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PREFACE 
 
 
The aim of the international workshop entitled “Rethinking Interaction Between Indigenous 
Traditional Knowledge and Modern Knowledge” had a valuable occasion to discuss the 
question of “Indigenous Traditional Knowledge with Modern Knowledge.”  
     For the management of sustainable cultural and natural resources, the interaction of 
indigenous traditional knowledge with different values and interests of various stakeholders is 
essential. In this workshop, we explored how such a collaboration would be achieved as well 
as what political, economic, and cultural effects it has had on local communities, both positively 
and negatively. Introducing case studies from the Asia Pacific region, we also examined a way 
of cooperatively managing cultural and natural resources through the interaction of the 
indigenous traditional knowledge and the modern knowledge, highlighting moral questions and 
dilemmas of the management.  
     Eminent scholars and practitioners from the Asia and Pacific region gathered for this 
workshop. The first session started with a presentation by Professor Martin Nakata who is Pro 
Vice Chancellor of the new Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Centre at James 
Cook University and is a distinguished scholar with fieldwork experience. He is known for his 
various works on higher education curriculum areas, the academic preparation of Indigenous 
students, and Indigenous knowledge and library services. 
     Second speaker, Professor Yasukatsu Matsushima from Ryukoku University is a very 
eminent scholar focusing on two main topics which are Lew Chewan independent movement 
and the Restoration of Lew Chewans' bones. Following these presentations was comment from 
Professor Akio Tanabe of the University of Tokyo, a social anthropologist specializing in the 
Indian Dalit movement.  
     In second session, two speakers from Ryukoku University focused on the indigenous 
environmental management in Japan, Australia and Taiwan. I am an anthropologist focusing on 
minority movements in Japan and Indigenous peoples land rights movement in Australia. Ms. 
Liying Lin is a PhD candidate at Ryukoku University who is a member of a Taiwan indigenous 
group and is familiar with Taiwan indigenous traditional knowledge on agricultural rituals. As 
a discussant, we had a highly distinguished scholar Dr. Kinhide Mushakoji, a Specially 
Appointed Professor of Osaka University of Economics and Law, who is known for various 
academic works on international relations as well as practical and empirical engagements with 
the human right issues.   
     In the final session, we had multi-talented practitioners as artist, curator and activists with 
indigenous background from Japan and Australia. Ms. Hiroko Fujito is an Ainu artist and the 



founder of “Mina Mina no kai”, a civil group which has actively involved with introducing 
Ainu tradition to the wider society inside and outside of Japan. For the final speaker, we were 
supposed to have Ms. Maree Clarke, a Mutti Mutti, Yorta Yorta woman from northwest Victoria, 
Australia, who is an Aboriginal artist and educator. As an artist and curator, Ms. Clarke has 
been a pivotal figure in the reclamation of Aboriginal art, and as a curator she contributed to 
nurturing young Aboriginal artists in southeast Australian. However, because of flu and 
asthmatic bronchitis, she couldn’t join us in this workshop. On behalf of Ms. Clarke, Mr. Wade 
Mahoney gave a talk about what Maree Clarke’s work are as well as its significance. Mr. 
Mahoney is a member of Ms. Clarke’s family, and a senior practice support officer in Aboriginal 
Child, Family and Community Center. Following their presentations was comment from an 
assistant professor of Hiroshima University, Dr. Ritsuko Kurita who are familiar with 
Australian Aboriginal identity and arts.  
     The participants with various backgrounds - academics, practitioners and artists - sat at 
the same table in this workshop and we achieved a comprehensive vision about the interaction 
between indigenous and contemporary knowledge in Asia and the pacific region. I hope the 
success of this workshop becomes the beginning of our continuing relationship which will bring 
about further development to this field of research.  
 
 

Yugo Tomonaga 
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Opening Remarks 

 
                                           Yasukatsu Matsushima 

 
 
Haisai Chu, Uganabira, Wanne Yasukatsu Matsushima Yaibiin, Yutasarugutu, Unigesabira. 
 
This is Lew Chewan Language, not a dialect of Japanese. It means “how do you do? My name 
is Yasukatsu Matsushima. I am pleased to meet with you.”  
     I was bone in Ishigaki Island and grown up in Ishigaki Island, Minamidaitou Island, 
Yonaguni Island and Okinawa Island. These islands are among islands of Okinawa Prefecture 
that is in the southern part of Japanese Archipelagos. 

   I use the term Lew Chew (Ryukyu), but not Okinawa Prefecture, to call islands of this 
area because before 1879, there was an independent country, the Kingdom of Lew Chew. 
Japanese government invaded this kingdom and set up Okinawa Prefecture as its colony and 
Okinawa Island is one of Lew Chew islands. The name of Lew Chew is traditional, historical 
and all-inclusive name for us, Lew Chewans. I consider myself as a part of indigenous people, 
Lew Chewans rather than as a Japanese.  
     My major is economics in islands, especially Lew Chew Islands and Micronesian Islands 
in the Pacific Ocean. In 1996, I had participated to the UN Working Group on Indigenous 
Populations (WGIP) in Geneva, Switzerland with Ainu people for criticizing the discriminatory 
policies by the Japanese government against Lew Chewans referring the international law and 
for creating a cooperating network with indigenous peoples in the world. For more than 70 
years, about 70% of all US military bases in Japan is concentrated in Lew Chew. There have 
been many accidents and incidents by US military persons against Lew Chewans, and even 
only 4 days ago, a US military helicopter crashed on the Takae village in Okinawa Island. It’s 
said the helicopter was carrying a radioactive substance. 
     I also lived in Guam and the Republic of Palau from 1997 to 2000 where I learnt the 
tragedy of colonialism for Chamorro peoples in Guam as well as the possibility of independence 
by Palauan who could give us a hope by showing that even small islands (population is around 
20,000 in Palau) can become an independent country and can manage its political economy 
peacefully. There are many things these islands can share.  
     In 2011, I participated to the UN Special Committee on the Decolonization as a member 
of the delegation of the Guam government together with Chamorro peoples in order to speak 
for the decolonization and demilitarization of Lew Chew and Guam. Almost every year since 
then, Chamorro peoples visit Lew Chew to make presentations about the decolonization, 
demilitarization and independence at symposiums sponsored by the Association of 



Comprehensive Studies for Independence of the Lew Chewans of which I am one of founding 
members. This association invited Mr. Skinu Tepiq, a member of Paiwan people in Taiwan, to 
its symposium in 2013 to give a talk about the decolonization movement by indigenous peoples 
in Taiwan, Guam, Palau and Lew Chew. 
     My current research theme is about the independence of Lew Chew and the problem of 
grave robbery of Lew Chewan bones by Japanese researchers. As the representative of the 
Society for Repatriation of Lew Chewan Ancestors’ Bones, I think this problem of grave 
robbery is a very important case for indigenous peoples in general because shows how 
traditional ceremonies and customs indigenous people and their right to worship and bury their 
ancestors have been denied by the colonialism of academic institutions and researchers. 
     Today I am so excited to learn and discuss about the practices, lessons and methods to 
overcome the difficulties by indigenous peoples, Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islanders, Ainu 
peoples, indigenous Taiwanese and Lew Chewan form the perspective of the interaction 
between traditional knowledge and modern knowledge.  
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Indigenous Knowledge: The Underlying Issues at the Intersection of 
Disciplinary Systems 
 

Martin F. Nakata 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The whole area of Indigenous knowledge is a contentious one. From what constitutes 
‘Indigenous’ to whose interests are being served by the documentation of such knowledge there 
lies a string of contradictions, of sectorial interests, of local and global politics, of ignorance 
and of hope for the future. One might suppose that Indigenous knowledge refers to Indigenous 
peoples’ knowledge but this would not reflect current usage of the term. Indigenous peoples’ 
knowledge could be considered a subset of what is more broadly referred to as ‘Indigenous 
Knowledge’. But even then it is an overlap rather than all encompassed. 
 
Concepts of Indigenous Knowledge 
 
In colonial times, and residually in so-called postcolonial times, the knowledge of Indigenous 
peoples3 occupied the realm of the ‘primitive’, an obstacle to progress along the path to modern 
civilisation and was largely ignored or suppressed; and in many places, because of dislocation 
from our land and way of life, much of it was lost. Until the 1980s, Indigenous knowledge 
surfaced in very few academic disciplines, for example, ‘anthropology, development sociology 
and geography’ (Warren, von Liebenstein & Slikkerveer, 1993, p. 1). Understanding of 
Indigenous peoples in the human sciences was largely within cultural frameworks, formerly as 
primitive and inferior cultures and in more contemporary times celebrated as part of the 
diversity of cultures in the world—no longer inferior just different. Indigenous Knowledge now 
surfaces in academic and scientific circles,  
 

…in the fields of ecology, soil science, veterinary medicine, forestry, human 
health, aquatic resource management, botany, zoology, agronomy, agricultural 
economics, rural sociology, mathematics, management science, agricultural 
education and extension, fisheries, range management, information science, 
wildlife management, and water resource management. (Warren, von Liebenstein 
& Slikkerveer, 1993, p. 1) 

 
     Whilst Indigenous peoples might welcome the elevation of status that comes with 
increased recognition of their Knowledge systems after centuries of dismissal and 



disintegration, nothing comes without a cost (Eyzaguirre, 2001). Like colonisation, the 
Indigenous Knowledge enterprise seems to have everything and nothing to do with us. 
     This interest is overwhelmingly driven by research into sustainable development 
practices in developing countries (supported mainly by UN programs and NGOs) and the 
scientific community’s concern about loss of biodiversity of species and ecosystems and the 
future implications of that for the whole planet (Myer, 1998). The disciplines noted above 
reflect these two areas of humanitarian and scientific concern. In the human sciences the 
elevation of Indigenous knowledge has been driven more by the academic interrogation of 
dominant discourses and the recognition and valuing of social and cultural diversity (Agrawal, 
1995b). 
     Within the humanitarian and scientific areas, a number of other interested parties emerge 
(see special issue of the Indigenous Knowledge and Development Monitor, 1993). These 
include scientists who recognise that Indigenous knowledge needs to be recorded or validated 
if any of it is to be incorporated into the scientific corpus and utilised. Also interested are the 
agencies operating in developing countries who realise the importance of ‘local’ knowledge in 
solving problems at the local level. These two lead to the interest of researchers and those 
professionals involved in documentation and communication systems. Conservationists have 
developed a special interest in the environment and species degradation and the disappearing 
knowledge base of societies under pressure from development and industrialisation. There is 
increasing overlap between conservation and scientific interests as bioprospecting and gene-
harvesting assumes greater priority. In response to much of this interest, political advocates 
interested in the tensions between North and South have emerged (e.g. Saw, 1992). This 
advocacy is carried out by various people and means, including activism from Indigenous 
peoples themselves and different bodies and mechanisms within the United Nations. 
Overarching all these interests is the capitalist interest. To capitalist interests, Indigenous 
Knowledge is merely another resource for potential profit. Out of these sectorial interests, we 
see the conceptualisation of Indigenous Knowledge becoming detached from holistic notions 
of ‘culture’ in the human sciences, and to be more reflective of the humanitarian, practical, 
environmental and scientific interests that are promoting its use and documentation in 
developing countries. It has become an umbrella term, not limited to Indigenous peoples, but 
inclusive of those in the developing countries who struggle to survive and who still rely on 
traditional forms of knowledge whether they be Indigenous within developed and developing 
nation-states, formerly colonised, or distant or recent migrant groups in developing countries. 
One estimation of this group of people is some 80% of the world’s population who rely on 
Indigenous Knowledge for either medicine or food (Rural Advancement Foundation 
International (RAFI) cited in the United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP) Civil 
Society Organisations and Participation Programme (CSOPP), 1995). At the same time, 
Indigenous Knowledge has become more fragmented and specialised as scientists and 



humanitarians pick at the bits and pieces that fit with their interests and disciplines. 
     Excepting the role of political advocates but not their presence, all these interests 
illustrate how totally a Western interest this interest in Indigenous knowledge is. The 
documentation of such knowledge by scientists, the storage of information in databases in 
academic institutions, whether they be gene banks or electronic networks, all look remarkably 
similar to former colonial enterprises which co-opted land, resources and labour in the interest 
of their own prosperity through trade and value-adding. According to documentations at the 
United Nations Development Programme: 
 

Indigenous knowledge fuels multi-billion dollar genetics supply industries, ranging 
from food and pharmaceuticals in developed countries to chemical product, energy 
and other manufactures. (United Nations Development Program’s (UNDP) Civil 
Society Organisations and Participation Programme (CSOPP), 1995, p. 9) 

 
     Yet developing countries and Non-Government Organisations (NGOs) struggle to find 
ways to ensure the disadvantaged of the world have access to sustainable supplies of clean water 
and basic food staples, and international bodies struggle to enact and implement mechanisms 
for ensuring Indigenous peoples’ knowledge is protected and recompensed (e.g. UN 
Development Programme, UN Food & Agriculture Organisation, UN Convention on Biological 
Diversity, etc.). 
     One thing is certain in all of this. Indigenous knowledge is increasingly discussed by all 
as a commodity, something of value, something that can be value-added, something that can be 
exchanged, traded, appropriated, preserved, something that can be excavated and mined. Or, as 
Douglas Nakashima and Paul de Guchteneire (1999) put it, ‘another information set from which 
data can be extracted to plug into scientific frameworks’ (p. 2). 
     The brief discussion so far has illustrated that Indigenous knowledge is different things 
in different places to different people. There is contention about some of its characteristics. 
However, a quick and crude distillation of some of its elements from various sources gives a 
reasonable picture of how it is conceptualised broadly. As a system of knowledge it is 
understood in terms of its distance from ‘scientific knowledge’. What is many, many systems 
is currently and variously recognised, from Western perspectives, as ‘local knowledge’—
knowledge that is ‘unique to a given culture or society’ (Warren, 1991, 1993), and as being 
‘oral, rural, holistic, powerless, and culturally-embedded’ (Indigenous Knowledge & 
Development Monitor, 1993; von Liebenstein, 2000). It is the result of ‘dynamic innovation’ 
although informal and unsystematised (United Nations Development Program’s (UNDP) Civil 
Society Organisations and Participation Programme (CSOPP), 1995); and is ‘continually 
influenced by internal creativity and experimentation as well as by contact with external 
systems’ (Flavier, de Jesus & Navarro, 1995). An African perspective reminds us that, ‘an 



 

understanding is required of Indigenous knowledge and its role in community life from an 
integrated perspective that includes both spiritual and material aspects of a society as well as 
the complex relations between them’ (Morolo, 2002, p. 1). A number of terms also are used 
interchangeably: local knowledge, traditional knowledge (TK), Indigenous knowledge (IK), 
traditional environmental or ecological knowledge (TEK), or Indigenous technical knowledge 
(ITK).  
     An important aspect of Indigenous Knowledge that is overlooked in some definitions is 
that Indigenous peoples hold collective rights and interests in their knowledge (Casey, 2001; 
Davis, 1997, 1998). This, along with its oral nature, the diversity of Indigenous Knowledge 
systems, and the fact that management of this Knowledge involves rules regarding secrecy and 
sacredness (Davis, 1997, 1998; Janke, 1997, 1998) means that the issues surrounding ownership 
and therefore protection (see Hunter, 2002) are quite different from those inscribed in Western 
institutions. Western concepts of intellectual property have for some time been recognised as 
inadequate (Casey, 2001; Janke, 1997, 1998). This is a most complex area for many reasons 
(see also work by Ellen & Harris, 1996; Ellen, Parkes & Bicker, 2000). Much work is being 
done in the UN (e.g. United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 2002) 
and by Indigenous groups (e.g. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission’s sponsorship 
of delegates to UN forums to lobby on Indigenous Australian interests, Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies’ ethical guidelines for researchers, etc.) to develop 
adequate principles and a different system for Indigenous intellectual and cultural property 
protection.  
     Accepting these conceptions of Indigenous knowledge immediately points to some of the 
contradictions in current activity—scientific, developmental and in information management. 
One contradiction more relevant to information professionals is that the strategy of archiving 
and disseminating Indigenous knowledge runs contradictory to the very conceptual basis of 
what is seen to be ‘indigenous’ in Indigenous knowledge (Agrawal, 1995a, 1995b). Strategies 
of conservation involve the collection, documentation, storage and dissemination of Indigenous 
knowledge (Koenig, 2001). When it employs methods and instruments of Western science, 
which involve fragmentation across categories of information, isolation and ex situ storage in 
regional, national and international archives and networks, then it begins to lay itself open to 
the same criticisms as ‘Western science’, which has largely failed in development contexts. It 
becomes not embedded in local meanings and contexts but separated from its original context—
an entity to be studied, worked on, developed, integrated, transferred and ultimately changed to 
fit another. 
     Pablo B Eyzaguirre, a senior Scientist at the International Plant Genetic Resources 
Institute in Rome, expresses similar concerns: 
 



  

[t]aking ‘validated’ nuggets of Indigenous knowledge out of its cultural context may 
satisfy an outside researcher’s need, or even solve a technical problem in 
development, but it may undermine the knowledge system itself. (2001, p. 1) 

 
Of course, these are the very reasons for which Indigenous knowledge is of interest. I am not 
going to argue the extreme position that Indigenous knowledge should be left alone and forever 
isolated. And I am not going to argue that it should not be documented. Recovery and 
preservation of lost and endangered knowledge is extremely important for Indigenous 
communities. I venture to say, however, that knowledge recovery led by Indigenous 
communities would not look the same as that led by scientists, developmental technologists and 
conservationists (even when participatory). For without a doubt, the collection and 
documentation of Indigenous knowledge by the development and scientific communities is a 
very partial enterprise, selecting and privileging some Indigenous knowledge whilst discarding 
and excluding others. Of course, if what Indigenous communities choose to document is of no 
apparent value to others, then the cost of documentation may be an obstacle. 
 
