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Imaging national identity in Taiwan:
how do Taiwan’s indigenous youth
experience national identity?"

Josephina Georgopoulou

The issue of national identity in Taiwan, as in many other ethnically diverse
regions, is multi-layered and inherently complex. Notably, Japan’s colonial period in
Taiwan (1895-1945) and the KMT-led military rule (1949-1987) have had significant
consequences for the formation and development of national identity in Taiwan. Thus,
a large category of literature has emerged that examines national identity in Taiwan
through one of many lenses, including domestic policy, presidential time periods, ex-
ternal influence and more. However, most scholars fail to address national identity
amongst Taiwan’s indigenous groups specifically, who make up less than 3% of the
entire Taiwanese population. A key consequence of this is that this erases the voices
of such communities, who continue to struggle to establish strong political representa-
tion and social presence. As a result, the objective of this research project was to open
a conversation on national identity centred around the voices of Taiwan’s underrepre-
sented indigenous communities.

As a concept, national identity can be explained as a psychological attachment to
a ‘we/us’ group which has been socially and politically constructed.” This can change
over time through the influence of ‘socialisation mechanisms’, which target language,
culture, interpretation of a shared history and more.? A distinct ‘Taiwanese’ identity
(as opposed to the ‘Chinese’ identity implemented during military rule) was initial-
ly built and strengthened during the Lee Teng-hui and Chen Shui-bian presidencies
(1996-2000 and 2000-2008, respectively).* Evidence of this is often based on annual
survey polls conducted by the National Chengchi University Election Study Center,
specifically their polls on ‘Changes in the Taiwanese/Chinese Identity of Taiwanese’

This is a summary of the original undergraduate dissertation the author wrote in April 2023.
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and ‘Changes in the Unification-Independence Stances of Taiwanese’. The most re-
cent data at time of writing shows the distribution of the population’s opinion on iden-
tity as follows: Taiwanese, 60.8%; Taiwanese and Chinese, 32.9%; Chinese, 3.6%.!
Further the three most popular stances on the unification-independence issue are as
follows: maintain status quo, decide at a later date, 28.7%; maintain status quo indefi-
nitely, 28.5%; maintain status quo, move toward independence, 25.4%.>

Due to time and resource constraints, the research was limited to only four
semi-structured interviews with ethnically indigenous Taiwanese university students.
Therefore, although the data cannot be generalised, it serves as a significant starting
point to expanding research in this field. Firstly, the initial findings from the interviews
demonstrated that Taiwan’s indigenous communities greatly value their individual
tribal culture, including its language and traditional practises. There was also agree-
ment across the interviewees that flaws in the education system and its structure were
preventing indigenous communities from retaining their culture. Critical of both the
DPP and the KMT, the interviewees further emphasised anecdotally that divisions be-
tween indigenous Taiwanese and ethnically Han Chinese Taiwanese continue to exist.
Following detailed analysis of the interviews, the research further confirmed that there
exist two forms of education which can build national identity: formal (institutional)
and informal (participation in cultural and traditional tribal practises). Furthermore,
the economic disparity between indigenous and Han Chinese Taiwanese is direct-
ly preventing indigenous communities living in Taiwan’s rural areas from accessing
high-quality education. By implication, economic disparity is further deepening the
divide between indigenous and Han Chinese Taiwanese. However, in reaction to Chi-
na’s growing economic and political strength, Taiwan’s indigenous youth prioritise
identity with the state (Taiwanese) over their own ethnic identity, demonstrating how
the ‘China’ factor may be acting as a catalyst for consolidating a strong ‘Taiwanese’
identity.

In conclusion, although it is expected that the Indigenous ethnic identity is set
within a Taiwanese national identity, Taiwan’s indigenous youth have, to a certain
extent, adopted Indigenous as both their ethnic and cultural identity, and Taiwanese as
their political identity. Therefore, Taiwan’s indigenous youth can experience national
identity fluidly, as their identity can be ethnic (Indigenous), cultural (Indigenous or
Taiwanese) and political (Taiwanese) all at once or at separate moments in time. Fur-
ther research could focus more deeply on separate factors that cause a shift from one
identity to another, including economic factors, education policies and implementa-
tion, and China’s developing position in the international order.

' Election Study Center, National Chengchi Univeristy,“Taiwanese / Chinese Identity”.
* Election Study Center, National Chengchi Univeristy,“Taiwan Independence vs. Unification with
the Mainland.





