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Commodification of Cultural Form, Work of “Heart,
and Economic Governance: A Case Study of the
Chinese Mahogany Industry among the Austronesian
Rukai, Taiwan

Weining Cheng

Ingtitute of Ethnology, Academia Snica

Drawing on the case of the Chinese mahogany industry in a Rukai
community, this paper demonstrates that the commaodification of cultural form
involves the simultaneous, dialectica interplay between and mutual
construction of economic governance, capitalist categories, and local socio-
cultural practices. First, mahogany farmers appropriate the imagery of alocal
tutelary as a registered trademark, thereby privatizing and monopolizing
communally shared assets. When trademark forgery occurs, the trademark
owner appeals to the township court for legal mediation, which empowers the
owner to confront the socially powerful engaged in forgery, whereas the party
denied access continues making forgery to resist commodification as such.
Second, | divide the constitution of a cultural commodity into two parts,
commodity-object and trademark with a cultural form, and then scrutinize the
composition of value and the forms of value extraction involved in each,
respectively. In terms of the production and consumption of a commodity-
object, Rukai constructs of kinship/relatedness mediate the workings of
capitalist categories, such as wage, and further facilitate a loca making of
commodity fetishism. In turn, kinship morality is employed to subvert the
principle of equivalence in consumption to achieve de-commodification.
Indeed, the Rukai imagination of atrademark as being the product of a“work
of heart” is conducive to its assuming a commaodity form for exchange, which
implies that the owner is able to realize the monopoly rent inherent in a
trademark, while disguising the owner’s extraction of others' potential surplus
value. Conversely, the party denied access highlights both multiple (ancestral
and personal) efforts to manufacture the trademark and kinship morality to defy
such a commodified notion. Taken together, the production of a cultural
commodity is culturally mediated, experienced, and represented as hegemony,
whileitsideology is counteracted by an aternative imagination.

Keywords: cultural form, commodification, economic governance, kinship,
Rukai
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