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Abstract
The most visible developments in visual anthropology in 21st century Taiwan have been the 

continuing activities of the Taiwan International Ethnographic Film Festival (TIEFF) and the 

increasing number of indigenous people documentaries.

	 The Taiwan Association of Visual Ethnography initiated the biennial TIEFF in 2001. TIEFF, the 

first and the longest running International Ethnographic Film Festival in Asia, screens films in the 

theatre in Taipei City. Until 2019, TIEFF had screened 365 local and foreign documentaries, of 

which 63 (17.2%) focused on Taiwanese indigenous people.

	 This article depicts the history, characteristics, criteria for selection, and impacts of TIEFF, and 

analyses Taiwanese indigenous people documentaries screened there. The term “indigenous people 

documentaries” is used to indicate indigenous-themed documentaries made by directors of both 

indigenous and non-indigenous descent. Six representative indigenous people documentaries made 

by the indigenous and Han Chinese directors have been selected for comparison to determine the 

representations, achievements, limitations, and contributions to anthropological knowledge of 

ethnographic filmmaking in Taiwan.
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1	 	In 21st century Taiwan, the most visible developments in visual anthropology have been the ongoing 

activities of the Taiwan International Ethnographic Film Festival (TIEFF), as well as the increasing 

number of documentaries about indigenous people it has screened. Given this significance, and that 

the biennial TIEFF (the official website: https://www.tieff.org/en/) is the first and longest running 

international ethnographic film festival in Asia, it is crucial to consider the following details: how 

and why it began; how it differs from ethnographic film festivals in Western countries; and how 

TIEFF is related to the proliferation of documentaries on Taiwanese indigenous people.

2	 	This article not only depicts the history, themes, characteristics, criteria for selection, and impacts of 

TIEFF, it also discusses the socio-political background and the specific designs of TIEFF for the rise 

of indigenous people documentaries.
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3	 	Six representative Taiwan indigenous people documentaries made by the indigenous and Han Chinese 

directors are selected for comparison to find out the main topics, ways of representations, and 

contributions of these films to anthropological knowledge and social practices. This article further 

reveals the advantages and limitations of indigenous directors while filming their own societies.

Ⅰ. The Birth and Main Characteristics of TIEFF
4	 	I am a Taiwanese anthropologist, and I began making 16mm ethnographic films in 1984. For years, 

I screened my ethnographic documentaries at international ethnographic film festivals in Europe and 

North America. However, I always hoped that an international ethnographic film festival could be 

established in Taiwan. In 2000, several visual anthropologists and documentary filmmakers created 

the Taiwan Association of Visual Ethnography (TAVE), a non-profit organisation supported by 

Academia Sinica’s Institute of Ethnology. In 2001, this organisation coordinated the first TIEFF. I was 

brought in at that time as president of TIEFF, a position I have maintained to the present day, and I 

was also the festival director and programmer of the first and second TIEFF.

5	 	TIEFF accepts entries in two categories of film. The ‘Theme’ category calls for entries of films that 

focus on a particular theme, and TIEFF then invites a particular director (since 2007 two directors) 

to serve as ‘director in focus’ and talk about that theme. In the ‘New Vision’ category, films 

completed on any subject within the last two years can be submitted. TIEFF categorises the selected 

films into various programmes and invites scholars to write review essays for the film catalogue. The 

selection criteria define ethnographic documentary films broadly; films must only contain deep 

cultural meanings and encourage anthropological comparison and discussion to qualify. 

Docufictions with actors playing themselves – such as Robert Flaherty’s Moana, filmed in Samoa 
(screened at the 2001 TIEFF), and Park Chan-Kyong’s Manshin, about the renowned Korean shaman 

Kim Keum-hwa (screened at the 2015 TIEFF) – are eligible. However, TIEFF does not include entirely 

fictional films played by actors – such as Wei Te-sheng’s famous indigenous film Warriors of the 

Rainbow: Seediq Bale, based on the 1930 Wu-she Incident in Central Taiwan while it was under 

Japanese rule, or the Inuk director Zacharias Kunuk’s Atanarjuat The Fast Runner. At its last two 

festivals, TIEFF adopted a sophisticated registration system powered by FilmFreeway, which led to a 

significant increase in the number of submissions, from about 300–400 films annually, to 700–1000 

annually. Each selected title is viewed and reviewed by at least two judges. The festival programmer 

consults with the judges and then decides the finalists, which always include films from Europe, 

Middle East, Africa, North and South America, but give more consideration to Asia-Pacific films.

6	 	The biennial TIEFF has always been held in the Wonderful Theatre (真善美劇院) in central Taipei City. 

Interested members of the public can buy tickets to see the TIEFF films. Since TIEFF considers every 

selected film to be equally valuable, it holds no competitions for its films. Instead, TIEFF emphasises 

cultural and professional exchanges among international and Taiwanese filmmakers, scholars, and 

general audiences. It seeks to provide a bilingual setting for cultural intercommunication and 

understanding by providing film subtitles, websites, catalogues, and post-screening discussions in 

languages other than Chinese. It also encourages intercultural comparisons and reflections on 

Taiwan’s socio-cultural issues. Next year, TIEFF will tour other parts of Taiwan with selected films.
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