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Summary

Based on historical materials (such as documents and ancient con-
tracts), research literature, and the long-term accumulated field study, this
book pinpoints the history and culture of the Thao living in the Sun Moon
Lake area. Special efforts were focused on Thao's ethnic status, dramatic
change in history, and traditional sociocultural traits.

Chapter One sketches the natural and cultural scenario of the so-called
Salian area-Thao's original territory. Based on the documents reported by
high rank government officers of Ching Empire, this chapter provides an
overall description of the peoples living in this area. Over the past decades,
Thao has been mistakenly classified as a branch of the Tso dispersed in Ali
Mountain area. The genetic data has illustrated this fallacy and suggested
an independent ethnic status of the Thao. This chapter has also introduced
the four major communities - Tow-ser, Sui-ser, Mao-lan and Sen-lu.

Chapter Two outlines the interactions among the Thao, Bunun, Atayal,
and other plains aborigines. It was illustrated that a large proportion of
Thao's original sovereignty turned into the hands of the Han Chinese during
the so-called "Kuo Pai-nien intrusion" period between 1814 and 1815. Sin-
ce 1823, the Thao people actively invited other plains aborigines, including
Taokas, Pazeh, Papora, Hoanya, and Babuza, to cultivate massive land
owned by Thao. This cooperation has resulted in the pluralistic picture of
today's Salian area. In addition, it is also indicated that the invasion of Han
Chinese and the spread of epidemic plague (smallpox) are the major factors

for Thao's population change, reducing from 861 in 1847 to 352 in 1896.
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The Thao tribe has only 263 peoples in 1997.

Based on historical documents, research literature, ancient contracts,
and ethnographic data collected by the authors in the past seven years,
Chapter Three delineates the two stages distinguishing Thao's history of de-
velopment - Han Chinese invasion with armed forces before 1844, and in-
vitation for collaborative cultivation of lands actively initiated by Thao sin-
ce Huang Tien-fat gained the permit in 1844 from Thao tribal leaders to cul-
tivate their lands. Since then, both demographic and sociocultural shrinking
have become Thao's destiny.

Chapter Four describes the legends and cultural traditions of the Thao.
Given the fact of very few legends remained with the impact of Han Chinese
invasion, these legends clearly demonstrated the important themes hidden
behind Thao's collective memory. Also indicated are the core sociocultural
traits which characterized the Thao, including social organization (patriline-
ality, tribal organization and age grade system), subsistence types (fishing,
hunting, and slash-and-burn agriculture), material cultures (wood molar,
shell ornaments, geometric design, weaving, long house, and canoe), super-
natural belief (ancestral worship and animistic belief), and rituals and cer-
emonies (headhunting, bird divination, tooth knocking) and so on.

Chapter Five takes a step further of Thao people's ancestral worship,
rituals and ceremonies. To show respect of their ancestors, almost all Thao
families kept one "ancestral basket" each and maintained the priest system
at the tribal level to perform the worship ceremonies during the "harvest cer-
emony" - the most important ceremony in Thao people's life cycle.

In the last chapter, the authors gave a brief introduction of the theories

of ethnic identity and then illustrated how Thao people perpetuate their tra-
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dition and restore their once vulnerable ethnic identity by maintaining their
unique ancestral worship belief. The dramatic change of the Thao in his-
tory, fluctuating between a splendid landowner and a people at the edge of
distinction and bravely fighting for survival nowadays, has silently disprov-
ed the prediction of survival of the fittest. Yet, it is our belief that Thao pe-
ople have a lot more to do and the majority Han Chinese need to show more
encouragement and sympathy to the Thao in order for Thao culture to per-

petuate as Taiwan's precious treasure.
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