THE BIRTH DANCE
(from the book Grandmother’s Secrets)
"...in ancient Asia, where dancing has retained its original purity, it represents motherhood, the mystery of conception, the suffering and the joy which accompany the coming of a new soul into this world."

Armen Ohanian

The birth dance is not performed in all Arab countries. Yet, wherever found,  it is one of the most impressive forms of dancing. No other dance expresses so strongly the strength and the longing of a woman for life and the overcoming of death. In this dance, the never ending return of coming and going, blossoming and fading away, finds its expression as well as the knowledge of the death that reaps every life.

To begin with, throughout pregnancy, belly dancing can play an important part. The movements of this dance form are particularly well-suited to prepare a woman for giving birth. In essence, belly dancing is a life and fertility dance, which fosters not only a woman's ability to conceive, but also helps her give life to a robust and healthy child. A woman's body is strengthened by this dance form, which also helps her to relax and give her baby the space needed to find its way out of her body.

Pregnancy and birth are natural processes. Women who have known and allowed themselves this experience, discover a new dimension of being, a deeper knowledge as well as a new confidence in their own abilities.

In order to improve one's understanding of the birth dance, it is important for it to be presented in a holistic way so that one may get to know the attitude of Arab women and Arab society with respect to pregnancy and birth.

The Time of Pregnancy

Once a woman has announced that she is pregnant, she is treated with special care. It is said that no pregnant woman's request may be denied.

Whenever the neighbors cook and they know that a pregnant woman lives nearby, they will take some of their food to her, so she will not smell it and grow an appetite she cannot satisfy. In so far as possible, the family tries to fulfill her wishes, because it is understood that any unpleasant mood of the mother-to-be could have an effect upon her child, both on a psychological and physical level.

In some families, the women are so provident that they will roast onions and garlic in olive oil, sesame oil, and butter and keep this mixture in the home. Should an appetizing smell come wafting in, the pregnant woman gets a little of this mixture to eat, or to rub into her navel, just in case the neighbors forget to bring something. At meal times, the women will always remember to leave the best pieces for the mother-to-be.

Certain activities should be shunned by the mother-to-be during her pregnancy: tasks that require her to squat or strain her back, and also tasks such as cutting, pulling up plants, or killing animals. Because of the new life growing inside her, a pregnant woman should not have to put an end to any form of life, for fear of adversely affecting the life growing inside her.

Precautions are also taken to ensure that no bad news comes to the ears of the mother-to-be. She should only see beautiful things and people, especially during the first six months, as the belief goes that this could influence the appearance of her child. Indeed, a mother-to-be is not only likely to wish for special food, she may also be overcome by powerful desires. Just by looking at someone, her child could come to resemble this person either physically or psychologically. This is why no one ever wonders why a child doesn't resemble anyone in the family, for one never knows who the mother may have seen during her pregnancy. Generally speaking, it is expected that the mother-to-be takes care of herself and that she pays heed to the advice generously dispensed by more experienced women.

The Child is Announced

In Arab countries, before birth was taken over by hospitals and doctors, it was exclusively a women's affair and, at least in part, it has remained so to this very day. A birth usually takes place in a specially prepared room. When the time comes, all men leave the house to take care of the father-to-be. Female relatives and neighbors ready themselves and gather in the birth-room. Pregnant women are not allowed to attend, as it is feared that their contractions night start prematurely. On the other hand, women who wish for children and have not yet succeeded, often like to attend so that they may somehow get infected!

Out of all the women who help the mother-to-be at the time of birth, great importance is put in the presence of her mother. This reinforces the ancestral chain and reminds the daughter that once, her own mother too went through this experience. The mother sometimes comes from far away to be present at this great event; it is considered a very bad omen when she unable to do so. If need be, the pregnant woman will try to go to her mother's and have the child here.

Before going to a birth ceremony, all women perform a ritual washing similar o the one preceding prayers: they wash their hands, face and feet three times so as to achieve a state of spiritual and physical purity. A birth is felt to be sacred. Participating in a birth in a state of impurity could negatively influence its course.

To be allowed to participate in a birth is felt as a blessing; indeed the belief s that the birth-room fills with angels while the heavenly gates open above it. Every single wish and prayer can find its way directly to heaven, where it will, no doubt, be heeded.

The older women recite holy texts and help the mother-to-be to relax trustingly; others pray for her and utter prayers for protection. The room becomes filled with the women's soft voices. The pregnant woman is lulled into a state of absence and the pains become more bearable.

The midwife is usually an older, more mature woman who brings with her a vast life experience. She is often herself a mother already. Many women only want a woman who has already reached menopause, as it is believed that a woman's spirituality grows once she has left the menstruation cycles. The midwife sees to it that all women remain quiet and speak softly, because a woman giving birth is always in a state between life and death, a holy state of metamorphosis. Besides her skills on a physical level, the midwife's main duty is to protect the mother and infant from evil spirits and malevolent people and to secure their safety. This she achieves by means of whispered prayers for protection and rites that are passed on from one midwife to the next. Midwives often bring with them home-made medicines and herbs that are supposed to alleviate the pains of birth.

As soon as the intervals between the contractions shorten—the Arabic word for contractions is talq, literally, to be free, to be open —two stones and a little earth are brought. The earth is spread in front of the woman giving birth, so that it may absorb the blood and the waters, and return them to Mother Earth. One of the stones is for the mother-to-be, and the other for the midwife. A hole is sometimes dug for the newborn child. When this cannot be done, a large dish is used instead and laid with furs or long towels. 
The women form a circle around the mother-to-be. They start singing in soft, low voices, while performing wave movements with their belly. 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. The mother-to-be will stand up and accompany the dancing women, before falling down again. The time of birth is a time of great transformation and the women's imitation of the birth movements is designed to help the mother-to-be as she opens to this overwhelming force. Her panting and groaning become embedded in the steady rhythm of the women whose presence and dancing take the mother-to-be into a state of trance, which helps her cope with the pain, transform it into strength, trust her body, and surrender. The pains she feels in the back and in the sacrum are assuaged through the rolling and circling of the pelvis, as well as through the gentle shaking of the hips. In this way, her body is better able to absorb, and then let go, of the pain.

Should the birth become protracted because the child is not in the proper position, four women will stand up. A carpet is brought and each of them takes one corner. The pregnant woman lies on it, to be shaken and rolled until the child has found the right position. In the last phase of the contractions, the mother-to-be may choose among several positions. She may either place herself, supported by the other women, over the hole that will receive the newborn child, or she may squat, supported from behind, at the edge of the stone. A rope is sometimes fastened to the ceiling for her to hang on to. The baby is then received by the midwife and laid into the hole.
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