Integrating Indigenous Knowledge 
 
These concerns aside for the moment, there is in the development literature an acceptance of 
the value of integrating two systems of Knowledge—traditional and scientific—in order to 
produce new knowledge and practices that provide solutions for sustainable development and 
developing countries and communities. Some authors (e.g. von Liebenstein, 2000), aware of 
the dominance and perceived superiority of scientific knowledge, take care to stress the 
complementarity of the two Knowledge systems. In much of the literature, there is an emphasis 
on incorporation of Indigenous knowledge into strategies for application (e.g. United Nations 
Development Program’s (UNDP) Civil Society Organisations and Participation Programme 
(CSOPP), 1995), or for scientific validation (The World Bank, n. d.), or further research 
(Morolo, 2002), or for developing foundations for sustainable development (von Liebenstein, 
2000). Some have been prepared to argue for the need for models of community information 
management when integrating knowledge information systems (von Liebenstein, 2000). 
     This literature on the integration of knowledge systems, however, rarely interrogates in 
any critical way the distinctions drawn between Indigenous knowledge and scientific systems 
of knowledge. This is to be expected, developmentalists are primarily concerned with what 
works in practice, and the discussion of binary systems of thought is the realm of the theoretical. 
But I would argue, and have argued in other places (Luke, Nakata, Garbutcheon Singh & Smith, 
1993; Nakata, 1997b), that addressing the theoretical underpinnings of practice is critical to any 
substantive understanding of Knowledge systems. Agrawal (1995b) makes the point that in the 
elevation of and talk about Indigenous knowledge, people ‘commit them[selves] to a dichotomy 



 

between Indigenous and Western knowledge’ (p. 2) when theoretically the attempt to separate 
them cannot be sustained. He argues that, because there are similarities across the categories 
and substantial differences within each of them, a simple separation on the basis of 
characteristics as announced in the literature on Indigenous knowledge fails in substance. 
Secondly, he suggests that the duality between them assumes fixity of both Knowledge systems 
in time and space that is inherently false. After many years of research in this area, I would 
proffer that the conceptualisation of Indigenous Knowledge currently promotes the idea of more 
fixity for that system than for Western Knowledge, which is seen to move ever onward in time 
and space. Whatever, Agrawal argues, and I would agree, that the development of Knowledge 
systems everywhere ‘suggests contact, diversity, exchange, communication, learning and 
transformation among different systems of knowledge and beliefs’ (p. 3). Thirdly, he 
interrogates the suggestion that Indigenous knowledge is socially and culturally embedded, but 
Western scientific knowledge is not. He cites contemporary philosophers of science who reveal 
the ‘social moorings’of science, who foreground a view of science as culture and practice, and 
who see science as ‘relative to culture’, or ‘relative to interests’, to illustrate just how much 
Western knowledge is as ‘anchored in specific milieu as any other systems of knowledge’ (p. 
3). Arguing the epistemic limitations of the duality, he shows that ‘to successfully build new 
epistemic foundations, accounts of innovation and experimentation must bridge the 
Indigenous/Western divide’ (p. 3) rather than be founded on the simple separation of the two 
systems as expressed in the literature.  
     The key issue to note here is that the global push to describe and document Indigenous 
knowledge is gaining momentum without any commensurate interest in the epistemological 
study of Indigenous Knowledge systems.  
     In my own research work, I have raised similar criticisms about early anthropological 
documentation of Torres Strait Islanders in Australia (Nakata, 1997a, 1997b, 1997c, 1998). The 
University of Cambridge expedition to the Torres Strait islands just over a century ago gathered 
extensive field data, which was then used to describe Islanders in terms of their distance from 
‘civilised’ human beings (Haddon, 1901, 1904, 1907, 1908, 1912, 1935). The research team 
tested and described many of our physical, mental and social characteristics on a comparative 
basis with people in Western communities. A full reading of their scientific method, and 
particularly their interpretation of data and conclusions drawn, is an excellent example of just 
how culturally-embedded their thinking and practices were, and how much they were, to use 
an expression that Foucault (1970) coined, merely ‘in the vicinity of science’.  
     This does not lead me to wish these texts had never been produced or that they should 
not stand on library shelves today. Quite the opposite, I would like to see them as basic reading 
for Torres Strait students. What better way to develop critical reading skills, to gain some 
understanding of systems of thought and knowledge production and to anchor down a Torres 
Strait or Indigenous standpoint in students’ analysis of systems of thought and knowledge. My 



 

interest in them as texts for critical study is not to contest ‘what is the truth about Islanders’ but 
to rediscover the methods of knowledge production and how particular knowledges achieve 
legitimacy and authority at the expense of other knowledge. 
 
Concluding Remarks 
 
So these are the underlying issues at the intersection of knowledge and disciplinary systems. 
When we begin to talk about Indigenous Knowledge as it connects with the academic domain, 
you can by now appreciate just how complex the issues are. In the beginning, this paper may 
have seemed to be largely about the issues to do with the current documentation of Indigenous 
knowledge and information as discrete entities that stand in contrast to Western scientific 
knowledge. The issues associated with this task become more complex when we consider the 
underlying theoretical basis for the conceptualisation of Indigenous Knowledge and the risk to 
the integrity of Indigenous Knowledge systems associated with their documentation. It becomes 
even more complex when we consider the implications of different approaches used in the 
inclusion of Indigenous knowledge into disciplinary process. Bring in the issues that face 
Indigenous communities trying to not only rebuild Indigenous Knowledge systems, but also 
draw them in with other Knowledge systems to both solve difficult community problems and 
maintain ongoing continuity and coherence, the issues are at once fundamental and rather 
daunting. Add to that, big commercial interests knocking on our doors and often stealing 
through the window so to speak to extract information for exploitation without reference to the 
original producers of that knowledge. Add to that the vast stores of information and knowledge 
about Indigenous peoples across the globe that belong to the Western Knowledge system. These 
include the historical archive of outdated thinking about ‘primitive savages’, records and 
collections of materials, and so on. All of which is of value, however offensive, if Indigenous 
peoples want fuller understanding of their historical experiences and the mechanisms and 
regimes of colonisation and so-called postcolonial times. Add to that the vast proliferation of 
information on the Web and the potential positives and negatives for Indigenous peoples 
interacting in the online environment. It all makes the academic/Indigenous intersection and 
what that might mean for information professionals look rather complex. 
     What the future Indigenous context will look like is speculative. What can be certain is 
that the intersections of different Knowledges, systems concerns and priorities will converge to 
inform and develop new practices in this area. As this unfolds, I would hope that the Academies 
would be mindful of just how complex the underlying issues are and just how much is at stake 
for Indigenous people when the remnants of our knowledge, for some of us all that we have left 
us, are the focus of so much external interest. 
 
 



 

Endnotes 
1. This paper is a version of a chapter in Hickling-Hudson, A., Matthews, J. & Woods, A, 2003. 

Disrupting preconceptions: Postcolonialism and education. Post Pressed: Flaxton. 

2. In this paper, the use of Indigenous Knowledge with ‘K’ in the upper case is to identify with an 

epistemological understanding of knowledge systems. Indigenous knowledge with ‘k’ in the lower case 

is to identify fragmented articles of a knowledge system—items of knowledge that are described and 

documented without any view to an epistemological context. 

3. The use of the term, Indigenous peoples, in the plural, is used throughout this paper to refer to the 

fact that not all Indigenous people are the same, although we share a common experience with 

colonialism. 

4. Agrawal received heavy criticism for his article highlighting limitations to the ways Indigenous 

knowledge was being pursued, and not surprisingly from those at the forefront of the recent push to 

describe and document Indigenous knowledge. See response by Agrawal (1996). 
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The Conflict between Indigenous Traditional Knowledge and Modern 
Colonial Knowledge: The Case of the Repatriation of Lew Chewans’ Bones 
to their Own Islands 
 

Yasukatsu Matsushima 
 
 
1. The modern knowledge of researcher on Lew Chewans’ bones  

 
Takeo Kanaseki ( ) who was an associate professor in Kyoto Imperial University had 
taken off bones of Lew Chewans from 1928 to 1929. He had taken off those bones from 
Momojyana tomb ( ) in Nakijin village ( ) on Okinawa Island without the 
agreement of their families, relatives and villagers. He gave those bones of 26 bodies to Kyoto 
Imperial University and those bones of 33 bodies to Taipei Imperial University in which he had 
worked as a professor. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Figure 1. From the homepage of Nakijin Village 

Office (http://www.nakijin.jp/nakijin.nsf/doc/44?)  
Figure 2. Momojyana tomb ( ). Photo by 

Matsushima.



 

     There had been several cases of robbery of Lew Chewans’ bones by Japanese 
anthropologists, and Kanaseki is one of them who took away those bones from Lew Chew. The 
Japanese government took over and colonized the Kingdom of Lew Chew with its military 
forces in 1879, and Lew Chew was annexed as Okinawa prefecture. The administration and 
education system in Lew Chew has been controlled not by Lew Chewans, but put under the 
Japan’s assimilation policy. There have been countless cases of discrimination against Lew 
Chewans by Japanese since then. One of the well-known example is the Exhibition of Human 
Races ( ) in the 5th National Industrial Exhibition held at Tennoji, Osaka, in 1903 that 
showcased actual persons of Lew Chewan, Ainu, indigenous Taiwanese, Chinese, Korean, 
Indians and other non-Japanese people residing within the Japanese Empire. They had their 
own dresses in their ethnic houses for displaying which appeared strange in the eyes of Japanese 
audience.    
     Kanaseki’s mentor, the professor of Kyoto Imperial University, Buntarou Adachi (

) had persuaded him the necessity for the research of physical anthropology for Lew 
Chewans and ordered him to collect those bones with the research grants from the Imperial 
Academy. The grave robbery had occurred by initiative of the Kyoto Imperial University, not 
individually by Kanaseki. 
 
 
 

Figure 3. The Academic Exhibition of Human Races in March 1903②.	Source: Ryubun 21 ( 21) Jan. 31 

(http://ryubun 21. net/?itemid=8024). 



     The students of Kenji Kiyono ( ) who was the professor in Kyoto Imperial 
University had taken away bones of 80 bodies from Amamiohshima ( ), 80 bodies and 
70 bodies from Kikaijima ( ) and 80 bodies from Tokunoshima ( ) between 1933 
and 1935. Those bones had become a part of the collection of Prof. Kiyono. Among more than 
1400 bodies of his collection, the bones of 72 bodies from Okinawashima ( ), 263 bodies 
from Amamiohshima had been included and recorded there.  
     In May 2017, I sent a request of examination of those bones in person with several 
questions to the Kyoto University Museum where the bones of Lew Chewan in Momojyana 
tomb were kept. But the museum rejected my request and to answer all questions. The museum 
also refused any interviews about these bones by the local newspapers - Ryukyu Shimpo, 
Okinawa Times and Tokyo Shimbun. 
     In August 2017, as the representative of the Society for Repatriation of Lew Chewan 
Ancestors’ Bones ( ), I sent an official letter to Hisakazu Yamagiwa 
( ), the president of Kyoto University with few questions about repatriation of these 
bones. But again the staff of Kyoto University responded that they won’t make any information 
open to individual inquiries and won’t meet with me at Kyoto University for this matter in the 
future. 
     I then requested a member of the House of Representative, Kantoku Teruya ( ) 
to perform the parliamentary investigation rights for the information about the these bones in 
Kyoto University. In September 2017, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 

Figure 4. Amami islands ( ). Source: Wikipedia (https://ja.wikipedia.org/wiki) 



 

Technology had  disclosed a part of information about them through Kyoto University.  
     Kyoto University recognized the existence of these bones in its museum officially for the 
first time as follows: they put these bones in the plastic boxes, they don’t know the results of 
any research conducted about these, they don’t make any lists of bones, they won’t have any 
working team such as the working team for the research on the situation of bones of Ainu 
peoples in Kyoto University.  
     Such an attitude of Kyoto University violates the Article 21 of the Constitution of Japan, 
the right to know and freedom of expression. Kyoto University is a national university which 
has been managed with the taxes of Japanese citizen. Lew Chewans who are Japanese citizen 
and colonized people have been denied their ‘right to know’ by Kyoto University, and that tells 
the fact that the colonialism of Kyoto University against Lew Chewans is still alive today. 
     Kyoto University has rejected to answer any questions and to accept examination by Lew 
Chewans because they insist on the technical standards of physical anthropology for 
examination. What is incomprehensible is that they are claiming the absolute ownership of 
these bones even though these bones aren’t their belongings originally. We can recognize here 
that the Kyoto University’s logic is based on such modern concepts as technical standard, 
absolute ownership, the priority of academic knowledge, and these concepts are essentially 
inseparable from the history of colonialism. However, grave robbery is nothing but criminal act 
and the storage of stolen bones is complicity in the modern norms. 
   
2. Traditional knowledge of Lew Chewan on its bones 
 
Traditionally, Lew Chewans have buried ancestors’ bones into big clan’s tomb called 
Kamekou-baka ( ), hafu-baka ( ). They believe that the spirits of ancestors will 
come from Niraikanai which has been imagined as the place of eternal paradise across the ocean 
to their tombs and homes for watching over their offspring.  
     Lew Chewans have several traditional festivals like Seimeisai ( ), Jyurokunichisai 
( ) for welcoming the spirits of ancestors to their tombs and homes. At these occasions, 
they pray for the bones in the tombs and eat traditional foods with the spirits of ancestors. This 
tradition is based on their belief in ancestors protecting these offspring. The bones have been 
the symbol for the spirits of their ancestors to return to. If researchers can take bones of Lew 
Chewans and keep them in their museum without any restrictions, traditional believes, customs 
and lives of Lew Chewans should be ruined. 
     In the eyes of physical anthropologists, these bones may mean only specimen. But in 
terms of the traditional knowledge of Lew Chewans, bones of their ancestors are the essential 
part of their believes, customs and lives. We see here the conflict between modern knowledge 
and traditional knowledge around the bones of Lew Chewans. 
     In Lew Chew, the repatriation movement for their bones has begun to recover the spiritual 



give-and-take relationship between ancestors and offspring. Ancestors will keep the health, 
peace and wealth of offspring and offspring will worship for ancestors through their bones as a 
symbol. This movement of repatriation of bones I think is not only the matter for Lew Chewans 
but is seen as the exercise of the rights of self-determination by indigenous peoples. 

