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Change, %5, biangian, Changement: The Growth and Decline of

the Precious Glass Beads — From Prehistoric to Contemporary
Taiwan

ABSTRACT

"Change" is usually the result of observations made after a period of time. When
discussing change in the context of glass beads, there are two time-spans to consider:
one is the change in prehistoric times, and the other is the change in contemporary times.
"Change" require driving forces. Taking glass beads as an example, the driving force
behind change in prehistoric times may have been the development of craft technology
(high-temperature, glass-making techniques) or advancements in human mobility (such
as seafaring). On the other hand, the driving forces behind contemporary change may

include monetary economy, religious beliefs, craft technology, and social systems.

The changing connotations of prehistoric glass beads can be observed from the burial
artifacts found in archaeological sites. In the Beinan culture (3500-2300 BP), a large
number of Taiwan jade (Nephrite) ornaments appeared in slate coffins. When the craft
of glass and metal emerged, along with the onset of trade and exchange, Taiwan jade
was no longer popular, and glass beads or metal (gold ornaments) became important
burial artifacts (2000-400 BP).

Another change occurred in contemporary Paiwan culture in Taiwan. In the past, glass
beads (‘ata) were an important cultural symbol for the Paiwan people. When modern
craftsmanship became capable of producing glass beads similar to the ancient ones, the
modern glass bead industry emerged in Tjimur, Pingtung (around 1976), allowing the
convergence of ancient and new glass beads in Paiwan society. On the other hand,
traditionally, the wearing of glass beads was associated with strong class consciousness,
and only leaders (mamazangilan) and noble families were qualified to own and wear them.
Now, this system has disintegrated, and anyone whom with money can possess them.
One of the reasons for this change is the disregard for etiquette at weddings and the
flaunting of wealth. These change are the result of multiple driving forces, including
monetary economy, religious beliefs, craft technology, and social systems. In the movie
35



"Cape No. 7" (2008), Paiwan glass beads were turned into cultural creative products,

creating new popular symbols due to the film's great popularity.

However, contemporary "Change" are not welcomed by everyone. There are also
people who seek to preserve past values by tracing their ancestors' thinking and
attempting to guard against change in the new era. This includes investigating
traditional language and culture related to glass beads, restoring traditional wedding
custom, and promoting appropriate Paiwan people attire in an effort to approach
tradition and make efforts to “resist” Change.
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