Social Action in Native American Music

I believe that music is a universal language that can be a catalyst for social change and
action. Both the lyrics and melodies of a song can release various emotions from listeners, and
therefore have the ability to bring attention to various injustices. Many of the songs I write are
based on discrimination and inequality. My songs aim to promote self-love and positivity to
combat such injustices. Seeing music as a tool used for social impact and action led me to my
research on modern Native American women artists who use their musical creations for similar

purposes.

Native American women artists who create pop music are often faced with the desire to
express two highly contrasting values: traditional and modern. Historically, Native American
women were limited to carrying out domestic roles within their households and communities.
Over time, Native American women have gained the right to lead more independent lives. The
all-female music group Ulali, founded more than thirty years ago, is a prime example of how
modern Native American women have become more self-reliant. The members of Ulali, Pura Fé,
Jennifer Kreisberg, Layla Locklear, and Charly Lowry, all pride themselves on being social
activists for Native American rights. Ulali combines traditional Native American music and

dance with modern arrangements to demonstrate their social activism (Stomp Dance).

Ulali



At Ulali’s live performances and concerts, its members perform traditional Native
American dances and music like the Stomp Dance. The Stomp Dance has been used by Native
American tribes like the Coushatta, Alabama, Seminole, Creek, Chickasaw, and Choctaw since
prior to 1830. A significant characteristic of this dance is its music. Both men and women rotate
around a circle; men set the pace of the dance by calling out to the women, and the women dance
with long skirts called “Shakers" made from animal bone. The music comes both from the men’s
vocals and the sounds made by the women’s skirts. Within Native American communities, the
Stomp Dance (performed both religiously and socially), as well other social dances such as the
Gar Fish, the Four Corners, the Snake, and the Friendship, are still practiced to this day (Cultural

Traditions).

Stomp Dance

Ulali also performs original acapella songs that speak of cultural loss and robbery. In

“Necklace of Broken Hearts,” Ulali relates “a string of broken pearls” to the historic loss of land

and culture that Native Americans have endured. In a YouTube interview, Ulali member Pura Fé

speaks out about another social issue: how Native American youth has been “enslaved” on their



own land. Massive industrial companies, including a number of uranium companies located in
northern parts of America, court Native Americans youths to work for them. F¢ is against this as
she views the need for sustainable energy with intense urgency. In this interview, she describes
how she adapts her music to provide awareness of this issue and help the youth lead better more

resourceful paths.

I am greatly inspired by the members of Ulali and other Native American women artists
who use their music to advocate for social change. Researching the social impact of the music of
the female Native American community has motivated me to continue to create my own music

as a means of creating social awareness.
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