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The Sirayan community in Taiwan, like other Aboriginal communities, has been dispossessed of its language as a
result of colonization by Fujianese-speaking Han Chinese, Japanese, and, since 1947, a Mandarin-speaking major-
ity. Our previous work with Sirayan Aboriginal shamans uncovered fascinating folk-theories about the origins and
authenticity of their heritage language based in long-held cultural practices and contemporary community politics.
Linguists document endangered languages by bringing together linguistics, contemporary ethics respecting com-
munities’ participation, and digital technologies for recording and sharing. However, language documentation is
typically narrowly focused on language systems — grammars and vocabularies — rather than the choices that speak-
ers make, whether in the forms of their languages, where they choose to use them, what they choose to express,

or their feelings and beliefs about their languages.

The case of Sirayan shamanism illustrates how various layers of this community’s languages have become
‘ghosts’ — endangered and rarely documented. The shamans generally communicate and describe their practices
using the Taiwanese language (Minnan/Hoklo), which, despite being spoken by millions of people, itself remains
little documented, largely ignored in formal, administrative and academic life, undergoing significant change, with
almost no literacy, and vulnerable to politicization of its use in media, education and public life. We present texts in
Taiwanese as well as, for the first time, video and transcriptions of the shamans’ god-channeling events where two

shamans “speak in tongues” channeling their gods.

Our documentation of Sirayan shamans’ vernacular accounts of their community’s history and practices in
Taiwanese enables this knowledge to reach a wider Taiwanese public in its own language, and signposts the
Taiwanese language as part of the linguistic and cultural diversity of Asia.

m Siraya, Taiwan, shaman, spiritualism, language

Introduction

In previous research and cultural documentation
with members of two local Sirayan Aboriginal commu-
nities in southwestern Taiwan, we started with the aim
of offering whatever help we might be able to provide
for existing activities in the revival of the Sirayan heri-
tage language (Fang & Nathan 2013). What we found,
however, was a complex interconnected set of local

social, political, and theological dynamics that would
frame any conventional language work. We glimpsed
and documented how views about language intertwined
with that of religion and culture. Comparing and con-
trasting the links between language and culture in each
community, we found a commonality in that each
invoked sources of cultural authority for their stance on
language authenticity. While one group has access to
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historical colonial language resources but is thoroughly
Christianised, the second group is desperately seeking
language but retain their Indigenous spiritual
traditions.

In more recent fieldwork, we conducted further con-
sultation, a review of previous recordings, and inter-
views and documentation with the second group, the
Hoan-4-chhan (#%{rH) Sirayan community in the Koa®-
tian () area. This paper presents video and transcrip-
tions of shamans’ god-channelling events for the first
time, where two shamans “speak in tongues”, channel-
ling their Alizou gods.! The shamans more generally
communicate and describe their practices using the
Taiwanese language (Minnan/Hoklo), which itself sur-
vives in the twilight of dominance by Mandarin Chinese.

As well as documenting aspects of shamanic prac-
tice, this paper (and the website that will accompany it)
has two advocacy goals. First and foremost, we wish to
respect the Hoan-a-chhin community’s request to
convey “their own story” to a wider public.

Secondly, we convey these community accounts of
their history as direct transcriptions of the shamans’
own words in spoken Taiwanese. These represent all-
too-rare examples of written Taiwanese together with
and English).
Through this, we also wish support the maintenance and

parallel-translations (in Mandarin
valorisation of the Taiwanese language. Despite being
spoken by millions of people, Taiwanese is undergoing
significant change and remains under-documented,
largely ignored in formal, administrative and academic
life, with almost no literacy, and vulnerable to politici-
sation of its use in media, education and public life.

