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Developing “Savages’ Land,” Controlling “Savages,”
and the Performance of Ethnicity of Taiwan’s
Indigeneous People: A Case Study on the Middle and
Upstream of Lanyang River

Kuang-chi Hung "

ABSTRACT

This essay argues against the discourse which scholars and activists
manufacture about indigenous land justice in order to reveal the courses
through which the Japanese colonial government developed Taiwan’s savage
land and in the meantime brought savages under their control. On the one
hand, | argue that the current political discourse is not political enough. On the
other hand, using the middle and upstream of Lanyang River as an example,
this essay examines a great deal of known and recently unearthed archival
materials, brining politics back into the subject of indigenous land justice. While
scholars tend to essentialize the colonial government as if it were an
omniscient and cunning predator, and meanwhile treat indigenous people as if
they were a unified, homogeneous, clearly defined and bounded group of
people, this essay adopts a poststructuralist and postcolonial view, inquiring: 1.
how did the colonial government frame the access to and control of savages’
land according to and contingent on a classificatory system of the savages? 2.
how did this system of classification become stabilized and consolidated as the
savages’ land got entangled with global capitalism and underwent the course
of state-making? 3. to what extent did this stabilized and consolidated system
of classification give rise to concepts such as “ethnic group,” “tradition” and
“culture” as seen in today’s discourses on indigenous historical justice and
transitional justice? Also noteworthy is that the way in which this essay treats
history differs from current literature. | don’t think that the history of how the
colonial government established a system of government over the savages’
land can be considered progressive and lineal. To grasp the complexity,
contingency, and fluidity of this history, | rely on a concept that has provoked
wide discussion and debate in the fields of both human geography and
anthropology: assemblage. | argue that the system of government which the
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Japanese colonial government imposed on savages’ land was by no means
novel. After analyzing how the colonial government pulled together various
elements to put the savages’ land in order, | show that the sources of those
elements were remarkably diverse, ranging from the Qing empire’s experience
in dealing with Taiwan’s savages, to some rather outdated European and
American theories of sociology and anthropology, to fragmented pieces of
information gathered during colonial officers’ interactions with savages.
Because the system of government was a heterogeneous and contingent one,
| suggest that scholars no longer deal with that system as if it were a compact
and watertight one within which the colonized got helplessly entangled and
suppressed. Only by adopting such the epistemological and methodological
stances can we unearth, analyze, and appreciate the agency which emerges
and is performed by the colonized subjects.

Keywords: indigenous people, historical justice, transitional justice,
colonialism, assemblage
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