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Whose Gaze:
Reinterpreting Police Archive Photos from the Bunun Territory
(Taido-chow &5 [T, 1920-1945)

Po-kang Hsieh”

Abstract

Images possess a unique semiotic power: they allow viewers to seemingly
“witness” a scene firsthand, while simultaneously obscuring the photographer’s
intentions, the broader context, and the constructed nature of what appears to be
documentary truth. This paper draws on Erving Goffman’s analysis of
performance and the frontstage/backstage distinction to examine a family photo
album preserved by the Cheng Chiang-shui family in Taitung. Owing to the
family’s involvement in Japan’s colonial-era “Indigenous Pacification”
campaigns and their subsequent role within the postwar state apparatus tasked
with enforcing control over Indigenous mountain communities, the album
contains a significant number of official photographs taken between the 1930s
and 1950s. These visual records offer a rare glimpse into the operations of
colonial policing in Taiwan’s Indigenous territories.

Using methods from historical and memory anthropology and drawing on
sources such as household registration archives, police documents, privately
held records (including manuscripts and official correspondence), oral history
interviews, and field visits, this study reconstructs the experiences of the Cheng
family, who lived in the Bunun territory of Taiwan’s Central Mountain Range.
From the late 19th to the mid-20th century, this family navigated relationships
with Indigenous communities, Han Chinese settlers, market networks, and state
bureaucracies. Through the lens of historical images, this paper further reveals
how the “frontstage” of colonial bureaucracy — the performance of official duties
— and its “backstage,” populated by transient strangers in a militarized zone,
shaped the perception and administration of this southeastern highland region,

once described as “the last frontier to be governed by the state” or “the last free
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people of the Central Mountains.”

Finally, by critically engaging with these visual records, this paper
underscores that the study of difficult Indigenous histories is inherently complex,
involving multiple actors and layered perspectives. Any postcolonial effort to
“write back” to these histories must therefore draw on a diversity of viewpoints,

archival sources, and representational forms.

Keywords: Broker, Police, Bunun Peoples, Japanese colonial period, Visual

anthropology