Sirayan origins

Like many peoples, the Sirayans take a keen interest
in their origins. As we will see, this is also a matter that
is of a wider, national political interest for Taiwan. Most
of the conventional sources and literature about the his-
tory of the Sirayans concerns their language, their

1 Video will be made available through the website that we are cre-
ating in collaboration with the community; see further below for
details (http://www.speaktaiwanese.com/siraya/).
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interactions with the various waves of colonisers includ-
ing the Han people from Fujian, Portuguese, Dutch, and
Japanese, and how their language and culture fared
through those interactions. The deeper roots of the
Sirayan people are most often discussed in terms of the
history and genealogy of their language.

A foremost academic scholar of the Sirayan lan-
guage, Alexander Adelaar, classifies Sirayan as a
member of the ‘Formosan’ language family. While that
family includes all the Indigenous languages of Taiwan,
it is also one of the two major branches of the very wide-
spread family of languages known as Austronesian. The
Austronesian language family is one of the world’s most
widely distributed, and includes “native languages all
over Southeast Asia and the Pacific” (Adelaar, nd; see
Figure 1.).

While divergence of languages, both geographically
and over time through language change, can tell us
much about population genealogies and movements,
ultimately there is no fixed or necessary correlation
between a group’s language and its origins or deeper
migration history. Additionally, in the discussions and
beliefs of everyday life, language, origins and history
can easily be intermingled or confused. This is espe-
cially the case for many Indigenous people where
ancient written records may not exist, and it is highly
amplified by the ravages of colonialism and the destruc-
tion it has brought to cultural continuity.

PROTO AUSTRONESIAN

TAIWAN ABORIGINAL ('FORMOSAN') MALAYO-POLYNESIAN

SE ASIA, PACIFIC LANGUAGES
(E.G. TAGALOG, PHILIPPINES

Figure 1. Language genealogy for the Austronesian
languages (adapted from Adelaar, nd).
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Various sources of information and social factors do
indeed seem to have contributed to a creative fusion of
origin beliefs in the Sirayan communities we worked
with. In the Hoan-4a-chhan (#{#H) Sirayan community
in the Koar-tidn (EH)) area (see Map 1) where we con-
ducted fieldwork, a belief has grown that another nearby
Sirayan group (Tainan Ping-pu Siraya Culture
Association) believes that the Sirayan people originated
in the Philippines.

As noted above, the linguistic and anthropological
evidence is to the contrary — that is, the Austronesian
languages and cultures originated in Taiwan and spread
throughout Southeast Asia and the Pacific. However,
several sources have fed into the Hoan-a4-chhan commu-
nity’s suspicion that others claim a Philippines origin, a
claim that they wish to contest. It appears that, for the
Hoan-a-chhan community, beliefs about their geo-
graphic origins have become significant markers of their
identity.

Taipei
£k
(0]

Hsinchu City
TTH

Taichung City Hualien
Taiwan County

-5 T
, Taiwan
Tainan City
Kachsiung
City

Map. 1. Location of the Hoan-a-chhan (;&{¥H) Sirayan
community in the Koa"-tian (£ H) area of south-
western Taiwan (courtesy Google maps).

So what are the sources of this origin controversy?
Firstly, there is a significant body of academic linguistic
literature dealing with the Austronesian language family
that, like Figure 1, show a relationship between
Taiwanese languages and related or descendant lan-
guages; in many cases, Tagalog (the main Indigenous
language of the Philippines) is noted as an exemplar. For
example, Adelaar (nd.) states:

The basic outline Siraya grammar is not very dif-
ferent from that of other Formosan or “Philippine-
type” languages.

Secondly, local communities have become polarised
around the perception of Filipino origins as a result of
the influence of particular community leaders and their
religious and linguistic associations. The more widely
known and influential Tainan Ping-pu Siraya Culture
Association combines the authority of the main histori-
cal records of the Sirayan language — especially a 17th
century translation of the Christian Gospel of St.
Matthew into a Siraya dialect by Dutch missionaries
(Adelaar 2011) — with political and academic recogni-
tion, and leadership by a senior female Sirayan woman
and her Filipino husband. The latter emigrated to Taiwan
from the Philippines and speaks publicly of his facility
with revitalising the Sirayan language as being inspired
and facilitated by his own Filipino group’s language
Bisaya (see also the transcript of recording 201209-14.
mp4 at 59:29 below). In a previous paper (Fang and
Nathan 2013) we described in detail how that group
drew its authority to represent the Sirayan language
from its use of the colonial records, strengthened by
their ongoing Christian identity, while the Hoan-a-
chhan group has little confirmable pre-colonial Sirayan
language yet retains significant continuity with its
Aboriginal religious and ritual traditions.

