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Supporting and Resisting Taiwan's Welfare Policy for Indigenous Peoples:

Austronesian and Han Perspectives Compared

Yang-Chih Fu

Abstract

This study examines how Taiwan's Han and Australasian peoples vary in supporting and
resisting the government's efforts in taking extra care of indigenous peoples, and how such
variances reflect the social psychological backgrounds of the making of the aboriginal
welfare policy. The data include a national Han sample (n=3349), taken from a face-to-face
survey on Taiwan's ethnic relationships in 1999, and a national Aboriginal sample (n=807)
from a telephone survey with the indigenous peoples in 2000. The ordered probit analyses
reveal that Han respondents differ significantly from the aborigines in how they support the
aboriginal welfare policy. The well-educated Han support the policy, but wealthier
aborigines show notable reservations. While a perception of social justice helps the Han to
favor the policy, it becomes a factor for policy resistance among the indigenous peoples. A
sharp contrast is seen with people who have greater contact with aboriginals. In eastern
Taiwan, where more than one-fifth o f the population are indigenous peoples, the Han people
strongly oppose the aboriginal welfare policy. This negative regional effect remains highly
significant even after taking the respondent’s demographic characteristics, socioeconomic
status, and general ideology into account. It is also independent of how much contact the
respondents have had with the aborigines, how the respondents perceive the image and the
status of this target group, and how they attribute the aborigines' plight. In comparison, the
aboriginal respondents who live in a state of ethnic enclosure tend to support the policy more
strongly than those who live in a predominantly Han area. For those who move to cities,
however, the most favorable contact pattern for policy support is not ethnic enclosure, but a
moderate contact with other aborigines in the neighborhood as well as in daily life. Finally,
itis evident that consistently attributing aboriginal plight to social and economic deprivation
for both the Hans and aborigines leads to a very strong support for the welfare policy. The
paper discusses how these major findings shed light on theories of ethnic contact and
ethnic group perception. It also proposes several important implications for the minority
welfare policy.

Keywords: Taiwan's aborigines, Austronesian peoples, minority welfare policy, ethnic
relations



