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Being Alive: Watching, Listening, Tapping, Communicating:
The Case of the Night Care Program, “Music Time” at Urakawa Higashi-Machi Clinic in
Hokkaido

Sachiyo UKIGAYA

Keywords * narrative, art, musicking, communication, psychiatry

The aim of this essay is to challenge anthropological attitudes to interviews and descriptions of
performances, which are non-verbal expressions, through participant observations and interviews.
This trail is based on critical points of the narrative approach in medical anthropology. One case
is the performance of “Music Time”. This is a night care program conducted at the Urakawa
Higashi-Machi Clinic in Hokkaido, which specializes in psychiatry. In Urakawa town, there is a
social welfare corporation called Urakawa Bethel’s House, which is famous for “Tojisya-kenkyu”
or patients’ research on their diseases and coping with their diseases by themselves. The method of
coping is based on verbal expressions. However, certain members of Higashi-Machi Clinic are not
good at speaking in front of others, because they can’t acquire the words for telling. They feel alive
when they perform non-verbal activities in “Music Time”. All the members of the clinic, the staff
and the coordinator, who is a Jazz musician, share the idea that ‘Our performance is neither music
therapy nor are we aiming to be experts’. They enjoy a good time by producing a performance,
which is constituted of watching, listening, tapping, laughing, and dancing, based on the idea that
“music is communication”.

The members connect with their performances using signs of being alive in their daily lives
through their traces of being alive. The relationship between their performances and their traces of
being alive are analyzed by referring to both the concept of ‘Musicking’ by Christopher Small and
the concept of ‘Being Alive’ by Tim Ingold. Moreover, the relationship between the narrator and
the listener, and the search for a possible anthropological approach to narratives are also considered.
This essay attempts not only to avoid the critical points of the narrative approach in medical
anthropology, but also to collapse dualism, including being disabled versus not being disabled,

experts vs. amateurs, staffs vs. members, and narrators vs. listeners.
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