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Abstract 

Sacred Belly Dance Uncoiled and Decoded: 

Reclaiming The Ancient Dance of the Divine Mother and Women’s Spirituality 

by 
 

Klaudeen Arezue Shakeri Shemirani 
  

The one Great Goddess, often called Mother Nature, or Divine Mother, is revered for her core 

functions of “life-giving, death-wielding, regeneration, and renewal” (Gimbutas, 2001, p. 317). 

This research attempts to remember and honor the roots of belly dance as ancient, sacred 

expressions, movements, and healing medicine of the Great Goddess. This research also attempts 

to illuminate the deeper, ancestral meaning of belly dance as a modality that can be healing or 

transforming for women reclaiming their sexuality and spirituality or for those women wanting 

to connect more deeply with the Divine, Creatrix, Creator, God, Goddess or values such as 

reverence, compassion, forgiveness, love, tolerance, responsibility, concern, and respect for 

humanity and other forms of life. 

I have used my personal story as fuel for inspiration and research guidance, to connect 

history’s voice of women’s sexual oppression to my own journey of emancipation and 

reclamation. Through the research method of archaeomythology and from a framework grounded 

in feminist epistemology, this study will hopefully contribute to healing the hyper-sexualized 

reputation of women and belly dance as an exotic dance designed for social entertainment and 

the male gaze. It is presented also to inspire students and teachers of belly dance to cultivate a 

deeper and more embodied relationship between their spirituality and sexuality, in relationship to 

the ancient dance of the Great Goddess who gave life in the belly of the womb, or navel center, 

where creation and desire are birthed. I hope that my research will contribute to the fields of 
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women’s spirituality, sexuality, belly dance and sacred dance, by inspiring women to reclaim and 

uphold the innate sacred powers of Mother Goddess in each woman. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Personal Relationship to Topic 

As a healer, dancer, and ritualist, I have learned how to open up and tune into the natural 

rhythms of life’s cycles and seasons, and listen for the messages that come through my body as 

oracles. Today, the oracle said, “Dance,” and so I slowly moved my body like colorful prayer 

flags dancing in the wind, and joy arrived. Then the oracle said, “Surrender,” and my body 

melted into a series of serpentine undulations like the long, flowing branches of a willow tree in 

a passionate storm—graceful and fierce. As I slipped into a seamless moving space of unity, I 

was able to hear the whispers and chants of the Great Goddess, blessing this research with the 

spiritual and paradoxical totem of the Snake Goddess who came to me in a dream. Dancing with 

Her, I am able to explore woman’s most powerful, erotic, mysterious, and innate nature with her 

sacred sexuality expressed in the ancient dance, also known as the serpent dance, the birth dance, 

and belly dance.  

My calling to study and teach women’s spirituality through belly dance was originally 

birthed out of my longing for healing, wholeness, and inner spiritual guidance—all outcomes I 

have experienced in the dance.  I have tasted the union between my spirit and sensuality, forging 

a timeless, inner wisdom that mirrored back to me my innate divinity. In the first years of my 

journey leading to public performances and teaching, I was discouraged from following this path 

because of spoken and unspoken shame I had absorbed from my cultural and religious 

upbringing: there was fear, judgment, and misunderstanding from my family, who did not 

respect or find sacred value in women who danced publicly or professionally. It was considered 

dishonorable for a woman to dance in front of men and a waste of time to make it into anything 

more than an occasional hobby to be shared with other women. My family simply could not see 
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how the sacred (God, Goddess, or the Divine) could be expressed through a woman’s dancing 

body as an offering, healing, and blessing to all who witness her joyous and ecstatic movement 

of the Great Goddess.  

At the beginning of my relationship with the dance, I did not have the words, confidence, 

or mentors to help me articulate the spiritual healing and sexual awakening I was experiencing 

from the dance. I allowed internalized and unconscious shame around my body-image, desires, 

pleasure, sexuality, and dance to prevail, slowly shutting down and burying my greater potential 

to heal and awaken as an empowered woman. I did not know then that this would impact the 

next 15 years of my life on such a soul-body level, taking me down a path that would not only 

delay and stifle my healing process but would create a deeper illness from within, about which I 

share later in chapter 6. 

It has been through my healing journey in the Women’s Spirituality Master’s Program at 

Sofia University that I have been able to better explore how the effects of internalized anger, 

grief, and cultural shame have kept this soul-based desire and vocation buried alive within me. 

The transformational education process has helped me to remember that my own spiritual death 

over the prior 3 years and my recent rebirth are possible with the healing medicine and 

awareness that emerges when I dance. What I could not explain then, when I started to dance, but 

can understand now is that ancient belly dance was once a sacred, sensual dance, made by 

women for women to honor and invoke the mysteries of life. It provided a space for women to 

safely express their wild beauty and desires, along with the sacred emotions of joy, sensuality, 

grief, and longing—a sacred space in which to renew and regenerate the body and soul. The 

ancient dance was a pathway to invite and channel the Divine, or the Great Mother (Al-Rawi, 

2003 and Strova, 2005). Like songs and music of old cultures, the ancient practice of belly dance 
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was undoubtedly a container, or vessel, that stored and sustained tribal oral traditions of history 

and myths, passed down from mother to daughter (Al-Rawi, 2003). 

Belly Dance Origins  

The word dance comes from the Sanskrit tanha, meaning joy of life, while the Arabic 

raks and the Turkish rakkase derive from the Assyrian rakadu, meaning to celebrate 

(Buonaventura, 1998, p. 25). Belly dance is the common name for the dance form also known as 

Middle Eastern dance, raks al-sharqi (dance of the East), raks al-baladi (dance of the people), 

raks al-Arabi (Arabic dance), oriental dance, danse du venture (dance of the stomach), as well as 

the popular name belly dance (Paul, 2006, pp. 4-5). Scholar and dance expert Bonnie Paul (2006) 

found in her research considerable agreement that belly dancing originated in Africa. However, 

according to Paul (2006), the dance has roots that come from “several countries, including 

Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, 

Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen” (p. 5). 

Scholars of dance history Anthony Shay and Barbara Sellers-Young (2003) extended the origins 

of the dance, calling it  

a complex of movement practices that originated in a vast region extending from the 
Atlantic Ocean and North Africa and the Balkans in the west to the eastern areas of 
China, Central Asia, and the western portions of the Indian subcontinent in the east. 
(p.14)  
 

Several authors traced the origins of belly dance back to prehistoric matriarchal societies (Al-

Rawi, 2003; Buonaventura, 1994; Dinicu, 1964; Paul, 2006; Stewart 2000; Tedlock, 2005;) 

“when women were celebrated as archetypes of the Great Mother, when dance was a central part 

of all ritual and celebration. Dance was more than simply movement; it was a pathway to 

connect with the divine” (Paul, 2006, p. 11).  
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Professional belly dance teacher and trainer in Sydney Australia and creator of Belly 

Dancing from the Heart Method training, Shemiran Ibrahim (n.d.), described belly dancing in a 

way that very much reflects many of my experiences and interpretations of the dance: 

Within its ancient movements and practices, Belly Dance offers us portals into the 
[Divine] Feminine on many levels. It can be a window into the mystery and luscious 
beauty of truth, love and wisdom. In one moment, a dancer who is dancing with intention 
can transport herself and the viewer to a deep ocean of feeling, a moment of forgetting 
oneself. Through her dancing, she can help us spend time out of our minds and 
experience just being. (para. 1-2) 
 
Belly Dance also has sacred roots in helping prepare and celebrate a birthing mother-to-

be, which will be discussed in chapter 7. I first discovered this possibility through a personal and 

spiritual experience I had in the dance, when I was standing in front of the mirror, intently 

examining the imperfections of my body, particularly the excess weight that made me look 

pregnant, when I fully relaxed my belly. As I listened to the rhythmic drums playing on my iPod 

in the background, I began to dance, while imagining myself as pregnant. As I became engulfed 

with the imagination of having a baby inside my round belly, my imperfections transformed 

before my eyes, and I became beautiful, whole, and worthy of dancing. I no longer felt the 

painful judgment that I was unattractive, overweight, and ugly. As I took on this imagined state 

as if it were true, I settled into a relaxing place of self-acceptance, which allowed me to 

completely let go of my ego’s mind chatter and drop into the wisdom and pleasure of my body. 

As I allowed myself to be transported by this greater energy of love through movement, it 

suddenly became clear to me how this dance of waves, infinity circles, and hip shimmies 

strengthens and opens the whole body in ways that mothers-to-be are encouraged to do. With this 

newfound connection in my heart, I instantly sensed the joy of motherhood, and I cried, as if my 

belly had birthed a deeper meaning for me of the dance.  

Several years later, this experience was affirmed simply in the title of Maria Strova’s 
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(2005) The Secret Language of Belly Dance: Symbols, Sensuality, Maternity and Forgotten 

Roots. Apart from the inspiring content and research bibliographies, Strova’s (2005) painful 

story of negative self-image and body image, which had propelled her to study belly dance, 

mirrored my own story of how the dance called me amidst my secret suffering. Strova (2005) 

spoke of the moment of when she first heard the drums of belly dance, 

I was struck by a pressing sound that had that rhythm that penetrates you, rushes through 
all parts of your body, and makes it hard to stay still. I felt like the music and dance were 
in synch with my mind, my emotions, my inner rhythm. It was a revelation for me. I felt 
that I was responding to a calling more than a discovery. (p. 18) 
 
Many years after my first encounters with belly dance, I became aware of all the DVDs 

and classes offering prenatal belly dance, claiming that the basic posture and movements are 

natural and excellent for countering many of the common discomforts associated with 

pregnancy. This intrigued me the most, because, just as the dance can regenerate or rebirth a 

woman’s connection to her wholeness and aliveness, so can this dance support the concrete birth 

of life itself. Life begins at the navel, at the center of the belly whose holistic function also 

mirrors the regeneration qualities of the Great Goddess—ingestion, digestion, and elimination—

while nourishing the body and soul. This makes the belly—inside and out—so sacred and 

mysterious to me. 

What has driven my exploration into this research of women’s sacred sexuality and 

dance—beyond the ecstasy of joy and oneness with the divine when I dance—is a curious desire 

to go more deeply into the dance as a pathway to healing the sexual, spiritual, and body-image 

wounds experienced by the millions of women who have shared a common journey of some 

form of sexual oppression and spiritual suffering. The process of this research opened up the 

truth around my self-loathing affair with my body, my worth, my voice, my purpose, my 

power—in other words, my sacred, primal desires. In hindsight, I see that it was an unconscious 
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affair filled with shame, keeping me small and my desires repressed and holding hostage my 

sexual and sacred power—my agency itself—as separate and externally controlled. This story of 

my dancing journey has become a portal of self-healing and self-empowerment to share with 

other women. I do this—teaching embodiment dance classes in sacred sexuality and spirituality 

for women—through the healing transmission and medicine of sacred belly dance. 

For me, taking this research journey into sacred belly dance has meant revisiting and 

naming the internalized disgust, shame, and sexual oppression that paved the way for this 

research to emerge from the wisdom of my womb. This thesis has been inspired and fueled by 

personal stories and my evolution regarding my suppression and sexual tension as a young 

woman and my being catapulted into a long period of paralyzing grief coupled with despair, 

anxiety, and various coping mechanisms. These stages eventually prepared me to name the 

shame and rage I have lived with and created an inner lens that allows me to see how shame, 

violence, silencing, and control are used—globally, historically, politically, economically, 

culturally, and through media—to keep women’s power marginalized and women themselves 

voiceless.  

The spiritual internal deaths through which I have needed to navigate helped me rebirth 

the woman I am now—the woman who is writing and doing her work with more clarity, fewer 

apologies about her body and desires, and a growing agency over her body as a temple of beauty, 

peace, and justice. From this place of emerging wholeness and renewal, I make this love offering 

of transpersonal healing and research to all the women who have suffered spiritual or sexual 

oppression, objectification, shame, violence, mutilation, or rejection simply because of their 

womanhood. This research is my healer’s dancing prayer to help end the suffering and 

suppression of women and awaken sacred sexuality and agency through sacred dance.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

As I considered how to frame this study in interdisciplinary literature, I narrowed my 

focus by reviewing publications that addressed the following areas: (a) understanding 

archaeomythological evidence of how Goddess worship, dance, and sexuality were once sacred 

pathways to invoking and channeling the Divine Creatrix; (b) investigating sacred sexuality and 

ecstatic movement as expressions of women’s divinity and healing; (c) perceiving the roots and 

impact of patriarchy’s demonizing tactics to control and denigrate women’s spirituality, 

sexuality, and sense of agency; and (d) showing how present-day belly dance, when invoked 

with sacred intentions in relationship to the Divine Creator, or Mother Goddess, opens a portal 

for women to evolve and embody spiritual and sexual awareness, healing, and empowered 

action. In these areas of my research I looked for evidence confirming that belly dance—even 

long before it was called belly dance—has been a prehistoric, ecstatic ritual dance of creation, 

desire, healing, natural female power, and spiritual authority (Noble, 1991; Stewart, 2000, Al-

Rawi, 2003; Strova, 2005; Vajra Ma, 2013). It is a sacred dance that invites us to remember how 

to embody our prayer—by sensually slithering into the waxing and waning circles of life, with 

watery, serpentine undulations, and rattling shimmies—so that we may rebirth Her within, each 

time. When danced with sacred intentions to invoke healing medicine, belly dance becomes the 

dance of the Goddess, and all she represents.  

For my research on the archaeomythology and archaeology of Goddess worship and 

women’s dance, I have examined the work of scholars Marija Gimbutas (1999, 1989), Vicki 

Noble (2003, 1991), Layne Redmond (1997), Yosef Garfinkel (2003), and Harald Haarmann 

(2009). In addition, for a deeper and more poetic understanding of the Goddess, I explored the 

work of Starhawk (1999).  
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A primary source for my research into the archaeological and mythical symbols of 

prehistory that are found to be in relationship to women’s sacred sexuality was the work of 

Gimbutas—the renowned authority on the archaeology of the ancient civilizations of the 

Goddess. I investigated symbols and images from her books, The Living Goddesses (2001), The 

Language of the Goddess (1989), and Goddesses and Gods of Old Europe: Myths and Cult 

Images (2007 ed.).  In her research, Gimbutas characterized Old Europe as a prehistoric women-

centered, or matristic, society, where the worship of a Goddess was centered on her “creative 

principle as Source and Giver of All” (Gimbutas, 1974/ 1996, preface). In The Living Goddesses, 

Gimbutas (2001) showed hourglass figures of women dancing vigorously for the purpose of 

regeneration (p. 242). She also noted that these figures had been portrayed in a more or less 

identical manner for more than 3,000 years in Old Europe.  

Another expert, author, and teacher in the field of ancient goddess history is mythologist 

and drummer Redmond (1997). In When the Drummers Were Women: A Spiritual History of 

Rhythm, Redmond (1997) explored the history of women’s ritual drumming from ancient 

cultures, when goddesses were worshipped and when women’s spirituality, wisdom, and 

sexuality were affirmed through rituals involving the ancient rhythm and power of drumming. 

Redmond traced the history of the drum from when it was held exclusively by women and 

priestesses channeling divine healing and consciousness, through centuries of patriarchal 

suppression, to its rebirth in modern times, where we see its healing powers in contemporary 

circles and rituals.  

Redmond created an accessible overview of the role of the Great Goddess in India, 

Sumeria, Egypt, Greece, and Rome. She also surveyed the Paleolithic and Neolithic roots of the 

Goddess, as well as the transformation of the Goddess into the Virgin Mary, in which manner 
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she illuminated the role of women in ancient religions, the development of various mythic 

symbols, the evolution and suppression of the Goddess, and the physiological and psychological 

bases of spirituality. The beat of the drum offers a primordial sound that universally echoes the 

first sound we ever hear in our mother’s womb—blood pumping through her arteries and into 

our umbilical chord of life (Redmond, 1997). And because the drum is the heart beat and 

language of belly dance and ancient healing (Strova, 2005), I looked to Redmond’s scholarship 

on the sacred role of the drum as it relates to women in prehistory as goddesses, priestesses, 

healers, and shamans. 

 Garfinkel is a professor of prehistoric archaeology at the Hebrew University of 

Jerusalem. As part of my research, I looked to his expertise in connecting the dots between 

prehistoric agriculture, religion, and dance. In Garfinkel’s (2003) Dancing at the Dawn of 

Agriculture, he analyzed about 400 depictions of dancing found on archaeological objects from 

the Near East, southeastern Europe, and Egypt, offering the first comprehensive look at the role 

of dance in these Neolithic (7000-4000 BCE) societies. Garfinkel examined the structure of 

dance, its functional roles in the community—with comparisons to dance in modern pre-state 

societies—and its cognitive, or symbolic, aspects. His analysis and discoveries led him to 

conclude that archaeological evidence, showing scenes of dancing, depicted real community 

rituals linked to nature’s agricultural cycle and that dance was essential for maintaining these 

cyclical rituals and tradition in succeeding generations. He also showed definitively that women 

were the original dancers and that their images were eventually replaced by those of men in the 

dance pictorials (Garfinkel, 2003). 

 To explore female sacred sexuality, spiritual eroticism, and states of ecstasy in 

relationship to dance as a form of worship or an expression of the divine, I read from scholars 
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and spiritual teachers such as Ajit Mookerjee (1982), Vicki Noble (1991), Gabrielle Roth (1997), 

Barbara Tedlock (2005), Shakti Malan (2012), and Linda Savage (n.d.). 

 Radical feminist, shamanic healer, independent scholar, and author, Noble (1991) was a 

primary source I used to support my research of Gimbutas’ conclusions pertaining to goddess 

worship and women’s sacred sexuality. Noble’s (1991) research was deeply connected to the 

healing and spiritual qualities of the snake, kundalini energy, and shamanism (all themes in belly 

dance) in relation to women and their innate ability to bring about healing on our planet. In her 

book, Shakti Woman: Feeling Our Fire Healing Our World, Noble (1991) said, “The snake is 

linked to both menstruation and kundalini, and both of these are connected with the female 

ability to receive information from the spirit realm” (p. 28). Noble (1991) showed that in many 

cultures and faiths, the snake is linked to creation and healing, and in India, the snake is the 

Goddess of Kundalini—“she who rises through the chakras, bringing healing, enlightenment, and 

spiritual attainment. . . . In general the snake can be said to be the totem of women” (p.121). 

 As I went deeper into my research of belly dance as a residual form of an ancient birthing 

dance, the healing power and meaning of women giving birth became a much more meaningful 

aspect of my research. Noble (1991) addressed birthing as  

a woman’s organic opportunity to become empowered through a challenging, physical 
encounter with the forces of life and death, at the doorway between them, and (in service 
to the race) brings a new soul from there to here. What can be more shamanic than this? 
(p. 68)  

 
In belly dance, the dance begins at the center of creation where the navel sits, reminding us of the 

cord that once connected each of us to our mother’s womb, the chamber from which this dance 

was birthed. “A woman shaman, like a spider spinning, must learn to lead from the womb. To 

move our attention from the head to the belly, from the mind to the body, a woman must read the 

signals and trust them” (Noble, 1991, p. 73).  
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 Internationally renowned dance teacher, theater director, and founder of 5Rhythms, Roth 

authored Sweat Your Prayers: Movement as Spiritual Practice (1997), and Maps to Ecstasy: A 

Healing Journey for the Untamed Spirit (1998). Both books were written to help guide the 

human race, and the untamed spirit (Roth, 1998) to our potential for ecstasy, through five 

universal rhythms—flowing, staccato, chaos, lyrical, and stillness. Each rhythm, or wave is 

considered a practice tool for awakening consciousness, so that humanity’s suffering can be 

turned into art (Roth, 1998). Her work drew from indigenous traditions of shamanism, 

mysticism, ecstatic religions, and Eastern philosophy. The essence for Roth (1997, 1998) of the 

dance practice is that God is the dance, and everything is energy moving in waves, patterns and 

rhythms (Roth, 1997, 1998).  I have found this to be true in my own work, as well.  

 To get a glimpse into the possible causes of how herstory shifted to history and of 

how women’s sacred sexuality became demonized and hyper-sexualized, I looked at some 

interpretations of women’s spirituality, sexuality, and agency through the scholarship of Vicki 

Noble, (2004, 1991), James DeMeo (1998), D’vorah Grenn (Grenn-Scott, 2000), Louise M. Pare 

(2002), Joan Marler (2006) asserted that patriarchy was not a “natural evolution of [pre-existing] 

egalitarian structures, nor was male dominance a universal feature of prehistoric societies” (p. 

67), and Carol Christ (n.d.); I also wove into this review my story of how I experienced the 

impacts of patriarchy through my cultural upbringing, in relationship to  my dance, as well as 

from what is simply patriarchally associated with being a woman.  

 In Shakti Woman: Feeling Our Fire, Healing Our World, Noble (1991) noted how 

Christianity used patriarchal tactics to demonize and depict the Goddess’s death function or dark 

side, as evil, associating Her with devils and demons, particularly pertaining to the subject of 

menstruation. In addition to the loss of reverence for the Great Goddess’ dark side, her spiritual 
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role and power were reassigned to masculine deities. Noble (1991) explained that patriarchy is 

only about 5 thousand years old and that “[a] substantial part of the problem is rooted in the 

mistaken version of history we have been taught and in our blind faith in the concepts of forward 

motion, linear development, and progress” (p. 226).  

Scholar, priestess, and author, Grenn, in her book, Lilith’s Fire: Reclaiming Our Sacred 

Lifeforce (Grenn-Scott, 2000), illuminated the story of Lilith—Adam’s first wife, before Eve, in 

the Garden of Eden story—and how the demonization of Lilith’s independence and open 

sexuality and the demonization of Eve’s quest for knowledge, mirrors the demonic history of 

women that continues to be propagated today (pp. 20-22). Grenn went into great depth as to how 

demonization has been used as a tactic to marginalize women and other groups. This concept of 

demonization helped to explain the deep shame I excavated in my own life in regard to my 

participation in belly dance. 

Radical scientist DeMeo (1998), an expert in Reichian therapy and cross-cultural and 

historical studies on the origins of warfare and social violence, cosmic cycles, and life-energy 

subjects, wrote Saharasia: The 4000 BCE Origins of Child Abuse, Sex-Repression, Warfare and 

Social Violence in the Desert of the Old World. I have used his work to research the causes of 

patriarchy and its horrific impact on human sexuality. DeMeo (1998) gave a strong argument 

that “diverted and damned-up sexual energy is the source from where comes armor that blocks 

one from having a deeper emotional contact with the real world, [nature, and God]” (DeMeo, 

1998, p. 168). DeMeo showed how the displacement of instinctual, emotional energy not only 

causes disturbed and violent character changes, “but also changes the projected character of the 

anthropomorphic deity in a similar direction. Like the believers, the god develops an asexual, 

pleasure-hating and violent character!” (DeMeo, 1998, p. 170). He articulated a thoughtful 
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correlation between male violence and male circumcision, wherein the experience and imprint of 

violence is introduced very early on—usually at birth, infancy, or puberty—and with negative 

consequences.  

 Pare’s (2002) dissertation, Moving Between the Worlds She brings Forth All Things From 

Within Her body: Intrinsic Movement as Transformative Spiritual Practice and Expression of 

Women’s Spirituality, explained how the nature of patriarchy is invested in the silencing and 

shaming of women’s reality—that is, her experiences, desires, and inner knowing—and leads to 

a “profound sense of disempowerment” (p. 41) and inadequacy which I was able to relate to. In 

addition to her insight on patriarchy and its impact on women’s spirituality, the core of Pare’s 

research was on key themes of women’s spirituality that are found in what she calls intrinsic 

movement practices as spiritual practice (IMP/SP). Some of those themes include the following: 

women’s sexuality as sacred, women’s spiritual path embodying the process of descent and 

ascent, and practitioners of the intrinsic movement practice embodying the sacred feminine (p. 

iv). 

