thumb of one 

hand are placed into the shape of the letter “L” before being placed on the opposite shoulder and 

pulled down diagonally across the torso. This is a reference to Jesus Christ being called “Lord” 

and the gesture is meant to represent a sash of honor being worn. 
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26 Vodou, related to Voodoo, Voudou, and Vodun; precursor to Hoodoo. An African Diasporic 

religion which centers around the vodun spirits and other elements and deities. 

27 As a part of his social media comedy show, entitled The “Keep Your Distance” Comedy Tour, 

this has been an ongoing sentiment in Fredericks’ comedic styling. Much like Blackness itself, 

this sentiment is multifaceted as it is inclusive of acknowledging the continued appropriation of 

Black culture by mainstream media, but also is a direct stance on the creation of Black-centered 

spaces and businesses that emphasize providing opportunities for other Black bodies. Much like 

removed closeness and African Religion, there is an emphasis here on the community and 

communal sharing in order to achieve success for the community at large. 

28 In Greek mythology, Agamemnon, king of Mycenae and leader of the Greek army, was placed 

into an unwinnable situation– on the one hand he had his duty as a father to love and protect his 

daughter Iphigenia, but on the other he had his duty as a military official to ensure the success of 

his troops...which unfortunately called for the sacrifice of his daughter. This placed Agamemnon 

in a position where no matter what choice he made, he would be in a violation of the other. 

Agamemnon chose to sacrifice Iphigenia to ensure success in the war, but this decision also 

ended up costing him dearly as the consequence of his choice resulted in his death at the hands of 

his wife and Iphigenia’s mother, Clytemnestra. 

29 See Kant 78. 

30 The difference between institutionalized systems and belief systems in this instance is that an 

institutionalized system is in place to benefit one group over another, to uphold an hierarchy, 
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whereas a belief system is in place to benefit the well-being of an individual spiritually, 

vicariously benefitting society at large. Though there are some that draw a hard line between 

religion and spirituality, in actuality they work together and should be viewed as different facets 

of the same coin. 

31 This is a concept that exists in various cultures around the world, not just within African 

Religion. For example, the Japanese are very well known for prioritizing the needs of the group 

over the needs of the individual. This ties into the saying that “the nail that sticks out gets 

hammered down.” Essentially, this means that one should not strive to stick out, or be an 

individual, they should instead blend in and not bring attention to themselves. By not sticking 

out, it is implied that the overall experience will be harmonious for all participants. It would be 

unfair to not note the importance of individual self-improvement that also exists within this 

dynamic, however, that self-improvement is oftentimes expected to be used to better conform, 

leading back to the idea of the good of the group being more important than that of the 

individual. 

32 Of note, it is interesting that events that have taken place in Christianity that could be deemed, 

in a sense, magical– such as Christ walking on water, turning water into wine, and healing 

ailments with just a word or touch– are instead called miracles and this somehow legitimizes 

them and makes them more valid than the allegedly magical components of African Religion. 

33 This is also seen in dancers and marathon runners that sob uncontrollably as they complete a 

grueling performance or race, respectively. Due to breaking down the physical barriers that 
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would usually prohibit emotional expression, they are able to release their emotions. This 

torrential release is cathartic. 

34 Even then, full understanding may never be attainable for those that do not originate from 

African or African Diasporic cultures. 

35 And they may never be. Removed closeness is able to heal the wound, but a scar may always 

remain. 

36 This is meant in the sense that African Diasporic dance forms are more likely to draw from 

lived experiences as opposed to the material seen in other, non-African Diasporic dance forms. 

This is not to imply that there is anything wrong with the creation of dances that are not based on 

an expression of lived experiences, it is instead a clarification on why African Diasporic dance 

forms are more ingrained in the fabric of society. They hold more weight and serve multiple 

purposes, making them less about escapism and more about further grounding oneself. 

37 The major impact that the mixing of tribes had on the African dance systems as they were 

transported to America should also not be overlooked or dismissed. While it is common practice 

in African cultures to discard old information that is no longer serving a purpose, the slave trade 

forced the enslaved Africans to sever ties with their respective cultures– both in that moment and 

in the future as they were effectively cut off from experiencing what the natural evolution of 

their respective culture would have been– and to meld together with those hailing from other 

tribes. There was the misconception that all Africans were the same and that they did not value 

family connections in the same way as Europeans. This was true, but not in the way it has been 
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historically put forth. African culture had a view of family and community that was not native to 

the European enslavers; the Africans were infinitely more connected to each other and the earth 

than the enslavers, yet this was seen only as being underdeveloped and barbaric. The belief that 

there were no true differences between the various African tribes was fed into, and as they were 

forcibly mixed and rematched, the enslaved did the best they could to hold on to the elements of 

their corresponding cultures. But they also understood the importance of adapting for survival, 

which extended beyond the code switching necessary when interacting with whites or making 

nourishing and sustaining meals out of the scraps given. It also encompassed developing new 

means of communicating with others who would have been enemies in the Motherland, but were 

now allies. 

38 In the Black church, this is still a common practice, however, it has been adapted to be more in 

alignment with the western presentation of Christian values. Ancestors may not be specifically 

asked for guidance or protection, but when family members pass away it is common to say they 

have gone to Heaven or that “Heaven has a new angel.” In the same vein, it is also a common 

prayer to ask God to dispatch angels as a means of protection– be it physically, mentally, 

socially, or emotionally. Additionally, it is generally acceptable in the Black church to speak of 

guardian angels watching over individuals while prayers that seek to benefit multiple generations 

are also offered up frequently. 

39 Despite targeted attacks on African and African Diasporic traits by whites, the closeness aspect 

of removed closeness has maintained its stance and has continued to ensure that the links, though 

worn and stretched thin, do not become completely broken. It is thanks to the closeness aspect 
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that tapping into removed closeness is still possible. The removed aspect allows for those tapping 

in to not become overwhelmed, but without the closeness still intact, tapping in would not be 

possible. 

40 For the non-performing Black body, this was still a legitimate threat. However, the point being 

made is that non-performing Black bodies were sometimes allotted space away from whiteness 

that performing Black bodies were not allotted. For some, the performers had the better end of 

the deal due to their proximity to whiteness and the financial clout of the patrons that would 

come to be entertained. However, it cannot be forgotten that these very same performers, the 

ones that supposedly had a better deal, were also the same ones that were constantly accused of 

being sellouts because they had to maintain a certain image and follow specific rules to remain in 

the favor of white audiences. At the end of the day, regardless of proximity to whiteness, 

Blackness would never truly win. 

41 This education is highly dependent on the area in which a child is raised and attending school. 

The majority of schools in the country give a sanitized version of the events, highlighting Dr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. and Rosa Parks as the epitome of “calm Blackness” and non-violent 

protesting. The violence that was endured by these Black bodies and others is overlooked, with 

Dr. King being an example of being a Black man that was hated during his time for his stance, 

but now can have his words and actions picked over until the picture painted is that of a docile 

lamb. It is not in alignment with the foundation of America, as it has been structured under white 

control, to be forthcoming about the negative impact whiteness has had on Black bodies, or for 

that matter any other non-white bodies. Photographs from the Civil Rights Era have been 
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intentionally republished in texts in black and white as a way to make them seem older and more 

removed from current generations. However, this document is being written only 70 years from 

that point in history; there are many that survived the era that are still alive, well, and able to 

provide an account of what happened. This further supports the stance that written 

documentation alone is not sufficient, especially when one cannot guarantee the intent and 

authenticity of the author. History is overwhelmingly written by the ones who have won; there is 

no benefit to making themselves look bad, so they do not. 

42 Unfortunately, the song has been modified multiple times in an effort to add new names to the 

ever growing list. At some point, the list lengthens to the point that the song aids in the 

desensitization of the listener; all the more reason for the listener to be reminded to “say his/her 

name,” and not forget that these names belong to people, to men, women, and children.  

43 There are some that have taken issue with Black Dance pieces that have not emphasized the 

elements of struggle, prejudice, and trauma that are regularly seen as synonymous with 

Blackness. This has happened a lot with Black American Dance forms and Dancing Bodies. 

There is an unfounded expectation that Black dancers and choreographers can, and should, only 

be permitted to perform works that lament the trials of being born Black in the United States. 

This is tragic as it further reduces the Black experience to one of pain and suffering, completely 

dismissing the moments of joy and triumph that have also been commonplace.  

44  Of note, these are some of the things that were looked down upon and spoken about 

negatively due to Blackness being viewed and portrayed as bad. There were actions taken by 

whites to intentionally erase any positive qualities associated with Blackness, so that, inevitably, 
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any remnants would necessarily be deemed as bad also. These remnants carried over into various 

stereotypes and helped to perpetuate Blacks seeing themselves as inferior to whites, which 

contributed to feelings of self-hate among Blacks. 

45 For a choreographer, the difficulty would lie in the need to create additional movement 

material to add onto the work. This can become a burden particularly when there is a set deadline 

that must be met, when the choreographer themselves are suffering from mental fatigue or a 

creative block, when the piece has already been mostly or fully completed and additions would 

greatly impact the material that already exists, or when working with a cast that has difficulty 

learning new material quickly. For a performer, the difficulty would lie in being potentially 

pushed to the point of physical exhaustion or injury and having to relearn and retain movement 

sequences that have been impacted by new additions.  

46 Tap Dance can be performed in a performance method called soft shoe, which does not require 

shoes with the metal plates affixed. 

47 The term plié means “to bend” and is used to describe either the half (demi) or full (grand) 

bending of the knees. The term is used primarily in dance forms such as Ballet, Jazz, and 

Modern, but the concept is used throughout all dance forms. 

48 This idea of “lift” is often associated with the floating quality seen in Ballet, but it is also 

achievable in every dance form. Each dance form has its own variation of lift, with some being 

more natural and others more unnatural or contrived. Lift is not confined to movements such as 

jumps and leaps, it is also inclusive of movements that give the impression of moving upward, 
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such as an erect torso or upturned chest. In this manner, the idea of lift can be achieved in 

conjunction with plié and is demonstrated within Tap Dance frequently. It must also be noted 

that lift has been heavily associated with the historically lithe body composition of white Ballet 

dancers, which played a large role in Black Dancing Bodies being deemed unfit for the dance 

form due to being more muscular and developed. 

49 In Ballet, students are taught that in order to accurately perform and sustain their balance in a 

relevé, they must “press down to go up,” or in other words, they must think of maintaining their 

connection with the earth in order to avoid the unsightly hopping that occurs when they lose their 

balance.  

50 Abiola also notes that, “the diagonal line in an acute angle is always tilted forward– 

specifically, the chest is held in a diagonal position over the toes.” 

51 “A partial contraction is also referred to as a semicontraction. Partial or semicontractions also 

involve forward and backward movements, but the movement is executed without reaching the 

full limit of the body part being contracted.” 

52 Passed down orally, it is common to see young Black children (especially young girls) 

standing in a circle while playing outside at recess, singing rhymes and dancing steps that 

correspond. Some of these rhymes also have corresponding body percussion, including stomps 

and hand claps or slaps, and they can be performed either individually, in pairs, or in a group 

with all participating and adding to the music being created. 
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53 Heavy movements (with the torso lowered) were often seen as more masculine, with lighter 

movements (with the torso erect) being seen as more feminie. However, skilled Tap dancers, 

regardless of gender, were able to, and did, execute both. 

54 In speaking on gender, this research only addresses the binary of male versus female due to 

this being the dominant stance exhibited in the majority of sources utilized. This is not a 

dismissal of any other identities, but is reflective of the dialogue that has occurred prior. 

55 In Mandinka dance attire, Abiola points out that the use of the color red is meant to denote 

“aggression, passion, and action,” whereas the color blue is used to represent “tranquility, peace, 

and patience” (49). Additionally, designs that were dyed into the fabric told a narrative and 

masks have also be used to simultaneously conceal the identity of the dancer and reveal the 

character they are interpreting or the deity they are channeling.  

56 Abiola clarifies that the use of nudity in Mandinka dance systems, specifically seen in women 

baring their chest, was not only a single woman’s “signal to eligible men that she was not 

married, but it also enforced the fact that she had not yet been bestowed the honor of 

motherhood.” This means that within Mandinka dance systems, there was a very intentional 

purpose behind the use of nudity that was understood societally. In contrast, the use of nudity in 

Tap Dance, though often framed as being exotic or demonstrative of African connection, was 

used more for its shock value and sex appeal. 

57 Accessibility to entertainment played a role in this. It must be taken into account that when live 

performances were the more dominant form of entertainment, rich white patrons were the 
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primary focus. Even though they were still made to feel as though they were better than the 

Black bodies performing, they expected a certain level of class from their entertainment. Shifting 

into film, however, opened up opportunities for exposure to larger audiences and the necessity of 

projecting a high class image was not as prominent. With film, there was more emphasis placed 

on keeping Black bodies ‘in their place,’ heavily leaning on images of mammies, meek men, and 

buffoonery. In film, there were more examples of Blacks being costumed as maids, cooks, other 

hard labor positions, and sometimes in ragged clothes to further cement their spot in poverty. 

58 There were also white performers that performed Tap Dance, many of which performed in 

Blackface and helped to perpetuate negative stereotypes of Black bodies. 

59 Respectability politics is when members of a marginalized group attempt to chastise and 

dictate the behavior and social reception of fellow group members by promoting an image that is 

deemed palatable and in alignment with mainstream beliefs as opposed to pushing back against 

the mainstream for its refusal to accept the validity of opposing viewpoints. An example of this 

is when Black people state that other Black people would find more societal success if they did 

not listen to rap music, did not engage in the use of slang when speaking, and stopped engaging 

in criminal activities. There are numerous cases on Black bodies being highly educated, 

upstanding citizens and still being treated poorly, physically accosted, and murdered. 

Respectability politics shows a blatant disregard for the reality that racist practices will ensue no 

matter what Black people do; it is not their fault that they are discriminated against and it is 

erroneous to place the blame on them. 
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60 The one costume piece that remained consistent, regardless of gender, was a smile. 

Unfortunately, this was not indicative of happiness, it was indeed a costume piece, a simulation. 

No audience would want to purchase tickets only to see a sad performer, especially not a Tap 

piece. The pain and turmoil that many Black dancers experienced was not a concern for the 

white audiences viewing them. They came to be joyously entertained so a smile was a necessary 

component. 

61 The Cotton Club is a prime example of the implementation of this practice. Operating as an 

establishment that catered to white patrons only, the club maintained many of the racist beliefs 

aimed at Black bodies that were indicative of the time period. The Black performers often had to 

depict Black people as savages in exotic jungles or as “darkies” from Southern plantations. The 

club enforced a color bar on the chorus girls, with the dancers usually being presented in skimpy 

outfits. Women auditioning for a position with the chorus were expected to be “tall, tan, and 

terrific.” This meant that they were required to be at least 5 feet 6 inches in height, have a 

lighter-skinned complexion, and had to be under twenty-one years of age. 

62 Recent Tap based shows such as have had success in keeping the art form alive and well. 

Individual artists such as Savion Glover, Chloe Arnold, and Jason Samuels Smith, along with 

Tap companies such as Sole Defined and Syncopated Ladies have also helped to keep the dance 

form relevant and never too far out of the limelight. 

63 This liberation does not excuse dancers from learning the history of the dance form. The 

freedom they experience within the dance should be tempered with humility and a desire to seek 

understanding if they intend to demonstrate a genuine appreciation and if they intend to delve as 
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deeply as they can into the essence of the dance. Dance systems are not created in silos, they are 

a product of the lived reality they were created and developed in and they have purposes that are 

specific to them that must be learned in order to have an all-encompassing grasp of the dance 

form. 

