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Does Culture Always Come with Tourism?—
on Harvest Festival of the Amis throughout the Covid-19 Impact

Shih-chung Hsieh
Adjunct Professor of Anthropology
National Taiwan University
A paper for the Eighth International Conference on Tourism & Leisure Studies, Jun 14,
2023 —Jun 16, 2023 at University of Granada, Granada, Spain

l. Introduction: Cultural tourism as a professional but popular term

Since the late 1970’s right after Dean MacCannell’s book The Tourist (1976)
published, tourism gradually became an important sphere for anthropological studies.
Nelson Graburn’s research especially on the different definitions for both natural and
cultural tourism (1989) was another cornerstone to push up advanced discussion on
the essence of tourism. From then on most of scholars had concentrated on meaning
of authenticity which is in relation to complicated interaction between tourists and
tourees. Tons of debates brought people to the theme by the question “Is what the
tourist sees real? Or more specifically if “culture” the tourists contacted is “true culture”
under the premise of entering into situation of cultural tourism? Simply to say, what
the authenticity is? (cf. Cole 2007; Knox 2008; Wang 2007; Cohen E. & S. A. Cohen 2012;
Martin 2010:537-554)

Tourism had been often criticized by media, educational circle and academic
community about its harmfulness to the daily life of the local people, and a distorted
culture was one of the worst items among others (see e.g. Greenwood 1989; McKean
1989; Wang & Morais 2014:74-87). However tourism plus culture become cultural
tourism in some ways on the contrary gained positive reaction from the voices of
government or leading class of relevant enterprises. The point is that it is no more low
value performance in touristic situation as long as the core attraction is so-called
“culture”. That is to say bringing tourists to contact local culture is exactly an action of
expressing respect to the host society. Such a touristic environment on indigenous

culture is especially evident in contemporary Taiwan.

In this paper | will firstly describe the activity attended by crowed participants for

the most famous festival of the Austronesian indigenous people in Taiwan, .ie., ilisin or
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the Harvest Festival among almost all Amis sub-groups. Then | am going to discuss a
special phenomenon of lacking tourist for attending this colorful dancing and singing
performing festival under the name of cultural tourism financially supported by local
government. This particular situation simply to say is culture there completely indeed
but without visitors coming to appreciate. A revenge travel wave began since 2021 say
post-Covid 19 era in Taiwan but still found few observers from other places to join Amis’
Harvest Festival under governmental encouragement with the slogan of cultural
tourism. In general Taiwanese like to enjoy leisure tourism but culture itself may be
never an attractive center, therefore the case of Amis’ Harvest Festival tells us a story
of ethnic distance existed in Taiwan, even the easy leisure time still cannot bring
indigenes and people from main society together then to indicate an expected full

picture of multi-culturalism.

II. Amis’ ilisin or harvest festival as the typical expressive culture of
indigenous people in Taiwan

There are totally sixteen national indigenous groups in Taiwan. They all belong to
Austronesian linguistic family and more and more scholars accept a theory to contend
Taiwan having an ancestral position for all Austronesian peoples in pacific region. Most
of the groups have maintained well on main traditional annual festival and ritual even
though both Japanese colonial regime and kMT Chinese government had ever
seriously practiced policy of assimilation for totally around 100 years. An ethnic-social
movement had started since mid-1980s initialed by young indigenous student leaders
in metropolitan area and then became a huge wave in following decades that forced
the government to abandon original assimilation ideology. A democratic and
multicultural value became the major ideology in this island country since the time
moving into a new century. It drove both the government and the main society

appreciate multi-ethnic reality and the importance of indigenous culture.

