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Contemporary Community Life of the
Austronesian-speaking Amis of Taiwan

Shu-Ling Yeh*

ABSTRACT

In this paper, I will explore community life of the Amis in the contemporary
era based on my field investigations undertaken in an Amis village of the eastern
coast area of Taiwan. Through the study of Amis community life in particular
historical and cultural milieus which involve certain dialectic processes between the
indigenous culture and foreign economic and political forces, I call into question the
previous notion that culture is a heritage and that the indigenous culture is going to
disappear under powerful influences from the outside world. In a globalizing era of
the rapid movement of people, objects and ideas, it is necessary to consider the
notion that culture is a philosophy of life, and is an inexhaustible reservoir of
responses to the world’s challenges (Sahlins 1999, xxi). The notion of culture as a
project will help us to make sense of the vitality of the local community in the face of
changing politico-economic circumstances. I shall show that the ways in which the
local people confront, negotiate with, selectively incorporate, and even actively
adapt to different foreign forces are in accord with their familiar socio-cultural
notions and logic, such as their village-wide kinship system. Their active changes
and creativity should be regarded as the continuity of their living tradition rather
than its utter loss or abandonment.

Therefore, 1 will use my reinterpretation of the traditional Amis sociality (cf-
Yeh 2009, 2012) as a baseline to deal with the change and continuity among the
Amis over the past century. My aim here is to look at the encompassing kinship
system of the Amis as it encountered the Japanese policies of acculturation and
pacification, the developing incorporation of the state-capitalism of the Taiwan
government, and the process of conversion to Catholicism. How the village-wide
kinship system of the Amis moderated the ways in which those outside forces
impacted on their life will be considered in this paper. Approaching the multiple
impacts of history and contact is to explore the dynamism, resilience and tenacity of
the Amis socio-cultural system. The historical agency and vitality of the local people
is revealed through the dynamic interactions between exogenous historical
contingencies and endogenous structures.

* Assistant Professor, Austronesian Studies, Department of Public and Cultural Affairs, National Taitung
University. rainysl@nttu.edu.tw
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In the following, I will examine the development and contemporary activities
of the Catholic Church in Cidatayay village, which emphasize the worship of Mother
Mary and women’s church groups. In accordance with a broad trend in recent
Pacific studies (Jolly 2003), observations of the indigenous creative appropriation
and transformation of Christianity, and the phenomenon of women’s church groups
will attempt to reveal the vitality of the local socio-cultural system in its encounters
with different external forces. I will also describe the introduced miinkay rituals to
illustrate how the local people have maintained their enlarged family to respond to
the changes caused by the state system and global capitalism (cf. Yeh 2013). Finally,
I will discuss the implication of space and the development of the translocal
community in order to look at the current configuration of the Amis encompassing
kinship system.

Key Words - Amis, Christianity, Miinkay Rituals, Translocal Community, Continuities
and Changes
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