64 Object appropriation is not relevant to the research as tangible works of art, such as a painting 

or sculpture, are not in play. Though there could be an argument made for the inclusion of motif 

manipulation– which Young states occurs “when artists are influenced by the art of a culture 

other than their own without creating works in the same style”, such as Matisse’s incorporation 

of African art motifs, but not styling, in The Green Stripe (1905) – this aspect was not deemed as 

pressing as the remaining three appropriation types in unpacking the relationship between 

removed closeness and appropriation. 

65 This is often tied to the belief that everyone can dance. While there is some truth to the idea 

that dance is for everyone– or at least should be– there is a misconception that dance is easy 

because skilled dance artists make it appear as so. This sets new learners up for frustration and 

discouragement as they begin taking classes and learn firsthand just how much work goes into 

achieving the gracefulness they admired on stage. 

66 Things to take into consideration: the first time a movement is performed may be significantly 

different from each subsequent iteration. For example, when first learning how to perform a 

movement, the approach may be more tentative than when that movement has been mastered. 

There is also the issue of the body. Depending upon if the dancer warmed up prior to dancing 

full out, if they are suffering from exhaustion, or even if they are recovering from a previous 
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injury– all of these things can have a major impact on the articulation and delivery of a 

movement. 

67 Due to the heavy involvement of Tap Dance in minstrel shows and similar forms of 

entertainment, blackface is an unavoidable part of the history that must be acknowledged, 

unpacked, and actively prohibited from regaining a foothold. In particular for non-Black Dancing 

Bodies that are practitioners and educators of Tap Dance, acknowledgement is a part of 

respecting the role their ancestors played in the shaping of the dance form. 

68 Minstrel show entertainment included imitating Black music and dance and speaking in a 

"plantation" dialect. The shows featured a variety of jokes, songs, dances and skits that were 

based on the ugliest stereotypes of African American slaves. From about 1830 or 1840 until 

approximately 1890, minstrel shows were the most popular form of entertainment in America. 

The American minstrel show was effectively dead by World War I, yet some old-timers 

continued to peddle the same blackface stereotypes later in vaudeville, films and television. 

69 The dictionary goes further to make the note that “the wearing of blackface by white 

performers was, from the early 19th through the mid-20th centuries was a prominent feature of 

minstrel shows and similar forms of entertainment featuring exaggerated and inaccurate 

caricatures of Black people. The use of blackface is considered deeply offensive.” It is of interest 

that in this official definition, blackface is only “considered” deeply offensive as opposed to 

being definitively acknowledged as such. 
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70  This refers specifically to the portrayals of Black males, though some portrayals did have the 

men in tattered clothing to depict them as poor and uncouth. Black females, on the other hand, 

were more commonly depicted in headscarves and frumpy clohing to depict their status as a 

maid or in revealing attire to align with the stereotype of the Jezebel, playing into the idea that 

Black female bodies were either undesirable or overly sexual/ized. 

71 It's one of the tragic twists of history that in the first half of the twentieth century, the main 

performers perpetuating the continuation of the blackface minstrel tradition ended up being 

Black performers who had started out in show business wearing the blackface mask– both 

literally and figuratively– and were reluctant to give it up. This is largely in part due to the fact 

that they had little choice in the roles they were offered and were therefore attempting to survive. 

Until well into the 1950s, Black male actors were limited to stereotypical roles such as Coons 

and Toms, with Tap Dancer Bill “Bojangles” Robinson often being pigeon-holed as the latter; 

likewise, the only film roles for Black women were maids and mammys, with the most famous 

mammy of all being Hattie McDaniel, best known for her Oscar-winning, aptly titled role as 

"Mammy" in Gone With the Wind. 

72 This is also said about music and visual art. Unlike the field of drama, these three art forms do 

not lean as heavily upon the necessity of verbal communication. Regardless of language barriers, 

a person can listen to a piece of music and still get a feel for the meaning behind it, they can look 

at a work of visual art and still find a way to connect to it, and they can still follow along at a 

dance concert or in a dance class and get the overall gist of the meaning behind the movements. 

This is not to say that there are not elements that become lost in translation, so to speak, but it is 
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much more difficult to understand cultural idioms and large chunks of information that are 

delivered only via language, such as is the case with acting, be it on stage or on the big screen. 

73 In simplified terms, the master/slave relationship refers to a power dynamic. The master is self 

aware but unable to evolve further; the slave is not self aware, but has the potential to become so 

and vicariously overtake the master. In this sense, the slave is better off, but it cannot be ignored 

that a significant amount of effort is required of the slave to achieve the new status. 

74 Unnaturalness refers to a shift away from nature or naturally occurring states. 

75 This does not negate the years of training and practice necessary to become proficient. 

Everyone is not able to be a performer, however, everyone is able to engage with the movement 

material. 

76 “Dance for dance’s sake” is a popular choreographic choice in Modern dance, regardless of the 

cultural background of the choreographer, though non-white choreographers are more likely to 

create works that have meaning and draw upon cultural experiences that layer socio-political 

concerns. There is a freedom that comes with creating such work, as though a tether is severed 

and one is able to tackle commonly intertwined issues separately.  

77 Performance does not only mean being in front of an audience, it is also inclusive of 

performances that take place in class and can be as simple as showcasing the progress one has 

made on one dance movement or combination. As a performing art, Tap Dance must be 

physically performed in order to fully engage in it. 
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78 The most commonly referenced instance of this occurring is associated with the Stono 

Rebellion of 1739. The rebellion took place in South Carolina, and though not considered one of 

the most successful uprisings, it did strike fear in the white population, resulting in enslavers 

being penalized for taking any overly aggressive actions that would provoke further revolts. 

79 Historically Black Colleges and Universities– often referred to as HBCUs– are institutions of 

higher learning that were created due to the lack of quality education offered by predominantly 

white institutions in the United States. Racist practices at white institutions made obtaining an 

education difficult for many Black Americans; HBCUs were a space where Black students were 

able to receive high quality education in a safe environment. Today, there are more than 100 

HBCUs accredited and servicing diverse student bodies in the United States. 

80 In a scene from the movie Stormy Weather, Cab Calloway can be seen conducting his Jazz 

band and is joined by The Nicholas Brothers, performing their signature, high energy style of 

Tap Dance. The dancers engage in a call and response with the musicians, mimicking the 

rhythms played by the band with their feet. For more see “Stormy Weather in Color- The 

Nicholas Brothers and Cab Calloway,” YouTube, 26 May 2020, 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=IoMbeDhG9fU. 

81 Being “in the pocket” is another way to refer to what musicians and dancers call finding the 

groove in the music. There is a slight calmness to being in the pocket, regardless of tempo. There 

is a sense of comfort, one that does not exist when “riding the beat”– which is when the musician 

or dancer is directly on top of the beat, giving the impression of almost rushing or going ahead of 

the beat. There is a thin line between being in the pocket and dragging the tempo, or going to 
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slow or being behind the beat. For Jazz musicians and Tap dancers in particular, it is very 

desirable to be in the pocket as it results in an optimal experience for both the audience and the 

performers themselves– auditorily and visually. 

82 This phenomenon is actually seen worldwide. Many cultures take pride in being able to trace 

their histories back– some claiming all the way back to the dawn of time– and it is common to 

see members of a newer generation being expected to fulfill certain societal roles or meet certain 

standards based upon who their forefathers were. In addition to being a source of pride, it also 

provides a sense of belonging. For those Black bodies that were enslaved, they were stripped of 

their histories, cultural pride, and sense of belonging. They were forced to cobble together a new 

history, one that unfortunately was, and continues to be, met with negativity by outsiders that 

value maintaining a pecking order over humanity. Generational wealth and generational poverty 

are two sides of the same coin; descendants of those that were enslaved continue to live under 

the consequences of being born Black in America, just as those that are the descendants of the 

enslavers continue to live under the benefit of not being Black.   

83 Abiola shares a similar sentiment: “The skill level of a Mandinka dance practitioner is not as 

important as the source of the dancer’s knowledge” (70). This trait of placing value on the source 

of a dancer’s knowledge and seeing it as more important that the dancer’s skill set is seen in 

many African Diasporic dance forms, including Tap Dance, Hip Hop, and even within the Hand 

Dancing community. Abiola goes further to differentiate between generational, or inherited, 

dance practitioners and newly acquired dance practitioners. “Dance practitioners who received 

their dance knowledge from generations of people in their families, had an abundance of 
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information to pull from… A great deal of history was passed down to posterity along with the 

dance system knowledge because the experience of each generation was also passed down.” 

Dancers that have acquired their knowledge, as opposed to it being passed down to them, 

“understandably cannot compete with the knowledge base of generational dance practitioners.” 

This is an example of how removed closeness plays a role in dance, allowing each subsequent 

generation of dancers to pull on the knowledge of their ancestors. 

84 For example, not many history courses outside of those deemed specifically about Black 

history cover Black inventors, doctors, scientists, scholars, flourishing towns, or other notable 

positions and events, yet they consistently touch on slavery and other violent acts, and even then 

it is usually from a white lens.  

85 This ties back to the appropriation of Black culture and the ways in which Black culture is seen 

as desirable as long as it is not associated with or presented no and by Black bodies. A mediocre 

white performer will more often than not receive more acclaim than a highly skilled Black 

performer because that is how the system has been set up. Placing skill sets aside, the sheer 

ability to receive more publicity that white performers have is a clear benefit that spans across all 

areas of life. It is also notable that Black performers that have lighter skin tones, though they 

may not reach the height of popularity seen by white counterparts, are more likely to be better 

received than darker skinned Black performers due to their proximity to whiteness. 

86 To be called a coon is to be designated as a Black person that is racist towards other Blacks 

and, in the most extreme cases, in support of white supremacy. Tap Dance was so often used as a 

means of Black dancers ‘putting on airs’ to appease and entertain white audiences that the 
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acknowledgement of ancestral connections were all but lost. White audiences were not interested 

in the history and Black dancers were forced to forsake their history in an effort to survive. For 

more see Silvercloud, Johnny, “Why in the F*** Does Cooning Exist: An Examination of Black 

Self-Hate, Community Sabotage, and Opportunity in a Culture of White Supremacy,” Medium, 

25 May 2020, medium.com/afrosapiophile/tanookipreencounter-c2a589678bb6. 

87 This is directly related to the poverty gap. It is difficult to justify willingly doing an activity 

that could result in the loss of a security deposit or in upsetting the neighbors and resulting in 

noise complaints or, even worse, eviction. These obstacles are not insurmountable, but they do 

add a layer of complexity that makes the playing field uneven for those with financial concerns. 

88 The show Sesame Street featured various Tap artists. For more see “Sesame Street- Savion 

Teaches Tap Dancing,” Youtube, 6 Mar. 2021, www.youtube.com/watch?v=LEGpi5fX5M4.  

89 For decades, public access television stations such as the Public Broadcasting System– or 

PBS– solicited financial contributions from viewers in an effort to maintain their programming. 

Even though the programming showcased was often of a good quality and highly educational, it 

was very difficult to compete with programming on other stations that was more frivolous and 

focused more so on solely providing entertainment. Additionally, as internet access has 

continued to advance into the realm of streaming programming, this has provided more 

competition as with streaming there is immediate access and no need to wait until a scheduled 

time for viewing. 
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90 This, of course, is only in reference to the performative aspect of dance and does not speak to 

the value of learning dance for the sake of personal betterment. There are many benefits of 

learning dance that are completely unrelated to performance such as increased spatial awareness 

and flexibility, stress reduction, and improved brain health. 

91 The need for Blackface, Black performers performing for “whites only” audiences, the over 

exaggeration of stereotypical behaviors, the intentional use of “improper” grammar or even 

African American Vernacular English; each of these and more were implemented and acted upon 

out of necessity and a desire to find financial security, not out of a desire to engage in self 

deprecation and humiliation. 

92 This can currently be seen in colloquial phrases such as “Tap Dancing for the man” when a 

person is being accused of ‘kissing up to’ or trying to impress a person in a higher position with 

the hopes of achieving personal benefit or recognition; or, “Tap Dancing on my last nerve” when 

speaking about a person who is being annoying and has reached the point of no longer having 

their presence tolerated; or even, “I know how to Tap Dance around the answer” as a way of 

saying one is good at avoiding being direct or honest in their responses to inquiries. Though each 

phrase may be deemed as insignificant by those that use them, the truth is there is a lot of history 

behind such phrases, history that demonstrates the negative connotations were intentionally 

attached to the Black dance form in an effort to demoralize and demean the Black community at 

large. 

93 There is a saying that “the children are the future”; if the future is to be shaped, whether for 

good or for ill, the best way to do so is to shape the minds of the youth as they will carry their 
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training with them into their adulthood. This is not a completely foolproof method as when 

individuals learn to think for themselves and can identify false teaching, they can make the 

decision to work intentionally against what they were taught, thus creating a different future than 

intended. However, if the teachings are followed and valued, they will more than likely be 

implemented. This can be a great thing, especially when the teachings instilled focus on positive 

community growth, healthy development of individualism that is not at the cost of hurting others, 

and the creation of an environment that is sustainable for all. 

94 Johnson clarified that “two things come to mind, the first, is more tap dancers having their own 

band and being band leaders. Michela Marino Lerman has a company based in New York called 

Love Movement, and she’s a tap dancer and she’s the band leader.” 

95 Bring in ‘Da Noise, Bring in ‘Da Funk was “a show celebrating Tap Dancing” and starred 

Savion Glover. The show debuted in 1995 and then “opened on Broadway on April 25, 1996 to 

great acclaim and enjoyed a run of 1,135 performances.” For more see “Bring in ‘Da Noise, 

Bring in ‘Da Funk- 1996,” Masterworks Broadway, masterworksbroadway.com/music/bring-in-

da-noise-bring-in-da-funk-1996/. 

96 “Bisa Butler  is an award winning African American textile artist. She is known for her 

vibrantly stunning larger than life sized quilted portraits that captivate viewers around the 

world.” For more see “About Bisa Butler,” Bisa Butler Art, www.bisabutler.com/about-5. 

97 An additional connection between Jazz music and Tap Dance is this concept of ‘home’ and 

how it is used in improvisation. Musically, ‘home’ can be defined as the key the song is in. For 
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example, if the song being played is in the key of Bb major, then the note Bb is ‘home’. With 

this information, a musician can play around with notes both within and outside of Bb major 

scale, and throughout the various chord changes, but as long as they return to Bb at some point, 

or at least maintain awareness of it, they know where ‘home’ is and do not get lost in the music. 

When a musician has a very clear handle on how to play around with this concept, it makes the 

listening experience easily comprehensible by the audience. The same is true of Tap Dance. 

‘Home’ for all dancers is tied back to technique and body placement; this is true for Tap Dancers 

also, but there is also the additional responsibility for clear rhythmic patterns. It is not enough to 

maintain a low center of gravity and be able to perform a shuffle, the sounds produced must be 

crisp and musically phrased. When a Tap Dancer is able to play around rhythmically without 

losing their place in the music while also maintaining their posture, audience members are able 

to follow along visually and audibly with minimal difficulty. 

98 From fashion to physical features, Black American culture is deemed very desirable when not 

attached to Black bodies. It is not uncommon to see non-Black bodies get surgery to obtain 

curvier hips and lips, physical traits that often draw ridicule on Black bodies. Hairstyles such as 

braids and Bantu knots are deemed ghetto on Black bodies while seen as high fashion on non-

Black bodies. Musically, artists such as Elvis Presley gained fame off of the backs of Black 

musicians who could only dream of such recognition. The list could go on and on; from this 

perspective, gatekeepers are justifiably irate and it is understandable that after witnessing such 

blatant cultural theft, the attempt to keep cultural elements to themselves becomes the chosen 

method of preservation. 
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99 “Arts integration is an approach to teaching and learning through which content standards are 

taught and assessed equitably in and through the arts.” For more see “What is Arts Integration: 

An Educators Guide,” The Institute for Arts Integration and STEAM, artsintegration.com/what-

is-arts-integration-in-schools/. 