A third factor might be the clouding of the actual ori-
gins of the Sirayan people. The Hoan-4a-chhan group say
that their origins are in China, which is consistent with
academic accounts, yet this fact is rarely highlighted,
possibly because Aboriginal arrivals in Taiwan go back
some thousands of years, beyond recorded history, and
further complicated by the national representation of
Taiwan’s Indigenous people as evidence of Taiwan’s
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independence from China (Adelaar 2014). The Hoan-a-
chhan group holds firmly to the view that their ancestors
emigrated from China to Taiwan about 800 years ago
(see recording 201209-09.mp4 below).

Guided by information channelled through Sirayan
shaman Chén Qit-yan Bfifk#é from their god Alizou 37
fH, a group from the Hoan-a-chhan community travelled
to China to try to identify their place of origin. They
believe that they found the approximate area, in Henan
Province (i#ri#), boosted by further evidence in the
form of sharing their surname with common surnames
used in that area. In turn, this new information has
added to the mixed picture of Sirayan origins, because
Hoan-a-chhan people now feel that others have mistak-
enly confused the home of the 17th century Dutch
Christian translators, Holland — in Taiwanese Ho-lan —
with Ho6-lam, the very similar-sounding Taiwanese
name for Henan Province.

We worked with two Sirayan shamans. Our initial
contact was made with male shaman Mr Huang Rong-
feng #%4¢%, a postman from village Pat-thau-io" JLSaYE,
who generously participated in many interviews and
video documentation sessions of his shaman practices
with us. Subsequently, we were introduced to female
shaman Chén Qit-yan Bifk#E, a cattle farmer from the
Hoan-a-chhan group at the nearby Koa"-tian village.
Chén Qiti-yan B#ifk# is the most senior shaman of the
Sirayan tribe. Female shamans in Taiwanese are called
ang-1 (in Chinese /&#); male shamans are called Hiang-
thau (in Chinese ). Although the two shamans had
never previously met, they very graciously agreed to
meet and for their interactions to be video-documented
(see below for excerpts and discussion).

In the following interview extract, Chén Qit-yan [
Tk explains her community’s beliefs about these issues.
Note that in what follows we refer to her as dng-i' JZ#k
Chén when she is in shamanic trance.

[Recording 201209-14.mp4, recorded at Hoan-a-chhdn
(B(FHI) in 2012 with ang-T JE#E Chén; F=Meili Fang
(interviewer)]
59:00 $%:1 m -si siok-i lin chit chdk €

WA B IR RIS R ?
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Doesn’t she belong to this tribe?

59:03 JE i : Kang-khoan siok goan chit chok &, ia-m -ko
s pai bo kang-khoan &,
— R IE R, A& EF AR
She does belong to our tribe, but prays to a different
god.

59:06 £ :Ho™, pai bo kang-khoan €.
W, IR
Oh, I see. She prays to a different god.

59:07 &l : Heéx, i pai ki-tok kau, ah goan pai kan-4 giah
hiur &,
B, MR FEEE R, WM ST (BaE) , &FH.
Yes, she worships as a Christian and we pray using a
bottle [= sacramental jar].

59:10 $: Goé chai, go4 chai, tan-s1 i pin-sin i chhut-se®
eng-kai ma-sT siok-i...
FHE, (B2t AE A R LA BIR...
Ah I see, I see. But did she grow up in the Sirayan
tradition?

59:17 JE g : Pér-po-chok €,
IR o
(as a) Pingpu [plains people].

