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Abstract- What role does performance play in trauma 

recovery?  How, and under what circumstances, can music, 

dance, or theater heal Acehnese conflict or tsunami 

survivors? Drawing upon my conversations with Acehnese 

performance troupes, including Tikar Pandan, Taloe, and 

Seulaweuet, and reports from international NGOs, such 

UNESCO and AMURTEL, this paper explores the use of 

traditional performance as a healing tool for Acehnese 

communities following the separatist conflict and the 2004 

tsunami. 
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I. INTRODUCTION  

 

   What role does performance play in trauma recovery?  

How, and under what circumstances, can music, dance, or 

theater heal Acehnese conflict or tsunami survivors?  In 

this paper I examine several different approaches that 

were taken in using Acehnese performance to address the 

needs of conflict and tsunami survivors in Aceh.  First, I 

examine programs created by international NGOs 

(INGOs); second, I look at programs and performances 

created by local NGOs; finally, I examine the live 

performances and recorded works of individual 

performers.  My discussion of these performance-healing 

efforts aims to address their potential benefits as well as 

their limitations in healing conflict and tsunami survivors. 

 
II. INTERNATIONAL NGOs 

 

   AMURTEL (Ananda Marga Universal Relief Team 

Ladies) is an international NGO that was developed in 

1975 to address the specific problems that women and 

children face following natural disasters. In response to 

the tsunami in Aceh, AMURTEL spent three years (2005-

2008) implementing over twenty-five projects, one of 

which focused on providing traditional dance lessons to 

children survivors.  The AMURTEL staff hired local 

dance instructors who worked closely with the children 

and determined which dances the children would learn.  

Many instructors taught a traditional welcoming dance, 

which was used to honor visitors.  The dance programs 

were developed in conjunction with other international 

NGOs, and in some cases, involved competitions with 

dance troupes from other villages.  According to Kalyani, 

an AMURTEL staff member, this opportunity to be 

competitive was important for the participants, as it 

encouraged them to “push themselves to excel and to 

win,” and provided a positive, lively activity to engage in 

that helped to minimize feelings of trauma [1].  Kalyani 

explained, “The traditional dance provided the dancers 

with a form of recreation that allowed them to enjoy 

themselves, forget their sadness and loss, reaffirm their 

culture and thus themselves. All in, I believe it helped 

them to recover from the trauma of their loss” [2]. The 

dance activities were carried out as part of a short-term 

program, and in March 2008, AMURT officially left 

Aceh.  

   UNESCO also used Acehnese performing arts in order 

to facilitate trauma recovery in Aceh.  Between April – 

June 2005, UNESCO created a performance-healing 

program called, “Rising Above the Tsunami,” in which 

they trained seven local artists, who worked with 

approximately 120 children, ages 4-19, from two different 

barracks, teaching them music and dance in ways that 

incorporated a psychotherapeutic approach.
 
For example, 

the artists were trained to “emphasize the use of different 

senses (such as listening, feeling, and seeing), reflection 

and expression through traditional songs and dances” [3]. 

Working with the seudati dance and forms of oral story-

telling, the artists encouraged children to discuss their 

memories and experiences.  The program organizers 

believed that “the interaction between the story teller and 

the children would not only strengthen their cultural 

identity and solidarity, it also generated a positive and 

supportive dynamic among each other through their 

musical dialog” [4].  UNESCO continued the Rising 

Above the Tsunami program in four additional camps 

from December 2005 – March 2006.  This program 

culminated in a final performance, in which 48 children 

and artists were flown to Jakarta for one week in May 

2006.  According to the May 12, 2006 Press Release, this 

final performance served “to showcase the importance of 

culture in the rehabilitation efforts in a post-disaster 

situation…It will allow the opportunity for all 

stakeholders to attend: Government Officials, Diplomatic 

Corps, UN Agencies, I/NGO, media, future sponsors, 

students, and any other interested publics” [5]. 