Amis are the largest group among the Taiwan indigenes. Their main dwelling area
is in valley and coastal plains in east Taiwan. The Harvest Festival or illisin in most of
the Amis local dialects is in association with a typical new-year-like celebration which
was held continuously in confirmed three days averagely during the months from July
till September. Such an Amis festival in Chinese “fung-nien-chi/fongnianji” today has
been called by commoners for all indigenous annual ceremonial days (Photo 1 &
Photo2). Many residents in Taiwan thought every indigenous group has a Harvest
Festival as what the Amis did. In a word whenever indigenous important traditional

festival had been mentioned the Harvest Festival or fung-nien-chi in highly probability
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would be proposed to match each other by the information receiver. What the
expressive culture was performed during the period of Harvest Festival of the Amis has

been imagined exactly as the same meaning of referring to all Taiwan indigenes.

[Il. Cultural tourism with ilisin defined by the government

As | mentioned above Jlisin or the Harvest Festival of the Amis has been well
known long since the period of Japanese domination. All members of tribal
communities returned home and participated in preparations guided by leaders of the
group. There are around one hundred Amis sub-groups or local groups and most of
them are small or medium size but several bigger one distributed in valley area of
Hualien County such as Fata’an and Tafalong. Younger people are the most important
attendants for the celebration because they, in accordance with different age-grades,
have to be responsible for all major works. Kakita’an or the head of community is
taking in charge. Ordinarily the whole of festival had continued for at least three days.
Crowded people with laughing, talking, singing, dancing, and having good food with
alcohol is a typical landscape in the community. Happiness probably will be the most
suitable word to describe all people’s daily life during the particular moment (Photo 3
& Photo 4).

In Taiwan both central government and county or city administration set up a
bureau or department for the tourism affair. This kind of public units in hierarchical
system of the government has been defined as a main role of developing tourism. The
civil servants at this particular department have to make policy to create touristic hot
wave which as a matter of fact is for providing leisure activity for civilians to having a
good time in weekend or holidays. Meanwhile the indigenes themselves have used to
applying financial support from the tourism department when an important
traditional festival or ritual day is approaching. In the present without collecting money
from the government it is hard for a tribal community to hold a successful festival.
Amis’ illisin or Harvest Festival is the one that needs bigger money usually in
comparison to other ritual performances among other indigenous groups due to its

far-famed effect to be able to attract much more attendants theoretically.

As long as the Hualien local administration gave money and the tribal community
smoothly finished holding a festival that meant an activity of cultural tourism had been
accomplished well. And a crucial evidence for such an activity well-down was usually
some photos of showing the head of county to give speech at established stage in an

open field displayed through TV program, internet report, or next day newspaper. The

5



public side won’t collect data of the numbers of external visitors for judging if the
activity under the name of cultural tourism was operated nicely down after the end of
Harvest Festival. An only public propaganda came up soon at this time was to report
Amis colorful culture through traditional rituals and loud singing and dancing with

beautiful clothing.
IV. Culture performed by the Amis at the tribal community

The whole of ilisin or Harvest Festival was totally organized by local Amis people.
Under the circumstances we probably should look at it as a complete ethnoscape of
the Amis in the sense of cultural performance. Everyone wore traditional clothes
although almost all materials coming from modern factory instead of by hand-made
loom. Each age-grade had one’s own base and all members were requested to be there
all the time during the era of festival. The main gate of any age-grade house was
decorated for emphasizing their special emblem or lucky symbol (Photo 5, Photo 6,
Photo 7). When the time for any particular age-grade to go to the field center was up
all members lined up walking orderly to enter in. Then people sang or danced following

the leading person for matching the arranged schedule.

There were several times for all the tribal members joining together in the center
of ritual field to respect the head of community and hand by hand to dance in a couple
of circles. That symbolized re-union of all Amis people in this particular community
and everyone wished to own good health and received warm blessing from the
supernatural power including ancestral spirits. Songs and dancing programs were told
inherited from ancient time except for some modern composed popularized folk songs.
A number of songs were limited to be able to sing at this sacred moment and it became
taboo for other non-festival time if someone wanted to sing. The whole picture of
sacredness had been created by all participants who were local Amis in different
generations. Other sub-groups of the Amis in general were not allowed to join it unless
a special invitation had been sent off in advance. The main reason is that in the past
each tribal community played as an independent self-defense unit and all activity to
represent their spiritual solidarity was in secret. Every member had to keep secret

about military power of their community.