 Scholar and founder of the Institute of Archaeomythology, Marler (2006) echoed  

Gimbutas’ (2001) theory of patriarchy’s origins in Europe in her essay, “The Beginnings of 

Patriarchy in Europe: Reflections on the Kurgan theory of Marija Gimbutas.” Marler (2006) 

posited that the Old Europe’s peaceful societies collapsed due to harsh environments that 

sparked territorial aggression from what she, and other scholars like Gimbutas (2001), called 

Kurgan culture, thus destabilizing Old Europe’s egalitarian, women-centered societies (p. 67).  

 To support my research on present-day belly dance as an offspring of the ancient dance 

of the Mother Goddess and a dance that embodies women’s spirituality, I have relied on the 

works of Judy Grahn (1993), Iris Stewart (2000), Rosina-Fawzi Al-Rawi (2003), Maria Strova 
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(2005), Vajra Ma (2005), Angela Moe (2008), and Angela Yarber (2010). 
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Stewart (2000), author of Sacred Women, Sacred Dance, had been teaching dance for 

more than 20 years at the time of her publication of this book, and was the founder of 

WomanDance—a dance troupe that performed interpretative dances that explored women’s 

spirituality. Stewart researched archaeological sites throughout Europe, the Middle East, and 

South America to write her book on women’s spirituality and dance. In her research, she found 

that belly dance involved an intricate synchronicity between women, the act of giving birth, and 

the divine. Stewart also found that belly dance was “adapted from a traditional and private dance, 

a dance in celebration of womanhood, a dance by women and for women’s purposes to celebrate 

the various stages of life” (p. 81). 

Stewart (2000) showed that, in addition to being an embodied expression of snake 

energy, moon cycles, and the infinity symbol, belly dance was also known to be a pathway to 

childbearing, because its heavy emphasis on the pelvic, abdominal, and limb regions helps 

prepare a woman’s body for the physical, sacred, and miraculous act of childbearing.  

Abdominal muscles, together with those of the buttocks and thighs, are more important 
than any others during childbirth. They are controlled by the pelvis which—to take a much 
used comparison—resembles a basin which we can tilt forwards and backwards, and from 
side to side. (p. 86) 
 

 At the time of my initial exploration with belly dance, I did not realize it was an ancient 

serpent dance with roots to birthing rituals, moon cycles, and Kundalini energy—that powerful 

life force energy with the ability to awaken spirituality and sexuality. It was only after the 

experience I had alone in front of the mirror, and after a ritual dance I was asked to do at a baby 

shower, that I started to make real primordial connections regarding belly dance as a birthing 

dance and a rite of passage that invokes, honors, and supports the process, birth, and blood of 

life. 
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Another resource in my research was author and teacher of Middle Eastern dance, Al-

Rawi (2003). In her book, Grandmother’s Secrets: The Ancient Rituals and Healing Power of 

Belly Dance, Al-Rawi told childhood stories of learning about the dance from her grandmother 

and shared the history and technique of grieving and mourning dances, pregnancy and birth 

dances, the spirit of the ancient rituals, and the possibilities of healing and empowering women 

in today’s world by getting them in their bodies and moving the ancient way. I also drew from 

Al-Rawi’s work on the history of women dancing—from the first advanced civilizations, such as 

the Greeks, Romans, the Arabs, and their Bourgeoisie. 

Spiritual teacher and expert in women’s dance, and author of The Tantric Dance of 

Feminine Power: Spiritual Knowledge Through Sacred Sensual Movement, Vajra Ma (2005) 

offered a comparison between the original sacred dance she teaches and belly dance. She 

recognized the similarities of vocabulary that her dance and belly dance share. Secondly, she 

corroborates my sense that, although these dances are not the only forms of sacred sensual dance, 

there are “many dancers who perform without sacred intention and awareness and therefore do 

not fulfill the potential of this dance form” (p. xvi). What I also found resonant with Vajra Ma’s 

(2005) insight was that, “once a woman discovers the power of the Dance in her body, if she 

chooses not to continue with the Dance, she will at some level know that she chose not to move 

forward” (p. 2). 

Professor and theologian Yarber (2010) wrote her dissertation, Dancing Feet Find Holy 

Ground: Embodying the Feminine in the Dances of the World’s Religions, by stepping into the 

shoes of four different types of religious dances that embody the feminine. She concluded that, 

“dances that embody the feminine teach the dancer and the observers inside and outside the faith 

tradition about women’s experiences, expressions, and understandings within their respective 
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faith traditions” (p. i). One of the dances she researched was from the traditions of the Mevlevi 

Order of America, which allows women to train as whirling dervishes. Her research helped me 

find a connection between this ancient spiritual and spiral dance of the divine and belly dance; 

they have common geographical roots and associations with mystical wonder (Wosien, 1974; Al-

Rawi, 2003; Yarber, 2010). 

Strova’s (2005) The Secret Language of Belly Dance: Symbols, Sensuality, Maternity, 

Forgotten Roots provided a primary source addressing the primordial connection between 

ancient Goddess language and symbols of belly dancing. Strova is a professional dancer and 

actress, mother, and expert in belly dance, and connects the dance with unique themes of 

motherhood and birthing and with the ancient Goddess. She was the first teacher in Italy to use 

belly dance and yoga in birth preparation. She taught at the University of Rome, produced 

several instructional DVDs for dancers, and produced Looking For Sheherazade—the first 

European documentary about the importance and beauty of belly dance, and the struggles 

dancers face to keep their dance alive. Strova (2006) contributed to the idea that belly dancing is 

a dance of conception and “is supported by the etymological and sacred aspects of the blood in 

the archaic world” (p. 87).  

Through my investigation, I confirmed that the essence of what many call belly dance is 

an evolution of the ancient dance and the embodiment of what prehistory might have called the 

Dance of the Goddess, Dance of the Great Mother, Snake Dance, or the Birthing Dance. I also 

researched how belly dance embodies key themes in women’s spirituality, such as sacred 

sexuality involving kundalini and serpentine energy, moon cycles, birth, and regeneration. 

Professor and author Moe (2012), a legal scholar in justice, gender, cultural, and social 

issues, authored Beyond the Belly—An Appraisal of Middle Eastern Dance (aka Belly Dance) as 
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Leisure.  In it, she examined belly dance as an ancient and expressive form of movement 

associated with feminine and community-based celebration and ritual. Her findings are of 

importance to my research because she broke through the stereotypes of belly dance’s being 

limited to it characterization as simply erotic, seductive, and titillating for male pleasure. She 

found four themes in belly dance: healing, sisterhood, spirituality, and empowerment.  This is 

validating of where my journey and experience of belly dance has led me. Very early in my 

discovery of belly dance, sometime in 1998, I found myself not connecting with women in the 

belly dance communities. Perhaps it was a judgment and projection of my own, but I found 

myself wishing I had more information about the dance that affirmed my felt sense that there was 

something spiritual and more meaningful about it than is generally perceived. I felt I had been 

judged and misunderstood by family as being naïve in thinking that this dance was like a prayer 

and healing for me—and others. And I had no spiritual teachers at the time to affirm that what I 

was experiencing—deep joy, healing, pleasure, confidence, freedom, desire, and aliveness—was 

sacred and important to my healing process as a woman.
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

One of the most significant archaeologists of the 20th century, whose work had a 

powerful influence on the Mother Goddess movement, was Marija Gimbutas (Hamilton, 2007, p. 

18). Through her interdisciplinary scholarship and methods of interpretation, Gimbutas (2001/ 

1989) coined the term archaeomythology to help her identify diverse and complex Paleolithic 

and Neolithic female representations of the goddess as a single universal Great Goddess, who 

manifested as various female deities and symbols, such as snake goddess, bird goddess, 

mountain goddess, and moon goddess, to name a few (Gimbutas, 2001, p. 317). The purpose 

behind Gimbutas’ method of research was to expand the studies and understanding of 

multidimensional prehistoric human cultures, including their beliefs, rituals, symbolism, social 

structures, and systems of communication. This methodology combines, but is not limited to, a 

broad range of disciplines that include archaeology, anthropology, mythology, ethnology, 

folklore, linguistics, comparative religion, genetics, ecology, and history. “Archaeomythology 

can also be used as a metaphor for a complex inquiry, or excavation, into the mythological, 

psychological, and spiritual layers of any cultural period, including the present,” (The Institute of 

Archaeomythology, n.d., para. 4). 

By using the research lens of archaeomythology, I was able to investigate ancient 

Goddess images as aspects of the one Great Goddess with her multiple core functions—“life-

giving, death-wielding, regeneration and renewal” (Gimbutas, 2001, p. 317). Nature itself is 

multiple, which explains the many manifestations of the Goddess, especially her aspect as 

Mother Nature (Andrews, 2005, p. 128). I also searched for evidence that would support how 

these ancient symbols and life cycles of death and rebirth can be found in ecstatic, sacred, and 

erotic movement, such as in belly dance, especially as it was expressed in prehistory. I integrated 
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archaeology, mythology, prehistory, and ecstatic religions to guide my research and show greater 

meaning of prehistoric and contemporary symbols of women’s sacred sexuality through dance. 

Relying on Gimbutas’ analysis of Old European Goddess images, symbols, and interpretations 

from some of her books, such as, The Living Goddesses (2001) and The Language of the 

Goddess (1989), I found connections with how these symbols are evident in both the ancient 

dance and today’s belly dance—as I have experienced it—concluding that belly dance is an 

offspring of the prehistoric ancient dance. Through this archaeomythological lens I found 

prehistoric evidence suggesting how the ancient dance and women’s bodies were used to 

channel, birth, and worship the Great Goddess—serving as vessels to birth life and channeling 

healing energy and consciousness onto the material plane.  

In the present day, this dance of sacred energy might be better understood as embodied 

sacred sexuality. Using archaeomythology, I was able to conclude that both ancient and 

contemporary uses of sacred belly dance, or sacred erotic movement, were and are pathways to 

honor, invoke, heal with, and rebirth the Great Goddess, or Mother Earth, within, as well as 

transmit healing for others. For the purpose of containing my research, I focused on ancient 

cycles, myths, and patterns of symbols that can be seen in present-day belly dance and women’s 

sacred sexuality.  

Throughout my research I have spoken from a personal voice that attempts to connect the 

reader to a deeper and more meaningful understanding of the Great Goddess. I wish to counter 

the global oppression of women, whose sexuality has been feared, shamed, degraded, controlled, 

scorned, abused, misunderstood, exploited, and disempowered—by both men and women. The 

intention of this approach is to share knowledge that empowers women to reclaim more 

awareness, authentic power, and ownership over their bodies; I want women to know that their 



21 

 

inherent divinity enables them to claim female wisdom as natural and their birthright, and to 

remember and use the power of their voices for greater change. This method of research—the 

blend of personal experience, knowledge-building, and social activism—is known as feminist 

standpoint epistemology (Sage, n.d.).  

Through this feminist lens, I examined briefly where patriarchal and demonizing attitudes 

have come from and how they have contributed to the demise of women’s status and liberation 

since the end of prehistoric times, continuing to today’s distorted perceptions of women’s 

sexuality and expression in erotic, sensual movement. This feminist viewpoint is “rooted in the 

real lives, struggles, and experiences of women” (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2007, p. 3), including in 

my own; it attempts to illuminate gender-based and patriarchal biases and standards that suppress 

women’s innate sexual wisdom, empowerment, and emancipation (p. 3). This research approach 

also calls attention to how women’s voices and experiences were omitted or distorted in the 

construction of history and culture, and urges a call to action to include women’s concrete 

experiences, or “what women do,” (p. 56), in the social discussion.  

As part of my research, I explored women-centered interpretations of some of the texts 

and ancient symbols that were never apparent to me until my graduate studies in Women’s 

Spirituality. Using my personal relationship with the ancient dance as a central point for 

“constructing knowledge” (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2007), I was able to deepen my healing and 

connectivity to my own sexual and spiritual empowerment and to my liberation as a woman. 

This deepening of my own healing has both inspired me and paved a clearer path for me to 

contribute to supporting other women to feel empowered by their sexuality, desires, and prayers, 

as well as by their connection to their own divinity and relationship to the Earth Goddess, 

Mother Nature, or Mother Goddess. 
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 This research is important because it will present as a tool to help women and men 

remember and revere the Divine Creatrix, or the Great Goddess, embedded in belly dance and in 

women’s bodies. It will also enable readers to have a new lens through which to appreciate the 

ancient dance and its innate sacred eroticism as an expression of nature’s cycles. As was 

mentioned earlier, this exploration is my contribution to help counter the global hyper-sexualized 

reputation of belly dance as an exotic dance intended only for a male gaze and men’s 

entertainment; to help women and young girls connect with the dance in more meaningful ways; 

and to recover the honor of women’s sacred eroticism as expressed through belly dance. It is my 

deepest hope that my work will contribute to the field of women’s spirituality, sexuality, belly 

dance, and sacred dance, and will help women reclaim and remember the sacred power in 

women’s sexuality and in the ancient dance.  

 



23 

 

Chapter 4: Understanding Archaeomythological Evidence of the Goddess and Her Dance 

 As this research will illuminate, historians, archaeomythologists, and archaeologists from 

around the world have unearthed massive amounts of evidence that illuminate a history, or 

herstory, that is rarely told. From approximately 30,000 years ago until around 4,500 BCE—

prior to the patriarchal religious newcomers of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—we can see 

tremendous evidence of societies and cultures that centered their daily ritual lives on the Goddess 

and on Her leadership and regenerative symbols and that women were revered as the human 

embodiment of Her (Daly, 1973; Starhawk, 1979; Gimbutas, 1989, 1996; Noble 1991, 2003; 

Meador, 1994; Eisler, 1995; Bahn, 1997; Garfinkel, 2003; Grenn, 2007; Goettner-Abendroth, 

2012; Al-Rawi, 2003; Strova, 2005). According to award-winning historian, author, and 

broadcaster, Bettany Hughes (2012), in the BBC documentary, Women and Religion: When God 

was a Girl, more than 3,000 excavation sites have been documented, unearthing tens of 

thousands of human figurines discovered from the period of 40,000 BCE to 1,000 BCE; more 

than ninety percent of these figurines were female. The societies these figurines were found in 

were known as matriarchal societies, or Goddess-based societies, where children were known to 

take their mother’s name, instead of the father’s name, as it is commonly done today in most 

patriarchal societies. As the human embodiment of the Goddess, women were naturally revered 

as spiritual leaders, as well as social and political leaders. Women were also the pioneers and 

creators of agricultural civilizations that advanced human civilization (Gimbutas 1989, 2001; 

Noble, 1991, 2003; Al-Rawi, 2003; Strova, 2005). 

Gimbutas (1989, 2001) offered some of the most extensive research on prehistoric 

figurines—dating as far back as the Upper Paleolithic era, some 30,000 years ago—that she and 

many other scholars called goddesses. Gimbutas’ scholarship on “the language of the Goddess” 
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(Gimbutas, 1989, cover) offered many descriptive symbols that illustrated the ancient worship of 

a Great Goddess and all of Her traits, including Her regenerative abilities that echo nature’s 

ongoing life and death cycles. What were most striking to Gimbutas were not the evolving 

changes of the symbols and patterns over the millennia but rather the lack of changes over so 

much time and the continuity of symbols and patterns from the Paleolithic era onward 

(Gimbutas, 1989, p. xix). Through her research, Gimbutas was able to discover a language and 

civilization of the Goddess wherein the Neolithic people’s belief system “was based on the 

awareness of the feminine nature of life force” (Callirhoe, 2013, p. 31). 

It was the sovereign mystery and creative power of the female as the source of life that 
developed into the earliest religious experiences. The Great Mother Goddess who gives 
birth to all creation out of the holy darkness of her womb became a metaphor for Nature 
herself, the cosmic giver and taker of life, ever able to renew Herself within the eternal 
cycle of life, death and rebirth. (Gimbutas, 1991, p. 222)  
 

The main themes of Goddess symbolism and images were the self-generating Goddess and Her 

core functions as “Giver of Life, Wielder of Death, and, not less importantly, as Regeneratrix, 

and around the Earth Mother, Fertility Goddess young and old, rising and dying with plant life” 

(Gimbutas, 1989, p. xix). The Goddess is the Creatrix who gives birth to all and takes all back to 

Herself, as She holds life in “continual change, constant impermanence and shows us the magic 

of generation and cyclic evolution” (Malan, 2012, p. 38). One of my first introductions into 

deepening my understanding about who the Goddess was, and is, came from reading Starhawk’s 

(1999) The Spiral Dance—A Rebirth of the Ancient Religion of the Great Goddess. Starhawk 

(1999) is a devoted eco-feminist, a peace and global justice activist and organizer, and one of 

today’s most respected voices in modern earth-based spirituality. She said, 

The symbolism of the Goddess is not a parallel structure to the symbolism of God the 
Father. The Goddess does not rule the world; She is the world. Manifest in each of us, 
She can be known internally by every individual, and all her magnificent diversity. She 
does not legitimize the rule of either sex by the other and lends no authority to rulers of 
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temporal hierarchies. (Starhawk, 1999, p. 33) 
 
The Goddess is first of all earth, the dark, nurturing mother who brings forth all life. She 
is the power of fertility and generation; the womb, and also the receptive tomb, the power 
of death. All proceeds from Her; all returns to Her. As earth, she is also plant life: trees, 
the herbs and grains that sustain life. She is the body, and the body is sacred. Womb, 
breast, belly, mouth, vagina, penis, bone, and blood—no part of the body is unclean, no 
aspect of the life processes is stained by any concept of sin. Birds, death, and decay are 
equally sacred parts of the cycle. Whether we are eating, sleeping, making love, or 
eliminating body wastes, we are manifesting the Goddess. (Starhawk, 1999, p. 104) 

 
Noble, author and expert on women’s archaeomythology and sacred sexuality calls this 

birth-and-death a paradoxical, or bi-polar, description of the Great Goddess, and her waxing and 

waning menstrual affiliation with the Moon’s cycle, the Double Goddess (2003, p. 28). Neolithic 

and Bronze Age images of a Double Goddess “express dual poles of the feminine and nature: 

death and life, dark and light” (p. 2). Noble (2003) asserted that the “esoteric meaning of all 

[prehistoric] Double Goddess figures [found in archaeological digs] is related to the recognition 

of the simple energetic tenet that any woman can function as a sacred vessel for the divine, high-

voltage energies of healing, transformation, and oracular speech” (pp. 193-194). Noble (2003) 

concluded that this natural capacity of women enables extra powerful ritual and psychic work, in 

which women come together and join their electromagnetic fields (p. 193). 

Linguist, cultural scientist, and vice-president and director of the Institute of 

Archaeomythology in Europe—a nonprofit organization of international scholars—Harald 

Haarmann (2009) explained the meaning of Goddess as a complex concept with many 

metaphorical variations and manifestations of the Divine Feminine that “form a network with 

special functions” (p. 220) and “a mosaic of spiritual concepts” (p. 221). The Goddess is not a 

monolithic image, but a “multi-faceted infrastructure” (p. 220) with functions such as the 

“Divine Spring Maiden, the Pregnant Woman, the Nursing Divine Mother, the Yielder of Death 

or the Mistress of Regeneration” (Haarman, 2009, p. 221). The Goddess figure can also be 
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related to the “Patron of the Vegetation Cycle and in rituals of invocation, the figurine may 

become a medium of interaction between the worshippers and the Divine Weaver of the Threads 

of Life, the Goddess of Fate” (Haarmann, 2009, p. 221).  

In my research, I have focused primarily on the symbolic and more universal aspects of 

the Mother Goddess—also known as the Creatrix, Birthing Goddess, and Goddess of Fertility, 

Agriculture, and Nature—and how female bodies and sacred belly dance can serve as vessels to 

embody Her and Her healing medicine.  This focus is not intended to diminish the value of Her 

many other transformative traits, like the death-wielding and warrior traits expressing a “deep, 

serious will-to-live” (Noble, 1991, p. 7). This aspect of the Goddess is necessary for birthing 

mothers who risk their lives to give birth to a child, women who risk their lives and comfortable 

lifestyles to stand for justice and protect what is sacred, and women who must cut the cords and 

destroy what is no longer serving them—like unhealthy relationships, jobs, and lifestyles. This 

aspect of the Goddess enables women to live in the power of their authentic truth without 

apology and is no less important to understand and appreciate than is the Great Goddess in her 

fullness. Sacred belly dance invites the death of the ego, pain, and grief, therefore, making 

opportunities for transformation possible. Without some form of death, or ending, the qualities of 

transformation—toward the experience of rebirthing, wholeness, unity, joy and divinity—are not 

possible to bring forth, just as the new budding of cherry blossoms is not possible until the old 

blossoms die. “First destruction, then creation—this is the way of the Goddess, the Shakti” 

(Noble, 1991, p. 6).  

To help me contain the scope of my research, I have concentrated on evidence and 

meanings of ancient symbols that connect archaeomythological themes of the Mother Goddess 

with sacred belly dance as a living, dancing embodiment of Her life-giving and healing 
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attributes. I have found countless examples—carved, painted, sculptured, worshipped, and 

ritualized in prehistoric and ancient times. These symbols are still prevalent in contemporary 

times and can be seen and revered through the lens of archaeomythology. The inter-connected 

symbols embedded in my research on sacred belly dance include nature, mother earth, female 

body, vulva, womb, fertility, belly, breasts, hips, birthing, sexuality, menstruation, kundalini 

energy, snakes, water, birds, ritual, drum, rhythm, cycles, spirals, dance, and the umbilical cord. 

These symbols, woven throughout time, and in the chapters of this research, are key themes I 

have personally experienced within sacred belly dance, during my graduate studies and journey 

in the Women’s Spirituality Master’s Program at Sofia University, and through the scholarship 

of authors I referenced in this research. 

The major aspects of the Goddess of the Neolithic—the birth-giver, portrayed in a 
naturalistic birth-giving pose; the fertility-giver influencing growth and multiplication, 
portrayed as a pregnant nude; the life or nourishment-giver and protectress, portrayed as a 
bird-woman with breasts and protruding buttocks; and the death-wielder as a stiff nude 
(bone)—can all be traced back to the period when the first sculptures of bone, ivory, or 
stone appeared, around 25,000 B.C. and their symbols—vulvas, triangles, breasts, 
chevrons, zig-zags, meanders, cupmarks—to an even earlier time. (Gimbutas, 1989, p. 
xix) 
 

Before God: Paleolithic and Neolithic Evidence for Goddess 

 One of the most surprising discoveries in my research was the speculation that the 

worship of a Goddess may extend as far back as 250,000-800,000 years ago, as evidenced with 

the finding of the so-called Acheulian Goddess (Tippett, 2005; Bahn, 1997) who would have 

been carved by pre-modern humans—more likely hominids. The worked figure, made of 

volcanic ash, large-breasted, with wide hips, and a grooved carving between the thighs possibly 

indicating her vulva was found in Berekhat Ram in the Middle East (Marshack, 1997, p. 1). 

