
	 Reframing Indigenous Taiwan: Jackson Tan’s Translation Strategies and Narrative Interventions	 3Tamkang Review 56.2 (June 2026): 3-29.
DOI: 10.6184/TKR.202606_56(2).0001

█ Reframing Indigenous Taiwan: 
Jackson Tan’s Translation Strategies and 

Narrative Interventions*

Richard Rong-bin Chen
National Taiwan University

Abstract

This paper examines the cultural translation praxis of Jackson Tan 
(Chen Cheng-san), a prolific translator whose annotated works have  
profoundly shaped readers’ reception of Taiwan’s history. Moving beyond 
conventional notions of “faithfulness” or “equivalence,” Tan positioned 
himself as both translator and author, actively reframing nineteenth-century 
Western travelogues of Taiwan. Drawing on Antoine Berman’s concepts of 
translating position, translation project, and translation horizon, the study 
demonstrates how Tan’s interventionist approach—what he termed “trans-
lation-narration”—combines linguistic transfer with historical commentary, 
supplementation, and critique. His translations of figures such as Edward 
House, James Wheeler Davidson, Thomas Hughes, and Joseph Steere  
reveal a deliberate strategy to expose colonial biases, contextualize Indigenous 
practices, and reconstruct a more nuanced historical reality. The paper also 
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employs Mona Baker’s narrative theory to analyze Tan’s reframing strategies, 
including labeling, participant repositioning, and selective appropriation. 
By renaming anthologies as An Account of “Red-Hairs’” Visit to Relatives 
and A Second Account of “Red-Hairs’” Visit to Relatives, Tan resisted colonial 
tropes and foregrounded intimacy and kinship. His selective focus on Indigenous 
encounters, coupled with extensive paratextual commentary, transformed 
translation into a multi-voiced discourse that challenged Western colonial 
narratives. Case studies of “Encountering Tok-e-Tok” and “Appointment 
at Su-Paiwan” illustrate how Tan’s translations balanced depictions of  
Indigenous martial spirit, hospitality, and environmental stewardship 
against stereotypes of savagery. Ultimately, this paper argues that Tan’s praxis  
exemplifies translation as cultural mediation, where the translator assumes 
interpretive authority to reshape historical memory. His work highlights the 
translator’s subjectivity as a critical force in reframing Taiwan’s colonial past 
and Indigenous presence for contemporary readers.

Keywords: �Jackson Tan, historical translation, translator subjectivity,  
narrative reframing, Taiwan Indigenous history
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Introduction

Translating Formosa—The “Why” and the “How”

China’s defeat in the Second Opium War created an opening for contact  
between Taiwan and Westerners. From the 1860s onward, the successive  
opening of four major ports—Keelung, Hobe (滬尾, now Tamsui), Anping (安
平, the port in Tainan), and Takow (打狗, now Kaohsiung)—attracted not only 
a large number of Western consuls and merchants but also missionaries, photog-
raphers, natural historians, and explorers, who subsequently left behind various 
texts describing Taiwan’s natural geography, ecology, and humanistic-historical 
background according to their diverse interests. Although these voluminous  
historical materials were in the early post-WWII period translated and published 
by the Bank of Taiwan Economic Research Office (臺灣銀行經濟研究室), the 
relevant knowledge for Taiwan studies had yet to be accumulated, organized,  
and analyzed. Consequently, the translation quality regarding terms for  
personal names, place names, Indigenous tribe names, and Indigenous cultures 
was poor, necessitating re-translation.1 After the 1990s, Taiwan history emerged 
as a prominent field of study. As scholar Cao Yung-ho (曹永和) states, historical 
research materials should no longer be confined to “the anecdotes and laudatory 
tales of local elders” but should aim to break through “the long-standing impasse 
in the achievements of Taiwan history research” and “grasp the holistic, organic 
evolution and full panorama of Taiwan’s history” (3, my translation). It was 
within this scholarly-historical context, thirsting for diverse historical materials, 
that nineteenth-century Western writings on Taiwan began to be rediscovered 
and re-translated.