    From February 2017, in fact, there appeared many articles about this problem in local 
newspapers. Many Lew Chewan activists of anti-US military bases have been interested in this 
matter of continuing colonialism in Lew Chew. The Association of Comprehensive Studies for 
Independence of the Lew Chewans ( ) also asked the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights to officially recognize and consider this case as a human right 
problem.  
      The bones of Lew Chewans had been taken off from the tombs by Japanese colonialism. 
In the process, the human rights and dignities of Lew Chewans was ignored and significantly 
violated. Thus the repatriation of the bones for Lew Chewans is the exercise of their rights of 
self-determination as an indigenous minority and to get rid of continuing colonialism of Japan 
since the annexation of the Lew Chew Kingdom in 1879. In that sense, what this movement is 
fighting for are traditions, memories and history of the Kingdom. 
  
3. The rights of self-determination by indigenous peoples and the integration of traditional 
and modern knowledge of indigenous peoples against colonization 
 
In 1990, the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act was enacted in the US 
Federal Law. It states that collected bones and burial items of indigenous peoples must be 
returned to them by officers and museums of the US Federal Government. Similarly, the 
introduction in ‘Guidance for the Care of Human Remains in Museums’ by the British 
Government (2005) says that “because of their origin, human remains should hold a unique 
status within collections, this puts particular responsibilities on the museums in the way they 
are acquired, curated and displayed. It is recognized that some human remains were obtained 
in circumstances that are considered unacceptable. For example, some were acquired between 
100 and 200 years ago from Indigenous peoples in colonial circumstances, where there was a 
very uneven divide of power.” In this Guidance, bones should be returned to not only 
genealogical descendants but also cultural community of origin because these bones had been 
deprived under the uneven social relationship that is colonialism. Following this Guidance, the 
British Museum agreed on the repatriation of Aboriginal bones in 2006.  
      In the Article 12 of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
(2007), we can also recognize the rights of indigenous peoples for its bones as following; 
 
 



1. Indigenous peoples have the right to manifest, practice, develop and teach their spiritual 
and religious traditions, customs and ceremonies; the right to maintain, protect, and 
have access in privacy to their religious and cultural sites; the right to the use and 
control of their ceremonial objects; and the right to the repatriation of their human 
remains.  

 
2. States shall seek to enable the access and/or repatriation of ceremonial objects and 

human remains in their possession through fair, transparent and effective mechanisms 
developed in conjunction with indigenous peoples concerned. 

 
     From 1996 until now, Lew Chewans have participated to several committees in UN to 
speak about their situation, and some of these committees from 2008 have started recognizing 
Lew Chewans as indigenous peoples in Japan. They made recommendations to the Japanese 
Government to resolve the concentration of US military bases in Lew Chew admitting it as 
racial discrimination and to introduce the education of Lew Chewan history and culture in the 
curriculum of every schools in Lew Chew. Currently, there are several civil organizations 
working for the recovery of rights of indigenous peoples in Lew Chew, and they consider the 
grave robbery of their bones and the storage of them in Kyoto University are the violation on 
the international law. 
     The grave robbery and storage of stolen bones by researchers are unethical acts and 
blasphemy against the traditional belief and lives of Lew Chewans. Not only the daily life of 
Lew Chewans have been colonized by the Japanese Government as represented in the 
concentration of US military bases, their spirits are also subjugated by the colonizers even after 
their death.  

Figure 5. Photo of the author speaking at the UN Special Committee of Decolonization as a member of the 

Guam Government delegate in 2011 (Asahi Shimbun, 2011/6/22).  



     The bones of 1676 bodies of Ainu peoples are now kept in 12 universities in Japan. 
Among them, Hokkaido University has bones of 1015 Ainu peoples. In 2008, Ryukichi Ogawa 
( ) and other Ainu peoples requested Hokkaido University to disclose information 
about their ancestors’ bones and they filed a suit against Hokkaido University in 2012 for 
repatriation of the bones. There have been other law suits by Ainu peoples in 2014 and 2017 
for the repatriation of bones to their Kotan (traditional village of Ainu). After the settlement of 
law suit, bones of 12 bodies were reburied in the Kineusu ( ) cemetery in Urakawa ( ) 
Town in 2016, and bones of 63 bodies were reburied in Urahoro ( )Town in August 2017. 
On these occasions I had an opportunity to observe traditional ceremonies of Ainu called 
Kamuinomi Icharupa. Although the vice-president of Hokkaido University came there, there 
was no comment of apology for unlawful, unethical acts committed by researchers of his 
University. In addition, the Ministry of Education in Taiwan Government sent a message in 
August 2017 that they would return the bones of 63 Lew Chewans kept in Taiwan University 
to the Okinawa Prefectural Government. 
     Just like the case of Ainu, Lew Chewan lands had been colonized by the Japanese 
government and their ancestors’ bones were robbed by Japanese researchers which have not 
yet returned to their offspring. The grave robbery is a prime example of discrimination against 
Lew Chew. But what lies behind is the deep-rooted discrimination and colonialism by Japanese 
against them continuing even today that become visible in such an instance as when the 
Japanese police in October 2016 scared off one Lew Chewan protesting against making a new 
US military base in Takae ( ) of Okinawa Island by insulting him with a word ‘Savage (

)’. 
     As a result of their continuing fighting for repatriation of their bones, Ainu people could 
bring back them to the right place and now they can pray for their ancestor’ spirits in traditional 
ways. Ainu peoples got the pride back as human beings through the repatriation of their bones, 
and I’m sure Lew Chewans can go the same path.  

Figure 6. Scenes from Ainu ceremonies to rebury bones. Photos by Matsushima. 
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Session 1  Comments and Questions 

 
 
Akio Tanabe: 
Let me first comment on Professor Nakata’s excellent paper. I can only reiterate the point made 
by Professor Nakata. Firstly, it is very interesting that he pointed out that the positionality of 
indigenous tradition has changed in history. It was considered as primitive during colonial times 
and then there was a time of cultural relativism to state that different knowledges are just 
different and relative. 
 
But then now, I think we have entered into a new age when we have themes of universal values 
in indigenous knowledge, but in two different ways. One is that, as you have pointed out, these 
indigenous knowledges are fragmented and used by the state and the corporate as useful 
knowledge for profit making. But on the other hand, we are also looking at the universal aspect 
of the indigenous knowledge as contributing to the new ideas or the new thinking of the world 
for sustainable and inclusive development and I think we have to see how this change in the 
position of indigenous knowledge have taken place. We have to be very sensitive to the political, 
economic and social implications of this change in the positionality of indigenous knowledge 
and I think you have done an excellent job of explaining the complexities on this issue. 
 
The second thing we should note is that there has been decontextualization of indigenous 
knowledge as Professor Nakata said, but also that there is now a process of recontextualization 
of indigenous knowledge taking place. As you have rightly pointed out, we cannot just say that, 
okay, indigenous people should stay as they were and where they were so that indigenous 
knowledge can stay with these people. I mean, that is not possible or favorable for indigenous 
knowledge and indigenous people. So the question is how we can recontextualize both 
indigenous knowledge and indigenous people in the present age. 
 
Okay, so now, what is the way to do this? I think this is very much related to Professor 
Matsushima’s paper. I think Professor Matsushima is asserting independence of Lew Chew 
(Ryukyu) in critique of the existing power relationships between Tokyo and Okinawa and I do 
have a lot of sympathy with that critique of power relations. But I also feel, we have to think 
more carefully about the multiplicity that Professor Nakata has pointed out. There is not only 
multiplicity of different indigenous people, but multiplicity within indigenous populations – 
gender, class, ethnicity and all other kinds of differences like politico-economic positionalities. 
So we cannot just separate the dominant population from the indigenous population and then 
say that we will respect whatever indigenous people or indigenous society have to say. We have 



to see the multiplicities within both the so-called dominant population and indigenous 
population and recognize unequal power relationship across all these boundaries. I think it 
necessary to be sensitive to both multiplicity and unequal power relationships when we discuss 
about indigeneity and the indigenous people.  
 
Now, the message of indigenous knowledge is that we must rethink human-to-human 
relationships and human-nature relationships beyond modern progressive humanism and 
towards valuing singularities and differences that are yet connected together. That is, to see 
multiplicities in connection. That, for me, is the most important aspect of universalism 
contained in indigenous knowledge. We ought to take that very seriously and apply that 
indigenous knowledge to the position of the indigenous people today. That means we have to 
be sensitive to the multiplicities within the indigenous people and within the so-called dominant 
population as well, while recognizing connectedness. This attention on multiplicity in 
connection is what can bring about democratic values into our human-to-human and human-
nature relationships. 
 
The question now is: what are the ways or fruitful connections and combinations between 
multiplicities? We have to think this very carefully. The answer to this question not only 
changes the position of so-called indigenous people or indigenous knowledge within our 
present system. It also means we will have to change the present system as well. If we keep the 
present state system or the present corporate system, it would be all about conflicts and the 
running for the profit. If we keep the present corporate system, for example, the question will 
only be about who will get a profit from this indigenous knowledge. By taking the present 
system for granted, we have to support people fight for profit. That perhaps is necessary. But I 
think we have to also think beyond that. We have to imagine what really this business is about. 
Is it making people happier? What are the other ways for making people happier? So, to me, to 
think about indigeneity is to rethink the whole system and how to connect all these multiplicities 
in more fruitful ways so that there can be more inclusiveness and sustainability in our living 
environment. These are my thoughts inspired by your very interesting paper. I really appreciate 
your excellent job. 
 
Now let me go on to discuss on Professor Matsushima’s paper. I have been with Professor 
Matsushima in several seminars and I have always been impressed by his passion for insisting 
on the uniqueness of Lew Chew history and culture and the need of its independence. But I also 
have discussed with Professor Matsushima several times already about to what extent this kind 
of oppositional, conflictual politics is really relevant in today's world. 
 
You have already said in your first introduction that you had a collaboration with other 



indigenous people in Taiwan in other seminars. But when we think about it, the positionality of 
the people of Lew Chew and the indigenous people in Taiwan are very, very different. I mean, 
indigenous people in Taiwan are not be able to assert their national independence. They have 
to seek for better position within Taiwan. On the other hand, you are clearly asserting for 
independence of Lew Chew. 
 
So the question is here about the rights. Who has the right to call for national independence? I 
think Professor Matsushima's thoughts goes around the idea of national sovereignty. One 
question is: Is national independence the only way to solve the problem of unequal 
relationships? Of course, like we have to ask for the share of profits as long as there is the 
corporate system and capitalist system, if nation-state systems continue to exist, yes, perhaps a 
people seeking freedom might as well assert for national independence. 
 
But if we are to seek beyond that, the story will be different, and I think it is very important that 
we imagine a world beyond this nation-state system and beyond the idea of national sovereignty. 
I think the history of Lew Chew itself actually demands us to reconsider the nation-state system. 
As Professor Matsushita knows much better than me, Lew Chew used to have very diverse 
connections with China, Japan and Southeast Asian countries. Lew Chew maintained excellent 
diplomatic relationships with both China and Japan and acted as a hub in the extensive trade 
network.  
 
So the cordial relationship that Lew Chew had with others had not much to do with the question 
of who is independent or who has sovereignty, but of how to connect multiplicities together. 
And Lew Chew has a beautiful history of showing this capacity to live with multiplicities 
around her. In my view, Lew Chew is in a good position to show to the world that we can 
imagine better connections of multiplicities beyond the idea of national sovereignty with one 
people, one territory, and one culture. The Lew Chewan culture shows us a beautiful example 
of how different cultures can be connected, how different cultures can be accommodated 
together in the network. So I want to request Professor Matsushima to say a few words on this 
possibility. 
 
On the issue of Lew Chewan bones, I think you have suggested that now the Lew Chewan 
people are combining or blending traditional knowledge with modern knowledge in its assertion 
of self-determination. That is why, you suggest, Okinawan, or Lew Chewan people have the 
right to repatriate the bones. Okay, that is fine. But when we think about the multiplicity within 
Okinawa or Lew Chew, is it really the people of Lew Chew that have the right to the bones as 
one people? Or should we also take into account the multiplicity of different histories as there 
are many islands like Ishigaki with different histories and cultures within Okinawa? Can you 



really say that there is one Lew Chew people with one culture and one history? Or do different 
island people have different cultures and different histories and therefore have different 
relationships with those particular bones and ancestral remains? I think this involves very, very 
complex questions. You know much better than me about all this complexity. 
 
I understand your critique of the present unequal relationship between the so-called main island 
and Lew Chew and I sympathize with your positionality. But as an academic I also would like 
to think beyond the present knowledge system. That is why I am asking how we can take into 
account all these multiplicities present within Lew Chew as well as within so-called mainland 
Japan and how it is possible to build better relationships connecting all these multiplicities 
beyond borders. In any case, I really appreciate both of your papers very much for reminding 
me again how important it is to think of indigeneity. It is really a door to think of the new world 
beyond the existing system of power and knowledge. Thank you so much. 
 
Yugo Tomonaga: 
Thank you. So Professor Nakata or Professor Matsushima, could you please answer Professor 
Tanabe’s comments?  
 
Yasukatsu Matsushima: 
Thank you very much for comment, Prof. Tanabe. Going beyond the nation-state system is very 
important globally as you said. In the history of the Lew Chew kingdom, there were multiple 
relationships with surrounding Asian countries. But from 1879, after the annexation of Lew 
Chew by Japan, we became a part of the Japanese Empire. Since then, our islands became one 
of the prefectures of the Japan. In 1972 Okinawa was released from the occupation by the USA, 
but the Japanese government insisted that the islands must be a part of Japan and re-annexed. 
So I think we should not go beyond the borders of nation states at this moment, without 
recognizing the independence of Lew Chewans from the authority of Japan. Lew Chew now is 
a part of Japan. Even though Japanese is a powerful nation-state in the international society, we 
must break from this nation-state of Japan.  
 
Let me introduce here an example of the Republic of Palau. The population of Palau is about 
20,000 and the population of my home town Ishigaki island is 50,000, two times larger than 
Palau. While Lew Chew is still a colony of Japan, Palau became an independent nation-state in 
1994. They have the right of self-determination over their politics, economy and society today. 
What it tells us is that an island with smaller scale of population and economy than Ishigaki 
still had a potential to run an independent country. Although I say Lew Chew must become 
independent, I believe it should be achieved peacefully but not through terrorism. We must use 
the UN system or international law. Lew Chew is not alone, but I know Chamoro people in 



Guam, the United States of America, are also acting for the self-governance in Guam and 
independence from the USA. I’m sure that these indigenous people can make a movement in 
cooperation. 
 
Then, who is indigenous people in Lew Chew, in Okinawa Prefecture? There are some 
definitions for indigenous people to refer like the ILO Convention 169 which defines 
indigenous people as people inhabited at the time of colonization or the establishment of the 
present state and who understand themselves indigenous people. I think this definition in ILO 
Convention 169 is good enough for a common definition. In 2013, I founded an association for 
the independence of Lew Chew with my friends, and now the association has 350 members. 
They all identify themselves as indigenous people and understand that they need a sovereignty 
and the right to be independent from Japan. 
 
Martin Nakata: 
The question about indigenous traditional knowledge is important to consider, as you rightly 
pointed to the kind of agendas behind and there are many agendas. There are people who want 
to just be going back to traditions and developing their own communities within those traditions 
and right through to innovating knowledge and developing it for benefits. There is really no 
right answer for that except to say that when people are recruiting indigenous knowledge for 
enterprise then surely some of the gains made by that enterprise should benefit the indigenous 
people. Too often the benefits do not flow to Indigenous people. 
 
But if I can just pull it back a little bit further for the Australian context and the question about 
negotiating sovereignty. We have 60,000 years of continuous indigenous presence in Australia. 
Why should we negotiate with governments? But, we do have to negotiate and in a language 
environment and a system of thinking environment that is Western. So sovereignty is negotiated 
within the government and western system of law and we compromise our beginnings as 
indigenous people in the process. So, for instance, in Australia, Indigenous people have argued 
are arguing to get title to our land back because there is still denial in Australia about the taking 
of the land. Government has done the liberal thing, I would say. Government says if you can 
prove continuous occupation of your land, we will negotiate this remaining title and you can 
have a formal title that recognizes your ownership. For some groups that has been forthcoming 
and that was a great thing for them. But, at the time, some of us said no. You are actually 
negotiating a formal of title within the Western system of land title. That will always be 
compromised and now today 20 years later, they have a Native Title but it's so impoverished 
they can't do as much as they might like with the land. So it is recognized title to the land, but 
we can't necessarily use the title to develop the land. So it is compromised, not serving our 
needs and interests and yet we spent 30 years trying to enact some liberal engagement with 



 

government in the best of good faith. So in the larger sense, it is not just in land title, it is in our 
education, it is in our health, it is in our futures and forever we are in a compromised 
environment in trying to assume some sort of sovereign position by which we can then say there 
is a higher plane you need to go to, but there isn't.  
 