59:18 & :Her ah,
Pl
Yes, I know.

59:19 @i Ta in sT pai ki-tok kau, ah godn pai kan-a
an-ne,
it R R 2, W2 FER .
They are Christians but we are kan-a [bottle].

59:22 #&: Ahikong &, in 10 k Ge i-keng long bo-kang khi,
goan-choan bo-kang khi a?
b EE ], $RETERE CAEARR T, ERARR T2
Are their language materials completely different?

59:29 j&E#::In kong chit-soeh, id goan kong chit-soeh
14, In bd chéng-ku, goan ma bd chéng-ku 1a ho?, ah i
koéng-€ kong hon, to s11 tu-a-ho ke hit-& Hui-lit-pin &
ang-sai na ho®, ah s6-i kong in idng in € Hui-lit-pin gi
lai han ui Pé»-po-chdk 14,
M ER R — T, FRAMERASOR 7 — . M A R, i
AT A w5, (B 2 Wl it 4a IR A SE R S
K, A AR AR E R B 0 5 S AR A TR o
They tell one story, we tell another story. They don’t
have evidence; we don’t have evidence either. But
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because she married a Filipino, they have mixed their
Filipino language with our Pingpu (Siraya)
language.

[a-m-ko, i chiah & Pé"-po-chdok ma bo kah jin-tong
la, Na 1 jin-tong € oe to sin-chhéng & khi-lai 14, ho?,
ia to s1 bo kah jin-tong la, Ah, Téi-oan chéng-hu na
hor, I ma bo kah goan jin-tong goan Pér-po-chok la.
A, AR iE Lo Y, M AERE . =R MA
FRTE M RS, AT REMREE S . SR 228 U A FRE
T o

But we don’t identify with (or accept) their language.
If we had accepted their language, our Pingpu group
might possibly be recognised (by the government).
However the government doesn’t recognise all the
Pingpu groups.

Notice how the shaman contrasts religious traditions
using an expression that in English is something like
“worship via the bottle”. Observing the shrines and reli-
gious events clearly highlights the salience of the sacra-
mental jars (see Figure 2) as well as both bottles of water
and beer in Shamanic practice. But without this vernac-
ular expression kan-d (@) in mother-tongue Taiwanese,
authenticity of descriptions of the religious practices
would be lost.

Figure 2. Showing kan-a (centre), beer bottle and betel nut.
All are found in Sirayan temples and are
important for worship. Photographed by Chén

Shamans as history tellers

In earlier research, we investigated the possibilities
of shamans being able, through communication with
their ancestor gods, to provide information about the
Sirayan language (Fang & Nathan 2013. We found that
although it was not feasible to elicit significant linguistic
information in this way, it proved to be an interesting
ethnographic study of how communities appeal to their
religious and ceremonial traditions to provide authority
for their community’s understandings of their language
and origins.

Figure 3. Conducting interviews and documentation at
Hoan-a-chhan kong-kai ;& {FEHZLEE. Left: Meili
Fang, centre ang-i f&& Chén; right: Hiang-thau A
58 Huang.

The Hoan-4-chhan community highlights its origins
in ancient China, an emphasis that may have been ampli-
fied by the recently implied origins in the Philippines. It
is possible that now community members see their origin
beliefs as distinguishing attributes of their identity.
Several community members, including Chén Qit-yan
ke and her sister Chén Qit-é ki, encouraged us
to disseminate information about their community and
culture, including in Mandarin Chinese so that it could
be made accessible to the wider Taiwanese community.
Further below we discuss some of the issues of dissemi-
nating information in Chinese, the dominant language
of media and wider communication, and Taiwanese, the
vernacular, daily and personal language spoken in all
the local communities across the Tainan area.

