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Personhood, Ritual Healing and Social Change:
The Example of the Bunun

Shu-yuan Yang
Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica

This article investigates indigenous healing practices among the Bunun,
an Austronesian-speaking aboriginal people of Taiwan. Etiology, classifica-
tion of illness, the procedures of healing rituals, and their efficacy are
examined in relation to Bunun concepts of personhood. Previous studies of
Bunun spirit mediumship and ritual healing treat them as a bounded, isolated
system and ignore socio-cultural processes and contexts. At the same time,
these studies provide static and at times fragmentary descriptions but little
analysis. Thus, this article not only aims to illuminate Bunun cultural
notions concerning illness and its cure, but also to situate Bunun spirit
mediumship in the context of social change. The article illustrates how
external political and religious forces influence and redefine Bunun healing
traditions, as well as how the Bunun understand and respond to these forces.
It is suggested that Bunun spirit mediumship is not only a way of dealing
with spirits and curing ailments, but also a way of contemplating their own
position in the contemporary world.
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