100 Tap Dance has a long history of being an integral part of Broadway productions, yet the Black 

Dance forms of Jazz and Hip Hop have found more longevity with commercial success. Tap 

Dance, though it has never died out within its own community, has had an ‘on again, off again' 

relationship with the public at large. This is potentially due to the popularity of Jazz and Hip Hop 

movements that are performed at regular events– such as clubs, school dances, and more– 

whereas Tap is a more specialized form. 

101 “Body percussion is the practice of using your own body to create rhythm. It’s a great way to 

build musicality and make music without instruments. You can use any part of your body to 

make music, including hands (clapping, snapping, patting), feet (stomping), or any part of your 

body.” For more see “What is Body Percussion?,” DRUM!, drummagazine.com/what-is-body-

percussion/. 

102 This does not mean that embellishments will not still occur, simply that they will not default 

to painting the subject in a derogatory light. This can be seen played out globally, regardless of 

the cultures involved. Whoever has the privilege of writing the history, particularly when it 

comes to portraying others, will more often than not paint themselves in a very exaggerated, 

positive light while painting others in a negative light that has been equally, if not more so, 

exaggerated. While exaggerations are also present in historical retellings that do not involve 
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opponents, often to make things appear grander than they really were, the fact that another group 

of people is not simultaneously being depicted in a way that is damaging to their personal history 

is important. This difference is key in unpacking how groupings of people are understood, or 

misunderstood, and the impact this can have on how they are perceived and interacted with. 

103 In comparison, the Holocaust is taught and discussed in a manner that centers the victims, the 

Jewish people. This has allowed the atrocities that took place during that four year timespan to 

not be brushed off or twisted to paint the persecuted and the aggressors or as deserving of their 

mistreatment. This is a perfect example of how being able to craft and pass down one’s own 

narrative prevents it from being watered down, rewritten, or blatantly erased. Those that do not 

know history are doomed to repeat it– laying plain what has occurred, regardless of personal 

feelings attached, allows prior mistakes to be avoided and better decisions to be made moving 

forward. There is also an honoring of ancestors that is allowed to take place when the narrative is 

controlled by the proper party, along with a sense of pride that comes from being able to honor 

those ancestors and create a future that they could only dream of, but would never see.  

104 Some of the interviewees did not fully agree initially with the sentiment that Afrofuturism was 

the path Tap Dance needed to travel to reach the next level. Over the course of the interviews, 

these participants slightly shifted, loosening their stance and becoming more open to the idea, 

however, they never became fully excited by the prospect of taking Tap Dance in this new 

direction. It was notable that the participants that had more experience with studying African 

Diasporic history were more excited about viewing Tap Dance through an Afrofuturistic lens. 

Additionally, some of the dissonance appeared to be due to a lack of complete understanding of 
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the definitions of removed closeness and Afrofuturism. In these instances, participants were 

given a verbal recap of the definitions that had been provided in writing. It can be deduced that 

the lack of clear understanding contributed to the dissonance witnessed. 

105 Take for example a river that is flowing out to sea. The sediment that is being swept out with 

the flow of the river is not the same sediment as when the river was first formed. As the river 

continues to run and dig deeper into the terrain, new sediment is disrupted and swept along in the 

current. 

106 As Daniel outlines, organization for youth specifically addresses the need to find ways to 

engage and involve the youth in dance research and performance. Organization of technology 

refers to both technology used in the creative process (music, choreography) and technology 

used in the administrative process (grant writing, publicity, archiving). Organization of 

leadership clarifies the necessity of not only identifying those that should be in leadership roles, 

but also providing support and training for those in those positions and those that may rise into 

them. Organization of finances deals with ways finances can be requested of community 

members, regardless of financial background, and how it should be dispersed. Finally, 

educational and political organizing acknowledges the need for dancers to be at all levels of 

educational and political leadership; dancers need to occupy seats at the table to ensure dance is 

always given a voice. 

107 This is in reference to school discipline policies and practices that push to remove students 

from the learning environment– being it temporarily via suspension, or permanently via 
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expulsion– and into the juvenile or criminal system for minor and non-violent infractions such as 

smoking, using a cell phone on school property, or not being dressed in school uniform. 

108 Though used interchangeably at times, there is a difference between sympathy and empathy. 

Sympathy is based upon your personal thoughts of how someone else feels. With feeling 

sympathetic towards someone, you may feel bad for or pity them, but not actually understand 

how they feel. On the other hand, empathy is the ability to share and understand the feelings of 

another person. Empathy allows for a deeper connection which is aligned with the act of 

removed closeness in that you are able to think beyond personal opinions and place yourself in a 

position of non-judgemental understanding. 

109 This is working under the assumption that obtaining a deeper knowledge, a knowledge that is 

based in something greater than, is possible. It has not been wholly achieved by philosophies that 

have prioritized certain aspects over others. This points to the possibility of each aspect being a 

puzzle piece and each piece is needed in order to see the full picture. Just as the physical world 

and our understanding of it must be addressed, so too must the spiritual and emotional realms. In 

this instance, spirituality and religion must remain separated as religion is a man-made system. 
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APPENDIX 1: Glossary of Dance Terminology 

 

A la Seconde- Meaning to second; used in ballet to describe movements happening to the side of 

the body, second position. 

Body Percussion- The practice of using your own body to create rhythm 

Chassé- Meaning to chase: used in ballet to describe the traveling motion of one foot chasing 

behind the other. 

Contraction- The isolated forward and backward movement of a body area, usually the torso or 

the pelvic region. 

En Avant- Meaning forward, to the front; used in ballet to describe movements happening in 

front of the body. 

Glissade- Meaning to glide or slide; used in ballet to describe the movement of one leg being 

brushed out and away from the body, allowing the weight to shift to that leg, and finishing with 

the second leg brushing in to meet the first. 

Heel Drop- A movement in Tap Dance that involves lifting the heel of one foot and dropping it 

back down. 

Hop- A movement in Tap Dance that involves jumping on one foot and landing on the same 

foot; there is no shift of weight. 
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Jam Session- A concept utilized in Tap Dance that involves dancers gathering to perform 

impromptu movement phrases. 

Kick Ball Change- A movement primarily used in Jazz and Tap Dance that involves kicking out 

one leg, bringing the same leg back to step on the ball of the foot, and ending with a shift of 

weight to the other foot. 

Legato- Meaning in a smooth and flowing manner; used in dance the same way it is used in 

music, to describe continuous movement with no breaks in between, flowy. 

Leotard- An article of clothing worn in dance that primarily covers the torso, from the shoulders 

to the pelvic region. 

Pas de Bourrée- A movement in dance that consists of three steps– a step back on the first leg, a 

step to the side on the second leg, and ending with a step forward on the first leg. Can also be 

done turning. 

Passé- Meaning to pass; a dance movement that involves bringing the pointed foot of one leg to 

the knee of the standing leg. 

Pivot- A movement in dance that involves stepping forward on one foot, rotating the body in a 

half turn away from the front leg, and ending facing the opposite direction with the opposite leg 

now in front of the body. 

Pirouette- A movement in dance that involves rotating in a full circle on one foot, usually with 

the other foot raised and brought into connection with the knee of the support leg. 
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Plié- Meaning to bend; used to describe the movement of the knees bending either partially 

(demi plié) or fully (grand plié). 

Relevé- Meaning to rise; A movement in dance that involves rising up onto the balls of the feet. 

Saut de Chat- A movement in dance that involves leaping from one foot to the other, the front 

leg passing through a passé position prior to extending out. 

Shim Sham Shimmy- A Tap Dance combination that is regarded as the national anthem for Tap 

dancers. 

Shuffle- A movement in Tap Dance that involves brushing the foot forwards and backwards, only 

allowing the toe tap to strike the floor and producing two distinct sounds. 

Soft Shoe- A form of Tap Dancing that is performed with shoes that do not have the metal taps 

attached to them. 

Staccato- Meaning sharply detached; used in dance the same way it is used in music, to describe 

movements that are separated from each other, choppy. 

Stomp- A movement in Tap Dance where the foot is stepped onto heavily without a shift of 

weight. 

Tendu- Meaning ‘to stretch’ and is a gesture performed by the articulation of the foot and 

extension of the working leg. 
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Tights- An article of clothing worn in dance that cover the legs. Can be sheer or opaque; footless, 

footed, or convertible; come in a variety of colors. 

Toe Stand- A movement in Tap Dance that involves balancing in the front tips of the Tap shoes, 

reminiscent of pointe work in that the dancer is fully on the tip of their toes. 

Tombé- Meaning to fall down; a movement in ballet that involves the body falling forwards, 

sideways, or backwards onto the working leg. 

Torso- The portion of the body that encompasses the chest, back, abdomen, and pelvic region. 

Trading- A concept utilized in Tap Dance that involves dancers sharing information with one 

another by physically dancing, observing, and applying. 

Turn Out- Used in dance to describe outward rotation of the legs at the hip socket. 

Wing- A movement in Tap Dance that involves both feet brushing outward in a sideways shuffle 

motion at the same time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

269 

 
APPENDIX 2: The Mundane Afrofuturist Manifesto by Martine Syms 

The Mundane Afrofuturist Manifesto 

The undersigned, being alternately pissed off and bored, need a means of speculation and 

asserting a different set of values with which to re-imagine the future. In looking for a new 

framework for black diasporic artistic production, we are temporarily united in the following 

actions. 

 

***The Mundane Afrofuturists recognize that:*** 

We did not originate in the cosmos. 

The connection between Middle Passage and space travel is tenuous at best. 

Out of five hundred thirty-four space travelers, fourteen have been black. An all-black crew is 

unlikely. 

Magic interstellar travel and/or the wondrous communication grid can lead to an illusion of outer 

space and cyberspace as egalitarian. 

This dream of utopia can encourage us to forget that outer space will not save us from injustice 

and that cyberspace was prefigured upon a “master/slave” relationship. 

While we are often Othered, we are not aliens. 
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Though our ancestors were mutilated, we are not mutants. 

Post-black is a misnomer. Post-colonialism is too. 

The most likely future is one in which we only have ourselves and this planet. 

 

***The Mundane Afrofuturists rejoice in:*** 

Piling up unexamined and hackneyed tropes, and setting them alight. 

Gazing upon their bonfire of the Stupidities, which includes, but is not exclusively limited to: 

Jive-talking aliens; 

Jive-talking mutants; 

Magical negroes; 

Enormous self-control in light of great suffering; 

Great suffering as our natural state of existence; 

Inexplicable skill in the martial arts; 

Reference to Wu Tang; Reference to Sun Ra; 

Reference to Parliament Funkadelic and/or George Clinton; 
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Reference to Janelle Monáe; 

Obvious, heavy-handed allusions to double-consciousness; 

Desexualized protagonists; 

White slavery; 

Egyptian mythology and iconography; The inner city; 

Metallic colors; 

Sassiness; 

Platform shoes; 

Continue at will… 

 

***We also recognize:*** 

The harmless fun that these and all the other Stupidities have brought to millions of people. 

The harmless fun that burning the Stupidities will bring to millions of people. 

The imaginative challenge that awaits any Mundane Afrofuturist author who accepts that this is 

it: Earth is all we have. What will we do with it? 
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The chastening but hopefully enlivening effect of imagining a world without fantasy bolt-holes: 

no portals to the Egyptian kingdoms, no deep dives to Drexciya, no flying Africans to whisk us 

off to the Promised Land. 

The possibilities of a new focus on black humanity: our science, technology, culture, politics, 

religions, individuality, needs, dreams, hopes, and failings. 

The surge of bedazzlement and wonder that awaits us as we contemplate our own cosmology of 

blackness and our possible futures. 

The relief of recognizing our authority. We will root our narratives in a critique of normative, 

white validation. Since “fact” and “science” have been used throughout history to serve white 

supremacy, we will focus on an emotionally true, vernacular reality. 

The understanding that our “twoness” is inherently contemporary, even futuristic. DuBois asks 

how it feels to be a problem. Ol’ Dirty Bastard says “If I got a problem, a problem’s got a 

problem ’til it’s gone.” 

An awakening sense of the awesome power of the black imagination: to protect, to create, to 

destroy, to propel ourselves towards what poet Elizabeth Alexander describes as “a metaphysical 

space beyond the black public everyday toward power and wild imagination.” 

The opportunity to make sense of the nonsense that regularly—and sometimes violently—

accents black life. 
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The electric feeling that Mundane Afrofuturism is the ultimate laboratory for world building 

outside of imperialist, capitalist, white patriarchy. 

The sense that the rituals and inconsistencies of daily life are compelling, dynamic, and utterly 

strange. 

Mundane Afrofuturism opens a number of themes and flavors to intertextuality, double entendre, 

politics, incongruity, polyphony, and collective first-person—techniques that we have used for 

years to make meaning. 

 

***The Mundane Afrofuturists promise:*** 

To produce a collection of Mundane Afrofuturist literature that follows these rules: 

1. No interstellar travel—travel is limited to within the solar system and is difficult, time 

consuming, and expensive. 

2. No inexplicable end to racism— dismantling white supremacy would be complex, violent, and 

have global impact. 

3. No aliens unless the connection is distant, difficult, tenuous, and expensive—and they have no 

interstellar travel either. 

4. No internment camps for blacks, aliens, or black aliens 
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5. No Martians, Venusians, etc. 

6. No forgetting about political, racial, social, economic, and geographic struggles. 

7. No alternative universes. 

8. No revisionist history. 

9. No magic or supernatural elements. 

10. No Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, or Bucks. 

12. No time travel or teleportation. 

13. No Mammies, Jezebels, or Sapphires. 

14. Not to let Mundane Afrofuturism cramp their style, as if it could. 

15. To burn this manifesto as soon as it gets boring. 

16. Martine Syms & whomever will join me in the future of black imagination. 
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APPENDIX 3: Research Interview Transcripts 

Interview 1: Tamara Henry 

 

Truly Austin: Interviewer (TA) 

 

Tamara Henry: Interviewee (TH) 

 

 

00:00:23: TA: Thank you again for volunteering to participate in this interview. For the record, 

could you state your full name as you would like it to appear in any records associated with this 

research?  

 

00:00:35: TH: Tamara L. Henry 

 

00:00:37: TA: Thank you. There will be seven main questions. However, if additional thoughts 

are relevant, we have enough time. This interview will last 30-60 minutes. Question one. To your 

understanding, how, if at all, does the act of removed closeness manifest through the Black 

Dance form of Tap Dance? What, if any, has been your experience with removed closeness as 

pertains to Tap Dance? The idea of removed closeness is the ability to tap into a wealth of 

information, like a collective unconscious, that’s shared within a community. Usually, when 

people talk about it they reference modern dance, ballet, and hip-hop pieces but no one really 
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references tap pieces. So, I’m arguing that you can have an emotional attachment and deep-dive 

through tap. Removed closeness is from the perspective of the performer.  