Indigenous people are coming back are coming back to traditional knowledge and knowledge. 
It is one thing to say there are multiplicities of positions relating to indigenous knowledge. But 
the more significant issue is that the whole notion of indigenous knowledge is already captured 
within the Western order of things. So the very thing that we talk about is already re-inscribed 
in somebody else's channel. So even as we try to address indigenous problems, it is often within 
the ties to Western discourse limits. 
 
So if we want to go back to the pristine traditional knowledge, that is really difficult to do 
because all the knowledge we have about traditional indigenous knowledge is in Western 
discourse. So how do you untangle western positions from the indigenous position? Where do 
indigenous traditions and knowledge begin and end today? Where does non-indigenous 
traditions and knowledge begin and end today? 
 
We are caught up in this and it is not working in our favor. So I too like my colleagues have 
been down the beaten path through the various UN conventions that recognize our rights and 
are made of that effort in Geneva. We now have a declaration on indigenous people’s rights. 
Well, no shit. It has made no difference to us. Is it just for the nations-states who signed up to 
the declaration that recognize our rights? Now what? What can actually come from it. 
 
So again, another example where indigenous people have made real efforts to try and 
compromise to be reasonable, to engage in the system within the nation-states we find ourselves 
today. So it is difficult to ask for fuller participation from that position. But, in Australia, we 
have a fairly-defined position for indigenous people. As you alluded to - Indigenous self-
determination – self-determination within the nation states. Yes, but whatever deal you cut, it 
should work for the interests of people on the ground. At the moment, that is just difficult.  
 
So I quite like the idea of refusal. Like it is easier to say “Go home, bugger off. Get out of my 
country,” because it is so much more satisfying to hear a position that says we are still in charge. 
Just get out of our face. 
 
Tanabe: 
I fully agree with what you said. Actually, I also work with the so-called tribal movement in 
India and I understand that there is a very, very harsh reality of unequal power relationships in 



their living environment including the hegemonic legal and discursive framework in which 
people are forced to speak about themselves. 
 
I would like to reiterate that I understand and deeply sympathize with your frustrations. I would 
like to say that also in the case of the tribals in India, our strategy has to be multi-sided. You 
know, on the legal and political front, we have to take this oppositional and confrontational 
approach to fight within the present political and legal framework. But on the other hand, in 
our more self-transformational side of the project, we are trying to take up and learn from the 
universal aspect of indigenous knowledge involving multiple parties and keeping our 
consciousness on the multiplicity so that it will not only be about one indigenous people and 
their rights but about the collaboration of different groups of people including other so-called 
subalterns outside of indigenous population but connected with them. I want to bring some kind 
of global connection to multiplicities to think together how we can really change the present 
setting as a whole beyond the existing borders. That is thinking beyond the present system but, 
you know, I really agree and sympathize with you that there are fronts that we have to fight 
within the present system.  
 
From the floor: 
Thank you very much for your presentations. I am from Nagoya University of Foreign Studies. 
I have a question for Professor Nakata. When I visited Northern Queensland together with a 
researcher from a language center in the past, we met an elder who categorized himself as fluent 
in three languages, three traditional languages. But I was wondering, and this is also my 
question to you, how individuals categorize themselves as being fluent in their traditional 
languages. Thank you. 
 
Nakata: 
I am not quite sure about the question, but how do indigenous people categorize themselves if 
they speak three different languages? One, I think the broader position is that indigenous people 
define themselves as the first people of the land. They might be fluent in different languages, 
they may belong to a different language and marry into a different language group. But the 
significance of indigenous is really on place, as First people in this place. I am not sure how to 
simply interpret the meaning of indigenous but, in Australia, it means people of a place. A 
person can be male, female, doctor, patient, but you still remain indigenous of the place or 
country no matter what language you now speak. 
 
It is a real dilemma around the issue of language and identity and it is quite difficult because 
when you talk about identity it is attached to place and language. There is a realm of 
conversations and a lot of populations where you can look at the questions about who owns the 



land and there is a whole process of identity changes over time. So one significance of identity 
politics bends towards traditions and the languages of a particular place of origin, but your 
identity is not fixed. It always moves so I am young man, then I am an adult, then I am father, 
then I am grandfather. 
 
But too often political debates in places in Australia some people are saying if you do not look 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, if you are not speaking the language and you are not living 
on your country, then you’re not indigenous. I think that that is a very shallow way of talking 
about identity, indigenous identity. Those accusers lack the knowledge of colonial history that 
led to most of the Indigenous population being removed from their traditional lands or removed 
from their families and institutionalized. They lack knowledge of traditional knowledge and the 
Indigenous sense of belonging to land.  
 
The traditional knowledge system is a way to understand what that is. If you go back to some 
of the very beginnings of the logic and reason within knowledge system, you will understand 
that how we actually name ourselves is in relation to land. So even my Japanese name, Nakata, 
traditionally Naka is in the middle, Ta is field, so people of the field. In my traditional Torres 
Islands indigenous family, I belong to a group called Kulkailag. Kulka is red, lag means place 
or belonging to. We were people to the east where the sun comes up. We name ourselves from 
that point. How we relate to each other, to others, to the world, comes from that same point. 
 
So who we are as indigenous people is fundamentally linked to the land and the sea and the sky 
that we live in. We project who we are from that point. It is not political thing about whether 
you are Indigenous or not. It is not because which person you marry or which place you know 
live or what language you now speak, but as indigenous people we find ourselves connected to 
the land and sea and sky that our ancestors occupied and from which they forged their 
understanding and knowledge of the world.   
 
Mushakoji: 
May I ask a question? So Dr. Nakata, it is a question about a comparative case. The Japanese 
government is very eager to contribute to and give grants to indigenous communities who are 
developing their traditional knowledge. This is very good, but the Japanese government wants 
to have an indicator about how good the value of the traditional knowledge for the biodiversity 
and nobody, no indigenous communities, have presented a universally adaptable indicator about 
the value of one's traditional knowledge. I think it is necessary to ask how to have a single 
measure to compare traditional knowledge, and I would like to have your reaction to this one. 
 
To Dr. Matsushima, I fully agree that the human rights aspect and the international law aspects 



are very important. But, beyond that, I think there is also a matter of reconciliation, between 
your part Lew Chew and the Japanese part. It is not just about giving back bones of ancestors. 
You may also ask the government or those universities to apologize. What we can refer, and I 
admire, is the Canadian situation where the government from different levels are asking for 
reconciliation with the first nations. I told my students and to several groups about the need to 
have reconciliation with the Lew Chew people and with the Ainu people in Japan. But, 
unfortunately, I wasn't able to find anybody who supported my idea about reconciliation and I 
would like to find out why we Japanese don't like reconciliation and why do Canadians like 
reconciliation. Thank you. 
 
Nakata: 
A single measure for traditional knowledge, it is a typical position that people from outside 
indigenous communities retain. What does it mean for us? If we the government provide some 
grants, what is the accountability of the Indigenous community in Australia? That is often the 
situation. It is never what communities value or need that is prioritized but how taxpayers 
monies are accounted for and we understand that is important. 
 
The global thing is really to sacrifice the places where they provide some empirical measure 
that we can’t build back. So an indigenous community in Australia will make a lot of 
improvement with a little bit of money that we have got. But we have learned as well we have 
to change the mindsets of the grant providers so that those metrics are formed differently and 
deliver much more benefits to the people, not just the government. 
 
We have come a long way. We could share a lot of that kind of stuff about funding provisions. 
Often, the other characteristic is that funds to communities or community priorities are often 
very small and they don't go very far. The third is like it’s something that we have learned from 
developing countries, those grants drive a project-driven reform agenda. Project-driven reform 
agendas as we know from experience do not change anything over the long-term, and the 
communities need longer-term investment to have a systemic change. So we have learned that 
lesson too. Short-term grants provided by the short-term government in power really doesn’t 
change much at all. 
 
So we have been trying to advocate for funding regimes that the longer-term government 
budgetary policy can sustain so that we can embed generational change, but you can't do that 
with one-off funding, and then, as soon as that funding runs out, you have to chase more funding. 
They need to chase more funds and by the time you get it, you are doing somebody else’s 
delivery of services rather than serving the priorities of the community. So we have learned 
quite a lot of stuff in the ways that the government provides funding. 



 
So, on the reconciliation agenda in Australia, we too follow the Canadian model. The 
government apologized publicly, quite a long time after the end of the decade of reconciliation 
activities. The apology meant a lot to Indigenous people but not much has changed as a result. 
Still the reconciliation agenda we have had for about 20 years now. In my university there is a 
poster that says reconciliation and most of the universities have their own statements of 
reconciliation, but really nothing changed for us. In Australia, we indigenous people would say 
those posters on the wall just tell you that we still need an agenda to achieve reconciliation.  
 
Reconciliation for us as Indigenous people, we don't want to participate in reconciliation 
because we did nothing wrong and it is really for the white Australian to be going to their own 
community and thinking about and reconciling with themselves, their actions, that completely 
decimated Indigenous populations across Australia. Some do that but many Australians give 
reconciliation very little thought. 
 
They think reconciliation is the celebration and visibility of our culture - that we come and sing 
and dance and feel good about ourselves together. That is not reconciliation. You know, that is 
– if they want to do that kind of thing, go do it, but try and take some time to think about it, 
how you screwed over millions and millions of indigenous people in the past. So we have a 
very active political agenda and my colleague here, we are very passionate about these things. 
We go about our engagements in very different ways, but we are very committed to indigenous 
justice and that is what makes us passionate. 
 
Matsushima: 
Thank you very much. I understand that there were strong movement by many people in Canada 
to fight against the government so many years until the government recognized the right to land 
of indigenous people in Canada. However, while the Japanese government in 2008 officially 
recognized the existence of indigenous people in their territory, it has not yet recognized their 
right to ancestral land even today. So reconciliation will not be happening because I think the 
Japanese government will never apologize to Lew Chewans and Ainu people and recognize the 
right of indigenous people. In the understanding of the Japanese government, Lew Chew islands 
were no man’s land and, therefore, it’s not a problem for Japan to claim these islands were their 
own land.  
 
In 2015, the governor of Okinawa prefecture, Takeshi Onaga, went to participate to the UN 
Human Rights Committee meeting to make an appeal on the violation of human rights against 
the people observing the relocation of the US military base. But the appeal was denied by the 
Japanese government saying that in Lew Chew, or what they call Okinawa, there were no such 



a problem of human right violation. For the government, the problems happening in Okinawa 
are not a human rights problem but only a security problem where some activists are threatening 
the US-Japan security arrangements. Here I see a big gap in recognitions between Lew Chew 
and the Japanese government ignoring the fact that we have a different history - Lew Chewans 
had their own country before 1879. There is a widespread feeling among Lew Chew people that 
they will not be understood by the Japanese government forever. That’s why Lew Chewan 
people today insist on independence from Japan. 
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Abstract 
This paper considers how the collaboration between diverse forms of local traditional knowledge and 

modern scientific knowledge can be achieved in Australia and Japan. It also examines methods to 

implement the co-operative management of the source of river with collaborative knowledge, which 

consists of local traditional knowledge and modern scientific knowledge through the recent pilot 

program I am conducting in Japan.    

 
Introduction  
 
Indigenous knowledge has various knowledge that relates with Identity, source management in 
the different indigenous communities. It also has different verification systems that allow for 
the renewal of knowledge, specific to the changing conditions of its enactment and practice. 
Indigenous Knowledge is therefore different things in different places to different people 
(Nakata 2007).  
     Firstly, I overview the concept of Indigenous Knowledge in the Anthropological context. 
Secondly, I show what indigenous knowledge in the South East Australia. My consideration 
goes out into the practical case on the land and river management taken by indigenous and local 
people in Australia and Japan. Finally, I propose what research is effective into two ways or 
multiple ways management on the land and river.    
     In the next chapter I would like to express the role of Indigenous Knowledge in the 
ethnographic context considering relationship between nature and culture.  
 
1. Role of Ethnography in Considering Relationship between Culture and Nature 
 
It concerns the relationship between ontology and epistemology on the modern scientific 
knowledge and the indigenous traditional knowledge in the anthropological context.  
    In the 17th century, the Enlightenment characterized the relation between nature and 

culture as the mind-body dualism which regards mind as culture in terms of epistemology and 
body as nature in terms of ontology. One world ontology was the thought dealing with nature 
as static entity, on the other, occidental dominant perception only regarded nature with one form 
of epistemology.  
    Since 1940s new idealistic theories from Anthropologists like F. Boas, J. Steward and 



Claude Lévi-Strauss attacked this mind-body dualism. For instance, Cultural relativism 
premised one world ontology but criticized one form of epistemology. However, perspectivism 
like Viveiros de Castro overturning the relativist perception regarding one world ontology with 
multi forms of epistemology, has suggested a new perspective, that is, multinaturalism, which 
refers multiple worlds ontology with one form of epistemology. Although this perspective 
theory criticized “ontology turn”, it is question that how we can achieve the transformation of 
multinaturalism (natures) in multiple forms of epistemology (cultures).  
    In these disputes, Ethnographic research could play some significant parts in creating a 

new dialogic space for the dispute on relation between nature and culture. For instance, 
sustainable collaborative management for conserving river and forest is one of the significant 
parts in which anthropologists can play. It shows how the ethnographic research can contribute 
to the environmental issues focusing on two case studies of river and forest managements by 
two ways or multiple ways ecological approaches between the indigenous or local traditional 
knowledge, and the modern scientific knowledge in Australia and Japan.  
    Next, this paper will show how to incorporate Indigenous Traditional Knowledge into 

Modern Scientific Knowledge in Australia.  
 
2. Indigenous Estate - Aboriginal lands, Native Title determinations, declared Aboriginal 
protected area and others 
 
Indigenous Knowledge plays a role in guiding decision making, it underlies cultural and 
spiritual ceremonies and practices and acts as a bond securing community cohesion. For 
indigenous peoples the notion of traditional knowledge incorporates both the intangible aspects 
of knowledge and the tangible manifestations of its application including local seed varieties, 
traditional medicinal products and farming practices. It is an extensive body of informal science 
in areas such as agriculture, fisheries, ecosystem management and is now recognized as having 
an important role to play in mitigation of climate change. Therefore, an important aspect of 
Indigenous Knowledge is that Indigenous peoples hold collective rights and interests in their 
knowledge (Nakata 2007).  
    In 2008, a practical project on two-way ecological managements, that is “people on 

country”, had been carried out by four main actors that consisted of indigenous rangers and 
organizations, academics from Australian National University, and sponsored companies and 
state until 2012. The main target of this program focused on the remote Australian Aboriginal 
land returned by Aboriginal land rights act and native title act. Exceptionally some parts of 
Aboriginal protected areas in NSW are also the target of this program. The total size of these 
Aboriginal protected areas is more than 23% of whole of Australia. The summary of this project 
by J. Altman and others with their theoretical framework as “hybrid economy”, that consists of 
three aspects; customary activities interact with state and market regimes, reported the positive 



 

or negative results. While two-way ecological managements had been success in some 
aboriginal communities at NT, aboriginal communities in NSW had got a few positive results 
(Altman and Kerins 2012).  
    This paper would show a positive achievement on two-way ecological managements in 

settled Australia through the recent Yorta Yorta peoples ecological management on wet land.  
 
2.1 Aboriginal Protection Reserves, Stations and Missions in Settled/ White Australia 
The Yorta Yorta is an eminent Aboriginal group among over 40 Victorian Aboriginal groups at 
south east Australia. They have strongly continued to fight for their civil, political, and social 
rights in the wider society since 1860s. Their home mainly locates in Barmah, Moira and 
Millawa forests on the border between New South Wales and Victoria. Recently, most of them 
live in the cities and towns such Barmah, Echuka, Moama, Shepparton and Mooloopuna along 
Murry and Golbern rivers. CD Rowley called these areas as settled or white Australia where 
dominant white populations live with some Aboriginal people (Rowley 1971).  
 

