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“Indigenous peoples have been engaged in the political struggle 

 to defend themselves and their resources against encroaching politically  

centralized societies for at least the past six thousand years 

John H. Bodly   
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ABSTRACT 

Political-environmental conflicts related to extractive industries in Taiwan tend 

to be conceptualized as problems of governance. These conflicts are generated from 

ill-designed policies that manage the distribution of revenues from extractive 

industries, formal political participation, transparency and employment opportunities 

for the indigenous community. The governance approach, however, does not take into 

account the history of marginalization and resistance of indigenous groups, or the 

permanence of colonial patterns of domination in Taiwan. The main argument of this 

paper is that the political-environmental conflicts related to extractive activities do not 

derive from problems of ‘governance’, but more significantly, they emerge as a 

consequence of divergences that transcend the current institutional framework. The 

different political ontologies among state, corporate, and the indigenous community 

over land revealed, each party operates within institutional parameters and socio-

cultural systems which have nothing in common. This argument will be developed in 

the case study of the Atayal people’s territorial struggles in Nan’ao, Taiwan.  

Key words: Atayal people, governance, extractive activity, political ontology, conflict 
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CHAPTER 1- INTRODUCTION  

1.1 MOTIVATION 

Many people know little of Taiwan’s amazing geography and believe it to be 

mysterious, wild, and mostly uninhabited. As a young kid, my father exposed me 

river tracing, the sport of hiking up and through river valleys to seek the river’s 

source. I was eager to explore and conquer the rivers and mountains in order to prove 

my technical climbing ability and even served as my undergraduate’s mountaineering 

club leader. I had once heard of a place called the Nan’ao River Basin, known as the 

Amazon of Taiwan for its wide network of rivers, diverse Indigenous cultures, and 

vibrant ecology.  

On one journey, I came upon an enormous waterfall that I was not able to pass. 

My team therefore hired an experienced indigenous hunter, but he would not give us 

the simple directions I craved. He insisted on showing us the story of this river and 

the meaning of bypassing the waterfall. Yukan Wilang, who later became my mentor 

changed my understanding of the human-land relationship. The experience inspired 

me to further research the current struggles of Taiwan’s indigenous people, the 

politics of extractive governance, sovereignty, and colonialist political theory. 

The demand for indigenous society’s self-determination has become a 

universally- political theme, ranging from the Maoris of New Zealand, to indigenous 

peoples in Taiwan, and to the Hawaiian independence movement. In each of these 

instances, the indigenous peoples are struggling to achieve a higher degree of 
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economic, political, and legal autonomy within a suppressing colonialist system. This 

urgently-needed research is critical for the global society. The impact of this research 

is significant because it challenges not only the dominance of western philosophy, but 

its nature and pedagogy. In order to realize these impacts, we must further improve 

dialogue and collaboration between indigenous and non-indigenous peoples, as well 

as among nations. 

As I went deeper into my research, I discovered the rivers I knew were not the 

idyllic Amazon of Taiwan but the guarded lands of the Atayal people. In 1911, the 

colonial governments succeeded in nationalizing most of the mountains into state 

property. In the past 60 years, governments, mining companies, and powerful local 

elites have been appropriating collectively-owned resources from their rightful 

owners. These spatial, cultural, and ideological transformations have largely aided the 

mining projects and further exacerbated poverty, damage on the environment, and the 

dispossession of indigenous people.  

As my research continued, the community that I was enveloped in began to 

invite me in as one of their own. Because of my academic background, I became not 

just a researcher but an incorporated source of information for the local community 

members. I committed myself to be part of the indigenous society where colonization 

is the lived reality. Together, we are facing an intractable political dilemma. It urges 

me to pursue a higher degree, learn from broader communities and strengthen the 

much-needed networks. 
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Land does not just matter in Taiwan but in all nations because lands traditionally 

owned by local communities are a common resource. Respect for the land's traditional 

stewards has inspired me to advocate in international indigenous legal issues, 

indigenous politics, and public policy initiatives. Issues of development are of 

common concern to all because they put humankind at risk. How societies choose to 

understand the struggles of indigenous people will be the foundation for the future. 

1.2 PURPOSE 

The primary purposes in this research are very simple. First of all, this thesis 

aspires to reveal the results of a collective voice by the community members who 

contribute to, sacrifice for, protest against decades of the mining development in the 

Nan’ao river basin. From the published and unpublished data, face-to-face interviews, 

all the information proved their unshakable commitment, relentless dedication and 

persistent struggle, facing with the mega development. This struggle should have been 

seen, and uncovered to the public. Secondly, this research would like to increase the 

possibility of greater engagement, deliberative dialogue, and wide-ranging 

collaboration between indigenous people and the public because I always believe that 

through those mechanism and forum, we can improve the bleak situation brighter 

together!    

INTRODUCTION 

“We (Atayal people) didn't pay too much attention when the bulldozer came 

into our land because we think he's just tidying up the land. We didn't expect 

them (miner) to dig harder and wider. They even blew up the mountains at 
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night. That's time when we found the problem is significant. At first we didn't 

care, because we didn't know anyone would destroy the land like this”.1 

In Taiwan, the number of social movements related to political-environmental 

impacts linked to the extractive activities has increased remarkably in recent decades. 

At the international level, the International Council on Minerals and Metals (ICMM) 

view these conflicts as problems of governance: emerging as a result of ill-designed 

policies in place for the distribution of revenues, formal political participation, 

transparency, and employment rate. In the other words, the international organizations 

consider the conflict originates because few communities benefit economically from 

resource extraction, few are consulted in decision-making processes and most are 

under-represented in employment in the industries that exploit their traditional 

territory.  

The governance approach, however, does not take into account the history of 

marginalization and resistance, and the permanence of colonial patterns of 

domination. They attribute their marginalization to their colonial and postcolonial 

experiences of being forcibly and coercively assimilated into the colonial and 

postcolonial state. The succeeding regimes shared the same policies with regard to 

indigenous peoples: to assimilate and to integrate them into the national body politics. 

As a consequence, most policy proposals are biased, reinforcing the current extractive 

governance by assuming that all conflicts can be managed and solved within the 

boundaries of the political economy of extraction. However, the collective voice of 

                                                
1	 Interview conducted by the author with YK on July 09, 2017.	
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Nan’ao villages perceive large-scale mining as detrimental to their indigenous way of 

life and environment.  

Extractive governance indicates the institutional configuration that justify and 

legitimize extractivism2. Actors in the system are political actors involved in making 

decisions that affect the collective social and environmental value. (Coumans, 2011) 

Extractivism is connected to important development projects. But most profoundly, 

this political economy expresses the permanence of a colonial model of accumulation 

based on dispossession, exploitation, and discrimination. Forest, water, and mineral 

resources continue to be the primary target of rapidly expanding investments and 

‘development’ projects that leads to the dispossession of the local communities. “The 

reckless pursuit of progress are the basic cause of the continuing destruction of 

indigenous peoples” (Bodley, 1975).  

The long term effects of colonialism have been not just lead to the land 

dispossession; it rather encompasses the dispossession of self-sufficient economy, 

egalitarian societies, diet, education, high level of unemployment rate. In addition, the 

imposition of identities which the state enforces on the people. This is the state makes 

an identity which attach them to major developmental goals. By conducting this 

strategy, the state not just denies indigenous ontologies but also creates the local 

faction and conflict within the communities. Indigenous peoples express a different 

political ontology because their worldviews or cosmologies contain a different 

                                                
2	 Extractivism is the process of extracting natural resources from the Earth to sell on the world market. 
It exists in an economy that depends primarily on the extraction or removal of natural resources that are 
considered valuable for exportation worldwide.	
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conceptualization of the relation between human beings and the natural environment. 

For the Atayal people of Nan’ao, land itself embodies culture, relationships, 

ecosystem, social organization and law. People lived in a reciprocal relationship with 

the land: they nurtured the land through following the words of ancestors and through 

proper observance to the nature. The land in return through healthy reproduction of 

natural species essential for survival. In addition to bearing the imprint of ancestral 

norms: gaga, Atayal identity is marked by their sense of place.  

This paper responds to these issues, broadening understanding of the dynamics 

and the foundations of indigenous peoples’ resistance to extractive activities. It 

suggests that many political-environmental conflict that involve indigenous peoples 

do not derive from problems of ‘governance’, but more profoundly, the deviation that 

transcend the current governance approaches and express different political 

ontologies. As the conceptual differences over land partly revealed, the two parties 

operate within institutional parameters and socio-cultural systems which have nothing 

in common. “The contention between Indigenous and non-Indigenous rests in fact on 

paradigmatic contradictions of which the poles are, priori, logically irreconcilable” 

(Salee, 1995). The premises of extractivism model undermines and marginalizes 

indigenous identities, socioeconomic organization and political practices.  

This argument is developed firstly by analyzing through the literature review. 

The study looks into extractive governance discourse and the increase in political-

environmental discontent, and the probe into the Model of Social and Environmental 

Value Governance Ecosystem and the Sustainable Juruti Model that explain these 
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conflicts as problem of ‘governance.’ In the third and fourth chapter, the study is to 

trace the nexus between states, mining corporations and communities during the 

development of mega extractive projects under the framework of contested 

development and internal colonization. Looking into the colonialist theory, we know 

that the internal colonialism places the critical role to understand the conundrum. I 

begin by briefly describing indigenous societies that encounter to colonization, 

providing a background to the overall situation of Atayal peoples. The article 

subsequently focuses on the case of the Taiwan, Nan’ao and the Atayal territorial 

struggles in the Nan’ao River basin in order to explain how important political-

environmental struggles are located beyond the extractive governance. 

In the fifth chapter, the evolution of resistance to large-scale mining in Nan’ao, 

Taiwan manifests increased local-level opposition to mining. Fifty years ago, 

communities were more likely to be receptive. Now, potentially affected community 

members are increasingly opposing mining activity before it starts to continue. 

However, even as community members and locally elected officials urgently 

articulate reasons for opposing mining activity that include protection of local-level 

security and future economic development. Mining industry associations, 

governments and mining companies increasingly assert positive local development 

outcomes associated with mining, while emphasizing the need for increased local-

level benefit sharing. 

Finally, the article critically assesses the governance perspective and explores the 

meaning and potential of indigenous political ontologies. As important as it is to 
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understand how modern state, especially liberal political theory is implicated in the 

jurisdiction of colonialism, it is even more important to determine whether this 

complex tradition of thought might provide space for the contemporary aspirations of 

indigenous peoples. Typically, these have included claims for the return of traditional 

lands, the preservation of culture, and the right as well as the means to exercise 

effective self-government. Indigenous peoples’ claim to prior and continued 

sovereignty over their territories question the source and legitimacy of state authority.  

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS, HYPOTHESE  

The Atayal people have protested throughout the Nan’ao River basin against the 

establishment of mines and cement factories on traditional indigenous territory for 

more than 60 years. External development interests destroy the local environment and 

deprive local people of the resources on which they previously depended. However, 

transformations largely aid mining projects and further exacerbate poverty, inequality, 

and the exploitation of Atayal people. In order to comprehend the embedded historical 

and political developmental issues, my research set out to explore the embedded 

colonial history that Atayal peoples confront when faced with mega-resource 

extraction. This happens in spite of international charters, domestic legislation, and 

indigenous social movements. 

I further questioned that sovereignty is by no means an uncontested concept even 

within dominant political theory. The nineteenth-century idea of sovereignty may 

have run its course; it is not natural, nor fully legitimate. It reflects a certain 

understanding of power and authority, rooted in a particular, historically determined 
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configuration of social relations and public space. As socio-historical conditions 

change, does sovereignty remain a satisfactory political objective? A paradox exists 

between the actual practices of indigenous nations’ sovereignty and our modern yet 

outdated concept of state sovereignty. Underlying this problem are the complex issues 

of translating between cultures. It is research that exposes us to different sets of 

values, concepts of space, and relationships with land, subjectivity between nations, 

and competing theories. This research delves into macro and micro level as well as 

the historical pattern of the extractive development. 

Macro level: Inter-national policy toward the land 

1. How does state and development institutions make the land ‘empty’ through the 

legal and political manoeuver? 

2. Why the collaborations among governments and corporations can not enhance 

social well-being of the indigenous community through good governance? 

3. Why is the firm-centered Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR3) cannot be 

expected to bring about long-term, transformative change needed to address multi-

actor and system wide issue? 

HYPOTHESIS:  

                                                
3 CSR is the continuing commitment by business to behave ethically and contribute to economic 

development while improving the quality of life if the workforce and their families as well as of the 

local community and society at large.  
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The large mining companies are protected by its economic capacity and national 

legal status. Development institutions tried many forms of interventions: agrarian 

reforms, resettlement programs, National Forestry Survey Project, privatization of 

land. The implementation of many of these interventions was mixed.  

Common perception is held by the governments and corporations that extractive 

activity can enhance the social well-being of the Atayal people by offering the job, 

promoting national economic development. Nevertheless, the research voiced concern 

over their claim. From the research finding, the study asserts that if the main aim of a 

development institution is to alleviate poverty, it is clear that the issues of land tenure 

and land titling in the context of indigenous peoples cannot be overlooked. Those land 

rights are the significant instruments to take people out of poverty and a major source 

of economic growth for the indigenous peoples. 

The study will reconstruct the cycle: state permissiveness, mining concession, to 

the massive development. In the state permissiveness, the research analyzes national 

legal and institutional framework. State’s perception of the ‘empty land’ legitimizes 

the successive governments to concede the lands to mining company, granting the 

mining company to establish itself even in the conserved forest in order to explore 

deposits. Eventually, the land is under the massive development that has negative 

impacts culturally and environmentally to the Atayal people.  

Micro level: the community perspectives toward the ‘good governance’ 

1. How do small relatively powerless Atayal groups fare in negotiations with miners 
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and the state? 

2. How does the Atayal people perceive that the mining field is entirely overlapped 

within their traditional territory? 

HYPOTHESIS:  

A major paradox here is that private property rights is not extended to aboriginal 

owners of property because this property is held under community common property 

regimes that make negotiation for land use more administratively complex rather than 

individualized title.  

According to the report of International Council of Mining and Metals (ICMM) 

and the Bureau of Mine (R.O.C), both institution claims that to improve the 

governance, it is essential to improve the mechanism of political participation and 

transparency. However, the Atayal of Nan’ao traditional value of reciprocity, 

communalism and collective action play the critical role to refute the statement.  

Historical Pattern of the Colonization: 

Many indigenous writers have questioned whether sovereignty is an appropriate 

concept with which to represent the forms of indigenous governance and relation to 

the land. Underlying this problem are the complex issues of cross-cultural translation. 

From land deprivation on the colonialism, nationalization of the lands, collective 

relocation of the Atayal people to the introduction of the neo-liberalism, the demands 

of return the lands, declaring that “Indigenous people have the right of self-

determination for their own future over the territory”. The Research question: 
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Sovereignty is by no mean an uncontested concept even within current political 

theory: does it apply only to state? Or can it be applied to peoples pre-existing and 

independently-governed indigenous people who exercise their sovereignty along with 

modern state government? 

These are the key questions are what this study poses. To answer these questions, 

this study probes into the cases of indigenous communities in the Nan’ao. The case 

study is based on interviews with key informant and focus group discussions that the 

authors held during their field visits between 2016 and 2017, as well as an analysis of 

published and unpublished documents. The case study illustrates the dynamics 

between and among the corporates and state, and examines how Atayal people in 

Nan’ao are affected by extractive activities.  