   In providing structured activities to Aceh’s tsunami 

survivors, the performance-healing programs implemented 

by INGOs certainly offered participants a welcome 

distraction from their emotional distress and the hardships 

that accompany life in the barracks.  The consistent effort 

of these organizations to use local cultural traditions and, 

as with AMURTEL and UNESCO, to involve local 

performers and performance instructors in the programs, 

also may have contributed to their success.  However, 

these programs also faced several limitations.  First, many 

of the programs were only able to reach a small section of 

Acehnese society for a short period of time, most likely 

because of funding restrictions.  Because the programs 

were often designed to teach performance activities for 

several months, or to result in a final performance, many 

of the participants would not be able to continue their 

performance activities in the absence of these INGOs.  

The UNESCO program also drew criticism for its use of 

funds.  Some have suggested that the funds UNESCO 
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used to fly 48 participants to Jakarta would have been 

better spent on higher-quality instruments that the children 

could have continued to use after the program’s 

completion [6].  

   Further, these INGO performance-healing efforts tended 

to overemphasize the tsunami as the cause of suffering 

among Acehnese.  In all of the organizations mentioned 

above, performance-healing efforts were specifically 

aimed to address trauma resulting from the tsunami.  This 

ignores the fact that Acehnese society had experienced 

almost thirty years of violent conflict before the tsunami 

hit, and that Acehnese individuals are likely to have 

accumulated multiple traumatic experiences.  Without 

addressing traumas resulting from the conflict, these 

programs may have caused participants to feel that they 

were supposed to suddenly forget about the conflict and 

move on with their lives. 

 
III. LOCAL NGOs 

  

   In addition to the performance-healing programs 

provided by INGOs, several local organizations also 

included Acehnese performance practices within trauma 

recovery efforts. The programs I will discuss in this 

section were implemented by Taloe and Tikar Pandan. 

   Taloe, or, the Traditional Arts and Lecture Organization, 

worked with Caritas Czech Republic (CCR) from 

February 2005- December 2008 to initiate a traditional 

arts program that aimed to help children victims of both 

the conflict and the tsunami to overcome their experiences 

of trauma.  Working primarily in Banda Aceh and Aceh 

Besar, Taloe created workshops, which continued for 

about ten months, teaching traditional dances to a group of 

children, who would eventually perform the dances in 

public performances, such as cultural festivals and holiday 

celebrations.  One of Taloe’s project manager’s felt that 

traditional Acehnese dance was a useful healing tool 

because it is difficult to learn.  In this way, when the 

children successfully learned the rhythm and patterns of 

the dance movements, they felt extremely proud and 

confident, particularly within public performances. She 

also felt that traditional Acehnese dance was appropriate 

for trauma recovery because it is performed in a group, 

which encourages solidarity and building trust among 

children participants [7]. 

   The performance group Tikar Pandan also used 

traditional Acehnese arts to address traumas resulting 

from both the conflict and the tsunami.  However, Tikar 

Pandan is a traveling group that takes their performances 

to the villages, rather than holding instruction-based 

workshops.  This was particularly difficult during the 

conflict because of the presence of security forces and 

checkpoints.  When the Tikar Pandan bus arrived in a 

village, the group would set up a cardboard television set 

and present a parody news show, complete with cardboard 

video cameras and microphones, which drew on themes 

from classical stories, Acehnese folklore, and poems to 

produce modern stories with which audiences could 

identify.  The Tikar Pandan members have said that their 

performances are effective in getting the children to laugh 

and to open up about their experiences.  Fozan Santa, who 

helped create Tikar Pandan, claims that the performances 

were beneficial because “Both the viewers and the conflict 

victims were actively involved in the performance, letting 

go of all the troubling issues that had, up to this point, 

affected their lives” [8].  Though Santa admitted that the 

arts could not heal all problems, he believed that programs 

like his could stimulate creative activity and would 

encourage participants to preserve their traditional cultural 

practices. 

   One of the most obvious differences between the 

programs developed by local NGOs and those of INGOs 

is that the local organizations focused equally on the 

conflict and the tsunami as sources of distress and trauma. 