Other indications are that the oldest human-carved figurine found in ancient history was a 

dancing female whom scholars have named Fanny—The Dancing Venus of Galgenberg; she is 
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more than 32,000 years old (Haarmann, 2009, p. 20). One of my favorite discoveries in my 

research is what Noble (1983) cited in her book, Motherpeace: A Way to the Goddess Through 

Myth, Art and Tarot. She said, 

The earliest images of humans that we know of are in the innermost sanctuary of the 
cavern of Pech-Merie [in France, dated ca. 30,000 BCE]. Both are female. One is [a] 
headless female . . . the other [is a] bird-headed female. Both embody shamanic qualities: 
they dance, they are headless (ecstatic) or bird-headed [able to fly to spirit realms]. . . . 
Not only do these early images embody all the known and accepted qualities of 
shamanism; they are also pregnant. Their bellies are huge, their breasts pendulous. Thus, 
the iconography of fertility worship was conjoined thirty thousand years ago with 
shamanic attributes of bird-headedness and magical dance. (Noble, 1983, p.6)  
 
A British archaeologist and author of extensive research on archeological topics with 

special attention to prehistoric art, Paul Bahn (1997), cited one study of 132 Paleolithic Venuses. 

His research estimated the age groups of these figurines in the following categories: “young–pre-

productive, with a firm body, high breasts and a flat stomach; middle aged–reproductive and 

potentially pregnant, with a fleshy body, big breasts and a protruding stomach; and old–post-

reproductive, sagging all over” (p. 161). The categories showed there were 30 young, 23 were 

middle aged and pregnant, 50 were middle-aged but not pregnant, and 29 were old (p. 161). 

Bahn (1997) concluded that these carvings represented a prehistoric culture that valued the 

importance of women throughout adult life, and that they often included figurines of women in 

pregnancy, and, in some cases, of childbirth (p. 161). Other Paleolithic examples of headless 

dancing figures were found in Germany’s Gönnersdorf site, where one-third out of the 224 

figures found, were safely identified as females because of their profile of “protruding buttocks” 

(p. 163) and appeared “to have breasts, as well as arms and other details” (p. 163). Bahn (xx) 

noted that Gönnersdorf’s female figures, 

have a wide range of proportions, and occur both singly and in groups of two, three and 
more, which have been dubbed as “dances” for some reason. Some couples face each 
other, and one woman has what may be a baby on her back. (p. 164) 
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 Haarmann (2009) asserted that the female body as representation art is a tradition that is 

more than 32,000 years old and that some figurines are “known to be from Western Europe and 

from the settlement of the Mal’ta near Lake Baykal in central Siberia” (p. 20). In his book, 

Interaction with Figurines—Seven Dimensions in the Study of Imagery, Haarmann (2009) 

explored how the ancient prehistoric figurines found from the Upper Paleolithic period of Stone 

Age excavation sites (p. 20) were concrete expressions and incarnations of Goddess divinities, 

and confirmed that these figurines were “living components of the daily lives of their creators” 

(book jacket).  

Between the years 1967 and 1980, renowned archaeologist Gimbutas (1989/ 2001) 

worked on five major European Neolithic excavations, wherein she discovered the existence of 

an ancient layer of culture predating the more well-studied Bronze Age, which began around 

3800 BCE, and, thus, predating the beginnings of patriarchal religions such as Buddhism, 

Judaism, Christianity and Islam—religions that were created, controlled and interpreted by men, 

not women. During the time of her research, Gimbutas (1989) saw that archaeologists did not 

pay attention to the numerous and often exquisite female figures that were being unearthed from 

the Neolithic era—an era often referred to the agricultural era, dating back to 10,000-5000 

BCE—located in what Gimbutas called Old Europe (Callirhoe, 2013, p. 31). Even though 

Gimbutas (1989) acknowledged, “we shall never know the meaning of prehistoric art and 

religion,” (p. xv) she felt that “the religion of the early agricultural period of Europe and Anatolia 

[was] very richly documented” (p. xv) and, therefore, that it was “necessary to widen the scope 

of descriptive archaeology into interdisciplinary research” (p. xv). After years of questioning the 

meaning of design patterns, themes, and symbols that appeared repeatedly on artifacts, pottery, 

and cult objects of Neolithic Europe, Gimbutas (1989) suggested that these figures were 
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goddesses and speculated that such figurines—portrayed as young (fertile or pregnant) and old—

linked the ancient people’s worldview to nature’s life cycles and their daily lives. Understanding 

Old European religion can be interpreted from the more than 100,000 small figurines excavated 

from Old European settlements, cemeteries, and tombs.  

When the Old Europeans discovered how to fire pottery in about the seventh millennium 
B.C., that pottery provided a new way to express religious ideals. A variety of ceramic 
forms—vases, figurines, and ritual implements—displayed the spiritual symbols of Old 
Europe. (Gimbutas, 1999, p. 3) 
  

 Between 7000 BCE and 3000 BCE, the ancient people of Neolithic Europe and Asia 

Minor focused, as a way of life, on the wheel of life and its cyclical turning:  

In old Europe, the focus of religion encompassed birth, nurturing, growth, death, and 
regeneration, as well as crop cultivation and the raising of animals. The Goddess 
manifested her countless forms during various cyclical phases to ensure that they 
functioned smoothly. She revealed herself in multiple ways through the myriad facets of 
life, and she is depicted in a very complex symbolism. (Gimbutas, 1999, p. 3) 
 

Gimbutas (1989) suggested that the Goddess revered as Earth Mother—an early Divine 

Feminine principle from prehistoric religion—was probably emphasized due to mystical 

connections between the fertility of the soil and the creative force of woman (p. 141). She 

interpreted that, “because the Neolithic Goddess had the ability to bring forth all life from her 

body, she must have been also endowed with the power to nurture seeds of the earth” (p. 141). 

Excavated settlements dating from the 7th and 6th millennia BCE show numerous Neolithic 

figurines with hands on their pregnant bellies and enormous pubic triangles (Gimbutas, 1989, p. 

141). Gimbutas (1989) explained,  

The early Neolithic Pregnant Goddesses are marked with two strokes over the shoulders 
or buttocks. The bi-line probably serves to mark the pregnancy and the power of two—
tradition inherited from the Upper Paleolithic when pregnant mares were painted with 
two lines over their bodies. (p. 141) 
 
Gimbutas (1989) believed archaeological materials spoke their own language—they were 
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not mute (Gimbutas, 1989, p. xix). She postulated that, “they need to be used for the great source 

they are to help unravel the spirituality of those of our ancestors who predate the Indo-Europeans 

by many thousands of years” (p. xix). In this light, I feel the same way about excavating the 

deeper—and more spiritual and ancient—meanings of belly dance, as a living embodiment and 

evolved expression of the Great Goddess, and, more specific to my topic, the dance of the 

Mother Goddess and her many expressions of creation, earth, transformation, and healing.  

In The Language of the Goddess (1989) Gimbutas focused on Europe’s early agricultural 

period, dating back approximately 9 to 8 thousand years ago (p. xix), when “Neolithic farmers 

evolved their own cultural patterns in the course of several millennia” (p. xix). Paleolithic people 

(ca. 30,000 years ago) were the earliest humans known to have created complex works of visual 

art. These works, which included sculpture, carving, and cave drawings, appear to have been 

created less for aesthetic pleasure than to embody religious concepts and transmit accumulated 

information and wisdom. In a preliterate world, they acted as a visual language. They are the 

earliest surviving expression of abstract thought (Redmond, 1997, pp. 28-29).  

Gimbutas (1989) confirmed that the pregnant-type figurines found in the Early Neolithic 

era were also found in the earlier Paleolithic, with both eras sharing motifs of pregnant and 

overweight women with hands on their abdomens (p. 141). The figurines and other ceramics 

were displayed with “unusual modifications or exaggerations . . . to express different sacred 

functions” (1999, p. 6). Gimbutas (1999) posited that the exaggerated bodyweight found on 

female figurines—sometimes interpreted as obese or fat ladies—from several different cultures 

was undoubtedly valued and that the emphasis on women’s generative organs (breasts, buttocks, 

and vulvas) enhanced the power of those particular bodies. “[M]any figurines and vases 

prominently display breasts. The tradition of emphasizing breasts actually began much earlier, 
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during the upper Paleolithic, and continued much later, into the Bronze Age” (1999, p. 6). 

Breasts were the symbol of nurturing and regeneration, and 

the depiction of breasts on ceramic vessels used in rituals clearly shows the female body, 
and by extension the body of the divine female, as a vessel of nourishment or renewal 
. . . [and] also attests to the comprehensive spiritual role of the old European goddess. 
(Gimbutas, 1999, p. 7). 
 
Likewise, “the symbolic value of exaggeration of buttocks relates to breasts and double 

eggs, where the power of doubling the life-giving symbol increases by doubling” (Gimbutas, 

1999, p. 7). The egg-shaped buttocks found in early Neolithic figurines often displayed two lines, 

“perhaps illustrating the state where one human being becomes two in pregnancy” (p. 7). 

Gimbutas (1999) asserted that this symbolism was inherited from the Upper Paleolithic era, 

dating back to the Magdalenian period, at La Roche Lalinde in southern France and Gönnersdorf 

in southern Germany (p. 7). 

Gimbutas (1989) also clarified that not all Paleolithic figurines that were fat, or labeled as 

fertility goddesses, were pregnant. Many figurines, including the famous Venus of Willendorf and 

Venus of Lespugue, were not necessarily pregnant, according to Gimbutas, but rather “their 

breasts and buttocks are the focus of attention, not their bellies; they hold their hands on their 

breasts” (p. 141). 

Drumming expert and historian Layne Redmond (1997) also affirmed that, “all these 

historical goddesses sprang from an archetypal Great Goddess of the Paleolithic Age, when 

cultures throughout the European and Western Asian world worshipped forms of the Divine 

Mother” (p. 9). Redmond (1997) explained how some of these female figurines, or Goddesses, 

dating back to 27,000 BCE and 19,000 BCE, were called Paleolithic Venuses by contemporary 

historians (p. 31). The focus of the Goddess was her “maternal organs” (p. 31), portrayed in 

figurines where vulvas, breasts, and hips were typically “enormous” (p. 31), and most appeared 
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to be pregnant. “These figurines represented women at every stage of life—as young girls, 

pregnant women, and non-pregnant women of childbearing age, and women past the age of 

childbirth” (p. 31).  

According to Redmond (1997), “Paleolithic people viewed [a woman’s] ability to create 

new life out of her own body with religious awe” (p. 31). As the creator and nourisher of life, 

woman was revered as universal source. The symbolic properties of water became properties of 

an idealized divine woman, the rain-bearing, milk-giving Great Goddess embodied in these 

Paleolithic sculptures. As the “faceless first mother,” (Redmond, 1997, p. 32), Her womb was the 

primordial sea from which life first arose.  

Before agricultural civilizations existed, prehistoric people were “reproducing the vulva 

and seeds or sprouts in the art” (Gimbutas, 1989, p. 99). The earliest representations of female 

divinity were vulvas found engraved on rocks during the Aurignacian period, approximately 

30,000 years BCE. During this period, 

the vulva was portrayed either as a supernatural triangle associated with aquatic 
symbolism, as a seed and sprout, or as an oval vulva swollen as in preparation for birth. 
Each category has its own meaning: he first is the cosmic womb of the Goddess, the 
source of the waters of life; the second is the sprouting of life; the third is the giving of 
birth. (Gimbutas, 1989, p. 99) 
 

The vulva represented beginning, fertility, and the gateway to life itself—the symbol of birth 

(Redmond, 1997, p. 29), and was revered as the “primordial matrix from which everything 

arises” (p. 29). The idea of a woman’s power to invoke birth gave rise to the idea that the vulva 

symbolized regeneration, as well (p. 29). Clearly the vulva was associated with the watery womb 

of life—the point where belly dance begins. 

The Venus of Laussel, one of the earliest of these sculpted goddesses, was carved in 

limestone and painted with red ochre—a symbol of menstruation and life blood— over the 
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entrance to a cave in Laussel, Dordogne, France (Gimbutas, 1989, p. 142). She dates back to 

approximately 25,000 BCE (p. 142). In her right hand she holds a crescent horn with 13 carved 

notches—symbolizing the thirteen moons of the year—and her left hand rests on her pregnant 

belly. Noble (1991) interpreted this Goddess to appear as “if she’s giving a lesson in sex 

education, showing all who enter the ritual cavern exactly what is to be celebrated there” (p. 15). 

According to Noble (2003), to enter the womb-like cave sanctuary, one needed to pass under the 

Venus of Laussel entrance and would have found a “double human” engraved within (p. 23). 

Some have interpreted this carving as a heterosexual image of reproduction or tantric sexuality, 

while others speculate [it may be] an active birth (p. 23). Noble (2003) cited with appreciation 

the interpretation of James Harrod, scholar of religion, who saw the carving as “two Goddesses, 

facing and entwined, to symbolize the mystery and creative energy flowing between mother and 

daughter, or between two women” (p. 23). 

The Venus of Willendorf, one of the oldest sculptured Goddesses carved in the round 

from limestone and found in Austria, dates back to 25,000 BCE (Redmond, 1997, p. 31). Like 

most Paleolithic Venuses, she has no feet (p. 31). Based on subtle details, Redmond offers 

historian George Weber’s unusual explanation that these Venuses are not standing but floating in 

water (p. 21). “Water symbolized the source of all things, harboring all potentiality . . . water was 

considered the life-inducing, fertilizing fluid of conception, supporting the sacred seeds of life” 

(Redmond, 1997, pp. 31-32). Gimbutas’ (1989) research also determined that “in the 

iconography of all prehistoric periods of Europe as well as the whole world, the image of water 

is zig-zag or serpentine [and is the earliest symbolic motif recorded.] Neanderthals used this sign 

around 40,000 B.C., or earlier” (p. 19). The zig-zag is the most common motif found in the 

Upper Paleolithic and is associated “with anthropomorphic, bird, fish, and phallic images” (p. 
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19). What I found resonant about this citation was that it reminded me of how often I feel, and 

how often I am told that, my body moves and ripples like water, or serpentine, when I dance.  

At the important Neolithic site of Lepenski Vir, located on the banks of the Danube River 

in present-day Serbia, excavators found egg-shaped stones, standing about two feet high, at the 

heads of the altars. Their egg-shape signified “the obvious implication that a bird egg holds new 

life source . . . and signifies the way home” (Gimbutas, 1999, p. 58). Covering many of these 

sculptures was red ochre—the central symbol of the blood of life. Miriam Robbins Dexter 

(2010), a scholar in Indo-European studies and a protégée of Gimbutas, and Victor H. Mair 

(2010), scholar of sinology—study of classical language and literature and their historical 

development—co-authored the book, Sacred Display, and confirmed that “there are several 

female ‘fish’ sculptures [also] displayed in the Lepenski Vir Museum [these are copies of the 

originals]” (p. 13). They cited one figure from Lepenski Vir that dates back to 6800 BCE, where 

the figure looks like she is crouching and reaching her arms down “to grasp a deeply incised 

vulva” (p. 13). This figure’s image—a female crouching down and opening her vulva—is often 

compared to Ireland’s legendary Sheela na gig, as well as several prehistoric figures from 

Western China (Dexter & Mair, 2010, p. 2). Also along the Lepenski Vir riverbank, more than 

fifty small shelters were excavated, dating back to the mid-7th to the mid-6th millennia BCE 

[that] looked like triangles with one corner cut off near the apex” (Dexter & Mair, 2010, p. 57). 

As was noted earlier, the triangle is one of the very most common shapes found throughout 

history and symbolizes the vulva (p. 55).  

The triangular outline of the sanctuary representing the goddesses’ regenerative triangle, 
the altar depicting the birth canal, and the egg- (or womb-) shaped stones reflecting the 
uterus at the head of the birth canal together give a clear representation of the 
regenerative organs of the goddess. (Gimbutas, 1999, p. 58) 
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Redmond (1997) reminded us that, for thousands of years, ancient people “gathered 

ceremonially in caves whose dark, damp, womblike interiors, painted with shamanistic images of 

animals, were almost certainly the sites of initiation rites. At the mouths of these caves 

excavators frequently find carvings of vulvae” (Redmond, 1997, p. 29). The Scaloria cave, for 

example, is located in southeast Italy, near the town of Manferdonia, and its use is dated to the 

6th millennium BCE. The long and narrow features with a live stream at the bottom, along with 

other archaeological evidence, made it a likely Goddess site for ritual functions. Excavators 

found potsherd designs belonging to 1,500 different painted vessels that symbolized 

regeneration: eggs, snakes, plant shoots, and radiating suns, to name a few (Gimbutas, 1999, p. 

60). Dexter and Mair (2010) also confirmed that the thousands of female figures that were found 

throughout Eurasia, dating back to the early, middle, and late Neolithic, depicted woman at all 

phases of her life, and were often found at gravesites. They agreed that,  

It is likely that the grave, in many instances, represented the womb; when one returned to 
the womb of the Great Mother, one went to the place from which rebirth ensued. In other 
words, the place of death is the place of rebirth. (p. 5) 
 

Signs of Prehistoric Goddess Symbols Woven in Persian Carpets  

 In my research for ancient Goddess symbols from my father’s homeland of Iran, I had 

difficulty finding evidence of Her because the rise of Islam considered Allah the only God to 

worship, making all others blasphemous and forbidden. Using the archaeomythological lens for 

my research, I quickly discovered that there were ancient Goddess symbols woven into almost 

all ancient and contemporary woven carpets: nature, gardens, flowers, animals, water, 

mountains, zig-zags, serpent hooks, diamonds, and triangle, are dominant themes. Not only is the 

Goddess found in the actual symbols of these designs, She can also be found in the weaving of 

the carpets. In my research, I learned that the Great Goddess, known as the Weaver of life, is an 
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ancient symbol of such legendary Goddesses as Inanna of Sumeria, the Babylonian Goddess 

Ishtar, and the Egyptian Goddess Neith (Levy, 1948). The knot was considered one of the sacred 

symbols of the Goddess (Baring and Cashford, 1991, pp. 120-121). Kilims, or gelim in the 

Persian language, are flat tapestry-woven carpets or pile rugs woven with countless knots of 

thread. The diamond-glyph shape that goes as far back as to the Upper Paleolithic period, 

represents both the womb and the idea of a female divinity as universal source and origin of all 

life, affirming that “the mystery of giving birth is . . . associated with the idea of spinning and 

weaving” (Fleming and Lothian, 1981, p. 62). “The vast majority of motif on Anatolian kilim 

were of Neolithic origin,” (Cootners, 1990, p. 23), and its diamond-glyph shape was probably 

reserved exclusively for the shrines of the Goddess, representing “her birth-giving womb in 

geometric abstraction” (Shaw & Nicholson, 2008, p. 250).  

Evidence of A Fertile Goddess in the Bronze Age 

 Due to the length-limit of this research, and how much information is already available 

about Goddesses and Goddess worship in the Bronze Age (ca. 3500 to 1200 BCE), I have limited 

this section to just a few examples. These examples are simply intended to illustrate the Neolithic 

and Paleolithic continuum of the Goddess’ fertile and worshipped presence during this era, as 

well as showing how alive She was for early humans in the period leading up to the patriarchal 

forces and religions that eventually eradicated Her from history. Excavations in Cypress of 

artifacts from 3800 to 2300 BCE show a Bronze Age culture where many sophisticated figurines, 

associated with fertility, sexuality, and childbirth were found (Redmond, 1997, p. 111).  Some of 

the largest figures, and evidence, of a fertile and regenerative Goddess are structures that were 

both tombs and shrines, shaped as the female body (Gimbutas, 1999, p. 55). These shrines and 

tombs were designed in the shape of wombs and vulvas, with other symbols of fertility, such as 
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the shape of an egg—a common shape and movement used in belly dance with the hips that 

circulate and pendulate the vulva, womb, and ovaries. On the Mediterranean island of Malta, for 

example, in the megalithic complex at Mnajdra, two temples from 3000 BCE are shaped like the 

figure of a goddess (p. 50) with wide hips and breasts, when you look from an aerial view. These 

temples were designed for astronomical observation and calendrical functions, which was 

determined as based on how the temple entrances and connecting passages were engineered so 

that the sun’s light—from the Winter and Summer solstices and Spring and Autumn equinoxes—

could shine through (Sacred Sites, n.d., para. 9). Also discovered at this important site from this 

era, a figure of a woman at the nearby Hagar Qim temple is displayed with one arm raised and 

one arm down, that position of her arms interpreted as connecting the vulva with dance (Dexter 

and Mair, 2010, p. 12). 

Goddess Ishtar from the Bronze Age  

 There are many ancient names and personifications of the Great Mother. The one who 

feels closest to my research is the Akkadian-Babylonian Goddess Ishtar, also known as Inanna-

Ishtar, named after the earlier Sumerian Inanna. Ishtar is considered a likely heir to the Mother 

Goddess of Paleolithic and Neolithic deities—as the following discussion of research will 

support. Noble (2003) cited that “the earliest Sumerian writing was used to create devotional 

hymns to the Goddess Inanna, narrating tales of her sacred sexuality (p. 122). According to 

scholar Betty De Shong Meador (1994), in Uncursing the Dark: Treasures From the 

Underworld, Inanna was the “bright goddess of the upper world, the star we call Venus, [and] 

the epitome of fine achievements of the Sumerian civilization” (p. 17), who decided on her own 

to visit the underworld. The myth of Inanna’s voluntary descent to the underworld was birthed 

out of ancient Mesopotamia in 3500 BCE or earlier (p. 17).  
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Scholar and ordained minister, Reverend Merrie Hutchins (2011), also known as 

Boudicca Andarta, wrote in her article, “The Birth of the Goddess Inanna/Ishtar in Ancient 

Sumeria,” that Inanna and Ishtar are from “essentially two sides of the same coin” (para. 1). 

Goddess Inanna was the Sumerian predecessor to Ishtar; however, many scholars use the name 

Inanna-Ishtar when speaking of her (Baring & Cashford, 1991; Gimbutas 1999; Noble, 1991, 

2003; and Strova, 2005). Their shrines date as far back as 4500 BCE and their stories were 

written in some of the most ancient civilized literature, or tablets, as early as 3200 BCE. These 

tablets come from present day Iraq and the Middle East (Hutchins, 2011, para. 7). Hutchins 

(2011) associated Goddess Inanna-Ishtar with Mother Earth Goddess, from whom the world 

receives nourishment. The author links Inanna-Ishtar to other female deities found all around the 

world such as those found in “Arabia, Armenia, Canaan, Carthage, China, Cilesia, Crete, Egypt, 

Ephesia, Greece, India, Israel, Japan, Mesopotamia, Phoenicia, Phrygia, and Pontus” (Hutchins, 

2011, para. 1). In addition to the most popular image of Ishtar being wide-hipped and holding her 

breasts, Inanna-Ishtar has also been depicted with wings—symbol of the Bird Goddess, burning 

eyes—symbol of the spiritual light, and a burning navel—symbol of fertility and the land of her 

people (Baring & Cashford, 1991, p. 217).  

There is a region that rests in the heart of my father’s homeland in Iran’s majestic Zagros 

Mountains with their fierce rivers, where there was once a temple to the Goddess Ishtar (Wilde, 

1999, p. 139). According to Lyn Webster Wilde (1999), author of On the Trail of the Women 

Warriors: The Amazons in Myth and History, “at Nuzi, a Hurrian city near the Zagros 

Mountains, there is a temple of Ishtar . . . where the lion figures and lion-shaped vessels were 

used for libations. Countless naked female figurines with exaggerated sexual characteristics have 

also been found” (p. 139). Sometimes the Goddess so depicted had clawed bird feet, like the two 
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owls standing on either side of her (p. 137). According to Wilde (1999), the wings and the claw 

feet both signify her origin as the Goddess of the mountain people (p.137) and the tribal people 

of the Zagros Mountains. 

