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Canada and Taiwan may be an ocean
apart, but face similar challenges to
renegotiate indigenous rights after nearly
four centuries of colonization. Taiwan's
23 million people, mostly crowded into
the cities of the western plains, live on an
island slightly smaller than Vancouver
Island. The majority of Taiwanese trace
their roots to various waves of immigra-
tion from China since the 17th century, but
the Austronesian peoples ave inhabited
Taiwan for at least 6000 years.
Archaeological, genetic and linguistic
evidence indicate that Taiwan may be the
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origin of the Austronesian dispersion that
ranges from Madagascar to Easter Island
and from Taiwan to New Zealand.

On Taiwan, 505,159 Austronesian people
are classified as members of fourteen
tribes. Their traditional territories,
ranging from tropical coastlines to tundra
at 4000m, cover over half the island. This
land is administered by thirty “mountain
townships” where the elected magistrate
must be indigenous and only indigenous
people can buy and sell usufruct rights on
reserve land. Reserve land amounts to
only about 250,000 hectares, and the rest
may be allocated by townships for such
purposes as defence, forestry, agriculture,
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industrialization, mining, and national
parks. The Chinese Nationalist (KMT)
government, which came to Taiwan in
1945, called this “self-government” and
even signed the ILO Indigenous and
Tribal Peoples Convention 107 in 1962,
albeit primarily to distinguish themselves
from the Chinese Communists who had
suppressed the Tibetans three years
earlier. Quotas for indigenous legislators
were established at provincial and
eventually national levels.

Taiwan's Austronesian peoples have
never accepted external domination
easily. The Dutch, who set up a small
colony in 1624, represented the first and
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only State to sign treaties with indigenous
groups and set the stage for subsequent
colonization. As Han (Chinese) migrants
opened up farmland over the next 250
years, the Qing Dynasty found it easier to
divide the island than to directly challenge
the headhunting tribes. The mountainous
eastern half, marked as “raw savages” on
Chinese maps, was left entirely outside of
state administration. The Japanese, who
acquired Taiwan in 1895, were the first to
pacify the indigenous peoples and bring
modern state institutions to their commu-
nities. The last indigenous rebellion was
put down in 1930 when the Japanese used
aerial bombings and mustard gas against
warriors armed with bows and arrows.
The Austronesians are rightfully proud of
this long history of
resistance.

The contemporary
indigenous movement
began in 1984 with the
establishment of the
Alliance of Taiwanese
Aborigines. This
movement has various
ties to Canada,
including the Urban-
Rural Mission of the
Presbyterian Church
that invited York
University sociologist
Ed File and his
Mohawk wife Donna
Loft to train activists.
Indigenous demands
included: 1) changing
their collective legal
classification from
“mountain people” to
“indigenous peoples”; 2) abolishing
trafficking in indigenous women and
girls; 3) permitting the use of
Austronesian rather than Chinese
personal names on official documents; 4)
removing nuclear waste storage from
Orchid Island; 5) reclaiming reserve land
transferred to corporations; 6) deleting
racist myths from school curriculum; 7)
promoting indigenous rights on land
appropriated as national parks; and 8)
establishing indigenous autonomous
regions and higher constitutional status.

Demands that did not directly threaten
Han Taiwanese interests in land and
natural resources were eventually
fulfilled. The constitution was revised in
1994 and 1997 to include “indigenous
peoples.” A cabinet level Council of
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Truku elder Saki examining his community's claims to land
in the Taroko National Park.

Indigenous Peoples (CIP) was created in
1997 to administer indigenous affairs.
Austronesians were permitted to use their
own names and textbooks were revised.
From 2000 to 2008, the pro-independence
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)
government manipulated indigenous
cultural symbols to demarcate Taiwan's
identity from China. In 2005, the KMT-
majority Legislative Yuan passed the
Basic Law on Indigenous Peoples,
stipulating that all laws relevant to
indigenous peoples must be revised
within three years. Although some
progress was made in education, language
and labour laws, issues of land, autonomy,
and nuclear waste languished.

After KMT candidate Ma Ying-jeou was

elected President in 2008, Taiwan focused
on improving relations with China and
indigenous rights seemed to take a
backseat. In 2009, three counties were
conglomerated into municipalities,
causing activists to speculate that five
mountain townships would be down-
graded to the status of urban wards.
Whereas President Ma backpedalled on
promises to establish a trial autonomous
region, indigenous groups in January
protested on issues of hunting rights,
nuclear waste, and the controversial
appointment of a Hong Kong Chinese as
First Secretary of the CIP. On February
28, 2009, the newly-formed Hunters
Smoke Action Union lit bonfires in
indigenous villages around Taiwan to
send “smoke signals” of protest to the
government.
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On August 8, 2009, Typhoon Morakot
swept across Taiwan, causing landslides
and over 600 deaths. Most of the deaths
were indigenous, including over 500 in
the village of Hsiaolin belonging to the
unrecognized Siraya tribe. Experts
declared 33 out of 64 indigenous settle-
ments as unsafe and recommended
relocation. Some of the affected commu-
nities responded by setting up village
committees and demanded reconstruction
on their own terms. This yet unsettled
issue may either strengthen the resolve of
communities to assert autonomy, or lead
to both physical and social dislocation. It
was a good sign that the Taiwan High
Court on February 9 recognized indige-
nous rights to forest resources on
traditional territory in accordance with the
Basic Law.