In the following interview segment, Meili asked
ang-i & Chén about how and why their religion came
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to Taiwan:

[Recording 201209-09.mp4, recorded at Hoan-a-chhdn

kong-kai 1M in 2012 with ang-1 %4 Chén]

12:39 #:Chhi*-kong chit-€ A-l...t-ché” € sin-iong, i
kong st chéng lin sé-han é-si-chiin to toa kan-a chau,
FEA PR (B NZAEAS A0, SREPRIM /)N HEE (B st B B e 2255
Tk
About this Alizou’s religion, at the time you were a
child you (plural) had already started to carry that
bottle [bottle = sacramental jar: see below].

12:46 JE# : M -sT goan sé-han, sT chiah-& chdk-kiin, 1au-
lang beh chhut-chau,teh chian-cheng beh chau, in to6
chah kan-a the chdu, m s goan sé-han, m sT goan
A-l.. .t-cho, goan sé-han, Goan s,,, lang kong bo-tang
tho-chiah, goan it-tit to it-tit 1ai 1a, t6-kau Tai-6an
lai-la, Ah  té-kau Téai-6an tu-4 hoé  gii-tidh
chian-cheng,

AN, R AR, BB, R
FrER B, MR E L, ARV IR, A2
FMPRZ AR TR R TEEMOA KRR EE (&
T8 SR, T L5 SR A 1 e 36 B B .

Not when we were young. The old people of our
group fled from war so they had to carry the bottles
and escape. It wasn’t Alizou running away.

We (our seven sisters) escaped to Taiwan to survive
and when we arrived in Taiwan and unfortunately
when we arrived in Taiwan we encountered war.

13:10 #k: Sim-m...h chian-cheng li kdm chai?

R B
War, which war?

13:12 JE@ N4 hit-chiin sT sim-m...h chian-cheng, si t1

Béng-tido é-si-chiin ah,
B IR B PR R A
That was during the Ming Dynasty era.

13:20 #:Béng-tiao? Peh-pah kui-tang chéng, kdm kah
Chu-hong-bo in é chhau-ke biat-mng € si-tai kdim-u
lidn-kap?

AHEH? BHERIEE 8002 6 i, ARER MR A T 2 IR 40 2l
FRF AU T RIS ?

Ming Dynasty? That was more than 800 years ago. Is
there any connection with the time of first emperor
Zhu Hongwu who killed a lot of families?
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13:31 JEih: Long u lian-kap 1a, éng-kai si Béng-tido &

si-dai goan kai-si chau € 1a,

HIERE, TERZ 2R Z TR B G 2L Y .

Yes, there is a connection. It ought to have been the
Ming Dynasty when we began to escape.

13:37 #: Ah h.. .t-chiin lin sT an-chdan t6 1ai kau... ? hit-

chiin é chlin ia-bd foat-tat, lin sT 4n-chda® t6 141 kau
chiah &?

IR IR ERR E R E A E, (R BRI SIS
FEAH?

At that time, how could you come here ... when ships
were not that developed?

13:43 JEihi - He t6 kho ti-hiii ah la. kho ti-hiii ah 1a, Beh

an-choar t6 141 kau Tai-6an-to, t6 kho chui-éng ah 1a,
ia-koh kho goan € ka-l1ai sin na ho®, sng goan ka-lai-
sin é 1...t-liéng ah 1a,

G REEET. EEET. EREREEEEE R, T
—EFKI (71, FIEERMI A (Ee) #9708
7.

It needed wisdom .... at that time, how we came to
Taiwan Islands, firstly we used the currents in the
sea, and secondly used the power/protection of the
ancestors.

14:00 JE@:Goan Pér-pd-goan-chu-bin A-l...t- chd’

na-ho®, i goan ka-t1 € ka-1ai-sin, id to st kho goan €&
ka-lai-sin na-ho?, id to kho I € 1. .t-1iong, beh an-choar
ka goan chi-mdai 1ai in-khi-1ai lai-kau Tai-6an chiah
la, Ah,beh an-chéa® chhu-li jip chit-&é Tai-6an-to 1a,
ah s0-1 goan pé-bu € s...t-chong, & b6-khi na-ho?, to
s chit-€ godn-in na hov,

A R AH R A R 2 A, 2 STk
I ZE R &, R RT3t TR GE e A 5 5 51 e
IHe 3t Bz Gl N S22 S, TSR PR A Rk % B Y I
ESRNESI AL iR

Our Pingpu Aboriginal people’s Alizou also is our
ancestor, so we also depended on their power to lead
our sisters toward Taiwan, and to arrive on this
island. And the reason our parents disappeared is
because of this time when they escaped to Taiwan.