In Babylon, this ancient Assyrian Mother Goddess Ishtar was also called Queen of 

Heaven, Queen of Night, Queen Semiramis, and Mother of God (Fox, 2010). Like her 

predecessor Inanna, She was considered the Moon Goddess of love, fertility, and war, and 

traveled easily between life and death (Wilkinson, 1998, p. 24). Ishtar was also associated with 

the tree of life and with the pomegranate fruit—with its seeds symbolic of fertility and 

knowledge. To the Assyrians, She was the Mother of Knowledge, of good and evil, light and 

dark (Faraone, 2001, p. 75).  

Al-Rawi (2003) shared the legendary myths of Mother Earth’s seasonal changes, and the 

ancient people’s winter-worries about the earth’s fertility. The following myth, dating back to 

approximately 4500 B.C., tells the story of Ishtar and Her relationship to the earth’s cycles of 

death and rebirth—dark and light: 

When Ishtar's husband, Tammouz, died . . . and returned to the world of darkness, the 
womb of the earth, Ishtar decided to save him by craft and to bring back the light. She 
dressed up in all her splendor, tied a girdle around her hips and donned seven veils to 
enter the netherworld through seven gates. The goddess of love danced seductively at 
each gate, each time leaving one veil to gain entrance. At the seventh gate, she removed 
the last veil. During the whole of her stay in the underworld, all life on earth stood still, 
deprived of love, growth, and celebration. Only when Ishtar returned, fully veiled to 
shield her secret from human eyes, did life on earth blossom again. Her reunion with 
Tammouz was celebrated every year at the beginning of spring and symbolized the 
reawakening of nature and life. (Al-Rawi, 2003, p. 31) 

 
Through the lens of archaeomythology, we can speculate that Goddess Ishtar represented 

the seduction of dance, and that her movements must have resembled those of belly dance—a 

dance of the womb’s transformation. The girdle, or scarf, that almost every belly dancer wears 

on her hips, reminds us of Ishtar’s dance of transformation and rebirth. “Nearly all myths about 
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human history contains similar stories of death and rebirth of the natural world; time and again, 

they are experienced through dancing” (Al-Rawi, 2003, p. 32).  

Ancient Goddess as Snake 

The snake has been a primordial and mysterious symbol of life force energy, “coming 

from the depths of the waters where life begins . . . [and] . . . the epitome of worship of life on 

earth” (Gimbutas, 1989, p. 121). Gimbutas (2001) discovered prehistoric art with symbols such 

as, “whirling and twisting spirals, winding and coiling snakes, circles, crescents . . . [and] . . . the 

snake was a symbol of life energy and regeneration, a most benevolent, not an evil, creature” (p. 

xix). Traced back to the Upper Paleolithic era, the snake is the most favored symbol in my 

research because of its sacred and archaeomythological association with spiral images, sexual 

life (Gimbutas, 1989, p. 121-123). The snake symbol and ancient spiral images can also be found 

in the ancient serpentine movements of belly dance. The snake is also one of the most demonized 

symbols of women’s regenerative powers in patriarchal religion and myths; it is this that I wish 

to counter and heal.  

What made the snake sacred in ancient times was not only its body, “but the energy 

exuded by the spiraling or coiling creature which transcends its boundaries and influences the 

surrounding world” (Gimbutas, 1989, p. 121). Its seasonal shedding of old skin and hibernation 

made the snake a germinal symbol of life’s continuous cycles, which naturally mirror women’s 

menstrual cycles, as well. A vertical snake was also viewed “as life rising from caves and tombs” 

(p. 121)—as is similar to the way caves and tombs were symbolic of women’s wombs and 

vulvas in prehistoric times (Gimbutas 1989, Noble, 1991, 2003; Strova, 2005). In addition, the 

snake has been associated as a symbol of the tree of life and the spinal cord (p. 121), and with the 

Bird Goddess, according to Gimbutas’ (1989) research; these connected images makes me think 
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of the graceful swaying, undulating, and soaring movements of belly dance.  

The snake represents the symbolic movement of belly dance (Stewart, 2000; Al-Rawi, 

2003; Strova, 2005), and both mimic the waxing, waning, expansion, and contraction phases of 

the moon’s ongoing, monthly cycles of fertility. The Moon Goddess, or Goddess of Fertility 

(Gimbutas, 1974, Al-Rawi; Strova, 2005), rules over the life-giving element of water: the 

seasons, the oceans, and the rivers, and She is the origin of the feminine, the Great Goddess (Al-

Rawi, 2003, p. 31). As a Moon Goddess, She is the “giver of life and all that promotes fertility, 

and at the same time [S]he [is] the wielder of the destructive powers of nature. The feminine 

nature, like the moon, is light as well as dark” (Gimbutas, 1974, p. 152). Starhawk (1999) shared 

the same idea about the Moon Goddess in a more poetic fashion: 

The celestial Goddess is seen as the moon, who is linked to women’s monthly cycles of 
bleeding and fertility. Woman is the earthly moon; the moon is the celestial egg, drifting 
in the sky womb, whose menstrual blood is the fertilizing rain and the cool dew; who 
rules the tides of the oceans, the first womb of life on earth. So the moon is also Mistress 
of Waters: the waves of the sea, streams, springs, the rivers that are the arteries of Mother 
Earth; of lakes, deep wells, and hidden pools, and the feelings and emotions, which wash 
over us like waves. (p. 104) 
 
According to Al-Rawi (2003), the moon cycle, with its waxing and waning, came to 

symbolize the eternal cycle of conception and birth (a small crescent on the horizon), growth 

(from the first quarter to the full moon), decay and dying (waning and waxing), death (the three 

moonless nights at the new moon), and rebirth (when the tiny crescent reappears) (Al-Rawi, 

2003, pp. 30-31). Astrologer and author of Mysteries of the Dark Moon—The Healing Power of 

the Dark Goddess Demetra George (1994), explained the fertile Goddess and her relationship to 

moon cycles: 

The Goddess is essentially a personification of the continually self-renewing energy 
symbolized in the lunar cycle and celebrated in the wheel of the year. In the same way 
that the Moon cycles from new to full to dark and back again to noon, the goddess herself 
has cycles of birth, growth, death, and renewal that transpired over generations of time in 
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the cultural evolution of humanity. (George, as cited in Noble, 1994, p. 18) 
 

Archaeological evidence shows that Upper Paleolithic peoples displayed “reverence for the 

feminine” (George, as cited in Noble, 1994, p. 20), and for the mystery of earth’s ability to 

create, sustain and regenerate life—the ability to secure a stable food supply that determined 

whether life could survive (p. 22). Around 11,000 BCE, the fruition phase of the Goddess’ lunar 

cycle showed that women discovered “the seed of agriculture and the invention of cooking, 

transforming the seed to grain and then into bread” (George, as cited in Noble, 1994, p. 23). In 

other words, their recognition of the relationship between their menstrual cycles and the lunar 

cycle taught women that seeds could be planted, cultivated and harvested. This new and 

advanced ability to produce food rather than hunt and gather yielded a new way of life that 

offered more predictability concerning the generation of food supply from the Goddess’ cycle. 

With this new way of understanding life, the role of women, or the feminine principle, as “the 

source, sustainer, and regenerator of life, released at the new moon phase in the beginning of the 

Upper Paleolithic, now by the last quarter harvest phase of the Neolithic had developed into 

prosperous, peaceful, and highly refined civilizations” (George, as cited in Noble, 1994, p. 22).  

Noble (1991) illuminated how mainstream scholarship often overlooks the unique and 

powerful synchronized connection of women’s bodies with the monthly moon cycle (p. 4), and 

asserted that female shamanism is based on the lunar blood cycle (p. 3). In this context, Noble 

(1991) reminded us of the “powerful female agency in human women who—because of the 

innate ritual base present in their own biological existence—emerged as the original magicians, 

shamans, [healers], and inventors of culture” (Noble, 2003, p. 4). Noble (2003) correlates a 

woman’s ovulation (the release of her egg) in her blood cycle with the light cycle—or is 

symbolic of the full moon’s light—a time when women generally feel receptive, expressive, and 
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open to bonding. During the new moon, when the moon appears dark, it is a new cycle when a 

woman begins to bleed and shed her uterus lining—a time women generally are not as receptive 

and expressive. As Noble (2003) described, 

in shamanistic terms, women die every month, constantly rehearsing the break in 
consciousness that allows us regularly to travel to the invisible terrain of dreamtime and 
safely return. Like a snake shedding its skin, we die and get reborn again through our 
descent to the underworld of blood and loss of ordinary consciousness. (p. 30) 
 

Prehistoric Evidence of Women’s Dance  

Dancing is the oldest art scene, and one of the most consistent themes found in near 

Eastern prehistoric art depicting women. Professor of prehistoric archaeology at the Hebrew 

University of Jerusalem, Yosef Garfinkel (2003), postulated that “chronologically the earliest 

dancing scenes appeared in the eighth millennium BCE, and they continue to dominate the 

artistic record . . . until the third millennium BCE” (p. 11). With the spread of agriculture, these 

dancing themes spread through Africa, Anatolia, the Balkans, the Danube basin, Egypt, Europe, 

Greece, Iran, Levant, Mesopotamia, and Western Pakistan (p. 11). Given the extensive time 

period and the vast geographical spread in which such  dance was represented, the archaeological 

evidence “testifies to the efficiency of the dancing motifs as one of the most powerful symbols in 

the evolution of human societies” (p. 3). According to Dexter and Mair (2010),  

Some prehistoric figures from the Neolithic take a stylized dancing position, in which one 
or both arms are raised and the legs, bent at the knee, either mirror the arms—one leg up 
and one leg down—or are bent at the knee in an ‘M’ position. The dance represented 
maybe a ritual—that is, religious—dance. Many figures depicted in this Sacred dance 
have been found on Cave and rock paintings dating to the Upper Paleolithic and Neolithic 
in Northern Eurasia [where they are accepted to be shamanistic figures]. (pp. 6-8)  
 
Dance is a “cross-cultural phenomenon,” (Garfinkel, 2003, p. 4) and was possibly a 

medium of nonverbal communication in ancient, nonliterate societies (p. 4). The earliest 

examples of Paleolithic European art were found on rock art and in caves, such as the cave at 
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Cala dei Genovesi, on the island of Levanzo (near Sicily) and in Addaura Cave, near Palermo in 

Sicily (p.4). According to Garfinkel (2003), “Archaic rock art depictions of dance . . . have [also] 

been reported from various parts of the world, such as Italy, Turkey, Israel, Azerbaijan, and 

India” (p. 4). After Paleolithic Fanny—The Dancing Venus of Galgenberg, Pech Merle’s 

headless and bird-headed goddesses in France, and several headless female figures of 

Gönnersdorf, the main images of dance in the Neolithic era were females dancing, dating back to 

the late 9th and the 8th millennium BCE, in East and South East Europe (Garfinkel, 2003, p. 10). 

Garfinkel (2003) affirmed that “This is the largest category in terms of chronological duration, 

geographical distribution, and the number of examples reported” (p. 10). Garfinkel (2003) also 

noted how surprising it was that these dancing figures and scenes “have never been the subject of 

a comprehensive analysis, and only some aspects of them have been discussed” (p.10). 

Garfinkel (2003) listed hundreds of examples of excavations that depict dancing as an 

integral part of prehistoric life. In the spirit of honoring a part of my ancestral heritage that 

inspired my dance—both Belly Dance and Persian Classical Dance—I have found two examples 

of prehistoric dancing figures from the area of present-day Iran. At the Tepe Sabz Neolithic 

excavation site, located in southern Mesopotamia (Iraq) on the Deh Luran Plain of Western Iran, 

excavators unearthed dancing figures dating to the second half of the sixth millennium BCE 

(Garfinkel, 2003, p.164); they found a painted pottery sherd that displayed a row of three human 

figures, holding hands, each wearing what seemed to be a skirt on the lower part of their bodies 

(p. 164). At the Tepe Sialk excavation site, located in the central Iranian Plateau, seven painted 

sherds with dancing figures in naturalistic style were found, dating back to the mid-5th 

millennium BCE (p. 188). 

In most examples they depict a row of broad-hipped figures holding hands, represented in 
profile. They face right, indicating a counter-clockwise movement around the vessel 
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. . . The hips seem to be used as a gendered characteristic, so that the figures with broad 
hips are female, while those with narrow hips are male. (Garfinkel, 2003, p.188) 
 

Goddess in Dance, Trance, and the Drum 

Layne Redmond (1997) independent scholar, frame drum expert, historian, and 

mythologist, discovered that the connection between drums and the spiritual power of women 

was established long before written language, perhaps dating back as far as 40,000 BCE to the 

nomadic people of Europe and West Asia (p. 27). Redmond traced ancient rituals performed by 

women with the use of frame drums back to the sacred caves of Old Europe and down through 

the mystery cults of Rome (Redmond, 1997, p. 2). These ancient rituals were earth-based, and 

rhythm and movement were an essential part of accessing and praising the Divine Mother (p. 1). 

The ability to create life was embodied in the mother, and so women’s bodies were seen as 

conduits, or vessels, of creation, life, and the Great Mother.  

Redmond (1997) uncovered a significant piece of history that tells the story that, “female 

performance ensembles of musicians, singers, and dancers appear in some of the earliest 

representations of religious rituals. The frame drum was at the musical and psychic center of 

these rituals” (Redmond, 1997, p. 10) and was “one of the oldest known sacred instruments” (p. 

10) that first “appears painted on a shrine room wall in ancient Anatolia (present-day Turkey) 

from the sixth millennium BCE” (p. 10). Redmond’s (1997) research tells us the story of how 

“priestesses and other worshipping women used the frame drum to celebrate their goddesses. . 

.from Egypt to the Indus River Valley, from Cyprus and Crete to Greece and Rome” (p. 10). A 

magnificent temple, built by Mycenaeans for the Goddess in the 12th century BCE, was later 

known as the temple of Aphrodite (p. 111). As legend tells it, Cyprus is the birthplace of 

Aphrodite and she was also equated with the Dove Goddess. 

A blend of Inanna, Ishtar, Astarte, and Cybele, she [Aphrodite] is the Dove Goddess of 
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sexual attraction and archetype of alluring beauty . . . she is depicted as the bird Goddess 
playing the frame drum from as early as 1000 B.C., and female figures playing frame 
drums, possibly representing her priestesses, are found in her temples particularly from 
the six century BC. (Redmond, 1997, p.111) 
 
Redmond (1997) speculated that sacred drumming probably echoed the human pulse, the 

first sound we hear as babies in our mother’s wombs—a sensation that is so basic to belly 

dancing, as well. “Our physical being formed in response to the rhythms of her body. . . . The 

beat of the priestesses frame drums articulated this process of creation, bonding the individual 

with the rhythm of the community, the environment, and the cosmos” (Redmond, 1997, pp. 10-

11).  

Like Mother Earth herself, the ancient wheel-shaped drum was symbolic of the feminine, 

fertility, the moon, the sun, and the primordial first body of water (Redmond, 1997, p. 19). To 

add more purifying and summoning power to the drum, bells and rattling elements were attached 

inside the rim—similar to the bells and rattling shimmies produced by a belly dancer. The 

ancient world’s primordial colors of life were red—the color of blood—and green the color of 

vegetation, and these were the colors often painted on the drums (p. 19). 

In every ancient Mediterranean civilization that Redmond studied, “it was a goddess who 

transmitted to humans the gift of music making” (Redmond, 1997, p. 20): 

In Sumer, it was Inanna; in Egypt, Hathor; Greece, the nine-fold goddess called the 
Muses. Musical, artistic, and poetic inspiration was always thought to spring from the 
Divine feminine. One of the main techniques for connecting to this power of inspiration 
is drumming. (pp. 20-21) 
 

The drum was the “primary trance-inducing instrument” (Redmond, 1997, p. 21) and our 

ancestors used the drum to summon the Goddess. Redmond (1997) explains, “The drumming 

priestess was the intermediary between the divine and the human realms. Aligning herself with 

sacred rhythms, she acted as a summoner and transformer, invoking divine energy and 
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transmitting it to the community” (p. 21).  

 A shaman initiated by the K’ichi’ Maya of highland Guatemala, anthropologist Barbara 

Tedlock (1995) agreed: “Drumming, combined with dancing . . . is a powerful way to bring on 

trance” (pp. 80-91), and drumming is often central to shamanic performances. Tedlock (1995) 

confirmed that “throughout the world drums are the main generators of trances in which shamans 

journey back and forth between the upper, middle, and lower realms” (p. 81). In many ancient 

cultures, the drum was associated with fertility and feminine sexual energy. Goddesses Inanna, 

Ishtar, Hathor, Aphrodite, and Cybele were all sacred sexual priestesses and all played the frame 

drum “to increase the energy of sexual attraction and the powers of femininity. . . . As instigator 

of creation, the Goddess manifested desire and union” (Redmond, 1997, p. 22).  

 As I look back on my first experiences of dance, it was always the rhythm of the drum 

that connected me back to my body and re-birthed new-found joy. The drum opened my inner 

world and body to a new way of being, seeing, feeling, and healing. Its beat led me to dance, and 

this dance led me to the ancient Mother Goddess—the Creatrix who helped discover my body, 

my womb, my hips, my belly, my breasts, and my divine essence made in Her image. And Her 

image, which is older than any man-made, patriarchal religions by several thousand millenniums, 

can be found in the womb-like caves and womb-like temples that affirm that Herstory is 

embedded in nature’s eternal cycles and women’s bodies.
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Chapter 5: Sacred Sexuality and Divine Movement  

Mother Goddess as Sex, Dance, and Healer 

The Goddess is inextricably linked to dance and holds the key to most ancient forms of 

dance. The principal form of worship of the Goddess was as Creatrix—giver and creator of life; 

the Goddess is essentially an eternal dance of the timeless cycles of life (Stewart, 2000, p. 15). 

Author of Sacred Dance: Encounter With the Gods Maria-Gabriele-Wosien (1974) asserted that, 

in prehistoric and ancient times, every important activity of daily life was initiated by ritual 

dancing (p. 30). Dancing in those times was still a form of prayer, healing, and worship and an 

integral part of every day life (Al-Rawi, p. 35). Wosien (1974) said that, “in dancing, [wo]man 

imitates the [goddess] movements and thus achieves union with [her]” (see Figure 37 caption). In 

this light, researching ancient dance becomes the roadmap to the herstory of women’s spirituality 

(Stewart, 2000, p. 5).  

Goddess scholars agree that women’s bodies and sexual expressions were sacred before 

the advent of patriarchy (Noble, 1983, 1991, 2003; Gimbutas, 1989, 1999; Tedlock, 2005; 

Strova, 2005; and Malan, 2012). According to Redmond (1997), in the prehistoric era, “women’s 

bodies were considered holy, because they had the seemingly magical ability to give birth; to 

create new human beings,” (p. 1). People believed that, since women alone had the ability to give 

birth and create life, “the divine also had to be feminine” (Malan, 2012, p. 27).  

Author, scholar of sacred sexuality, and social anthropologist, Malan (2012) said that 

“the women who served as priestesses in the temple of the Goddess had a sacred, sexual 

function. . . . There was no split between the sacred and the sexual in society’s understanding” 

(p. 27). As a result, what made the sex of a woman—her breasts, buttocks, belly, vulva and 

blood—were deified and worshipped as the Goddess, as what Gimbutas (1989) called “a 
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macrocosmic extension of a woman’s body” (p. xxii). Her body—her sex—was sacred and 

worthy of worship, and she had direct access to the divine because she was woman. 

Many people do not connect sexuality with healing abilities such as shamanism, but the 

two are deeply synergistic—just as sacred movement, or ancient belly dance, is connected to 

healing, especially when the dancer shimmies and ripples with the healing energy of her 

aliveness, joy, and ecstasy. According to Tedlock (2005), author of The Woman in a Shaman’s 

Body: Reclaiming the Feminine in Religion and Medicine, “Scientists point to a strong 

neurological connection between sexuality, particularly female sexuality, and going into trance” 

(p. 89), in order to explain why “some women feel orgasms so intensely that they enter an altered 

state of consciousness” (p. 89), and how this ability is what gives women “extraordinary skills in 

shamanic practice” (pp. 89-90). Tedlock (2005) also noted that, “the word for orgasm is the same 

as the word for trance in a number of languages” (p. 90). 

Noble (1991) explained that a woman practicing the shamanic arts must learn how to 

manage the presence and arousal of sexual energy, to keep herself grounded, in order to “receive 

and transmit powers and energies of transformation” (p. 179). In my experience, the same holds 

true for belly dancers, whom I see as divine vessels holding the power of the sexual healing 

energy of their dance. In my experience with sacred dance and performances, I have often 

imaged in my body the ability to take away the pain of rejection, grief, worry, and insecurities 

from my audience and refresh their hearts with validation, love, joy, and honor. This experience 

has been validated by the feedback I received from those who experienced my dance as more 

than a dance of leisure. And there were times I felt sick after the dance, especially ritual dances. 

In hindsight, I see that I was unconscious and unaware of the protective power of the dance I 

could have employed, which included the power of the shimmies that could help me expel, or 
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shake off, the energy that was not mine. 

Tedlock (2005) explained that “Those of us who have watched shamans go into a trance 

or take an ecstatic spiritual journey . . . know how physical and sensual the experience really is” 

(p. 79) and that “sexually ecstatic states are celebrated literally as well as symbolically in Tantric 

and kundalini yoga, both of which evolved out of North Asian shamanic practices” (p. 88). 

Tedlock (1995) explained that, during a shaman’s healing trance, women shamans can take the 

sickness of the ill into themselves and “then forcibly expel it by shaking their hands and body” 

(p. 84). As was mentioned earlier, this trembling motion of the shaking-off is parallel to the 

shimmies of a belly dancer. Tedlock (1995) cited a medicine woman who explained the 

trembling as follows: 

We believe that tiny lightning can enter your body and cause you to move. When 
medicine people feel the lightening, they’ll get a chill or a body twitch. This is how 
lightning works in our healing. When lightening moves inside your body, that’s the 
Thunder way with the Wind. This is behind the twitching of a holy person [shamanic 
healer] (p. 84) 
 
Licensed psychologist, sex educator, and scholar, Linda Savage (n.d.) has been exploring 

the mysteries of sexual healing for more than 25 years. In her article, “Spiritual Sex: Beyond the 

Physical,” Savage (n.d.) made the following statements:    

Spiritual union encompasses sexual energy that goes beyond physical sensations of 
pleasure, genital orgasms and even the loving connection of sexual communion. Energy 
generated by sexuality can be transmuted into such experiences as healing the body-
mind-spirit. (para. 16)  
 
The energy generated by this level of sexuality is ecstasy. The meaning of spiritual union 
is enhanced awareness, inspiration and merging with the life force. The purpose for 
sexuality at this level is to unite with the Source. The energy received at this level is 
inspiration/illumination that can be translated into divine guidance or simply experienced 
as pure bliss. (para. 17) 

 
Author and scholar Dianne Jenett (1999) explains the understanding of shakti energy 

from ancient Sangam literature in her dissertation Red Rice for Bhaghavati/ Cooking for 
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Kannaki: An Ethnographic/Organic Inquiry of the Pongala Ritual at Attukal Temple, Kerala, 

South India. Ancient Sangam literature dates back to 100-500 BCE—in what is now present-day 

Tamul Nadu/Kerala in India.  The word ananku—later called shakti—was used to describe the 

potencies of women’s sexuality as dangerous and sacred (Jenett, 1999, p. 97). Women described 

in this ancient literature “had powers associated with sexuality” (Jenett, 1999, p. 103) and 

women’s blood was connected with “the divine power in gods, goddesses, forces of nature, 

animals, warriors and kings” (Jenett, 1999, p. 103). During their menarche, menstruation, and 

postchildbirth periods, the bodies of women were considered particularly potent (Jenett, 1999, p. 

