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€6 T he mountains are green, the flowing

waters blue; the lasses of Alishan are
as graceful as the water, the lads as rugged as the
mountains...."”” Songs like these describing the
aboriginal peoples of Taiwan are familiar to most,
and they give people an inspiring impression of these
indigenous peoples. But in general the media focuses
on negative things when reporting about the
aboriginal peoples, leaving readers in a state of
confusion.

Many people do not realize that the aboriginal
peoples had been living within their own cultural
systems for thousands of years. Later, with the
Dutch occupation, the Japanese occupation, and the
arrival of the Republican government in Taiwan,
they have been forced to learn from cultures with
completely different value systems, creating pro-
blems of cultural adaptation. For example, the col-
lectivist spirit and the exchange of goods for goods
of the aborigines conflict with the emphasis on
private property in the larger society. Even today
there are a few elderly aborigines who do not
understand how to use currency, because there was
never money in their culture.

Nevertheless, most people have never had first-
hand contact with the indigenous peoples, but in-
stead have stereotyped ideas about them. Many
believe that all there is to know about aborigines
is that they sing and dance well, are rugged hunters,
have a low standard of living, do hard physical
labor, and even that heavy drinking is part of their
culinary culture.

Aware that this situation requires attention,
Sinorama began writing reports on the indigenous
peoples of Taiwan back in 1983. This was a signifi-
cant innovation at that time, because very few
periodicals paid any attention to disadvantaged
groups like the native peoples.

Why would a government-sponsored publication
be interested in the aborigines? The editors at

Sinorama were convinced that, in the shared com-
munity of Taiwan, these 300,000 people, living in
relatively remote areas, were being ignored. Yet
there has always been much to treasure, and much
that deserves attention and systematic reporting, in
their traditional lifestyles, cultures, and beliefs.

Sinorama believes that by issuing accurate
reports it can act as a bridge, helping to resolve
misunderstandings that have arisen because of the
lack of direct contact, and thereby spurring other
media to be more deeply concerned with Taiwan’s
native peoples.

With this as the starting point, Sinorama has
over time selected topics which can reflect the dai-
ly lives and traditional culture of the indigenous
peoples. Reporters have been sent to remote villages
deep in the mountains in pursuit of first-hand in-
formation. But reporting these stories is not easy:
Transportation is inconvenient in the mountain
areas, and there are differences in culture among
the different aboriginal tribes and villages, so that
each meeting with a new group opened a window
on a different level or aspect of aboriginal culture.
As a result, it was not possible to produce stories
frequently; often months of work were required for
a single piece.

In reporting, writing, and the selection of
photographs, Sinorama has made every effort to re-
main fair and unbiased, but without avoiding discus-
sion of hard questions and problems. Moreover, the
reports avoid having only single sources of infor-
mation whenever possible, and strive constantly for
objectivity and balance.

After years of effort by Sinorama as well as pro-
gress in Taiwan’s society, the media have gradual-
ly directed more attention to the indigenous peoples.
There have been a number of objective reports done,
of which the public television program ‘‘Green
Mountains, Spring Sunrise’’ is one example; the
producers of that program went into the mountains
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and recorded the images of aboriginal life in detail.
Also, some anthropologists have built on a scholarly
foundation to make documentaries from the
aboriginal point of view, contributing to changing
widely-held stereotypes.

In recent years, small local radio stations in the
mountain areas (run by the large radio networks)
have, with government support, strengthened pro-
gramming in aboriginal languages. Because the
reporters are all local aborigines, their reports can
accurately assess problems and reflect local
sentiment.

In terms of publications, aboriginal books are
rather unpopular compared to the best-sellers, and
only a few publishing houses are willing to publish
these unprofitable titles. Still, they are doing what
they can to assist in the transmission and dissemina-
tion of indigenous culture.

Sinorama is releasing this work at this time as
part of its longstanding commitment to serve as a
bridge between cultures. On the one hand we hope
that the public will come to understand that
aboriginal culture is an indispensable link in a
pluralistic culture. On the other hand, we also hope
to assist Taiwan’s diverse native peoples to unders-
tand each other better. This effort can allow the en-
tire next generation to come to more deeply
recognize the beauty and value of aboriginal culture.
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When Aboriginal Culture
Meets the Big City...
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I n recent years, there have been a growing
number of calls to preserve aboriginal culture,
and the various indigenous peoples have been reaf-
firming their own unique customs. Overnight “abo-
riginal culture” has become a fad. Not only can one
often be treated to beautiful indigenous music and
dance in performance centers in major cities, one
can also often see aboriginal troupes perform at cel- -
ebratory or ceremonial activities.