 
Figure 1. Aboriginal Protection Reserves, Stations and Missions in Settled/ White Australia 

 
2.2 Indigenous Traditional Knowledge in South East Australia 
Heather Goodall suggested that the recent dispute on Indigenous Traditional Knowledge at 
settled Australia is the controversy of the feature of the knowledge as stable or process. In her 
argument, there are three elements against the myth of untouched and stable knowledge. First 
is conventional way to make archives and databases such mapping visualization through 
painting. Second is life history and spiritual entity. Last is memory on colonization (Goodall 
2008).  
    This paper takes consideration of Goodall’s three elements for Indigenous Traditional 

knowledge in the settled Australia as an entity with changeable and process features. As for life 



history and spiritual entity, the legend of Baiame is the story of creation for aboriginal people 
at south east Australia and Yorta Yorta shier this legend with other annex Indigenous groups.   
Colin Walker, who is an important elder of the Yorta Yorta Aboriginal group, told the meaning 
of the Marry river and Barmah forest.  
 

Our lakes, we got Barmah lake and Moira lake. When you look at the map, it looks 
like the living things because lakes look like kidneys and river running down through 
the lakes in the middle were the spine. If you look at properly you will see it looks like 
human body…” 

 
     These examples show how the Yorta Yorta understand environment and world with their 
traditional knowledge.  
     In considering memory on colonization over the Yorta Yorta Traditional area, the lumber 
industry supplied trees for rail way in 1860s. In 1870s, Victoria colonial government enforced 
the Drought Proof Policy, which controls flood in Murray-Goulburn Broken Catchment. Thus, 
many regulators and water ways were constructed for irrigation and agricultural and farm 
industry. However excessive cropping by irrigation led to the exhaustion of the soil. After 
enforcing the water policy for irrigation rights among three states; New South Wales, Victoria 
and South Australia, more facilities such weirs and dams for water allocation have been 
constructed but these facilities caused to drought and saltation for agriculture since 1930s. 
Three state governments did not cope with these issues until 1980s. In 1983 the Victoria 
government published the report on the environmental condition in Barmha forest and referred 
to indigenous people in only 2 pages out of 51 pages. Consequently, state park and forest were 
designated and the Darniya center for the Yorta Yorta people was established in the Barmah 
forest.     
    The Barmah forest has more than 380 species of indigenous flora and 220 species of 

indigenous fauna and is listed as a wetland of international significance under the Ramsar 
Convention. The forest contains more than 440 sites of cultural significance to the Aboriginal 
people. Nowadays, 17 fauna and 57 flora are protected by the federal and state governments. 
In 2008, river red gum trees occupied 80% of the forest and 75% faces with vulnerable 
condition.   
  
2.3 Fire management monitoring 
Although the Yorta Yorta lost their Native Title Claim in 2002, they got some achievements to 
improve their recent conditions of land and daily lives. Among them, the Co-operative 
Management Agreement with the Victoria State government was reached in 2004. Fire 
management monitoring is one of the programs in the co-operative management Agreement. 
They have also been seeking how to pass knowledge through making the “Land Use and 



Occupancy Map” since 2006. These two practical managements come under the Goodall’s 
conceptional thought of Indigenous Traditional knowledge on life history and spiritual entity. 
    Two indigenous rangers have played crucial role in promoting fire management. They 

worked with green coops established by the federal government to train the Yorta Yorta youths 
who are from 17 years old to 20 years old in 2007. After finishing this half year program, 
students can get parks ranger certification.  
    The fire management monitoring is not traditional way but two way approaches between 

the indigenous traditional knowledge and the modern technologies like GPS system, Fire starter 
and fire engine. However, the Indigenous coordinator of the Green Coops criticized that the fire 
management was often controlled by no-Indigenous decision makers. The management masked 
the privileging of non-Indigenous methods with tokenistic Indigenous involvement or labour. 
Accordingly, the fire management monitoring stopped in 2010. 
 
2.4 Land Use and Occupancy Map 

Land Use and Occupancy Map” has collected the Yorta Yorta traditional knowledge since 
2006. The aims of this map let Australian society acknowledge the Yorta Yorta as Traditional 
Owners on the river and forest. The Yorta Yorta collected around 6600 sites as their cultural 
and spiritual significance from 66 respondents and they trained 6 coordinators for cultural map 
who have responsibility to record their traditional and living knowledge of forest and river into 
the map and take the living knowledge over the next generations.  
 
2.5 Outcome of the Yorta Yorta Movement for designating Barmah national park.  
The movement by The Yorta Yorta with other indigenous and non-indigenous people and two-
way environmental management approaches led the state and the federal governments consider 
environmental management by indigenous initiative through the investigation to River Red 
Gum Forests by The Victorian Environment Assessment Council in 2006, 2007, and 2008.  
    River Red Gum Forest Investigation Report 2006 focused on the geological, historical, 

economic, political and environment conditions within the study area around 122 hectares. The 
report takes 16 pages out of 426 pages for Indigenous people. River Red Gum Forest 
Investigation Proposal 2007 sets the explicit proposal and recommendations for the land and 
water management and takes 28 pages out of 148 pages for co-operative management with 
Aboriginal Traditional Owners. VEAC submitted the final report to the Minister for 
Environment and Climate Change in July 2008, which takes 46 pages out of 208 pages for 
Indigenous people. 
    Three reports dealt the Yorta Yorta as one of the very significant actors in conserving 

environment with joint or co-operative management. This VEAC final recommendations were 
passed in the Victoria State Parliament in 2009 and this decision led to the creation of the new 
Barmah National Park. In the following year, cooperative and joint management of Barmah 



National Park, which acknowledged the Yorta Yorta as the Traditional Land Owner, was 
reached. 
 

3. Two-Way Environmental Management Approaches 
 
“Land and Occupancy Map” has achieved a growing presence since 2012 when Partnership

between YYNAC and Monash university, Brown University in USA with 2 found research 
institutes was made to examine how Indigenous knowledge can contribute to improve climate 
change adaptation for the First Nations of Australia, and the Australian community in general. 
This program is the two-way environmental management approaches. The maps data is updated 
not only through the interview but also through the audio-visual data in the GIS framework. 
Thus, collected data such indigenous significant site recording video from elders and important 
persons is integrated into the GIS framework for passing the next generations as 
transgenerational knowledge. This is good practice to incorporate the indigenous traditional 
knowledge into the modern scientific knowledge. 
 
3.1 Case Study on Two-Way Environmental Management Approaches in Japan 
This paper would like to examine how to make partnership with indigenous or local people in 
Japan and Australia in terms of the experimental pilot program that I and civil engineering 
expert with local people in Kameoka city, Kyoto Japan have been conducting since 2012. We 
have utilized a murmuring sound from some streams of the Inukai River or a supersonic sound 
for water quality improvement. 

 
Figure 2. Measuring of the murmuring sound in the stream in Kyoto pref., Japan 

 



3.2 Water quality improvement by sound waves in Japan 
This study area is called a SATOYAMA (Secondary Nature). There the efforts towards the 
realization of sustainable use of natural resource have been made by the local people. The 
efforts by local people can be seen in the stone monument built in 2006. There is a special word 
“onko keisui”, which means that “studying past and respect water” engraved in the monument. 
Since 2007 I have moved to the area and joined a member of Satoyama forest owner association. 
Since 2012 I and colleague have reached the partnership with local people for collecting the 
water sample from three sites (Lower reach, Middle reach, Upper reach) in the Inukai River 
and recorded the sounds from same sampling sites to inquire the water quality improvement by 
a sound wave.     
 
3.3 Relationship between Sound Waves and Water Quality Improvement 
The sampling water collected from lower reach stream exposed to the murmuring sound at 
upper reach stream in 30 and 60 minutes. As a result, 4 out of 11 main items measuring water 
quality had positive chemical reaction.   
 

 

Figure 3. Positive chemical reaction of main items on water quality 

 
3.4 Implication  
Since 2013, my colleague and I have provided an environmental study work shop for local kids 
by application of ultrasonic waves for improvement of water treatment with supersonic cleaner 
and the nitrate-N pack test kits. We are asking local kids and their parents to make a text book 
on their Inukai River story. Key words of this workshop was as follows: 1) “Visualization of 



water quality”, 2) “Awareness to water quality” and 3) “Action for conservation of water 
quality”. 
     In the same year august, we had an opportunity to have workshop with represents from 
Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Cooperation and staff from The Goulburn Broken Catchment 
Management Authority to consult any possibility to take two-way ecological management 
approaches with them through the project of water quality improvement by sound.  
     The Japan government gives approximately AU$ 45,000 as the Grant-in-Aid for 
Scientific Research to the 3-year program and the Ryukoku University I belong also grants 
AU$ 20,000 for 2-year program.  
 
4. Two-Way or Multiple-Way Environmental Management Researches 
 
In conclusion, in consideration to two way or multiple-way environmental management 
researches, it is necessary to analyze the different thoughts and ideas of stake holders and reach 
the mutual understanding beyond the ideology. Without the mutual understanding, it is 
incapable to recognize how important the Indigenous Traditional knowledge is and how it has 
been transformed and invented by the collaborative management methods. Because 
environmental issue is universal agenda, I am negotiating with not only Indigenous Australian 
but also Indigenous Japanese Ainu, if our pilot program will take place as multiple way 
environmental management programs.  
 
Conclusion  
 
This is a challenge to achieve the transformation of multinaturalism (natures) in multiple forms 
of epistemology(cultures) in Anthropocene epoch. we can reach a new paradigm through the 
collaborative work with local people and others. On the process to create a paradigm, 
ethnography can play a significant part in building the bridge among the various actors, that is, 
dialogic space among the stake holders.  
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Current Millet Cultivation and Indigenous Knowledge among Paiwan 
People in Taiwan 
 

Liying Lin 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The objective of this study is to clarify the symbiotic relationship between millet and the 
cultures of the Paiwan people, an aboriginal tribe of Taiwan that belongs to the Austronesian 
language family. Furthermore, the conditions for its establishment are elucidated by examining 
the revival of the cultivation of a traditional domesticated plant, called vaqu in Paiwan (foxtail 
millet), and a pseudo-grain named jiulis (Taiwanese chenopod, scientific name: Chenopodium 
formosanum) by the Paiwan people, and the traditional knowledge related to them. The process 
of the revival of this cultivation included reinstating ceremonies and retrieving forgotten 
traditional knowledge on the diversity of millet passed down for generations among the Paiwan 
people. The Paiwan people also creatively embraced modern knowledge and constructed a 
model for the symbiosis and coexistence between food, agriculture, and cultivation unique to 
the Paiwanese cultures. This was centered on the endemic species vaqu. This paper introduces 
the case of the eastern Paiwan villages. 
 
2. Overview of the Paiwan people, a Taiwanese indigenous tribe belonging to the 
Austronesian language family 
 
2.1 Austronesian language family and Taiwan 
Austronesian languages (Austronesian, Malayo-Polynesian) spread to the Island of Madagascar 
in the east, Easter Island in the west, New Zealand in the south, and the islands of Taiwan in 
the north. Here, the island areas such as Southeast Asia and New Guinea are also included. The 
languages spoken by the indigenous people are closest to the ancestral language of Austronesia 
and spoken even today in its old form. According to the findings of studies conducted in various 
domains on linguistic elements, Austronesian languages spread from Taiwan to the islands of 
the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans, and developed into about 1,000 languages approximately 5,000 
years ago. From the Age of Exploration from the 16th century onward, Austronesian-speaking 
areas were occupied and ruled by the Min and Qing dynasties of China, the United States, and 
the military and economic force of Japan. Furthermore, they were involved in both world wars 
in the first half of the 20th century. Thus, the foundations of their lands, languages, and cultures 
were greatly impaired. Taiwanese indigenous people are one example of this. 

Taiwan comprises islands and has a warm and wet climate. It has an abundance of natural 



resources and bio-cultural diversity. The country is located on the coast of the continent with 
its east side facing the Pacific Ocean. Based on its geographically advantageous environment, 
it became an important base of maritime trade for western countries during the Formosa era 
(period of Dutch rule), although later was embroiled in the war of aggression between China 
and Japan and deprived of its rights to its nature and land. As a specific example, the lands of 
the Siraya people, who lived in the western plain, and the Taiwanese Plains Aborigines such as 
the Makatao people were occupied and sold, resulting in the loss of their languages and cultures. 
From 1895, about 1.9 million hectares of the lands of the indigenous people residing in the 
mountains became government-owned according to the land reform guidelines “Regulations on 
government-owned forests and camphor manufacturing” issued by the Japanese Sotoku-fu (The 
Office of the Governor-General of Taiwan). Only 24 hectares remained as the current habitat 
of the indigenous people. During that time, along with land reform, policies encouraging 
indigenous people to migrate or live with others were implemented to streamline administrative 
control. Following the land reform, agricultural methods changed from shifting cultivation 
(slash-and-burn cultivation) to sedentary cultivation. In addition, from around the 1930s, the 
mountain villages began highly productive wet paddy rice cultivation and the cultivation of 
commercial crops.  

After the end of the World War II in 1945, the Nationalist government of the Republic of 
China annexed Taiwan from Japan, taking over the land policies issued by the Japanese Sotoku-
fu. In the 1960s, under the policy to make “the mountains like the plains,” the government 
developed government-owned lands (national parks, nature reserves, secured national land 
areas, etc.) and sold them to companies, foundations, and certain organizations. The land reform, 
migration policy, changing methods of livelihood, and the assimilation policy to make the 
mountains like the plains greatly constrained the foundations of the livelihoods of indigenous 
people and their natural resources as well as the genetic resources of plants. This has lowered 
the production of millet, which is deeply linked to ethnic cultures. Thus, traditional knowledge 
and traditions are now in danger of extinction. Current systems of conservation and preservation 
of national lands lack the perspective of conserving the genetic resources of plants, which are 
connected with ethnic cultures. This situation influences the food supply mechanism unique to 
these ethnic groups and their rights to the endemic species cultivated by farmers. It is contrary 
to the philosophy of bio-cultural diversity. 
 
2.2 Taiwanese indigenous people 
As of last year, 16 ethnic groups were officially approved as indigenous people on the islands 
of Taiwan. These include 550,000 people, which constitute about 2% of the total population in 
Taiwan, according to 2017 statistics. Nearly half live in urban areas mainly to attend school or 
seek employment. Currently in Taiwan, over 20 ethnic languages are still used. Learning local 
languages is part of the mandatory education system. This year, these languages have been 



legally acknowledged as Taiwan’s national languages. 
The villages of indigenous people are dispersed from south to north in the west side of the 

Central Mountain Range. In the villages, the cultures of hunting, farming, and gathering have 
been passed down for generations under the guidance of the ethnic and cultural community. 
Influenced by the indigenous and homecoming movements of the 1980s, the eastern Paiwan 
people, discussed in this paper, reestablished the masalu (harvest festival) and the hereditary 
mamazangiljian (chieftain) hierarchical society of the Paiwan people, which had declined and 
been lost, and began growing endemic species such as vaqu and jiulis again. This provides a 
perfect example when examining the consciousness of the ethnic and cultural community. 
 
3. Present situation of millet cultivation in the world and Taiwan 
 
3.1 Millet cultivation in the world 
Geographically, domesticated plants originated mainly in seven regions of the world, namely 
the Mediterranean and West Asia, Africa, Central Asia and India, East Asia, Southeast Asia, 
Central America, and South America. Among these plants are 20 species of gramineou millet. 
Furthermore, foxtail millet is said to originate from Central Asia and India (Sakamoto, 2005), 
although another theory contends that it comes from the Huabei area of China. Foxtail millet is 
widely grown from East Europe through the Eurasian Continent to the islands of Southeast Asia. 
In terms of quality, foxtail millet can be categorized as non-glutinous, which is grown in the 
east of Central Asia and India, and glutinous, grown in the west. Furthermore, previous studies 
reveal that Central Asia and India are the separation point for glutinous food areas. From ancient 
times, foxtail millet has been treated as a sacred domesticated plant in farming rituals in 
Southeast Asia. Chenopodiaceous pseudo-grain, or Taiwanese chenopod, is uniquely cultivated 
by Taiwanese indigenous people and belongs to the same family as quinoa, which originates in 
the Andean highlands on the American continent, but has a different genus. Over recent years, 
Taiwanese chenopod has garnered attention for its high nutrient value and profitability, and has 
developed as a commercial crop through industry-government-academia partnerships. 
 