 

00:03:19 TH: Emotionally, I fell in love with tap a long time ago because that was my teacher’s 

strongest art form at my studio, but as I moved into college, which didn’t offer tap dancing at the 

universities I went to, I started taking it at a community college where I started learning the 

history, like coined names, and it was a white woman. Then I moved to Knock On Wood tap 

studio, after graduating from college, and that’s when I started learning more about the art form 

like its history. I had seen White Nights growing up, the movie with Gregory Hines and Mikhail 

Baryshnikov, and that movie Tap which was my favorite, especially when they had that tap jam 

session in the middle and you’re starting to see all these old people, I think that’s when I started 

to understand it more. Understanding that tap wasn’t what I grew up doing, Broadway-style, 

even though I feel like tap dancing is just tap dancing, it’s just to different types of music. You 

either use your body or you don’t, but, that’s my own gripe with it. But that was the coolest 

scene and when I got to Knock On Wood, I started learning who those people were. Buster 

Brown, Bunny Briggs, then I found out who Savion was. Through the history and the 

knowledge, I got a deeper connection with it, and my teachers at Knock On Wood, Yvonne 

Edwards, DC’s tap lady, just the wealth of knowledge and information they shared to develop 

my tap dancing abilities, I mean I never missed class, it was so much fun, I loved it. Between her 

and Renee Kreithen who were the directors of Knock On Wood Tap Studio and Tappers With 

Attitude, the technique we learned. You know I played flute, I love jazz music and they never 
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taught to anything but jazz music, but you could feel the music, then when the rhythms laid over 

the tap dancing, you just got that a-ha moment. When you sit in the pocket, it just makes it so 

beautiful. And tap dancers are instrumentalists and percussive instrumentalists. I coached the 

dance lines and marching bands so it felt at home to me. Tap dancing just feels very home to me.  

 

00:07:55: TA: Clarification question. Of the teachers that you’ve mentioned, which ones were 

black tap dancers.  

 

00:08:08 TH: Yvonne Edwards. I also used to take from Toni Lambre. She was out of Philly, but 

she taught here. She had a group called Taps and Company, Her class was phenomenal. I would 

take her classes in the summer because I couldn’t take them during the school year, since I was a 

teacher. She’s since passed. She was the teacher of Chloe and Maud Arnold. When I first danced 

at Step Aside Company, we used to have this dance concert every year at Dance Place. The tap 

community is just so welcoming and it’s not competitive. It was a beautiful thing, we all came 

together, and we shared. Everyone had different styles. I don’t know if you know Nancy Newell, 

she was in charge of Tapestry in DC. She used to be the director of DC Dance Collective, she 

lives in Europe now, but growing up and being in that dance company and meeting all those 

people was probably the best eight years of my adult life, performing-wise. I don’t know if I 

answered your question.  
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00:10:25 TA: There are so many answers that could answer that question so, yeah. Question two. 

What is the importance, if any, of acknowledging points of origin or maintaining tradition to 

ensure the continued growth of the field of Tap Dance? Traditionally, African Diasporic methods 

of preservation such as oral transmission and the integration of information into day-to-day life 

have been used. What is your experience within the field of Tap Dance with these and other 

forms of transmission and preservation? How important do you find having that history, the 

people who contributed, how do you find how that impacts the growth of the field?  

 

00:12:22 TH: First and foremost, maybe it was class or money, but what I found was that the 

greats and the originals were black men. They all, except for maybe Germaine Ingram, they all 

had white proteges. So, my favorite person is Barbara Duffy. She danced with Gregory Hines a 

lot. I was so fortunate to be with Knock On Wood especially when Tappers with Attitude were 

there because they brought in a lot of guest teachers and we’d get to meet them, and they also put 

pieces on them so we had people putting pieces on us. I say that to say, a lot of people who have 

books out like Acia Gray, Barbara has a book, Manhattan Tap’s Heather Cornell another white 

woman. Even Renee learned from Jimmy Slyde. All those white women were preserving the 

history and giving it out to everybody. So when I saw this question it reminded me of a time 

when I was at a convention called Southeastern Tap Explosion. My sister and I used to go to it, it 

was in Atlanta, and what I loved about it was that it was all the pros that gave classes, and then 

they had a show. At one point in the show, they would come out and do these old dances and 

they all knew them. So yeah like, “Jimmy taught me this, Jimmy taught me this,” so they would 
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all come out and know this choreography from like the seventies. I was like, “that is so 

amazing,” and for me, it would be the best part of the show. All these people hailing from 

different parts of the country knew the exact same pieces, and although it was not something 

they would teach in their masterclasses, that’s important too, carrying down pieces you’d see. 

Not necessarily the staircase piece, even though that would be a fun piece to learn, in theory, on 

the floor. And the Nicholas Brothers jumping over each other and sliding down places, you see 

all of those in the movies. The Hemiowitz Twins, at Knock On Wood, had a workshop on Laura 

this past weekend, just really passing and Laura is something that’s been taught many times but 

just some of those dances that aren’t necessarily challenging but something that says this is who 

made this. Just like the Shim Sham Shimmy, everyone knows it because it’s a national tap dance 

anthem. Having those tap pieces that everyone knows is essential to preserving the history of the 

dance.  

 

00:17:02 TA: Through this research, I am learning how much I was not taught.  

 

00:17:24 TH: Yeah, because growing up I had no idea tap dance was a black art form. I learned 

it when I got to Knock On Wood. They did a good job at talking information. When I started 

traveling and the master teachers would share. Dianne Walker always has a talk during DC Tap 

Fest and she gives the history and being able to preserve it that way. I loved tap dance already 

before I learned about where it came from. 
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00:18:07 TA: Through this research, I found that they consider Tap to be an American dance 

form but they gloss over which Americans started it. Who is it really hurting to acknowledge 

that? The acknowledgment of it, even when I talk about removed closeness, is not black 

exclusive. I’m not saying only black people can have this connection, but when you leave out a 

part of the history there’s a disconnect with tapping into all of that information and generations 

of it. That’s short-changing what we could be doing. But same, I was a whole adult, out of 

college when finally someone said the beginnings of tap are not a mix of Irish Dance and black 

dance and I was like, “I promise you my teachers told me that, I promise you.” This is 

information that should be given upfront. Alright so question three. What has been your 

experience with the utilization of Tap Dance as a means of catharsis? As a means of accessing 

the sublime? How have these experiences impacted your artistry? 

 

00:22:37 TH: I think improvisation is one of those outlets. My band teacher in high school didn’t 

let me be in the jazz band so I could learn how to improvise as an instrumentalist. As a tap 

dancer, I used to hate improvisation, but I think that’s a way, no matter how you’re feeling, good, 

bad, ugly, sad, you can go in the zone. Even if I’m choreographing a piece I can just throw on 

something and let it out so I think improvisation is such a great way, in tap dancing you can 

choose to be heavy or light, or you can just stomp it out or just not do anything, just relax and 

listen. Even the levels of sounds you’re able to make with your feet and make it resonate through 

your body. I think it echoes your emotions, if you’re feeling heavy and sad and loud, your 
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dancing will reflect that for certain. Dance is my release, it’s also my therapy. I like to not 

always teach, I like to take class, so I can not be the person in charge and just dance it out and 

allow that to happen. Thank God for the pandemic because I was able to take classes from people 

from Detroit and New York in my living room which was so awesome. I know we’re talking 

about tap dancing but dancing itself is just so emotional. It just allows you to forget for a minute, 

what’s going on, just be, which is so great. I’m so grateful that I have something where I can just 

be. I don’t know if I’ve had an experience, what I can say though if you’ve gone to a Savion 

Glover show, two shows ago I swore I was never gonna go to one again. I’m at the Kennedy 

Center and he danced to himself, he never acknowledged that we were in the room, like I paid 

money for this ticket. 

 

00:27:15 TA: That is a good point that I’ve never paid attention to, even though I am focusing on 

the artist connection there is that part where it’s like if we’re not doing it as private practice and 

we’re actually performing, we should have that connection but also we want the audience to be 

able to connect and that’s where that kinesthetic energy comes in. You can’t be so gone that 

there’s nothing for the audience to get a hold of.  

 

00:28:05 TH: I only go because people tell me it’s a good show and I’m like alright fine, I’ll go 

cause everyone loves Savion, but there’s so many other great tap dancers out right now, but the 

last show he did, he’s probably a year older or younger than me one of those, and you could tell, 

“this is my mid-forties person, like I’m talking, and interacting and chilling compared to when I 
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was in my thirties,” and you were a total jerk to a lot of people. I actually don’t care for him and 

I’ve never had an experience with him but just because of how he’s treated some of my friends in 

my dance company, just arrogance. Ain’t nobody too good. 

 

00:28:56 TA: Yeah he started really young, and probably that humbleness wasn’t really instilled. 

Like you said everyone’s talking about Savion. Everyone loves him, almost in a way that others 

get kind of just ignored. So you know if everyone’s always talking about Truly, do I really have 

to be humble? I’m getting all of the attention. I’m the one getting all the business. Definitely no 

excusing it, but it makes sense. I’ve never seen him live. I need to see a lot more shows period. I 

want to take more dance classes. 

 

00:30:26 TH: And you need it. I didn’t just become a teacher to never dance or perform ever 

again.  

 

00:32:01 TA: Alright question four. What difficulties are inherent to the form of Tap Dance, if 

any, that prohibit it from being accessible and utilized as a vehicle for catharsis? I’ll start with 

this one.  
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00:32:24 TH: Like forms, and facilities and shoes that’s what I thought of before I saw the word 

catharsis. You know jazz class, Ballet class you can really go take it in socks for you wanted to, 

but tap, you have to make an investment. It’s an investment to be able to do this art form, so I 

guess that could prohibit it if you feel like you don’t have the space. The shoes, although now I 

do it in sneakers, I don’t want to mess up my hardwood floors. You know what people are doing 

though, they’re figuring it out. There’s tap boards now. I think about the pandemic for Knock On 

Wood I never stopped teaching. I got a board from the previous studio manager and we never 

stopped dancing. People just figured it out. They bought boards online, they bought shoes I’ve 

never not had a class which is so crazy because it’s tap dancing. But everyone can do it, if you’re 

older you can still try it. It’s accessible to everyone and it’s so good for your brain. Learning 

steps and knowledge. Yeah I’ve made my own floor in my basement. I’m gonna finish it this 

summer. 

 

00:38:59 TA: Moving past those barriers. What role, if any, can removed closeness play in this 

progression? 

 

00:39:24 TH: I don’t know if I have any, I just know that my students, come back not necessarily 

for the tap dancing but for me. The teacher, and how they make them feel in the class. I know 

they’ve had dance teachers that are better dancers than I am, but they’ll be like we miss having 

you. I think I provide them with that emotional support.  
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00:40:08 TA: Do you think you help them find that connection? 

 

00:40:11 TH: Yes. 

 

00:40:16 TA: Okay, that makes sense. Okay, question five. To your understanding, how, if at all, 

can Afrofuturism be used to shape the future of Tap Dance?  

 

00:40:32 TH: I think that there’s many people that think that tap is a dying art form and really it 

just depends on where you go. It is thriving, but you have to be in that community. As much as 

everyone teaches that it’s an American art form and most people will say that African Americans 

started it and tell you who the greats were, I go and take a class, I’m pretty much the only black 

person there, and that’s almost any art form when I go to conventions it’s rare, it’s not even 

50/50. More like 10%.  

 

00:41:47 TA: I think within that question, that’s one of the things I’ve noticed. It’s the same 

taking jazz and hip-hop. 
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00:42:15 TH: A the art forms. Really let’s be realistic here, when I teach a dance class, I’m the 

only black person in the room. So, you all are preaching all these things but you need to know 

what community you’re trying to get back to and not the community you think is there. That 

community is not taking the classes. I don’t know if it’s a status thing, or not big enough or I 

appreciate the arts but I don’t participate in it. They don’t want to try something new and get 

another thing in their hat so how do we get our people to come back and appreciate it. The old 

people were used to seeing it on tv and all the old-timers and they remember the Nicholas 

Brothers and Sammy Davis Jr. dancing and they remember seeing it all the time so now they 

don’t think it exists.  

 

00:44:03 TA: My kids just did tap solos in Virginia at a church and the reaction was similar to 

that, like “oh nice to see it coming back,” and I’m like it didn’t leave, but to your point, it’s no 

longer in the forefront, and I like the question you posed, “how do we get our people to come 

back?” because it’s ours. 

 

00:44:36 TH: Think about it. We have the choreography showcase we did two years ago. I 

brought in black dancers because that’s the people I know and am acquainted with but how many 

groups did you see that had an all-black cast. It’s disheartening in general, because I guess now 

that it’s so prevalent, and I’m used to it because I grew up in a primarily white neighborhood but 
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you think about it and your like, “wow, I’m in a class all by myself. I don’t see people like me in 

the class.”  

 

00:45:28 TA: You just reminded me, because I remember before I left the county, submitting tap 

pieces and the pushback. Black cast, jazz music and it was all of a sudden we’re worried about 

the flooring, and I'm like, “we’re not gonna tear your floor up,” Also though if you need us to 

bring some flooring, we’ll bring it but let us do it. I remember I was never able to do it in the 

county, only out of the county and it was my shows. If we have the marley down there might be 

some scuffs but we’re not gonna rip it up. I think it not being in the forefront it’s like, “out of 

sight, out of mind.” So I agree, how do we get it back? 

 

00:46:53 TH: Right like the Swan Lake of tap dance. You’ve got Cinderella the ballet, The 

Nutcracker, there’s all these ballets even for jazz. You don’t have a show for tap dance. Bring the 

Noise Bring the Funk, it toured, and then it just went away because black people can’t get along 

and just get things done. Baakari Wilder from Knock On Wood was in it. He was my first 

rhythm tap teacher when he was still in high school. My sister found Knock On Wood when she 

was in high school so my last year before college, we went to Knock On Wood and he was our 

teacher. I have to show him the presentation my students did on him. I taught Dance II a tap 

piece. I think they learned because they had to do the history of tap before we started it. But if 

Bring the Noise Bring the Funk had become a standard, like Riverdance, if Tap Dance had some 
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show that lasted through time it would have some stake or status but we don’t have that so, I’m 

not a writer but if we had something.  

 

00:50:36 TA: To your point, even if you don’t study or are into ballet you’ve heard Swan Lake. 

It is a guarantee, so to be able to have something on that level, regardless of your involvement in 

it, just culturally it is known, I agree. Question six. What further connections, if any, do you see 

between removed closeness and Afrofuturism that can be explored to encourage the 

advancement of the field of Tap Dance? Ideally, what is the future of Tap Dance? With 

Afrofuturism, I’m leaning towards the concept of maintaining tradition but moving forward with 

it into the future. Acknowledging the roots of it and looking at it through a black-centered lens 

but not in a chokehold where it can’t branch out or let anything in.  

 

00:53:02 TH: Going back to basics. Tapestry used to do the Gumboot dance So when they 

learned all these things and I learned more information. Whatever history they teach you in 

school then there’s the history centered around black people, slavery and the Gumboot dance, 

and being able to communicate with other people. Kind of where tap dancing got its start, the 

rhythms and sending information without the drumming and being able to talk. I think if we start 

going back to the African beats, even though I said they used to only let us dance to jazz music, 

that’s where it really started with. Dancing to the jazz music and understanding rhythms and 

flow. It would be the only way to bring us back. Understanding the total basics of it. I just 

finished this Giordano certification and they say it’s derived from African-Americans and we 
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had some classes that were just African beats. Giordano, I guess she’s Italian, his daughter is the 

one doing certifications now. The history of jazz dance, that documentary on HBO Max, talks a 

lot about tap dancing in it and Jason Samuels Smith speaks so well on it and he talks about the 

history and the connection and African-Americans. Yeah, getting back to basics and watching 

films. I need to do better myself. Take notes and bullets and share. I do share, when I teach I 

share what I’ve learned from other teachers when I used to travel. I was at a competition studio 

about five years ago. My dances are more rhythmic, not so flashy, just because I’m more into the 

performance aspect of things now but I think there’s always gonna be tap dancing. I told the kids 

in dance company, “people love a good tap piece,” they always love having one in a show, 

there’s always a round of applause, so I think people still love to see it and they think it’s hard. 

