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Palauan myths and historical narratives describe
an original quadripartite order. In terms of
Palauan cosmology, the relationship between
Koror and Melekeok was conceptualised in
terms of a competition between two «sides of
heaven» (bita el eanged) (see also Smith, 1983:
31). Parmentier (1985: 846) argues that the his-
torical intensification of hostility between Koror
and Melekeok can directly be linked to the
impact of colonial interests and the importation
of Western goods, particularly guns. At the fes-
tival, the canoe opening ceremony provided in-
sights into this competitive relationship and deli-
cate balance of power. It was attended by the
leaders of all the States of Palau except for Mele-
keok. We were told by several Palauans after the
ceremony that the Paramount Chief Reklei of
Melekeok had boycotted the ceremony because,
although protocol demanded it, the Melekeok
canoe had not been invited to open the event.
However, several other Palauans explained that
the canoe did not go for the opening ceremony
because there was a crack in the hull that could
not be repaired in time. The President of the
Senate gave us the following interpretation:

«[some] people say it was a crack, others say it was a
political conflict between the two [chiefdoms], the
North and the South. Well we can only speculate. It is
just a crack.»

One might be tempted to interpret this conflict
situation at the festival as an expression of the
traditional status competition between the two
« sides of heaven », Koror and Melekeok. How-
ever, it would be a mistake to explain the conti-
nuing competition between these two confedera-~
cies merely in these terms, without considering
theimpact of, and responses to, competitive inter-
ests and agendas in the Pacific today and the
contemporary demands of a political system
requiring an elected government that threatens
the authority of the chiefs.

The dances performed by the young Palauan
teams at the festival expressed this duality within
the Palauan polity. Each of the teams (men
women and girls) danced in two rows as in a
canoe, and according to their clan ranks. The
division of the team down the middle into two
groups facing each other during the dance was
said to represent «the two cultural and historical
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federations of states in Palau under the two
Paramount chiefs Ibedul of Koror and Reklei of
Melekeok». On the one hand the dance perfor-
mances could be read as showcasing the concept
of traditional social structure, leadership and
governance, in counterpoint to more recently
introduced Western forms. On the other hand, in
the light of the canoe incident, the dance perfor-
mances could be read as expressions of a
contemporary dynamics of power in play today
and a continuing competition between the two
Paramount chiefs as they attempt to harness and
balance flows of global capital in Palau.

Performances of categorical identities and issues
of cultural heritage

At the festival, old colonial categories
(Melanesian/Polynesian/Micronesian) were ap-
propriated by the performers to be celebrated
as categories of cultural exchange. Thus the fes-
tival performances become a means of media-
ting difference within a connected web of rela-
tions (the Pacific way)¢. Performances mine the
past to deal with political relations in the pre-
sent. There were numerous references to migra-~
tions (flows of people, objects and ideas), com-
mon ancestry, and so on, but also an emphasis
on differences.

«We make up the Polynesian element [...]. We offer a
contrast to the dancing style of our Fijian brothers
and sisters [...] where theirs are very warrior like and
vigorous, ours is different [...]. Because of our isolation
we were hardly influenced by other migrating patterns
of Polynesians and the rest of the great Asian migra-
tion [...] so ladies and gentlemen, please welcome the
Polynesian side of our great Fijian nation, the Rotu-
man group [...].»

At the festival two claims were in productive
tension with one another. The first was that Paci-
fic peoples (whether, Micronesian, Polynesian or
Melanesian) are all connected by the Pacific
Way, a particular way or style of doing things
and a pathway of exchange relations via move-
ment through a connected seascape (as represen-
ted by the emphasis on canoes and navigation)’.
The other was a claim that cultural differences
have to be maintained (movement halted and

5. The dancers represented the two highest clans of each state. Representatives from clans 1, 3, 5, 7 & 9 danced as Clan 1 (i.e.
as representatives of the first ranking chiefdom) and representatives from Clans 2, 4, 6, 8 and 10 danced as Clan 2 (i.e. as
representatives of the second ranking chiefdom). This is also, how the 10 chiefs are organised in the men’s house (bai). See Palau

Community Action Agency (1976: 46).