3.2 Present situation of millet in Taiwan: A fieldwork perspective 
Indigenous people mainly grow domesticated plants such as millet and root crops. For farming 
in the highlands, they engage in dry-farming utilizing precipitation. They built terraced fields 
with stones and have grown millet. In 2004, I, the author, first observed millet cultivation in the 
villages when I cooperated in the survey for ethnobotanical research on Coix lacryma-jobi 
(adlay millet) conducted in Taiwan. After that, I intermittently cooperated in several surveys 
for ethnobotanical research in the villages of indigenous people. In 2007, I obtained a research 
grant and conducted fieldwork of my own. The areas investigated were villages in Bunun, 
Paiwan, Tayal, Seediq, Rukai, and Puyuma, located at an altitude of 1,500 meters or below in 



 

the central southern and southeastern areas. Information materials related to millet such as 
foxtail millet, common millet, adlay millet, upland rice, and Taiwan oil millet were gathered 
(Lin 2007a & 2007b). Until then, the domesticated plant named ljumai in Raval Paiwan and 
larumai in Wutai Rukai was classified as Echinochloa. However, based on a bibliographic 
survey and sample identification by ethnobotanist Professor Takei and others, it was officially 
renamed Spodiopogon formosanus Rendl. After this discovery and with the addition of 
gramineous Taiwan oil millet, it is now known that eight plants originate in Taiwan and are 
uniquely grown by the indigenous people. Taiwanese chenopod is one of these. 

According to elderly Paiwan farmers, they do not often eat oil millet, but grow it regularly 
in alleys or a corner of their farms to preserve the seeds and sell uneaten portions. One Rukai 
farmer proudly stated that he used the seeds, which were passed on and harvested, and won the 
villages’ farming contest, in which he had participated. However, fewer people now grow oil 
millet, because it is hard work to process and its hairy ear tips make people’s skin itch. An 
elderly Wutai Rukai woman explained that she uses glutinous foxtail millet (becenge) to make 
foxtail millet wine. She mills Taiwanese chenopod (bae), which ferments, and adds it to the 
wine. Without it, she says she cannot make rich-tasting foxtail millet wine. An elderly Puyuma 
person added that he used to grow foxtail millet for his family on the riverbed. Especially for 
the Rukai, Paiwan, and Puyuma people, glutinous food (abai; avai; qavai) made from glutinous 
foxtail millet and foxtail millet wine (kavauan) are essential on important days such as 
ceremonies, wakes, and weddings. In the Tsou people’s Tabangu village in Alishan Township, 
people grew ceremonial foxtail millet in their gardens for the homeyaya ceremony (foxtail 
millet harvest festival). I also saw a type of chenopod used for exorcisms growing in the garden 
of the chief’s home in the neighboring village Lika. 

During my visits, I discovered that the consistent farming method involving seed 
production, preservation, breeding, and cultivation in the villages in the central southern and 
southeastern areas is linked both to their cultural rituals and dietary habits, and have been passed 
down between generations on a small scale within the villages. However, some inedible 
varieties have been lost because of the preferences of growers and consumers. I gathered 
samples of 10 varieties back then, of which 90% were glutinous (Lin, 2007). 
 
3.3 Background of the revival of cultivation in the eastern Paiwan villages and conditions 
The total number of Paiwan people is about 90,000, making them the second largest ethnic 
group after the Amis, totaling approximately 200,000 people. The villages are dispersed from 
the mountain areas in Mt. North Dawu (3,092m, Paiwan name: Kavulungan) in the Central 
Mountain Range to the plains. In terms of origins and lines, they can broadly be divided into 
northern Ravar, central Vuculj, and southeastern Paqaruqaru. The villages are a hereditary 
hierarchy-based society, where the chief’s family and lineal relatives form the core, and the 
eldest child (kavusam; same as foxtail millet’s seed vusam) is the inheritor. In other words, the 



chief’s successor can inherit the right to lead the village regardless of gender. Paqaruqaru village 
X, discussed in this paper, is one example of the above. In addition, male priests (paraqaljai) 
are in charge of hunting ceremonies and grand ceremonies, while female priests (pulingau; 
pulingav) are in charge of praying for the family’s health and wealth. Paqaruqaru Paiwan people 
had marital relationships with the neighboring Puyuma people in the early days, which is one 
of the characteristics of the Paqaruqaru villages. Today, the influence from the shapes and colors 
of the clothing and accessories of the Puyuma people as well as the forms of ceremonies remain. 
For example, people form a youth group and perform ceremonies using vividly colored clothing 
and bamboos. Apparently, two youngsters—Mr. S and Mr. D—then aged in their twenties and 
influenced by the indigenous and homecoming movements revived the masalu ceremony in 
village X. To systematically engage in revival activities, a youth group (cakal) was established 
in the village. Having a friendly relationship with the Jhiben Puyuma youth group, they learned 
from the experience of the Jhiben Puyuma people and reproduced the masalu of the Paiwan 
people and cakal of the village, which had been lost. The eldest child (kavusam) of the chief’s 
family (mamazangiljan), which is the core of the village, was also decided. 

In reality, most farms on the eastern coast have switched to commercial crops such as 
sugar apples and ginger, while only a few people grow foxtail millet for the masalu ceremony. 
Later, to fully reproduce the foxtail millet harvest festival, they recreated the seed-scattering 
foxtail millet farms through cooperation with the elderly of the village and those who had 
experience growing foxtail millet in the neighboring areas. As such, by studying literature based 
on this experience, they succeeded in commercializing foxtail millet. To commercialize foxtail 
millet, the people of the village established and ran an NPO. Under the cooperation of 
government agencies, academia and companies, industry, government, academia, and civil 
society collaboratively established the millet market model for selling glutinous food (cinavu) 
made from glutinous foxtail millet, which is the endemic species, foxtail millet wine, meat 
pickled in foxtail millet lees, sausages, foxtail millet grains, and so on. In conjunction, 
fabaceous pigeon peas, Taiwanese chenopod products, and ethnic food were also created (Lin, 
2013). This established the base for selling millet as well as contract farming with neighboring 
farmers and a new business for purchasing millet. 

Foxtail millet and Taiwanese chenopod are resistant to droughts and can be harvested in 
90 to 120 days. Considering the seasonal heavy rain and that the village has a limited arable 
field, the people use the crop rotation system to grow them twice a year—spring and winter—
on three farms. This is done to avoid the risk of yield decrease due to heavy rain. They sow the 
seeds of foxtail millet from winter to spring and harvest them in May and June, just in time for 
the masalu in July. Because Taiwanese chenopod has a vivid color, people sow seeds in the fall, 
in time for Christmas in December, and harvest them in January. In some portions of the farms, 
they sometimes delay cultivation for visitors. Many people came to see the activities in village 
X to commercialize foxtail millet from the neighboring Paiwan and Rukai villages in Jinfeng 



Township and Daren Township and remote areas such as the Paiwan people, Rukai people, and 
Bunun people in the south. In addition, the Taitung District Agricultural Research and 
Extension Station, which is the only place engaged in breeding domestic varieties of foxtail 
millet, developed an improved variety called Taitung #8 and later introduced the organic 
cultivation technique. We argue that the millet market model was deployed with the 
introduction of organic cultivation. The NPO established at the time dissolved and re-formed 
as a social welfare business, but the base for selling foxtail millet products moved to a 
commercial store, where it was run as a multidirectional business, for instance by selling foxtail 
millet and Taiwanese chenopod grown in the village or providing food and sweets made from 
local ingredients. 

The people in the village succeeded in recreating the masalu of the Paiwan people, revived 
the cultivation of foxtail millet, created new products, and now run a millet market aimed at 
food, agriculture, and cultivation. It is believed that the following conditions made it possible. 

 
1. The villages of the Paiwan people are located at an altitude of about 800 meters or below; 

thus, the people can go to and return from the farms by car without staying overnight. 
2. Foxtail millet is considered a sacred plant from the ancient times and is closely linked 

with the ancestors, origins, beliefs, myths, and societies of the Paiwan people. 
3. Because the ceremonies and daily life rituals centered on foxtail millet remain in the 

villages of the Paiwan people, the plant is considered as representing their identity. 
4. Food made from foxtail millet and foxtail millet wine are a food culture essential to 

Paiwan societies, and the people have engaged in the in-house production of seeds of 
the endemic species vusam (seeds of foxtail millet) and preserved them for generations. 

5. Following the indigenous movements in the 1980s, people began to have a heightened 
ethnic consciousness and reassess the value of the millet grown from ancient times. 

6. The spread of the concepts of organic cultivation, natural farming, and being free of 
chemicals gave foxtail millet and Taiwanese chenopod, which the Paiwan people have 
grown using a unique farming technique, the values of being eco-friendly and healthy. 

7. The local government re-evaluated the potential of the millet market begun by the 
villages and now assists and supports the market, for example, financially. 

 
4. Discussion and proposition 
 
During the last decade, an increasing number of people have begun engaging in the revival of 
the cultivation and marketization of millet. However, farmers have assumed the role of 
preserving the endemic species today among the indigenous people. The biodiversity and 
genetic resources of indigenous people are now legally guaranteed by Articles 13 and 21 of the 
Indigenous Peoples Basic Law. However, the law does not specify systematic preservation and 



a safe access system for endemic species and domestic species of millet. 
As is well known, Taiwan has a weak position in international politics and cannot join the 

United Nations (UN), Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), or the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). Therefore, the country has few opportunities for 
people to exchange information on or discuss food issues shared by indigenous people 
worldwide and issues pertaining to natural resources. As pointed out by this study, the national 
government has taken extremely passive policies regarding the preservation of the botanical 
genetic resources of indigenous people. Currently, people grow more foxtail millet and 
Taiwanese chenopod. Particularly Taiwanese chenopod is grown both by the people in the 
villages and companies. Thus, there is currently a mixture of endemic species, domestic species, 
and improved varieties. Private organizations in the villages are an important entity mainly in 
charge of preserving botanical genetic resources. It is hoped that the government and research 
institutions will assume the role of supporting the activities of these private organizations, 
technically and financially. Once the system for preserving the genetic resources of millet is 
established, it will result in the propagation of seeds and cultures as well as in the sustainable 
development of the societies of indigenous people. 
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Session 2  Comments and Questions 

 
 
Kinhide Mushakoji: 
I would like to ask two questions. First question is how we can utilize the indigenous traditional 
knowledge and modern scientific knowledge for the habitat in-situ conservation and non-
habitat ex-situ conservation that the Convention on Biological Diversity clearly distinguished 
in 1992. In the habitat area, the indigenous knowledge can play the vital role in conserving the 
natural species because the nature, human beings and their society are connected each other in 
the habitat. On the other hand, in the non-habitat case, the indigenous peoples are not able use 
their knowledge for conservation of nature even though they live their lives and make their 
economic activities normally because the relationship between nature, human beings and 
society are disconnected. Under the convention of biological diversity, these conservation areas 
were clearly distinguished and only area Indigenous people can manage with their knowledge 
is the habitat area. In my opinion, Satoyama in Japan and common law in England are the 
perfect examples of the habit in-situ conservation through the connection between nature, 
human beings and society. Do you think indigenous knowledge and local knowledge should be 
used for both habitat and non-habitat conservations?  
 
Secondly, I would like to ask Ms. Lin about millet cultivation. In Japan the major clop of 
cultivation has shifted from five barleys to rice but in Taiwan some indigenous people remain 
in millet cultivation. In the Taiwan’s case, does millet cultivation only take place in indigenous 
villages or does it also happen in non-indigenous region? 
 
Yugo Tomonaga: 
As for the nature of Satoyama, I agree with the nature of Satoyama as the connection with the 
nature, human beings and their society. However, I have a skeptical perspective for the nature 
of Satoyama because it is very difficult that local people manage the Satoyama without financial 
help as well as outsiders at the present. For example, in the case of Kameoka city, local people 
who historically traced back to their origin as Buraku-min, that is, outcast group in Japan got 
the mountain back from the municipal government in 1970s. But, many members conserving 
the common pool property have recently become old and some local people have gone out from 
their community. In the case of the south-east Australia, Indigenous people was acknowledged 
as the traditional owner to take the cooperative management with the state governments in the 
national park. However, the park was distinguished between habitat and non-habitat zone and 
only designated areas can be managed by the indigenous people. These examples show how 
hard we utilize indigenous and local knowledge for conserving the land holistically.    



As far as the common law is concerned, it is clear that indigenous peoples in Canada, New 
Zealand and Australia got the indigenous rights such as land management and a certain 
sovereignty in the limited area through the nature of the common law which saw past cases as 
applicable to the current situation.     
 
Liying Lin: 
Indigenous peoples in Taiwan had to change millet cultivation as ritual to ordinary cultivation, 
especially after the Japanese colonization the traditional land which contains the gods, culture 
and people was dispossessed. So Taiwan indigenous people lost the ritual place for the Millet 
cultivation and they had to move to new environment in the end of 19th century.  
 
After the World War II, the Chinese government came to Taiwan and many laborers came to 
the indigenous traditional land which pushed out and some indigenous from their villages. As 
a result, millet cultivation by indigenous peoples dramatically reduced. Despite this 
catastrophic situation, indigenous peoples did not give up millet cultivation and they have tried 
to revive the cultivation as an annual ceremony since the 1950s. This millet cultivation 
ceremony is not practical event but is more symbolic one which gives indigenous people a 
strong psychological attachment.  
 
As for the convention of Biological Diversity, it has only been twenty years since a university 
scholar in Taiwan recognized the importance of the convention with regard to the Indigenous 
knowledge which led the Taiwan government to recognize the importance of the indigenous 
knowledge and to establish some institutions for the biodiversity. However, at the local level, 
biodiversity issues have still not been a pressing matter. At the same time, organic millet with 
high protein has become popular in Taiwan as organic millet production becomes a profitable 
commodity, and local community has shifted the ordinary millet cultivation to the organic millet. 
As a result, the meaning of millet cultivation is changing from a symbolic ceremony connecting 
themselves with their ancestors and gods to a more profit-oriented cultivation even though the 
symbolic meaning still remains.  
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Creation of Indigenous Art in Modern Institution 
 
 
  



 
  



Re-thinking Interactions between Indigenous Traditional Knowledge and 
Modern Knowledge 
 

Wade Mahoney 
 
 
My name is Wade Mahoney; I am a Barkindji man, born in Broken Hill, a western NSW mining 
town. Barkindji mob are of the Darling River country stretching from just north of Wilcannia 
through to Menindee and encompassing Broken Hill. In fact, Barka is the traditional name for 
the Darling River and the word Barkindji means people of the river. I spent a lot of time in the 
water and on the banks of the Darling River, fishing, swimming, shooting and trapping rabbits, 
wild pigs, goats and the odd kangaroo or emu. Remembering time spent near the river makes 
me think about how much we took it for granted and how much it changed in a very short period 
of time after remaining untouched for generations.  
     I left Broken Hill and moved to Mildura as a 17 year old who knew of his cultural heritage 
but was never able to discuss it, or own it due to the extreme racism from the narrow minded 
people of Broken Hill toward any person or people who were different to them. Mildura is 
situated beside the Murray River in North West Victoria  
     I met my wife and her family when I was 21 years old, the Clarke family were a well 
known, strong and proud Aboriginal family whom immediately welcomed me and made me a 
part of the family.  
     My wife and I lived with Aunty Maree Clarke and Uncle Len Treggonning for various 
periods of time in Melbourne. By around 1995 Aunty Maree, with Uncle Len by her side, was 
becoming busier and busier, taking on and completing several significant art projects in and 
around Melbourne. Aunty Maree’s work was always about sharing her love of her own culture 
with as many people as possible, which allowed me to learn and develop a deep understanding 
of the impact that colonisation had upon cultural knowledge and practices of Aboriginal people 
right across Australia.  
     Very early in my learning I began to think about the effect that white man had had on the 
country surrounding my river, and compare it to the effect that loss of culture had on our people. 
To me it was always plainly obvious that the two were closely aligned and both had devastating 
consequences for land and people.  
     The natural floods, dry periods and regular flow of the river had nourished the country 
surrounding the river for as long as it had been there. The flood plains and river flats sustained 
many varieties of plants and animals, all of which contributed to, what we now refer to as 
cultural practices, but were just the activities of life and living. When white man dammed the 
river with weirs, he changed the flow and inhibited normal flooding so that water could be used 
for irrigation. Aboriginal people were subsequently moved off country that was used for 



cropping, could not hunt or gather in or around the river and could not access the land that had 
always sustained them and created the cultural practices that were the activities of living with 
the river.  
     Over time, both people and country grew sick, people had lost the cultural knowledge of 
their ancestors and the country had lost the regular replenishments from the natural cycles of 
the river.  
     Through a growing art practice, Aunty Maree and Uncle Len were given many 
opportunities to share their cultural knowledge through installations and exhibitions that 
encompassed artefacts and other items of cultural significance to Aboriginal people from all 
over South Eastern Australia. As their own cultural knowledge and understanding grew, so did 
the size of their audience and their opportunities. Aunty Maree’s work was now reaching not 
only South Eastern Australia but it was now being noticed in various parts of Europe, the United 
Kingdom and Asia.  
     Aunty Maree and Uncle Len were beginning to see the capacity for art to enable 
Aboriginal people to reconnect with their cultural heritage and assist in the recovery of 
generations of oppression. Which remains central to Aunty Maree’s philosophy that the power 
of art can heal and inspire people to positively identify with their Aboriginality, a process that 
for some continues to be difficult given the ongoing negative effects of colonisation.  
     During the completion of her Masters at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology, 
Aunty Maree worked on a research project looking at the collections held at the Museum of 
Victoria. Particular interest in Possum Skin Cloaks and Kangaroo teeth necklaces, this early 
research lead Aunty Maree and Uncle Len, along with a number of other Victorian Aboriginal 
artists, to further research the last remaining 6 historical Possum Skin Cloaks held in collections 
around the world and revive the practice across South Eastern Australia.  
 