1.4  METHODOLOGY 

Deconstructing the situations of Atayal people in Nan’ao requires a rich 

interdisciplinary methodology. It will involve situating a grassroots Atayal oral culture 

with distinctive ontology and epistemology grounded in critical theory, discourse 

analysis and qualitative methodology. 

Participatory Action Research  

Action research is as part of a “community of practice” or research concurrent 

with action. This thesis’ aim is through cooperation and collaboration to promote 

change and offer possible solution. The collaborative approach involves multiple 

stakeholders from different sectors and a mix of incentives embedded in different 
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policy instruments. The approach require researcher to engage with locals to share 

knowledge as well as stand in front of the public to tell the stories, uncover struggles 

and convey the collective voice. The research is also the process by which groups of 

people work on real issues, carrying real responsibility in real conditions. The critical 

point of the action research is ‘intervening.’ Intervening take actions researcher to be 

involved the process of being proactive. Ghraham Smith describes this approach as 

a necessary approach when faced with crisis conditions” (Smith, 1999). By making 

the documentary into the research, it connects the visual art to practice, bringing more 

real, intimate image to the public and local communities. The combination of 

academic research and documentary as part of the action research achieves several 

goals. First, it successfully advances cultural crisis and environmental damage caused 

by the mining industry in the indigenous community. Second, it is a resource for 

building public understanding of issues and empathy among viewers who otherwise 

might not relate to the critical situations. Third, it builds community participation in 

issues that impact people’s lives. We are able to have the face-to-face information 

sharing, discussion, and action when we are working on the project. “Community 

engaged scholarship can thus be viewed as an anti-oppressive, anti-hierarchical 

research approach that shifts power relations away from an authoritative expert” 

(Wiebe, 2015). Furthermore, it draws community attention to the toxic impact of the 

extractive activity. For me, the participatory approaches offer a convening point for 

communities to come together with each other, and with issue leaders, to build 

solution.  
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Documentary 

Forum 

Number of Audiences Location Date 

New Taipei 

City 

Government 

Number of Audiences: Around 120 

 

Post-Discussion on the Taipei premiere  

 

Researcher on the stage shared the stories and the struggles 

of the local communities with the public.  

New 

Taipei 

City 

11/26th/ 

2017 

Hiking Notes Number of Audiences: Around 30 Taipei 12/19th 

2017 
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The research shows the documentary in various forum, 

striving to reach larger audiences. The research cooperates 

with the organization Hiking Notes, attempting to get the 

attention from the outdoor sport lovers.  

Indigenous 

movement: 

Indigenous 

Ketagalan 

Boulevard 

Protest 

Number of Audiences: Around 40 

 

Researcher delivered the speech about the mining issue.  

 

Taipei 12/21st/ 

2017 
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Holding the sign No One is An Outsider  with 

documentary director Ben Chang  

Nan’ao 

Communities 

Number of Audiences: Around 130 

 

The Post-Discussion led by the local community members 

 

Film Showing gathered numerous people together to discuss 

about the issues of mining.  

Ilan, 

Nan’ao 

12/30th/ 

2017 

Figure 1- The Documentary Forum for Participation, Dialogue and Community 

Engagement (Source: Data Collected by the Author) 

In-depth Interviews 
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In the thesis, the study conducts in-depth interviews by speaking with 

participants in a one-on-one setting. When initiating conversations with potential 

interviewees, the researcher presented personal credentials which included academic 

affiliations. Sometimes the study’s approaches the interview with a predetermined list 

of questions or topics for discussion but the study allows the conversation to evolve 

based on how the participant responds. “Interviewing is a powerful way of helping 

people to make explicit things that have hitherto been implicit to articulate their 

perceptions, feelings and understandings” (Arksey and Knight, 1999)  

	

Figure 2- The Structure of Interviews  

Unstructured Interviews: 

When the study conducts the unstructured interview, participants feel they are 

taking part in a conversation or discussion rather than in a formal question. The 

Atayal people is the oral-based culture. They pass their memory through storytelling, 

singing and narrating. Therefore, conducting unstructured interview has the advantage 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

	
18	

to realize the perspectives of elders, hunters and women who are the integral part of 

the research. The story is not simply telling a story. These old and new stories 

contribute to a collective story in which every Atayal person has a place.  

Linda Smith describes “Stories are ways of passing down the beliefs and values 

of a culture in the hope that the new generations will treasure them and pass the story 

down further. The story and the story teller both serve to connect the past with the 

future, one generation with the other, the land with the people and the people with 

story” (Smith, 1999). However, in order to have more complete picture about the 

story. The research applies conversational follow-up questions which is able to elicit 

greater details, especially regarding the policy-oriented questions since most of the 

first answers are not completed. The follow-up questions also expand the researcher’s 

understanding and the interviewee’s responses, and to seek clarification, reasons, and 

recommendations. The interview contains with questions about past, present, and 

future community perspectives in extractive activity in their traditional territory. Such 

approaches fit well with the oral traditions which are still a reality in day-today Atayal 

lives.  
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(1) Researcher and hunters stayed 

together beside the fire, sharing the 

stories. 

(2) Hunter share Atayal migration story 

to researcher.   

Figure 3- Hunters share stories of ecology, and cultural wisdom with the researcher. 

(Source: Data Collected by the Author) 

Focused Incident:  

The research will focus on a specific event, namely on the memories and history 

of the mining development. I will invite the respondents to tell stories of the 

developmental history. Individual feedback and memories become focus of the focus 

incident. In addition, the research will record the testimony. It is the form through 

which the voice of a ‘witness’ is accorded space and protection.  

Semi-structured Interview:  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted using an interview guide comprised 

of an ordered list of topics and questions. The introduction and conclusion of each 

interview focused on policy of the extractive governance. The approach offers the 

broader view on the public policy. The community leaders included democratic-
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elected politician, community- and trans-community-acknowledged leaders, and 

cultural educators. The leaders who were interviewed reflect both political and 

geographical diversity. In addition, the participants in the field research presented a 

diversity in their interactions with more than one cultural and sovereign governmental 

settings.   

Participant Observant:  

As a researcher and also a participant in the action, I will not just observe others 

but to gain first-hand experience in the setting. Observation, consist of the research 

taking descriptive notes of what is happening, and give an insight into the broader 

picture. The research framework require researcher to become a participant observer, 

which I am taking part in the situation in order to be involved and further understand 

the social struggles.  

Focus Group: 

In a focus group, the researcher engages a small group of participants in a 

conversation which is designed to generate data relevant to the research question. 

Each focus group contains from 5 to 10 informants. Geographical knowledge of the 

traditional territory familiar to the experienced hunters in the focus groups repeatedly 

proved to be of great value. This research uses them in studies that examine the 

mining development and Atayal ontology. I want to generates interaction between 

members who are able to to get a more objective and macro view of the investigation, 

so as to add the breadth and depth of the information. 
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In particular, the goal of the focus group is to remember the traditional naming 

system and the name of the Nan’ao River basin. In politics, the oral-base knowledge 

of Atayal people precludes authentic interpretations from the Atayal perspectives 

because it conflicts with the notion of modern state. Despite, the oral-knowledge has 

sustained Atayal belief systems for millenniums. However, naming project of Atayal 

people can be seen in struggles over the geographical names of some of the mountains 

and significant sites which were renamed randomly after colonial rule. The purpose of 

focus group is about retaining as much control over meanings as possible. By ‘naming 

the world’ people name their realities. For communities, there are realities which can 

only be found in the indigenous language; the concepts which are self-evident in the 

indigenous language can never be captured by another language. “Brazilian educators 

Paulo Freire whose saying, ‘name the word, name the world’, has been applied in the 

indigenous context to literally rename the landscape” (Smith, 1999). This is the 

concept tells us we should apply the original indigenous names.  

  

(1) Inviting elders to explain and tell the 

Atayal naming story, system, and 

worldview  

(2) Collecting the traditional name of the 

landscape 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

	
22	

Figure 4- Focus Group Held in the Process of Fieldwork (Source: Data Collected by 

the Author) 

The qualitative research methods in all enhance my understanding of the cases, 

strengthening the framework. By researching through the analysis, it will appeal to 

evaluator a more compelling evidence base for project assessments and judgments. 

Finally, the analytic approach must focus in the relationships among combinations of 

potential causal conditions within the case.   



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

	
23	

CHAPTER 2- THORETICAL FRAMWORK 

2.1 OVERVIEW  

During the 1960s, the changes of the social economy in Taiwan and the change 

of mountain economic policy is the background of institutional exploitation. The 

Nationalist government took advantage of developing the mountain resources, and 

therefore, started to make a series law amendment. “The government began to 

privatize Indigenous Reserved Land by surveying, dividing, and entitling the lands to 

individuals” (Kuan, 2016). Policies of privatization, reduction of public expenditures, 

tax benefits for extractive industries, converted Taiwan into business-friendly 

institutional environment. The extractive activity that exploited Nan’ao River basin 

where were once considered restricted. 

Land is essential to indigenous development, but it also has the potential to 

create conflicts of interest between indigenous peoples and the state. Therefore, even 

the series of indigenous movement during 1980s and 1990s to present, the 

governmental policy was largely devoid of recognition of indigenous land rights (Lin, 

2008). There are two essential policies that affect the mining industry. Since the 

mineral shortage of the mine in the Western part of Taiwan in1990s. The 

implementation of Eastward Industrial Shift Policy, the major mining companies 

moved to the East coast. The contribution of extractive industries to the whole 

economy is understood as crucial. However, as a time moves forward, according to 

the 2013 Minerals Year Book Taiwan, “After several decades of mining, nearly all 
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recoverable coal, metallic minerals, and talc have been depleted. The output of the 

mining industry, which accounted for a very small part of Taiwan’s economy, was 

less than 1% of total industrial production.” (Tse, 2013)  

Many political-environmental conflicts show the resistance to the processes of 

dispossession deployed by extractive industries: the dispossession of resources such 

as water or lands or the dispossession of health, and the protests over the perceived 

real value of mining activity, specifically when people lobby for what the believe to 

be more equitable economic compensation. In Nan’ao, the most significant protests 

that has surfaced to date was in 1970s, in which Nan’ao Atayal peoples opposed not 

the specific projects but overall environmental damage. The protest invite the officials 

from Bureau of Mine (R.O.C) and Forestry Bureau (R.O.C) to explain the situation of 

the mine. But there is no positive response from the governmental Bureaus as well as 

mine companies.  

The purpose of this research is to analyze the Atayal political ontology and the 

experiences of Atayal indigenous peoples in Nan’ao Taiwan and their attempt to 

guard the land belonging to their communities through a collective public policy 

making. This research situates their efforts in the broader contexts of “contested 

development” and “theory of internal colonialism.” The application of the two 

theories to the local level shows that the case does represent an expression of 

contested development goals, and ongoing internal colonialism. 
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2.2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.2.1  EXTRACTIVE GOVERNANCE DISCOURSE  

The ideological foundations of extractive governance discourse put emphasis on 

a liberal view of insertion to market principles and focus on results and consumer 

services, reduction of the state apparatus, and outsourcing, privatizing, and public-

private partnerships to produce public goods and services in contrast to bureaucratic 

practices that focus more on processes and departmental management. The 

governance discourse also entails some extent of depolitization of decision-making 

processes, thereby reducing the importance of state factors, as well as increased need 

for the state to share its authority with private actors and communities. (Abdala, 2011) 

In this regard, it seems difficult to reconcile how Corporate Social Responsibility 

(CSR) might provide firms with a strategic response to the risks that systemic 

dynamics present by addressing governance gaps around key issues: revenue 

distribution, transparency, all areas in which they would be in conflict of interests 

with the locals. CSR policy and practice have been shaped by a political economic 

context in which neoliberalism forms the dominant economic imagination. While 

industry actors have been more successful in applying technical solutions to address 

environmental problems in the mining industry, they have had considerably less 

success in the community development and governance. The positive impact of social 

investments is severely constrained by the companies’ own motives for community 

development, particularly when projects are driven by short-term expediencies rather 

than the long-term development needs of a community.  
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2.2.2 POLITICAL-ENVIRONMENTAL CONFLICTS AS 

PROBLEM OF GOVERNANCE 

Some authors explain how good institutions are crucial to solve social 

discontent. They suggest to create the mechanism for equitable mining revenue 

allocation and productive spending (Abdala, 2011; Boon 2011); other scholars 

emphasize the relation between power and institutional change, questioning the 

government’s ability to act as a credible judge and regulator of the environmental 

performance of mining operations and to manage mining revenue (Cameron, 2011). 

Usually, as local conflicts have intensified, mining companies and their associations 

have urgently emphasized the need for local-level ‘benefit sharing’ and community-

level development projects at their mine sites within a context of CSR. The global 

mining industry is actively promoting a positive association between mining and 

development, by emphasizing the provision of jobs, taxes, and royalties. The 

corporates even seek the ways to assure greater dispersal of funds and programs at the 

local level. They push to link ‘mining’ and development’ in public discourse and to 

refute the reports of high-profile environment disasters by asserting positive 

associations between mining and sustainability.  
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Figure 5- The Model of Social and Environment Value Governance Ecosystem 

(Source: Governance Ecosystems: CSR in the Latin American Mining Sector) 

We can see the proposal that Sagebien and Lindsay have introduced and they describe 

a dynamic systems-level model that can help managers better understand and plan for 

collective governance. The newly-invented model present: 

1. A collectively defined central goal as the hub of the system: that is, the creation, 

enhancement and protection of social and environmental value; 

2. The firm as just one of many role-bound actors embedded in the complex 

political system of confining and/ or synergistic interests; 

3. CSR programs and strategies as just one of the mechanisms available to ‘govern’ 

this system, with other mechanisms available to other actors in the collective 

governance of the system; 

4. System-wide relationships between actors and interactions of system dynamics 

that can either disable or enable multi-actor, multi-mechanism governance efforts. 
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 Sagebien and Lindsay present that the model of governance in a multi-actor 

system which can not have as the center or hub of the system. Instead, the shared and 

aligned aims of all actors are what, realistically, either contribute toward or detract 

from the attainment of a collectively defined social and environmental value, a notion 

that lies much beyond what traditional firm-centered stakeholder model. Thus the 

SEVGE model envision a more balanced view of CSR stakeholder relations; it places 

at the hub of the system social and environmental value, encircled by multiple 

actors—of which the firm represents only one. Each actor has the leverage and close 

relationship with each other and with the hub mainly through specific role-bound 

tools and mechanisms.  

SEVGE model as an attempt to capture the ‘prisoner’s dilemma’ dynamics that 

mining and other resource industry multi-actor governance systems are facing. It 

highlights the rapid process of institutional learning that is taking place by a multitude 

of actors, concurrently and at a phenomenal rate, in order to even conceive of an 

optimum collective strategy. They also believe the model can create an equilibrium 

where all parties cooperate and can thus achieve optimum systemic collective benefits 

(Julia and Lindsay, 2011) 

2.2.3 THE SUSTAINABLE JURUTI MODEL AND MULTI-

INSTITUTIONAL GOVERNANCE PARTNERSHIP 

Other scholars concern about the government’s ability to act as a credible judge 

and regulator of the environmental performance of mining operations and to manage 

mining revenue. For many scholars who revolve around the political-environmental 
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conflicts could be solved simply by reinforcing or modernizing the institutional 

design related to political participation, and increase of employment rate. Those 

authors who focus on political participation assert that political-environmental 

conflicts are due to the absence of a party system or dialog channels through which 

contradictory social visions are mediated. This problem would be worsened in a 

context of institutional weakness and lack of state territorial consolidation, 

institutional capacities, long-term policies and consolidated political actors. They 

suggest, therefore, to address the normative and institutional lag related to the formal 

political system.  