There are one hundred tribal communities or sub-groups among the Amis People
so that one can imagine very hot and crowded days during the festival almost
everywhere in east Taiwan in summer. It is indeed a perfect time for urban residents

especially the students in Taiwan to visit any Harvest Festival in school break season.
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That is why local government always claimed series of cultural tourism arranged in
summer mostly and some people might believe that it is easy and comfortable to
contact other culture, say Austronesian indigenous culture during ilisin time. The

festival was found all the time everywhere indeed.

V. Lacking of internal tourism by indifferent neighborhood

The indigenous community in Taiwan in a great percentage is absolutely not a
“pure” indigenes residential district. The Han-Taiwanese/Chinese had lived in this
island for more than four hundred years since the first group migrated from
southeastern China in the 17% century with Koxinga troop for reaching their goal of
anti-Manchurian occupation on mainland China. The Han firstly completely
assimilated the various indigenous groups in plains area where the dwelling setting or
contact zone is overlapping for those two racial categories, say, the native
Austronesians and newly-moved Sino-Tibetan linguistic group. Then the latter little by
little found opportunities to settle down in non-plain indigenous area where are
regarded as high latitude mountainous tribal communities and those peoples living in
eastern part of the island that the Han’s step was slower to touching down.
Nevertheless most of the tribal communities are able to maintain original local
ethnicity due to the unpleasant experiences in the hill for the Han with plain
adaptation and causing an outcome of small population then bring limited influences

to the indigenes.

The Amis in contrast to their Austronesian cousins have been used to living in
plain area so that their knowledge of plants are counted as the best one that can be
compared to the capability of hunting wild animal in mountainous region for the other
indigenous peoples. A “lucky” element for the Amis to avoid from being assimilated
by the Han was their remote dwelling place in east Taiwan where was faraway to the
location of most of the Chinese immigrants landed in western ports of the island.
However still got some individuals owned land or house within Amis’ tribal territory.
And those newcomers actually have rooted at this particular village with their
descendants. They are residents without question but being isolated from all of

indigenous grouping no matter what it is automatic or passive.

Did those non-indigenous residents joined daily life of the indigenes or participate
in cultural activity of the Amis? The answer based on my field research is “no”! Those
Han residents always showed an attitude of neglect to the rituals or festivals of the

Amis so it is not common for them to attend illisin or Harvest Festival although some
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might go to the celebration center to say hi to the people like classmates or friends but
no way to wear Amis’ clothes and danced with the age-grade members. Most of the
temporary participants just come and go. The ethnic gap between the indigenes and
the Han in fact are clearly set up and kept by cultural distance. Even for those inter-
marriage family of the indigenes and the Han, the Han side mostly male usually
indicated opponent opinion to kid’s attendance of the activity with fully-dressed Amis
clothes. In a word an internal tourism within the village was problematic not mention
to expect the Han resident supporting the development of cultural tourism of the

indigenes.

VI. Few non-indigenous participants at all in all ritual situation during the
era before Covid-19 impact and after it under the wave of revenge travel

One may feel that most of the Harvest Festival were perfectly held if related
information only came from governmental announcement through public or private
media. And a successful cultural tourism with educational value and cultural
preservation of the indigenous people was the final outcome defined by the local
administration. All photos and videos shot by camera men appointed by the
government indicated splendid traditional colors of the Amis and happy participants
with smile and satisfaction of having good food and alcohol. Such a picture of jlision
activity had become a stable impression among most of the Taiwan residents because
they didn’t have motivation to check the correctness of the related news by the reason

of missing those Harvest Festivals held in Hualien through the whole of summer.