Possum Skin Cloaks 
 
Historically  
Traditionally, an expectant mother or her new born baby would be presented with one or two 
possum pelts sewn together as a baby wrap, as the baby grew and either hunted for himself or 
had someone hunt for her, the pelts would be sewn to the cloak so that it grew as its owner did. 
New pelts were attached to the cloak using the sinew from the Kangaroo tail and hind leg, 
which was dried and then chewed to make it pliable but very strong. Sewed joints were rubbed 
with animal fat, making the cloak somewhat waterproof. During the life of the cloak, images 
depicting significant events, locations, animals and/or people would adorn the tanned side of 
the cloak, essentially forming the story of the cloaks owner. These images were scratched into 
the skin side with either a mussel shell, found along a riverbank or a possum jaw engraving tool 
and then Ochre mix with sap from black wattle tress would be rubbed into the engraved marks 



 

forming what is basically a tattoo on the cloak.  
     Cloaks were traditionally used for warmth in winter, shelter and/or shade in summer, a 
covering for a humpy or bow hut or to wrap and carry belongings, tools, shields or spears, they 
were a valued item in the life of an individual, family or community. Towards the end of a cloak 
owners’ life, their cloak could be as large as 50 to 60 pelts, large enough for a number of people 
to shelter under it. Generally, the cloak owner was buried in their cloak once they passed away.  
 
Contemporary  
Aunty Maree’s research enable her to understand the cultural significance of possum skin cloaks, 
how they were made, what some of the images meant that adorned the skin side and where they 
were mainly used. With that knowledge, Aunty Maree, Uncle Len and a number of other 
Victorian Aboriginal artists travelled around south east Australia working with a large number 
of communities in order to teach them about possum skin cloaks and then assist them to create 
their own cloak. Where they were historically hunted along the banks of rivers and in the bush, 
possum skins are now sourced from New Zealand, a waxed thread replaces the use of kangaroo 
sinew to sew the cloak together and the community making the cloak decides on the images 
that best represents those at the workshop which are then burnt onto the tanned skins with a hot 
iron and painted with the Ochre and black wattle sap mixture. Aboriginal people today generally 
have access to all that is required for comfort, warmth and shelter but contemporary cloaks are 
still being used by communities during modern ceremonies such as graduations, weddings, 
funerals, baby naming ceremonies, welcome to country and other important presentations.  
     So whilst the use of cloaks has changed, their significance hasn’t. The ownership a cloak 
today represents the revival of a cultural practice virtually lost to Aboriginal people of south 
eastern Australia, and in creating a cloak, communities come together, elders, aunties, uncles, 
children and young people and tell their stories, passing on knowledge relevant to their region, 
people and their history. This practice will ensure the continuation of cultural knowledge is 

Figure 1. Historical images of an Aboriginal man from South Eastern Australia in his hunting canoe and a 

portrait of a family wearing possum skin cloaks. 



passed on verbally to all who attend these workshops and is also being captured in images on 
the cloaks that are being produced and cherished by the community.  
 
Possum Skin Cloaks on the world stage 
As well bringing possum skin cloaks back to communities throughout South East Australia, 
Aunty Maree and a few other Victorian Aboriginal artists worked with 35 of the 38 Aboriginal 
tribal groups of Victoria, creating a cloak with each community. These cloaks were then visible 
to the world during a ceremonial coming together of elders from each community wearing their 
cloaks for the closing of the 2006 Commonwealth Games. Allowing Aunty Maree and other 
artists to share their culture with an audience from around the world.  
 

 

Figure 2. Images of two contemporary cloaks produced by communities after participating in cloak making 

workshops with Aunty Maree 

Figure 3. Image of the Victorian Aboriginal Elders wearing their Possum Skin Cloaks during a ceremony for 

the closing of the 2006 Commonwealth Games.



Kangaroo Teeth Necklace 
 
Body adornments, ritual and ceremony was another cultural practice and knowledge area that 
particularly interested Aunty Maree during her Masters with RMIT. In particular Kangaroo 
teeth necklaces appeared regularly in historical images of Aboriginal people from South Eastern 
Australia.  
     Whilst relatively unheard of, other than brass or tin breast plates imposed on so called 
“kings” or “queens” who were appointed by the colonists, Aboriginal regalia generally 
consisted of items worn around wrists, the waist, the neck or as a headband or a type of cap. 
Most items were made of materials available to people in the surrounding bush, on river banks 
or the edges of waterways or made from parts of the animals that were hunted and eaten. 
Materials such as river reeds would be dried and woven together, dried nuts or berries and 
sometimes echidna quills would also be incorporated into the item.  
     For significant people, both men and women within the tribe, Kangaroo teeth would be 
extracted from the skull of animals killed to feed the tribe. Each kangaroo had two very long 
front teeth that would be used by the animal to eat native grasses that were sometimes very 
close to the ground as they foraged. These teeth would be dried and then attached to a strip of 
kangaroo skin/leather with a gum type material obtained by grinding and burning the spinifex 
plant. Once the strip of leather obtained enough kangaroo teeth to stretch around a person’s 
neck it was worn with great reverence by its owner. Rarely traded or worn by anyone other than 
the owner of the item, there are only a few historical images of people wearing Kangaroo teeth 
necklaces (Figure 4).  
 

Figure 4. Images of an Aboriginal man and woman both wearing historical kangaroo teeth 

necklaces. The Woman on the right can also be seen wearing her possum skin cloak 



Re-creation of Kangaroo teeth necklace 
Aunty Maree’s continuing desire to affirm and reconnect with her cultural heritage seen her and 
Uncle Len produce contemporary designs of kangaroo teeth necklaces, along with string 
headbands, adorned with kangaroo teeth. These items, based on 19th century kangaroo teeth 
necklaces and headbands held at the Museum of Victoria, were exhibited at Nga Woka, Woka 
Nganin, I am the land and the land is Me exhibition, at Bunjilaka, Museum Victoria. This 
exhibition was the culmination of Aunty Maree and Uncle Len’s intensive work collecting 
kangaroo teeth and sinew. Many trips back to her Country along the Murray River to collect 
teeth and hide from kangaroo carcasses enabled her to rekindle her continuing connection to 
river Country (Figure 5). Also providing the opportunity to reinforce her family and kinship 
connections, which included passing on knowledge of this practice to her sisters, nieces and 
nephews, all of whom were involved in the process of sourcing materials from for the project 
as they walked the land sharing cultural knowledge and stories.  
     Each Kangaroo tooth was individually cleaned and bound with Kangaroo sinew that had 
been dried and chewed. The teeth were then bound to a small strip of leather hanging 90 degrees 
from the main line that go’s around the wearer’s neck. The sinew dries, tightening around the 
tooth and the leather strip making it almost impossible to remove.  
     Once the desired number of teeth had been cleaned, bound with softened kangaroo sinew, 
the leather and sinew ties were rubbed with red Ochre and the teeth were again cleaned, 
resulting in the completed object as seen in the images below (Figure 6). 
 
 

 
 

Figure 5. Nephew’s out collecting Kangaroo teeth on the left while Aunty Maree pulls the teeth from the jaw 

bone of a kangaroo carcass.



 

Figure 6. Images of re-created Kangaroo teeth necklaces created by Aunty Maree and Uncle Len, thought 

to be the first of their kind made in almost 200 years.



 

Kopi Mourning Caps 
 
Another area of interest to Aunty Maree was the mourning rituals of southeastern Aboriginal 
people. Research identified river clay mourning caps known as a “Kopi” These KOPI mourning 
caps were worn by Aboriginal women and men after the death of a family member or senior 
person in the tribe. Women wore these caps for periods of anywhere from for 2 weeks to 6 
months depending on their relationship to the deceased. Males also wore the KOPI on the death 
of a family member or senior female in the tribe (Figure 7).  
     The Kopi was generally made of river clay or gypsum which was also readily available 
in and around river flat country. Huts made of sticks were built where the deceased person was 
laid whilst the tribe mourned. Once mourning was completed, mourners would remove their 
Kopi’s and place them over the deceased person forming what becomes the grave.  
 
Contemporary Kopi Mourning Caps 
 
Aunty Maree’s reinterpretations of the caps and ceremony have seen her create 38 skull-cap 
plaster castes of contemporary Aboriginal women’s skulls. These represent the 38 Aboriginal 
language groups throughout Victoria. The caps were exhibited in front of eerie white tree 

Figure 7. Historical images of a woman and man wearing their Kopi mourning caps. As can be seen 

in the 2nd image, some Kopi’s were worn until they crumbled off naturally  



boughs, with full scale black and white photographs of the women beyond. All women were 
dressed in black with painted white eye masks, reminiscent of traditional ceremonial mourning 
paint.  
     The white ochre represents traditional mourning practice and the black dress represents 
our mourning practices today. The sticks represent the huts that were built to place the deceased 
person in during the mourning period.  
 
Re-thinking interactions between indigenous traditional knowledge and modern 
knowledge  
 
The work presented during the workshop in Kyoto in October 2017 are by no means an 
exhaustive account of all the work Aunty Maree has been involved as an artist and exhibition 
curator over the years. It more represents a slice of her endeavours to establish a broader 
recognition of southeast Australian Aboriginal culture and to reinforce the continuation of art 
practices from colonisation until today.  
     Just as white Australia has recognised the damage caused to the land by controlling the 
flow of the river, the damage caused to Aboriginal people due to the controlled flow of cultural 
knowledge and cultural practices has also been well acknowledged. Aunty Maree Clarke and 
the late Uncle Len Treggonning have been instrumental in healing the past by reviving it in a 
modern context.  
  

Figure 8. Images above depict two examples of contemporary Kopi mourning caps made by participants of 

mourning workshops held by Aunty Maree. The 3rd image is of the exhibition “Ritual and Ceremony” held 

at Melbourne Museum



Irankarapute <Hello> as a Door to the Story of the Ainu 
 

Hiroko Fujito 
 

 

It's nice to see everybody here is gathered in this place. My name is Hiroko Fujito and also I 

am Ainu and I am learning a lot of things about Ainu language, embroidery work, weaving, 

performance and how to speak, and I’d like to tell you a little bit about the activities I’m 

engaging. 

     My mother language is the language of the Ainu people who are the indigenous people 

of Japan, this country. But you know everybody that it’s only 1% of people in Japan know Ainu 

language and this is the reality. Why is it like this? The answer is very clear and so nobody has 

taught anything about it. Within the six years of elementary school, in the fifth year textbook 

there is one place where it takes up the simple explanation of Ainu, only half of a page of the 

textbook. For people other than Ainu, it seems like we don't have no connection to Ainu from 

this kind of teaching. Why is it like this? Well, the answer is very clear. The teachers as well 

have not been taught. This is why I have an important role as an actual person who’s from the 

culture in spreading knowledge about Ainu. 

     So when I am called to give lectures or talks at schools I sit down with the teachers, I sit 

down with the students and I say, “Please listen to what I am going to say.” And then I go around 

the room and I ask “What kind of people do you think Ainu are?” And then I ask everybody to 

answer regardless whether or not they are students or teachers. And the answers have been;  

 

“People who have experienced discrimination” 

“People who are not Japanese”  

“People who have their own culture”  

“Dark” 

“People who use a language other than Japanese” 

“I don't know” 

 



 

     There is hardly any other answer beside these ones. And I tell people who answer, “I 

don't know.” That it's okay because they haven’t been able to have the opportunity to learn in 

their education system. That is why I think that it’s extremely important to build a learning 

environment where teachers and students everyone together to learn.  

     Now I would like to ask you all a question. “What kind of people do you think Ainu are?” 

Please give a look at this photo (Figure 1). What is the difference between you and this woman? 

This question is answered by most people in this way. 

 

“The Jewelry is bright” 

“The makeup is scary” 

“The structure of the nose is very distinct, terrifying” 

“They are wearing unique clothing” 

“Has a unique facial feature” 

 

     Have you noticed anything in common with some of these answers? Exactly! All of these 

answers refer to appearance. As I teach, try to remember the question I just asked all of you. 

“What is the difference between this person and all of you?” As you can see I wasn't asking 

Figure 1. Women with “Si-nyue” 



about appearance. I asked this question at high schools as well. And, of course, most of the 

answers were similar to the once I just listed. However, there have been few people who have 

given a different answer.  

 

“There is no difference between me and the person in the picture.”  

 

     Exactly, and this is the type of answer that I was waiting for. Certainly, the appearance of 

the person in this photo is different from another Japanese person. Well, let’s look back in 

history. How do people think of the appearance of, for example, samurai - their hairstyle that’s 

tied on top (mage) or women with black teeth (ohaguro) in Japan a long time ago? Conversely, 

how did Japanese think about people from another country or from overseas about our 

appearance?  

     There has been so many things that have been banned just based on appearance that were 

belonging to my ancestors. The only reason is that they were “barbarian.” There probably was 

no real reason; because the culture is different or because the appearance didn’t look good to 

them or bizarre because the aspects of the culture that was banned was not in Japanese culture 

or because the way the people looked were different. For these kinds of reasons alone, many 

different aspects of culture were banned including hunting, certain celebrations, Sinuye which 

is a type of tattooing, and men wearing jewelry (Figure 2). 

 

 

Figure 2. Images of Ainu ancestors 



 

 

     Now I want to tell you something that I heard from the grandmother from Maori, the 

indigenous people of New Zealand (Figure 3). The grandmother asked me, “In New Zealand 

our culture is being cherished and also our culture having tattoos is also being treated as 

something important and something to be treated with pride and the culture that our ancestors 

passed on to us is now being taught in educational institutions and being included in those 

curriculum. So why is Japan continuing to deny this culture of tattooing? Why don’t you do 

Irezumi (tattooing), Hiroko?” To these questions I didn’t really come up with a good answer. 

The only thing I could was to steer her with tears.  

     So is that due to the waves of colonization the Ainu people have been suffering? I, as a 

person living today, can’t tell you the answer to this question as well. With the excuse of 

colonization, people were chased from their lands. If people did not leave their homes, their 

homes were burnt and they were forcibly removed to live on the locations as big bruise. But 

some textbooks still say Japan gave Ainu land. Isn’t there something strange about this? This 

type of teaching material was made to teach children.  