6. In a series of newspaper articles, subsequently published as a book entitled The Melanesian Way, the politician Bernard
Narakobi defined the Melanesian way as «a total cosmic vision of life in which every event within human consciousness has its
personal, communal, spiritual, economic, political and social dimensions» (Narakobi, 1980: 20).

7. See Parmentier (1985: 141) for a discussion of the Palauan concept of path as «a “way” of doing something», but also as
ameans of establishing «linkages, relationships, and associations among persons, groups, and political units which were created
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cultural flows/currents controlled) through the
recognition of cultural property rights and heri-
tage, particularly in the face of globalization,
and in response to the appropriative tendencies
of powerful nation-states, or peoples, that are
considered not Pacific.

For example, the invited Japanese perfor-
mance was introduced and announced at the
festival as a « unique cultural sharing perfor-
mance ». The dance style is called Nanyo-Odori
(South Seas Dance) and was presented as being
an adaptation of the songs and dances from the
Pacific brought back to the Ogasawaran islands
of Japan by Japanese people who had sailed
around the Pacific for trading, not to mention
that thousands of Japanese had actually lived in
Micronesia, during the period of Japanese occu-
pation and control before and during WWII
(Konishi, 2005). The dance is an adaptation of a
Micronesian dance, called the Matamatong, a
version of which was performed by a team of
Palauan women elders at the festival. The dance,
which was accompanied by songs in a mixture of
Palauan, Japanese and English, is said to have
been created in about 1914 at the end of the
German era in Micronesia, and continues to be
popularly danced today. The Japanese group
appeared to be well received by the audience
when they first performed outdoors on the festi-
val stage. However, the group performed again
after the festival at a meeting of the Internatio-
nal Council of Traditional Music Study Group
on the Music of Oceaniad. The presentation
raised debate regarding issues of cultural appro-
priation and intellectual property. What was dis-
turbing to some participants was the revelation
that the Tokyo Metropolitan government had
certified the dance (in the year 2000) as « intan-
gible cultural treasure » of the Osagawaran
Islands of Japan. A fascinating exchange ensued
between Palauans at the meeting and the Japa-
nese performers, in which they compared the
dance steps of the Nanyo-Odori with those of
the Matamatong (as well as the words of the
accompanying songs, some of which the Japa-
nese did not understand)®. A Palauan musician,
composer of the Festival song, Roland Tangel-
bad, noted that the Japanese still danced the old
way, with a German soldier’s style of marching
step (goose step) whereas the Palauans had since
adapted theirs to the marching step of the US
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soldiers. He argued that sharing/borrowing is ok
if it is acknowledged (in other words if you cite
your sources) on stage. The case raises interes-
ting questions regarding the concept of heritage
and how one defines ownership of heritage.
Whose heritage is this dance and what happens
to bodily movement when it becomes fixed as
intangible heritage? Who benefits from the
ownership of heritage and intellectual property
rights? Heritage claims are one means by which
small Pacific States attempt to negotiate and
mediate the delicate balance of global interests
in the region.

Intangible Heritage or how to share inalienable
possessions

A Yolngu elder from Northern Australia, Joe
Neparrnga Gumbula, who witnessed the
Palau/Japanese exchange at the festival and at
the ICTM workshop, contributed his understan-
ding of cultural sharing across the Pacific:

«Looking at South Pacific, coconut brought by
West wind just float to our land, we pick it up on the
beach from the ocean. Never mind that we are not
faring for sea; there is a chain from Papua New Gui-
nea, and in Cape York Peninsula. That’s when we
dance for the coconut movement [...]. We play the part
of the ocean move, underneath the current, and
openly.»

Joe Gumbula stood up to show us a dance
movement of the Yolngu Gumatj clan, open
arms and a tap on his elbow, and then continued:

«We use the same paddle as well. But the paddle
when we dream is the horizon of the cloud forming,
when the cloud is low on the surface of the horizon, it’s
already getting up, that’s how our pattern works [...].
So current is the main route, the main story. This is
only from my view. But this is how the songline works.
And actually what we are talking about here is tradi-
tional: the song series, the dance and all that, but only
the copyright is problematic: somebody talks about
“you don’t take my song”. And that’s only what I am
thinking looking at how I look at the Pacific Ocean
here, the current movement.»