The true situation is totally different from report of the local officials actually. |
had conducted fieldwork on Amis’ Harvest Festival since 2003 and visited many
subgroups during ilisin moment with my team members. Half of the Amis have
migrated into urban areas and a great parts of them set up tribe-like community at the
corner of city or suburban neighborhood. The first thing for Amis immigrants in the
city to do was to elect a leader of the group in Chinese tou-mu and in Amis kakita’an.
Since a tou-mu had been appointed formally then the group would think of organizing
an ilisin in next summer time. Tou-mu and ilisin are two key cultural elements to
confirm the independence of an Amis sub-group when they had moved to new place
and re-set a traditional cultural life. Thus in both tribal communities in Hualien area,
the original hometown and dwelling place in urban location we can find ilisin
performed popularly. No Harvest Festival no Amis. All members of the Amis completely
identified themselves as true indigenous people under the premise of owning the

holding of ilisin.



However it is true that there was a landscape of crowded people in almost every
tribal community in the moment of Harvest Festival but almost all of them were their
own tribal friends, family or clan members, say all Amis (Photo 8, Photo 9, Photo 10).
People sang and danced following the schedule arranged by the organizing committee
and the leader of age-grade, or they with close friends and relatives who returned to
join such an activity enjoyed local snacks like fried snails, salted raw fish, clams, and
beer at any opened table nearby an acquainted food vendor alongside a street of

good-for-eat operated for three days.

It is understandable that perhaps some of outsiders passed by and might eat
something or stopped at a corner close to the ceremonial field to watch a short time.
But they in my observation were not being there on purpose. In other words the
external visitors were not attracted by the Harvest Festival itself to be the ilisin plaza.
They instead incidentally found something special there when driving through the
main highway and decided to pull over to take a look. They mostly left fast in a very
short moment. | had attended several times either in urban area or in homeland
Hualien but never found any group brought by a commercial travel company to
appreciate a Harvest Festival in previous ten years.

|II

A so-called “revenge travel” phenomenon had been formed since 2021
when the Covid-19 threat was gradually not so serious. People were still not allowed
to go abroad for sightseeing or touristic purpose at that time. Many Taiwanese decided
to leave homes to farther country side especially for the eastern coast of Taiwan.
Hualien was the number one target for tourists. But one would be wrong to have an
expectation for seeing a great number of visitors crowding in watching Amis’ Harvest
Festival. In August 2022 when the tour buses were all full of passengers and running
in the roads of Hualien | got no meeting to any one from cities in west Taiwan in ilisin

location.

VII. Is ethnic interaction true?--cultural tourism without authentic culture
and culture without external observers

The story of ilisin or Harvest Festival of the Amis tells us the matter of a broken
line between the indigenes and the main society whose administrative representative
is the government. The Amis mostly have enjoyed celebrating this biggest festival
which includes some crucial rituals for the supernatural world, important grouping

activity for connection of the same age-grade members, performances of traditional
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and newly-composed songs and dances, refreshing all kinds of good ethnic food by
opened street vendors, and best opportunity to call back all residents and emigrants
of this particular tribal community to symbolize indigenous solidarity. Crowded people
and atmosphere of happiness are full of the era of festival. Anyone who is interested

in indigenous culture should not miss such an Amis traditional ilisin.

The local government has clear idea about the importance of Harvest Festival
among the Amis people, and related administrative sessions begins to do preparations
about the coming of ilisin since the early spring every year. There are more than one
hundred Amis tribal communities in Hualien County, some are smaller and a couple of
them are with high population and occupying broad territory. The latter communities
usually are famous and have been reported by media often and certainly received
much more attentions. The government more or less will financially supports every
community for the big day as long as an application sent off to the public office in time.
The bigger the community the higher the budget. Many ilisin have been decorated
with colorful and beautiful banners and all sorts of paintings, temporarily bamboo or

wood buildings, and evident ethnic emblems through the contribution of public money.

