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Becoming “Thao”: Genetic Science, Identity Construction and the Thao

Aboriginal Movement

Yu-Yueh TSAI

Institute of Sociology, Academia Sinica

Abstract

Using the name rectification movement of the Thao people in Taiwan as
an example, this article analyzes how name rectification activists used human
genome research to achieve their re-naming goal. I use historical and field
data to argue that Thao ethnic activists used DNA evidence as an example of
“strategic scientific essentialism” in Thao identity formation. After the Thao
were officially recognized by the Taiwan government in 2001, DNA evidence
was deemphasized compared to land ownership, the establishment of a
Thao national council, and the promotion of Thao language learning in the
construction of Thao ethnicity. This shift from strategic scientific essentialism
to strategic scientific de-essentialism confirms that ethnic identity is not
primordial, but a product shaped by social and political change. The Thao’s
successful re-naming campaign demonstrates how genetic knowledge can
generate significant social effects on resource access and power redistribution

by shaping ethnic identity and differences.

Keywords: genetics, aborigines, identity politics, strategic scientific

essentialism, ethnicity
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