However, how should such texts be translated? Do the textual contents 
possess certain inherent problems? Wu Mi-cha (吳密察), another historian 
of Taiwan history, provides a crucial explanation. In his preface to Curious  
Investigations: 19th-century American and European Impressions of Taiwan (看
見十九世紀台灣), compiled by Douglas Fix (費德廉) and Lo Shiao-Te (羅
效德), he states that Qing dynasty gazetteers, being officially compiled for  
administrative purposes, were relatively impoverished in their descriptions of 
daily lives and customs of Taiwanese people. In contrast, the frequent visits by 
Western missionaries, merchants, diplomats, scientists, and travelers after the 

1	 Western writers transliterated the terms from what they heard during their travels, but the Chi-
nese originals of those terms might have been pronounced in Mandarin, Hoklo, Hakka, or Indigenous 
languages, and it can be highly challenging for translators to restore them to their originals.
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mid-nineteenth century left behind writings that, while sometimes superficial 
and biased, effectively supplement the deficiencies of Chinese-language sources 
and offer a unique external perspective. For instance, Qing-era Han historical 
materials sparsely describe the Lakuli (六龜里, now Liugui area in Kaohsiung), 
whereas many Western visitors, such as William A. Pickering and John Thomson, 
leave quite detailed records (2, my translation). This demonstrates that while 
translating these Western texts can enrich the source materials for Taiwan  
history, the translator, when handling such works, cannot merely treat the  
original as a historical document and complete the task by rendering it verbatim 
into Chinese. Rather, translators must also provide supplementation where  
information is lacking and even appropriately refute biased viewpoints where 
they appear.

Jackson Tan (Chen Cheng-san, 陳政三) was a rare translator specializing 
in such texts. Although he passed away in 2016, he left a large volume of  
translated works for Taiwan’s historical research community. This achieve-
ment also benefits the general readership, allowing everyone to easily access the 
aforementioned historical materials through Chinese and even gain additional 
related information via the extensive annotations and supplementary materials 
he wrote. When translating American journalist Edward House’s The Japanese 
Expedition to Formosa (1875), Tan states in the postscript to the 2003 Chinese 
edition that “it should be noted that House was only a journalist; and because 
he concurrently served as Le Gendre’s secretary, he had ‘pro-Japanese’ inclina-
tions” (286, my translation). Precisely for this reason, Tan, while translating 
and writing annotations, needed to consult historical materials left by the  
concerned parties of the Botan Incident (or Mudan Incident, 牡丹社事件) from 
Qing, Japanese, British, and American sources, and compare them with recent  
scholarly research, thereby presenting the historical facts of the related events 
with greater detail, clarity, and accuracy.

Similarly, in Chapter 21 of James Wheeler Davidson’s 1903 classic The 
Island of Formosa, Past and Present, the text describes the Japanese military re-
ceiving an order to burn villages of Taiwanese residents, and “the command was 
given to burn the few villages along the lines of communication to Tokoham 
(Taikokan) and in from Teckcham (Hsinchu) occupied by insurgents in armed 
opposition to the Japanese” (329). The old translation by Tsai Qiheng (蔡啟恆), 
published by the Bank of Taiwan Economic Research Office, merely “faithfully” 
(literally) rendered it in Chinese. But Tan, in his preface to the 2014 Chinese 
edition, scathingly criticizes Davidson’s description as an overly light brush-off, 
failing the duty of a war correspondent to maintain objectivity, particularly in 
his portrayal of the resisting Taiwanese people and soldiers as “insurgents.” Tan 
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thus chooses to use more historical materials to reveal the true historical facts 
beneath the textual surface:

Merely in the “first phase of the sweep” from July 20 to 24, 1895, official Japanese 
military data show the consumption of “500 artillery shells, 56,000 rounds of 
ammunition.” The Yamane detachment “killed 200 enemies, burned over 1,500 
houses”; the Naito detachment “annihilated 300-400 men, burned over 1,000  
houses”; the Matsubara detachment “annihilated several hundred enemies, destroyed 
several thousand houses.” Davidson, however, used the phrase “the few villages” 
(original, p. 329). On August 3 of the same year, The Japan Gazette in Yokohama 
exposed the Japanese army’s atrocities. Davidson, taking advantage of a trip to  
Japan in August, actually declared to pro-Japanese English newspapers that “reports 
of atrocities all came from Han Chinese sources,” “that he saw no burned villages, 
nor women and children among the slaughtered; but perhaps there were,” and “the 
Japanese army only killed all combatants.” At that time, almost all English-language 
newspapers in Japan said “kill everyone”; a report from Tamsui by Myers, a  
correspondent for the Hong Kong Telegraph, stated, “Hakka women and children 
were most pitiful, mercilessly slaughtered,” and “over 60,000 people are homeless.” 
(xxvi, my translation)2

In light of this, it is difficult to evaluate Jackson Tan’s translation achieve-
ments purely from traditional translation studies perspectives emphasizing  
correspondence to the original, such as “faithfulness, expressiveness, and  
elegance” (xìn dá yǎ) or “equivalence.” This paper, taking this as its starting 
point, seeks to explore Jackson Tan’s identity as a “cultural mediator” who  
integrates the double roles of translator and author.

Translator’s Subjectivity as a Critical Perspective: 
The Views of Antoine Berman and Mona Baker

To analyze Tan’s distinctive practice, this paper employs Antoine Berman’s 
critical framework, focusing on three core concepts: the “translating position,” 
the “translation project,” and the “translation horizon” (57-58). The translating 
position refers to the translator’s specific relationship to their activity, a  
“self-positioning . . . vis-à-vis translation” shaped by both personal perception 

2	 光是1895年7月20日至24日「第一期掃蕩」，日軍官方資料顯示，消耗 「砲彈500發，
子彈5萬6千發」，山根支隊「殺敵200多，燒屋1,500餘間」，內藤支隊「殲敵3、400人，
燒毀房屋千餘間」、松原支隊「殲敵數百，毀屋數千」。Davidson卻使用焚燒「幾座村落」
（the few villages）字眼（原著p. 329）。同年8月3日，橫濱The Japan Gazette揭露日軍暴行，
Davidson趁 8月間赴日本之行，竟向親日英文報宣稱「暴行都是得自漢人消息來源」、「沒
看見被焚毀的村落，遭屠殺者中有婦孺；但其中也許有」、「日軍只殺光戰鬥人員」。當時
幾 乎所有日本英文報紙都說「殺光所有人」；《香港電報》記者Myers發自淡水的報導稱，
「客籍婦孺最可憐，被無情屠殺」、「6萬多人無家可歸」。
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and the internalized “historical, social, literary, and ideological discourse on 
translation” (58). It reflects the translator’s stance on the meaning and purpose 
of translation. Tan consistently positions himself not just as a linguistic conduit 
but as an active historical commentator, explicitly rejecting mere verbatim  
rendering in favor of supplementation and critique.

The translation project is the “articulated purpose” that carries a translation, 
defining “the way in which the translator is going to realize the literary transfers 
and to take charge of the translation itself, to choose a ‘mode’ of translation, 
a translation ‘style’” (60). Tan’s project, evident across his works, is his unique 
“translation-narration” (yishu 譯述), an approach combining translation with 
extensive historical annotation, contextualization, and sometimes personal  
commentary, aiming to produce a text richer and often more critical than the 
original source material. This deliberate choice shapes his entire output.

The translation horizon encompasses “the set of linguistic, literary,  
cultural, and historical parameters that ‘determine’ the ways of feeling, acting, 
and thinking of the translator” (63). It includes the state of the target literary 
system, prevailing translation norms, contemporary knowledge related to the 
source text, and the translator’s relationship with previous translations (63-
64). Tan worked within the horizon of post-1990s Taiwan, a period marked by 
the rise of Taiwan history as a major academic field and a growing demand for  
diverse historical sources, particularly those offering external perspectives on  
Taiwan’s past. This context both fueled and validated his interventionist translation 
project, allowing him to address historical gaps and biases perceived in the 
Western source texts for a receptive Taiwanese readership. By examining Tan’s 
work through these interconnected concepts, we can better understand the 
coherence and significance of his cultural translation praxis, particularly in his 
late-career compilations An Account of “Red-Hairs’” Visit to Relatives (Hongmao 
tanqin ji 紅毛探親記, hereafter cited as ARVR) and A Second Account of “Red-
Hairs’” Visit to Relatives (Hongmao tanqin zaiji 紅毛探親再記, hereafter cited as 
SARVR), where his “translation-narration” style is most pronounced.3