It’s harder than going to a ballet class to a degree in some aspect. Like, a plié in ballet is a plié in 

jazz, is a plié in modern but then you’ve got all these sounds additionally to doing it in a tap class 

so it makes it a little more challenging which is why they don’t make them do it on So You 

Think You Can Dance like you can’t teach someone how to tap dance who. So, as long as there’s 

still dance studios, there’s tap dance. I have never been without a job teaching tap dance for 20 

years now. I’ve taught at more than one studio teaching tap dancing because there’s so much of a 

demand for it. I think tap dancing still has a place and people love to see it. I went to a lot of 

auditions in my character's shoes so it’s still out there and there’s still a need for it just in a 

different way.  
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01:01:45 TA: I prefer rhythmic tap over the flashy stuff. You can do all this extra but can you 

hold your core for me? Can you do a good drop swing? When you see a dancer that genuinely 

knows the form it’s a different experience. Seeing those performers connecting with the 

movement is a different experience than watching a dance just going through the movement. I 

would rather see that you’re connected. I know that’s still there, it’s just getting it back to the 

community of origin. Dance is seen as elitist and people don’t see the purpose but self-care is 

important and those of us that do it see it as that and I agree dance is my therapy.  

 

01:04:34 TH: I think as a people we don’t look at it that way. It’s just where our priorities are 

and the hierarchy of things like sports. Everyone wants their kid to do sports, why don’t they 

want them to dance. It helps with balance, creativity, and expression.  

 

01:09:02 TA: We have one more question. What, if any, is the relevance of Tap Dance being a 

Black Dance form that has found popularity being disseminated by non-Black Dancing Bodies 

and how does that translate into the manifestation of removed closeness for Black Dancing 

Bodies? How does this impact the utilization of Afrofuturism as the future of the form? 

 

01:09:30 TH: I feel like Baakari’s gonna do so much better at this than I am. So we were talking 

about this earlier. This art form is really being carried on by non-black dancers, truly, no pun 

intended. One of the things you said about dance being an elitist activity, I agree with that 100% 
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because we don’t go into our communities of need and just offer dance classes. Would I be 

willing to volunteer an hour of my time once a week? Maybe after I retire but now I’m at the 

point where I need to get paid for everything I do. But if we went into our black communities 

and offered them the opportunity to tap dance and teach them about the history and find a way to 

get them some tap shoes and teach them about rhythm and beat, which will help their math skills, 

could get more of our community, the black community, to understand and appreciate the art 

form. I’ve wanted to do this, I just don’t have the means. If money weren’t an issue all the dance 

forms would be thriving especially in Afro communities. My students don’t realize how lucky 

they were. All of the tap shoes we used were donated because I did shows. I only had to buy 

three pairs of shoes so everyone could participate.  

 

01:16:35 TA: It’s kind of a Catch 22 with the accessibility because we can reach more if we’re 

able to offer classes for free then we run into people who feel that we owe them this and it’s like, 

“I don’t owe you anything,” I’m doing this because I love it. Striking the balance 

 

01:17:00 TH: When I taught at my elementary school and it was mostly Latino students, they 

appreciated everything. When I was teaching in Baltimore City, they appreciated me teaching 

there and I know Baltimore City gets a bad rep but they appreciated it. At the school I teach at 

now, it’s like are you even here? Some of them are privileged and some aren’t. Some are just 

regular students. I think it’s just a mentality, the lack of appreciation, thinking that we owe them 
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something. It’s 50/50 because I’ve had some students that really appreciated my teaching last 

semester.  
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TA: Truly Austin (interviewer) 

BW: Baakari Wilder (interviewee)  

 

00:00:05: TA: Thank you again for participating in this interview. For the record could you 

please state your full name as you would like it to appear in any reports with this research. 

 

00:00:17: BW: My name is Baakari Wilder.  

 

00:00:23: TA: Thank you. There will be seven questions that I will ask and I will also put them 

in the chat. This interview will last approximately 30-60 minutes. Starting off with question one. 

To your understanding, how, if at all, does the act of removed closeness manifest through the 

Black Dance form of Tap Dance? What, if any, has been your experience with removed 

closeness as pertains to Tap Dance? 

 

00:01:39 BW: I did read your essay or speech, but, I need you to remind me what removed 

closeness is exactly- 

 

00:01:55 TA: Yes-  
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00:01:55 BW: or what are we talking about 

 

00:01:58 TA: So, I am, positing that removed closeness is the act of tapping into a type of 

collective unconscious, a communal unconscious, that is a wealth of information, emotional, um 

emotions I should say, and traditions I should say not only processing emotion but cathartically 

being able to work through things such as trauma while and also supplying access to the sublime 

or a feeling of moving beyond into the greater. Usually when people speak on the sublime and 

catharsis and calling removed closeness with the act of tuning in. From what I’ve seen they 

usually reference modern dance or ballet and even things such as hip-hop no one’s mentioning 

tap dance in that conversation and I believe that form is very much able to tap into these 

emotions and provide a release for a participant.  

 

00:03:20: BW: Tap dancing, which I have to refer to as the dance, maybe because it’s something 

I’m extremely passionate about, but I think it’s definitely a channel to spirituality, it’s my ability 

to use my art form as a god-given gift, so it definitely brings me closer to God. When I channel 

my ability to make music with my feet and create music with my feet and be inspired by sounds 

around me to continue to create. It is a full-body art form. You happen to produce rhythm with 

your feet but in order to apply tone, pressure, accents, and inspiration; it requires the full body, 

the brain, heart, arms, head, and chest, it’s a full physical, full-out activity where your body 
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becomes the tool of expression. It's absent any outer tools, your body is the instrument that 

makes this sound. Tap dancing is a visual and audio art form so the movement is just as 

important as the sound. What you see is just as important as what you hear. You ought to be an 

equal balance between both of them. Its history comes out of what was taken from us which is 

our drum but that beat remains, the beat in our heart and our mind. Take away instruments but 

we as Africans; slaves brought over here from Africa, what was unable to be stolen was our 

rhythmic patterns. Our beat, our knowledge of our language through rhythm and movement and 

percussion survived because our bodies survived, so when you say removed closeness, I believe I 

understand what you mean by that, but I'm dealing with the wording, that removed part. To me 

[the words] seem separate, and I'm trying to better understand what you mean, but yes it's most 

definitely spiritual for me it's life. Art is life. Art touches other people and that's what I do with 

my dance. People take it in; People take in the art of tap dancing on many different levels which 

is the point for any art form.  

 

00:07:30: TA: Thank you for bringing it up, so one of the reasons why I came up with the term 

removed closeness, the removed aspect deals more so with generationally, spatially that while 

we may not be the actual bodies that were enslaved and we may not be the actual bodies that 

were on the plantation, we’re removed in that sense. That closeness that you were touching on 

that still flows through us, that’s still in our hearts and our minds, that's what brings us back into 

connection and the closeness so you hit on all of those parts.  
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00:08:17: BW: Awesome 

 

00:08:23: TA: Alright, question two, What is the importance, if any, of acknowledging points of 

origin or maintaining tradition to ensure the continued growth of the field of Tap Dance? 

Traditionally, African Diasporic methods of preservation such as oral transmission and the 

integration of information into day-to-day life have been used. What is your experience within 

the field of Tap Dance with these and other forms of transmission and preservation? 

 

00:08:57: BW: Yes, Tap is mainly an oral art form, passed along orally, the information about it. 

There have been books that have been written and a lot of those books don't quite get it right, so, 

it being a black art form that developed more in America during the time of racism and white 

supremacy, that is one of the main reasons why recording it through books is kind of iffy. We're 

dealing with a time, a past, where black folks weren’t that important. To be documenting their 

great works and their great accomplishments, and that happens today we know that with a lot of 

things including tap dancing, and a lot of the pioneers they weren’t teachers, they were just 

creators and they traded amongst each other and the teachers learned from them the ones that 

became teachers learned from pioneers who weren’t teachers, who didn't have the best of 

education but were highly intelligent when it comes to this rhythmic, percussive dance that came 

off the backs of slaves. I wanted to address the importance of maintaining tradition and 

acknowledging its origin which I think I briefly touched on out but I think with any art form and 

especially tap, out of respect for where it came from and what it is, yeah, I think it's very 
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important that we continue to teach the foundational elements of the art form, it's essence, what it 

means in terms of musicality and movement and it is a highly intellectual art form and it's also 

meant to grow and evolve, however, there's a difference between keeping in tradition and 

respecting the foundation of an art form, you know I think that has to come first. I think you have 

to have those foundations in order to evolve and for it to still be tap dance, so it is an art form, it's 

built to evolve, it's music, like jazz. Jazz is built to evolve. Artists, musicians, which tap dancers 

are very much in their own right, we all have different mindsets so we're all going to contribute 

musically to this art form, however, there are guidelines. There are foundational elements that 

make it what it is that one must be aware of and learn about as they build upon it. As a teacher, I 

teach these fundamentals through technique and the rhythms that I teach in class, and while you 

have people dancing in groups together, it is very much also an individual art form that provides 

the ability for you to find your own way of self-expression through it so once you understand the 

fundamental elements of it, the tools, the weight shifting, what it takes to apply the art form you 

can find yourself in it and express yourself in it that way, and as a teacher, I encourage my 

students through what I teach to find themselves in the art form. You see that in the history of the 

dance because our pioneers all had their own unique contributions to it and it’s still tap dancing. 

You go from William Henry Lane to Bill Robinson to John Bubbles to the Nicholas Brothers to 

Jimmy Slyde to Chuck Green to Bunny Briggs you look at each one of those pioneers and you’ll 

see something very distinctly different in their approach, however, it's still tap dancing so that's 

proof that it's meant to evolve and move and be a vehicle for self-expression. It is a language. 
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00:16:23: TA: Alright, question three. What has been your experience with the utilization of Tap 

Dance as a means of catharsis? As a means of accessing the sublime? How have these 

experiences impacted your artistry? 

00:16:47: BW: Well when I get with artists such as my peers and we dance together that itself is 

a cathartic experience you know, I mean that's a strong cathartic experience but I can't say that 

doesn't happen or can't happen with musicians I'm just meeting for the first time. It really 

depends on how in-tune you are with your sound and your music-making and it's not something 

you just experience between tap dancers, it’s anybody who’s playing music. It's music itself 

actually. I prefer to dance to live recordings but I can easily throw on some Gregory Isaacs and 

vibe to that and what he's singing about and that reggae pulls something out of me as a tap 

dancer and allows me to create off of that emotional ride that I get from playing something on 

my computer. I just spoke on a few moments, but back to building with other artists and 

musicians. That being a creative moment in itself a lot of times we get the opportunity as artists 

to perform that in front of a live audience. So, in that moment, the room is filled with a lot of 

feelings and emotions some coming from the viewer, some right on stage between the artist. 

Even though that fourth wall to the viewer is open sometimes, [artists are] just into themselves so 

much that it becomes a viewing experience. Yeah, so much channeling inward and outward 

going on in that type of space or experience and again what’s heard and felt at those times, it 

being a language, a conversation between musicians, a percussive, musical, conversation. It just 

has that ride and that journey that provides that release of emotions and passion, happiness, even 

aggression as you chase the rhythm, tempo whether fast or slow you know provides different 
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degrees of energy that's put out, suppressed, calmed, rapidly released. All of those feelings 

happen when you're dancing when you’re tap dancing when you're creating with others.  

 

00:20:35: TA: I definitely agree. Question four. What difficulties are inherent to the form of Tap 

Dance, if any, that prohibit it from being accessible and utilized as a vehicle for catharsis? What 

can be or is being done within the field to remove these barriers and allow for greater access and 

further growth? What role, if any, can removed closeness play in this progression? 

 

00:21:14: BW: As far as difficulties, when I’m in the moment and I'm doing it, it really doesn’t 

matter but it’s still misunderstood. It’s an art form that requires educating simultaneously with 

entertaining. Mostly all the time, whenever it’s done because not too many people know about it 

or they know about it on different levels, when they come to experience it they’re often further 

informed. Depending on who’s doing it, where they are with the dance. So when I perform, I’m 

often enlightening folks about what more it means. It comes out of our early pioneers having to 

perform in some very racist environments. Minstrelsy, blackface, even after that, just not being 

allowed in certain areas. Yeah, so that time its intelligence wasn’t recognized. It was more of a 

visual, black people performing for a white audience. White face, smiling, the dance had to be 

one thing, one stereotypical thing from here up (gestures the upper body) meanwhile they’re 

doing genius work down here (gesture lower body) but that really wasn’t important to anybody. 

So that misunderstanding, with the phrase, “tap-dancing all over your head,” or “what are you 

gonna do a tap dance?” The word is used in American culture as cooning type verbiage, so we’ve 
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got even our people with this messed-up thinking that this artform is beneath us, below us, and 

we should be ashamed about it. Even to this day, it may have been worse back then you know, so 

there is a strong miseducation because of its journey, what it went through, of the greatness of 

this artform. So yeah you, got the hip-hop community and then there's some still learning about it 

you find tap popping up here and there thankfully and some people are more educated. On 

Kendrick Lamar’s new album there’s tap dancers on it. On Griselda's album, a great tap dancer 

on it and that’s new. Redman said something about tap dancing before. It pops up here and there, 

it’s greater and it’s older than hip-hop. It gave birth to a lot of things, it’s the foundation. It 

comes straight out of our ancestors, so there’s an anger there in the misunderstanding, but I don’t 

often approach it like that, when I teach it, I approach it with a smile. To hopefully invite you to 

the beauty of the dance. That is the inherent, difficult part in getting people to recognize the 

beauty of it and open up and see how rewarding it can be visually and emotionally if one should 

try to take it on themselves.  

 

00:27:04: TA: Alright, question five. To your understanding, how, if at all, can Afrofuturism be 

used to shape the future of Tap Dance?  

 

00:27:11: BW: Could you break down Afrofuturism for me? 
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00:27:16: TA:Yes, so in the way that I am using it, there was a mundane Afrofuturistic manifesto 

written by Martine Sims, that in a way is pushing against that idea of the magical black. That in 

order to think futuristically we have to go as black as alien or other worldly, sims brings the 

focus back to still having a hold on tradition while moving forward without skipping the fact that 

there is work involved without putting forth this idea that we are more than or less than human. 

We are human. It’s going to involve a lot of work for us to progress into the future that we 

envision. So not skipping ahead and saying there’s a magical solution but instead taking what we 

have of our history and reframing how we look at our present to create the future. 

 

00:28:42: BW: I think you can put it alongside any art especially ours, like I said before it’s built 

to evolve. It takes a creative mind to continue its journey, a creative listener, expressionist. I 

think it has all the skills to continue to be relevant. The only thing holding it back from being one 

of the biggest things on earth, cause you do know one of the most important things in a 

Broadway musical is the tap number and even in Broadway the level of tap is not to where is was 

when it was first brought to the scene by blacks who again were only allowed to perform in 

groups and suffered a lot of racism at the time, today they’re not tap dancing like that. If we’re 

talking about the future my hope is that it becomes understood better and that would take one, 

the clearer understanding of its origin and a clearer understanding of the foundational elements 

of it so less of taking pieces of it and less marketing, profiting, promoting just the pieces of it 

rather than invest in what it is and that’s what often happens. I like what I see about the dance 

but I don’t recognize foundational points, just those parts, because that’s all that matters. These 
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great people were highly intelligent, and we call that watered down tap. Where it’s a mimic of 

what was once great. So if we get to a point where we honor and respect it’s greatness even more 

and there’s teachers like myself out there who promote that and there’s plenty of teachers who 

don’t. If it becomes a better balance of a stronger understanding of the dance then it will do well 

in the future, it’ll do even better. In my opinion. 

 

00:33:10: TA: This actually leads us directly into question six. What further connections, if any, 

do you see between removed closeness and Afrofuturism that can be explored to encourage the 

advancement of the field of Tap Dance? Ideally, what is the future of Tap Dance?  

