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From Tribal Society to Nationalized Ethnic Group:

Imagination and Performance of Identity in gataban

(headhunting ritual/harvest festival) Among the Kavalan

Pi-chen Liu
Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica

This paper will examine how “traditional rituals” were once models for
reflecting on, organizing and managing daily life, from the native's point of view.
Through rituals, people built an imagined link with the natural and supernatural
world, forming a tribal society that was autonomous and in which resources
were shared. Under the impact of external influences, traditional rituals
gradually became innovated and imagined constructs with contemporary
political objectives; the process involving group classification and integration of
new social relationship into the changing state.

Taking the Kavalan people as an example, who were successfully
recognized as an ethnic group by the government in 2002. As a case study,
this paper will analyze how, after martial law was lifted in Taiwan in 1987,
against the background of political liberalization and reconstruction of national
identity, the people of Sinshe village in Hualien County used various innovative
qataban activities (transforming it from the headhunting ritual into the harvest
festival) as a reflexive strategy for the group’s name restoration movement to
avoid a direct conflict with national assimilation politics. Through the dramatic
effects and symbolism of the contemporary performance of the gataban, they
echoed, opposed and imagined the “we group” and then created new social
relationships in the process of negotiating differences and conflict between
internal sub-groups. At the same time, through the interactive participation
of government, media and academia, this nationalized ethnic group, severed
from tradition, was imagined and the group’s “existence” was announced to, and
negotiated with, the government.

Keywords : ethnic identity, nationalization, headhunting ritual, harvest festival,
Kavalan
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