 

Figure 6- Sustainable Juruti Model (Source: Governance Ecosystems: CSR in the 

Latin American Mining Sector) 

Therefore, they propose the multi-actor models of long-term and broad-based 

development and collective governance over resources are being actively sought. 

Fabio Abdala’s article ‘Sustainable Juruti Model: Pluralist Governance, Mining, and 
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Local Development in the Amazon Region,’ present on such model. The Sustainable 

Juruti model is based on a multi-institutional governance partnership aimed at 

providing mutual benefits for companies, communities, and local government. Its 

components include the Sustainable Juruti council, a permanent forum for dialog and 

collective action among the parties, considering a long-term agenda; sustainability 

indicators used to monitor the development of Juruti and to provide the Council with 

accurate and valid information; and the Sustainable Juruti Fund, a vehicle through 

which to finance the activities prioritized by the Council to mobilize the resources 

needed to generate an endowment fund for present and future generation.  

The Sustainable Juruti model was designed based on three assumptions to guide the 

construction of a local development agenda, 

1. The concept of social coordination spaces, thus allowing for broad and 

democratic participation of the community in building the agenda toward a common 

future. 

2. A focus on local territory, which considers the host city as a generators of 

development in the region 

3. A dialog with reality, which shapes the agenda in view of the local demands, 

regional public policies, and contextualizes the agenda within global and business 

initiatives focused on sustainability. 

    Abdala claims that economic and socio-environmental impacts of the mining 

development can be solved through the promotion of the Sustainable Juruti model. 

This model would be a strategy to generate mutual benefits for all social, public, and 
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private sector stakeholders. Through the Sustainable Juruti Council, it was possible to 

start a partnership involving the community, the government, and the private sector as 

a process for cooperation and for seeking joint solution. 

Apart from the two models, in the international level, ICMM emphasize the role 

of rent distribution in generating social conflicts. ICMM argues that weak 

governments do not manage revenues from mining well enough to ensure national 

development and do not ensure sufficient social investment or benefit sharing, 

particularly at the local level where mines frequently have to deal with social conflict, 

asserting that ‘governance weakness’ is the basis of many of the most heated local 

criticisms against (or issues faced by) the companies (ICMM, 2010). Furthermore, 

ICMM and mining companies emphasize the financial contributions of mining 

operations to development through taxes and royalties. They express concerns that 

these revenues are not well managed as a result of weak and corrupt governance: 

“there are a number of well-documented challenges associated with translating 

mineral wealth into national wealth. Too often, for example, mining revenues have 

been squandered by governing elites or exacerbated corruption” (ICMM, 2010). 

As the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI)- perhaps a more 

respected although very limited voluntary code concerned with the full disclosure of 

corporate payments- notes: “Good governance is a precondition for converting large 

revenues from extractive industries into economic growth and poverty reduction. 

When transparency and accountability are weak, the extractive industries may instead 

contribute to poverty, corruption, and conflict – the so called resource curse” (ELTI, 
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2015). It also generates conflicts and a negative perception of authorities. From the 

national level, the Bureau of Mine want to facilitate good governance by enact the 

Mining Act which can reflect nowadays human right. The Bureau claims by 

enhancing the political participation, and transparency of the mining companies to the 

public, the struggles of the Atayal people can be mitigated.  

To summarize, political-environmental conflict tends to be hypothesize as 

problems emanating from inadequacies in the political system, inappropriate 

distribution of revenues, a lack of transparency and insufficiency of employment, all 

of what are seen as being products of an institutional problem or a problem of 

‘governance’. Fixation on these hypothesis, however, explicitly or implicitly deny 

structural analysis and deeper understandings of the colonial phenomena.  

2.3 THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

“The central issue is that private companies and neo-liberal states are based on 

an ontology of economic growth, a political discourse that post-development 

scholars have long seen as hegemonic” (Simon, 2012).  

The state’s hegemonic and narrow definition of development is predicated on 

neoliberal theory that well-being is best advanced by liberating individual 

entrepreneurship within an institutional framework that privileges private property 

rights, the free market, and minimum state intervention (Harvey, 2007) Such an 

evolutionary notion of development struggles to engage with the notions of inter-

culturality that reflect indigenous aspirations and ways of life. At one level, such 
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alternate indigenous views represent an unacceptable challenge to the currently 

dominant neoliberal status quo “that seeks to bring all human action into the domain 

of the market” (Harvey, 2007). At another level, such aspirations challenge the 

foundational principle of internal-colonialism whose logic is the absolute authority 

and land expropriation. The indigenous ‘problem’ continues and now the state is 

looking to eliminate this ‘problem’ through a policy framework of extractive 

governance.  

Using the notion of ‘contested development’, Jon Altman identifies a continuing 

tension between the neoliberal state and indigenous actors. He argues that at the 

current historical moment relations between indigenous people and mining 

companies are arguably less tense, in part because the corporate sector is more 

responsive to indigenous demands than the unyielding state and in part because 

mining is so profitable that corporate’s responsiveness is of direct commercial 

benefit. Analytically, the triangulated power relations between the state, mining 

corporations, and indigenous people that Jon Altman uses to frame this chapter 

might opposition to indigenous interests. The relationship between the state and 

mining corporations has always been structural and strong (Altman, 2012).  

The relationship between the state and indigenous people, on the other hand, has 

historically been fraught and remains so because the logic of internal-colonial 

society is based on the twin imperatives of gaining access to indigenous land and 

assimilating indigenous people. This is reflected in the Taiwan’s reluctance to 
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properly empower, grant, and endow indigenous people with effective political and 

resource rights.  

As systems of internal colonization’ of indigenous peoples and the arts of 

resistance by indigenous peoples change over times, they periodically give rise in 

the dominant societies to the sort of questions. These questions arise much more 

frequently in indigenous societies, where colonization is the lived reality (Tully, 

2000) James Tully refers to internal colonization in the following four points: 

1. The territory of indigenous people has been nationalized without their consent.  

2. Their territory is governed within the modern-state system. 

3. Forcing indigenous population to small reserves, carrying out the series of 

resettlement policies, opening them to capitalist development (agriculture, fishing, 

forestry, mining, and other forms of resources extraction)  

4. usurpation and appropriation have often been preceded or accompanied by 

treaty-making 

This form of colonization is ‘internal’ as opposed to ‘external’ because the 

colonizing society is built on the territories of the formerly free, independent but 

now colonized, peoples. The colonizing or imperial society exercise exclusive 

jurisdiction over them and their territories. Although they comply and adapt, many 

more times they refuse to surrender their freedom of self-determination over their 

territories and the way of governance under their customary law and worldview 

within the system as a whole as best they can. James Tully emphasize the essence of 

internal colonization is not the appropriation of labor, or depopulation, or even the 
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appropriation of self-government (usurpation). Rather, it is the act to appropriate 

their land, resources because the land is the foundation of their society (Tully, 2000). 

The problematic, unresolved contradiction and constant provocation at the 

foundation of internal colonization, therefore, is that the dominant society coexists 

on and exercises exclusive jurisdiction over the territories and jurisdictions that the 

indigenous peoples refuse to surrender. That is, the ongoing process of political 

resistance and struggles.   
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CHAPTER 3- CONFIGURATION OF IDENTITY  

3.1 ATAYAL PEOPLE IN TAIWAN 

The Atayal people reside in the North of Taiwan’s Central Mountain Range. 

Making up the most widely distributed and third most numerous of Taiwan’s 16 

officially recognized indigenous groups with 82,500 members, Atayals represent 16% 

of Taiwan’s Austronesian population. In different dialects, the term “Tayal” has 

different pronunciations, such as Atayal, Tayal, Tayen or Tayan. “Tayal” has long been 

applied to both the Atayal sub-tribe and the Sedek sub-tribe. Anthropological studies 

based on linguistic and archaeological evidence as well as creation myths and oral 

histories indicate that Atayal people have lived in Taiwan for more than 5,000 years 

(Bellwood, 1991).  

	

Figure 7- The Dispersal of Atayal People (Source: Digital Museum of Taiwan 

Indigenous People) 
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As is often the case with the naming of “other” peoples, the word Atayal simply 

means human in Atayal language. The classification of groups is based on Japanese 

anthropologists according to observed linguistic similarities, shared cultural practices, 

oral histories, and geographic distribution. In the past, due to their unique facial 

tattooing custom, other ethnic groups easily recognized the Atayal as an “ethnic 

group.” However, the Atayal ethnic group” consists of many groups with different 

languages, diverse customs and multiple identities. To provide an example, in the late 

2000s, two groups that had previously been classified as part of the Atayal tribe 

achieved separate tribal identity status as the Truku and Seediq (Simon, 2007). 

However, the newly-classified Truku and Seedip are still recognized as having 

significant linguistic, cultural and historical connections with the Atayal.  

Generally speaking, the Atayal regional groups or dialect groups usually call 

themselves by the name of their pan-tribal alliance (Qutux hbun). The pan-tribal 

alliance is composed of several communities which are formed on the basis of river 

baisn, region, myth of origin place, or worship group (Qutux gaga). The worship 

group is a group of related people participating in the same ritual, obeying the same 

custom laws and taboos and treating the group as their main social organization and 

source of identity. Qutux means “one,” which implies “united as one and grouped 

under an agreement.”  

Some of the more well-known cultural characteristics of Atayal people had been 

successfully outlawed by the Japanese colonial government and remain out of practice 
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in the contemporary Taiwan. Atayal people traditionally engaged in subsistence-based 

swidden cultivation, hunting, gathering and fishing which are also in crisis.  

3.2 OVERVIEW OF NAN’AO RIVER BASIN 

Nan’ao River basin has gained the reputation of the Amazon in Taiwan because 

anthropologist Yang Nan-Jun who compliments this region as Amazon owing to its 

richness in ecology, vibrant indigenous cultures, abundant precipitation and wide 

spread of the river (Chen, 1999). Nan’ao county stretches down the middle of 

Taiwan’s eastern coast. It is verdant, marked by high, thickly forested mountains and 

rocky shores. A thin alluvial plain is now where the seven communities located. 

Nan’ao river flow east across the country just like many rivers that have cut deep 

channels into the mountains of granite and marble. It is an area categorized as a 

‘biodiversity hotspot’ and has valuable mineral deposits. Nan’ao township is located 

in the northeast region of Taiwan and is the most southern township in Yilan. Its 

location is at longitude 121° E and latitude 24°N. Its side borders with Shiu Lin 

township in Yilan, its northern side borders Su’ao township, its western side borders 

Datong township and its eastern side faces the Pacific Ocean.  

The Nan’ao Atayal, an eastern branch of the Atayal has the population of about 

6,000 people, Genealogically the Nan’ao Atayal consist of the members of three sub-

tribes of the Atayal, namely: Ts’ole, Squliq, Seediq. Nan’ao’s total land area is set 

aside in a multi-tired system of protected regions that include national park, natural 

reserves, conservation land, wildlife refuges and wildlife habitats. Much of this run 

across the traditional territory of the Atayal people. From an Atayal People’s 
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perspective, “the river is a giver of life, it sets social organization and conveys 

movement.4” The environment has enabled Atayal peoples to develop enduring 

relationships to the river.  

Table 1- Basic information of Nan’ao Township 

Total Area No. of Villages No. of households Population 

740,6520km2 7 1830 5940 

 

 

Figure 8- The Location of Nan’ao Administrative Area (Source of Map: Google 

Earth) 

 

 

 

                                                
4	 Interview conducted by the author with HW on July 12, 2016. 
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3.3 KLESAN: FORMATION OF ATAYAL IDENTIY IN  

NAN’AO 

The Atayal people articulate their sense of identity through their distinct way of 

life, especially through culture and place. Atayal of Nan’ao is the most Eastern group 

of the Atayal dispersal. According to the elders, Nan’ao Atayal migrated from the 

Pinsbkan, nowadays Nantou to this current location. An elder from the Piyahow 

community recounted:  

“I am not that old, it’s how I am perceived. We were originally from Nantou, a 

place we call Pinsbkan. When our ancestors were living there, the leader said 

there were too many people living there. So, they were told. You should go and 

find a more suitable place to live. You walk along the river, then climb the ridge. 

When you find a good place, you should bring life into it.” 5 

From the narration of the elders, we know not just the origin of the Atayal people 

but the migrating spatial pattern is follow the river and mountain ridge. The culture 

researcher Heitay Bayang classify two category of migration pattern (Heitay, 2002). 

The first is the small-scale migration which refers to the settlement move within the 

river basin. The other category is the large-scale migration which indicate the 

migration is to cross from one river basin to the other river basin. The reason for the 

large-scale migration is lack of land for shifting cultivation (Heitay, 2002). The large-

scale migration is the beginning the new identity formation.  

According to the languages, customs and origin of the legend, Wei, Hwei-Lin 

and Utsurikawa Nenozo classified the Atayal families into sub-ethnic group of 

                                                
5	 Interview conducted by the author with HW on September 12, 2017. 
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Seqoleq, Tse’ole’ and Seediq. These subgroups had moved into the Nan’ao River 

basin since 260 years ago, crossing Mt. Nanhu to Nan’ao River basin. During the late 

17th century, they crossed the Central Mountain Ranges into the wilderness of the 

East. The original settlement of the Nan’ao Atayal was in mountains of more than one 

thousand meters along the upper and middle valleys of the Hoping River. The 

Seqoleq settled in the main portion of the area, living on the mountain ridge. The 

Ts’ole are found in marginal area, inhabiting along the river terrace. The Seedip is the 

latest group who migrated to Nan’ao River basin, having the least population and 

smaller territory6. Because the subgroups of Atayal migrated into the Nan’ao River 

basin in different times, the communities’ linguistic variation is significant.7  

 The name Klesan is name collective name for the Atayal in Nan’ao. Through the 

anthropology work of Li, Yi-Yuan, he reported Klesan is the self-claimed name 

which delineates Krajas (Crossing). We can understand this term through their 

migration pattern for the reason that they crossed from the West to the East (Li, 

1963). Yet, there is the other saying and most-told version by the elders. Atayal 

subgroup of Gogan called Atayal of Nan’ao: Klesan. Japanese colonialists continued 

to use the name. Eventually, Atayal of Nan’ao called themselves Klesan8. No matter 

how all the various sources reflect that the Atayal people who settled in Nan’ao river 

basin had established the concept of ‘We’ group identity.  

 

                                                
6 Interview conducted by the author with DK on September 09, 2016. 
7	 Interview conducted by the author with LS on February 22, 2016.	
8 Interview conducted by the author with AS on February 22, 2016.	
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3.4 RIVER ALLIANCE: POLITICAL ALLIANCE ABOVE 

THE LEVEL OF COMMUNITY 

Through internal development and inter- and intra-ethnic contacts, some 

communities settled down and established on the nowadays Heping river (和平溪), 

including the followings pyahaw, knyang, kngayan, kbubu, klmwan, kmuyaw, and 

bbukeykay. The seven communities are collectively called Nan’ao upper 

communities. There are 8 communities spreading on the Nan’ao South river and 

Tnbunan river area which are tlangan(buta)�tpihan, thawan(tblax), krgyah, ryohen, 

gugut, kinuh, and haga-paris. Those communities are called lower Nan’ao 

communities. (Li, 1963) 

After long-history of mixed living, they have established the concept of ‘We 

group’. “Qutux llyung” were created for distribution of fishing and hunting ground 

and for joint defensive purpose. “Qutux llyung” refer as the river alliance. The 

research of Mabuchi Toichi shows that the Atayal draw the boundary of a tribe based 

on the area a river basin. The river alliance was the political organizations among 15 

communities in Nan’ao. The river alliance settles disputes that can not be managed by 

the single community on the river territory.  