 

00:33:46: BW: Like I said I think it will always be there, you see areas where it’s being more 

appreciated, we’re making breakthroughs and strides. In its journey it’s had some dips and some 

changes and we can clearly see that in the time when Gregory Hines contemporized it more than 

the older hoofers that he emulated like Sammy Davis Jr., Jimmy Slyde and them and I am part of 

a generation where Savion Glover was prominent in the Broadway musical that I was apart of, 

and [he] helped keep it in the forefront and make it something cool for teens to do so there’s no 

rise in it like that happening, will that happen again? Who knows, but I think it’s very well alive. 

There are artists doing solo ventures to promote it, teach it. So I think it’s here to stay.  
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00:35:44: TA: Final question. What, if any, is the relevance of Tap Dance being a Black Dance 

form that has found popularity being disseminated by non-Black Dancing Bodies and how does 

that translate into the manifestation of removed closeness for Black Dancing Bodies? How does 

this impact the utilization of Afrofuturism as the future of the form?  

 

00:36:10: BW: I think it’s a good thing that non-black bodies are also involved and appreciate it. 

A majority of non-black bodies became teachers. The pioneers taught them and a lot of them 

became teachers. That element of roots and foundation and tradition, the students that I’ve taught 

and my peers have taught have that understanding about the importance of history and the 

importance of looking up the dancers that came before them, they value that. There are audiences 

or groups of dancers who don’t get that and there’s not a value or connection to that. So it’s safe 

in knowing that there are many non-black bodies that have been given information that they 

value and can be trusted to not abuse and to promote the essence of it. When you’re rewarded 

that way and given history and understanding that way of where it came from you develop a 

greater appreciation for the art form it’s not surface level intellect. It shows in my students, I 

guess there will always be people who don’t invest in art itself not just tap at the level in which I 

would appreciate them to only for the sake of understanding how great it is but maybe that’s not 

for everybody but it’s highly beneficial that way and I’m not saying it’s only meant for people 

who have plans for dancing the rest of their lives. I teach a lot of kids who grow from 8-18 and 

become doctors or study other fields but the fact that they had that journey in their life, really can 

shape your life as a person and that’s what art does as well it’s not necessarily meant for 
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everyone to be an entertainer. Their minds to be open to that way of expressing oneself can play 

a role in their future lives in whatever they decide to do. Because of that, it’s great for all people 

of color.  

 

00:40:31: TA: Awesome, wow. Thank you so much. This has been a wonderful experience for 

me. This has been great. There’s a lot of things you said that echoed my other interviewees. She 

actually said, “you know who you need to talk to? Baakari Wilder.” And I said, “well actually, I 

will be.”  

 

00:41:00: BW: Might I ask who? 

 

00:41:04: TA: Tamara Henry. So I’m very excited I’m also going to be speaking with Quynn 

Johnson and I’m trying to talk to Ryan but we’re both in school. I’m definitely learning a lot and 

I am gaining more confidence in what my director told me when she look at the general idea and 

she said, “you actually need to people, this is relevant.” You need to really flesh this out, and 

now being able to talk with those of you who are active in the tap field is like, “okay, I’m not 

crazy.” A lot of these ideas, even though the wording may be different, is what I’m thinking. 

This was my assumption and hearing that people are saying that is legitimately a thing is eye 

opening and I’m actually getting excited about finishing this up. And one of the things you said, 

I have a whole section in my dissertation about it, that the written documents are not sufficient. 
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That’s not how we pass on our history. I’m not saying they’re not useful but you’re not gonna 

get the full picture of being there and being in it and hearing about it. So to hear other dancers 

say that, I’m like okay I’m not insane. I’m not just assuming this is not enough. This is not how 

our history goes and oral history is equally if not more, I would argue, legitimate than written 

because it all depends on who is writing it. So I’m excited to be adding to the written component, 

but I do say throughout the document and you’ve reminded me to mention it in this section that 

yes this is a written document however let’s not assume that this makes it more important this is 

just another way of having the history preserved.  
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00:00:05 TA: Thank you again for participating in this interview. For the record, could you 

please state your full name as you would like it to appear in any reports associated with this 

research? 

 

00:00:17 AM: My name is Alyse Montgomery. 

 

00:00:20 TA: Thank you. There will be seven questions. If you have any additional thoughts that 

you find to be relevant we should have time. This interview will last approximately 30-60 

minutes. Question one. To your understanding, how, if at all, does the act of removed closeness 

manifest through the Black Dance form of Tap Dance? What, if any, has been your experience 

with removed closeness as pertains to Tap Dance? 

 

00:01:10 AM: I read a little bit from your excerpt. Could you explain to me what removed 

closeness is? 

 

00:01:23 TA: Removed closeness is the act of tapping into a collective, communal unconscious. 

Tapping into emotions, feelings, and traditions that have been carried through that we may not 
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have necessarily been the original people feeling them but as we’re performing, or just actively 

dancing we’re able to tap into those emotions. Usually, when people think about it the first things 

that come to mind are modern, ballet pieces and more frequently hip hop but no one ever talks 

about tap. I am arguing that tap has that same emotional connection not only to the past but to 

each other. 

 

00:02:31 AM: First and foremost, tap is the only art form that is strictly African-American 

origins. When we talk about removed closeness to the Black Diaspora, tap is a baby out of that. 

Also, it’s a percussive dance. We talk about drumming, tap is unique in that it is music within 

itself. I always tell people that we don’t need instruments, we are instruments. How can you 

exclude that when you’re talking about just being black? And what our experience as Africans in 

slavery and using the drum to be able to communicate with one another. Tap is definitely the 

center of that because it’s a derivative of all those things, and you talk about the jazz era and tap 

dance is prominent in jazz and we use a lot of the instrumentation of jazz and jazz another 

African-American art form. Tap is never a part of the conversation, I don’t know why, but it 

really is at the center of all of those things, if not the leading headway. In my personal 

experiences, being connected, when I’m moving, especially when I’m tapping, I have that 

spiritual connection because I'm tapping into something that is innate and that’s given by my 

ancestors. Yeah, it’s something I had to work to, but it’s innate within our bodies, that music, and 

that love for that percussion. Tap dance is a part of removed closeness in every way.  
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00:04:58 TA: Question two. What is the importance, if any, of acknowledging points of origin or 

maintaining tradition to ensure the continued growth of the field of Tap Dance? Traditionally, 

African Diasporic methods of preservation such as oral transmission and the integration of 

information into day-to-day life have been used. What is your experience within the field of Tap 

Dance with these and other forms of transmission and preservation? 

 

00:05:26 AM: Tap is very important. The history of tap. You know, the founders, the founding 

fathers, Jimmy Slyde, Bill Bojangles, people that broke barriers so it could be an art form that 

could be in front of mass audiences and groups of people. There was a time when tap dance was 

something that was hidden. So, we definitely have to pay homage and honor those people by 

studying the films, studying the footage. I’ve been fortunate enough, through my dance, to be 

exposed to some of those greats. I have workshopped with Henry LeTang, Lady Dianne Walker, 

Jimmy Slyde, and Gregory Hines so I’ve been able to sit under those people so it’s important 

that, in order to keep the dance alive, we have to make we keep those dreams alive, those people 

and we have to continue to communicate that tap dance is still alive and well and how do we 

keep it? We make sure that we know who those people are and know what they did and how they 

broke those barriers to keep it alive. We do a lot of transmission through communication, 

storytelling, and especially through trading. Trading is seeing some improvising a bar and taking 

some of that bar and making it your own. A lot of how we’re preserving the art is through 

improvisation, making sure we know signature steps like a timestamp. We transport that across 

genres and ethnicities. It’s just a matter of finding where the history lies, and what needs to be 
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spread and do it in a number of ways not just by moving but by storytelling. In tap, we like to 

know what your family tree is, who trained you, and who trained your trainer? So, we know the 

connections between people and how everyone grew in the art. 

 

00:08:31 TA: Alright, question three. What has been your experience with the utilization of Tap 

Dance as a means of catharsis? As a means of accessing the sublime? How have these 

experiences impacted your artistry? Catharsis is a purging of emotions, typically negative 

emotions. 

 

00:09:17 AM: That’s the story of my life. The beauty about dance is that you can use it to be 

able to free yourself of whatever you’re feeling. Tap dancing especially. My experience impacts 

my artistry. Whatever I’m feeling at the moment I can move to it and it’s judgment-free. For 

example, when I did a recent Young Artist in Motion showcase, there were some things I was 

going through in my personal life and I used the movement to be able to express those things and 

that’s what any tap dancer can do. If we’re talking about negative emotions they can also be 

positive emotions as well. We’re talking about a release, that’s what it’s for that’s what’s needed 

for it to be done. Accessing the sublime, can you explain that to me? 
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00:10:42 TA: You kind of touched on that. It’s like an out-of-body experience and reaching 

beyond yourself and being fully consumed by the movement and the experience. So what you 

were saying about tap not only helping to release the negative but also the positive.  

 

00:11:07 AM: Like I said, it is a derivative in the Diaspora, it is a baby of what we experience 

and what our ancestors experienced to be able to free themselves. That’s why I think tap is so 

special. It came out of that era where black was seen as having no gifts, talents, or treasures, yet 

here we are, this group of people is creating this beautiful music. That is definitely how I tap 

dance. 

 

00:12:21 TA: Question four. What difficulties are inherent to the form of Tap Dance, if any, that 

prohibit it from being accessible and utilized as a vehicle for catharsis? What can be or is being 

done within the field to remove these barriers and allow for greater access and further growth? 

What role, if any, can removed closeness play in this progression? 

 

00:12:39 AM: People don’t really understand tap. If you don’t have an understanding of 

musicality, phrasing, instrumentation, and counting. A lot of people don’t understand those 

concepts so it’s hard to access, enjoy and understand what you should be enjoying when you’re 

watching it and understand how it’s constructed so you have a lot of people that may come to a 

show but if you don’t understand what’s happening in these four counts you’re like, “oh this 
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person’s moving” but they’re not really receiving the true message. That is the biggest barrier for 

tap dance for people from the outside looking in. One thing we’re doing as young artists is 

adding tap to education. We teach our young children how to count and how to phrase, bars, the 

language tap dancers use at an early age and once they’re exposed to it they can internalize it and 

it can turn into something they can be a part of, understand and enjoy. People do not understand 

the musicality of tap and that impacts its popularity of it.  

 

00:14:58 TA: Question five. To your understanding, how, if at all, can Afrofuturism be used to 

shape the future of Tap Dance? 

 

00:15:10 AM: It’s connectivity. Being able to incorporate those concepts into tap dance. Being 

able to create an audience and a group of people who can embrace that and can use it. Also, be 

able to understand its role in the afro experience and be able to create a community that will keep 

the legacy going. How do we use our young people to show them how all of these things are 

connected and how tap is a part of the future if they embrace IT.  

 

00:16:16 TA: Alright, question six. What further connections, if any, do you see between 

removed closeness and Afrofuturism that can be explored to encourage the advancement of the 

field of Tap Dance? Ideally, what is the future of Tap Dance? 
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00:16:33 AM: The future of tap is that we stay alive, and continue to grow. The beauty of tap is 

that it can evolve. Ballet is kind of classical but tap can evolve because it’s about the music that 

you relate to. The future of tap is whatever the future of black culture, not just black culture but 

music culture and dance culture is at that time. We are chameleons and we can move and change 

with anything. It becomes something that makes our ancestors proud. Yeah, just letting people 

know that it is alive and anybody can do it. There’s no discrimination. Inclusivity is the future of 

tap dance.   

 

00:18:16 TA: Last question. What, if any, is the relevance of Tap Dance being a Black Dance 

form that has found popularity being disseminated by non-Black Dancing Bodies and how does 

that translate into the manifestation of removed closeness for Black Dancing Bodies? How does 

this impact the utilization of Afrofuturism as the future of the form?  

 

00:19:32 AM: That’s a good question, I never thought about that. I don’t think it really impacts 

us but I think the biggest thing we need to recognize is that it began with us. So, since it began 

with us we need to make sure it’s something we embrace just as much as other people do and let 

other people know, that this is ours. So yes we are inclusive but when we teach what is black 

dance we begin with the truth. I think we should always walk in, acknowledge and share the 

truth with others. There will always be a space for whomever to be able to be a tap dancer but we 
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cannot allow anyone to erase our history. That’s the responsibility that we have as black people 

to never forget it or let anyone else forget it. Now it’s a universal language and that is a beautiful 

thing but it is important to know where it started.  

 

Interview 4: Quynn Johnson 

 

Interviewer: Truly Austin (TA) 

Interviewee: Quynn Johnson (QJ) 

 

00:00:09 TA:  Thank you again for volunteering to participate in this interview. For the record, 

could you please state your full name as you would like it to appear in any reports associated 

with this research?  

 

00:00:20 QJ: Sure my full name is Quynn Johnson  

 

00:00:23: TA: Thank you. There will be seven main questions that I will ask, however, if 

additional thoughts come to mind that are found to be relevant to your answer I have allotted 

time for you to expound. This interview will last approximately 30-60 minutes. Question 1. To 
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your understanding, how, if at all, does the act of removed closeness manifest through the Black 

Dance form of Tap Dance? What, if any, has been your experience with removed closeness as 

pertains to Tap Dance? 

 

00:01:08: QJ: Can you tell me what removed closeness? What do you imagine that to be? 

 

00:01:15: TA: Removed closeness is the act of tapping into a type of communal unconscious 

where you're able to not only access these shared emotions as a way of catharsis but, also a way 

of accessing the sublime. Usually, when people talk about that type of tapping into with dance 

they are referencing modern dance movements, we can see it in hip-hop but nobody's ever 

talking about tap being used in such a way to connect to these emotions not only amongst the 

performers but also historically through those who created the form to present-day. I am arguing 

that yes, tap can be used to tap into that connection not only to the past but also amongst those 

who are participating can help propel us into the future. 

 

00:02:23 QJ: That makes me think of ancestral memory, or a recall, but what I’m really 

connecting to is being able to use tap dance as a way to make an emotional connection, not just, 

“here’s a few steps that you can enjoy,” or “here’s what it sounds like,” so taking it past the 
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physical act of the movements but actually the dancer digging deeper to connect emotionally, 

spiritually. Am I on the right track? 

 

00:03:08: TA: Yes you are absolutely on the right track. 

 

00:03:10: QJ: Okay let me revisit the question. I think it’s manifested through the 

commodification of the arts. For quite some time it hasn't been about the movement for sake of 

community. It hasn’t been about the movement for sake of expressing and releasing and just 

thinking about when instruments were stripped from enslaved Africans and those rhythms 

translating through our body where you weren’t getting paid to perform them, it was a release, a 

connection to our land, our people, what was there before so, I think the removed closeness is 

incredibly significant in the art form because it went from something where you were just 

picking up a few steps here or there, “show me how to do that,” or let's have fun to being 

performed in the Cotton Club and the ensemble to performing with Diddy, to World of Dance 

now, and even then it’s still seen as a novelty act like thinking about how so many of our master 

tap dancers and practitioners were using the art form to be able to share and to eat at the same 

time and to express and commune with one another, now you can find it in any dance studio but 

it’s not really respected and gets the time that it needs to actually progress the dancer, You have 

to fight for that time to be able to teach students for over an hour in an artform but you don’t 

have to fight that way for ballet, because ballet has been accepted as the root of all dance forms 

when ballet is just the root of ballet. Each art form has it’s own roots, it’s own lineage, it’s own 
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heritage but because tap dance was created by enslaved Africans, and grown through the streets, 

it didn’t have its own opportunity to be prestigious as a ballet form. But had it come from 

somebody white in Europe, I’m sure it would have. And even to the removed closeness, there is 

an intercommunity fight over who has rights to say tap dance is black or white or Irish. Irish 

dance is its own art form. For me, I started learning tap dance in a dance studio space so it was 

learning step for step and creating music but not until I got older did I find that it is a form of 

self-expression. The improvisational aspect of the art form is hugely important to the art form 

because now you know all steps that you need to know but what do you want to say with the 

steps. A lot of times it’s not offered earlier in a tap class, it’s offered once you get to a certain 

level when really you’re just putting on your shoes you should be allowed to improvise and see 

how your feet sound. What energy do you want to express so that removed closeness I think has 

a lot to do with the way that it is offered universally.  