The second critical framework of this paper is anchored in Mona Baker’s 
theory of narrative, which posits translation as an active process engaged in  
reconstruction of social reality. In Translation and Conflict: A Narrative Account 
(2006), Baker introduces the concept of narrative from social sciences into 

3	 “Red-Hairs” (Ang-mo in Taiwanese Hokkien dialect) is a historical term for Westerners. In Pio-
neering in Formosa (1898), the author William A. Pickering states that the nineteenth-century Indig-
enous people of Taiwan’s inner mountains consider the Westerners to be their “red-haired kindred” (119), 
“red-haired relations” (122), and “red-haired kinsmen” (152).
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translation studies, arguing that human activity is not primarily governed by 
static characteristics like gender, race, or color. Instead, the guiding force is the 
collection of “stories” or “narratives” that people subscribe to, which are inherently 
dynamic, contestable, and inevitably in conflict with one another (3). This  
approach moves beyond purely linguistic or individualistic analyses, allowing 
the current study to analyze how translator Jackson Tan intervenes in the  
circulation of competing colonial and Indigenous narratives found in historical 
travelogues.

A key strategic operation for such intervention is “labeling,” which Baker 
recognizes as a direct form of reframing.4 Baker defines reframing as an “active 
process of signification by means of which we consciously participate in the con-
struction of reality” (157). Labeling, particularly through the titles of published 
works, is a powerful pre-translational reframing strategy. For instance, Tan’s 
decision to name his translated anthologies An Account of “Red-Hairs’” Visit to 
Relatives and A Second Account of “Red-Hairs’” Visit to Relatives constitutes a  
deliberate semantic shift: that is, the use of terms like “visit to relatives” constructs 
an interpretive frame of intimacy and cultural exchange, actively resisting the 
dominant narrative of colonial exploration or exoticization inherent in the  
original Anglo-American accounts.

The strategy of labeling, however, is defined by Baker as “any discursive 
process that involves using a lexical item, term or phrase to identify a person, 
place, group, event, or any other key element in a narrative” (167-68). In  
Jackson Tan’s practice of cultural translation, as can be seen in his translation 
of American naturalist Joseph Steere’s travel account of his trip east of Takow 
in the Indigenous region of the inner mountains, Tan usually identifies generic 
terms, such as “savage,” “dormitory,” or “leopard skin,” as more specific items in 
Taiwan’s social and historical context.

Furthermore, this paper will analyze the reframing mechanism of the 
“repositioning of participants” in Tan’s translation project. Baker’s model  
accounts for the agency of all stakeholders in the translational field, noting 
that “participants in time and social/political space” (170)—including translators, 
editors, and contributing scholars—can utilize their discursive platforms 
(prefaces, introductions, annotations in the book) to challenge the source text’s 
interpretation. In Tan’s case, key participants, such as the editor and scholars 
like Wu Mi-cha who engage in discussions with Tan, use paratextual spaces—

4	 In Translation and Conflict, Baker uses the terms “(re)frame,” “(re)framed,” and “(re)framing” 
multiple times, so it will be feasible to assume that she uses “framing” and “reframing” interchangeably. 
In this paper, “reframing” will be used consistently.
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such as forewords, notes, and commentaries—to offer interpretations that go 
beyond mere linguistic transfer. These supplementary writings serve to critically 
comment on and challenge the colonialist mentalities of both the Qing empire 
and the Western authors, thereby transforming the translation project itself into 
a multi-voiced space for anti-colonial discourse.