102).  

Women’s sexuality—their shakti was revered as the gateway to the divine for thousands 

of years (Malan, 2012, p. 27). It was around 200 A.D. that the emergence of this feminine 

principle of shakti gave rise to the Tantric movement, which “renewed the focus on the body, as 

all of Creation was viewed as the manifestation of the Goddess. The worship of shakti is the 

oldest of the Goddess-based religious cults of the indigenous Indian populations” (Bailey, 1997, 

p. 17). Female temple dancers devoted to the energy of shakti, who also performed sacred sexual 

rites, were known as devadasis. Devadasis, until outlawed by British colonialists in the 20th 

century, “carried out multiple rituals, including performance of the sacred dances. They were 

considered . . . ever-auspicious, because they were married to the deity, and thus could never 

become widowed” (Framm, 2010, p. viii). The temples were known to be a place of sacred 

power, “where the balance of auspicious and inauspicious forces is kept under careful control” 

(O’Shea, 2007, p. 110, as cited in Framm, 2010, p. 11) and “No one but a female so close to the 

auspiciousness of the goddess was considered fit” (O’Shea, 2007, p. 120, as cited in Framm, p. 

11) to be the protector and keeper of controlling the divine energy. The temple dancers “were 
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held in great respect by the king” (O’Shea, 2007, p. 37, as cited in Framm, 2010) and a “special 

hall for instruction was built inside the palace, which contained panels that showed the proper 

positions and that contained bars that were used for the physical training of the dancers” 

(O’Shea, 2007, p. 37, as cited in Framm, 2010, p. 11). 

 Malan (2012) is an initiated female teacher of the Tantric mysteries who described 

sacred sexuality, or sexual energy, as kundalini energy (Malan, 2012 p. 3). In the ancient 

language of Sanskrit, kundalini means, “coiled up” (Mookerjee, 1982, p. 90), and is used to 

describe one’s “awakened vital life force” (Malan, 2012, p. 3). According to Tantric scholar Ajit 

Mookerjee (1982), kundalini is traditionally described as a serpent coiled up, three-and-a-half 

times circling around at the base of the spine with the tail in its mouth (p. 10). This energy stays 

asleep until the awakening of sexual energy—particularly, sexual energy that moves beyond 

conventional genital orgasm—and, once the sexual energy is awakened, it can be felt up and 

down the human spine, throughout the body, becoming an energy that can spiritually guide us—

women and men—to awaken to the truth and aliveness of who we really are—divine beings of 

all there is (Malan, 2012, p. 3).  

Kundalini energy is often associated with the spiritual and sexual practices named in the 

Sanskrit word tantra. Tedlock (2005) explained that tantra’s root comes from the word tan, 

which means “to stretch or to weave” (p. 88) and that tantra “is an art of weaving together the 

spiritual and the material worlds . . . [and] . . . a way of realizing the divine essence through 

bodily experience, especially the creative force of sexuality” (p. 88). Noble (2003) gave a literal 

translation of the word tantra as “luminous thread” (p. 192). Noble (2003) also illuminated how 

the study of tantra, “especially within Tibetan Buddhist practice” (p. 193), is primarily focused 

on working with the “subtle psychic energies and channels” (p. 193), and that,  
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using the “subtle body” as the ground, anyone practicing tantra works to heighten 
awareness of the invisible currents of energy running through everything. This awareness 
of the unseen, subtle energies all around us leads to being radically awake, which is a 
central goal of Tantra. (p. 193) 
 
According to Mookerjee (1982), the intention of tantric practice is to awaken this cosmic 

energy, and unite with the Pure Consciousness pervading the whole universe (p. 9). Mookerjee 

(1982) stated, “all that exists in the universe must also exist in the body . . . The coiled Kundalini 

is the female energy existing in latent form, not only in every human being, but every atom of the 

universe” (p. 9). Scholar and renowned teacher of yoga, dance and ecstatic dance, Shiva Rea 

Bailey (1997) quoted Mookerjee in her master’s thesis, “Hatha Yoga as a Practice of 

Embodiment,” saying,  

Tantrism is a system of “the rediscovery of the mystery of woman” . . . the female 
principle (Shakti) is considered to be essentially the kinetic aspect of consciousness. In 
Tantric rituals, everyone is seen as a counterpart of the feminine principle and becomes a 
reincarnation of cosmic energy, symbolizing the ultimate essence of reality. (Mookerjee, 
1997, p. 16, as cited in Bailey, 1997, p. 17)  
 
Bailey (1997) concluded that the principle and re-emergence of Shakti is the entire 

creation and manifesting world. Here she quoted Tantric teacher Chetananda: 

In general, Tantrism is extraordinary in its acceptance of the world, and the events 
and experiences that happen therein, viewing these as complete and appropriate 
aspects of Life. . . . Unlike many traditions which set up taboos and ritual 
prohibitions, the Tantric traditions recognize that no area of life is to be rejected 
(Chetananda, l990, p. 247, as cited in Bailey, 1997, p. 17) 
 

Ecstatic Dance as Prayer 

Roth (1997), internationally renowned theater director, dance teacher, and creator of the 

5Rhythms moving meditation practice, speaks of dance as a prayer to unite with God or ecstasy, 

where sweat is the offering and the healing. In her book, Sweat Your Prayers—Movement as 

Spiritual Practice, Roth (1997) said, 

To sweat is to pray, to make an offering of your innermost self. Sweat is holy water, 
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prayer beads, pearls of liquid that release your past, anointing all your parts in the 
baptism of fire. Sweat burns karma, purifying body and soul. Sweat is an ancient and 
universal form of self-healing. . . . The more you dance, the more you sweat. The more 
you sweat, the more you pray. The more you pray, the closer you come to ecstasy. (p. 1) 
 
Roth (1997) was my first spiritual dance teacher; she gave language and validation to 

what I experienced when I danced. She spoke a kind of poetic, holy language that danced and 

spoke to my soul and my body, as if there was a God within me, speaking to me. Roth (1997) 

taught that God is the dance and that 

Rhythm is our mother tongue. . . . In the rhythm of the body we can trace our holiness, 
roots that go all the way back to zero. States of being where all identities dissolve into an 
eternal flow of energy. Energy moves in waves. Waves move in patterns. Patterns of 
moving rhythms. Human being is just that, energy, waves, patterns, rhythms. Nothing 
more. Nothing less. A dance. (p. xxvii) 
 
Roth (1997) reminded us that “in the beginning we all danced” (p.6), and that our 

ancestors danced until they “disappeared in the dance” (p. 6) and until they felt their souls 

unleashed (p. 6). Roth (1997) believed that humanity’s religious roots reached as far back as 

75,000 years to shaman traditions grounded in nature’s rhythms, that they marveled at “night 

turning into day” (p. 6), and “the awesome power of thunder and lightning, the wonder of birth 

and death . . . These movements have been our teachers and our source of inspiration” (p. 6). 

This was our ancestor’s religion, and “it was ecstatic . . . [and] . . . tribal and it moved to time 

like a snake” (Roth, 1997, p. 6).  

Beginning in the womb, and in our descending down the birth canal and into a new 

world, movement is every human being’s first language, and every life form’s first language, 

too; the movement is sacred, coming from a divine source of creation. Wosien (1974) wrote, “In 

myth, the substance of the cosmos is pure sound, which, when transposed into space through 

rhythm, becomes movement” (p. 31). Dance is the portal that can express what cannot be 

expressed by words. Expert and author of Sacred Women, Sacred Dance Stewart (2000) agreed, 
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“Dance is divinity, a natural state of grace in which we all reside. In its sacred form, dance is a 

language that reunites the body, soul, and mind” (p. 5). Ritual that is danced commemorates the 

memory of the sacred—regardless of religion or creed—and becomes an offering of gratitude for 

the physical and spiritual food that sustains our daily lives (Stewart, 2000, p. 25). 

 In her book Matriarchal Societies: Studies of Indigenous Cultures Across the Globe, 

pioneer of modern-day matriarchal studies Heidi Goettner-Abendroth (2012) discussed her 

research of the people of Central African cultures, where sexual symbolism is part of daily life. 

Goettner-Abendroth (2012) observed that 

women see themselves not only as physical vessels for the ancestors’ spirits, as in 
pregnancy, but also as spiritual vessels, as in states of so-called “possession.” This is 
simply the typical shaman trance-technique used by elder women in their role as 
“possession priestesses.” They are shamans calling for nature spirits and ancestor spirits 
to come through, and they dance until the spirits “ride” them, speaking prophesy through 
them in their ecstatic state. Only women can contact the spirits in this way, according to 
the tradition of these peoples, as they alone have the capacity to “rebirth” the ancestors. 
(p. 376) 
 

This validated some of my early insights that women are like containers of the divine mother and 

that, when they are in total surrender to the dance, their dance becomes a prayer, a messenger, 

and healing for others.  

For me, dance becomes sacred when my soul—and the soul of nature—take over my 

mind and body, silencing my ego and invigorating my body with ecstatic energy that connects 

me to my aliveness. Even when I am not intending for my dance to be a prayer or offering to the 

Divine, or the Goddess, when I drop into that space and rhythm in which thoughts and time 

dissolve, deep emotional connections to life arrive: joy, sadness, longing, peace, aliveness, 

oneness—and a deep sense of presence—swell within me, and I cannot help but raise my arms 

and head to the sky, giving thanks to the Goddess who breathed this sacred energy and divinity 

into my being—my body. As Wosien (1974) has affirmed, “To enter sacred time in the dance is 
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to enter the eternal and timeless, which is identical with the here and now. To become one with 

all creation is the mark of the divine, and for [wo]man signifies paradise” (p. 10). 

Al-Rawi (2003), an expert in Arabic studies and ethnology, spoke of a time when all 

rituals were danced. Dance was used in order to try to understand the mysteries of life and 

nature, and the greatest mysteries of all—birth and death (Al-Rawi, 2003, p. 29). In ancient 

times, women’s ecstatic dances were more than a passing of emotions or a call to prayer—the 

dance was, and still is, “the oldest, most elementary form of spiritual expression; it is magic in 

the form of a danced ritual” (Al-Rawi, 2003, p. 29). It was women’s magical bonds to their 

natural understanding of the mysteries of life that enabled them to be guides and priestesses of 

the feminine goddesses. Al-Rawi (2003) affirmed that “women became the mortal 

representatives of the Great Mother Earth, and the movements of their dancing reflected this” (p. 

30). A cave painting from the Stone Age in the Sahara, “represents a hunting man and a woman 

with her arms raised, their genitals connected by a line. This line, itself a sort of magical 

umbilical cord, expresses clearly the magical function of the feminine” (Al-Rawi, 2003, p. 30) 

and a connection that illustrates woman’s capacity to connect with higher forces manifested as 

these energies through dance (p. 30).  

Sacred dance and ecstatic dance have been known to shake the whole body with a sense 

of worship, wherein the body is used as a tool to reach a spiritual level within one’s self (Al-

Rawi, 2003, p. 33). Wosien (1974) suggested that Dionysian dances, dating back to 1500-1100 

BCE, played a crucial role “as an expression of spontaneous seizure” (fig. 43)—a union with the 

divine source sometimes referred to as the state of ecstasy. The state of ecstasy was symbolic of 

self-sacrifice, “making the vessel of the body empty and fit for the god to enter—just as [god] 

dwells in other manifestations of nature, in stones, rivers or trees” (Wosien, 1974, fig. 43). 
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Wosien (1974) explained that the spiral,  

as the schematic image of the evolution of the universe, symbolizes the movement traced 
by the spirit, and shows the relationship of the circle and its centre . . . [s]he who dances 
the spiritual dance, always moving in the ecstasy of faith, acquires a right to dance in the 
ring of all creation. (p. 26)  
 
To this day, this movement of spiraling or circling is used in many religions, including a 

branch of Islam—the Mevlevi Sufi order, founded by renowned 13th century poet and Islamic 

mystic, Mevlana Jalaluddin Rumi. According to scholar and author of Dancing Feet Find Holy 

Ground: Embodying the Feminine in the Dances of the World’s Religions Angela Yarber (2010), 

Rumi inspired male and female Muslims to “whirl in harmony with all things in nature, their 

dance confirming the words of the Qu’ran (64:1): ‘Whatever is in the skies or on earth invokes 

God’” (Yarber, 2010, p. 92). These Sufis, or whirling dervishes, were known to unite their 

minds, hearts, and bodies to “usher peace into the world through their dance” (Yarber, 2010, p. 

92). Whirling dervish was translated as “‘the sill of the door,’ describing the dancer as standing 

at the door to enlightenment” (Yarber, 2010, p. 93); they used century-old movements of turning 

in circles, to attain a state “in which they recall the divine original,” (Al-Rawi, 2003, p. 33). 

These sacred dances are called dhikr, which means, “calling or re-calling God” (Al-Rawi, 2003, 

p. 33), and the Arabic word for dance, raqs, means “to make the heart quiver and shake” (Al-

Rawi, 2003, p. 33). The Sufi mystic experiences dance as a state of exhilaration that he, or she, 

calls hadrah, or the presence, where each step moves one “upward toward a new freedom of the 

spirit, toward ecstasy” (Stewart, 2000, p. 5). In Islamic mysticism, “dancing and incantation in 

the memory of God, or the Beloved,” (Wosien, 1974, fig. 40), is sacred. 

Noble pointed out to me in a personal communication that, prior to Sufism and male 

dancers whirling, there are much earlier images of women whirling. In a Bronze Age mural from 

Crete, a woman spins, with her long hair flying. Earlier, a Neolithic plate from Samarra, dating 
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back to 5000 BCE, shows four women in a mandala with their hair flying as if they are whirling, 

and, from even earlier, in ancient Anatolia, there are images of corpulent women looking like the 

whirling dervishes. 

Women’s ancient sacred dance, in which the circling and rattling movements of hips and 

the pelvic area were dominant—symbolic of fertility and life— was present all around the world 

in prehistoric and ancient times (Al-Rawi, 2003, p. 35). Al-Rawi (2003) postulated that, “The 

first temples built to honor the divine were dedicated to Goddesses and served by priestesses” (p. 

33). Through dancing, the priestesses united with the Goddess and released the strongest energy 

that can be formed in the body—sexual energy, which could be felt by temple visitors to the 

ceremony. The kind of movements that arouse this source of divine, sexual energy encompass 

various forms: “circling, bouncing, and vibrating motions of the hips and the pelvis, as well as 

the contractions of the belly” (Al-Rawi, 2003, p. 33)—all core movements of what today is 

called belly dancing (p. 33). 

Women’s menstruation cycles are known to synchronize with those of other women and 

with the moon’s cycles. The earliest menstruation calendars date back to at least 30,000 BCE 

(Marshack, 1997). These helped women time their cycles for conception and for tracking the 

arrival of births (Al-Rawi, 2003, p. 32), making it natural for women to gather for monthly 

(moonthly) rituals. These fertility rituals, which would have included dance, happened at night, 

on elevated places like hills, places “symbolizing the feminine, as they rise gently above the 

earth, like the belly” (Al-Rawi, 2003, p. 32). Given the nature of these rituals as revolving 

around fertility, the belly—or womb—played a natural, major role. These ritual dances have, no 

doubt” always been used to praise the mysteries of life, to awaken joy, to release emotional 

suffering, and to cultivate the dancers’ sexual energy as resonating in harmony with the energy 
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of nature (Al-Rawi, 2003, p. 33). 
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Chapter 6: Uncoiling the Divine Mother From Patriarchy  

Theologian and scholar of the goddess movement and teacher of women’s spirituality 

Carol. P. Christ (n.d.) said,  

Religions centered on the worship of a male God create “moods” and “motivations” that 
keep women in a state of psychological dependence on men and male authority, while at 
the same legitimating the political and social authority of fathers and sons in the 
institutions of society. Religious symbol systems focused around exclusively male 
images of divinity create the impression that female power can never be fully legitimate 
or wholly beneficent. (para. 6) 

 

This is the nature and harvest of patriarchy—to create societies that place male authority over 

women because religion has given a male face to God (Daly, 1973; Sjöö & Mor, 1987). What 

many people do not know, and are not taught in education, synagogues, churches, and mosques 

“is that the spirituality of women, otherwise known as feminine spirituality, long-predates male 

[or patriarchal] religion. Father God is actually a spiritual newcomer, relative to Mother 

Goddess” (Bibble, 2014, para. 7). According to scholar and pioneer of Redvolution Sera Beak 

(2013) in her speech Soul Fire: Burn, Baby, Burn” for Emerging Women Live 2013, “Patriarchy 

is not just a social, political system of power that has dominated both men and women for a 

millennium by undermining females and female values; it also has a consciousness that is inside 

every single one of us” (2013 b). 

Embodied Patriarchy—My Dark Story as Fuel for Healing and Research 

 I grew up with two incredible parents—both my mother and my father remained central 

in my life for my entire journey from birth to adulthood. Both came from traditional cultures, 

Hispanic and Iranian, with the religious backgrounds of Catholicism and Islam, respectively. 

Even though I grew up knowing my parents loved me—and my younger sister—more than 

anything in the world, as with many families, it was difficult for them to express their love. Their 

love and way of parenting were heavily influenced by the patriarchal nature of their cultural and 
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religious backgrounds, both of those institutions known for socializing, controlling, and 

punishing girls through shame—to keep them good girls, or virgins, and good marriage material 

in the future. Being raised this way, and knowing that my mother understood her voice and role 

to be secondary to my father’s, created much of my suffering—but it also created the seeds of 

my feminist consciousness. While there were many times when I stood up to my father to protect 

and defend my mother, who was often silent in the face of debasement, I learned to keep my own 

needs and desires private in order to help keep the peace at home. I also found myself putting 

greater emphasis on winning my father’s love, more than my mother’s; such is the nature of 

patriarchy (Noble, 1991; Eisler, 1995; Pare, 2002; Goettner-Abendroth, 2006; Grenn, 2007; 

Christ, n.d.). 

 I first started belly dance lessons when I was about 26 years old. The desire to pursue this 

dance came through a Reiki healing session, when my belly became so hot that the practitioner 

acknowledged the trapped passion and movement inside my core—in my belly. She said I 

needed to dance—and I instantly thought, “Belly dance!”  

 At the time of receiving this guidance to dance, I was also going through a difficult and 

confusing phase in my life that was greatly influenced by my upbringing. While I was planning a 

wedding with one man, I fell in love with another. The man I was going to marry was a 

wonderful man, but I often felt insecure and unworthy around him—especially around my body 

image and sexuality. When we first met, I had just slimmed down to a dress size of four and 

thought I was finally trimming down to a size I was happy with. But his impression of me as 

chubby with wide hips, triggered and deepened my insecurities about my body and reinforced 

the earlier messages I had received from my father, who had been very vocal about his concerns 

with regards to both my body weight and my mother’s.   



63 

 

 My father placed great value on a woman’s body being thin. For him, it was not just a 

sign of beauty; it also meant she was in charge, or in control, of her life and emotions, and, 

therefore, was worthy of respect. Looking back now, I was hungry for my father to see me as 

beautiful and, therefore, respectable; to me, this was the equivalent of being loved and cherished, 

and, in hindsight, I can now see that this naturally translated into what I became hungry for in my 

romantic relationships and why I was obsessed with controlling my emotions, my body, my 

needs, and my desires, by ignoring and hiding them in an effort to be beautiful, respected, and 

lovable to the men in my life. This went on until the night that changed my life forever. It was 

the unplanned night when I let myself experience how sexual my body really was, by falling for 

a man whose open and liberated sexual energy initiated mine. Even though this was an exciting 

and liberating experience for me, the deep-seated shame I carried—about my body, sexuality, 

and worthiness—did not let me own the experience and newfound pleasure at the time. So I hid 

it from everybody for almost a year, thinking I could get myself out of the mess I had created. 

But I had learned at the age of fifteen that the truth does not necessarily set you free when I had 

admitted to my father that I had kissed a boy. That honesty caused my father unspeakable rage, 

disgust, and heartache, and he was emotionally and physically incapable of looking at me or 

speaking to me for 6 months. At the end of that 6-month sentence, he broke the silence by calling 

my name to come toward him, and, right there and then, he apologized for what had happened 

and told me, for the first time, that he loved me. I remember that moment so clearly, and how he 

hugged me so dearly, as I tried to hold back my tears, saying again and again, “I’m so sorry, 

Dad.” At the same time, I savored every second of that loving moment of union and acceptance, 

knowing this special moment would end too soon, and not knowing it would be decades until I 

could feel the bliss of wholeness again. This was one of those life-defining moments that 
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influenced how my sexuality and spirituality would dance with embodied patriarchy in the 

coming years. 

 Neither the relationship with the fiancé nor that with the lover lasted, and, in my body, I 

carried the heart-breaking loss, disappointment, grief, and shame that the break-ups caused to so 

many people—especially to my fiancé and my father. While this chapter of my life was slowly 

ending, I was simultaneously learning the joyful and sensual world of belly dance and awakening 

to a new way of relating to my body. This combination—the break-up experiences with both 

men, coupled with the emergence and discovery of belly dance—led to great confusion and 

insecurities within me, especially because my dance pursuits were unnerving and upsetting to my 

father and my uncle, both of whom were protective over my reputation—especially in the Iranian 

community. They idealized me as a spiritual, modest woman and did not think dancing in public 

would be helpful for my good girl spiritual reputation. Meanwhile, I had neither the words nor 

enough experience to express what was actually happening inside me when I danced. I did not 

know that the indescribable aliveness, joy, and ecstasy I was feeling could be called sacred or 

healing—it had been naively labeled by patriarchal society as sexual, devoid of its inherent 

spiritual nature. 

 I gradually stopped performing and teaching, as if the inner beat of the drum was fading 

away. I was no longer inspired by belly dance. I found myself judging and separating myself 

from the dance by focusing on the flashy, competitive aspects of the belly dancing community, 

the heavy sexual-entertainment focus on men’s enjoyment, and how most of the women I knew 

seemed as if they were using the dance for external power—to fill an empty void by gaining 

male sexual and lustful approval and validation. These were the reasons I used to justify why I 

stopped dancing, and the reasons that made my father right about how belly dance is not 



65 

 

spiritual, and should only be a leisure hobby I would do once in a while with girlfriends. I also 

noticed that I really did not care about learning all the different styles, techniques, and exposing 

costumes, and there were times, in my pain and confusion, that I found myself judging the 

women who did. I felt a deep, indescribable loss and a deep longing from abandoning the dance 

that I could not understand or put into words, but I knew it made me feel alone, purposeless, 

powerless, and, therefore, untrusting of life, my body, and the pleasure of happiness.  

 At the time, I had no spiritual teacher or influence to guide me on my path—both belly 

dance and the Internet were relatively new in my world and community. In hindsight, I was 

looking for my father’s approval and love, as well as for my own spiritual authority, but I did not 

know how to trust my body any more. Not having a God, father, or boyfriend to control and own 

my body’s pleasure made me both suspicious and rebellious, and also fearful of my feminine 

sexuality and sensuality. Judgments, addictions, weight gain, and poor self-esteem took the place 

of my aliveness and the dance.  Even though my belly still knew my dance was pleasurably 

sacred in some way, I swallowed an old, cultural, man-made belief system that my body’s 

pleasure would lead to guilt or pain and that it would be my fault when I suffered those 

consequences. 

