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Universities of Patras and Paris, Director of the Dora Stratou Dance Theatre, Athens
(A paper presented at the World Conference of the International Organization of Folk Art (IOFA or IOV), held in Sarvar, Hungary, Sept. 16-20, 1992)
It is understandable that we are all worried about the painful process of social restructuring in Eastern Europe. The departure of Communism has left many wounds open and has opened new ones.  In some countries the upheavals have gone so far as civil war, mass deportation and killings, widespread de​struction.
People like us, who work for folk culture, feel very concerned. We feel more concerned than others be​cause the blind fanatics who kill and destroy do so in the name of their ethnic culture.
What I will try to prove here is that we, as workers of folk culture, should not fee! obliged to defend ourselves. On the contrary, we should wake up to the times and work harder and smarter.
There is a lot of politics in culture, but there is no culture in politics. Politics has to do with the exercise of power. War has to do with the violent pursuit of power.  People make war when they are possessed by greed or by fanaticism, or when other people wage war at them.
No one makes war because of his culture. Warmongers frequently use culture as a cloak or as a banner. They say: 'Let us fight for our religion, for our language, fo« our identity, etc.' And people often believe them and take arms. They forget that only yesterday they lived peacefully with exactly those who have another religion, another language, other customs.

So, are we to blame if culture is used as a pretext for killing, destruction or suppression? Do we really have anything to do with nationalism or chauvinism?
Nationalism is a fairly recent notion, it was born with the creation of nation-states in the 19th century. For the past 200 years we have been plagued by the absurd notion that there should be cultural uniform​ity within a country's borders. This notion did not exist before; it is not "traditional."  It was created and maintained artificially in order to serve the in​terests of populists and demagogues, like the notion of ‘‘purity of blood,’’  ‘‘ein Reich, ein Volk,’’ ‘‘his​torical determinism’’ etc.
Looking back in history we see that kingdoms and' empires were nothing else but mosaics of peoples. In the Balkans, for example, the Ottoman Empire ruled for many centuries over an infinite number of ethnic groups, each one with a different language, religion or customs. The Byzantines, the Romans and the Greeks had done the same before, without imposing their culture. Towns had the wildest mixture of pop​ulations living peacefully together. The ethnic variety of Constantinople would make New York look dull from uniformity. The only thing governors wanted from their subjects was to pay taxes.
But for the past two centuries political leaders want also to impose their official culture.  And they have written history books in such a way as to make believe in cultural uniformity. We must now rewrite history books to give the truth about cultural variety.
Of course, there was strife among populations occasionally, and there were sporadic cases of force​ful conversions to the dominant religion.  But these were mere exceptions confirming the rule of multi-culturalism, which was prevalent throughout history.
People have proved that they can tolerate other cultures.  Villages were usually composed of one ethnic group but every region had villages of various ethnic groups, with refugees, nomads and itinerants crossing all the time and frequently settling down.
Each person had a strong ethnic identity, which was much more pronounced than now.  
Religion, language, dress, food, celebrations, professions, every​day life, everything created strong visible and invisible barriers.  But they did not object to living side by side.
This is what makes the great difference with the world of today: people are not prepared to living side by side with others; they are afraid of cultural diversity.  Nationalist or xenophobic ideas have been planted in each one of us, more or less.
Nationalism is not defending one's cultural identity; it is imposing one's identity on others — or else chasing them away.  Fascists have also used folk cul​ture for their purposes.  In the 1930s most European countries had fascist regimes which appropriated folk culture in order to gain legitimacy.  The image of our movement has suffered from that association for many decades afterwards.
Now it is the nationalist fanatics and the terrorists who use cultural identity as a reason to kill and de​stroy.  It is the political activists who use ethnicity as a disguise for infiltration and subversion.
So, naturally the question arises: What should workers of traditional culture do? My proposal is twofold:

First, if we don't want our work to be misunder​stood or abused by others we must start working seriously and effectively. The present folklore move​ment started after the 2nd World War by the vision​aries of that time. But now, 50 years later, that mentality is completely outdated.  Nostalgia, amatuerism and noble intentions do not suffice; we look too much like boy scouts.  We desperately need a restructuring of our organizations and an overhaul of our approach. We have to adopt modern management, marketing and fund-raising techniques. Let us take the example of modern organizations like Amnesty International or the World Wildlife Fund; they also defend noble causes but they use modern management; that is why they are so suc​cessful.
Second, that we simply ignore the provocations because we have nothing to do with them.  Earth​quakes destroy houses and kill people — do we make declarations against them?  No!  Then why should we condemn nationalism? The ascertaining of cultural identity does have political overtones in the sense of regionalism — the transfer of decision making power from national to regional level.  In that sense, region​alism could be an answer to nationalism
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