Yet, even as scholars and cultural workers strive
to give the broader population a glimpse of aborigi-
nal culture, their activities have often been a blow to
the very source of this culture: the remote villages
where the indigenous peoples reside.

The battle over the Songs of War

Take the example of the Cloud Gate Dance
Troupe, the first to bring indigenous dance to the
city. They traveled to Alishan to learn the Tsou peo-
ple’s sacred songs and dances, and brought them
into the recording studio to produce a CD of Tsou
music. Because the quality of the recording was ex-
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cellent, many Tsou people used it as a learning tool
Ironically, this created a problem for the tribe.

The Tsou's two main communities have ¢
slightly different ceremonial music tradition. The
elders of these two Tsao communities, the Tapang
and the Tehfuyeh, were greatly displeased when
their young people, learning from the same record-
ing, produced a uniform style.

Also, the Tsou have some sacred songs of war
which traditionally could only be learned a few days
before going into battle, and then only under the
guidance of a small number of high ranking leaders.
Now anyone can learn them any time, and the elders




fear that this will offend the spirits and bring misfor-
tune upon the tribe.

Perhaps when the recording was being made,
those in charge only thought how nice it would be to
expose more people to the special harmonies of the
Tsou war songs. They never anticipated that the me-
dium of modern technology would produce negative
side effects for the culture as a whole.

It is a source of dismay to the Tsou people that
these songs of war—the most sacred, which could
previously be performed only at specially desig-
nated times—can now be brought down the moun-
tain and performed any time someone tenders an in-
vitation to do so. At the very least, many feel, if pub-
lic performance is to be done at all, it should only be
done with new dances or songs, or songs without
any special taboos associated with them. The sacred
songs of war or of worship should instead be re-
served for their traditional uses.

In another example, two years ago Hu Tai-li of
the Institute of Ethnology of the Academia Sinica
helped the Formosa Aboriginal Dance Troupe go to
Ta-ai Village, Wufeng Rural Township in Hsinchu
County (home of the “Northern Sasaiyat™ people) to
learn the songs and dances they use to worship
gnomes. Last year the troupe staged a public per-
formance, which was met with a protest by the
“Southern Sasaiyat” of Hsiangtien Lake (in
Nanchuang Rural Township of Miaoli County).
‘Many Sasaiyat told Ms. Hu that when they went to
the National Theater to see the performance, the
tunes and words they heard were not the ones long
familiar to them, so they felt that the Formosa Abo-
riginal Dance Troupe’s performance lacked authen-
ticity and was too unorthodox.

Hu Tai-li explains that the troupe did not deliber-
ately ignore the sacred ceremonies of the Hsiangtien
Lake Sasaiyat. Rather, for various reasons it was
easier to learn the version practiced by the Southern
Sasaiyat. First, notes Hu, one must go back to the
Japanese occupation era. The Japanese feared that
the Northern and Southern Sasaiyat would use the

opportunity of a joint gnome worship festival to
strengthen their ties and create stronger resistance;
consequently the occupiers banned the ceremony
and cut off contact between the two communities, SO
that differences arose in the transmission of their
rites from generation to generation.

Thereafter, because the worship ceremony was
banned for so long, says Hsiangtien Lake elder Chu
Ah-liang, many sacred songs were lost. After the
restoration of the rite, they had to ask for help from
the Ta-ai Sasaiyat. This reflects the fact that many of
the Hsiangtien Lake Sasaiyat are not actually all that
clear about the traditional songs, and even their fa-
thers might not be able to explain the meaning of the
songs to outsiders.

Since the Ta-ai Sasaiyat carried on the tradition
somewhat better, they are better able to explain the
words to the songs. Also, there are more taboos
among the Hsiangtien Lake Sasaiyat, and commu-
nity elders were very reserved about the idea of al-
lowing outsiders to learn their sacred music.

To top it all off, the Institute of Ethnology had
already completed a field study of the Ta-ai gnome
worship ceremony, and as a result had a basic record
of the songs and rites. So, for all these reasons, the
Ta-ai rites were simply easier to learn than the
Hsiangtien Lake version.

The Puyuma ruckus

The Puyuma indigenous people met with similar
discord during Ming Li-kuo’s production of the
Puyuma segment of “Taiwan's Aboriginal Dance
and Music Series” for the National Theater and Na-
tional Concert Hall.

