Importance of songs and dances in the Indigenous People’s Summit
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The World Indigenous Peoples’ Summit in Aichi 2010, whose main theme was the close
relationship between biological diversity and cultural diversity, was itself a display of cultural
diversity. Academic scholars from various fields appeared side by side with activists, cultural leaders,
and representatives of indigenous peoples’ organizations. Academic presentations of fieldwork
results and historical studies appeared side by side with stories, rituals, narratives of personal
experiences, and appeals for solidarity and action. The diversity of events, ideas, opinions,
approaches and presentation styles was amazing and enriching for everyone.
Cultural diversity also appeared in the form of music and dance. A “summit” in the modern
political world is usually a “speaking” affair; but in this case a “Festival of Musical Exchange” formed
a major part of the event. Each of the four days included performances which showcased the
diversity of the world’s music and dance, and which involved many of the same participants as the
“speaking” part of the summit. There were several activist-musicians who sang as eloquently as they
spoke, and many “dancing scholars” could be seen as well!
It seemed appropriate that the “Festival of Musical Exchange” was an inseparable part of the
summit, since music and dance have been an inseparable part of traditional everyday life for many
indigenous peoples. It occurred to me that music and other performing arts are in fact one important
area where cultural diversity and biological diversity are interconnected. As several presenters
pointed out, the sounds and movements of birds, insects and other animals, of wind and waves and
other natural phenomena, are often represented in the music, dance and stories of indigenous
peoples. Moreover, the materials for making indigenous musical instruments come originally from
the natural environment. Thus the sounds of instruments and the processes of making them, as well
as the content of songs, stories and dances, connect people’s daily lives to the diversity of plants and
animals around them. Traditional performers express the value and diversity of their natural
environments through sound and movement, and in this way they help to maintain the
environmental consciousness of their cultures.
The performances at the summit showed that indigenous peoples are working to preserve and pass
on these valuable traditions of music and dance inherited from their ancestors, while also
revitalizing those traditions with new musical elements and new styles. In the performances of the
Ainu Arts Project, for example, electric guitars shared the stage quite naturally with traditional
Ainu instruments such as tonkori. I was reminded that, as several summit participants pointed out,
globalization is not necessarily the enemy of traditional culture. Indigenous people can and do use
globalization as a source of new elements with which to enrich their traditions, and as a source of
new technologies for transmitting traditional culture. The music and dance performances at the
summit showed clearly how indigenous peoples continue to treasure their unique cultural identities,
while also being active and creative participants in the modern world.
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