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The Construction of Subjectivity, Illness
and Identity:
From Kaleawan Incident Amnesia to the
Bodily History of the Kavalan

Pi-chen Liu

Abstract

This paper studies social culture and political practice to reflect on the concept
of history. Exploring the marginalized and currently being (re)constructed history of
Taiwan’s indigenous peoples provides a good opportunity to stimulate our understanding
of history, subject identity and power through the diversity of their social culture and
rapid and severe change.

This paper has two axis. First, it will focus on the process of democratization in
the 1990s, when the awareness of indigenous peoples’ historical subjectivity arose, to
show which micro history of the villages the Council of Indigenous Affairs (the highest
administrative organ in charge of indigenous affairs in Taiwan) selected to become major
national historical incidents. What was the significance of these important indigenous
historical incidents? Then, the second half of the paper returns to the existing village
mechanism for passing on historical memory, to criticize the ignoring of village history
traumatic amnesia and bodily history in the construction of official history. In other
words, this paper considers how to write the history of indigenous peoples from the
starting point of village subjectivity.

The latter half of the paper will focus on research into the Kavalan history of the
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migration of PatoRagan village (Xinshe), the only predominantly Kavalan village in
Fengbin Township, Hualien County. First, an attempt will be made to identify the method
through which a single village of a single ethnic group uses and produces history to help
ponder on the question of how the descendants of the ethnic group created their micro
history from the conditions that they inherited after a long period of forced migration,
such as the traumatic amnesia of the people of Xinshe with regards to the Kaleawan
Incident that illustrates how construction of new village history deliberately avoids the
Han Chinese. This study will analyze daily life practice of the Kavalan: the taRaw (bodily
pains) interpretation system and its related paspi (shaman healing ritual) and observe
their role in constructing and reproducing local history and identity. We will then explore
how the ancestral historical memories of war and conflict with other ethnic groups are
embedded in people’s bodies as illness. The interpretations of illness and their healing
rituals become a mechanism for delineating boundaries of group/space and building
individual, family, local or ethnic group identity. They are also a kind of weak resistance
against state power that allows them to survive in the gaps in state power.

Therefore, the research materials of this paper are the oral history of the Kavalan,
ritual ethnography, household registration information and historical memorial activities
as opposed to conscious oral history narrated by those who were actually at the scene
of historical events. The concept of “bodily history” that intermixes conscious and
unconscious is also put forward to understand how the Kavalan construct "the past" in
the interactive social network. This bodily social memory is an indispensable aspect of

historical memory but has, for a long time, been ignored.

Key words: Kavalan, Anthropology of History, Bodily History, Kaleawan Incident,
Healing Ritual
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