The political organization of the Atayal communities has the following 

functions: (1) to negotiate and conclude peace accords with neighboring tribes (2) to 

maintain lasting peace and unity within the rivers (3) to settle disputes of any form 

with other communities among tribal leaders in a particular river area under the 

customary laws and have failed to reach a desirable settlement (4) to go to war 
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together against outside opponent. From the book The Movement and Distribution of 

Indigenous Peoples in Taiwan, Mabuchi Toichi articulates:  

“The upstream, midstream and downstream of a river are occupied by several 

tribal alliances, respectively. The main branch of a river is the territory of a tribal 

alliance. A tribal alliance may be composed of a group of people belonging to 

the same system. It, however, can also be seen that people from different systems 

occupy the same branch of a river. Or, a group of people from other systems can 

join a tribal alliance by following some procedures. Also, we often observe that a 

tribal alliance displays various cultural features of different systems. Or, people 

still have the ‘consciousness’ of foreign systems to a certain level. Vice-versa, 

people of the same system may not belong to the same tribal alliance. In some 

cases, a group of people might move to other branches of rivers and organize a 

new tribal alliance. After around 5 or 6 generations, those informants who are 50 

to 60 years old in different tribal alliances still remember that they were ever in 

the same system. However, the relationship between these tribal alliances is 

weaker. At the same time, the interaction between these tribal alliances is 

unstable and easily broken. Sometimes, they become enemies and fight for the 

hunting fields. Moreover, they kill each other and hunt for heads. Therefore, in 

regard to the Atayal characteristics, the territory of a tribal alliance where it is 

defined by a river basin is more important and obvious than the commonality of 

the origin (Mabuchi, 1941)”. 

In the Mabuchi’s analysis of river alliance, the genealogy and the kinship do not 

play the major role on the alliance. Instead, it is the identity that attached to the river 

basin which based on the sense of collective safety and survival. As a result, Wang, 

Mei-Hsia argues that the idea of ‘region’ could replace that of the classification of 

systems based on genealogy (Wang, 2008). It becomes a key concept to understand 

Atayal social characteristics. As a result, Wei, Hwei-Lin proposed another 

classification in Taiwan, he interprets the river basin where the Atayal tribes are 
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located as the criteria for classification. Wei distinguished the following river basin 

into separate classifying units. It is a unique classification which can efficiently 

explain the distribution of the Atayal (Wei and He,1 2017). However, this 

classification became more unreliable after collective resettlement policy that 

dispossessed Atayal communities to the plains in the mid Taisho period (1912-1926) 

during the Japanese colonial period. 

3.5 GAGA: ATAYAL JUSTICE AND GOVERNANCE 

SYSTEM  

Within the organization of village level, the ritual group gaga which derives its 

member based on kin tie, local bound and friendship is the most important social unit 

in the possession of full function (Li, 1963). Before their integration into the 

successive Japanese and Chinese (Republic of China) states, the universe was 

structured according to a moral order called gaga. Any violations of the moral order 

were perceived to bring misfortune upon both individuals and the entire community. 

Individuals who violated gaga, for example, would fail to catch wild boars while 

hunting, would fall easily on dangerous mountain slopes, and would be bitten more 

easily by insects. Major violations of gaga, including the breaking sexual taboos, 

required certain rituals to restore order (Mowna, 1998) Traditional gaga, just like 

state law is comprehensive. Scholars translate the word into modern concept as 

customary law, or even culture, religion system, governance system. It is the 

philosophy to govern the people and people to land relations.  
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In the social organization perspective, gaga had wide-range flexibility. An 

individual can choose to join or withdraw from a gaga by his own will. However, 

joining and withdrawing gaga has to go through the strict ritual ceremony.The 

informant told me: 

“When I was a kid, I saw a man want to leave the gaga to join another gaga. At 

beginning, the man who wan to leave he talk to elders and drink alcohol with 

elders. The elders agree but tell the man to kill the pigs and share the meat with 

all the gaga member. Also, to offer the alcohol the the members. And he 

eventually can leave.”9  

 In addition, gaga is flexible enough to divide from or combine with another 

gaga, and a single community can hold a gaga or several gaga groups. Owning to its 

nature, it develops into the community leader (mraho qalan), under which there are 

several gaga leader (mraho gaga)10. Community leader are representative of foreign 

affair and gaga leader are in charge of the internal affair of each gaga. Each gaga 

does not intervene to other gaga’s internal affairs. The leader of gaga has the 

authority on the the executive of customary law, and ritual (Li, 1963). 

Wang demonstrated that gaga is not just a term identifying a special social 

organization as previous researchers had believed; rather, it stands for “cultural 

norms” related to beliefs about the supernatural (Wang, 2008). In ritual practice, gaga 

may apply to several kinds of social categories, including the community, utux nekis 

(literally, ‘one-ancestor’), household, person, and now the Christian church. Through 

obeying norms and practicing rituals, the social grouping is therefore dynamically 

                                                
9 Interview conducted by the author with DK on March 12, 2016. 
10 Interview conducted by the author with AJ on March 19, 2016.	
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built. Apart from examining the complexity of social grouping. From the informants 

and the scholars’ research analysis, the profound meaning of gaga can be explained in 

the multiple and dimensional perspectives. The gaga refers to norms, regulations and 

ritual proscriptions, a person’s identity or good luck. 

In the political perspective, without formal political institutions or written law, 

the moral code known as gaga was crucial for maintaining social equilibrium. A 

‘gaga’ can be considered as an egalitarian community. When collective activity was 

needed, the members of the community will share the labor, take responsibility for 

food, bear the risk and guilt together. In the Atayal community, gaga systems have 

the following functions: (a) to maintain the common security; (b) the function of 

religion and economy: agriculture, ritual ceremony and sharing of the food; (c) labor 

groups: exchange time of mutual assistance systems.11   

Despite experiencing serious shifts in the political, religious, and economic 

setting in which they live, the Atayal people continue to show the flexibility and 

adjustment as the meaning of the gaga. The Atayal have not grown alienated from 

each other and from their products because of change. In deciding whether to become 

involved in growing new crops, they are not solely influenced by market price and 

stability, but they also take into account how the new crops fit into their traditional 

understanding of work and the values they place on it (Wang, 2001). In addition, 

following gaga, the Atayal doesn’t put economic surplus as the priority and rejected 

the creation of permanent positions of power. Individuals who accumulated wealth or 

                                                
11 Interview conducted by the author with AJ on March 19, 2016. 
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power for themselves or their own families were perceived as selfish and greedy and 

would be ostracized. The moral principle of sharing is strictly observed at large social 

event such as weddings, or completion of the new house when the sacrificed pig is 

correspondingly distributed to families on a list of community members and to whom 

had contributed their labor and time. Incompatible with capitalist development, as 

capitalism depends on private accumulation of wealth, whereas the Atayal governance 

system of gaga is centered around an egalitarian ethos of community-based sharing. 

A territorial grouping or band was known as an alang which egalitarian political 

organization implemented through Mraho, and gaga was replaced with formal 

political offices to manage relations between communities and states. In effect, this 

was the end of the alang as limited, sovereign entity. (Simon, 2010) Work groups saw 

the emergence of Mraho, temporary leaders who is considered courageous, intelligent 

and industrious, for the immediate needs of hunting, work organization, and, 

formerly, migration, but these men rarely had any influence beyond the task at hand. 

Simon Scott regards him as the Men of influence who “perform conciliatory and 

redistributive tasks” (Simon, 2010). 

In summary, before foreign political powers entered Taiwan, the Atayal 

indigenous people had enjoyed autonomy according to their own cultural model on 

our traditional territory. The Nan’ao Atayal is the example of the statement. A 

community which is located mostly on a terrace or mountain ridge is an autonomous 

entity in the political sense. The authority of the community is exercised by the 

community leader (Mraho). The community leader is elected among the leaders of the 
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local ritual group (gaga) on account of his personal character and knowledge on 

productive and ritual affairs.  

Atayal of Nan’ao constitutes an important and integral dimension of their 

collective self. Yet, these configurations of Atayal identity are now being subjected 

not only to contesting claims advanced by the mining company and the state, but also 

counterclaims that have erupted among the Atayal people themselves who are now 

divided between religious groups, political factions, mining development. However, 

they are resilient enough to accommodate to and adopted influences from the outside 

world.   
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CHAPTER 4- THE PROLONGED 

COLONIZATION 

4.1 PLACE AND DISPLACEMENT: THE 

TRANSFORMATION OF COLLECTIVITY 

Atayal people’s connection to traditional lands is inextricably linked with 

indigenous identity which is mentioned above. Therefore, identity is integral to the 

understanding of how indigenous groups respond to the philosophies of mega-scale 

resource development. Indigenous peoples frequently contend that the indigenous 

worldview is not hermetic or unaffected by the external world and see no 

contradiction embracing economic development and maintaining indigenous identities 

and values. However, for Atayal who live on claimed ancestral territory their 

attachment to it does not emerge from the purity of their being. Rather, the connection 

to land is the product of long histories of struggle and resistance, in all their spiritual 

and material aspects, that are part and parcel of colonial and post-colonial 

confrontations over governance (Sawyer and Gomez, 2012) Over the course of 

colonial, and internal colonial history, the state has sought to impose social, political, 

and economic control through arrays of policy. Atayal lived through dire human 

experiences, often mentioned as the “collective resettlement policy.” 

There were 13 original communities as follows: piyahaw, riyohen, tabuyahan, 

buta, gugut, haga-paris, rekinux, kmuyaw, bbukeykay, tbulaq, rgiyah, kngayang, 

klmwan. After the land survey and law declaration along with the military 
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pacification, the Japanese colonial government nationalized most of the mountain and 

forest into state property. The Japanese were able to incorporate indigenous lands into 

their empire to an extent never even attempted by the Qing. In addition to extracting 

camphor and other forest products from indigenous territory, the Japanese made 

forcible resettlement of mountain peoples into the plain. They set up trading posts so 

that aboriginal people could exchange game and plants for money which was used to 

purchase alcohol, matches, salts, and other necessities. Only very small and 

fragmentary land parcels were reserved to the indigenous communities. At the same 

time, many communities were forced to relocate to low mountainous areas and shift 

from traditional hunting and gathering to fixed-location agricultural production. 

(Kuan, 2016) During this time, the initial-settled communities were scattered and 

recombined into new villages to the river mouth of the Nan’ao river. Nowadays, there 

are seven communities, namely: Nan’ao, Tung’ao, Wuta, Chinyue, Aohau, and 

Chinyang, Biho 
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Figure 9- Original Communities Were Resettled to the River Mouth of the Nan’ao 

River (Source of Map: Li, 2017) 

The era of Japanese administration, “when indigenous people were classified 

into “tribe” and forced to settle in newly established reserves and adopt modern 

agriculture, laid the institutional foundations for state-indigenous relations” (Simon, 

2012). Under the foundation of a deeply rooted social structure, these newly-created 

settlements lacked indigenous organization and could easily be manipulated. When 

the rest of the Atayal region is still confined to the small-scale relocation, Nan’ao has 

commenced the large-scale cross-river basin relocation. By 1931, Atayal in Nan’ao’s 

social networks had already fragmented because from the analysis of Yap, he claimed 

it was found that tribes inhabiting the same river basin shared strong connections 

while those of the same ancestry but geographically separated could not maintain 

close ties. Hence, relocating the same tribe to different regions would disintegrate 

intra-tribal relationship, and separating different tribes with close connections to 
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locations distant apart would also sever inter-tribal ties (Yap, 2016). In addition, 

colonialists used the familiar colonial strategy of divide and conquer. They sent 

groups of gaga from the same community to different village. Eventually, the 

consequential colonial governments implement the policy to resettle all the 

communities to the river mouth within a span of 60 years (1912~1968).  

Land is important in two respects. First, traditional lands are the ‘place’ of the 

nation and are inseparable from the people, their culture, and their identity as a nation. 

Second, land resources, as well as traditional knowledge, are the foundations upon 

which indigenous people intend to rebuild the economies of their nations and to 

improve the socio-economic circumstance of their people- individuals, families, 

communities and nations. These spatial, cultural, and ideological transformation have 

largely aided the mining project and further augmented poverty, inequity, and the 

exploitation of indigenous people. The historical errors that led to systematic 

dispossession of and discrimination against indigenous Atayal people. 

The Atayal of Nan’ao are facing a process of identity transformation. Forcibly 

resettling them into the plains is the worst among all. The historical errors that led to 

systematic dispossession of and discrimination against Atayal people. 

4.2 THE HISOTRY OF LAND POLICY AND 

DEVELOPMENT 

4.2.1 JAPANESE PERIOD (1895-1945): THE 

IMPLMENTATION OF MODERN STATE SYSTEM 
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The Japanese acquired Taiwan in the Treaty of Shimonoseki in 1895. “Japanese 

rule focused on making Taiwan a model colony, both to economically support Japan’s 

then-growing imperialist ambitions and to demonstrate to Western nation-states that 

Japan was as capable an imperialist power as they were” (Brown, 2004). The 

occupation was much more than the simple transfer of title from one state to another, 

however, for the simple reason that Chinese state had never administered the entire 

island. In the words of Yosaburo Takekoshi, “govern them by leaving them strictly 

alone” (Takekoshi, 1907)  

It was only after the Japanese takeover of the island that the indigenous peoples of 

central and eastern Taiwan became integrated into a modern state system with new 

systems of property rights. That transition marked the end of Atayal control over their 

own territory, and began the process of cultural loss. It is also a period of state 

expansion and political change. In order to take control of the island’s forests, as well 

as mineral and other natural resources, the Japanese limited indigenous people to 

‘mountain reservations’, cutting their traditional territory of 2 million hectares down 

to 24,000 hectares. In addition, the Japanese launched a number of violent expeditions 

into aboriginal territory, something the Chinese had not managed to accomplish. In 

the ‘Five-year Expedition’ of 1910-14, over ten thousand Atayal people were killed. 

The Japanese coveted the forested mountains for the camphor resources needed 

for their industrialization and military plans. They designated much of Atayal territory 

as state-owned forest to build up the timber industry. Their traditional hunting lands 

are converted to national land. With the mindset, the resources are considered to be 
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freely available for exploitation by outsiders. “It was the free gift of land and 

minerals. The prior ownership rights and interests of aboriginal inhabitants are totally 

ignored as irrelevant by both the state and the invading individuals” (Bodley, 1975). 

At first contact, it was assumed that these hunter-gatherers had no land ownership 

system, the land was terra nullius, it belonged to no one. At that time, the 

sophistication of aboriginal land ownership and resource management, religious 

systems, and social organization went unrecognized. Through the enactment of 

specific laws, the state reinforced its control over the traditional territory using the 

argument that there was no effective system of land registration. The doctrine 

disregarded indigenous peoples’ customary concepts and practices of land use and 

ownership. The result was a history of dispossession from their ancestral lands each 

time when a government project intruded into their territories in the name of national 

development. 