 I did not know where to move forward next. Dance came so easily and naturally for me, 

and everything else seemed so hard. The pleasure and joy of dance was just a brief chapter of my 

life by then—and so foreign to the depression, suppression, and insecurities I was used to in my 

growing up. Therefore, it was easy for me to return to the familiar place of not listening to or 

trusting my body and its intuitive guidance. Instead, I put my attention and energy on working in 

the corporate world and put all my income into a mortgage I could barely afford. I did this, 

unconsciously, all so that I could return to being a good girl, or successful daughter, in my 
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father’s eyes, and in the hopes of relieving some of the fear and distress my father had in relation 

to my not having a husband.  

 The full-time, over-time, corporate, high-tech lifestyle slowly ate away at my femininity, 

and I began to dwell in obsessive thoughts that something was wrong with me—especially with 

my body. It was as if I just woke up one day and realized I no longer felt beautiful, desirous, and 

worthy of being attractive. Then these denials would continue into telling myself that wanting to 

feel good about myself represented external power—versus authentic, internal power, and this 

realization made me ashamed for wanting to feel desirous and beautiful. I was also too ashamed 

to acknowledge that, with all the weight I had gained, I no longer felt I had the right to dance, 

unless no one else saw me doing that. I allowed myself to be a victim—believing I had destroyed 

my own beauty and created a disfigured, obese body that no one could love—especially when I 

could not love and trust myself and my body’s natural guidance system toward pleasure and 

creativity. By believing in this lie, I became a yes woman to all—someone without boundaries to 

protect myself, someone without needs, someone who could not say no to others or make them 

feel uncomfortable by expressing my truth, in fear that I would lose their love. 

 All this became a part of my relationship to dance, to pleasure, and to trusting my body 

and my life. In hindsight, it created confusion and my inability to know and trust the language of 

the Mother Goddess who lived in me, while the Patriarch was taking up so much space. I did not 

know how to fully trust and respect my body and Her inner language. Through life experiences, I 

was learning the message that what pleases me and makes me feel beautiful, powerful, sensual, 

and alive is bad, and wrong, as it will hurt my father and the men in my life, and that this would 

have been a death sentence in my world. For me, the safest route at the time was to allow myself 

to invalidate my sacred experiences that were filled with so much pleasure. By the time I was in 
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my early thirties, I had shut down—sexually and spiritually—and the dance in me had died. 

 Pare (2002) explained how patriarchy is invested in the shaming and silencing of 

women’s reality, which is why women often “feel defective or inadequate for who they are” (p. 

41). Pare (2002) saw that this sense of inferiority “leads to a profound sense of disempowerment, 

and one loses the ability to represent ones’ [sic] own reality, ultimately, to even know ones [sic] 

truth. Shame becomes a way of being and a way of being disempowered” (p. 41). Pare’s (2002) 

research was intended to “strengthen the validity of woman’s somatic knowing as a source of 

consciousness different from and complementary to her other ways of knowing” (p. 43). Pare 

(2002) also suggested that the memory we humans have is not just stored in the genes, but draws 

upon the process of morphic resonance (Sheldrake, 2009), which  

involves the idea of a collective memory, like Jung’s idea of the collective unconscious  
. . . and [memory] is about a relationship to time—and it’s cumulative. The whole idea of 
morphic resonance is that the past is potentially present everywhere, and that you can 
gain access to it by resonating with it. And out of that grows the future. (p. 37) 
 
Therefore, [she concluded] that every part of the female body and the female body as a 
whole contain stories which are part of this morphogenetic field of the Sacred Feminine. 
It is [her] experience that in the consciousness expression of each story as it presents 
itself through woman’s body, transformation is realized, integration develops and 
consciousness is expanded. (p. 39) 
 
From reading Pare’s (2002) research, I realized the deep-seated, perpetual shame and 

disempowerment I experienced growing up had deeper roots that predated my father and mother. 

Understanding and resonating with this insight became additional fuel for my healing journey 

and for this research, as well as eliciting deeper compassion for my father and my mother, who 

were both raised in Abrahamic religions that socialized and punished girls and women through 

shame. I can now look at my past sufferings as divine messages and guidance from my divinity, 

pointing the way to explore how patriarchy lives in me and around me and what my role as a 

healer and activist might be for the generations before me, around me, and ahead of me. I can 
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now see the Great Mother pointing the way to what still needs healing and reclaiming in my 

body, and women’s bodies, through the healing dances of women’s spirituality. 

Herstory of Patriarchy’s Beginnings—What Happened to the Sacred Feminine? 

Christ (2013) defined patriarchy as 

a system of male dominance, rooted in the ethos of war which legitimates violence, 
sanctified by religious symbols, in which men dominate women through the control 
of female sexuality, with the intent of passing property to male heirs, and in which men 
who are heroes of war are told to kill men, and are permitted to rape women, to seize land 
and treasures, to exploit resources, and to own or otherwise dominate conquered people. 
(para. 2) 
 
For nearly 30,000 years, peaceful civilizations existed wherein women were celebrated, 

worshipped, and honored for their bodies and their sexual energy as embodiments and healing 

aspects of the Goddess (Gimbutas, 1989, 1991; Marler, 2006; Noble 1983, 2001, 2003; Strova, 

2005; Redmond, 1997). Women’s sexuality and divinity were not separate—and they were not 

thought of as a bad or evil gender, nor were they considered as needing to be controlled. Women 

were free to express their sexuality as Goddess in all Her forms, through their bodies and dance. 

Marler (2006) shared that archaeological evidence, social structures, and symbolism of the 

Neolithic people depicted their prehistoric societies as balanced and egalitarian, and matrilineal, 

“with no indication of domination of one sex over the other” (p. 57). Marler (2006) cited how 

Gimbutas (2001) coined the term Old Europe “in recognition of the commonalities of economy, 

ritual life, and social structure of horticultural societies before the Indo-European influences” (p. 

57). Elegant sculptural and ceramic art, crafts, and elaborate ritual traditions were typical of the 

Neolithic settlements of southeast Europe, where thousands of anthropomorphic and zoomorphic 

sculptures were “found in households throughout the region, [and] the vast majority of 

identifiable images [were] female, reflecting the centrality of women’s ritual activities” (Marler, 

2006, p. 57).  
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 Today, we live in a world where women’s sexuality is hypersexualized for men’s 

enjoyment and capital profit, with unattainable, Photoshopped beauty and sizes causing more and 

more women and young girls to feel inadequate and obsessive about their bodies and images 

(Levin & Kilbourne, 2009; Miss Representation [a documentary accessed through a youtube 

link], Sundance Film Festival, 2011; Bogue, 2014.)   

Many industries make an obscene amount of money using sex and violence to market 
their products to children . . . [and these children] . . . are learning to look and act in ways 
that disturb even shock many adults. . . . But these children are acting in ways that make 
perfect sense given the sexualized environments that surrounds them. [A] narrow 
definition of femininity and sexuality encourages girls to focus heavily on appearance 
and sex appeal. They learn at a very young age that their value is determined by how 
beautiful, thin, “hot,” and sexy they are. And boys, who get a very narrow definition of 
masculinity that promotes insensitivity and macho behavior, are taught to judge girls 
based on how close they come to an artificial, impossible, shallow ideal. (Levin & 
Kilbourne, 2009, p. 1) 
 
Yet the ancient images of sacred, naked women are still disturbing to many people and 

“our culture is repelled by what it imagines as sexual license, naked women under no one’s 

control, something totally aboriginal and primitive” (Noble, 1991, p. 180). The figures’ 

nakedness and sacredness is a paradox that is too much to bear (p. 180), so “we call them temple 

harlots, temple prostitutes, and dancing girls, and that makes us feel more comfortable. We put 

them in their place, in a hierarchy of male over female” (Noble, 1991, p. 180). Noble (1991) 

highlighted ways that our Western culture inundates society with “imagery and advertising that 

use women’s bodies and our erotic energies” (p. 180) and that, simultaneously, a woman 

expressing her own sexuality—based totally on her own innermost experience and essential way 

of being—is something unknown, since we are all conditioned in a male-dominated society that 

uses women primarily to whet and satisfy the distorted sexual appetite of men (pp. 179-180). 
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A woman of power—as a shaman, healer, teacher, leader, or medicine woman,  

 
is often confronted with the inference that she is no longer a real woman. Her integrated 
power is suspected of bringing with it hatred of men, castration intentions, or black 
magic. The underlying accusations here are basic: lesbianism and witchcraft. The worst 
epithets used to keep women in line are related to her sexuality: “dyke,” “whore,” “ball 
buster,” “prick tease,” “witch.” Male fears of women’s power run very deep, having been 
built up over thousands of years. (Noble, 1991, p. 179) 
 
There is a big gap between today’s patriarchal and hypersexualized views of women’s 

sexuality and spirituality as compared to what ancient history and prehistory shows us about 

women’s sexuality and spirituality. The problem is not only the drastic difference in the 

treatment of women but how this topic and how this part of prehistory have been omitted and 

ignored in our culture and educational systems. I personally do not remember when I went 

through school ever learning about women’s herstory, or the legendary leadership that created 

the first agricultural civilizations, women’s strong spiritual roles in communities, or the torturing 

and burning to which they were later condemned for their healing practices. I did not even learn 

about women’s prehistory when I went to UC Berkeley for my undergraduate years in Peace and 

Conflict studies. 

There are many points of view about what shifted these Goddess-centered, matriarchal-

based civilizations to patriarchal-based civilizations that give men and fathers all the power and 

entitlement to dominate and what caused the demonization of women’s sexuality and women’s 

natural spiritual authority (Vajra Ma, 2013). I have chosen scholars whose research and 

viewpoints resonate with my own intuition around how age-old Goddess-centered civilizations 

were destroyed and replaced by males’ dominating attitudes, cultures, and religions that have lost 

reverence for the Goddess who lives in all beings—including in men.  
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In her article, The Beginnings of Patriarchy in Europe—Reflections of the Kurgan Theory 

of Marija Gimbutas, Marler (2006), described patriarchy as “the social arrangements in which 

men possess structural power by monopolizing high-status positions in important social, 

economic, legal, and religious institutions” (p. 53) and that patriarchy promotes and supports 

warfare—and, therefore, male dominance—on every level of society (p. 53), positing that, even 

though there is “no universal consensus about exactly how and when full-fledged patriarchal 

institutions were first established in Europe, it is clear that by the Early Bronze Age patterns of 

male dominance in various regions were well established” (p. 53).  

From archaeological discoveries in southern Russia and Eastern Europe, Gimbutas 

(1989) explained that, between 4300 and 2800 BCE, there was a “new force [that] inevitably 

changed the course or European prehistory” (p. xx) and eventually destroyed the ancient ways of 

Goddess-centered civilizations; she called this new force “Kurgan culture” (p. xx), as based on 

their burial mounds (kurgans). Like Gimbutas, Marler (2006) believed that the collapse of the 

Old Europe’s peaceful societies was likely due to harsh environments that triggered territorial 

aggression from Kurgan culture and that the destabilization of Old Europe’s egalitarian, women-

centered societies came from a “progressive collision and amalgamation between two 

diametrically opposed cultural and ideological systems” (p. 67). Marler (2006) asserted that 

patriarchy was not a “natural evolution of [pre-existing] egalitarian structures, nor was male 

dominance a universal feature of prehistoric societies” (p. 67). 

Goettner-Abendroth, (2006) posited that the “process of matriarchy to patriarchy took 

place on different continents all over the world over a period of 6,000 to 7,000 years and 

continues today” (p. 29). Goettner-Abendroth’s (2006) scholarship was concerned with what 

caused the change from preexisting matriarchal societies based on natural authority and 
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voluntariness to patriarchal societies of domination, aggression and invasion (p. 29). Goettner-

Abendroth (2006) cited the more recent patriarchal factors for the demise of matriarchal 

societies—factors including colonization, Christian missionizing, industrialization, and tourism 

in today’s so-called Third World countries, but she also went further to address what caused 

these aggressive behaviors in the first place, by focusing her research on the large migrations 

occurring from 4500-2500 BCE in western Asia and Europe.  

DeMeo (1998), an ethnological and historical researcher, attributed severe climatic 

changes that transformed fertile, forested lands into desert to the beginnings of patriarchy in 

geographical locations where ancient desertification originally took place, specifically in the 

Arabian and Central Asian portions of Saharasia (p. 389). DeMeo (1998) posited that the catalyst 

for social violence, war, and the development of patriarchy came from the hunger-driven 

migrations of the Indo-Europeans toward Europe in the West and India in the south (p. 389). 

DeMeo (1998) confirmed that 4,000 BCE is a 

general marker for the time when aridity, famine, starvation, and mass-migrations . . . 
related to land abandonment severely traumatized the originally peaceful and sex-positive 
inhabitants of those lands, including a distinct turning away from original matrism 
towards patristic forms of behavior. (p. 389) 
 
Although DeMeo’s (1998) scholarship and research findings concerning the causes and 

effects of patriarchy has depth, it is important to note that there are independent feminist scholars 

who take exception to DeMeo’s work.  One of these scholars is Max Dashu (2003), founder in 

1970 of the Suppressed Histories Archives. Dashu (2003) expressed concern that DeMeo’s 

theory—that says patriarchy originated in Africa and the Middle East—is charged with “negative 

racial baggage of sources” (para. 25) and threatens women’s liberation movements and alliances 

globally if it is not “examined carefully, in every case, by everyone” (para. 25). James DeMeo 

(1998) is also criticized by some other scholars, such as Goettner-Abendroth (2006), who 
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believes that his theory falls short of explaining the rise of patriarchy apart from the rise of 

violence (p. 35). 

Professional astrologer and scholar Demetra George (1994) offered a unique perspective 

on the demise of matriarchal societies and the disappearance of the Goddess and women of 

power over the past 5,000 years. Unlike many feminist scholars and researchers who blame the 

violent patriarchal tribes who worshipped the solar and sky gods for the demise of Goddess 

worship, George (1994) attributed Her disappearance to a “factor built into her own cosmology 

of cyclical renewal, as mirrored in the waxing and waning phases of the moon cycle” (p. 18). 

George (1994) further explained,  

If the Goddess is true to her own sensual nature, she will resonate in attunement to the 
moon’s rhythms of ebb and flow and, like the moon, will periodically withdraw into the 
dark face of her cycle. Here she performs her mysteries of renewal. If we look closely at 
the rhythm of the moon’s cycle, we may perceive that the development and flowering of 
the Goddess, her subsequent disappearance, and her current reemergence may be due to 
her natural cycle of waxing and waning faces. The new, full, and dark phases of the moon 
are a metaphor for the beginnings, middles, and endings of all our life endeavors. (pp. 18-
19) 
 

George investigated connections between the historical rise and fall of the Goddess culture and 

religion, lifecycles of an evolving feminine principle, and the symbolic meaning of the phases of 

the moon cycles. She concluded that, when the Goddess disappeared from the Western culture 

for about 5,000 years, it corresponded with the Dark Balsamic phase that occurred between 

3,000 BCE and 2,000 CE. In her calculations George (1994) suggested that,  

if the dark balsamic phase comprises one-eighth of the lunation cycle, then the entire 
previous lunar cycle that relates to the Goddess, must be eight-times-five thousand or 
forty-thousand years in duration. If this is the case, then we can propose that at about 
38,000 B.C.E. a new vision and aspiration of the feminine principle was birthed and 
released at the beginning new moon phase of one of her life cycles. . . . This time, the 
dawn of the Upper Paleolithic, around 38,000 B.C.E. corresponds to a momentous 
turning point in our evolution—the first appearance of Homo sapiens in western Europe, 
from whom all present-day humanity is descended. (p. 20) 
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At the beginning of the Upper Paleolithic, if we look at the Goddess’ lunar cycle, “the evolving 

feminine principle gave birth to a vision that unfolds over the course of her 40,000 year life 

cycle” (George, as cited in Noble, 1994, pp. 20-21).  

According to George (1994) the transition between the fall of the goddesses and the rise 

of the gods began around 3000 BCE, which corresponds with the Dark Balsamic phase, or 

closure phase, of the Goddess’s lunar life cycle. (p. 23). George suggested that, during the 

closure phase of a forty thousand year cycle, the natural traits of the dark moon’s cyclical phase 

caused the Goddess to decrease and withdraw Her energies. The Goddess had finally completed 

a large-scale moon cycle and exhausted Her supply and vital energy that delivered her mission of 

teaching the Homo sapiens the secret mysteries of creating and sustaining life through the 

discovery of agriculture and creation of civilizations (p.23). In Her retreat into the dark recessive, 

death-like, cyclical phase, the Goddess serves the Homo sapiens another great mystery—“that of 

re-generation” (George, 1994, p. 23).  

Demonization of the Goddess and Women’s Spirituality and Sexuality 

The Goddess was replaced with male-centered sky-gods of the Indo-Europeans, and 

eventually She was completely replaced by monotheistic religion’s faith in a male-only God, 

who did not honor the Earth. This erasure of the Goddess in world religions is the crux of what 

has distorted, erased, and negated the voice and role of the female and robbed our Mother Earth 

of its sacred, powerful wisdom in our global societies (Rigoglioso, 2007, p. 2).  

Author of Lilith’s Fire: Reclaiming Our Sacred Lifeforce, Grenn explained how 

demonizing Lilith—Adam’s first wife in the Garden of Eden story—and Eve, and, in turn, all 

women, coupled with demonizing menstruation, created a never-ending negative cycle of low 

self-esteem that will continue to perpetuate itself unless we recognize, name, and reverse it 
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(Grenn-Scott, 2000, p. 22). Lilith, who was already created before Adam—“[a]ccording to some 

Hebrew texts (specifically the Alphabet of Ben Sira)” (Beak, 2013, p. 87)—was demonized for 

her independence and open sexuality that was apparent from her refusal to obey orders from 

Adam to have sex missionary-style (Grenn-Scott, 2000; Beak, 2013); in other words, she refused 

“to be on the bottom” (Beak, 2013, p. 87), and Eve—who was depicted as a “feminine spiritual 

power” (Beak, 2013, p. 86) and the “source of spiritual awakening” (Beak, 2013, p. 86) by 

Gnostics—was demonized by Orthodox Christians for her quest of knowledge and wisdom from 

the tree of life (Green, 2000, Beak, 2013). Scholar, feminist, and author of Red, Hot and Holy—A 

Heretic’s Love Story (2013) Sera Beak affirmed that popular Christian theologies blame Eve for 

the downfall of mankind and the cause of original sin, adding that “and therefore, we women 

have unconsciously inherited an archaic spiritual reputation of being sinful, disobedient, 

untrustworthy, dangerous, and sexual temptresses” (p. 85).  

To understand why the Eden story is so important we have to remember the extraordinary 
way origin myth operate in our psyches. In a way humans are not made of skin and bones 
as much as we’re made of stories. The Eden myth perhaps more than any other floats in 
our cells, informing our vision of ourselves and the world. (Kidd, 2006, p. 72). 
 
The use of demonization is a core strategy that we can see apparent in patriarchal 

religious societies even today. Grenn (Grenn-Scott, 2000) asserted that demonization “is an 

effective literary, religious and social weapon, a subtle tool of social control and psychological 

manipulation often wielded with such dexterity as to be invisible to the very people bound by it” 

(p. xii). She elaborated in great detail on how ancient and modern societies used demonization as 

a tactic for  

controlling, manipulating, exploiting and dividing girls and women to keep them 
powerless, pitting Lilith against Eve, “good girl” against “bad girl”; its equal efficacy as a 
means of keeping one group, religion, or political party dominant over another; satisfying 
the human need to explain frightening or tragic events through the use of myth; 
rationalizing a mistrust of those who go their own way, those who are “too independent” 
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or risk being in the vanguard of the new movements—and as a means of keeping them 
“in their place”; as a response to the jealousies and insecurities that lead to suspicion, fear 
of loss and ultimately the passing of moral and legal judgments on one’s peers or 
perceived inferiors. (p. xiv) 

 
Demonization, as an aspect of patriarchy, is something that can happen to any social, 

political, or religious group, but its impact on women as a whole and its contribution to 

desacralizing women clearly shows that women—the creators of life— historically have been the 

main target. Moreover, as such, this impacts the Mother of humanity, and, therefore, humanity as 

a whole. More specifically, the demonization of women’s sexuality, and, in turn, their 

spirituality, has been at the center of patriarchal violence against women.  

There are a number of scholarly opinions about what caused the demise of matriarchal 

societies and the Goddess way of life and what created patriarchy and its dominance over 

women’s sexuality and spirituality. Through my research, I discovered that I feel most aligned 

with George’s (1994) astrological insight, from the point of view that the Goddess is Creatrix of 

all and that Her intelligence is living and embedded in all living beings and cycles of life—even 

in the so-called bad, dark, death, catastrophic, and violent misfortunes. I believe She knows what 

She is doing—always—even when we, Her earthlings, do not. To further support my personal 

belief, legendary author, poet, dancer, and singer Maya Angelou (1993) said, 

While I know myself as a creation of God, I am also obliged to realize and remember that 
everyone else and everything else are also God’s creation. This is particularly difficult for 
me when my mind falls upon the cruel person, the batterer, and the bigot. I would like to 
think that the mean-spirited were created by another force and under the aegis and 
direction of something other than my God. But since I believe that God created all things, 
I am not only constrained to know that the oppressor is a child of God, but also obliged to 
try to treat him or her as a child of God. (p. 34) 
 

Patriarchy Today—Media, Women’s Bodies, and Belly Dance 

There are many faces and degrees of patriarchy. For the purposes of my research and 

work in the world, I am most interested in how patriarchy has negatively disempowered 
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women’s relationship to their bodies, spirituality, sexuality, and natural authority—as well as 

what can be done to counter these negative impacts that women internalize and embody.  

The ancient roots of belly dance as a dance of celebration and birth has taken on a 

different face in our modern times, and is often “negatively associated with sexuality and 

striptease and devalued because of this” (Paul, 2006, p. 1). In a personal communication with the 

founder of the Middle Eastern Dance Department at the University of California at Santa 

Barbara, Paul (2006) asked about the history of belly dance and was told “that there was not 

much documented information because it was a woman’s dance and women were not highly 

valued in Arab societies” (p. 9). In her research, Paul (2006) learned that, by the time mid-19th 

century travelers were entertained by Middle Eastern dancers, the dance form had already been 

adulterated. Scholars of dance history Anthony Shay and Barbara Sellers-Young (2003) agreed 

that the lack of scholarship, and avoidance of scholarship, around belly dance is mostly due to 

the negative sexual reputation it has developed as only existing for male entertainment purposes.  

Its demonized association started long ago, at a period that is parallel with the demonization of 

the Goddess (Al-Rawi, 2006).   

The split that removed the dance from the realm of being an act of prayer, worship, and 

the celebration of life, along with the generalized separation between worship and social life, can 

be traced to Egyptian culture in the Bronze Age, when civilizations were advancing (Al-Rawi, 

2006, pp. 35-36): “During official events, dances came to be performed mainly by the ruling 

class, kings and priests, while women were only allowed to dance for the entertainment of the 

higher social class” (Al-Rawi, 2006, p. 36).  

Women’s loss of social power manifested itself in the restricted freedom of movement as 
well as in the new functions of their dances. For the first time, we find evidence of 
professional dancers, girls and women, performing for the entertainment of others, which 
further demonstrates the transition from the sacred to the profane, to dancing as a show. 
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Ritual dances involving the whole community were replaced by entertainment dances 
performed by professionals. (Al-Rawi, 2006, p. 36). 
 
Moving forward to the present day, we can see that women’s sacred dance, with the 

power to heal, nurture, celebrate, and protect all that is sacred, has largely become an 

entertainment dance that is owned by men and performed primarily for men. Now popularly seen 

in nightclubs and at bachelor parties and social events, the sacred dance is, more often than not, 

devoid of its sacred power and healing intentions—devoid of the Divine Mother. Even though 

there are many belly dance communities and women who dance for healing, birthing, and 

celebration today, it is no longer the first image or idea that comes to mind when people think of 

belly dance. The image of today’s women and belly dance is still greatly influenced by 

patriarchy, the influence we see in the media’s compulsive hypersexualization of women that 

consequently de-spiritualizes them at the same time.  

