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Landscape and Identity Formation:
A Study on the Aboriginal Saisiyat Settlements

and Hakka Villages of the Northern Shitan
Area in the Miaoli County

Mei-huan Lu

The Institute of Anthropology

National Tsing Hua University

Abstract

The natural landscape presents not only a geographical and physical
space, but also entails the cultural construction of human beings
interacting with the space during different historical periods. This paper
attempts to explain that landscape can be seen as a metaphor or symbol
for identity formation. Viewing the landscape as a place symbol (or
metaphor) with the function of forging identity, I will focus on the actors’
perspective to analyze the narrative about landscape stories, the memory
construction of landscape history, and the landscape sensibility in

everyday activities.

The research realm of this paper includes four villages of the
northern Shitan Township, belonging to Miaoli County in northern inland
Taiwan, which is the home of the present aboriginal Saisiyat people and
Han Hakka people. I explore the topic of landscape and memory in the
first part of this paper, in which I analyze the narratives about the old
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place names of this area, the memory construction of the history of
several settlements, as well as the past substantive economic activities of
the Saisiyat and Hakka peoples. Emphasizing the villagers’ interpretations
of their place image, I also review 19 drawings produced in 1999, whose
sketches can be regarded as reproducing the landscape image or memory
of individual homes. In the second part of the paper, I then switch to
analysis of landscape sensibility through villagers’ activities and
experience in everyday lives. Apart from the Chinese concepts of fengshui
and yin-yang that still play an important part in shaping people’s
understanding of their village landscape as a good or bad place, accidental
events that took place in the landscape also form a significant indicator
for place evaluation. Most importantly, drawing on the notion of the
“dwelling perspective”, I re-build a person’s family history and memory
through his perception and narrative of his farm activity, in which he
follows his ancestral labored work in the same family estate. Finally, I
explicate villagers’ reproduction of their landscape memory and their
landscape sensibility through combining these 19 sketches with my
interview data. From this, I hope to display how the landscape can be a
place symbol for shaping people’s identity in relation to their individual
home, village place, and even ethnicity.

Keywords : landscape, memory, landscape and sensibility, practice,
identity
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