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Resilience, Transformation and Adaptation of Communal Rituals in Taiwan:
Mining on Twenty-Four Years of Fieldwork

Research on Saikang’s Koah-hiur (Fa¥#X]3) (Tainan) for results

The triennial festival of Hsikang (P574) in the Tainan region, commonly named by
the locals ‘Saikang Koah-hiu™, remains one of the major Han folk religion’s celebrations
in Taiwan. It holds different symbolic functions, from propitiatory to exorcistic, and,
embedded in local society, it entails a wide range of social meanings as well. The festival
is organized to honor Chhian-Soe-ia F5%&% (a generic term to designate three of the
twelve Kings of Epidemics, invited in rotation for the occasion, for a little longer than
100 hours) and comprises several ritual performances taking place at the same time, such
as a Taoist service, wangjiao (T-[if), a service celebrating the Kings in a ‘palace’, wangfu
keyi (EJfFFHE), the burning of the King’s boat, shao wangchuan (£ F#4), a four-day
procession going around the local territory, koah-hiu" (XIJZ). The current research
mainly focuses on this last ritual, drawing thousands and thousands of social actors for an
intense moment of sharing and exchanging.

Having started with thirteen villages more than two hundred years ago, the territorial
procession involves nowadays 90-odd neighboring cult communities, worshiping
different gods of the folk religion pantheon, thus reaching a limit in terms of space and
time. Performed without interruption ever since 1784, despite a series of challenges, the
event does offer a quite remarkable historical depth for Han Taiwan and a significant
display of the folk religion beliefs system. Besides, it is well worth considering it in the
multi-dimensional local context of the region of Tainan, including its geographical setting,



as well as in the general environment of socio-economic change and global trends,

including cultural policies.

After introducing the object through photographs and short descriptions, and
evoking the approach adopted in her extensive fieldwork on the topic, Fiorella Allio will
elaborate on the multi-faceted interactions with rituals’ protagonists and locals and the
temporal dimension of her observations spanning over two decades as points of reflexive
analysis. Focused on this case study and based on this personal experience, the
perspective aims at understanding the evolution of several aspects of folk religion on
Taiwan. While overwhelmingly displaying traditional symbols, practices and objects,
what makes the ritual of Hsikang, as well as many similar events, definitely belonging to

their time and producing a unique reflection on the collective being? What general

features does this reflect of Taiwan’s culture and society?
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