In this way, their healing activities gave participants an 

opportunity to engage with both events within a safe 

environment, rather than prioritizing one event, or making 

participants feel as though they needed to suppress their 

memories of the conflict.  Further, because the programs 

were developed by NGOs that are based in or have 

branches in Aceh, it is easier for the programs to continue 

working with Acehnese communities several years after 

the tsunami, rather than having to pull out after a specified 

period of time.  Finally, the performances that Tikar 

Pandan brought to villages could be enjoyed by all 

community members—men and women, old and young, 

abled and disabled.  Because the performances were lively 

and interactive, all community members were given a 

chance to participate, rather than some members having a 

chance to take part while others sat by as passive on-

lookers. Despite these benefits, local NGO healing efforts 

were still limited by funding and resources.  While 

Taloe’s future depended upon reports of quantifiable 

success and the decisions of CCR directors, the local 

organizations were also restricted in their ability to reach 

Acehnese communities because of their small numbers of 

staff and volunteers.  

 
IV. INDEPENDENT PERFORMERS 

 

   In addition to these kinds of formal programs that were 

established specifically for purposes of trauma recovery 

for Acehnese conflict or tsunami survivors, there have 

also been performances, songs, and other creative efforts 

by individual Acehnese performers that may have 

facilitated healing and recovery.  For example,  

Agus Nur Amal has addressed the conflict and the tsunami 

within his one-man hikayat shows.  In 2000 Agus created 

Hikayat Hamzah Fansyuri Anak Dunia, a story that 

explains the existence of the rebellion in Aceh.  He also 

became involved in trauma healing activities in Aceh in 

2003, when he traveled with a group of other hikayat 

performers to conflict-affected villages.  For Amal, 

hikayat performance offered a way to bring messages of 

peace to the community at a time when official 

negotiations between the separatist fighters and the 

Indonesian government continued to fall through.  Amal 

explains, “We will use the stories to encourage people to 

see the benefits of peace and to support the efforts to unite 

for a brighter future” [9]. 

   The famous Acehnese singer, Rafly, has also addressed 

the conflict and the tsunami in, “Lagu Anak Aceh,” or, 

“Acehnese Children’s Song.”  This song depicts the life of 

a child who lives in a refugee camp and who has lost his 
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father.  Despite the hardships this child and other 

Acehnese have experienced, Rafly urges listeners to keep 

their faith strong so that disaster will not return to Aceh. 

   Unlike the arts programs and performances of 

international and national NGOs that were specifically 

intended to address feelings of trauma resulting from the 

conflict and the tsunami, these works of individual 

performers have not been labeled as “healing tools.”  

However, I include them in this paper because they share 

many of the same qualities of other performance-healing 

efforts.  For example, by openly talking or singing about 

the conflict and the tsunami, Agus Nur Amal and Rafly 

encourage dialogue and reflection, defying the kinds of 

repressive military tactics that Acehnese faced during the 

GAM conflict.  Further, because Agus Nur Amal and 

Rafly use elements associated with Acehnese traditions, 

their performances may bring viewers or listeners a sense 

of comfort and familiarity. By listening to songs that 

utilize traditional Acehnese instruments and musical 

styles, and watching television performances that 

reference Acehnese story-telling traditions, Acehnese may 

begin to replace negative images of Aceh—images of 

destruction and death—with more positive notions that 

hark back to a time of peace and prosperity.  Finally, these 

performers have the advantage of working with recorded 

mediums that can be broadcast all across Indonesia.  

Because Agus Nur Amal is a traveling artist who performs 

both on television and in live settings, and because Rafly’s 

recorded music is widely available, the two artists have 

been able to reach a significant number of Acehnese, and 

can be accessed for years to come, unlike the short-term 

workshops of international and national NGOs. In this 

way, recorded performances can have long-term healing 

capabilities.  

   The works of these performers, however, are not 

necessarily therapeutic.  At the same time that 

performances addressing the conflict or the tsunami can 

open up dialogue about these difficult topics, they also 

have the potential to re-traumatize individuals who simply  

want to put the past behind them.  Further, these 

performances are not able to address the specific needs of 

individual Acehnese, which will differ according to their 

age, gender, religiosity, education, and geographical 

location. 
V. CONCLUSION 

 

   This paper has attempted to address a variety of ways in 

which performance (music, dance, and theater practices) 

has been used within efforts to heal Acehnese conflict and 

tsunami survivors.  As with many trauma recovery efforts, 

performance cannot address the diverse needs of all 

survivors.  However, my analysis suggests that the most 

successful performance-healing efforts are those that can 

reach the largest number of individuals over the longest 

period of time, and are structured in a way that encourages 

the largest degree of communal participation.   
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