Our Western society, especially in the United States of America, is constantly bombarded 

by the media with persistent sexual, violent, and degrading images of women and their bodies, 

which images unconsciously breed women’s, and young girls’, insecurities and fears about 

themselves; these carry over to insecurities about their bodies and, therefore, their roles as 

women, mothers, daughters, creators, and leaders in the world. “The impact that these fears have 

on a girl’s development—sexual, psychological, physical, and emotional—is extremely 

detrimental and there is a strong likelihood that she will carry this disconnection from a core part 

of her being well into adulthood” (Bogue, 2014, p. 95). It has a similar impact on men—and 

boys, too—who are subjected to these messages. Patriarchy today is woven through the fabric of 

our interconnected world in almost all institutions—government, religious, academic, and 

corporate—and the media is the most powerful tool that keeps patriarchy in place, especially 

with regard to women’s roles and status. The maintenance of patriarchy depends on how 
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continually and powerfully women stay undervalued, disempowered, and disconnected from 

their bodies (Moe, 2012). The media does this by hypersexualizing women with idealized, 

unrealistic images and mostly slender bodies, which buries the message that women naturally 

embody sacred power and ancient wisdom—in every shape or form— that is directly connected 

with Mother Earth, who is a Mother Goddess.  

In a recent award-winning documentary, called Miss Representation, media CEO Pat 

Mitchell said, “The media is the message and the messenger—and increasingly a powerful one” 

(Miss Representation, Sundance Film Festival, 2011). Society’s sexualized standard of beauty 

for women, continues to become unhealthier, having an adverse effect on the development of 

women’s self-esteem. “At least one half of American women have a negative self-evaluation 

about their appearance” (Astarte, 2009, p. 22) and that figure continues to rise.  

Sarah Astarte’s (2009) dissertation Exploring the Relationship Between Self-image and 

the Activation of the Archetype of the Lover in Adult Female: An Intuitive Inquiry presented 

findings that indicate that those who are not content with their bodies are overinvested in their 

appearance and often suffer from psychological distress in their daily lives. Negative self-image 

produces self-abusive thoughts and behavior and is a growing sociocultural problem for adult 

females and young girls in the United States that leads to depression, eating disorders, social 

anxiety, self-consciousness, and a diminished quality of life and libido for life. Astarte (2009) 

posited that internalized social factors, such as the media, influence body-image distortion. 

Studies show that women with low self-esteem or high body dissatisfaction “are more likely to 

internalize sociocultural standards . . . and translate those into eating pathologies” (Astarte, 2009, 

p. 28). I find the eating pathologies symbolic of women’s hunger for the Divine Mother and their 

relationship—or lack of one—with Mother Earth. 
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Scholar and author of Beyond the Belly—An Appraisal of Middle Eastern Dance (aka 

Belly Dance) as Leisure, Moe (2012) said,  

Through belly dance, a holistic reclaiming of the body, along with a (re)connection of 
body, mind and spirit, seems to occur. It is possible within the quotes shared here to 
observe the ways in which women belly dancers challenge social constructions of the 
ideal female form. By illustrating autonomous movement, self-defined grace and creative 
ability, they are actively resisting etic (external) perceptions of the dance. Hence it would 
indeed seem that belly dance is too easily dismissed as another means through which 
women are objectified via hegemonic views of beauty and sexuality. (pp. 226-227) 
 

With this in mind, that belly dance is “transformative, healing, enriching, and empowering” 

(Moe, 2012, p. 227), women can use belly dance as a pathway to reclaim their body and power 

from its hegemonic and patriarchal views. In this light, women can become more equipped to use 

the dance in ways that cultivate a healthier relationship with their bodies and spiritual authority, 

as well as to become vessels of the divine and priestesses whose work is to heal and reclaim the 

Divine Mother embedded in belly dance. 
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Chapter 7: Divine Mother Goddess and Women’s Spirituality Embodied in Sacred Belly 

Dance    

Back to My Belly—Source of Desire and Divinity   

The first time my womb heard the ancient call of the drum, a pulse started to beat 

between my hips and my heart, somewhere in the center of my being, in my blood. The pulse 

continued to spiral upward to the top of my head and back down again until it birthed one 

flowing, fluid movement that made me feel alive, whole, and one with all. It became an inner 

place I could retreat to when I needed to hold a space and witness the depths of my feelings. 

Allowing myself to enter my body as a temple of grief and sorrow helped me to honor parts of 

myself that wanted to be heard and felt and offered indescribable messages and insights that 

made it possible to alchemize these painful sensations into renewed joy and aliveness. It became 

a place I could return to and remember how the essence of life is always breathing—and beating 

the blood of life—through me. Further, when I allow myself to enter my body and dance in the 

temple of intense joy and aliveness, I remember, reclaim, and ground my experience with 

tremendous gratitude for my body, my heart, my soul—my whole life.  

At the time of my initial exploration, I did not know that belly dance was an ancient 

serpent dance with roots linking it to birthing rituals, moon cycles, and Kundalini energy. Back 

then it felt like a mysterious, sacred dance that invoked an innate wisdom that felt divinely 

beautiful, sacred, and ancient to me. Like a continuous cycle, the undulating snake-like spine 

creates the watery, serpentine waves, circles, and spirals of my dance—always returning to the 

birthplace of its original movement—the birthplace of life, blood, the navel, and every belly- 

dance move. At the base of the spine rests a tilt-able sacrum that shimmies like a rattlesnake; this 

is the home of the coiled kundalini serpent.   
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There is at least one universal truth that most human beings can agree on, and that is that 

we were all birthed from a womb—a creative center that creates the miracle of human life. 

Before a baby’s birth into the external world, every baby’s world was dark and fluid in the womb 

of its mother, and it was connected to the mother through the umbilical cord. In the womb, the 

baby’s first sound was its mother’s heartbeat, pumping blood and oxygen—life—through the 

long, snake-like cord that connected mother to baby, navel to navel, belly to belly. The belly, or 

stomach, is the center of our physical human body, where the transformations of digestion, 

nourishment, fulfillment, and waste preparation take place. Some say the belly, or the navel area, 

is the source of desire, creation, and joy, resting above the sexual, life-giving organs. There was 

a time when the yoni, womb, women, and goddesses were worshipped because of their magical 

and fertile, life-giving nature—which can be first seen when a woman’s belly grows with life 

growing inside her. 

I remember the day, like so many other days, when I was looking at my belly in the 

mirror. As I mentioned in the introduction, it was a belly I had never been able to really love—

physically and spiritually—although I had tried. But, on this particularly day, I allowed my belly 

to relax so I could see how big it really was, and, for the first time, in my eyes, I actually looked 

like a beautiful pregnant mother. Suddenly, my belly did not look so bad and embarrassing—my 

big belly looked like it had purpose. The pain of shame and judgment silenced, and, in the 

background, like magic, I could hear one of my favorite Arabic dance songs begin to play from 

my iPod. I began to dance in front of the mirror as if I were a pregnant mother.  It was in this 

moment, and in the undulating movement of my spine, with my hands lifted to the sky, that an 

instant knowing arrived—a soulful longing was fulfilled in this recognition: Belly dance was 

once a birthing dance—a sacred dance to support, empower, honor, and celebrate a mother-to-be. 
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This dance is a prayer and offering of gratitude. Shortly after, I was invited to facilitate a baby 

shower ritual with belly dance.  

My First Belly Dance Ritual for Mother-to-Be 

My first invitation to offer a belly dancing ritual for a baby shower, in 2005, was one of 

the greatest honors and initiations I remember experiencing. I had never done such a ritual and 

performance before, but I remember tuning into a sense of reverence for life and birth and 

intuitively knowing exactly what I was going to do. I gathered all my hip scarves and shimmy 

belts and put them inside a big treasure box. I made a music list with the first song I had ever 

danced to publicly—Derwood Green by Hossom Ramzy and Phil Thornton—and other favorites 

infused with so much joy and so many women’s voices making the Arab call of celebration, such 

as Eliha Fahr by Hicham Katir Orchestra, Huda by Solace, and Ah Ya Leil by Shereen. When I 

arrived to the place of the baby shower, I showed up veiled, with a gypsy-style costume 

underneath. With the first song playing, I made a surprise entrance, and performed a solo 

dance—making sure I greeted each woman silently with my eyes, hands, hips, and facial 

expressions of heartfelt kinship. At the end of the song, I asked all the women to gather in a 

circle from the different corners of the home and invited them to the treasure trunk of belly 

scarves sitting in the center of the circle. The women were delighted to have beautiful scarves to 

wrap around their hips or shoulders, and they were eager for what was to come next.  

I first gave thanks for the honor it was to be there in the presence of all these beautiful 

women, who were all there to honor and celebrate the mother-to-be and her baby-to-come. I set 

the tone of the intention that we were going to shower the mother and baby with the dance of joy 

and celebration of life, and with the blessings and prayers for a healthy and happy birth during 

her rite of passage. I gave a mini-dance-history lesson to engage the women in the birthing roots 
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of belly dance that I had first learned from Al-Rawi (2003), as well as to inspire their natural 

embodied sensuality. I let them know that, even though the dance is called belly dance, it is also 

a dance of the womb, and of the heart—it must be felt, and also channeled through facial 

expressions. The belly and womb are separate, yet they are connected, and both symbolize the 

home of our conception.  I let the women know that sometime during our lesson they would 

intuitively know when it was time to approach the mother-to-be who would be sitting in a special 

chair to receive the blessings of each woman’s dance. Every single woman in the space exploded 

with joy, laughter, and passion, as if they were chirping and bathing like happy birds in a Spring 

pond. It was impossible not to notice these women basking in their sensual divinity, transforming 

the ordinary living room space into a temple of divine feminine, and eager to make their divine 

offering to the mother-to-be and the baby. It was truly a dance of honor—honoring the aliveness 

of our feminine nature and bodies and honoring a woman’s rite of passage as we showered her 

with the medicine of the dance—joy, support, love, and prayers. Moreover, in participating, all 

the women were invigorated and refreshed with sensual joy, rosy cheeks, and bright eyes—as if 

they had just been reborn anew.  

The greatest joy and honor I experienced from this baby shower ritual was feeling as if I 

had rebirthed my relationship to belly dance and my spirit. Experiencing belly dance as a sacred 

birthing dance was no longer something I read about in a book or experienced alone. It was now 

a lived experienced shared with other women, and together we awakened our own “morphic 

resonance” (Pare, 2002) to the ancient dance of the sacred feminine. We all instinctively knew 

how to dance the ancient dance of rhythmic circles and undulations as divine women.  

When the baby shower was over, I was approached by several women asking me how 

long I had been doing these baby ritual showers; how exciting it was to say, “This is my first 
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time—at least in this life!” And I remember noticing within myself the surprise of how natural it 

felt for me to do this ritual for so many women—and for the first time! It was much easier than 

performing as an entertainer, and I believe it was because the dance was welcomed and seen as 

an offering and came with a sacred intention—to honor life and the Mother. It was part of 

something greater than trying to please and impress an audience through the entertainment of 

exotic movements that would excite and seduce my audience—versus honoring them, praying 

for them, and blessing them with the healing power of sacred dance. And it was a dance among 

women, for women. This kind of women-only space naturally opens up a woman to step more 

fully into her rawness, aliveness, and authentic self without the necessity of a male audience and 

their potentially sexual gaze of either acceptance or rejection.  

Soon after, I awakened to an ancient memory that this dance—like all forms of sacred 

dance or movement—is a portal that can connect us to the memory of our wholeness, magic, and 

divinity. This dance of the belly, with its ancient serpentine elements, is the umbilical cord to our 

universal Creator, who is Mother to me. And this inner awakening and memory opened a new 

worldview for me that was getting affirmed and reflected back to me from the people and 

information I was attracting into my life, including two special women mentors and my graduate 

studies in the Women’s Spirituality Master’s Program at Sofia University. 

Belly Connections With Graduate Studies 

What I was surprised to discover in my graduate studies is that my knowledge of sacred 

belly dance as a birthing dance embodies key themes in women’s spirituality and the dance of 

the Mother Goddess. These themes include death, birth, and regeneration cycles (embodied in 

movements reflecting infinity—figure-8 circles with breasts and hips), moon and menstrual 

cycles (with hips and breasts making full, half, waxing, and waning circles), kundalini and 
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serpentine energy (waves, undulations, pops, and shimmies with the whole body), and prayerful, 

life-honoring expressions (with the face, arms, hands, feet, neck, and spine)—all making the 

dance an embodied expression of the Goddess and Her divine feminine aliveness. 

Classical dancer, actress, yogini, and author Strova (2005) illuminated how belly dance’s 

roots go as far back as the Neolithic age (7000-3500 BCE), during a time when there appeared 

the first images of divine power found in the archaeological figures of the Great Mother, carved 

with fertile bellies and generous hips and breasts (p. 70). The Neolithic era was a revolutionary 

period in which human beings witnessed important changes with the advent of agriculture, 

“which is attributed to women” (Strova, 2005, p. 70).  

It was through agriculture that human beings discovered that the cosmos was a living 
organism, governed by a rhythm, a cycle, in which life is closely and necessarily 
connected to death, because the seed cannot sprout again if not through its own death. 
(Strova, 2005, pp. 70-71) 
 
Strova (2005) shared how “the belly became a symbol of the feminine, which represented 

mother, and the land . . . and [the belly] became a symbol of the sacred mystery of our origin and 

the fertility that it revealed in its changes: menstruation, pregnancy, and childbirth (p. 71). The 

dance’s foundational elements of snake, moon, birthing, and kundalini energy are already 

established in this research as aspects of the Divine Mother, who symbolized fertility, life, death 

and regeneration, all of which can be witnessed and embodied in belly dance—a dance that 

began at the bodily center of menstruation (Strova, 2005, p. 71). 

A Dance of Menstruation and Snake 

Since belly dance is often considered the dance of the womb and nowadays as a birthing 

dance or dance of fertility, it is important for this research to acknowledge what goes on in the 

fertile wombs of women, and what makes birth and life possible—women’s menstruation, the 

blood of life. I am particularly interested in addressing menstruation since, like Snake, it is often 
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demonized and judged as dirty or impure, instead of revered for its mysterious and life-giving 

properties. It is also important to note here that, even though not all women will give birth, and 

not all women menstruate throughout their lives—which includes those who are post-

menopausal or who have difficulty bleeding during their menstrual years for any reason—this 

blood of life is the essence of being female and the source of life from which we all come. 

The navel is a very important symbol of fertility. As the point of prenatal contact between 

mother and child, the navel is the original bond through which every human being comes into 

our world (Strova, 2005, p. 107). In the matriarchal world, it was believed that no living matter 

could be created in the human body without blood, “because it was the blood that hosted the 

soul. Blood was the first material of existence, the vehicle of life and the envelope of the soul, 

and for this it was considered taboo in the sanctified, divine sense” (Strova, 2005, p. 85). Strova 

posited that “the belief most important to belly dance is that the sacred menstrual blood 

transformed itself and coagulated to form a baby” (Strova, 2005, p. 85). 

The idea that belly dancing is a dance of conception “is supported by the etymological 

and sacred aspects of the blood in the archaic world” (Strova, 2005, p. 87). The process of 

menstruation is about the completion of fluid cycles in a circular movement—a core movement 

prevalent in belly dancing. “Without a doubt, the archaic forms of belly dancing commemorated 

the mythical movement of original creation, the instant of creation, the repetition of life rising 

again and again through conception” (Strova, 2005, p. 87).  

Grahn, an internationally known poet, writer, and cultural theorist, birthed what is called 

metaformic theory in her book, Blood, Bread and Roses (1993). In brief, it is a theory of physical 

metaphors that embody a comparison to an idea that is menstrually based and revolves around 

human beings’ understanding of light and dark in relationship to the light and dark moon phases 
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that were primally recognized as, and still are held to be, directly related to women’s 

menstruation cycles (Grahn, 1993, p. 22). In Grahn’s (1993) research, she concluded that 

menstruation had initiated the origins of culture and civilization and “helped establish our 

[primal] understanding of . . . home” (pp. 67-68).  

This place called home, where each human life was once conceived, has a uterine lining 

that is shed every month by menstruating women, with a shedding process that has a 

synchronous relationship with the moon’s cycling between light and dark, waxing and waning. 

From this perspective— how light and dark are synchronous in the making of biological life—

Grahn believes we can embrace a new, but primordial, meaning of menstruation as an ageless, 

living teacher of life, biology, and culture that is always in synch with the blood of life (Grahn, 

1993, p.13).  

This recognition connects back to the moon as a model for primordial humanity. It was 

the moon’s life cycle of transformation—disappearing (dying) as new moon, and returning 

(regeneration) as a full moon—that validated “the human hope of regeneration” (Strova, 2005, p. 

71). The advent of agriculture precipitated a shift to a new human focus on the land and woman, 

where the woman’s body became the symbol that guaranteed life and the woman’s womb began 

to be “seen for its religious character, and her sexuality, fertility and magic [venerated] along 

with the magic of the land” (Strova, 2005, p. 71). The woman became Goddess—her belly 

button was revered as the center of the earth and her belly was compared to a sacred grotto, or 

cavern, “linked to the origin of all of life” (Strova, 2005, p.71). Michael Dames, author of The 

Silbury Treasure—The Great Goddess Rediscovered (1976), wrote about England’s famous 

Silbury Hill, and other mounds, that have been constructed all over the world to express this 
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concept. Specifically, Dames (1976) wrote about the Silbury Hill representing the pregnant belly 

of the Mother Goddess, worshipped by pilgrims honoring the seasonal cycles. 

In concert with these creations made to venerate the womb, we can also remember the 

snake’s primordial symbolism and its relationship to women, land, and fertility. The snake is the 

only living creature that lives and moves belly-to-belly on the earth and can regenerate anew 

through its shedding of its skin in a phenomenon parallel to that of a menstruating woman’s 

uterus that sheds every time she bleeds. Grahn (1993) described how the snake symbolizes a 

synchronous embodiment of women’s menstruation and that all blood is menstrual blood.   

Natural bodies of water . . . [where snakes often live] . . . are equated with menstrual 
blood, possessing the same life- and death-giving capacities. The collective flow is both 
protective and dangerous: the great menstrual paradox of life and death.” (Grahn, 1993, 
p. 58) 
 

In belly dance, the navel acts as the center for every step, birthing undulating waves of 

energy that naturally mimic the serpent’s and the moon’s movement in life that proceeds as a 

waxing and waning. The belly dancer’s entire body becomes an expression of the various types 

of moon circles, spirals, mysterious unpredictability, and surges of power. The belly dancer 

rattles like a snake, shimmies like a snake, slithers like a snake, uncoils like a snake, uses tempos 

like a snake’s, sheds like a snake, circles like a snake, opens like a snake, squeezes like a snake, 

snaps like a snake, and breathes like a snake. Grahn (1993) also noted how the umbilical cord 

(responsible for nourishing a prenatal baby’s life, as well as helping it eliminate waste) has often 

been associated with the snake:  

Many people speak of pregnant woman having a snake in her belly, or giving birth to a 
snake. It seems likely that the shape of the umbilicus helped peoples, such as the Cokwe 
in Africa, to imagine the life force of a pregnant woman as an ancestral spirit snake in her 
belly who helps the baby grow. (p. 60) 
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Belly’s Navel 

It is interesting to note here that many Goddess sites in the world were known as “the 

navel of the world, such as Cuzco (literally translated as navel, and the capital of the Inca 

empire), Delphi (meaning womb and said to be the center of world in Greece), Çatal Hüyük, 

Turkey, and Egypt, Africa” (Earth Navels, n.d.). 

In prehistoric eras, the omphalos, or, belly button, was revered as the essence of the 

mother, the center of her body, the center of the earth, and where life and time began—the same 

earth and body “to which life would have returned after death for the specific purpose of being 

reborn” (Strova, 2005, p.106).  

Strova (2005) explained that “the belly button is a bridge for belly dancing” (p. 109) 

while “the navel acts as the center for every step, it radiates its undulating energy through all 

parts of the body” (p. 109). Like the shape of the earth, the belly button is round and has a 

cyclical nature that carries out the circles and spirals of belly dance. These circle and spiral 

shapes, that are cyclical nature, unfold 

in two complementary phases: starting from the center, they have a centrifugal spinning 
movement that radiates energy away from itself, and then eventually completes itself 
with a centripetal movement that brings the energy back into the center. This dynamic is 
similar to the vital function of the blood, which starts off from the heart and spreads 
throughout the organism, giving it life and then returns to the heart, the vital center. 
(Strova, 2005, p. 109) 
 

Strova (2005) also pointed out how this is similar to the process of breathing, in which,  

(w)ith inhalation (centrifugal phase), the belly expands and takes in air and vital energy. 
With exhalation (centripetal phase), the belly contracts while it empties itself of the air 
that had filled it before, thus returning [it] to the center of the body . . . through a dance 
focused on breathing concentration, and the belly’s expansion, this threshold opens us up 
to the primordial unity of life, to an equilibrium in the movement of opposites. (pp. 109-
110).  
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The Language of Belly, Hips, Breasts, and Spine 

Belly dance is described as having “its own special movement vocabulary, typically 

involving many movements of the torso including isolations of the hips, shoulders, rib cage, the 

head and even the muscles of the abdomen” (Zuhur 2001, p. 8, as cited in Paul, 2006, p. 2). In 

sacred belly dance, the circles that a woman makes with her belly, hips, and breasts are 

connected to the cycles of the waxing and waning circles of full moon, new moon, and half-

crescents—and the navel and breath are still the birthplace of the movement. The famous Ishtar 

image, wide-hipped and holding her breasts, is a great ancient Goddess example that modeled the 

importance of hips and breasts. Infinity circles, or figure-eight circles, are done in a continuous 

wave-like motion, in which each side of the hip or breast takes turns creating a circle on each 

side of the body, with the spine acting as the axis point around which these double circles 

connect. Often times, the infinity circle can be seen in both the hips and chest as one continuous 

movement. The first circle begins at the navel center, when a woman creates a circle by 

stretching her isolated hips or breasts to one side of the body. The movement returns to center 

before the dancer creates the second circle on the other side of her body. This infinity-like 

movement may travel between hips and breasts or stay in one isolated place, depending on where 

the energy is flowing. This spiraling movement is so ancient, that it not only echoes the 

serpentine movement that has been addressed in this research but also mimics the shape of the 

DNA strands that live in our spine. 

Belly serpentine spirals are the secret to belly dancing’s flowing, fluid movement that 

distinguishes it from other forms of dance. The dance represents a wave or an uncoiling of a 

snake that is undulating either side-to-side or up and down. The spiral movement of the belly, 

hips, breasts, and spine offer the dancer a smooth and natural passage from one move to the next, 
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up and down, left and right, and vice versa, with the belly button consistently acting as the center 

of movement. These types of spiral movements and undulation allow the nervous system—via 

the spine—to rest and keep the body in shape and youthful, by opening each vertebra, especially 

in the lumbard (sacrum) section of the spine that holds the pelvic area. Spiral movement 

embodies a natural undulation that starts at the pelvic area and that we most often see in the hips. 

The hips represent the cradle of life and the symbolic container of the womb and yoni. The 

breasts represent the nourishment of life. Just as Mother Earth’s body has the ability to generate 

sustainable and nourishing food for the living, so does the mother who feeds her baby.  