A passionate response to Joe Gumbula’s sta-
tement came from Pacific anthropologist and
dancer Dr Katerina Teaiwa, who is currently
Pacific Studies Convener at the Australian
National University!°:

by some precedent-setting action in the past and which imply the possibility as well as the obligation for “following the path” in

exchange, marriage, cooperation, and competition».
8. See Report on the meeting by Flores (2004).

9. The Japanese did not understand some of the song words accompanying their dance as some of the words were in

Chuukese. See Konishi Junko (2003, 2005).
10. See also Teaiwa (2005).
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«You are saying that there are currents which bring
things to your shore, and other currents that go from
your shore to other shores. These are currents that flow
and crisscross, and they meet at other intersections
[...]. Things that arrive to your shore are reinterpreted,
reconstructed and of course they are meaningful [...]
because they land on your shores. So it’s not that you
stole or borrowed something because it flows to your
shores. That’s a very important point and it’s impor-
tant to talk about it in that way and not just lump
things as identity, or culture or tradition. Like you
said, it’s process and there are lines and currents that
connect [...].»

Apart from music and dance, issues of intel-
lectual property rights were a hot issue during
the Festival. A kiosk was set in the middle of the
festival village to encourage musicians from dif-
ferent delegations to play together. The idea of
the Palauan hosts was to record a live CD out of
all these musical meetings but during a firing
copyright workshop it was decided that the pro-
cess was too complex because some songs were
already copyrighted. Interestingly, a woman
from Jamaica reminded everybody at the work-
shop that if Reggae was copyrighted nobody
would be able to play it and she encouraged all
the musicians to look for a « horizontal » Pacific
and Caribbean market rather than always look-
ing at a «vertical » distribution in Europe and
North America.

Another issue for intangible heritage is the
status of the knowledge of plants. Since 2001,
the Palauan Health Minister has gathered
Palauan traditional healers on several occasions
to discuss the possibilities for commercialisation
of plants as a mean for sustainable development.
According to Charlene Melrsau, a Palauan bio-
logy student who coordinated a workshop on
traditional healing practices, introduced for the
first time at the Festival in Palau, while some of
the healers were ready to share their knowledge,
others were against the idea of medicinal plants
being commercialised. Only a few delegates —
especially a Maori man, a Lifou Kanak couple
and a woman from Vanuatu — were able to
demonstrate how they could make a living out of
their traditional healing knowledge.

In all the Palau Festival forums, performan-
ces, stalls and corners, while differences were
celebrated, encompassing relatedness was
emphasized and creativity was encouraged
through exchange relations (the Pacific way).
The television coverage of the events was also
subject to an experimental self-empowerment
scheme: a media team of Indigenous people
from eight countries came to train before the
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festival. The hundreds of hours shot everyday by
small teams were instantly edited and events and
interviews were transmitted live during the
whole week of the Festival. On both sides of the
main stage simultaneously edited images were
also screened throughout the festival. The Palau
televisions station also broadcast images from
the previous 2000 Festival that took place in
Noumea. After the Festival a film was made, first
in Palauan language and then in English to be
screened elsewhere. Of course most delegations
were also filming and taking photographs for
their own pleasure while outsiders had to have a
permit to do so.

The means of organisation of the 2004 Festi-
val of Pacific Arts in Palau as described above,
and all the various performances and works-
hops, reveal that circular explanations of the
festival in terms of identity politics are inade-
quate. The Palau festival, as a total social pheno-
menon, provided a discourse that attempted to
counterbalance both the fragmentary effects of
modern nation-state politics in the Pacific by
celebrating linkages, and relationships of
exchange (the Pacific Way), and the globalizing
effects of foreign capital investment and inte-
rests. The stakes are high for all the participants
who will meet at the next festival planned for
American Samoall.
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