 

00:07:31 TA: Circling back to this idea of that struggle with people acknowledging the roots of 

tap dance being a black dance form. One of the things I’ve come across is obviously when other 

cultures come in contact with each other there will be some exchange even if it’s not an 

intentional exchange just the fact that if you witness something, you now carry that little bit of 

information with you and it does essentially change the trajectory of where you could’ve been 

going had you not witnessed it so do you think that also has impacted the connection to tying 

back into the black roots of the form?  
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00:08:32 QJ: Yeah because fortunately and unfortunately tap dance is a dope-ass artform. Where 

people want to pull different things that feel comfortable to them and access those things. I live 

in a space where I see people around me just feel comfortable accessing different parts of an art 

form and not wanting to dive deeper into the history of that art form. It’s just like, “oh this is cute 

maybe I could do this step, and then maybe I can now fuse this step with something else when 

you haven’t fully finished learning the art form. Now you want to fuse it with something when 

you don’t even know about either art form. That doesn't make sense to me and the more that it 

dilutes, the more that closeness is pulled away. I also think that there are some tap purest that 

don’t want us to remember the closeness but also want to hold onto it and not share the art form 

or the memories of the artform. I have been able to take Diane Walker’s class every Thursday, 

and every Thursday she is telling some story about some master in the art form and that creates a 

closeness to these men that I’ve never met but I’ve only seen their videos and films and 

wondered about their life, what was their life like? Here we have this tap dance living bible with 

us to be able to share those stories but when she’s teaching on a festival circuit, those same 

students that might want to go take one of the more younger, popular teacher's class are not 

taking Dianne’s class. So they’re missing that history, that lineage, and understanding of an art 

form. They just know the steps, they don't know how deep it goes.  

 

00:11:00 TA: You 100% just hit on something that might come up again later. Question 2. What 

is the importance, if any, of acknowledging points of origin or maintaining tradition to ensure the 

continued growth of the field of Tap Dance? Traditionally, African Diasporic methods of 
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preservation such as oral transmission and the integration of information into day-to-day life 

have been used. What is your experience within the field of Tap Dance with these and other 

forms of transmission and preservation? 

 

00:11:40 QJ: To me acknowledging the origins and maintaining the traditions is incredibly 

important because everything that you do once you know the origins and these pocket dances 

and these historical dances that have been created and learned over time is really a rip-off of 

something that somebody else has already done. There is nothing new anybody can create in tap 

dance. You might be able to switch up the phrasing or approach it from another angle but the 

step is the step, it’s still the same. Understanding that “oh I think I made up a new step,” you 

should actually go look at all the tap dancers ahead of you. Thankfully, we have YouTube and be 

able to say “oh wait a minute, I didn’t make that up, such and such made that up, but who did 

they get it from?” Everybody got something, from something, from someone, and knowing the 

origins to me is like a family tree. Like knowing your particular tap dance family tree so you can 

trace back different steps. There are steps that we use now that are influenced by a Chuck Green 

or influenced by a Dianne, or a Baby Laurence, or a Leon Collins, or a Tina Pratt, or a Cora 

LaRedd. So many tap dancers that we don’t hear about or see and that had a lot to do with what 

you looked like, how light your skin was, all of the things. I think that’s important information to 

know as well because that's still getting perpetuated today in the industry for sure. If we want to 

talk about all aspects, then we have to talk about all aspects of it and some of it is painful, some 

of it is whack, but it’s a part of who we are, especially being on this continent. So, I think by 
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maintaining the tradition we are able to look back and see how far we’ve come and where you 

might want to go. Anytime I'm working with a group of students in a studio setting I want to 

make sure that they know a particular set of pocket dances that they can pull out of their pocket 

no matter where they are, and perform those dances. It might be like, “I don’t know what to do 

but I know Opus One,” “I don’t know what to do but I know Laura” then dance Laura and it’s 

okay. The oral transmission is huge and I don’t think we use it enough, outside of Dianne Walker 

because she holds so much information, and that’s another reason why I like going to her classes. 

Other forms of transmission and preservation, I think call and response is one aspect of the art 

form that should be used as a form of transmission more versus, “learn these steps.” It has a lot 

to do with where we’re learning them, or what the end goal is whether it’s a recital or something 

like that. There are a few teachers that approach the dance with a call and response. Baakari 

Wilder being one of them. In their classes using a lot of call and response. History conversations, 

a lot of festivals included history conversations as a component and you’ll see students there but 

they’re not really connected. How do we connect this history to them? Is a bigger question, to 

make it make more sense. When you’re working with kids they do not care what you’re talking 

about if it does not connect to them. Or something that’s going to help them grow. Something 

that they need to know to help them get to the next step. It’s not until a few of us get older and 

care about asking those stories that it comes about. Or you make a mistake and it's public and 

people about to check you because you didn’t do your own history to find out about an art form 

that you’re a professional in and you have titled yourself a master. Like who told you, you’re a 

master? Did a master tell you that? If not, then you’re not. You’re just leading a workshop. 
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00:17:01 TA: That embarrassment will get you. Question 3. What has been your experience with 

the utilization of Tap Dance as a means of catharsis? As a means of accessing the sublime? How 

have these experiences impacted your artistry? 

 

00:17:54 QJ: Catharsis definitely has the connect with shedding. Just getting on the board and 

dancing for the sake of dancing and not dancing to make sure you get every sound right, but just 

moving your body for the sake of movement and not judging that movement. That’s something 

that I have been learning through Esperanza Spaldings' course that I took this year. I got a chance 

to have a real conversation about improvisation and this block that I felt that I had with being 

able to express myself and shed just some energy through the element of improvisation and I 

think that there are a few dancers that move from improvisational tap dance into this catharsis 

realm of just shedding and expressing and getting the energy out. Accessing the sublime, 

personally, there’s still a block there for me to get there, and sometimes I can without my shoes, 

tapping and moving around. Sometimes putting the shoes on I’m like, “did I get the sound right? 

Did I get the move right? “ versus, “just move your body Quynn.” There are some dancers, not 

necessarily tap dancers that I know, who connect to the sublime movement-wise but with respect 

to African Diasporic movement there are some that are just, it’s ritual versus performance. It is 

conversational versus performance. I think I’ve seen Dormeshia on occasion on stage, and that is 

very rare to do that the way that she did. I can’t remember which young black man was shot 

during this occasion but she was onstage saying their names and dancing out the frustration. I 
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was definitely blessed to have seen that because she’s a very private individual. (rereads the last 

question) It makes me feel okay with being vulnerable as an artist. Anytime we’re presenting 

some work we’re very vulnerable but to actually be dancing the work and not focusing on what 

is the audience going to think, what are the fellow people in the community going to think and 

move into this is what I’m feeling and this is what I have to get out. That’s an everyday goal. 

Every time I put on my shoes type of goal and that’s something that I’m really trying to push any 

students I’m working with to move into that. So it’s not so much, “I want to impress Ms. Quynn 

with these steps, and I can do this,” versus “I want to impress myself and I want to see what I can 

do,” I already know you can tap. I don’t want the students to feel like you have to prove to me 

that you can tap dance. I want you to prove to me that you can find your own authentic voice, as 

I try to find mine because I know there’s a freedom in that. If you can find your own authentic 

voice yourself and just be free to be like, “Hey I missed that sound but I’mma keep going within 

the art form,” then hopefully that is a transferable skill that you can take with you into your life. 

Whether you’re a tap dancer or not. So we can be in any situation and feel comfortable with your 

authentic voice.  

 

00:22:59: TA: Question 4. What difficulties are inherent to the form of Tap Dance, if any, that 

prohibit it from being accessible and utilized as a vehicle for catharsis? What can be or is being 

done within the field to remove these barriers and allow for greater access and further growth? 

What role, if any, can removed closeness play in this progression? 
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00:23:37 QJ: I think it’s the story and the narrative that is surrounded by tap. People still say, 

“tappin’ on my nerves,” or these different catchphrases that use Tap Dance in a negative light. 

“You tap dancin’ for the man,” all the different phrases and it’s like, do you understand what tap 

dance is, what’s it used for? There is a lot of education that has to be done with the entire globe 

around tap dance. Even within that, just the idea of the way some tap dancers do it versus others 

or if you introduce yourself and say, “I’m a tap dancer” people either automatically shuffle 

around their feet and say, “oh like this,” or “I took tap when I was 5” and want to show you the 

wack time step that looks a mess. Or say, “like Fred Astaire,” or “Ginger Rogers” but you aren't 

naming the incredibly impactful black tap dancers that were their teachers. So you love Singing 

in the Rain but who was the man’s teacher to teach him how to sing in the rain? You think white 

people were rolling around on rollerskates tap dancing? In my opinion, the white people from 

that time were not that dope and had to have pulled that from somebody that was. I think the 

narrative is a huge barrier especially when we still have this view of whiteness, as ballet, as 

being the best aesthetic; the mother of all art forms. I think people don’t even know the history of 

ballet and why those women were so frail and pale and why the men were watching. You want 

prostitution to be the base for all art forms? Okay. Once we understand the narrative and start to 

put it out there more, we can get to this catharsis. We can get to this opportunity towards 

closeness. It’s a good and a bad thing that TikTok, YouTube, Instagram, and all other social 

media sites exist because more people can see the art form, but at the same time, there’s so much 

that’s missed within the people that are putting out content. I see some people putting out great 

content and they’ll drop some history in there. Do all these amazing performances and show this 

amazing life but never show the history points behind it. It’s very person-to-person and that’s 
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both a barrier and a good thing. What can be removed? That’s tough because tap dancers got 

some beef with each other. I remember one post, someone was trying to reprimand The 

Syncopated Ladies for what they were wearing in a tap piece but did not do their due diligence to 

understand what the women were wearing before them in the 20s, 30s, and 40s. So you can’t say, 

“y’all shouldn’t be wearing that,” Mable Lee was the first woman in Jet wearing a pasties bra 

and panties. They were wearing midriffs out and their bodies were amazing in the 20s. So, there 

are so many different beefs. I think there are some gatekeepers within the art form as well. All 

under the guise of wanting to keep tap dance, tap, or wanting to preserve the history of tap dance 

without having an actual conversation with the person that you may not understand their 

approach. Everybody has a different approach to the art form somehow. Some people are more 

commercial with it, some are more concert, some are more grassroots community and there’s 

room for everybody so I think once within the tap community that we come together and 

understand that we’ll be more apt to all have this same goal in mind but break off and say, “Hey 

this is all that we can do,” versus “just do it like this.” Once those barriers are removed, I think 

we can start to reshape the minds of people that are watching tap dance. I was looking at a post 

from my homegirl Allie, she dances with a band, and I was supposed to perform at The Ladies of 

Hip-Hop concert at the Kennedy Center and [undetectable] saw me there and they saw me as a 

dancer and not a musician not understanding that I’m actually playing music for the band and the 

singer. So Allie posted, “One of the most awkward statements for anyone to say after watching 

me perform is “So you tap dance and sing? Is this what you do?” So there is still a, “oh my gosh 

you can do that?” aspect that creates a complete barrier to the art form. I was telling a professor 

that I’m an art space educator and use elements of tap dance to teach literacy and math and they 
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were like, “really?” It’s dope that I can share what I do but at the same time, we have to 

continually break down walls that there’s only one way to learn literacy. But when you see a 

white person using elements of hip-hop in their classroom to teach science and other subjects 

they get the high-five, “oh you’re doing great,” and I’m like, this is arts integration, using hip-

hop music, an art form y’all ain’t give two shits about. When a white person does it in their 

classroom or they dap up the students at the door as they enter the class, that’s not, when a white 

person does it it’s like, “oh!” but when black people do it that’s just how we greet each other. 

There’s a level of cultural competence that has to be included within all the work we do so we 

can teach our kids this art form that is incredibly theirs and how they can use this art form to 

educate themselves in their community. There are so many barriers. For me, my role is within 

the arts and education realm and the work I get to do with Soul Defined. Sharing the stories 

through movement and multi-media, through tap dance and telling these stories that are 

inherently black. I had to stop saying people of color because I don’t know about the other 

colors. I grew up black. So I am finding comfort in just saying, “for black kids” because I grew 

up in a black community and that’s the community I want to affect the most versus this 

politically correct term “people of color” no I mean black kids. So I love being able to go to 

schools and switch the narrative and expose students to what is possible that’s not your normal 

doctor, lawyer, engineer, and share their stories, feelings, and how to express themselves through 

a tap step or a stepping move or some body percussion.  

 

 



 

 

324 

 
00:34:13 TA: I just want to say that I appreciate and I too am working on getting more 

comfortable saying, “no, I’m talking about black people though.” This is my audience. Not 

saying that non-black people can’t be privy to some of the information but I’m not talking to 

them so if they jump into the conversation and get upset, it wasn’t for you anyway. I’m talking to 

my people and I’m saying that this is ours, and this is what we can do with it.  

 

00:35:48 QJ: Yes, and this is our art form. It makes me sad when I get students and they say, “oh 

I do ballet, I do jazz, I do hip-hop,” but you don’t do tap? This is your art form, hip hop is yours 

too but tap is definitely yours.  

 

00:36:57 TA: Question 5. To your understanding, how, if at all, can Afrofuturism be used to 

shape the future of Tap Dance? 

 

00:37:09 QJ: Afrofuturism; I am still learning about. Outside of the physical aesthetic, I don’t 

know. 

 

00:37:34 TA: If it helps, in this context, I’m taking it from the angle of approaching what the 

future of tap can be, not from the “magical black” and almost struggle-less jump forward into 

progression, but to acknowledge that we are still humans. That sense of othering that came with 
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sci-fi. Martine Syms did The Mundane Afrofuturist Manifesto and it’s saying we’re not aliens, 

we’re not others we’re human beings on this Earth. There is a history we need to acknowledge 

but also how do we move forward. How do we take that and bring it forward with us?  

 

00:39:56 QJ: I feel like as black people we’ve always been afrofuturistic in a lot of the things we 

do. Right now, what’s coming to mind is the use of multi-media in the art form to enhance the 

storytelling and the music that our feet are creating, versus performing with a band. Nothing 

against performing with a band but there’s another level that can go in there, be it in sound and 

accessibility. How can we make the art form more accessible to people that are disabled, in some 

way? That are neurodivergent, to make them comfortable in the art form. Definitely the multi-

media aspect of storytelling, what does that look like in tap dance? Would that be a Bisa Butler 

coming to life in tap? She is a mixed-media artist, if you type in her name there will be images 

that to me look afrofuturistic but are also reminiscent of the 1920s, 30s, and 40s. The way she 

uses fabric to create art and weaving in it like old school quilts and how she uses that to create an 

image but it’s not anything flying in the air, skyscraper type of things. There’s an image of these 

boys and they’re in suits leaning on an old Cadillac or something from back in the day and she 

took that image and added quilting and color and an idea of an African print to it. It’s all old 

images with a newer, fresher lens. That to me feels Afrofuturistic and I think that tap dance can 

use these mixed multi-media aspects of art and find collaboration or a connection that we don’t 

normally explore. A lot of times when you go to a tap show it is all tap. People are now singing 

or showing a video behind them while they’re tapping but there is no connection between the 
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video and what they’re doing. There’s a but of a gap to me and there is potential to connect and 

grow in that way.  

 

00:45:55 TA: How you are describing Butler’s work, I see the connection. I think that will help 

bridge that gap between the non-dancers.  