Political decisions
regarding indigenous
peoples are still decided
through negotiations
between communities
and the state. Taiwanese
indigenous peoples have
less negotiating power
than those in Canada, as
they have no treaty
history, no legally
recognized band
councils, and no
consensus that they are
First Nations with
inherent rights to land
rather than ethnic
minorities with only
cultural rights. Ordinary
indigenous people may
be better off materially in
Taiwan, however,
because all villages are electrified and
relatively accessible to urban labour
markets. There are regular contacts
between Taiwanese indigenous peoples
and Canadian First Nations, and a
Memorandum of Understanding has been
implemented between the two countries to
facilitate academic and community
exchanges. Taiwan will thus remain a
privileged site for Austronesian research,
and also a place to study non-western
assertions of indigeneity.
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Scott Simon conducted research on
development and state-society relations in
three Taiwanese indigenous villages from
2004-2007. His research was possible due
to funding from SSHRC.
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LESSONS IN ELECTIONS:
LEARNING TO BE (AND NOT BE)
POLITICAL IN CHILE'S RURAL SOUTH

Rita Isabel Henderson
PhD Candidate, Anthropology
Université de Montréal

Like most municipal schools in Chile,
Land of Hope is a designated polling
station for elections. In January 2010, in
this bright yellow building set against a
forested green hillside, a small portion of
the Chilean electorate gave right-wing
financier Sebastian Pifiera a narrow
presidential victory—51.6%. This tiny
margin is about as much as anyone ever
wins in Chile, where majorities are less
representative of social consensus than
they are of run-off elections and a
coalition-prone binominal system. The
victory was called historic because this
year, for the first time since negotiating
the 1990 democratic transition, the centre-
left coalition of parties known as the
Concertacion lost its mandate. Pifiera took
to the stage for his acceptance speech to
dramatic chants of “jGeneral Pinochet,
este triunfo es por usted! ... jViva Chile y
Pinochet!” However, one could not help
but notice the very small number of
dedicated supporters Pifiera, and the
election overall, were able to claim.

An acquaintance's post-voting grin told a
fuller story of Chilean political
subjectivities. “I voted for a
Transformer,” he said. Candidates ran on
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exaggerated platforms of change. His joke
veiled sentiments common among
younger generations that, like the
Transformer movie, elections are seen as
expensive fantasies of an influential few.
My acquaintance is in the minority,
among 23% of Chileans under thirty who
have even registered to vote; this figure
reaches 7% in particularly poor sectors of
the rural south. With the political coming-
of-age of those born at the time of the
transition, newly eligible voters are
unlikely to volunteer for a registry that
renders participation obligatory and
penalizes with heavy fines those who in
subsequent elections choose to abstain.

The apathy of my friend's generation
towards the electoral process has
perplexed political scientists in Chile for
some time. They observe plunging
registration rates and rising numbers of
null ballots and abstentions. Over a
decade ago, one study of perceptions of
political leaders revealed members of the
ruling Concertacién speculated that
political disinterest was a lingering effect
of authoritarian repression (Posner 1999).
Curiously, in 1988's referendum that
triggered the end of Pinochet's rule, 95%
of eligible voters cast ballots during a
military regime. The degree to which the
Concertacion's leadership became out of
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touch with local perspectives illustrates an
important element of current neo-liberal
political horizons: linkages between
political parties and their bases of
grassroots supporters have disintegrated.

For thirty years between 1960 and 1990,
parents and grandparents of today's newly
eligible voters experienced persistent
conflict over the political and economic
organization of their country. Public
confrontations were framed by a socialist-
revolutionary presidency, a seventeen-
year fascist regime, and solidarity
movements through the 1980s that rallied
for democracy. That the end of the
Concertacion's mandate converges with
the intensification of political disinterest,
especially among youth, raises questions
about how young Chileans today learn to
be (and not be) political.

I wonder less about the historical
significance of this year's presidential
victor or calculations of political apathy,
than about inter-generational transmis-
sions of citizen subjectivities among
Chile's silent majority, to whom candi-
dates appealed with incredible promises
of change. Land of Hope School, where I
work as an English teacher, is one of many
sites where I observe the ways by which
young Chileans today are publicly
conditioned to withdraw from political
matters.

1) Uniformity: In the weeks leading into
the September 18 national holidays, my
grade 1 class lost 25 hours of English
lessons in order to practice marching,
circling the soccer field to the step of the
school's “war band” in preparation for a
ten-minute parade past town authorities
(police and military officials). On parade
day I showed up with a scarf and mittens
in addition to my uniform, and was
quickly warned to remove the deviant
accessories because “people like unifor-

mity.”

I had heard this before. Criticizing the
liberal high school up the hill, whose
students wore sneakers and hats, my
neighbour bragged to me that her
daughter's school marched in perfect
unison. Satisfaction with uniformity may
be a lingering feature of the military past,
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