The methodological scope also includes “selective appropriation of textual 
material” (Baker 170-71) as a crucial reframing strategy. Since both ARVR and 
SARVR are anthologies, the act of selecting which travel accounts to translate 
constitutes a significant intervention. Baker emphasizes that selective appropriation 
is a potent means of narrative shaping, where the choice of “omission and  
addition” guides which aspects of narratives are to be suppressed, accentuated, 
or elaborated (171). Tan’s selections specifically focus on records document-
ing the contacts between Westerners and Taiwanese Indigenous peoples. This 
conscious choice to extract and foreground certain textual elements over others 
demonstrates an active effort to build a narrative of diverse Indigenous realities 
that directly counters the simplistic stereotype of the uncivilized other.

In conclusion, this paper adopts Baker’s “reframing” framework to  
critically examine the “translation-narration” strategies employed by Jackson Tan 
in his two anthology projects. By focusing on the interplay of labeling, participant 
repositioning, and selective appropriation—all mechanisms of reframing—this 
study seeks to understand how Tan successfully challenges colonial narratives 
and reconstructs a more diversified reality of Taiwanese Indigenous culture. To 
demonstrate these strategies, the study will analyze one representative piece from 
each of the two selected anthologies.

“Encountering Tok-e-Tok”

The article “Visit to Tok-e-Tok, Chief of the Eighteen Tribes, Southern 
Formosa” (1871), written by British Customs officer Thomas Francis Hughes, 
focuses on the events he experienced in November 1869 as its narrative axis. 
After receiving a notice from Tok-e-Tok, the paramount chief of the eighteen 
tribes of Langjiao (琅嶠, the Hengchun Peninsula), he and British merchant 
William A. Pickering went to the east coast of Langjiao to rescue the survivors 
of a shipwreck—although the ship’s owner, James Horn (a British merchant in 
Taiwan), had likely already perished. 

Because Hughes penetrated deep into the sphere of influence of the Paiwan 
people, he not only described the sights along the way but also left a record of 
his visit with Tok-e-Tok, making it an exceptionally valuable historical source. 
However, when Jackson Tan translates and adapts this article into “Encountering 
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Tok-e-Tok—Thomas Hughes’s Visit to Tok-e-Tok, Paramount Chief of the 
Eighteen Lower Langjiao Tribes” (Yujian Zhuoqidu: Xutuoma Zoufang Langjiao 
Xia Shiba She Zhongtoumu Zuoqidu 遇見卓杞篤—許妥瑪走訪琅嶠下十八社
總頭目卓杞篤, which is included in ARVR), he first connects Hughes’s journey 
to the 1867 Rover Incident, providing a more macroscopic historical perspective 
(82-83): the American merchant ship Rover was wrecked on the Vele Rete Rocks 
(Seven Star Reef ) in southern Taiwan, and the captain, his wife, and almost 
all of the crew were massacred by the Koaluts (龜仔甪社) Indigenous people, 
sparking an international dispute and gunboat attacks. 

Ultimately, the US Consul in Amoy, General Charles W. Le Gendre, 
reached an agreement with Tok-e-Tok, signing an agreement known as the 
“Treaty of South Cape.” Tan’s article not only cites Hughes’s description of Tok-
e-Tok but also contrasts it with Le Gendre’s observations from two years prior, 
presenting different facets of this great Paiwan chief (89-90). Tan’s approach 
here exemplifies his translation project, moving beyond simple rendering to 
historical synthesis and interpretation. And the phrase “visit to” in the original 
title has been re-conceptualized as yujian (chance encounter 遇見), a term more 
casual and tender in tone and in line with the theme of the anthology.