14:24 fEi: Goan tong-chhe-si, goan pé-bu , long ka

goan kat &, che-lang kat ch...t-€ kho'la, ah long pak
cho-hoe 1a, ia-m -ko goan pé-bu to s1bo giau goan kat
choe-hoe la, Ah na cho ang-1 na hov, it-teéng ai kat



5th AFC Best Papers

ch...t-&. Kho'la, cho ang-1 1a,

AT A REAE T = BB b — A AL R HR M E AR e
—kd, (ELFRAM SRR 12 BRFGAM B A — L o PRI M B I 1

(L2 HfFE biE(EALRE.

At that time, our parents tied all our sisters together
by the hands with red bands, but our parents didn’t tie
themselves together with us. So if you want to
become a shaman you have to tie a red band around
your hand.

Channelled language and glossolalia

During this fieldwork we were able to record some
rare examples of “conversations between gods”. These
conversations occurred between the two shamans, ang-i
fE#% Chén and Hudng Rong-feng #%42%, from different
local communities of the Tainan District of south-west-
ern Taiwan. In what follows we refer to Huang Rong-
féng in shamanic trance as Hiang-thau A58 Huang.

In trance, a Sirayan shaman “channels” or speaks as
and for one of their seven gods Alizou.? While most of
this channelled speech was expressed in Taiwanese —
and never in Mandarin Chinese® — there were special
instances of speech in an “unknown language”. Video

examples of these two shamans conversing in this

Figure 4. Shamans ang-i f£5% Chén and Hiang-thau [958
Huang conversing through the words of their god
Alizou.

2 Some believe that there are five Alizou sisters, but Alizou’s mes-
sage (via ang-1 JEE Chén) is that there are seven.

3 Although ang-1 J&E# Chén said that if necessary, Alizou can
convey her message in Chinese.

speech variety will be presented in the website (see
below). While in English we might be tempted to refer
to this as “speaking in tongues”, the latter generally
refers to mystical speech inspired or directed by a
group’s god (typically Pentecostal or Charismatic
Christian) that the speaker and their audience cannot
actually understand. The linguistic term for this phe-
nomenon is ‘glossolalia’. However, in contrast, the sha-
mans take their inspired speech to be comprehensible
and indeed form the vehicle for conversational exchange.

Following several of these exchanges between the
shamans while in trance, Meili asked ang-i J&if Chén
“what did she say? / what are you [two] saying?” and
ang-1 J&# Chén responded with an account of the
exchange. Here is an excerpted example:

[Recording 201209-14.mp4, recorded at Hoan-a-chhan

kong-kai {BfFHILNE in 2012 with dng-i JE# Chén and

Hiang-thau 1488 Huang]

07:26 #:Lin chim ma kong chiah € 6e ma ma-hoan li
kah goa hoan chit-é kam-h6?

PRIV BE R S L, RRIE VR — R s

What you [plural] just said, could you please trans-

late it?

07:41 JE# - HO, T chim ma s1 the kong in Pak-thau-idng
la...

Ufo Wb BAESE S B fth M A LS.

OK, now she is talking about the situation of Bei Tou

Yang [another Sirayan community].

A more detailed theological or ethnographic account
of the gods and the people’s relationship with them is
beyond the scope of our research and this paper.
However, it is interesting that for ang-1 J&&k Chén, it is
very clear which of the seven female gods (all sisters) is
the agent of the channelled speech, as she describes in
the following interview segment:

[Recording 201209-14.mp4, recorded at Hoan-a-chhadn

kong-kai iEFHIZE in 2012 with dng-i JE# Chén and

Hiang-thau 1788 Huang]

27:17 % :Lin long-chéng s kui-é chi-moai 4? Lak-€ 0?
Lin seé» Phoan® &?