The Japanese were the first to conduct comprehensive land and population 

surveys in indigenous areas. “Japanese had to find ways to expand their own 

commercial use of the territory, while limiting the natives eventually to what would 

become reserve land. For the Japanese, that meant expanding their presence in what 

the Qing Court had identified as savage territory” (Simon, 2006). 

After 1903, the Japanese took land cadasters, and required the indigenous people 

to register land ownership; with unregistered land becoming de jure state property. 

“Since few indigenous people registered land, this provided the legal justification for 

Japanese companies, with state permission, to exploit the forests for camphor” 
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(Simon, 2006). The large amount territory of indigenous people transformed to be 

state-owned land. However, even the title of land has changed and even Japanese 

widened the mountain paths and brought in military artillery to subdue rebellious 

tribes. The Atayal of Nan’ao was still able to identifies strongly with the land. As 

hunters told me “how they follow the river and climb the mountain to catch wild boar, 

even though the Japanese created the modern path. Atayal elders recount that they 

didn’t like use Japanese path because the road made the distance further. The ancestor 

made the road is to cross mountain cliffs, along the river to move from the village to 

the deep mountain.”12  

Many of the hiking trails in Nan’ao region were originally hewed into the rock 

walls of the gorge by the Japanese in order to move artillery into the mountains and 

defeat the ‘fierce’ Atayal people. Yet, those trail had been abandoned by the Atayal 

people as the Japanese left. 

  

Remnant of school Gate in Wutai Tribe Mohen Police Station 

                                                
12 Interview conducted by the author with LS on July 25, 2017. 
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Remnant of Electric Fence The Japanese Military Outpost 

Figure 10- The Japanese Colonial Remnants (Source: Data Collected by Author) 

By the ends of Japanese period, the Japanese state had given each aboriginal 

person a Japanese name, and had them included in a household registration system. 

“They thus found themselves in the difficult position: resentful for the loss of their 

traditional lands, but thankful for the better medical care and other benefits of 

modernity that were first brought to them by the Japanese” (Simon, 2007). At the end 

of the Japanese colonial period, colonization of Taiwan from 1895 saw hunter-

gatherer societies displaced from their customary lands – at worst destroyed, at best 

radically transformed. 

4.2.2 CHINESE NATIONALIST PARTY RULING PERIEOD: A 

BANKRUPT MOUNTAIN ECONOMY  

After the Second World War, the Japanese handed Taiwan back to the Chinese 

and the island fell under the control of the Kuomintang (KMT) nationalist 

government. For indigenous peoples and native Taiwanese, Taiwan’s transfer to 

Chiang Kai-shek’s Republic of China was just a change from one violent colonial 

regime to another. In order to consolidate its rule, the KMT government massacred 
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over 20,000 people in the ‘February 28th Incident’ and imprisoned countless 

dissidents, including indigenous people, in the forty years of martial law that 

followed.   

The new Chinese state inherited Japanese system of administration. The most 

enduring legacy of Japanese colonialism was its imposition of Reserved Land system. 

This doctrine assumed that all lands belonged to the Empire. The KMT retained the 

same concept. The post-colonial administrations did not veer from western concept of 

land use and ownership. The constitutions articulate all lands of public domain, 

waters, minerals, and other natural resources are owned by the state. With adaptations 

through time, including more forced relocations and further limitations on indigenous 

land, many institutions created by the Japanese have continued to the present day. The 

Chinese Nationalists took over the schools, clinics, police stations, military outposts, 

and irrigation systems, as well as the industrial infrastructure that had been built by 

the Japanese.  

The new Chinese state relocated entire indigenous communities in order to make 

room for national parks, industrial zones and reservoirs; or simply to facilitate 

administration and social control. The government nationalized traditional territories 

where hunting, fishing and slash-and-burn agriculture had been prevalent. Most lands 

with development potential were quickly turned over to either government or Chinese 

capitalists. ROC administrators, building on Japanese-era institutional precedents, 

modernized the framework of indigeneity.  
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The Chinese Nationalists continued the process of alienating the indigenous 

peoples from their lands. In 1945, the aborigines who made their living in the 

mountains were under a control as strict as during the Japanese occupation. What had 

changed was only the rhetoric of suppression. The control of the mountain 

populations; movements was cleverly disguised as a move to establish the huge area 

of the Central Mountains into a “mountain peoples reserve district”. This district was 

under the “direct control of the provincial Mountain Administration Unit and 

occupied an area of 15,815 sq km 44 per cent of the total island” (Brown, 2011). 

According to the community member’s memory: 

“We were not allowed to collect wood 40 years ago. We were also constrained 

into the tiny, crowded area. Our man lost the integrity because we had to hide from 

the police, and hide from the officials of Forestry Bureau, and even hide the officials 

of the Bureau of Mine. If one day the government would give the land back to us, I 

would teach my kid how to set the trap as if my father taught me. I remembered 

vividly when I followed my father to the mountain, he discovered the wild boar. My 

father then asked me to climbed the tree. After he killed the boar, he asked me to eat 

the raw meat from the neck part because I could gain the energy and courage. 

Nowadays, I give the raw meat to the the kid in the village, they are not dare to eat 

that. It is because the assimilation policy.” 13 

The most important legal change since then was in 1966 when ROC did a land 

census and required aboriginal people to register land ownership as individuals. 

(Simon, 2006) In addition, Reserve land was semi-privatized beginning in 1964, 

albeit with the proviso that reserve land can only be bought and sold between 

individuals with legal indigenous identity. In 1968, aboriginal individuals and 

                                                
13 Interview conducted by the author with LS on July 25, 2017. 
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families could register to receive the usufruct rights of land. Although those rights 

could only be sold or rented legally to other aboriginal individuals, it became 

common for non-aboriginal individuals to gain access to land by paying off aboriginal 

individuals and registering in their names. On much of the land, the aboriginal users 

were required to either cultivate the land or return it to the township government. 

“Once ceded to the township government, the local authorities had the power to 

transfer the usufruct rights to outsiders, including corporations interested in natural 

resource exploitation. These policies diminished the amount of land owned by 

aboriginal individuals” (Simon, 2007). 

Of a substantial portion of the district supposedly reserved for the aborigines, 

over 87 per cent was declared a ‘state-owned forest’. During the past decades, 

Kuomintang bureaucrats franchised Han merchants to lumber the forest, and rapid, 

unchecked deforestation has taken place. None of the other natural resources in the 

mountain areas were at the disposal of the aborigines. Both the above-the-ground 

wealth – the forests – and the under-the-ground wealth – the mines – were ‘state-

owned’ and the government franchised these out for lumbering or mining only to 

Han-established economic interests. It is this dual process – governmental monopoly 

on the one hand and private appropriation on the other – which not only siphoned out 

the mountains’ resources but also destroyed the natural economy. As the economy 

expanded in the 1970s, many aboriginal individuals moved into the cities looking for 

work in construction and export-oriented factories.  
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Figure 11- Space Where Was Appropriated Form Indigenous Cultures and Then 

‘Gifted Back’ as Reserved Land14 (Source: Open Platform for Government Data) 

For Taiwan’s aborigines, Kuomintang rule has meant they have had to face what 

has been described “as a deadly crisis”. This crisis goes along with the “ecocide” are 

caused by terms of various developments. 

  

                                                
14	 Yellow mark is the Japanese Reserved Land but Present day, it is not. Orange mark refer that it has 
been the Reserved Land. Red mark indicates, there is not Reserved Land during the Japanese colonial 
rule but it is the Reserved Land nowadays. 
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CHAPTER 5- UNDERSTANDING ATAYAL 

RESISTANCE TO EXTRACTIVE INDUSTRIES: 

THE MEMORIES OF THE ATAYAL PEOPLE 

5.1 THE FIRST CONTACT OF THE MINING INDUSTRY 

“At first, it was only mined at the top. Miner came down to Silang (Name of 

the place), and then to the upper river. The location of the Silang is at the back 

of the Gong Gamin (Name of the river). That's the mining area I mentioned. 

After they finished mining in that region, they went in the opposite direction 

and continued towards the upper river. Before this river had a lot of fish, now 

there are no fish at all. It is really bad!” 15 

I present an analysis from the case study of Nan’ao Atayal people. The aim of 

this analysis is to emphasize the permanence of colonial patterns of domination in 

laws, policies and discourses over indigenous peoples and the national conservation 

land as an important reason of political-environmental conflicts. The governance 

approach suggests that the emergence of political-environmental conflicts is a 

response to ill-designed policies, and that the solution, therefore, would be policy 

reform without revising the rationale on which those policies are based. ‘Good 

governance’ disguises the fact that in many conflicts there are issues of indigeneity 

and different political ontologies. Thus, when scholars and ICMM emphasize the role 

of the formal political system and redistributive policies to solve conflicts, they are 

proposing a very limited view of politics: they are converging politics into laws and 

policies. A more profound view on politics would suggest that in some cases, the 

                                                
15 Interview conducted by the author with HW on February 12, 2017. 
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extractive industries governance is not the solution. The fact that the Atayal in Nan’ao 

has been involving in continuous protest either individually or collectively against 

pro-extractive laws and policies and not over a move to gain extractive revenues or to 

increase political participation, suggests that the problem transcends the governance 

approach.  

Businesses frequently stumble unwittingly into land conflicts, or are driven to 

take risks by impatient investors. Even giant projects on land occupied by tens of 

thousands of people may be approved by executives without the locals knowing about 

it until the bulldozers appear! The mining corporations came into being during the 

import substitution policies of the 1950s to provide plastics, building materials, 

cement, pharmaceuticals and other upstream materials for Taiwan’s new industrial 

producers. The Su’ao plants, located on the upstream of the Nan’ao North river in 

Su’ao Township, has been one of its largest manufacturing centers. This was the 

testimony when the local hunter first witnessed the mining development:  

“On one journey, my father went to hunting near the Rongan area. However, 

there was a typhoon which blocked our original way back to community. My 

father and his friend had to climb the mountain in order to bypass the rapid river. 

They therefore walked to the Dongshan direction. It was the first time my father 

saw the mining development. Near the mining field, there were my father’s 

hunting cabin. That area is our hunting ground. We went there for chasing 

Formosan Sambar deer. That was around 50 years ago.”16 

                                                
16 Interview conducted by the author with YK on August 22, 2017.	
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Figure 12- The Nan’ao North River and the Mine Occupied Area (light green mark) 

(Source of Map: Google Earth) 

From the Figure 12, we can clearly see how Henri Lefebvre had been argued. He 

mentioned the notion of space has been ‘appropriated by mathematics’ which has 

claimed an ideological position of dominance over what space means. (Lefebvre, 

1991) “Mathematics has constructed a language which attempts to define with 

absolute exactness the parameters, dimensions, qualities and possibilities of space” 

(Bodley, 1975). For the indigenous world, scientific conceptions of space, of 

arrangements and display, of the relationship between people and the landscape, of 

culture as an object of study, have meant that not only has the indigenous world has 

been represented in particular ways back to the the colonial state, but the indigenous 

world view, the land and the people, have been radically transformed in the spatial 
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image of the state. In the other words, indigenous space has been colonized. (Bodley, 

1975)  

Space is often viewed in the modern states thinking as being static or detached 

from time. This view generates ways of making sense of the world as ‘realm of 

stasis’, well-defined, fixed and without politics. This is particularly relevant in 

relation to colonialism. As this research mentioned above: the establishment of 

military, missionary or trading stations, the building of roads, the clearing of bush and 

the mining of minerals all encompassed process of marking, defining and governing 

space. It was based on a lineal view of time and was linked closely to notions of 

progress. Progress could be ‘measured’ in terms of technological advancement.  

Throughout the world, much of the land ceded by governments is in remote or 

extreme environments – such as deserts or steep mountainous areas. Most 

importantly, in the Nan’ao case, even in the extreme environment, the land can still be 

allocated to the corporate sectors through long-term concessions, including 20-year 

concessions to companies. This has been done without consultation because 

communities were unable to produce certificates of customary ownership to the space. 

Table 2- The Resources Mined in the Nan’ao North River Region (Source: The 

Annals of Su’ao Twonship) 

 

 

Name of 

the Mine 

Distribution  Utility Notes 

Limestone Mainly distributed 

in Dabai 

In addition to 

making raw 

In addition to Nan’ao, Dong’ao and 

Wulaukeng upstream and other areas 
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Mountain to West 

Shimao Mountain 

area. It is also the 

center of 

crystalline  

limestone deposit 

in Taiwan 

materials for 

cement and 

steel, it is used 

to make glass, 

sugar, 

pharmaceuticals, 

rubber, 

fertilizers, 

building 

materials and 

calcium carbide. 

nearby produce pure white 

crystalline grains for Taiwan. The 

marble has high economic value. 

Talc The deposit is on 

Dabai Mountain, 

Nan’ao area. 

There is the 

region with better 

talc texture. Su’ao 

area is one of the 

main area where 

produce Talc in 

Taiwan. There are 

many Talc 

resources in 

Dong’ao. 

For a variety of 

industrial 

products, the 

talc is raw 

materials for 

paper, rubber, 

plastics, fillers, 

textiles, paints, 

ceramics, 

medicine and so 

on. 

The annual output of Su’ao quarry is 

over 5,000 metric tons, and the 

reserves have the great amount of the 

mineral. 

Mica 

Feldspar 

Quartz 

 

Mica and feldspar 

usually coexist in 

the same deposit. 

Nan’ao is an area 

where almost the 

only mineral 

deposit in Taiwan. 

 The north side of Nan’ao mountain 

ridge has great amount of deposit, 

but even though in recent years, the 

chemical synthesis mica has good 

quality but low market price. Hence, 

mining activities are mostly stopped 
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5.2 DESIRABILITY OF INDUSTRIALIZATION AND THE 

INEVITABLITY OF PROGRESS 

Since Taiwan was under martial law from 1947 to 1987, there was scarcely room 

for protest. All development in these areas would be approved by the central 

government rather than by county and township authorities, as had been the case in 

the past. There are seven companies working at the upstream of the Nan’ao North 

river; their operations are located in Atayal territories. These companies maintain 

ambiguous relations with the neighborhood communities. The Mining Act consents to 

the government the entitlement of mining rights to individuals and corporations.  

Local mining companies are given right to use water and forest resources 

without permission from indigenous peoples on the land being mined. Most 

indigenous communities have been “reluctant to even participate in this development 

projects, saying that there is deep mistrust toward the mining corporations after 

decades of mineral exploration and development.”17 The democratic-elected 

politician told me that “there are very few locals who are working in the mine field.” 

18Different to other cases, there are more people employed by the mining corporation. 

The issue is paid more attention on the traditional territory claim and environmental 

protection.  

As the previous paragraphs have shown, to understand the Nan’ao case, it is 

necessary to grasp the complex relations between indigenous Atayal, the state and the 

                                                
17 Interview conducted by the author with RS on September 22, 2017. 
18 Interview conducted by the author with CH on September 22, 2017. 
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extractive industries from a historical perspective. The conserved land was leased to 

the mining company by the state in 1960s with no concern for the ecological fragility 

of the zone and indigenous territory. Through the interview, we are able to understand 

the historical background. The community elder reflects: 

“They (Atayal people) never thought the mine could develop in this scale…. To 

1970s~80s, the entire river had been polluted. During this period, a news reporter 

had invited me to check the mine field. Actually, the reporter was also invited by 

the Biho community development association. However, when we went to the 

mine field together, the scene was horrible…. the land had been broken and 

mountain had been leveled. The reporter told me, my job was just to take the 

picture but I would not publish the information. When I heard what the reporter 

said, I felt there was no other way to solve the problem…”19 

 The incursion of mining companies into Nan’ao North river has destructive 

impacts on the natural environment. The community members lament the disastrous 

environmental problems engendered by large-scale development mining activities. 