 

00:46:50 QJ: All these black and white photos that we have of our grandparents or great-

grandparents, she takes that and adds the Afro-diasporic approach to it and brings it to life even 

more. I wonder if that image was shown and the characters walked from it onto the stage and 

started performing a story about that image. I actually might need to do that. 

 

00:47:31 TA: Yes, choreography ideas. I’ll remind you of it. Question 6. What further 

connections, if any, do you see between removed closeness and Afrofuturism that can be 

explored to encourage the advancement of the field of Tap Dance? Ideally, what is the future of 

Tap Dance? 

 

00:47:56 QJ: I have never really thought about it. Two things come to mind, the first, is more tap 

dancers having their own band and being band leaders. Michela Marino Lerman has a company 

based in New York called Love Movement, and she’s a tap dancer and she’s the band leader. It’s 
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co-devising musical structures with tap dance. Sarah Ritesh's tap music project is pushing the 

understanding of the musical notes you play as a tap dancer and fusing that with a band of 

musicians. Allie Bradley and her work with Shawn Jones band. A lot of women. Also, I think for 

the future of tap dance, I would love to see a fusion with jazz. There are many overlapping 

movements done that reference tap and tap that reference lindy or jazz dance. People don’t know 

that if you take a jazz class today it is not jazz, it is a derivative, a contemporary art form based 

off of a different technique and style. The kids don’t know that. The teachers probably don’t 

know it either but that’s a story for a different time but I think that would be good for the future 

of tap dance. For me, personally, I’m exploring sand dance and creating music in sand. 

Understanding the connection between sand dance and traditional Bostwana dance. I think that 

helps close the closeness gap between art forms through the diaspora. I think the future of tap 

dance is really dope. I see a lot of dancers that are trying to infuse more body percussion 

movement within it. I think hopefully that'll inspire people to start learning more about body 

percussion itself before trying to fuse it with tap so that it has more of an authentic feel. There 

are some master tap dancers that have since passed that would use a little hands and feet or 

something within their tap performance but that's something from “of their time,” like, they were 

like, “oh I feel like doing the triplet” or slapping my foot, that’s something they grew up with. 

That was of their time. Now it’s like, “I’ve seen such and such doing it so I’m going to try it.” 

Which is okay, but maybe contact such and such and see how they started doing it and learn 

more about it before trying to infuse it. So, a lot of band leadership, a lot more storytelling on my 

end and using sand dance within the tap field for me, and a lot more arts integration using tap in 

the classroom.  
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00:52:33 TA: Last question. What, if any, is the relevance of Tap Dance being a Black Dance 

form that has found popularity being disseminated by non-Black Dancing Bodies and how does 

that translate into the manifestation of removed closeness for Black Dancing Bodies? How does 

this impact the utilization of Afrofuturism as the future of the form? 

 

00:52:59 QJ: First thing that came to mind was, “can’t we have nothing?” We can’t have 

nothing. The amount of non-melanated bodies in these tap classes is disheartening. Not that they 

can’t learn the art form, the art form is for everybody but when there are no brown bodies in the 

room it’s like dang. When you go to these performances, or workshops or festivals, and you’re 

the only black person there it’s like dang. It hurts. This is our art form but there’s this disconnect 

that we are not fixing in our community. Does the community not like it anymore? Is it seen as 

us shucking and jiving? But when you see a white person doing it now you want to send me text 

messages. My cousin sent me a video of this woman teaching slides. These kids looked to be 16 

and 17, she put one book here and one book there and they had to slide to see how far they would 

get to the next book. So either the teacher didn’t feel like teaching or the students aren’t being 

pushed and learning as much as they can and there are no black kids in the room. There is a 

certain level of arrogance I have seen amongst white tap dancers and there is a huge Asian 

community of tap dancers that are learning the field, growing in the field, and there is this 

performative aspect that I see of the emotion beyond the movement that’s not genuine. You ever 

see somebody dancing and you’re like, you’re doing too much? This not genuine at all, I don’t 
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believe you. I see that a lot from non-melanated tap dancers. It is a huge barrier to the art form 

and the history of it because now these dancers are teaching at different tap festivals when you 

haven’t done anything outside of your dance studio to be leading another group of people. You 

haven’t had any experiences out in the world to make me want to say that I will give you my 

$25, $35 to take your class, hear what you’re gonna talk about, see what you’re going to express 

to me with your feet. You haven’t done anything but you have all of this bravodo that ”oh I’m a 

master tap dancer because I’ve taken classes from these black people that have been studying 

hard in the art form and no I haven’t done anything, I’ve just been taking their class but now I 

can lead as a master artist.” No, you cannot. You can lead a workshop for 45 minutes to some 

beginners. There is this level of ownership that is harmful. I feel like it further gets removed 

from its black origins because you can bet that those people are not talking about the history, or 

energy, or lessons they’ve learned from being around the masters, by having conversations with 

them outside of “can I have a picture?” I think it impacts Afrofuturism because non-melanated 

people are always trying to take something with an African aesthetic and flip it. Like cornrows, 

like really. We can’t have nothing. Not giving the credit where it’s due is incredibly important. 

Some dancers don’t know the history but you’re considered a master artist. Some dancers don’t 

want to learn the history and there is a hub of people revisiting material, videos, and the history 

and kudos to them but if you’re not and you’re perpetuating this fraud. I think it also enters the 

conversation about race. People say they want equity and inclusion but you saying it as a 

buzzword or hot topic word to put out but you really don’t care about diving deep into the origins 

of the art form or how your race has diluted it or benefited from it more than black people. 

 



 

 

330 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interview 5: Jordin Greene 

 

Truly Austin - Interviewer (TA) 

 

Jordin Greene - Interviewee (JG) 

 

 

00:00:03 TA: Thank you again for participating in this interview. For the record, could you 

please state your full name as you would like it to appear in any reports associated with this 

research? 
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00:00:16 JG: Hello, I am Jordin Nicole Greene. 

 

00:00:20 TA: Thank you. There will be seven questions. If you have any additional thoughts that 

you find to be relevant we should have time. This interview will last approximately 30-60 

minutes. Question one. To your understanding, how, if at all, does the act of removed closeness 

manifest through the Black Dance form of Tap Dance? What, if any, has been your experience 

with removed closeness as pertains to Tap Dance? 

 

00:01:05 JG: I know specifically pertaining to tap dance it manifested through slavery and I 

know tap manifested especially through forms of protests. It was a way for black slaves to show 

their independence and their right to freedom when drums were being banished from the 

household and from celebration. Slaves took to using body percussion as a form of expression 

and holding their culture to them so taking that closeness and direct link from their original 

culture it manifested through percussive dance, tap dance into more of what we know today. This 

is seen through similar drum beats and patterns, movement, and the sound rhythm that a lot of 

tap and percussive movement. 

 

00:02:26 TA: What has been your personal experience? 
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00:02:47 JG: Personally, growing up I did not have much experience or ties to African heritage 

and the diaspora. It wasn’t until I went to Howard and opened myself up to a black community, 

and diasporic traits and history that I started to understand these internally ingrained rhythms. 

We always say that black people have rhythm but I understand the context of it. Until I started to 

study it in college it is a rhythm ingrained in our souls and it’s not something you think about 

until you open up the histories and look at it. So going to Howard and exploring other types of 

African rhythms and performing onstage and hearing those same rhythms in tap and having them 

naturally come out of my beat rhythms, hearing them in modern-day pop music, hearing them 

continuously tie into each other currently and how they still remain inside of me is really where I 

made the connection.  

 

00:03:55 TA: Awesome. Question two. What is the importance, if any, of acknowledging points 

of origin or maintaining tradition to ensure the continued growth of the field of Tap Dance? 

Traditionally, African Diasporic methods of preservation such as oral transmission and the 

integration of information into day-to-day life have been used. What is your experience within 

the field of Tap Dance with these and other forms of transmission and preservation? 

 

00:04:29 JG: I know that traditionally in African cultures history is preserved through 

movement. There are a lot of rite of passage dances, and information passed down within the 

community through movement, song, and dance so tap dance holds true to that same history 

barring. These rhythms are the same rhythms that our ancestors played, the same rhythms 
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generations will continue to play and build upon. They all come from the same point of origin. 

Continuously passing those down will not only hold the African diasporic tradition but passing 

on lessons and information through movement but also holds true to the tap dance tradition of 

being in person and close to each other. The rhythm is not only heard but it’s felt so that act 

keeps the community and history tied together. It’s such a beautiful thing to be in a room and 

you feel that energy builds off of each other. It is a shared moment. It creates its own community 

and lesson. Yes, you’re sharing things you’ve already heard and learned before but with new 

bodies and information, it transforms, evolves, and creates its own energy in the circle. Tap jam 

circles is my personal connection to it, where you come together and improve. You build off of 

what the person did before you. You add variances to it and it's the rhythms we have ingrained in 

us and yes there’s technique to it, yeah you have your flap and all that but it's moreso about 

keeping the rhythm and feeling within the group.  

 

00:06:35 TA: Okay, question three. What has been your experience with the utilization of Tap 

Dance as a means of catharsis? As a means of accessing the sublime? How have these 

experiences impacted your artistry? 

 

00:06:55 JG: Recently, we did a libation, like a prayer and acknowledgment to the ancestors 

through tap. Which is something I only did solely through African movement, with undulations, 

we added tap to it. So, not only did we build off of the rhythm of the drum but also our feet and 

giving that acknowledgment to our ancestors, opening up the space to let them come in and 
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guide our movement and the show, bless the show. I think it’s cool that just happened. Libations 

through tap is something I personally had not seen before we did it. That segway to the past and 

letting the past guide the future shows that ability to the sublime. It connects history to the 

present, past, and future.  

 

00:07:55 TA: I also have never seen it associated with tap, very similar experience. So, in the 

sense of catharsis would you say you’ve had any experiences with tap being a way to release or 

purge emotions that were negative or ones you didn’t want to hold onto? 

 

00:08:39 JG: With tap being rooted and finding its American foundation in protest, I think it 

shows the most to me in how I’m able to express anger and pain. I think that’s something people 

don’t pay close attention to. When they see tap they think the rhythm, think it’s happy and jovial 

but there are aspects in it, especially how you direct the movement and your intention that allows 

you to express those darker emotions, those inner depths, and being able to use it to transform it 

that way. It’s such a versatile art form and form of expression and really delving into those inner 

parts have allowed me to shut off my mind and let my body just yell. People call it loud and yes 

it allows my body to scream out what I normally wouldn’t allow my voice to say.  

 

00:09:40 TA: Alright. Question four. What difficulties are inherent to the form of Tap Dance, if 

any, that prohibit it from being accessible and utilized as a vehicle for catharsis? What can be or 
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is being done within the field to remove these barriers and allow for greater access and further 

growth? What role, if any, can removed closeness play in this progression? 

 

00:10:06 JG: I would say, something that’s difficult would be the fact that it is traditionally 

viewed as more linear and only feet. Often times you see people not incorporate the upper body 

in their movement so that removes the connection that people are traditionally used to seeing in 

modern dance or ballet, the upper body vocalization. When its view is only from the knee down, 

the translation is cut off, so it blocks off the mind and the receptiveness of the audience. Not only 

opening up but receiving the expression and deviances. With what’s being changed largely in the 

black community, which is where it started and continuing to grow, I would say it’s being 

transformed. Before you would just see tap in jazz, tap was just associated with jazz. Now 

there’s more “contemporary tap” which is kind of the new phrase and it's being used just as 

expressively as any type of form of modern or contemporary dance just with the attachment of 

the taps on your feet. Also, opening up the mindset and visibility of tap are some changes. The 

more people see and hear tap the more people are interested and want to hear more about the 

stories and information given from each individual performer. With removed closeness, it also 

plays into the fact that people aren’t seeing or hearing it. With such limited accessibility for it, 

and you take away that level of connection and visualization it also creates just another barrier 

when there were already 50 million barriers, but because it’s so unique in the fact that it is not 

only sight, sound, and feeling, you also have the ability to transform and promote through sound 

alone even though these other connection parts are apart of it. One of the greatest things I’ve 
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seen while tap dancing is these sensory-accessible performances where they allow people with 

disabilities to come up and feel the stage. People with different impairments are able to 

experience the show in their own personal way and because it’s such a multi-sensory art form 

their ability to experience in multitude of ways and they can’t with any other type of art form or 

history and it’s very open and connected to them in diverse ways while also being a multitude 

division.  

 

00:13:27 TA: Alright, question five. To your understanding, how, if at all, can Afrofuturism be 

used to shape the future of Tap Dance? 

 

00:13:40 JG: Afrofuturism is happening in the entire African Diaspora so tap dance is still a 

dance form and is reality-based art. So as we continue to expand within a culture and build 

Afrofuturism we’re also expanding in dance. This leads to different kinds of rhythms in the 

movement. I know I spoke before about how the rhymes came from traditional African beats but 

as our African rhythms are changing, so are our tap rhythms. This also leads to performance 

quality. Tap shows were traditionally done in jazz halls or on concert theatre stages. 

Afrofuturism is changing the location and locale of how we’re performing these stories. They 

continuously build upon each other. They don’t move separately they move together because it’s 

still one culture and one progression.  
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00:14:43 TA: Question six. What further connections, if any, do you see between removed 

closeness and Afrofuturism that can be explored to encourage the advancement of the field of 

Tap Dance? Ideally, what is the future of Tap Dance? 

 

00:14:56 JG: The future of tap is Afrofuturism, it is within the African Diaspora. As we continue 

to expand, develop, and evolve as a community, so does the art form. This will be seen in every 

art form as well and tap takes its influence mainly from reality as all dance forms. As reality is 

progressing and evolving so is tap. As reality is changing, it’s separating it’s coming closer, there 

are new barriers in the way we live today there are new barriers in tap. As we continue to break 

those reality barriers, we'll continue to break them in tap. Because we don’t have that direct 

connection to where it originated from and seeing how it’s evolving and reshaping itself into it’s 

own you also see how tap and the rhythms are no longer bound to where they originated from 

and are also expanding. It’s that loss of bound connection but it’s still rooted in its origins. Now 

that the roots have spread, they have more reach and it’s able to grow into something different 

than they originally budded from. As both expand and change, you see tap picks up the very 

nuances in modern times and future expansions. 

 

00:16:28 TA: Final question. What, if any, is the relevance of Tap Dance being a Black Dance 

form that has found popularity being disseminated by non-Black Dancing Bodies and how does 
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that translate into the manifestation of removed closeness for Black Dancing Bodies? How does 

this impact the utilization of Afrofuturism as the future of the form? 

 

00:16:55 JG: Tap is largely growing in non-black communities. That’s something the tap 

community sees and hears about all day every day. People in tap will say, “oh I do Broadway-

tap,” or “I’m a hoofer” or “I do Irish-Folk dance,” so you have your black dancers who call 

themselves, hoofers who say this is the original tap, this is how our bodies express tap dance we 

are the root of where this comes from and you see how it branches off into things like Broadway-

tap and more like jazz tap. With those differences, you see how tap is expanding away from the 

original bud of what it started as but it’s also gaining popularity and visibility which is gaining 

more interest in the art form and the history. However, because it’s gaining popularity in 

different circles of life, it’s also taking away the history that formed it because history is taught 

through the movement, so when you deviate from where history comes from and the stories and 

the point of origin, you’re also removing that background information that makes it the art form 

that it is today. So it takes a different transformation, it starts to look different and sound 

different and it starts to become something that is not tap. Yes, it still has the root of the shoe and 

the sound but it begins to evolve into something different. The impact of the utilization of 

Afrofuturism, is bringing tap back to mainstream. The African diaspora influences, the 

importance, and relevance in mainstream media. Afrofuturism influencing tap more brings it into 

the limelight and the iconicism of what is black media. It’s being used more in pop music. It’s 
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becoming the beats of hip-hop music. I see the future of tap not only building upon itself but also 

working its way throughout media.  
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