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A STUDY ON MEN’S HOUSE OF THE TANAN RUKAI

(SUMMARY)

JEN SHIEN-MIN

The data of this paper were gathered by the author in February, 1956,
in his field trip to a village named Tanan and inhabited by the Rukai tribe.
The Rukai is one of the tribes of the Formosan aborigines and most of its
people live in the area around the Su-Kou River, the South and North Ai-liau
River, and the Upper Ta-nan River. North of this territory, live the Bunun;
south, the Paiwan; east, the Ami and Puyuma; and west, except in the valley
of the Lan-mong River, the Raval group and the Butsul group of the Pai-
wan. According to its geographical distribution, the Rukai may be divided into
three groups, namely, the Lower San-shé group, the Western group, and the
Eastern group with the last one settling by the side of the Ta-nan River in eastern
Taiwan and being separated far apart from the first two. Taken as a whole,
the Rukai has a population of 6,500 dwelling in 22 villages, one of Which is
called Tanan where the author has visited.

During recent years Tanan villagers have adopted many changes to the
dresses they wear, to the utensils they use, and to the structure of houses
they plan. Only one thing remains unchanged and that is the type of a men’s
house they have preserved. In studying this men’s house, the following five
points should be thoroughly noticed:

1. The type of this men’s house distinguishes itself from that of Ami
and of Puyuma by use of large ancestors’ images. in wooden-carving.

2. The images carved on the wooden posts are heroes and heroines among
the villagers’ ancestors, and each of them has an interesting legend.

3. The total number of the images are ten, three of which represent
female, including a mother goddess and two magicians. So the taboo for
women regarding the men’s house is not strict with the Rukai.

4. The 10 images, one after another, are arranged in such a fixed order
that they cannot change places with each other even in case of the men’s
house being reconstructed or removed to any other places.

5. Such a men’s house cannot be found in other Rukai villages, but is an
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Plan and view of the interior of the Tanan men’s house.
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1. XKEginker 2. KiginksB i
1. Men’s house of Tanan. 2. Village god of Tanan.

3. KBt/ 4. DT
3. Former men’s house of Tanan. 4. Former men’s house of Likavon, a Puyuma village.
(From Sayama, Y. 1920.) (From Sayama, Y. 1920.)

5. BRIt ES; 6. LT ETT

5. Young men’s house at a Puyuma village. 6. Men’s house of Ami tribe, Hsinkang, Taitung.
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1. Carved wooden post in front of the men’s 2. Carved wooden board with “bell” attached, carried
house at Tavarong, an Ami village. on the hip by couriers when delivering orders.

3. KEETRLHIZI 4 KR A

3. The wood-caver of Tanan. 4. The two informants of Tanan.
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unique feature of Tanan. Therefore it must be assumed that the men’s house
at Tanan was built under the influence of the neighbouring Ami and Puyuma.

With the Ami and the Puyuma the men’s house, as it should be, is in
conformity with their social organization: the matrilineal clans and the age-
grade system, the latter especially having the men’s house organization as
one of its features. With the Rukai, however, as with the Paiwan, we find a
caste-system with landlords (or nobles) and serfs. Consequently, organization
of the men’s house in the Rukai is loose and appears superimposed on the
lately developed caste-system. Here arises a question: For what purposes
do the Tanan villagers still preserve a men’s house? This, the author thinks,
can be explained in no other ways than in this: Tanan, sharing with the
borders of the Ami and the Puyuma, the two strong tribes, is thrown into
such a position that it must do something to strengthen its social organiza-
tion and the men’s house does serve this purpose.

The men’s house of Tanan, though greatly influenced by its neighbours,
is different in many ways from that of the Ami and of the Puyuma. The
men’s houses of the Ami are of two kinds: one is men’s houses controlled
by headmen; the other is men’s houses used as youth training camps. The
men’s houses controlled by the headmen are built in the center of the village,
while the men’s houses used as youth training camps are built by the edge
of the village. With Tanan, a men’s house only assumes the function of a
bachelor’s house where young men sleep and receive training. Tanan has
only one men’s house, while in an Ami village, there are several (usually
four) and in a Puyuma village, five to six men’s house are erected.

The age-grade system and youth training are two parallel cultural ele-
ments of the men’s house. With the Ami, we find most strictly organized age-
grade system; with the Puyuma, the less; and with the Rukai, the least. In
the respect of youth training there is a little bit difference. The Puyuma
undertakes the most strict youth training; the Ami, the less; the Rukai, the
least.



