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From Shamanic Ritual to Theatre, Cultural Industry and Cultural
Heritage: The State, Shamanism and Gender among the Kavalan and
the Amis (Taiwan)

Pi-chen Liu

Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica, Taiwan

Empirical field research in Kavalan and Amis villages in the north of Hualian on the
periphery of the city will explore the social context under which shamanic rituals have
gradually evolved from the village level to the united ethnic group, becoming labels of
particular nations and finally a kind of cultural industry or heritage. Why have shamanic
rituals, stripped of their mystifying religious, ritualistic, and taboo characteristics, been
put on the stage of the National Theater by aboriginal groups in the form of modern
theater? These shamanic rituals have taken on new life, transforming from rituals that
were a part of everyday village life to a performance genre that receives widespread
attention-- objects for gaze and enjoyment by others.

In Kavalan village, shamanic rituals are no longer only periodically social practices,
having instead broken with tradition to become realities existing only in performance.
What kind of social circumstances lead to such performances being further transformed
into a creative industry, being continually duplicated, disseminated, and reproduced like a
commercial product by State policy? In the Amis Lilau village, whose shamanism and
shamanic activities have an extremely close interactive relationship with Kavalan, Amis
shamanic ritual is still practiced on a daily basis and was officially recognized as national
cultural heritage and worthy of preservation in 20009.

What particular political and economic significance does this theatricalization,
commercialization and property of shamanic ritual have? During twenty short years, in
the local and tribal societies the relationships among the shaman, the state and gender
have been characterized by variation. Different actions and reactions have occurred in
different villages in the same area, causing different development, and forming diverse
and changing local communities.
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