The Mystery of Amis Language

[image: image1.jpg]



YE4A

1093100002 Jennifer Hu

1093100003 Jenny Chiang

1093100004 Cliona Li

1093100033 Phoebe Tsao

1093100040 Bernice Lo
Introduction

The aborigines of Taiwan belong to the Austronesian group which immigrated to Taiwan after 17th century. Geographically, they located on the north- eastern tip of the cultural area. Because of its isolation from the main group and from the outside world in general, the aborigines still maintain comparatively unadulterated, original, and archaic in Taiwan.

      The population of Taiwan aborigines is about 345,000 (1991), and they are only one sixty-sixth of the total population of Taiwan, but their living area, mostly in mountain, occupy more than half of Taiwan.  According to linguistic and cultural difference, twelve tribes are recognized generally now in Taiwan.

In general, the Amis tribe lives in Hwa-lian county, Tai-dung county and Tai-dung city, mostly in the eastern part of Taiwan. Tai-dung city is the first place which you may see a lot of Amis or you may say in Tai-dung, most of the people are Amis. Then are the Gwan-fu village, Ji-an village in Hwa-lian county and the Dong-ho village and Cheng-gong town. They are the places where the Amis lives in.  According to the geographical differences, the Amis tribe also divides themselves into three parts, and they are Northern Amis Tribe, Central Amis Tribe and Southern Amis Tribe.  The Amis who live in between Hwa-lian city to Fong-lin village are called “Nan-shi” Amis and they are included in the Northern Amis Tribe.  Due to the Tai-dung Coastal Mountain’s division, Xiu-gu-ruan- River and Coast Amis are included in the Central Amis Tribe.  Bei-nan and Heng-chun Amis are included in the Southern Amis Tribe.

Most of the Amis lives in the local place, and only a few live in mountainous areas.

Brief Introduction of Amis
Amis is the biggest aborigine tribe in Taiwan. The population of Amis is one hundred and forty thousand people. Most of them live on open countries and beside seashores. They mainly do agriculture, hunting and fishing for living. Because of living on open countries, their agriculture is highly influenced by the technique of Han tribe. Women are the main workers on farming and men’s job are opening up new farming land and cutting off trees. On the other hand, hunting is men’s activity. When the harvest season comes, all men in one tribe will go hunting together for The Harvest Festival. It is the most important annual activity for Amis. Fishing is also men’s chore. They usually fish at rivers. 

Amis is a maternal society. Men move into Women’s families after marriage. Children also live with their mothers. Daughters do not leave their families and they share the property. The most powerful person would be the oldest woman in the family. She is the one who makes important decisions and control everything. 

The costume of Amis is colorful. They like to use bright colors and the clothes are usually made of ramie. Costumes for festivals are different from costume wearing everyday. These are what Amis men and women wearing everyday and these are the festival costumes. 

The Harvest Festival is the most important activity for Amis people. It is like the New Year for Amis. The Harvest Festival is used to be held on October. But recent years, in order to cooperate with the tourism development by the government, The Harvest Festival is held on July and August. The meaning of The Harvest Festival is to rest after working hard during the year. It is also the time to get together with tribe members and families. The Harvest Festival is men’s activity. It contains lessons for young men to learn manners, singing and dancing. Women are not allowed to join the first day of the festival but they will sing the ending song. 

Amis people have their own language. However, they do not have their own letters for their language. The passing of Amis language is depend on verbal. With the rise of aborigines culture, there are some singers now are creating songs of aborigines languages. 

The Policy of Government and Its Influence
After KMT government moved to Taiwan, they established the policy of promoting Mandarin speaking. In the first period which was 1945 to 1955, they advocate speaking Mandarin instead of Japanese. During 1955 to 1970, they continued this policy and prohibited other languages like Taiwanese, Amis, and other aboriginal languages. Students could only spoke Mandarin in school, or they would be punished by money or physically. The school also made treaties to restrain their students. For example, you can see the first rule of the treaty of Kuang-Hua Elementary School. Speaking Mandarin is equal to patriotic. Children are taught this way since they are little.

Due to this policy, the above languages declined. Children were forced to learn and speak Mandarin only and did not have the environment to speak their own languages. Parents did not consider learning their own languages was important. Gradually, these languages could not pass on by the generations.


