
ARE WE RESILIENT ENOUGH - OR WILL SWITZERLAND DANCE AGAIN?F01

ABSTRACT 

In the face of current change, emerging stressors and catastrophes, we should consider and think ahead to resilience as a behavioural char-

acteristic of people reacting to catastrophes with all possible excesses we didn’t even expect or knew they would be possible. One of these 

phenomena could be the dancing mania. As we know from history, these mass outbreaks of people dancing to the point of exhaustion 

occurred. In the wake of a natural disaster the dancing mania (Epilepsia saltatoria or Choreomania), attacked a larger group of people who 

gathered in a public space and danced together as if out of their minds.

INTRODUCTION
In times of increasing weather extremes, climate change and species extinction, it is not easy for many people to remain resilient (Hannig 

2016). It is difficult to look to the future with confidence. Blockages and difficulties crowd into the centre of attention.  "A future worth 

choosing" - this is the subtitle of a UN report called Resilient People, Resilient Planet (UN 2012). Resilient people who act, who participate, 

who think and who do not fall paralysed into acquiescence or depression in the face of disaster, but who choose a future worth committing 

to, are desirable for all of us. 

However, people are not always rational in their actions. In the face of incoming catastrophes, overreaction can occur. People suddenly 

behave in ways that no one expected - not in this way, and far from the very person we thought we knew. We had our first taste of this 

during the Corona lockdowns, where some people turned into a biting bull terrier, or another person didn't really find his way back into 

social life from being antisocial. 

NEW PHENOMENA COULD OCCUR
Do we therefore already know enough about how a person or a whole group of people can behave when they can no longer bear the ca-

tastrophe that is befalling them and no longer know how to help themselves? And due to climate change and the increase in natural hazard 

events, don't we rather have to increasingly adapt to new phenomena that we didn't even know they would exist until recently? To draw 

your attention to this exciting question, I would like to give you an example of such a possible mass phenomenon: the so-called dance 

mania. A phenomenon, which is not so new, but maybe new for us.

DANCING MANIA
The dancing mania was first described in the Middle Ages. Especially in the wake of natural disasters, mass outbreaks of people dancing 

to the point of exhaustion occurred, which were presumably psychologically induced (Enzi et al. 2019). This dancing mania, also called 

Epilepsia saltatoria or Choreomania, attacked a larger group of people who gathered in public spaces, e.g. in a square, and danced together 

as if out of their minds, often to the point of total exhaustion (Fig. 1). The backgrounds have hardly been researched so far; the presumed 

reasons range from an ecstasy induced by hallucinogens to the feeling of having been abandoned by God to mass hysteria (Rohmann 2018, 

Bartholomew 1994). 
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Fig 1: Dancing mania ("The Pilgrimage to Meulebeeck"), copperplate engraving, 1564 (source: Wikimedia)

The expression "as if stung by a tarantula", which is used to describe the wild hopping around of a person, is a reminiscence from the time 

when a person stung by a tarantula and jumping around desperately could become the focal point of a mass psychological dancing mania, 

known since the 13th century in southern Italy (Puglia) as tarantism. More and more bystanders joined the person stung by the "tarantula" 

and danced along (Fig. 2). 

Fig 2: The tarantism in Puglia, 1969 (Source: Teche RAI)

There is historical evidence of various dance rage events in Switzerland, e.g. in Zurich, Basel and Schaffhausen, but also from other coun-

tries, e.g. France. Parallels can easily be drawn with today's events such as the annual Street Parade in Zurich: shared interaction, danced 

emotions and an escape from everyday life (Tschacher et al. 2023). At carnival, too, one could sometimes get the impression that a dancing 
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mania has broken out. Incidentally, the German word "Rosenmontag" has nothing to do with roses, but is etymologically derived from the 

word “rasend”, meaning maniac Monday. 

We don’t know much about it, but the dancing mania may have had the character of a diffuse communal protest, as a deviation from the 

norm displayed in important public places, indulging in wild manic dancing. Presumably, however, this only represented a temporary es-

cape from the world due to a lack of prospects, a feeling of powerlessness or the insolubility of a difficulty, and was probably less due to 

a deliberate attempt to change it. 

CONCLUSIONS
In the face of current change and emerging stressors triggered by more frequent and more intense natural disasters, we should also con-

sider and think ahead to resilience as a behavioural characteristic of people reacting to catastrophes with all possible excesses we didn’t 

even expect or knew they would be possible. The dancing mania served here as an example how such mass hysteria could look like, but 

it could occur in totally other forms in future - there is not much known and research done so far.  The aim of this paper was to draw your 

attention to this idea, that we will have to reckon with such mass phenomena in the future and that dealing with them may pose an addi-

tional challenge for risk management and natural hazard management. This could be the subject of future research, and if there is interest 

in taking up this idea, just go ahead.

And who knows, maybe after the next big natural hazard event you will suddenly become aware of yourself - being the headbanging centre 

of a wild mosh pit in your marketplace?
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