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From “a Group of People” to “an Ethnic Group™:
On Transformation and Recognition of Sakizaya
Yih-ju Su’

Abstract

In 2007, Sakizaya became the thirteenth aboriginal tribe officially recognized
by the Taiwanese government. Focusing on the process through which this group
transformed to an institutionally acknowledged ethnic group, this paper argues
that the state and scholars play important roles in shaping how distinct tribes are
to be recognized among the indigenous community. The system of classification
that they established helped to formulate how a group intends to differentiate itself
from other groups.

In the context of Taiwanese history, the concept of “ethnic group”
was introduced by the Japanese colonial regime as it imported the western
anthropological system for categorizing indigenous people. Since then, Taiwan
indigenous people divided into seven, eight, nine or ten ethnic groups. Before this,
the indigenous people tended to identify themselves in the blood-bounded or local
environment characters as the different tribe groups. Nevertheless, the concept of
ethnicity depended on genealogies, language and tangible cultural representations.
It is specific, arbitrary and definite.

Using the Sakisaya’s name rectification campaign case, I intend to
demonstrate that the system of categorization initiated in the period of Japanese
ruling and continued to be adopted by the Taiwanese government, informed how

the Sakizaya believed, and made a compelling case for, what made them an ethnic

*  Doctor, Graduate Institute of Multicultural Education, National Dong Hwa University, Taiwan.
Postdoctoral Fellow, Humanities Innovation and Social Practice Research Center, National Dong Hwa
University, Taiwan.
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group. In the end, the concept of ethnicity offered contemporary indigenous
communities a legitimate discourse to identify and clearly mark themselves as
a bounded ethnic unity, while the fluid group based on blood or place concept

pertaining to people waned.

Keywords: Taiwan indigenous people, Taiwan indigenous ethnic groups, Sakizaya

people, Sakizaya ethnic group
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