Tan’s strategy in his translation and commentary relies on broad textual 
support (extensive referencing) and the presentation of his own interpretations. 
His role in the article transcends that of a simple translator; he acts as a historical  
interpreter guided by a specific translating position. His conscious choice is not 
merely to render Hughes’s text but to actively engage with it, critique it, and embed 
it within a broader historical narrative relevant to his Taiwanese readership. Be-
sides Thomas F. Hughes’s article, he also cites Pickering’s Pioneering in Formosa 
(1898), American journalist Edward House’s The Japanese Expedition to  
Formosa (1875), and one of John Dodd’s articles (“Extracts from Old Notes on 
the Camphor Districts in North Formosa,” 1888), integrating and commenting 
on them. After citing Hughes’s original, he adds his own supplements, contrasts, 
doubts, or speculations, exhibiting a strategy that combines translation and  
research. This reflects his deliberate project of “translation-narration.” 

He contrasts records from different times and individuals; for example, he 
contrasts Hughes’s and Le Gendre’s descriptions of Tok-e-Tok’s age and height, 
pointing out that both observers likely measured by their own standards (95). 
This practice demonstrates his critical examination of historical sources rather 
than wholesale acceptance, aligning with his position as a translator-historian. 
In translating the narrative of the Horn shipwreck incident, he also hypothesizes 
that Pickering might have “concealed something” and cites the accounts of 
other scholars—James Wheeler Davidson (達飛聲), Inō Kanori (伊能嘉矩), 



12	 Tamkang Review 56.2 (June 2026)

and William Campbell (甘為霖)—to perform multi-faceted verification (84-85). 
This active intervention showcases his pursuit of translator subjectivity, refusing 
passive conveyance and instead asserting his interpretive authority, a direct  
consequence of his chosen project and position.

The critique of Han people also constitutes a vital part of this article. 
In SARVR, Tan cites Hughes’s statement, contrasting the trustworthiness and  
simplicity of the Indigenous peoples with the “deceitful and greedy” Hakka (85-
86), pointing out that between the two sides, “quarrels are constantly occurring 
between them [the Hakkas and the Indigenous peoples], and, as they are far 
from the reach of any lawful authority, the lex talionis [law of retaliation] is their 
only guide and arbiter. When a quarrel takes place, and lives are lost, which not 
unfrequently happens, more lives must be taken, and these murders call again 
for fresh reprisals, so that the country is almost always in a state of war” (266). 

Rather than only translating Hughes, Tan also cites House’s view from The 
Japanese Expedition to Formosa, noting the divergence

“of their disposition is most strikingly shown in the contrast between the insatiate 
greed of the West Coast people and the indifference to gain of the mountaineers. 
In spite of the cruelty, ferocity, and ignorance of the latter, and notwithstanding the 
superior approach to civilization of the Chinese-speaking community, it is impos-
sible not to recognize the higher average of natural qualities in the ruder race. They 
are open in the avowal of the enmity which the Chinese secretly and craftily cherish; 
and they are respectable, in the fact that their pledges are to some extent trustworthy. 
What they promise, they adhere to with reasonable fidelity” (House 140). 

To more vividly depict the relationship between the mountain Indigenous 
groups and the Hakka, Tan also quotes a lengthy passage from Dodd’s “Extracts 
from Old Notes on the Camphor Districts in North Formosa,” one of the  
appendices of Journal of a Blockaded Resident in North Formosa during the  
Franco-Chinese War, 1884-5 (hereafter Journal, 1888), pointing out that the 
Hakka in the mountains formed “verbal agreements” with some friendly border 
tribes, exchanging goods like rice, salt, rice wine, matchlocks, and gunpowder 
for the rights to log, hunt deer, clear land, and extract camphor. To eliminate 
“the most obnoxious of the aborigines, the wily Hakkas feign fierce friendship” 
(223) and invite their foes to gatherings, but sometimes “the feast culminates 
in a row, and several of the savages are wounded and a few killed,” because they 
have become too intoxicated to fight (224). By quoting from House and Dodd, 
Tan delineates a sharp contrast between the evil of the Han Chinese and the  
innocence of the Indigenous peoples.