     We, Ainu, did not originally have letters or written system for our language. I think this 

is because it was not important, it wasn’t necessary. However, during the periods of colonization, 

this was used against Ainu. In the fights of our land, Ainu signed documentation believing what 

they were told that the land would be returned to them. However, they couldn’t read what was 

written in this documentation in Japanese and, at the end, the entire villages will be taken away. 

Figure 3. Maori grandmother from New Zealand (Left) 



Have you heard about this part of the history? This is also true for graves. The places where our 

ancestors were laid to sleep were dug up for the bones and also all the ornaments that the 

ancestors were buried with were taken away in the name of research. In other words, this is 

theft. It’s a crime, isn’t it? 

     However, no one has been penalized for this. And now Ainu people are demanding that 

human remains be returned to us, Ainu. But in response the people of universities say, “Well, 

this is the property of the university,” or “These were items gathered in the name of research,” 

and the Ainu’s pleas go unheard. However, in recent years, people have been listening to our 

pleas and a few remains have been returned. However, it is clear that it shouldn’t be allowed 

what has been going on just by the fact that some remains can be returned. This is not enough 

to answer our pleas. And also when Huchi and Ekashi, which are elders, go to visit the graves 

of our ancestors they all say the same thing. “I don’t really know if the remains of our ancestors 

are really still in this grave.” And the waves of colonization continue. In the areas surrounding 

the cemeteries, housing developments are in function on the lands. I’ve heard that the land 

where graves are located have been dug up and in place houses have been built. Everybody, 

how would you feel if this were to happen to the ancestors and to your ancestor’s graves? 

     Well, there hasn’t been a slave system per se in Japan. But something similar to slavery 

has also been done on Ainu. This is a story I heard from my father. In the winters of Hokkaido 

where the snow is deep there are people who are Ainu with no jobs to do and especially if they 

don’t have any employment and especially if they don’t have an education and educational 

history in system the only time they can be hired is for migrant work. And on top of that, the 

type of salary the Ainu receive was not the same. There was a big difference between the salary 

between the Ainu and Japanese and it still continues today. There is employment discrimination, 

marriage discrimination, discrimination against people because of their race. 

     However, if only the story of the suffering is spread, then there is an opportunity that is 

missed to connect future generations to the traditions and culture because the story of 

discrimination will end up overpowering these important aspects. While I believe it’s important 

also to learn the history of discrimination, I want you to learn more and more about the traditions 

and cultures, the wonderful traditions and cultures. And in my work spreading Ainu culture, to 

me what’s important is ‘listening,’ ‘seeing,’ ‘touching,’ ‘participating’ and ‘feeling with the 

heart.’ So, if we just continue to talk only like this, nothing's ever going to change. However, 

through the process of touching the culture, participating, then we can do something that 

transcends just ‘listening.’ 



     Now I’d like to show you some photos of the activities that I had done (Figure 4). So 

there are many different methods that are used to just wearing, and dancing, singing, doing 

games and quizzes. So I’m a quizmaster for you. What do you think is this? Is it food? It looks 

like pulp, doesn’t it? But actually, this is a very important resource for us. This is a part of a tree 

called Ohyou (Manchurian Elm, or Ulmus laciniata). Out of this part, strings are made to weave 

baskets or to make kimono clothing. And the way of doing this type of tradition is passed on 

differently in each family. 

     So us who are being used as materials for research, while also suffering through this 

process but who are actually born in the culture in question, need to continue to work to spread 

our culture to everyone. What I think is necessary in order to transmit to everybody the authentic 

cultures and traditions and give this knowledge to the next generations, is to create an 

environment for people to learn about what kind of culture people have and continue to be 

living. The term ‘learn’ here is not just learning from a researcher or a teacher or from a scholar. 

And, of course, I myself have been working to create an environment where I can learn as I 

continue to learn from Huchi and Ekashi. This is because I am actually one of the people in 

question that is learning.  

     And what often happens is that instead of us being having heard, we’re used as the 

research materials and other people stand on a stage to represent us as they think that they know 

us. But do they really know us? And if you are not one of the people actually born in the culture, 

it is really difficult to understand many different things in that culture. And can you really say 

to the person next to you you’ve never even had a chance to talk that you know about them? 

That's why it’s really important to actually listen to the people who are in question like me. 

     The word ‘speak’ in Ainu is I-tak. I-tak is translated as to speak or to talk. But actually if 

Figure 4. Scenes from activities to participate and learn about Ainu culture 



you look at closely and translate it in actual Ainu, it means to invite a soul, to call upon a soul. 

So when you I-tak, it’s not about just speaking or talking or spreading knowledge or saying 

something. But through I-tak you are calling upon this soul of the thing you are talking about 

or the topic you were talking about. So what’s happening is, as you are actually talking about 

something you also have the power to make things move and you can actually make things 

happen. And this is why we have taken very much care to value I-tak, spoken words, not just 

written words.  

     In terms of Ainu people, Ainu means human being, a person in a position to speak, look, 

listen, and feel, and then through this human being you can become able to connect and know 

things beyond just the human being. And one of the phrases that I have been taught and has 

been passed down on the generations is “There is nothing in this world that does not have a 

role. There is nothing in this world that has come down from the world of the gods that does 

not have a role.” I think you saw the phrase Irankarapute at the beginning of this talk. So Ainu 

culture does not treat one word as one part of a phrase or one phrase as one part of a meaning, 

but every single word is treated as very important. So if you simply translated this into Japanese 

it’s konnichiwa. But however, if you look at the Ainu translation, “Please let me gently touch 

your heart,” and then this allows us to open up the roads you can travel together. 

     I am not a faculty member. I am not a scholar or a researcher. I am just an actual Ainu 

person and that is it. I am one person who is Ainu. I’d like to continue spreading the Ainu 

culture so that watching Japanese and Ainu can live together while respecting each other 

without forgetting the important things that my ancestors have taught me about respecting, 

having a heart that respects nature and having a heart that gives things. 

     Thank you everybody for listening to me! 
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Session 3  Comments and Questions 
 
 
Ritsuko Kurita: 
Art is a means of reviving the traditional culture, reaffirming indigenous identity, and finding 
the connection to history in the past, to the ancestors, and also a means of passing down the 
traditional knowledge to the younger generations. And I noticed some Aboriginal art has 
political message. I just wonder if her work includes any messages of resistance to mainstream 
society by revealing the history of colonization. This is my first question.  
 
And the second question is, so she provides workshops to people in mainstream society as well, 
and I would like to ask how her work is perceived by the audience. I asked this question because, 
in Australia, aboriginal art is very popular since it is seen as a part of national identity today. 
But it is always so-called traditional aboriginal culture especially traditional aboriginal art from 
remote Australia, for example, dot paintings from Central desert. How do people perceive an 
aboriginal art by urban Aboriginal artist like Ms. Maree? Also, how does she think her art 
contributes to her own community? 
 
Where does the benefit go? I understand Ms. Maree does not necessarily see her art as a 
commodity, but it has been indicated in Australian media that in remote communities, although 
there are some very prominent aboriginal artists who make massive profit, it’s not the artists 
who benefit from their work and their living situations haven’t improved at all. So how does 
she think that her work can contribute to Aboriginal communities, and improve the socio-
economic and political status of Aboriginal people in Australia? 
 
Wade Mahoney: 
Thank You! Those are great questions. Those are very big questions in some cases. I guess I 
want to probably start at the end of your questions around the value of aboriginal art and the 
contribution it makes to especially central aboriginal people. There is movement in Australia 
now, and has been for some time around I guess, for some protocols around the sale of 
aboriginal art as commodity that is central traditional art. In preparation of dot paintings from 
central Australia is another quite big issue because dot paintings are traditionally from within a 
small part of central Australia. However, the popularity of aboriginal dot paintings, and I guess 
the view from the rest of the world that aboriginal art is dot paintings, is actually quite correct. 
And unfortunately, the preparation of dot paintings has been used throughout various other parts 
of Australia to cash in on the commodities and that fixed how aboriginal art is seen by rest of 
the world. 



There are some movements as I said around creating protocols for the sale of aboriginal art and 
the management of the sale of aboriginal art. However, I think it’s quite some time away before 
we see the time when the aboriginal artists or a cooperative of aboriginal artists can manage the 
sale of their own commodity, their art. That is quite some time away. Because of their treatment 
of the art as a commodity, Central Australian aboriginal people have been thrown into the 
middle of the complexities of that business. A lot of people have become wealthy from 
aboriginal art, often not the artists. That is currently happening and it has happened for quite 
some time. 
 
To the best of my knowledge, that’s the only answers I would give to your questions. In relation 
to Aunty Maree in particular, yes, it is a commodity and she has known it has a commercial 
value of course, just like any other artist. However, her art or artefacts that she creates, and I 
call them art, are displayed and exhibited in a manner that is passed from, or exposing our 
history and our historical practices on us for all the scale. That has always been Aunty Maree’s 
focus. 
 
Most of her pieces are held by museums. They don’t often sell to private collectors. It is often 
used in a Victoria National Gallery of Australia and etc. and various trusts in Melbourne who 
purchases her work for its historical value and displays it for its historical value. Of course, 
whether the viewer views it as an art or views it for its historical value, it is entirely up to the 
viewer. That’s pretty much the purpose of the art that she creates. 
 
Political statements, yes, it does make political statement not necessarily on purpose. I’ve never 
heard or seen Aunty Maree preparing work or talking about work in a way that says, “This work 
is to create a political message.” But, of course, it does. Everything that we do as aboriginal 
people often creates and portrays a political message because we were colonized people. It’s a 
political world in which we live. All our movements and our activities, I guess, raise the 
awareness of our situation within our country, our access to land and etc.  
 
Aunty Maree’s work have travelled all over the world for exhibitions. It raises awareness of 
cultural ceremonies lost, of cultural practices lost. If they create a political statement and causes 
some changes within our country, great, that’s awesome! But I don’t know if that’s her intention. 
She wants to share her work with who wants to share her culture and our culture with the whole 
world but that’s always difficult. I hope that answers your question. 
 
Kurita: 
Thank you, Mr. Mahoney. Now I’d like to comment on Fujito-san’s presentation. Historically, 
it has been only Japanese scholars or travel agents who spoke about the Ainu culture in the 



Japanese society until today but not by the Ainu people themselves. Especially since the 
establishment of the Act on the Promotion of the Ainu Culture in 1997, the Ainu culture has 
been winning the attention all over Japan. But the reality is that we Japanese are familiar with 
only such things like Ainu songs and dances. While such a dimension of culture provides a 
good opportunity for Japanese people to learn about the Ainu culture, it may at the same time 
reinforces a stereotype about the Ainu culture. In that context, I think it has an important 
meaning that an Ainu person speaks about the Ainu culture from her own viewpoint and shares 
it with so-called Wajin Japanese. 
 
But in reality almost nothing about the Ainu culture is taught in today’s Japanese schools, as 
Fujito-san said. So Fujito-san, you consider it’s important in your activities in teaching about 
Ainu that people actually see and feel it, I want to ask how do you think about the form of 
education which is necessary to teach more widely about the Ainu culture in Japan from now. I 
myself have studied about the education of Aboriginal education in Australian schools, and 
what often becomes an issue is which Aboriginal culture they teach and who teaches it. So I 
would like to ask how you think the education about Ainu people should be for Japanese. 
 
Hiroko Fujito: 
I think, people learn almost nothing about the Ainu people at schools. As I have just said, people 
learn nothing means even teachers learn nothing for teaching about Ainu. Because teachers do 
not learn history of Ainu, their culture and tradition, and how they have been practiced, they do 
not have any resource to teach students about Ainu. It has been so, and it may continue to be 
so. That’s why I think it is really important that us Ainu ourselves stand and speak in front of 
people. 
 
Who teaches about Ainu is really a question. Scholars and researchers may have a plenty of 
knowledge. But I don’t think they can talk about when in our daily life we sing our songs, dance 
our dances, and tell out stories. Our songs and dances are not to perform for the public. We sing 
and dance for the life and our ancestors. So I think anyone who have lived in the Ainu 
community have the right to teach about the Ainu culture and tradition. There are many people 
who can do so even without education. They are many who can do so not because they are 
researchers, but because they are Ainu. So it is not necessary for me to say who can teach about 
Ainu. Does it answer your question?   
 
Kurita: 
Yes, thank you. I agree that it’s important to learn from the Ainu people themselves about their 
culture in order to understand more deeply about their view of life and death. 
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Akio Tanabe 

 
     
Thank you everybody here. I would like to tell you what I have learned from this great 
symposium. There are three things I would like to say. One is about the complexity of the 
concept of indigenousness or indigeneity. When we think of indigeneity in Asian and African 
context, its phenomena are somehow very different from the experiences in Australia or in 
America, where there is a very distinct group of indigenous people as a minority against the 
modern colonisers mainly from Europe as the majority.  
     In the case of Asia and Africa, the situation is quite different. For example, in India where 
I do my research, there have been waves of people who came to the Subcontinent: Austroasiatic 
people, Dravidian people, then so-called Indo-Aryans. The British came much later but many 
have left. Among these various groups, some became landholders, some became kings, some 
became Dalits, some came to be classified as Adivasis or the indigenous inhabitants. So we 
cannot really clearly distinguish between the first settlers and the colonizers here. There have 
been waves of various groups of people who arrived in India and then there developed 
differences in their positionalities. The social classes that has developed do not necessarily 
correspond to where you were originally from,  
     So, then, who are the indigenous people who have the special claim to the land? It’s 
extremely difficult to say in the case of India. So I was wondering about the case of India. I was 
thinking a lot about the Dalits, who are the discriminated people. The so-called indigenous 
people have more cultural resources, so to speak, to insist on their distinct existence and special 
rights. They may even be said to be more privileged in certain ways than Dalit because they 
have their own culture, their own languages. But the so-called Dalits and Burakumin in Japan 
are those people who came to accept the dominant culture and came to be placed in the 
subordinate positions in society. Compared to the so-called indigenous people, they don’t have 
their distinct culture or language. But I think our aim would be to consider all kinds of 
discrimination against the subordinated: These include not only the indigenous people but also 
the Dalit and Burakumin as well as those who are discriminated against because of their gender 
and sexuality, etc. This made me think how to think of all these discriminations together. There 
are different forms of discrimination, and while we think of one, perhaps we should also be 
thinking of other forms of discrimination together. 
     Second, the topic of this symposium was about the relationship between indigenous 
knowledge and modern knowledge. It’s extremely an interesting topic. In the second session 
especially, we learnt how there are different experiments and academic contents to connect the 



two. I think in the first session we talked about there are two aspects of politics involved here. 
One is more related to the modern institution of enlightenment, which is to do with people’s 
rights and about knowing things scientifically. This has on the one hand the positive aspect of 
granting people with their due rights, giving them appropriate place in modern institutions, but 
on the other hand it has the effect of always putting the so-called western advanced countries 
ahead of those who have to learn and acquire knowledge and rights.  
     So I feel what we have learned today is that there is another aspect to indigenous 
knowledge that modern knowledge tends to forget. I think the songs and dances remind us that 
there is something beyond just reason and rights in our human relationship. This is about our 
relationship with our hearts and souls that really touches us, that really transforms our 
relationships. So I think our logic has to be two sided. On the one hand, we must insist on 
equality of human rights. On the other hand, I think there has to be deep politics, deep cultural 
understanding to connect ourselves as singular beings – in communication with heart and soul 
that really will change and deepen the relationships between us, not just giving rights to 
individuals. I think this politics of relationships have become extremely important today. 
     Thirdly, I would like to thank Tomonaga-san and all the participants from all the places 
because it has really been a transformative experience for me. I worked in Kyoto University 
and now in the University of Tokyo University, which are both ex-imperial university and are 
about accumulating knowledge, you know, which is a kind of detachment from the reality of 
our everyday life which consist of human relationships. But, in today's conference, I felt that 
our knowledge really must be re-contextualized in the reality of our life which consist of many 
different people living in this world and I really felt that we need to develop such language and 
ways of communication to transform ourselves together to learn to live together. It has been 
really a learning experience for me, very touching experience for me and I would like to express 
my deepest gratitude to all of you. 
     Thank you so much. 
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