Birthing Dance—How Belly Dance Empowers and Honors Expecting Mothers 

Stewart (2000) said, “The mystery of birth is the basis of all mysteries” (p. 84). She 

found belly dance to have an intricate synchronicity between women, birth giving, and the divine 

and that the dance was “adapted from a traditional and private dance, a dance in celebration of 

womanhood, a dance by women and for women’s purposes to celebrate the various stages of 

life” (p. 81). Stewart’s (2000) book was one of the first books to explore women’s spiritual 

expression through a study of dance that possessed historical and global depth. She described 

sacred circles, birth rituals, ecstatic dances, and dances of loss and grief that enable women to 

integrate the movements of faith, healing, and power into their daily lives.  

Carolina Varga Dinicu (1964), also famously known as Morocco, is considered a leading 

performer and global authority in the field of belly dance. In her article, “Belly Dancing and 

Childbirth,” Dinicu (1964) claimed that belly dancing, or  

oriental dancing, as the Arabs themselves call it, is one of the oldest forms of dance, 
originating with pre-Biblical religious rites worshiping motherhood and two of its 
movements (the only two actually done with the abdominal muscles) have as their 
practical side the preparation of females for the stresses of childbirth. Thus it is also, in a 
way, the oldest form of natural childbirth instruction. (para. 2)  
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Dinicu (1964) explained that the purpose of ritualistic belly dance performed by women for a 

mother in labor is “to hypnotize . . . [her] . . . into the imitation of the movements with her own 

body. This greatly facilitates the birth and reduces pain from womb contractions. It helps the 

mother to move with instead of against the contractions” (para. 3). In Paul’s (2006) dissertation, 

The Physical and Psychological Effects of Belly Dance: A Multiple Case Study, she cited Dinicu 

comparing this dance to the Schikhatt dance, which is,  

an erotic dance from Morocco that is done in preparation for a wedding and designed to 
teach the bride how to move in the marriage bed (Dinicu, 2000). The pregnant woman 
would stand to mimic the movements for a few minutes and then squat to bear down (pp. 
16-17). 

Paul (2006) also cited a midwife who had said that the “movements in belly dance mimic many 

of the movements inherent to childbirth, and are thus naturally female” (p. 31). Similarly, Al-

Rawi (1999) described the movements of belly dance as “well-suited to prepare a woman for 

giving birth. In essence, belly dancing is a life and fertility dance” (p. 142). In one of her 

examples of a birthing dance ritual for a woman in labor, Al-Rawi (1999) described the 

movements made by the circle of women as “performing wave movements with their belly” (p. 

142) and explained that “these contraction movements resemble the belly’s movements during 

labor. The soft movements are always accompanied by pulling and pushing the belly with a jerk  

. . . designed to help the mother-to-be as she opens to this overwhelming force” (p. 142). 

Pregnancy has been a symbol of initiation and transformation from the beginning of 

human life on earth to the present day. It is a surrender to the reality and risk of death that is 

involved and felt by almost all women who participate in the birth experience (Stewart, 2000, p. 

84). “On some level, every pregnant woman acknowledges her personal willingness to answer a 

possible call to sacrifice in the true sense of the word” (Stewart, 2000, p. 84). The birth rituals of 

our ancestors served as both “practical physical birthing aids . . . [and] . . . important forms of 
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spiritual expression” (Stewart, 2000, p. 84) that offer a very complex experience of emotions. “A 

woman surrenders her body to be a vessel during pregnancy, giving over conscious control so 

that another being can emerge. Birth rituals helped women perform this selfless act without 

surrendering their own being” (Stewart, 2000, pp. 84-85). In this light, “the mother becomes 

priestess to her unborn child” (Stewart, 2000, p. 85). The role of women as the vessels from 

which our lives come is represented by the bountiful Paleolithic figures, such as Venus of 

Laussel and Venus of Willendorf (Stewart, 2000, p. 85). 

In addition to belly dance’s being an embodied expression of the Goddess’s snake form 

and moon cycles, belly dance is also a expression of childbearing itself, as it prepares the body 

for the physical act of childbearing. The dance places heavy emphasis on the pelvic and 

abdominal regions (Stewart, 2000, p. 86). 

Abdominal muscles, together with those of the buttocks and thighs, are more important 
than any others during childbirth. They are controlled by the pelvis which—to take a 
much used comparison—resembles a basin which we can tilt forwards and backwards, 
and from side to side. (Stewart, 2000, p. 86) 

 
The belly roll is a movement that helps keep the abdominal muscles supple for giving birth. 

“These muscles crisscross the lower trunk in different directions, just as threads of silk bind 

themselves around a cocoon. During labor they exert pressure on the womb to open and allow 

the baby to exit” (Stewart, 2000, pp. 86-87). Hip, abdominal, and lower-back motions of belly 

dance are not only excellent for the birthing process but also very beneficial after childbirth in 

regaining muscular elasticity. During pregnancy and birth the muscles that are most stretched are 

the pelvic floor muscles and the transverse abdominals (Stewart, 2000, p. 86).  

 Writer, human rights activist, dancer, doula, and mother of three children Maha Al-Musa 

(2009) is the creator of the internationally acclaimed Dance of the Womb: A Gentle Guide to 

Belly Dance for Pregnancy and Birth DVD and book. Al-Musa’s (2009) appreciation for the 
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ancient dance can be traced back to her Palestinian and Lebanese roots. Al-Musa (2009) named 

the dance as “the dance of the womb . . . the dance of life . . . the dance of the feminine. A dance 

for all eternity . . . and the ultimate gift [of] birth and creation” (para. 2). Al-Musa (2009) teaches 

birth dance by helping each woman connect back to her primal instincts and feminine source, so 

that she can “claim back her most basic and inherent right as the Deliverer of Life” (para. 5). 

Since belly dance is a dance so rich and full of emotions and physicality, Al-Musa (2009) helps 

each expecting mother to explore her femininity and feelings, so that she can “feel progressively 

free to discover, accept and release or embrace emotions that will accompany her on her 

mothering journey” (para. 6). Al-Musa (2009.) explained how an expecting mother who 

practices undulations and rocking motions of the figure-8 movement and pelvic circles becomes 

more connected to the flow of nature, a connection that can aid her ability to deal with her labor. 

The opening, elongating and widening of arms also helps open the chest cavity for the easier 

breathing that is critical during labor—and is critical to the act of embracing life and embracing 

the Divine Mother. 

Sacred Belly Dance Decoded—Embodying the Sacred Feminine in Modern Times 

 Whether a woman chooses to give birth or not, a sacred belly dancer can experience and 

rebirth the consciousness of Divine Mother by embodying Her earthy, cyclical movements.  

These movements speak their own language that naturally helps women remember, reclaim, and 

cultivate their power as women that includes physical strength, confidence, inherent sensuality, 

spirituality, beauty, eroticism, and intuition. The vocabulary of the inner language of belly dance 

offers a deeper way of being connected to the inner-self—one’s inside life and relationship with 

the Divine. Spiritual expert in women’s dance Vajra Ma (2005) explained that “it is a language 

that is body-referenced, sensation-referenced . . . anchored in the beauty and mystery of the 
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physical” (p. 6). When we experience the body as a source of pleasure, beauty, and mystery, the 

physical becomes a terrain worth exploring and “we will awaken ourselves and each other to the 

value of the Body, the knowing of the Body, the intelligence of flesh, bone and blood, the voice 

of the physical matter, the intrinsic sacredness of all physical form” (Vajra Ma, 2005, p. 6). What 

I appreciated about Vajra Ma’s (2005) depth of representation of the physical form of the dance 

is that she included the form of Gaia—Mother Earth— and our relationship to Her, as in 

“plant[s], mineral[s], animal[s], element[s], human[s]” (p. 6). In my experience, when I dance, it 

is impossible to not feel connected to Gaia, or Mother Earth, or the Goddess; this is what renews 

me. This is what makes the dance so sacred to me and how I consciously rebirth myself, 

reclaiming my power as a woman who is strong, capable, intuitive, and trusting of life’s cycles. 

 Vajra Ma (2005) explained that her teaching of the “tantric dance of feminine power” is 

“literally a Path of Knowledge . . . [and] direct experience” (p. 8) that she calls BodyKnowing, 

attunement with the body’s language that gives direct experience of Spirit. The body 
speaks through subtle sensation, breath, sound, movement, image and e-motion. This 
conscious awareness of subtle body energetics awakens our Deep Memory Cellular 
Being and enables us to experience the ancient transforming power of women’s 
mysteries. (p. 8) 
 

This explanation affirmed my initial direct intuition that belly dance was a birthing dance and a 

sacred dance of the divine.  

 What I also experienced in my first encounters with belly dance was the knowing of how 

healing and spiritually empowering it could be for women and girls. Moe (2012) validated the 

healing potential of belly dance as due to its holistic nature that interconnects the “mental, 

physical, and spiritual well-being vis-à-vis autonomous and creative movement” (p. 223). In her 

study, Moe (2012) learned that women who belly-danced reported the 

feeling of a heightened awareness to a higher power and the connectedness of all things 
through the dance. To be more specific, some saw belly dance as a way through which to 
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experience a deeper, more enhanced spiritual connection, often describing a particularly 
[good] energy circulation and flow during performance, when they felt a connection to 
others around them. In this way, spirituality, as enacted through belly dance, fostered 
greater spiritual awareness, connectivity, and well-being. (p. 225) 
 

Moe (2012) also affirmed that the 

amorphous recognition of a higher feminine power, sometimes referred to as The 
Goddess . . . which was variously defined as Mother Earth, the entire universe, or the 
embodiment of the divine feminine in all women . . . is helpful in understanding why 
women are drawn to belly dance . . . as it is within this connotation (that belly dancing 
embodies or represents a form of divine femininity) that they may recognize their own 
potential as relevant and creative beings. (p. 225) 
 
Belly dance offers the freedom of self-expression and creativity that is set apart from the 

rules and structure that come with codified dances such tap, jazz, and ballet (Moe, 2012). In this 

light, belly dance provides women an outlet to experience their sensual, sexual, and spiritual 

femininity without the challenges of hegemonic norms, especially that of being a certain physical 

size. The belly dancer can be small or as large as the Goddesses and Venuses from our 

prehistoric times appeared to be in the ancient carvings and still be accepted and celebrated. Moe 

(2012) confirmed that belly dance has become “a form of resistance to social and cultural norms 

about women, their bodies, and physical activity” (p. 226). Many women I have seen belly 

dancing for the first time, and the women in Moe’s (2012) research, reported an experience of a 

“letting go quality that . . . suspended social expectations and self-judgment in the space of a 

dance” (p. 226), thus allowing them to “recognize the beauty, grace, and enjoy their bodies. . . 

through the course of belly dancing” (p. 226). 

Likewise, according to Paul (2006), the psychological benefits of belly dance are “greater 

self-esteem, self acceptance, a greater predominance of positive feelings such as joy or 

happiness, better communications, and improve[ment of] relationships” (p. 6). Belly dance offers 

enhanced physical fitness, body concept, and creative self-expression (Paul, 2006, p. ii). Paul 
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(2006) cited examples of research participants who experienced “healing from rape and sexual 

abuse, bulimia and breast cancer surgery” (p. 7) through the performance of belly dancing.  
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Chapter 8: Conclusion and Illuminations 

 This research explored archaeomythological evidence and interpretations of how 

prehistoric civilizations worshipped a life-giving, death-wielding, sexual Goddess who was 

sacred and interwoven into their daily lives. The evidence I found illustrated how for nearly 

30,000 years women’s sexuality was not perceived as separate from their spirituality. Women 

were seen as sacred, powerful vessels and pathways to invoke and channel the healing medicine 

of the Divine Creatrix, or Mother Goddess. From my personal experience, I discovered belly 

dance as a way of experiencing my divinity, sexuality, and the Goddess-within; later this became 

sacred belly dance as I invoked the dance with sacred intentions and shared it with other women. 

 There are many forms of sacred dance that can be used as a portal to access one’s 

divinity. I chose sacred belly dance as my focus because of my personal experience, which had 

been both positive and negative in its regard, and because, like the Goddess and women’s 

sexuality, belly dance’s sexual nature has been greatly misunderstood and misused, even though 

it is divine and sacred at its core. I also could not help but notice, from my studies of women’s 

spirituality, the obvious feminine and fertile themes of the Goddess encoded in present-day belly 

dance. Based on archaeomythological evidence, I believe belly dance is an evolved offshoot of 

how prehistoric dance was once done for the Goddess. 

 My original discovery of the dance and what it awakened within me was so powerful, it 

challenged all the religious, cultural, and ancestral beliefs, dogmas, and rules that had separated 

the relationship between my sexuality and my spirituality. It also awakened the Dark Goddess 

within me, who began eating away at the good-girl complex that was disempowering my ability 

to trust my body’s messages of wisdom, pleasure, and pain. The taming of my good-girl complex 

that had caused so much disempowerment in my life also led me to research theories as to how 
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and why women are so often hypersexualized, disconnected, disempowered, and insecure with 

their bodies, self-image, and natural spiritual authority (Vajra Ma, 2013).  

 Awakening and rediscovering the sacred dance of the ancient Goddess within me during 

my graduate studies propelled me to research and contemplate the work of scholars and teachers 

who talked about sacred dance and ecstatic dance as expressions of the Divine, as well as about 

Her healing medicine from the dance. During my journey of reclaiming the sacred feminine, I 

found correlations between belly dance’s movement and the waxing and waning lunar 

movements of the Divine Goddess, in relation to fertility rituals, moon circles, and birthing. This 

discovery opened another channel within me to experience my menstrual cycles, even the sight 

of my blood, as sacred and magical. Since early 2011, I began to notice a new relationship being 

forged between my awareness and my menstrual cycles, when I began honoring my body with 

greater self-care and rituals during my moon cycles.  By the practice of treating this cyclical time 

as potent, powerful, and sacred, I have become much more trusting of my intuition and have 

begun to feel a deeper connection between nature and my body. 

 To reclaim and practice trusting the Divine Mother and the way She danced in my body 

and life, I had to see my thesis journey as a spiritual commitment and portal to my own spiritual 

death and rebirth—an initiation into my own Inanna’s descent (Meador, 1994, Al-Rawi, 2003). 

In order for my research and writing to be in alignment with the Great Goddess I was 

discovering, I had to practice listening and living more authentically, which meant revisiting, 

facing, and releasing some of my deepest fears and my beliefs in my inadequacies—including 

facing my “inner patriarch” (Beak, 2013) that came from lived experiences and my ancestral 

bloodlines. Redvolutionist, Beak (2013) quoted psychologist Sidra Stone’s (1997) insight into 

and definition of one’s “inner shadow king [comparable to the inner patriarch], as the voice, or 
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subpersonality, within us that carries the ancient patriarchal traditions, values, and rules from the 

past” (Stone, 1997, p. 18, as cited in Beak, 2013, p. 144). This ancient voice is imprinted in our 

psyche before we are even born and/or experienced as morphic resonance (Pare 2002; Sheldrake, 

2009). Beak (2013) affirmed my own journey of looking within, and what I believe is important 

for all women to do, if they want to embody a deeper relationship with the Goddess, or, their 

divinity: 

No matter how educated and liberal we are, or how many goddess icons fill our living 
rooms, or how many women’s circles we attend, or how spiritually realized, feminist, 
emotionally intelligent, sexually confident, or embodied we are, if we don’t go inside at 
some point and confront, listen to, and eventually make friends with our inner patriarch, 
we will still be living under his thumb. Like all shadowy characters, if he’s not brought 
into consciousness, he will subvert our power in subtle or strong ways. (p. 145)  

 
 To research and write this thesis with devotion, was to treat the very act of research and 

writing as a sacred practice, as well as to discover the self-care practices and relationship 

boundaries I needed to support my spiritual rebirth and writing practice. This journey also taught 

me a new way of listening to my body and honoring its emotional pain—including the pain of 

my ancestors and humanity that are recorded in the fabrics of my pysche. Loss, grief, anger, 

powerlessness, disgust, and shame have all found a new way to land in my body as sacred and 

important. They also now land as guidance and motivation from the Divine Mother to improve 

my craft as a compassionate healer and an agent of women’s spirituality, peace, and justice.  

 To reclaim my natural spiritual authority, I had to consciously recognize and rise above 

the patterns and cycles of codependence—especially with the men in my life. I had to simply 

stop seeking approval and permission to be all of who I am—the light and dark. I had to become 

the kind of woman who believed in, and valued, her deepest desires and her body’s intuition to 

follow a calling that was full of mystery and uncertainty, and that promised no guarantees. 

Through this journey, I had many difficult and honest conversations with myself and with my 
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mother and father by speaking the unspoken and healing the spoken-past and by creating a new 

and healthier relationship with them both. I also had to learn and practice asking for support and 

receiving it when it was offered—without the burden of guilt, shame, and obligation. And 

finally, and most importantly, I had to release the shame and fear I had around acknowledging 

and trusting the Goddess and Her dance of death and rebirth, dark and light, within me.   

Through this thesis portal, I was able to allow old parts of my psyche and lifestyle to die, 

in order to make space to complete a major sacred goal—getting my master’s degree in a field 

that would nourish my calling and clarity to serve, protect, and contribute to our planet and 

humanity’s beauty and peace. Getting my master’s was essentially the only dream I have 

believed in since I got my Peace and Conflicts Studies degree from UC Berkeley in 1996. At the 

time of completing my undergraduate studies, I had accrued overwhelming college debt and felt 

the pressure to pay it off and move out of my parents’ home, against their wishes and my cultural 

upbringing. Caving into this pressure took me down the path of the corporate world, which 

slowly numbed my bigger dreams and beliefs that I could be an agent of healing, peace, and 

justice in the world. When I began my graduate program with Sofia University, I really had no 

idea what the program was about and how deep it was going to go; I just listened to the clear Yes 

and the aliveness I was finally feeling in my body after so many years of feeling frozen. In 

hindsight, this was the Goddess awakening in me.  

My initial purpose in the program was to cultivate a deeper and clearer relationship with 

my transpersonal self, and with the healing work I often imagined birthing in this world. I had 

always imagined that I would help children and parents communicate in more loving, conscious 

ways. I dreamed of creating and holding beautiful sacred spaces that felt safe and encouraging 

for women, girls, and families to express their feelings with each other in ways that would foster 
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deeper love and sacred connection. Additionally, because I have always understood how the 

power of religious faith and values helps people through difficulty, I wanted to gain a deeper and 

more holistic understanding of and the language of global religions and spiritual traditions, so 

that I might better address and connect with the spiritual beings I could see in every body. I have 

always believed there is a spiritual solution to every conflict, regardless of what one calls one’s 

faith or religion. I thought that, if I could understand and speak a more universal God-language, I 

would be able to help people find their spiritual answers through their own unique values and 

beliefs.  

Throughout most of my life, and more intently through my graduate program, I have 

listened to and looked for common themes, values, and practices that were expressed in various 

religious and spiritual traditions. To my surprise, learning and trusting the language of the 

Goddess is what has made it easiest for me to listen with fewer filters and less judgment, so that I 

may hear more clearly what is sacred in the hearts of those who are seeking guidance. This new 

language of ancient wisdom is what has helped me develop my vocation as a teacher, healer, 

writer, dancer, and priestess of ceremonies. It has also helped me with cultivating self-care 

practices and deeper awareness and compassion, so that I can cocreate and evolve my life with 

greater purpose, integrity, peace, and joy to share with others. I believe studying the language of 

the Goddess—through my graduate studies, recent life experiences, and from the scholars and 

authors of my research—has helped me better embody the universal and spiritual language of 

compassion and self-compassion. It is the language of the Divine Mother that has helped me 

make peace with all the faces, shapes, sizes, colors, imperfections, and beauty of Her, as 

expressed through me and around me, and when I am not at peace, it is Her reminding of what I 

have forgotten. 
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Moving Forward: Intentions With This Research Topic and Journey 

 Moving forward, I plan to continue building my healing practice as a ritualist and somatic 

communications facilitator to create safe and empowering spaces for women and girls who want 

to cultivate trust in the natural wisdom and guidance that lives in their bodies. During the process 

of my graduate studies, I became a REALgirl® Instructor and plan to offer summer camp 

workshops and ongoing coaching for girls ages 9-16 years of age. Created by Anea Bogue (n.d.), 

an alumnus of the Women’ Spirituality Master’s Program at Sofia University, the goal of 

REALgirl® is to  

provide essential life skills every girl/young woman needs for healthy maturation, 
development, formation of healthy relationships and the opportunity to reach her own 
unique and highest potential. Through art, movement (yoga and dance), discussion, 
writing, theatre games, guest speakers and a variety of other fun and dynamic activities, 
participants will be guided to develop tools to successfully navigate issues every girl 
faces today. (Bogue, n.d., para. 2) 
 

Appropriately, belly dance, as a dance by women for women, is one of the core lessons and 

activities girls get to do in the program in order to experience their sensuality and strength in an 

empowered way.  

Also during my graduate studies, I cofounded Sacred Shimmy Circles— an embodied 

spiritual practice of free-style sensual movement, meditation, and rituals, practiced in community 

with other women, mothers, grandmothers, and those who have the courage and integrity to call 

themselves healers, priestesses, and goddesses. This class is for women who want to cultivate a 

deeper embodiment of their core spirits in the dance, a class that provides this much more readily 

than would teaching choreography and advanced techniques from various lineages. I teach the 

class as an invocation to cultivating divine feminine energy, inner knowing, clarity, and creative 

expression. I describe Sacred Shimmy Circles as an ancient form of belly dance that was once a 

sacred, sensual dance, made by women for women, to honor and invoke the mysteries of life.  
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The classes provide a space for women to safely express their wild beauty and desires, as well as 

their sacred emotions of joy, sensuality, and even grief. The class holds the ancient dance to be a 

pathway to invite and channel the Divine and its healing medicine and guidance and/or to 

prepare and celebrate a birthing mother-to-be, both literally and metaphorically. To support these 

classes and other teachers of belly dance, it is my hope that my research will be a resource to 

empowering women with a deeper relationship with their bodies and their dance. 

In Closing 

To create and birth life as a woman requires the life force of a Goddess. As women who 

come from mothers, we have the umbilical cord to the Divine Creatrix, independently of whether 

or not we choose to be biological mothers. We are all still creators, nurturers, creative sexual 

beings, and connected to the Shakti of life. As women, our bodies are designed to know Her, feel 

Her, move like Her, access Her, create with Her, and dance with Her—for she is the eternal 

prayer that dances in our wombs. We can also find Her dancing through the seasons of Winter, 

Spring, Summer, and Autumn and through Her elements of air, water, fire, and earth. We can 

find Her pulsing Her heartbeat in death, birth, and regeneration, and breathing in our laughter, 

sorrow, celebration, and grief. Finally, we can find Her undulating Her infinity symbol in our 

dance with chaos, flow, staccato and stillness (Roth, 1997, 1998).  

Contrary to what the Goddess is, but in alignment with patriarchy’s essence, we human 

beings have been conditioned to label everything as either good or bad, and virtuous or sinful, 

and easily forget the birth mother of it all. We, and everything in between, are all interconnected 

simply because we share the same Divine Mother’s light and dark. As for myself, and the great 

mysteries I continue to dance with—especially as they relate to the injustices, suffering, and 

tragedies of our world—I keep remembering that I am not separate from the world’s suffering; I 
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am not separate from the world’s injustices; I am not separate from the problem or the solution; I 

am not separate from the peace present and the peace that is possible. It is often the suffering of 

others, and my own, that brings me to my knees to cry, pray, dance, and die unto myself, so that I 

may regenerate and remember the dancing promise of hope and rebirth of the one Great 

Goddess. 
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