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Locality at Large:

Time, Space, and Inter-Village Networks in Tainan’s
Saikang Koah-hiu Procession

Jen-chieh Ting
Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica

-

What is the relationship between locality and globalization? Can locales
resist the flow of capital? By using the concept “locality at large”, this paper
tries to examine these issues empirically, and tries to shed light on the “very
big” inter-village communal festivals within the Han Chinese folk religion
within the modern global arena.

Under the nationalist situation and global economy, people tend to
think more about the security of their particular place in the world. Places
then are the “contested terrain of competing definitions”. Nevertheless, to
discuss the contemporary place, we still need to look back at our traditional
place. This paper tries to explore the issue of traditional place through a new
lens. The Saikang Koah-hiu procession in Southern Taiwan is a very large
local festival which involves more than ninety palanquins and troupes. It
originated from the terror of floods and plagues in the Tsengwen river area;
thus a large inter-village communal ritual cooperation began to emerge.
Even the change of regional land measurements and boundary disputes
haven’t disrupted this cooperation. Furthermore, historically, the function
of conferring a newly emerging village’s authenticity through building up a
“large communal locality” has become crucially important. Once every three
years, the Saikang Koah-hiu takes place within a large festival combining
several other rituals, including a Daoist “Lord offering” ritual, a ceremony
that emulates etiquette within imperial yamens (higher level government
offices), a Boat-burning ritual, and a three-day inter-communitarian

territorial procession. During the period of about one week, it is believed
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that the Jade Emperor sends three of the Gods of Pestilence (among twelve)
to Saikang to control pestilence and recover social justice. This festival has
continued to be held in this area for more than 200 years. We offer a model,
“Ecology of Authentification”, which can explain how a village accomplishes
its village production and reproduction through not only political and
economic institutions, but also through “traditional institutions”. This
model of “Ecology of Authentification” explains how, under each specific
natural and social ecology, a village can attain authenticity through a
process of ritual confirmation and public demonstration. The mechanism
of the “large locality’s ” conferring function is the special yet typical lesson
we learn from the Saikang case. In particular, we offer several parallel
concepts to substantiate our analyses: authentification of magic power vs.
authentification of the reciprocal side; and master authentification vs. sub-
authentification. When this “large locality” enters into the modern national
state, there are a lot of confrontations and negotiations. This “large locality”,
with its original function of conferring authentification, now plays the role of
static and dynamic cultural heritage for the nation-state; and also the possible
role of accumulating capital for global capitalists. Within these interstices,
the formerly very marginal agricultural region Saikang, re-enters as a
nexus between the core and the periphery. Finally, we make a comparison
between locality, large locality and pilgrimage center, and discuss of how
traditional ways of reproducing locality can be relevant to modern nationalist

institutions and the global economic system.

Keywords: folk religion, locality, Saikang Koah-hiu, authentification, royal
lords
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