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Clothing Practices, Mimesis, and the Politics of
Appearance among the Austronesian Rukai in Taiwan

Weining Cheng®

ABSTRACT

Using the ethnography of the changing styles of clothing oneself among
the Austronesian Rukai in Taiwan, this essay examines the dialectical interplay
among the introduction of commodities, images of personhood and an
aesthetic of power. On communal occasions of dance, Rukai commoners dress
themselves in locally made commodities with designs similar to that of the
nobles’ clothing, and consider these to be mimetic acts. From the view of
commoners, gorgeously-dressed nobles are an image of beauty which
personifies their potency and virtues. With the enhancement of beauty in
appearance by means of mimesis, commoners think that they are
consequently empowered to transcend the here-and-now conditions of their
existence. Therefore | argue that commoners’ mimetic acts aesthetically
challenge the nobles’ monopoly over the form of expression concerning an

ideal image of personhood in the community.

Due to the prevalence of clothing commodities and aesthetic judgments
towards appearances being influenced by education as well as the media, the
objects the Rukai mimic have become diversified; meanwhile even the desired
images of personhood and sociality among the residents are heterogeneous.
Significantly, the Rukai imitate the clothing style mostly used by the Puyuma on
the grounds that they want this style-embodied ‘otherness’ to make them
unique and distinct from other residents in the village. What is more, the face
that the Rukai mimic, the distant image of a power-holder on the TV, implies not
only the enactment of self-transformation into a desired personhood, but also

how such an image allows them to approach the utopian image of imagined
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sociality beyond their reach.

Keywords: mimesis, clothing practices, personhood, power, individuality,

Rukai
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