Local farmers, fishermen, and fish-farmers have reported damage to their livelihood 

and health. Many community members reveal that “there have been clear reductions 

in fish and people exposed to contact with river water developed skin infections and 

cancer.”20 

                                                
19 Interview conducted by the author with YK on August 23, 2017. 
20	 Interview conducted by the author with BL on August 23, 2017. 
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The Raka Mountain Ridge had been 

leveled off.  

The Mining Corporation Arranges to 

Plant after They Mined.  

  
The Mine Field Is under Operation. The Location Where Mining 

Corporations Ditch the Wasted Soil.  

  

The Wasted Soil and Stone Blocked the 

River Course. 

Researcher Climbed the Mountain 

Ridge Above the Nan’ao North River.  

Figure 13- The Current Situation of Nan’ao North River’s Landscape (Source: Data 

Collected by Author) 
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Table 3- The First Contact of the Extractive Activity (Source: Data collected by the 

Author) 

Informant BL21 Informant AS22 Informant YK23 

When I was 18, the mitten 

crabs came up from the 

estuary every May and 

June. No matter where you 

cast the net, there were 

always tons to catch. But 

after the mining started, 

when they purify the 

stones, the water quality 

got worse. There were 

fewer microrganism and 

the mitten crabs did not 

have enough to eat.  

I came back from the 

military service in 1976. 

It was at that moment I 

realized the North River 

had become muddy, like 

the color of limestone.  

 

I recall that the mine was 

built in 1979. At that 

time, some of us had gone 

to catch crabs, but to our 

surprise, the river was 

polluted. When we went 

back to the community, 

we finally noticed the 

pollution was because 

people were digging for 

the minerals in the 

mountains behind our 

homeland.  

All the informants’ report tells us that there had been a marked decline of mitten 

crab and fish harvest due to mining development. The fishermen surmised that it has 

to do with the water quality. Construction on the land would cause silation, pollution 

and other degradation of the river. The government at one hand promote the cultural 

revitalization through dancing and singing. However, as the indigenous culture is 

embedded with land, once the land is destroyed, can the culture revitalization 

succeed? Additionally, the development of mine also alienated aboriginal people from 

their lands, and torn apart the community. The mining corporation’s backed up certain 

churches, schools and politicians on the local elections. By doing so, they can divide 

                                                
21	 Interview conducted by the author with BL on August 23, 2017. 
22	 Interview conducted by the author with AS on August 17, 2017. 
23	 Interview conducted by the author with YK on August 12, 2017. 
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the members of the community. The corporations eventually emerge as the winner 

when the community is unable to unite against its common enemy. By providing 

limited employment, mining corporation has even been able to present itself as 

Nan’ao Township’s solution to poverty. 

5.3 THE CONSERVATION FOREST IS NOT 

CONSERVED  

Land area of Taiwan is now ‘conserved’ through state law, conserving the 

traditional territories of indigenous peoples, while many more impinge on areas 

claimed by other indigenous communities. Rather than protecting and encouraging 

customary use of biological resources in accordance with traditional cultural practices 

that are compatible with conservation and sustainable uses practices, the government 

lease the conservation land to the mining companies for development.   

This 40-year-old Raka Quarry is the example in the Nan’ao case. The mining 

field is located in Yilan County, No. 2719, water conservation forest. The mine field is 

situated on the watershed of two river basins: Wulaukeng River and Nan’ao North 

river. The ecological benefits of the watershed are well-known for soil and water 

conservation, and weather moderators and repositories of biodiversity. Once the land 

had been dug out, it impacts severely the water conservation of two river basin. 

Besides, the average slope of the mining development sites are up to 72.4% (36~37 

degree). In this environmental situation, it should not be developed not to mentioned 

the mine is located on the water conservation forest.  
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After approving the mining certificate, the application for the use of the state-

owned forest as a mining land is granted by the Mining Bureau and the approval of 

the Forestry Bureau. The governments’ contradictory and conflicting stance around 

mineral exploitation and indigenous peoples emerged clearly in the discourse of the 

law. Mining in the conservation forest is not illegal; nevertheless, Article 31 of the 

Mining Act stipulates that the Ministry of Economic Affairs shall not dismiss the 

application for mining rights of the industry if there is no satisfied reason. If the loss 

of the industry is caused by the dismissal of other land management units (such as the 

Forest Bureau), the industry may seek compensation. The governing agency shall not 

dismiss an application for renewal of a mineral right. If the mining companies are 

rejected which leads to a loss, the mineral right holder may claim compensation 

equivalent to the loss incurred within the period of the validity of mineral right 

against the agency limiting exploration and mining or the one obliged for the 

compensation. 

Article 24 of the Forestry Act stipulates: The management of conservation 

forests shall be predicated, regardless of ownership, on serving the public interest. All 

conservation forests shall be reasonably managed, cultivated, renewed and logged 

according to their individual characteristics. Article 30 strictly regulates any 

development. If the above have been the laws in the book, why the mining can still be 

developed? It is because Forestry Act has proviso on the Conservation Forest 

Management regulation. Articles 13~15 articulate as long as the competent authority 

agrees the company is able to initiate the mineral exploitation. The proviso offers the 
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legal base for the exploration and exploitation. This is the main reason why the 

conservation forest is protected by law, but the hills are bare. 

Furthermore, Article 9 of the Forest Ac stipulates: To carry out any of the 

following actions in a forest, an application shall be filed with the government agency 

who shall, together with the relevant local agency, examine the specified area for its 

suitability for the proposed action. After the application is approved, the action may 

be undertaken within the designated boundaries. These undertakings are limited to 

those not impairing geological stability, national security and forestry. If there are 

concerns related to the environmental damage, the government agency shall oversee 

the party in question and shall perform due to water conservation measures or other 

necessary measures, and the party may not refuse. All development in these 

conservation forests would be approved by the central government rather than by 

county and township authorities, as had been the case in the past. 

Legality is not the only issue, of course. There are fundamental issues of 

imbalances of power and entrenched discrimination that have to be addressed if 

secure land rights are to be achieved. Analytically, in the contested development 

theory, Jon Altman claims that the triangulated power relations between the state, 

mining companies, and indigenous people that the study use to frame this chapter 

might be better reconsidered as a binary with the state and company. The binary 

relations have always been structural and strong, and remains so despite recent 

tensions over the issue of declaring traditional territory. (Altman, 2012) 
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The discrimination of the law makes the Atayal communities in Nan’ao reluctant 

to even participate in the programs such as co-management program, and patroller 

program. They reflect that there is too “deep mistrust toward the Forestry Division, 

and Mine Bureau after decades of law imposition on their land which legitimize the 

development projects.”24 

5.4 LAND AND RESOURCE RIGHT: THE 

CONTEMPOARY LAND USE IN NAN’AO RIVER 

BASIN 

Many indigenous peoples have already adopted and adapted property regimes 

and they no longer bothered about property right. Some, particularly the educated and 

elite Atayal peoples, have opted for individual private ownership and are fighting over 

private titles. These accounts expose that Atayal communities are not homogenous, 

contrary to the concept of standardized and romanticized definition of Atayal peoples. 

In reality, Atayal communities are now differentiated on the basis of socio-economic 

status, religion, and political factions. It is therefore quite possible to see the more 

advantaged Atayal peoples who marginalize other Atayal groups. In additions, many 

Atayal people today no longer live on what were once their ancestors’ lands, and their 

attachment to ancestral lands became only spiritual, poetic and mythic. Others reside 

on their ancestral lands intermittently, migrating back and forth between rural and 

urban spaces of dwelling (Suzana and Gomez, 2012). However, we should know the 

fact that Atayal communities are in the state of flux as majority of society; they are 

                                                
24	 Interview conducted by the author with AS on August 17, 2017. 
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not frozen in time and space. The transformation of the collectivity is appearing 

everyday. They have been accommodating and at the same time resisting influence 

from outside. Every generation adjusts how it uses the land to meet new needs and 

aspirations, even if the Atayal people no longer live with the ‘traditional’ way, 

contemporary anthropologists and cultural theorists have shown how the most 

apparently ‘traditional’ cultures are actually quite complex and fluid. Hence, this 

research observation, Atayal people and community lands are as important to the 

present as to the past. The case in Nan’ao reflects that public lands are lands used, 

managed or governed collectively, under community-based governance. This form of 

governance is often based on longstanding defining, distributing and regulating rights 

to land, individually or collectively, and is usually referred to as customary or 

indigenous land tenure. Those are ‘commons’, which are lands that communities 

maintain as their shared property within their cultural context. As such, they can be 

considered the heart of indigenous and community lands. On the contrary, private 

property includes cultivated land, agricultural products and tools, and private 

pathways allocated to individuals and families within the community; however, the 

community exercises jurisdiction over the entire lands, which are held and governed 

collectively. Lands for wildlife, forests and woodlands, mountaintops, sacred sites, 

lakes and rivers are preserved as shared and public property in Nan’ao. 

The idea of the collective land of governance is especially obvious on the 

situation of hunting. Trapping is central to the gaga of hunting. Across Nan’ao, 

trappers have patrolled trapping lines throughout the mountain forests, in a dangerous 

process of cutting vines and clearing paths on very treacherous terrain. According to 
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gaga, this labor makes the land theirs, although the property rights gained in this 

manner are non-exclusive, non-alienable, and entirely unrecognized by state law. In 

each village, the trappers are very clear about which territory is claimed by which 

trapper, regardless if state law represents the given territories as the private property 

of the trappers, as private property of others (mining companies), as a National Park 

(which often include land titled to indigenous people), or as the Forestry Division of 

the Council of Agriculture (COA). The hunting grounds are integral to the lives of 

Atayal peoples. Atayal connection to and interaction with the hunting ground are 

crucial to the ecology of forests and inextricably linked with the culture and identity. 

Although the land has been nationalized and privatized in many different 

maneuvers. Ontologically, they still consider the land is theirs because in their 

worldview, they regard the land’s ownership through the relationship with the land 

not the land title. Therefore, the informants were shocked when the researcher asked 

them about the land ownership. The following conversations:  

Researcher: The government proposed an issue regarding the mine transparency 

in 2012, but it lasted only until 2012. We found 7, 8 mine companies when we 

did the research, but the land there is not the aboriginal reserved land. There are 

conservations land belong to Forestry Bureau.  

Informant AS: Nonsense! Why isn’t it the aboriginal reserved land? The 

researcher: It is the conservation land, owned by the Forestry Bureau. Informant 

AS: The land is definitely our traditional territory!25  

                                                
25 Interview conducted by the author with AS on August 12, 2017. 
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The conversation displays how the ontology and worldview between the government 

and Atayal people differs. Moreover, land and water were the basis of indigenous life 

in an older day, and remain so in Nan’ao case today. In Nan’ao, landscape was 

imbued with totemic significance. People poses a sense of rootedness to the land 

where is characterized by distinctive historically and culturally shaped understandings 

and connections to an intimately know landscape (Kirsch, 2001). From the study of 

Francesca Merlan, “cultural geographer, comments that the Aboriginal understanding 

that land has a personality that needs to be understood is something cultural 

geographers have only recently discovered” (Merlan, 2007). This attests the special 

importance of the cultures and spiritual values of indigenous peoples, especially how 

a collective relationship with their lands influences traditional knowledge and 

resource use. As Roldán Ortiga points out, there is also a human rights dimension of 

land rights that has legal, economic, and social ramifications. Ortiga states, “land is 

not only a physical asset with some economic and financial value, but an intrinsic 

dimension and part of people’s lives and belief systems” (Ortiga, 2004). This 

perception of the land is necessary in order to fully understand the Nan’ao case 

introduced here.  

There is an Atayal saying of sya ru lahuy which refers to the life can not be 

separated to mountain and river. The case reflects the considerable indigenous 

regional diversity that is linked to spatial elements of traditional ownership vis-à-vis 

mine site. The memory recounted by the elders can clearly indicate how the ancestral 

land overlapped with the mining field. The Atayal naming system relies on observing 

nature. It is cultural wisdom that develops from the interactions between people and 
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the natural environment. In these names, one can get a closer look at the interaction 

between the indigenous people and the land. For the people who share through oral 

history, geographical names reflect the cultural identity of continued migration and 

the cultural context behind the ecological environment. It tells the story that belongs 

to them. 

...Next we will go through Gong Dain Htui. 

After that, we will cross Gong Wilan Umaw. 

After going across, we will be at Gong Abacibay. 

Once we climb Gong Abacibay, we reach Gong Slayang Cyaping. 

After crossing Gong Slayang Cyaping, we will arrive at Yading. 

After we reach Yading, on the left side there will be another tributary called Gong 

Bonbon. 

We cross up to this river called Gong Dabun. 

After the Gong Bonbon is Gong Perli.26 

                                                
26 Interview conducted by the author with BL on August 11, 2017. 
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Figure 14- Traditional Territory Recounted by the Elders (Source of Map: Li 2017) 

 

Figure 15- Traditional Territory Is Overlapped Entirely with the Two Major Mining 

Field (Source of Map: Li 2017) 
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Table 4- The Traditional Names Recorded in the Nan’ao North River (Source: Data 

Collected by Author) 

Name Meaning Historical context of the name 

Dain Htui Dain indicates 

climbing up. Htui 

means the entrance. 

Whenever hunter goes to a place, 

they will pay attention to the 

geographical environment. Hunter 

marks the the location so that they 

can inform to other hunter and pass 

down to the future generations. The 

meaning of the Dain Htui describes 

the geographical environment 

where is precipitous and there is no 

other entrance to climb the 

mountain, except this one. 

Gong Yading Yading means the 

mountain contain 

rich mine. Because of 

the quality and shape 

of the mine, the 

mountain looks bold. 

The rocky terrain where hunter is 

difficult to enter. Even if you enter 

this area, there is no clear route to 

go through.    

Rgyax Raka Rgyax refers to 

mountain in Atayal 

language. Raka 

means the highest 

point of the 

mountain. 

The mountain is very high. You 

can see far away. 

Gong Gaming Gaming refer to tree 

roots. 

The river is named gaming because 

the forest is dense and the roots are 

so many. 

Wilan umaw Wilan umaw is the 

person who has 

stayed in the region 

for long time.  

Community people used to earn 

money by gathering and collecting 

yellow Rotang palm and sell to 

merchants. Wilan umaw lived there 
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for a long time and found a whole 

area of yellow Potang palm. Later, 

the tribe knew that he collected the 

palm to make money. Everyone 

called this area by his name. 

Gong Mniywaw Mniywaw means the 

shape of the 

mountain looks like a 

leopard cat.  

Because of the treacherous ravine, 

and the climate environment is 

different to other section of the 

river, hunter who travels to this 

region feels unsafe. 

Gong Bonbon The sound of the 

waterfall 

The hunter heard the enormous 

sound while they were chasing the 

Formosan Sambar dear. They got 

closer to the cliff, they found out 

the sound was produced by the 

giant waterfall. 

Gong Du’mun Du’mun is the rest 

station where people 

smoke over there.   

Hunters often pass by here, and 

will take tobacco to smoke. They 

can rest and exchange information. 

