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Tracing the Social Biography of the Archives
of “Field Photos™:

A Study of Taiwan’s Indigenous Peoples duringin the Founding Period of
the Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica
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From August 1955 to April 1965, the Institute of Ethnology, Academia
Sinica, went through 10 years of preparation, planning and formal
establishment. During this period, it mobilized all the staff and conducted
many encyclopedic field surveys on Taiwan’s indigenous peoples, and
took nearly 5,000 black and white field record photos. The personnel who
participated in the field investigation also actively compiled various types
of field materials, and published them in the forms of research papers or
ethnological monographs. Most of the research papers were published
in the Bulletin of the Institute of Ethnology Academia Sinica, while the
ethnological monographs co-authored by the field investigators were
classified as publications in the A category of the IOE monographs. The
monographs and research papers were all based on the rich field materials
collected from the aforementioned field investigations, and they adopted
the images taken during the fieldwork in many ways. The research writings
of this period, through the synergy of text writing and photographic
images, carried and revealed the process and results of fieldwork to
varying degrees, and delivered speculation, conceptual discussion and
theoretical development on anthropological issue in the analysis and
writing. All of this recorded and shaped Taiwan’s indigenous peoples
studies during the 1950s and 1960s, as well as the early development of
the institution’s sociocultural anthropology/ethnology. From August 1955
to April 1965, the Institute of Ethnology at Academia Sinica underwent a
decade of preparation, planning, and formal establishment. During this
period, the Institute mobilized its entire staff to conduct comprehensive



field surveys of Taiwan’s Indigenous peoples, resulting in nearly 5,000
black and white photographs. The personnel involved in these field
investigations also diligently compiled various field materials, which were
later published as research papers or ethnological monographs. Most
research papers appeared in the Bulletin of the Institute of Ethnology,
Academia Sinica, while the ethnological monographs co-authored by
the field investigators were classified as category A publications in the
IOE monograph series. These monographs and research papers were all
based on the rich field materials collected during the aforementioned
field investigations, and they incorporated images taken during fieldwork
in many ways. The research produced during this period, through the
combined use of written texts and photographic images, conveyed the
processes and results of fieldwork to varying degrees. These works also
offered insights, conceptual discussions, and theoretical developments on
anthropological issues through their analysis and writing. This body of
work documented and shaped the study of Taiwan’s Indigenous peoples
during the 1950s and 1960s and contributed to the early development of
sociocultural anthropology/ethnology at the Institute.

This article attempts to trace back the initial figure of this academic
construction, and slightly shifts the analytical perspective from the textual
discourse as the center, instead focusing on the events and actors involved
in the social biography of “field photos” from 1950 to 1960 and their
interactive effects, to analyze the roles and functions of photos and images
in the shaping of the discipline and its knowledge formation, as well as the
scientific/discipline visions that are revealed from them.

This article attempts to trace the early foundations of this academic
construction, shifting the analytical focus from textual discourse to the
events and actors involved in the social biography of “field photos” from the
1950s to 1960s and their interactive effects. It seeks to analyze the roles and
functions of photos and images in shaping the discipline and its knowledge
formation, as well as the scientific and disciplinary visions that they reveal.

Sociocultural anthropology and ethnology are the academic careers
whose disciplinary identities and practices are tightly interwoven with the
visual no matter what they experience in discursive trends, theoretical
paradigm shift, and debate changes because of their emphases on face-to-
face communication and field observation methods. Therefore, by sorting
out the social biography of the “field photos” of the Institute of Ethnology,
Academia Sinica, from the 1950s to the 1960s, this paper intends to
examine the intentions and the purposes for which these photographs/
images were created and produced. Who photographed them, and
how researchers at that time combined them, applied them to different
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contexts, developed their research ideas or completed their arguments,
and in what framework/medium were they assembled to become archives
are the main research questions of this paper. To sort out the social
biographical bias of these batches of “field photos’, this article intends to
tell not only how ethnographic photography and “field photos” as objects
are involved and become active in social relations, but also how through
them and bringing them into the center of analysis can academic activities
and their development process obtain a kind of visualization, and then
develop the research (slightly different from the text-center and discourse-
based methodology) of Taiwan indigenous peoples studies in the initial
stage of the Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica.

Sociocultural anthropology and ethnology are academic fields whose
disciplinary identities and practices are closely intertwined with the
visual, regardless of the discursive trends, theoretical paradigm shifts, and
changing debates they experience. This is due to their emphasis on face-to-
face communication and field observation methods. Therefore, by tracing
the social biography of the Institute of Ethnology’s “field photos” from the
1950s to the 1960s, this paper examines the intentions and purposes behind
the creation and production of these photographs and images. It considers
who took the photographs, how researchers of that time combined and
applied them in different contexts, how they developed their research ideas
or supported their arguments, and in what framework or medium these
images were assembled to become part of the archives? By exploring the
social biography of these “field photos,” this article not only reveals how
ethnographic photography and “field photos” as objects become active
participants in social relations but also demonstrates how centering these
images in analysis offers a form of visualization that differs from text-
based methodologies. This approach provides a distinct perspective on
understanding the development of Taiwan Indigenous studies during the
early stages of the Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica.
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