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The Development of the “Savages’ Land” and Its Relation to the
“Savages” in Taiwan under the Japanese Colonial Rule:

A Case Study on the Middle and Upstream of Lang Yang Stream

Kuang-Chi Hung

Abstract

What was the course through which the so-called “savages’ land” in Taiwan'’s
history transformed into today’s national forests and the land reserved for indigenous
people during the Japanese colonial rule? Or, in the view of Taiwan’s Governor General,
how could the colonial government possibly impose a system of government based on
rationality, science, and modernity onto the chaotic, dark, and anarchic savages’ land?
Important as these questions are, thus far scholars have not been able to offer
satisfactory answers, despite the fact that issues such as indigenous historical justice
and transitional justice, traditional territory, and partnership between the state and
indigenous people have gained much attention these days. Using the middle and
upstream of Lang Yang Stream as a case, this essay examines a great deal of known and
recently unearthed archival materials to confront the questions. While scholars
specializing indigenous land justice tend to essentialize the colonial government as if it
were a masterminded 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. I don’t think that the history of how
the colonial government established a system of government over the savages’ land
could be considered to be progressive and liner. To grasp the complexity, contingency,
and fluidity of this history, I rely on what has provoked wide discussions and debates
in human geography and anthropology alike: assemblage. | argue that the system of
government which the Japanese colonial government imposed on the savages’ land
was by no means novel. After analyzing how the colonial government pulled together
various elements to put the savages’ land in order, I realized that the sources of
elements were remarkably diverse, ranging from the Qing empire’s experiences 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
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was a heterogeneous and contingent one, [ suggest that scholars no longer deal with
the system as if it were a compact and watertight net that the colonized so helplessly
got entangled and suppressed. Only do we adopt the epistemological and
methodological stances as such that we can unearth, analyze, and appreciate the
agency which emerges and gets performed by the colonized subjects.

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