Slayang Cyaping Cyapin is the plant 

which is also the 

favorite food of 

masked palm civet. 

Because this place grows a lot of 

this kind of plant, wild animals like 

to appear there. Hence, many 

hunters often come there to set the 

trap. 

Gong Per’li Per’li means a piece 

of wood for fishing 

material and the 

material for trapping. 

 

Usually hunting or trapping require 

only certain types of wood. In 

Per’li, hunters can acquire different 

types of woods for different 

purposes at one time. Thus, this 

river become famous. 

Realizing the collective rights of ethnic groups is fulfilling the human rights of 

individuals in the groups, completed human dignity should include respected group 
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identity (Kymlicka, 1995). Many scholars and policy advocates suggested the rights 

over their traditional territory must be collectively owned by the indigenous 

communities or peoples. Different to the private ownership promoted in the 

indigenous societies during the privatization of Indigenous Reserved Lands during 

1960s, the collective ownership emphasizes the recognition of community and people 

as the subject of rights. (Kuan, 2014) However, the policy and extractive governance 

discourse has consistently failed to enter into a just dialogue with indigenous peoples 

and their political traditions and understandings (Patton and Sanders, 2000). The 

recognition of indigenous and community land rights is a prerequisite for sustainable 

development, eradicating of poverty, and reduction of conflicts. Many realize that but 

there remain huge gaps between intention and reality, often as a result of the immense 

power imbalances between corporations and governments on the one hand, and local 

communities and indigenous peoples on the other. Because of continuous colonization 

by outsiders, the defense or recovery of territory has very often become more than just 

a matter of economic survival, but also connected to the dream of revitalization of 

homeland and restored action of dignity. Eventually, “they have to think of 

community and community forms of organization not as relics of the past but as vital, 

contemporary expressions of personal and group identity” (Maaka and Fleras, 2000).   
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CHAPTER 6- BEYOND EXTRACTIVE 

GOVERNANCE: THE EMERGENCE OF 

INDIGENOUS POLITICAL ONTOLOGIES 

6.1 INDIGENOUS POLITICAL ONTOLOGIES 

Most analysis of the extractive governance in Taiwan mainly focus on the short-

time memory within the extractive discourse framework. The ill governance is 

therefore perceived as a particular problem that based on the same rationale of 

distributive conflicts, as a problem of deficient political representation of indigenous 

peoples, or as a problem of institutional weaknesses of the Presidency and the 

Legislation Yuan, specifically, their moves to enact unconstitutional decrees. 

Nevertheless, the case in Nan’ao cannot be explained in narrow terms by reducing 

analysis of ill governance to matters of distribution, political participation. The 

problems are raised as a products of long and complex processes of colonization. The 

decolonial perspective is crucial for such analysis.  

According to decolonial perspectives, even though formal colonialism ended up 

in legal and political terms, coloniality27 remains in our societies because power is 

still distributed around a colonial ontology and epistemology, and consequently the 

regulative aspects of the society (the way in which social and economic relations are 

organized) still respond to this logic (Acuña, 2015) The central issue is that private 

                                                
27	 Colonial quality or character; the fact or state of being a colony	
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companies and neo-liberal states are based on an ontology of economic growth, a 

political discourse that post-development scholars have long seen as hegemonic 

(Simon, 2012). This diffusion of political authority is associated with external and 

internal factors related to the state. On the other hands, the rise of civil society 

organization (CSOs) and corporations in politics is a result of the strengthening of 

these actors in the institutional arena, developing a political culture that has promoted 

non-state public goods and collective action. In the context of globalization, 

companies are more easily able to cross borders in pursuit of maximizing their 

interests, and have been increasingly successful both locally and globally. On the 

other hand, this kind of governance is related to a dual crisis of the state: first, the 

state policy will be maneuvered by the demands of hegemonic economic sectors, and 

secondly, the state will be constrained on its capability on the social responsibility and 

its accountability toward the public and therefore, it leads to the ensuing loss of social 

legitimacy. Both factors have an effect on the state exclusively in term of its 

performance and effectiveness to carry out the policy. 

The decolonial approach is crucial to understanding the permanence of 

coloniality in current socio-environmental conflicts. With this law, the state was able 

to transfer natives’ lands, empowering it to displace, eliminate or exploit natives 

people. This open legal violence such as Mining Act, Basic Law, Indigenous 

Traditional Lands Regulations, and the Forestry Act, the Regulations for 

Conservation Forest Managements still exist in our legal discourse. Those laws and 

regulations were a means of assuring internal colonization because after titling 
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communities, huge parcels of land remained without ownership (land that truly 

constituted indigenous territory), favoring land grabbing by the state and corporations.   

These and other legal and policy precedents are crucial to understanding the 

Nan’ao mining governance. The enactment of the ‘illegal’ decrees was not the result 

of a lack of coordination within the government or due to inefficient policy- making. 

Indeed, these decrees were approved because of the permanence of coloniality: 

Taiwanese political and economic elites still consider the Nan’ao river basin as a 

space for exploitation and indigenous peoples as barriers for the development of the 

whole nation. This is usually disguised and downplayed by scholars who emphasize 

the governance approach in their analyses.  

It is also important to emphasize the dispossession of identities deployed by the 

processes of extractivism. The political economy of extraction transforms indigenous 

political subjectivities; they become poor mining workers, merchants or peasants with 

a salary or proprietary entitlements but not with territorial rights. The detachment is a 

process by which capitalist expansion is able to appropriate the resources relied upon 

by indigenous peoples. “Extractivism is not just a process of accumulation and 

dispossession of land and resources, but is also a process that, based on a specific 

ontology and epistemology, produces subjectivities and denies indigeneity” (Acuña, 

2015) These different processes of dispossession of land, resources and subjectivities 

have had different extensions in the contexts of time and space. Those indigenous 

peoples and local communities that maintain their identity, territory and ancestral 

social and legal practices call for respect of their own forms of governance. 
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“Indigenous peoples may be more concerned about the negative impact of projects on 

the natural environment that has nourished them for generations, or about local 

political sovereignty” (Simon, 2007). In that context, opposition to mining can be 

seen as the Nan’ao struggle to preserve their political ontology beyond extractive 

governance. That is why their struggle are strongly connected to explicit ecological 

concerns.  

Their argument by Atayal is based on the following: that the lands which it 

works comprise ancestral Atayal territory, and that the area, overall, is ecologically 

sensitive.28 This view dismisses allegations made by companies and supporters that 

the opposition of indigenous peoples to mining activities is being fuelled by their 

desires to receive a greater share of financial benefits as a condition to operate. For 

the Atayal in Nan’ao, in the case of mining there is no space even for consultation, as 

explained by one interviewee: ‘‘negotiation and consultation with either government 

or corporations is political expedience, our request is giving our land back in order to 

safeguard our river resource”29 Some Atayal interviewed explained that “it is 

possible to negotiate with the mining company that is attempting to continue the 

operation in Nan’ao, but most believed that there is no reason for any discussion to 

take place because the collective view of the people is that it should not be operating 

there”.30   

                                                
28 Interview conducted by the author with AS on August 22, 2017. 
29 Interview conducted by the author with AS on August 22, 2017. 
30 Interview conducted by the author with CH on September 11, 2017 
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Ecological concerns were voiced not only by indigenous people and activists, but 

also by some of the township and village officials interviewed. For indigenous 

peoples, these concerns are constitutive elements of their political ontology: the 

natural environment assures them of survival in material terms. It also has cultural 

and political importance, providing a space for particular social interrelations and 

being local peoples’ ancestral territory. Thus, the translation of indigenous political 

ontologies into policy designs entails recognition of the right to self-determination. 

Indigenous peoples seek to manage their territory in a way that can assure their 

cultural survival. It does not mean that contradictions over the exploitation of natural 

resources within indigenous territories do not exist. These divergences exist but 

indigenous peoples claim that they must be solved within the boundaries of their self-

determination as peoples instead of being decided by those in power allegedly making 

decisions on behalf of the ‘nation’ (Simon, 2007).  

In addition, the ecological perspective of indigenous peoples is not a traditional 

or immutable view of the natural environment; it is rather a dynamic one that entails 

looking for alternatives to the dominant extractive model. The local leader, who is 

studying Master’s degree, raises the movement to find the roots of the culture. He 

arranges the trips every year, hiking to the original community in order to strengthen 

the people’s belonging and identity. These groups of people eager to figure out how 

they lived in harmony with the environment for hundreds and thousands of years. 

They utilized modern technology to record the traditional territory, cooperating with 

this research to film the whole process of the movement to show to the public the 

seriousness of the crisis and to find alternatives to extractive industries. He is no 
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doubt, promoting the academic and professional preparation of more people in order 

that they learn how they can defend their territory.  

In this context, indigenous political ontologies confront the extractive 

governance discourse. From the governance perspective, indigenous peoples are 

ethnic minorities or communities tolerated within a framework of multiculturalism 

and are assimilated by extractivism. Their land rights are property rights recognized 

as specific plots that can be negotiated and exchanged. Social conflicts emerge 

because legal entitlements are poorly defined, compensation is inappropriate, and/or 

formal political representation is scarce. From the standpoint of indigenous 

ontologies, however, indigenous peoples are not ethnic minorities but rather ‘nations’ 

recognized within a theoretical framework of plural nationalism (Tully 1995, Bern 

and Dodds, 2000) which therefore have legitimate rights to self-determination. 

However, “the state never seriously returned commercially valuable resources to 

claimants mainly because this would constitute a form of sovereignty, a vast 

challenge to the logic of internal colonial society and the modern nation state” 

(Altman, 2012) 

Theoretical framework of plural nationalism also means that instead of property 

rights to specific communities, they hold territorial rights as nations. They do not 

reject negotiations with extractive industries: negotiations are not necessarily about 

the benefits of extractive activities but rather about extractivism itself. From this 

perspective, social conflicts mainly respond to the permanence of coloniality, namely, 

the rejection of a different conceptualization of indigeneity and the natural 

Camille Hsiung
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environment beyond extractive governance. It is criticized for its incompatibility with 

indigenous knowledge and indigenous notions of ownership. State is bolstered 

immeasurably by the strengthening of the normative framework of collective rights 

and inherent rights in international law allowing for greater share economic benefits 

of dispossession yet redistributing them entirely on their own terms in accordance 

with indigenous philosophies and congruent with indigenous identity. As Bern and 

Dodds have said: 

“What seems to be at the core of these disputes is that western perceptions have, 

to a large degree, failed to recognize that indigenous conceptual systems have 

their own internal logic and rationality, which are not always translatable into the 

dominant western legal and political system. This is particularly evident in the 

policy-making areas, where western terminology and concepts are imposed as a 

way to define, categories and evaluate concepts in indigenous societies” (Bern 

and Dodds, 2000)  

6.2 PUBLIC GOVERNANCE: TOWARDS NEW 

POLITCAL THINKING 

Modern states are often called nation-states. Yet, states are in fact multi-nation 

states. Still, these multi-nation states are often dominated politically by one or a few 

selected powerful elites, sometimes colonial groups, making other indigenous groups 

vulnerable in their own society (Chi, 2016) In the recent years, a series of indigenous 

movements “Return My Land” have helped indigenous groups fight against colonial 

domination and have gained much progress in terms of sociocultural rights. 

Nevertheless, they have not reached to the status of self-government. The core 

problem was that indigenous lands were lost to colonial powers. Even though land is 
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essential to indigenous development, it also has the potential to create conflicts of 

interest between indigenous peoples and the state. The public policy toward the issue 

was usually devoid of recognition of indigenous land rights. Therefore, nowadays the 

major claim of the indigenous movements has moved from the request for additional 

pieces of reserved land to the request for a total adjustment of the relation between 

indigenous peoples and the state. Indigenous activists claimed indigenous sovereignty 

over the “traditional territories” in their statement. (Kuan, 2016)  

6.2.1 CONTEMPORARY GROUP-SPECIFIC ENTITLEMENT 

ACCOUNTS IN POLITICAL THEORY 

James Tully have argued for pluralistic approaches to political institutions and 

for formal recognition of group-based entitlements to enhance self-determination 

within contemporary states. In Strange Multiplicity: Constitutionalism in an Age of 

Diversity (1995), and Aboriginal Peoples: Negotiating Reconciliation (1998), Tully 

had mentioned the issue concerning indigenous self-government in Canada. James 

Tully’s pluralism takes the form of plural political institutions within a confederation 

of distinct nations: those institutions of the First Nations of Canada, those institutions 

of the Métis nation and those institutions of the Canadian nation. In term of land 

rights, Tully argues for proper recognition of the distinct and pre-existing set of 

relations with the land enjoyed by indigenous peoples before expropriation, and the 

need to avoid seventeenth to nineteenth-century cultural biases in understanding both 

the nature of indigenous nations and the systems of property characteristic of those 

nations (Tully 1994). By applying this idea into practice, he uses a framework of three 
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conventions: recognition, continuity and consent. First of all, proper recognition is 

recognition by all Canadians of the diverse nations to which indigenous people belong 

as well as the non-indigenous nation. Secondly, it is also recognition of the continuity 

of the nations, their traditions and law- that is, their ongoing existence and 

significance. Further, it is recognition of the democratic norm shared by indigenous 

and non-indigenous people of consent to those things that affect each group in a 

society (Tully 1995). As such, this kind of pluralism Tully in favor of is a pluralism of 

national institutions and structures as federated within predominant, pluralistic, 

Canadian confederation. 

Iris Young’s research focus on groups and special representation which takes the 

form of recognizing group-based differences within the state and the need for special 

representation of oppressed groups in order to give those groups a political voice. Her 

goal is justice realized not simply as distribution, but more as the development of 

institutional conditions essential for the the development and exercise of individual 

willingness and collective communication and cooperation (Young, 2000).  

Will Kymlicka has also argued for a recognition of cultural pluralism within a 

single set of state institutions as a way of acknowledging the value of cultural 

membership for individuals’ life-plans (Kymlicka 1995). He advocates for greater 

political autonomy for forcibly annexed groups through indigenous group-specific 

representation rights or rights of self-determination within state borders. This is the 

freedom to pursue their preferred cultural life and the good governance that members 

of the dominant cultural groups enjoy by virtue of their shared linguistic, cultural, 
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spiritual and institutional history. Kymlicka maintains that there are circumstances in 

which indigenous groups should be granted regional political and legal self-

determination, not just legal ownership of (parts of) their historical territories. In rare 

cases, secession and full self-government rights may be the only means of protecting 

rights to cultural identity (Kymlicka, 1995) 

6.2.2 SELF-DETERMINATION AND SOVEREIGNTY  

In lifting the debate to the level of relations between nations, and arguing for 

greater self-determination of the affairs of each nation by the nation, there is a risk of 

homogenizing the diversity within each nation. Tully, Young, Isak, Brown all uses a 

concept of sovereignty that they envisage as a move away from one understood as 

absolute authority over a uniform polity. Tully suggest: “Sovereignty in this non-

absolute sense means the authority of a culturally diverse people or association of 

peoples to govern themselves by their own laws and ways free from external 

subordination” (Tully 1995). 

Essentially, in this case, sovereignty is understood to mean that citizens entrust 

their individual sovereignty” in forming their governance. The consent of the 

governed as individual sovereigns is a means to check the power of the government, 

which means that the individuals have stakes in governance to the degree government 

upholds their rights. Michael Brown also add to the foundation of the Tully’s 

argument that the very concept of sovereignty fails to “admit the fluid, multiplex 

realities of native mobility and cultural intermixture; it rests instead on the misleading 

premise of stable, clear-cut cultural, ethnic and territorial boundaries and fixed, 
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singular identities” (Brown 2007). Plagued by the historical differences, the notion of 

sovereignty in legal principle remains incomprehensible, ambiguous but critically 

important. 