PRIMAEHZ R R AR R ? 7582 PRI
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In total how many sisters do you [your “Pan” family]
have??
27:18 JiE i : Chhit-&,
.
Seven.
27:21 #: Chhit-¢&,
.
Seven?
27:22 fE : Hng,
Yes?
27:24 3% :Ah sT an chaor sit-san é? Lo chhun lin nn g-é
1ai chit®-hoar,
TR, B EBRRBUN? RFERMWE F .
How did you lose each other? Did only two of you
land here?
27:27 J&Eh - BO 14, chhit-é 1ong @ chit-hoan 1a,
AW, EEEA LR
No, all seven managed to get ashore here.
27:28 $ :Long i chiti®-hda" oh, ho?,
#HH LR,
All of them reached here?
27:32 J&igi : Chhit-€ 16ng G chit*-hoar 1a,
HE#A L5,
All seven reached here.
27:33 $:An-ne é i-su s kong @ chhit-é A-l...t-chdlo?
AR B S -E A B A T
So does that mean you have seven Alizou (gods)?
27:37 JEigi - Hé" chhit-é A-l...t-chola,
#f, LA,
Yes, seven of them.
27:39 ¥ :Long cha-b6-¢ ma?
HR L HS?
Are you all female?
27:40 )& i : Long cha-bo-€,
AL
(Yes) they are all female.
27:41 #:1a-m-ko T chit-& bln-té to sT kong, T € A-l.. .t-
ch6na-e s1 cha-po-¢? Chhitu"-kéng hai...
A, AEE R, LN ER H? MR
But I still have one question: how can some Alizou
be male? For example.
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27:46 JEii:Hiang-thau la, Hiang-thau he st A-l...t-chd’
chht & 14, M -sl..
FEAEH [FIBHARZ BN AHER T . A2
Hiang-tau [male shamans]. Hiang-tau [male sha-
mans] can be selected by Alizou, not.
27:56 mgH : Hai-cho ',
HtH.
Hai-zu [another term for a male shaman].
28:00 % :Ho™, hen, tioh-1a hai-cho,
W, %, ZitH.
Oh, right, that’s Hai-zu.
28:06 JEi: He sT A-l...t-ch6'chhu € 14,
AR BTN LT o
They are selected by Alizou.
28:08 #:He m si in-ai lin chi-mdai 4 @ chit-€ si cha-
po-€ nih?
A2 R B IR M A ik AR 2 5 6 ?
Isn’t it because one of the sisters is [actually] a male?
28:10 jE#: BO 1a, 1ong cha-bo-€ la,
AEML, HZ LWL
No, all are female.
28:16 #: Chhiar-mn g 4 1i s1 te kui &, a i sT te kui & ha»?
A, AR SR AR, Wt 58 2 2
Then, can I ask which number are you? And which
number is she [the male postman, who is in trance]?
28:17 & : Goa oh?
Fus?
Who, me?
28:18 i :Hen,
P
Yes.
28:19 JE# : Goa 1 te sa” €, i ma te sa® €, i kah goa siang-
sen 1a.
FRE=, hth2E=, ML,
I am the 3rd [sister] and she [male shaman] is also the
3rd [sister] — we are twins.
28:23 #%: An-ne oh!
SEIERM!
Oh really!
28:25 JE g Hen 1a,
ZH
That’s right.
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Further examples of channelled language are the
notes that the shaman writes for people who consult her
— as ang-1 J&&k Chén — for advice at the temple (see
Figure 5). The inscriptions that she makes on these notes
are akin to glossolalia in that neither she nor the recipi-
ent can read them. They do not use Chinese — or any
other known — orthography, but ritualise the interaction
between the consulter and Alizou. Later, the recipients
burn them.