“Cultural tourism” began to be publicly claimed through governmental
documents at the time of making first step to support Jjlisin. Both electronic and
traditional media somehow would summarize main points of the documents and it is
no doubt that this term “cultural tourism” become a must-be cited one. This situation
has created a probability of connecting culture and tourism together, and it is certainly
for people to be able to having optimism to approve positive interaction between
indigenous culture and Han-Taiwanese/Chinese society. However unfortunately things
won’t follow such a route to develop, and as a matter of fact the Han tourists under
the journey of internal tourism either before Covid-19 time or post-pandemic era
indeed passed by Hualien but see nothing on indigenous traditional culture through
the holding of ilisin. The matter of cultural tourism without authentic culture and
culture without external observers may be a suitable definition for the relationship

between superficial cultural tourism and lonely local cultural performance.

VIIl. Concluding remarks—from ancient xenophobia to contemporary
neglect to other culture and minority people

For the purpose of cumulating political achievement or government performance
a local government must propose policies for proving their success of serving civilians

well. Cultural tourism thus became a never ending public affair in terms of respect and
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develop various kinds of local cultures (cf. i 1992, 19944, 1994b; HitH H Eilgk
#5¥4 1998). In Hualien area the indigenous culture without question is always the most
important item due to the fact that this special mountainous county is absolutely a
typical territory of the original homeland of the Amis. The Han immigrants and the
Amis have mutually interacted for at least three hundred years. However the Han
people have shared a long-lasting thousand years tradition of contacting non-Han
“barbarians” since they began to move southward to the region mostly around
Mekong River in mainland of Asia and the insular area especially Taiwan where is the
nearest new land from the home in southern China by local Han residents. The
Confucianism ethics had seriously separated its members from non-Han ethnic groups
in the south including Taiwan indigenes. “Huan” or barbarians was a long-recognized
word to call Taiwan indigenes. Yuan-chu-min/Yuanzhumin or the people who originally
live in here is now a formal term to call indigenes, but some inferior terms like

“mountain people” or even huan still used by the Han occasionally.

In my interpretation an ancient xenophobia rooted in history of Chinese people
has transformed its way of performance to contemporary Taiwan. It is true that Taiwan
is a democratic and free country with good development of high technology and
successful international commercial network. People have enjoyed full and good
quality education and formed a huge group of middle class who are backbone of the
nation. Theoretically a well-praised multi-ethnic and cultural social environment can
be easily found in this particular island country. However through an observation on
ilisin and cultural tourism in Amis communities described above Hualien surprisingly
tells us a different story. The Han people including the local villagers who had been
neighbor long time in my point are not just without interest to see the Harvest Festival
of the Amis but an inner ancient xenophobia still occupying deep minds of human body.
They in fact are “scare” instead of merely “no interest”. Civilization shared by the Han
people has been imagined to be out of non-civilized barbarian world. Amis are people
belonging to another world which is totally not part of the world established by Han’s

Confucianism. No touch is promise of safety, so to speak.
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Photo 1 ilisin dancing of an Amis group in east Taiwan 2005-7-12 provided by the
author

Photo 2 ilisin of Fata'an, one of the largest group 2022-8-20 photographed by the
author
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Photo 3 dancing with happiness in ilisin for an Amis group 205—7—12 provided by the

author

Photo 4 ready for dancing of the Amis residents 2005-7-12 provided by the author
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Photo 6 a main gate of age-grade 2022-8-20 photographed by the author
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Photo 8 people gathered in a vendor 2022-8-20 photographed by the author
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Photo 9 people watched and chatted around the ilisin field 2019-9-12 photographed

by the author
|
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Photo 10 people enjoyed food at a vendor 2019-9-8 photographed by the author
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Should you require forther information or have any questions, please visit the Enowledze Base: hitips2/cgscholar.com.
CE_support’en

We do hope you will be able to attend this important and tmely event.
Yours Sincersly,

Sl

Dir. William Copa

Prosident, Coermon Ground Resoarch Nebworis, IS4

Profussor, Dopartmant of Edncation Policy, &pni:lﬂc.&laﬂdl‘lh'gﬂoﬂpn{
Education, University of IEncds, Urbena-Clampaign, USA
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