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Becoming the “Eyes” of Indigenous Peoples:
Présence Indigéne in Syaman Rapongan’s Eyes of

the Sky and Mata nu Wawa

Kwok, Hiu-Lam™

Abstract

Since the 1980s, there has been a growing research interest in Taiwan’s indigenous
literature and marine literature. One of the prominent indigenous writers, Syaman
Rapongan, highlights the significance of eyes in Tao culture in his works Tiankong de
yanjing (Eyes of the sky, 2012) and Mata nu Wawa (Eye of the sea, 2018). In the Tao
language, “mata no angit” (eyes of the sky) refers to stars, and the circular sun patterns
featured in the tatala’s eye totem serve as an important tribal symbol, protecting against

evil spirits, ensuring safety, and guiding direction during fishing.

It is noteworthy how Rapongan reinterprets the concept of “eyes” in Tao tribal
culture, imbuing it with modern meaning in his writing, and reinforcing the significance

of Tao tradition with the mutual symbol “eyes” in two literary works. By illustrating his
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writing strategies regarding cultural articulation, performativity, and translation, as well
as cultural translation by comparing “mata no angit” (stars) and “mavaheng so panid”
(black-winged flying fish), this article explores the conceptual framework of “being
indigenous,” emphasizing the eye imagery in Rapongan’s novels. As a writer of Tao
indigenous descent, Rapongan engages with both Taiwanese and global literary spheres
by employing the concept of “présence indigéne” (indigenous presence). Through his
indigenous writing, he intervenes in the Sinophone discourses with a native perspective
and nomadic vision. His work showcases the in-between status of the Austronesian

peoples in Taiwan, thus opening up the path of imagination for Sinophone literature.

Keywords: Syaman Rapongan, Tao culture, Présence indigéne, marine literature
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