When the program first began, each of the eight
Puyuma communities formed a Cultural Promotion
Association. They began with some preparatory
field studies, eventually coming up with the music,
dance, and rites that best represent each community.
After collective rehearsals, the various rites were
evaluated using stage criteria like direction, artistic
supervision, scripting, and lighting, and the most
suitable were selected for public performance.
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The concept of community automony is an admi-
rable one, but seemed much less so when it gener-
ated frictions between the villages when it came to
the selection of programs and performers. Of course
each community felt its program could best repre-
sent the Puyuma people and that—since of course
those from the community would be most adept at
performing their rites—most of the performers
should also come from the same villages. Since no
community was willing to give way, decisions be-
came very difficult.

In the end, the problems were resolved, and the
Puyuma segment of the Dance and Music Series was
performed in Taipei to great acclaim. Nevertheless,
after the stage lights went down, the work of repair-
ing the clefts which had opened up between the
communities in the decision-making process was
still going on. As Ming Li-kuo says, it is hoped that
the communities can work together in the future,
and that cultural autonomy can be sustained rather
than becoming a cause of division.

Return to the tribe

In the process of organizing aboriginal culture it
has been impossible to avoid some conflicts. Now
that aboriginal music and dance have come to the
city, people should do more than just appreciate the
excitement of the shows—they should devote more
consideration to the indigenous communities them-
selves.

Moreover, scholars and cultural workers should
not just go to the villages and skim off the cream of
the culture and then leave. The communities are, af-
ter all, the source of the strength of indigenous cul-
ture, and only if the aboriginal communities remain
strong can “aboriginal culture” flourish. S
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On the Aboriginal Culture Renaissance
Movement
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The following is an interview with Chen Chi-
nan, the vice chairman of the Council for
Cultural Planning and Development, and Sun
Ta-chuan, an acitivist for Taiwan’s indigenous
peoples.

Q: What are the key problems for aboriginal de-
velopment in the future?

Chen: The indigenous peoples are in a very dif-
ficult position vis-a-vis the mainstream society.
They face acute challenges—the dissolution of their
social structure and the loss of traditional culture. It
will not be easy to rescue these. Take for example
the Yami people of Orchid Island. There are only
two or three thousand Yami, so the relative costs of
respecting their native language and producing
broadcast programs in Yami would be enormous.
Even if you could actually produce the programs,
many Yami might not take them very seriously, and
might even prefer the mainstream culture. More-
over, there are enormous differences between the
social structures and cultures of the nine tribes.
Since true cultural preservation could only be real-
ized at the tribal level, each of the nine would then
become a minority group within the minority group,
which would only deepen the problems they face in
trying to survive.
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Another problem is that the struggle for equal
status between aboriginal cultures and the main-
stream culture might be harmful to their long-term
development. Look at the aboriginal land reserves.
If the government imposed no restrictions, but al-
lowed aboriginal peoples to buy and sell their land
freely, it is very possible that their land would be
bought up by people from the mainstream culture.
Thus something that might be seen as respecting the
aborigines would in fact turn out to be harmful.

Sun: The decline of aboriginal culture is a fact,
and is especially serious in the area of language. The
main cause is that the original society no long exists,
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Chen Chi-nan: Aboriginal peoples should
communicate more with the outside world so as
to enlist the understanding and support of the
general public. Positive cooperation should
supersede mutual distrust. (courtesy of the
Council for Cultural Planning and Development)

so there is no environment for the use of the lan-
guage, and it is rapidly heading toward extinction.
This trend worries us the most, and the government,
through its past language policies, bears responsi-
bility. Although the government has recently taken
a few steps to improve the situation, these are just
piecemeal. The government should produce a sys-
tematic plan. It should provide a series of texts and
audio tapes for preschool- and school-aged children
in aboriginal areas, just as there are teaching materi-
als for English. It could also stipulate that those in-
volved in academic research on the indigenous peo-
ples learn the language of the tribe they are study-
ing. It can work in all areas to create more opportu-
nities for the use of indigenous languages. The gov-
ernment should not give up too quickly. If then the
languages still can’t be preserved after they make an

effort, then the responsibility will lie with us abo-
rigines!

Q: In recent years more and more aboriginal in-
tellectuals have been devoting themselves to recon-
structing aboriginal culture. What is your opinion of
this?

Chen: In the face of many complex problems,
talented young aboriginals have a key role to play.
Outsiders cannot play a leading role, but can only
help out from the sidelines. The future development
of the indigenous peoples will depend upon a re-
thinking by the people themselves. However, in my
personal opinion, young aboriginal intellectuals
should have a more reasonable and mature attitude
in thinking about the future, and only then can they
avoid being swallowed up by the mainstream cul-
ture. Take for instance last year’s “Conference on
Aboriginal Culture.” The conference was meant to
open a channel of communication between indig-
enous peoples and relevant scholars and specialists
to work together to develop directions for thinking.
However, many aboriginal participants did not see it
this way. They thought the conference should focus
on substantive issues, and that programs should be
discussed. They suggested that tribal elders be in-
vited and that aboriginal languages be used for dis-
cussion. Some even doubted that the conference
would have any significance at all. Because they

adopted an extreme attitude, there was little actual

communication. Indeed, some of the scholars were
scared off, and many people who are concerned
about the future development of the indigenous peo-
ples felt very frustrated. There is an inherent contra-
diction between the goal of improving the collective
fate of the aborigines and the methods that many
aborigines use.