Figure 5. Showing ang-i /Z%k Chén ‘writing’ a message
from Alizou.

Getting the message out

Compared to Australia, where one of us (David)
works with Indigenous languages, Taiwan has a rela-
tively positive and healthy public representation of its
Aboriginal communities and languages. Positive stories
about Aboriginal communities appear regularly in
broadsheet newspapers; the Taiwanese government sup-
ports a Council of Indigenous Peoples, reserves seats in
the national parliament for Aboriginal representatives,
and formally recognises 16 Aboriginal languages — the
majority, although not all, of the self-identified
Indigenous groups.* Prominent among the non-rec-
ognised groups are the Pingpu (plains) peoples of the
southwest. Like other settler-colonial societies, Taiwan’s
mainstream finds it harder to acknowledge Indigenous
people who were the victims of the earliest phases of
colonisation. Today, the Pingpu peoples, including the
Siraya communities of the Tainan region, have been

4 See https://www.apc.gov.tw (accessed 29-06-2019).

advocating for recognition.

As part of this advocacy at ground-level, the Hoan-a-

chhan Sirayan community expressed to us their keen-
ness to share their culture and activities with us and the
“eyes and ears” that we can reach; as researcher/lin-
guists, this typically means academic audiences.
Early in the project’s discussions with the community
we asked about sensitivities and wishes in regard to
sharing and making public various documentation
recordings we were making. As part of this ‘ethical pro-
tocol’ framework we also provided copies of all the
video recordings to key community members
(Czaykowska-Higgins 2009, Nathan & Fang 2009). Due
to their desire for advocacy and recognition — amplified
by a wish to be distinguished from neighbouring com-
munities who have adopted Christianity — Chén Qiti-yan
Bi#kE and her family encouraged us to disseminate our
documentation work. As a result of our most recent
fieldwork with them in June 2019, we have agreed to
collaboratively create a website which will include video
of previously unrecorded cultural events, especially
shamanic displays, in order to potentially reach a wider
audience.’

Media such as video is a powerful tool for portraying
a community and its cultural activities, especially for
researchers who are otherwise over-enthused about
reducing rich cultural expressions to anonymised writ-
ten interpretations. Video and audio are especially valu-
able for community members themselves, who can
directly recognise and relate to people (relatives) and
places (their own localities), without mediation and pro-
cessing by academics.

Conclusion

This particular Sirayan community’s cultural and
communicative practices use languages ranging in form
from written to spoken to chanted, and from esoteric
and ephemeral writing to a suppressed majority lan-
guage, and to the dominant national language. The
closer the languages are to the hearts of the community,
the more

they have become ‘ghost languages’

5 The website is located at http://www.speaktaiwanese.com/siraya/
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— experienced in increasingly limited contexts, endan-
gered and rarely documented.

Portrayal of Aboriginal languages has played a polit-
ical role in Taiwan. They can be invoked to either differ-
entiate Taiwan from China in order to support efforts to
guard independence, or to argue for ‘unification’ on the
grounds that Taiwan has very deep cultural connections
roots in China. (The latter argument is rejected by
Adelaar since Aboriginal roots in what is now southern
China go back long before there was any entity resem-
bling China; Adelaar 2014).

However, the texts and discussion here have princi-
pally aimed to honour the community’s request to share
some of their history with mainstream Taiwan society in
its dominant language, while at the same time valorising
Taiwanese by presenting speech written directly in the
language in which it was spoken. Information in the
form of video, conveying community accounts and
shaman practices in a direct and compelling way, will
be publicly available on the web.

We might feel surrounded by languages that loudly
dominate, but many people’s identities and the nuances
of their daily life are built on layers of fragile languages.
When we asked ang-i j#k Chén to name the most
important challenge for their community, she replied:
“language”. She expressed the hope that one day all the
Alizou sisters could reunite, and through combining
their various talents, gift their community its true lan-
guage once again.
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