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August 1 is Indigenous Peoples' Day in Taiwan



Define the Taiwanese Indigenous People

• Long before Republic of China, Japanese colonization, Qing Dynasty and 
even the Europeans, there were indigenous people living in Taiwan.

• Recent research suggests their ancestors may have been living on Taiwan for 
approximately 6,500 years. 

• Taiwan’s indigenous people are considered Austronesian, or Austronesian-
speaking people. They belong to the same language family as those in Southeast 
Asia, Oceania and Madagascar.



Austronesians



Distribution and Population of Indigenous People

• Mountains indigenous people
• The Taiwanese government officially recognizes 16 ethnic groups of mountains 

indigenous peoples.

• Plains indigenous people
• Cultures of the plains indigenous peoples have undergone heavy assimilation. This 

increases the difficulty in identifying ethnic groups.

• About 569,000 or 2.38% of Taiwan population are mountains indigenous people.



Mountains Indigenous People



Indigenous People’s Tradition (1/3)

• Tattoos: Face tattoos could be found on elder indigenous people but not on young generation.

• Fabric and clothes: Use totem on clothes.



Indigenous People’s Tradition (2/3)

• House:  Apply the material from environment.

• Hunting: Only men hunt. Use gun, knife and archery. Now need special approvement.



Indigenous People’s Tradition (3/3)

• Harvest festival and music: Many different tribes used to have a harvest festival in summer 
or fall that acted as a way to unite all members of the community together with 
ancestors. To offer thanks for the welfare of the society through singing.



Cultures are losing

• For centuries, Taiwan's indigenous inhabitants experienced economic competition 
and military conflict with a series of colonizing newcomers. Centralized 
government policies designed to foster language shift and cultural assimilation, as 
well as continued contact with the colonizers through trade, inter-marriage and 
other intercultural processes, have resulted in varying degrees of language death 
and loss of original cultural identity.

• Indigenous people mostly live under the poverty line, are often unemployed or 
work unstable and dangerous jobs, die younger than most other Taiwanese, and 
are more subject to alcoholism. 



Government’s Development Projects 

• The governmental help tends to focus on specific interests, such as tourist 
attractions and agricultural projects, and the monetary grants often do not meet 
the indigenous peoples’ needs and expectations.

• Today in Taiwanese indigenous people are considered an important resource. 
They are seen as a crucial part of the Taiwanese identity, culturally and 
historically, and also represent an economic asset as a tourist attraction.

• Several blockbuster movies talking about indigenous peoples’ stories.

• Many Taiwan famous singers and athletes are indigenous people.



Appendix

• https://oftaiwan.org/taiwan-101/taiwan-indigenous-people/

• https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taiwanese_indigenous_peoples

• https://taiwaninsight.org/2017/12/04/why-development-projects-are-failing-taiwans-
aboriginal-peoples/
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