This trend toward a confrontational attitude is
perhaps influenced by political movements in indig-
enous society. I think that aboriginal peoples should
communicate more with the outside world, and let
people know their situation, to win more support
and assistance from sympathetic people outside.
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This way everyone can work together and find an
equilibrium point and a correct direction to resolve
the various problems.

Sun: To be sure, since 1986 social movements in
Taiwan have become more sophisticated. Some so-
cial groups have formed alliances with other social
forces and are using a variety of resources to effec-
tively present their arguments, transmit their views,
and win acknowledgment and support from others.
But because the aboriginal social movement is still
unpolished, inevitably some people get the impres-
sion that some of its members are too extremist.

I agree that aboriginal peoples need to gain the
understanding of an increasing number of people,
and we must learn how to communicate and cooper-
ate with different groups and individuals rather than
drawing lines between us. This is the only way the
indigenous peoples’ movement can become more
mature and sophisticated.

Q: What plans does the Council for Cultural
Planning and Development have for the continuity
of aboriginal culture?

Chen: The CCPD works mainly in the areas of
culture and the arts. There is an aboriginal cultural
park in Pingtung County which is supported by the
CCPD. We hope that the park can play the role of a
city- or county-level cultural center. However, as
with the conference we just talked about, this ap-
proach does not seem to be winning acceptance
from indigenous people. They feel the park is like a
museum or even a zoo, where aborigines are
gawked at like animals. They express concerns
about how traditional artifacts are displayed, and
feel that they are being presented as “backward.”
This is a major problem that we have encountered
repeatedly in promoting such programs. On the
other hand, if we don’t keep the park going, then
maybe there will be nothing left at all, and then what
kind of “recognition” or “continuity” can there be
for the culture? How can we close the gap between
indigenous peoples and the larger society?

In economic terms, besides existing subsidies
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Sun Ta-chuan: The government should draw up
a comprehensive policy to assist in the overall

development of indigenous peoples. (courtesy of
Sun Ta-chuan) ( Y

for relevant cultural groups, we should provide fi-
nancial support to anyone at the local level engaged
in keeping alive cultural traditions who provides a
concrete plan and who passes an economic assess-
ment. But the problem is that there are few people
actually doing such work. We need to support those
with specialized knowledge who have sustainability

and a sense of responsibility. For example, we are.

very happy to come across artists like Sakuliu [a
Paiwan potter], and we will give them strong sup-
port.

Sun: There are reasons why many aborigines

criticize the Pingtung cultural park. From the formal
beginning of operations in 1986 to the end of last
year, the government did not appropriate any money
for the park. Therefore the park has had to be
self-sufficient, and operate in a more commercial-
ized way. Inevitably it has been geared toward tour-
ists and stereotypes. It has been impossible to real-
ize the CCPD’s original intent of making it a place
devoted to serious research and cultural work.
Therefore the park has never been well received by
the majority of indigenous peoples. However, be-
ginning in 1994 the provincial government budg-
eted some money for the park. I am confident that
this structural change will transform the park’s im-
age, and I hope that the CCPD will devote even
more effort to assist aboriginal peoples in bringing
the original concept to life, so that the park can truly
become a place for the preservation and continuity
of aboriginal culture.

As for the alleged dearth of aboriginal talents
and artists, the problem is not that there are none.
Rather the problem is in deciding how to employ
and cultivate them. Take the case of Huang
Kuei-chao, an old Ami gentleman. There was no
one with more knowledge of Ami traditions and sto-
ries than he, and researchers at the Academia Sinica
working in Ami culture wanted to hire him to make
an oral history or to proceed with projects based on
his foundation of knowledge. But he was blocked
by the rigidified system, and he could not be made a
formal- member of the Academia Sinica’s staff. He
could only be employed temperarily for a specific
plan. Constrictions like this make it hard to develop
the most knowledgeable or talented indigenous peo-
ple.

Finally, I want to say that the government’s in-
fluence on the future development of aboriginal cul-
ture will turn on whether its attitude is active or pas-
sive and whether there is a comprehensive plan to
assist the indigenous peoples in all areas of develop-
ment. S

(interview by Coral Lee/tr. by Phil Newell)
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