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The difficulties faced by Paiwan ‘gkata’ glass culture in modern
period: a perspective from Ata Beads Workshop

Kedrededr maljajaves (Hsiu-Hui Lin)
Ata Bead Workshop

The ornaments, design motifs and cultural recognition of Paiwan people are one
of the most distinct among the indigenous population in Taiwan. The use of glass
beads is also more common. The complicated and elaborated motifs are often seen in
the clothing of people with high status, closely associated with social hierarchy, and
symbolizes the connection of kinship and community and the supernatural ability to
communicate with the deities.

However, with the impact of globalization on tourism and the
economically-oriented policy of indigenous tribes, the ‘gkata’ glass beads, which
represent social status, wealth and identity, have been gradually transformed to
become souvenir items as a result of marketing strategies. Under this condition,
maintaining the uniqueness of indigenous culture becomes an important issue. In
addition, the tribes often purchase low-priced replica beads with similar traditional
Paiwan motifs, and re-sell these beads in popular scenic spots to maintain their
income. They tend not to train craftspeople in the tribe. The question then is, would
such strategy weaken the social significance of gkata (glass beads) in the traditional
Paiwan culture? In this article, the author, an indigenous Paiwan, used Ata Bead
Workshop as an example to discuss these issues. By presenting the changes in the
meanings of traditional motifs and the difficulties confronted while maintaining
traditional cultural representation, it is hoped to seek out and think over suggestions
and solutions to keeping the local power embedded in traditional crafts and their
importance in our cultural form, continually maintaining these crafts as the symbol of
traditional culture, and safeguarding their role in the cultural memory.
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