Young points to the extent of moral considerations that have been advanced 

against the idea of a global state system as well as the pressure in practice to regulate 

across national boundaries. She points to the need for a reconceptualization of 

sovereignty that would separate it from the system of nation states in favor of more 

diverse arrangement of ‘secessionless’ sovereignty that is shared among different 

levels of government. The assertion of ‘sovereignty without secession’ indicates the 

willingness to work within the system rather than outside of it, a secessionless 

sovereignty is consistent with the demands of post colonizing society. (Young, 2000) 

Isak Afo (2013) argues, in an article promoting Amis nation sovereignty, that the 

Amis nation needs to fight for regional autonomy or have a separatist movement in 

order to achieve national sovereignty and to avoid being assimilated by the modern 

state. Sovereignty in his perspectives includes having full political and cultural 

autonomy (including decision-making in policies related to language preservation, 

land and resource protection, and enterprise management) 

Through the 1990s and early 2000s, international organizations and many 

countries, including Taiwan, began paying more attention to the natural rights of 

indigenous peoples and the ways in which their rights had been neglected in the 

process of decolonization. For indigenous nations, the meaning of the term 

sovereignty encompasses their cultural values, aside from their government as 
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vehicles of sovereignty, and extends well beyond the boundaries of any legal 

principles.  

6.2.3 IN SUMMARY 

Institutional structures that once colonized the ‘nation within’ are no longer 

acceptable; in their places instead, are indigenous models of self-determination that 

sharply curtail the state while advancing the idea of indigenous people as autonomous 

political communities. The noted Métis scholar, Paul Chartrand, writes to this effect 

when he says ‘We are political communities in the sense that we are a distinct culture 

and we want to create political institutions to maintain those very distinct 

communities (Chartrand 1999).  

This research believes the new political thinking should be created to ameliorate 

asymmetric power relations. There is a need for an effective and accountable nation to 

nation relations that can play the role of reviewing with extractive development. This 

institutional framework should, however, also serve as a mechanism to allow these 

communities which had the direct impacts from the mining industry an avenue to 

participate in the real decisions-making process. A special relationship (‘nation to 

nation’) with the state is the precondition for atonement and reconciliations. We 

should move to restore autonomy and cultural integrity at the level of governance. 
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CHAPTER 7- CONCLUSION 

Most conceptualizations of political-environmental conflicts present them as 

problems of governance related to the distribution of rents, transparency, the formal 

political system and the employment rate. Politics are entrenched within policies 

because there is no discussion about the political and economic foundations on which 

extractive governance is constructed.  

I suggest that important political-environmental conflicts that involve indigenous 

peoples are not simply a problem of ill-designed policies; they rather emerge because 

of the permanence of a colonial pattern of domination that denies indigenous 

ontologies. Atayal of Nan’ao is a clear example of this. As an event embedded in the 

long history of coloniality and the legal and ontological violence exerted against 

indigenous peoples. This argument is informed by an analysis of openly violent and 

subtly violent laws, policies and discourses against indigenous peoples from the 

beginning of the modern state until today.  

Conflicts such as the case of Nan’ao remind us of the importance of recognizing 

and valuing indigenous political ontologies. The implication of this is the 

transformation of the state and its political economy in order to accept indigenous 

peoples as nations with territorial rights, and the right to ensure ecological 

sustainability in their territory. This process implies a new political imagination. The 

current political setting suggests that indigenous peoples are merely ethnic minorities 

to be included within current governance structures. A new political imagination 
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would suggest that indigenous peoples are indigenous nations, and that their land 

holdings are bound by territorial rights and sovereignty. Such a view interprets 

opposition to extractive activities as a decision to preserve cultures and the 

environment, not a move underpinned by economic or political formal participation. 

To reach this new political framework, it involves more than assertions and 

counter-assertions of rights. We should also focus as much on these processes as it 

does on the languages of rights. From the research finding, the study proposes that 

these relations should be based on principles of mutual recognition, mutual respect, 

sharing and mutual responsibility. A just relationship between indigenous and non-

indigenous peoples is one involve dialogue, which must occur under conditions that 

are acceptable to both parties. 
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APPENDICES 
APPENDIX I: Interview Outline 
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APPENDIX II: Background the Interviewees Conducted in 

this Paper 
Anonymous 

code 
Age Gender Career & 

Job 

Place of 
residence 

YK Around 50 Male Constructor (He is 
also trapper and 
hunter, paying the 
attention on land 
issue for more 
than 30 years) 

Biho 
Community 

CH Around 50 Female Politician Nan’ao 
Community 

AS Around 50 Male Politician Biho 
Community 

BD Around 80 Male Farmer (He is also 
trapper and hunter, 
specializing on 
migration history 
and traditional 
Atayal song) 

Chinyue 
Community  

 

BL Around 50 Male Restaurant, KTV 
Owner (He is also 
an experienced 
hunter) 

Biho 
Community 

AJ Around 70 Male Farmer (He is also 
trapper and hunter, 
mastering on the 
Atayal ecological 
knowledge) 

Chinyue 
Community 

LA Around 30 Female NGO Reporter Taipei 
SY Around 50 Male Retired public 

servant 
Wuta 

Community 
WY Around 50 Male Farmer and Tour 

guide  (He is also 
trapper and hunter, 
mastering on the 
Atayal Ecological 
Knowledge) 

Chingyang 
Community 

 

RS Around 50  Male 

 

Politician Nan’ao 
Communtiy 

DK Around 40 Male 

 

Constructor (He is 
also trapper and 
hunter, mastering 
on the Atayal 

Nan’ao 
Community 
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Ecological 
Knowledge) 

LS Around 80  Male 

 

Atayal Art Craft 
men  

Chinyue 
Community 

KM Around 30 Male 

 

Constructor Wuta 
Community 

HW Around 80 Male 

 

Farmer (He is also 
trapper and hunter, 
mastering on the 
Atayal Ecological, 
historical 
Knowledge) 

Biho 
Community 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

	

	
105	

APPENDIX III: Index of Tables 

Table 1- Basic information of Nan’ao Township 

Total Area No. of Villages No. of households Population 

740,6520km2 7 1830 5940 

Table 2- The Resources Mined in the Nan’ao North River Region (Source:	the Annals 

of Suao Twonship) 

Name of the 
Mine 

Distribution  Utility Notes 

Limestone Mainly distributed 
in Dabai 
Mountain to West 
Shimao Mountain 
area. It is also the 
center of 
crystalline  
limestone deposit 
in Taiwan 

In addition to 
making raw 
materials for 
cement and 
steel, it is used 
to make glass, 
sugar, 
pharmaceuticals, 
rubber, 
fertilizers, 
building 
materials and 
calcium carbide. 

In addition to Nan’ao, Dong’ao and 
Wulaukeng upstream and other areas nearby 
produce pure white crystalline grains for 
Taiwan. The marble has high economic value. 

Talc The deposit is on 
Dabai Mountain, 
Nan’ao area. 
There is the 
region with better 
talc texture. Su’ao 
area is one of the 
main area where 
produce Talc in 
Taiwan. There are 
many Talc 
resources in 
Dong’ao. 

For a variety of 
industrial 
products, the 
talc is raw 
materials for 
paper, rubber, 
plastics, fillers, 
textiles, paints, 
ceramics, 
medicine and so 
on. 

The annual output of Su’ao quarry is over 
5,000 metric tons, and the reserves have the 
great amount of the mineral. 
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Table 3- The First Contact of the Extractive Activity (Source: Data Collected by 

Author) 

Informant BL Informant AS Informant YK 
When I was 18, the mitten 
crabs came up from the 
estuary every May and 
June. No matter where you 
cast the net, there were 
always tons to catch. But 
after the mining started, 
when they purify the 
stones, the water quality 
got worse. There were 
fewer microrganism and 
the mitten crabs did not 
have enough to eat.  

I came back from the 
military service in 1976. 
It was at that moment I 
realized the North River 
had become muddy, like 
the color of limestone.  

 

I recall that the mine was 
built in 1979. At that 
time, some of us had gone 
to catch crabs, but to our 
surprise, the river was 
polluted. When we went 
back to the community, 
we finally noticed the 
pollution was because 
people were digging for 
the minerals in the 
mountains behind our 
homeland.  

Table 4- The Traditional Names Recorded in the Nan’ao North River (Source: Data 

Collected by Author) 

Name Meaning Historical context of the name 
Dain Htui Dain indicates 

climbing up. Htui 
means the entrance. 

Whenever hunter goes to a place, 
they will pay attention to the 
geographical environment. Hunter 
marks the the location so that they 
can inform to other hunter and pass 
down to the future generations. The 
meaning of the Dain Htui describes 
the geographical environment 
where is precipitous and there is no 
other entrance to climb the 
mountain, except this one. 

Mica 

Feldspar 

Quartz 

 

Mica and feldspar 
usually coexist in 
the same deposit. 
Nan’ao is an area 
where almost the 
only mineral 
deposit in Taiwan. 

 The north side of Nan’ao mountain ridge has 
great amount of deposit, but even though in 
recent years, the chemical synthesis mica has 
good quality but low market price. Hence, 
mining activities are mostly stopped 
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Gong Yading Yading means the 
mountain contain 
rich mine. Because of 
the quality and shape 
of the mine, the 
mountain looks bold. 

The rocky terrain where hunter is 
difficult to enter. Even if you enter 
this area, there is no clear route to 
go through.    

Rgyax Raka Rgyax refers to 
mountain in Atayal 
language. Raka 
means the highest 
point of the 
mountain. 

The mountain is very high. You 
can see far away. 

Gong Gaming Gaming refer to tree 
roots. 

The river is named gaming because 
the forest is dense and the roots are 
so many. 

Wilan umaw Wilan umaw is the 
person who has 
stayed in the region 
for long time.  

Community people used to earn 
money by gathering and collecting 
yellow Rotang palm and sell to 
merchants. Wilan umaw lived there 
for a long time and found a whole 
area of yellow Potang palm. Later, 
the tribe knew that he collected the 
palm to make money. Everyone 
called this area by his name. 

Gong Mniywaw Mniywaw means the 
shape of the 
mountain looks like a 
leopard cat.  

Because of the treacherous ravine, 
and the climate environment is 
different to other section of the 
river, hunter who travels to this 
region feels unsafe. 

Gong Bonbon The sound of the 
waterfall 

The hunter heard the enormous 
sound while they were chasing the 
Formosan Sambar dear. They got 
closer to the cliff, they found out 
the sound was produced by the 
giant waterfall. 

gong Du’mun Du’mun is the rest 
station where people 
smoke over there.   

Hunters often pass by here, and 
will take tobacco to smoke. They 
can rest and exchange information. 

Slayang Cyaping Cyapin is the plant 
which is also the 
favorite food of 
masked palm civet. 

Because this place grows a lot of 
this kind of plant, wild animals like 
to appear there. Hence, many 
hunters often come there to set the 
trap. 

Gong Per’li Per’li means a piece 
of wood for fishing 
material and the 
material for trapping. 

 

Usually hunting or trapping require 
only certain types of wood. In 
Per’li, hunters can acquire different 
types of woods for different 
purposes at one time. Thus, this 
river become famous. 
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APPENDIX IV: Table of Figures 

Documentary 
Forum 

Number of Audiences Location Date 

New Taipei 
City 
Government 

Number of Audiences: Around 120 

 

Post-Discussion on the Taipei premiere  

 

Researcher on the stage shared the stories and the struggles 
of the local communities with the public.  

New 
Taipei 
City 

11/26th/ 
2017 

Hiking Notes Number of Audiences: Around 30 

 

Taipei 12/19th 
2017 
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The research shows the documentary in various forum, 
striving to reach larger audiences. The research cooperates 
with the organization Hiking Notes, attempting to get the 
attention from the outdoor sport lovers.  

Indigenous 
movement: 
Indigenous 
Ketagalan 
Boulevard 
Protest 

Number of Audiences: Around 40 

 

Researcher delivered the speech about the mining issue.  

 

Holding the sign No One is An Outsider  with 
documentary director Ben Chang  

Taipei 12/21st/ 
2017 

Nan’ao 
Communities 

Number of Audiences: Around 130 

 

Ilan, 
Nan’ao 

12/30th/ 
2017 
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The Post-Discussion led by the local community members 

 

Film Showing gathered numerous people together to discuss 
about the issues of mining.  

Figure 1- The Documentary Forum for Participation, Dialogue and Community 

Engagement (Source: Data Collected by the Author) 

 
 

	

Figure 2- The Structure of Interviews  
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(1) Researcher and hunters stayed 
together beside the fire, sharing the 
stories. 

(2) Hunter share Atayal migration story 
to researcher.   

Figure. 3- Hunters share stories of ecology, and cultural wisdom with the researcher. 

(Source: Data Collected by the Author) 

 

  

(3) Inviting elders to explain and tell the 
Atayal naming story, system, and 
worldview  

(4) Collecting the traditional name of the 
landscape 

Figure 4- Focus Group Held in the Process of Fieldwork (Source: Data Collected by 

Author) 
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Figure 5- The Model of Social and Environment Value Governance Ecosystem 

(Source: Governance Ecosystems: CSR in the Latin American Mining Sector) 

 

 

Figure 6- Sustainable Juruti Model (Source: Governance Ecosystems: CSR in the 

Latin American Mining Sector) 
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Figure 7- The Dispersal of Atayal People 

(Source: Digital Museum of Taiwan Indigenous People) 

 
 

 

Figure 8- The Location of Nan’ao Administrative Area (Source of Map: Google 

Earth) 
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Figure 9- Original Communities Were Resettled to the River Mouth of the Nan’ao 

River (Source of Map: Li 2017) 

 
 

  
Remnant of school Gate in Wutai Tribe Mohen Police Station 

  
Remnant of Electric Fence The Japanese Military Outpost 

 

Figure 10- The Japanese Colonial Remnants (Source: Data Collected by Author) 
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Figure 11- Space Where Was Appropriated Form Indigenous Cultures and Then 

‘Gifted Back’ as Reserved Land31 (Source: Open Platform for Government Data) 

 

                                                
31	 Yellow mark is the Japanese Reserved Land but Present day, it is not. Orange mark refer that it has 
been the Reserved Land. Red mark indicates, there is not Reserved Land during the Japanese colonial 
rule but it is the Reserved Land nowadays. 
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Figure 12- The Nan’ao North River and the Mine Occupied Area (light green mark) 

(Source of Map: Google Earth) 

 

  
The Raka Mountain Ridge had been 
leveled off.  

The Mining Corporation Arranges to 
Plant after They Mined.  

  
The Mine Field Is under Operation. The Location Where Mining 

Corporations Ditch the Wasted Soil.  

  
The Wasted Soil and Stone Blocked the 
River Course. 

Researcher Climbed the Mountain 
Ridge Above the Nan’ao North River.  

Figure 13- The Current Situation of Nan’ao North River’s Landscape (Source: Data 

Collected by Author) 
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Figure 14- Traditional Territory Recounted by the Elders (Source of Map: Li 2017) 

 

Figure 15- Traditional Territory Is Overlapped Entirely with the Two Major Mining 

Field (Source of Map: Li 2017) 