However, things did not become better while DPP took the regime. The government started to emphasize “Taiwan identity,” promote Taiwanese speaking and education. At this time, aborigines were still neglected and they even suffered more. In KMT’s period, they had to learn Mandarin in order to receive education and get a job. After they get used to this policy and gradually did better on their lives, they had to learn another language—Taiwanese. Following by the advocacy of Taiwanese by DPP government, people are gradually divided into two parts. For the pan-green people, you can hardly get recognition if you can not speak Taiwanese. This made aborigines’ lives more difficult. This also made aboriginal people, even intellectuals think learning their own language is not that important. The lost of identity made aboriginal languages be even harder to pass on.

In order to let you understand the difficult and true situation for aborigines to pass on their languages, we interviewed our friend, Duke, who is an Amis about his language learning and his opinion of the decline of Amis language.
The factors of language losing

From this interview we realize that, the aboriginal cultures and languages are losing gradually. Less and less children can speak their native languages. Not because they don’t know they are aborigines, of course they knew it, but they don’t understand how important it is to continue the aboriginal culture and language. 
There are some reasons to cause the aboriginal language and culture’s losing. 
Because of the less of working opportunities in the village, lots of aborigines move to the city for works. All the people around speak mandarin; this forces them to learn mandarin for communications. They have to adapt the life styles and cultures here. Then they got married with the people here; consequently they are merged with the Taiwanese families. They live in city and raise their children here, therefore, children hardly to receive the aboriginal cultures and languages. Children study mandarin as their first language, communicate with friends with mandarin; gradually they can’t speak the aboriginal languages. On the other hand, the school curriculums are taught by mandarin, no lesson to teach them about their unique aboriginal cultures. There is almost no chance for children to learn the aboriginal language unless the family education. However some parents think that the learning of aboriginal language does not benefit children’s grades, so they don’t courage their children to learn it. Obviously, the aboriginal culture identities are losing at the same time.
Solutions for language losing

To encourage research on Chinese dialects, and non-Han languages, the government offers various levels of financial support in the form of awards for scholarly publications in these areas. Taiwan society is a rich mixture of diverse cultures, and more people on the island are becoming aware of the importance of preserving various languages and dialects. This awareness has become the propelling force behind government efforts to promote "nativist" education in elementary and secondary schools. The goal of nativist education is to teach students about the natural history, geography, environment, dialects, arts, and culture of Taiwan, and thus cultivate affection for Taiwan and respect for the island's different cultures and ethnic groups. Under initial plans adopted by the government in 1997 for promoting nativist education, bilingual education is a primary focus.

Many aboriginal people are bilingual and have been assimilated into mainstream society. Although more people today are willing to identify with their aboriginal ancestry than in the past, the new generation who grew up in cities can no longer converse in their ancestral tongues. To rectify this, in June 2001, the Taipei City Government's Council of Aboriginal Affairs (CAA) cosponsored two aboriginal radio programs--one on the Taipei Broadcasting Station and the other on the Broadcasting Corp. of China--to introduce aboriginal languages, cultures, activities, as well as the latest policies and welfare packages to the aborigines in Taipei. Around the same time, the first program to combine the concept of local language education and childcare was also launched by the Taipei City Government, which has 632 Taiwanese-, 86 Hakka-, one Ami, and two Ataya speaking nannies. The aim was to expose children to native languages during their preschool years, as this is believed to be the critical stage for language learning. 

There are some web-sites on Aboriginal culture and identity in Taiwan. These web-sites have been created with the aim to provide some information about Taiwan’s non-Han inhabitants and their living conditions; to give an insight into the historical and political background responsible for the revival of aboriginal culture and identity in Taiwan since the beginning of the1990s; to provide addresses of web-sites that have been constructed either by aboriginal or by Han intellectuals in Taiwan within the last couple of years, together with short comments to these pages.

For instance, The Sound of Taiwan’s Aborigines’ which is the Web-Site on Taiwan aborigines in general with lots of music clips to download. The clips include traditional as well as modern pieces (for instance A-Mei or Panai), you will also find some music of American Indians in this collection. There is a section on the culture of the A-Mei and on their problems of adaptation to Taiwan’s modern Han-world, as well as a section on the living conditions, the adaptation problems, and the legal situation of Taiwan’s aborigines in general. 

No matter what kind of languages, they have their own essence and culture. Nowadays, we can touch many resources by affluent approaches. Even though there are many factors make languages be lost, we should make more efforts to promote the languages and pass them on.