In his article, the original author, Thomas Hughes, expresses suspicion 
that the Indigenous Koalut community still practiced headhunting (268). After 
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translating this passage, Jackson Tan adds his own commentary, pointing out 
that, concerning the Paiwan tribe, while three communities—Koalut (龜仔甪), 
Botan (牡丹), and Kuskus (高士佛)—might still regard headhunting as a sym-
bol of bravery, other communities like Tuillassock (豬朥束) and Sabree (社麻
里) had already abandoned the practice (90). Through this crucial clarification, 
Tan is able to construct a more nuanced and complex image of Indigenous  
Taiwanese people in the nineteenth century, effectively demonstrating that not 
all communities were uncivilized. This strategy directly challenges the mono-
lithic colonial narrative of savagery by highlighting the internal cultural diversity 
and historical evolution within the Indigenous groups.

Furthermore, besides noting that Hughes and House believed the  
Indigenous people were not cannibals (92), Tan also presents a contrasting view 
using Dodd’s account in Journal that the hunted head “is boiled, and if the  
savage has killed the man out of revenge, it is just possible that he might indulge in  
the luxury of ‘stewed brains,’ which are said to be better even than ‘boiled baby’” 
(218). He also cites Davidson’s claim that Han people did engage in eating “raw 
savage meat” (shengfan rou 生番肉) during the Qing period: as witnessed in 
1891, “savage flesh was brought in—in baskets—the same as pork, and sold like 
pork in the open markets of Tokoham [now Daxi, Taoyuan] before the eyes of 
all, foreigners included; some of the flesh was even sent to Amoy to be placed 
on sale there,” because it was a popular superstition among the Han Chinese 
that eating savage flesh would give them strength and courage (254-55). Tan’s 
inclusion of these critiques, drawing from multiple Western sources to comment 
on Han interactions with Indigenous peoples, serves his project of providing a 
multi-faceted historical account, going beyond Hughes’s immediate narrative to 
address broader historical dynamics relevant within his translation horizon.

Tan’s “reframing” of the images of the Indigenous peoples serves to portray 
them from multiple dimensions. As mentioned earlier, after Hughes’s rescuing 
party met the shipwreck survivors, several drunken Koaluts suddenly appeared, 
brandishing knives and waving them wildly—seemingly the gesture of head-
hunting, leaving Hughes and the others shaken. However, this is immediately 
followed by Hughes’s description of Tok-e-Tok’s warm hospitality, displaying a 
kind and generous personality: after returning to Tok-e-tok’s house, he finds that 
“dinner had been prepared . . . : venison, pork, and excellent rice formed the 
principal dishes, and a very good species of samshoo [liquor] distilled from the 
sweet potato, was served out” (268). In SARVR, Tan even lists the menu from 
Tok-e-Tok’s 1869 feast for Le Gendre and Pickering, as well as the menus when 
Tok-e-Tok’s descendants feasted the Japanese army twice in 1874, commenting 
that “from the dishes served, one can see the state of the relationship between 
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the two sides at the time” (90-91, my translation).
In SARVR, besides citing Hughes on the Paiwan’s hairstyle (influenced 

by Han, they wore queues), ear ornaments (fond of piercing their ears, using 
wooden sticks or shells as ornaments), and clothing, Tan also cites the accounts 
of Hengchun Magistrate Wu Song-yang (武頌揚), House, and Japanese  
anthropologist Mori Ushinosuke to explain Paiwan clothing culture (93-94). 
Furthermore, also in SARVR, after recounting Hughes’s experience chewing  
betel nut, Tan supplements this with a local Hengchun proverb and accounts 
from the Hengchun County Gazetteer (恆春縣志) to explain the deep cultural 
significance of Tok-e-Tok offering betel nut: whether for daily visitors or at  
wedding banquets, offering betel nut was a courtesy for entertaining guests; 
even today at more traditional weddings, betel nut can be seen on the tray held 
by the bride when sending off guests (93-95). 

Beyond these aspects of material culture, however, the most important 
point is Tan’s effort to define what Hughes calls the “good qualities” (269) of 
the Paiwan Indigenous people through their “martial spirit” (shangwu jingsheng 
尚武精神). Citing Mori Ushinosuke (森丑之助), Tan argues that this quality 
had prevented the massive influx of Han people into the mountains for rampant  
deforestation and land cultivation, thus preserving the virgin forest in the country 
for an extended period. In other words, while the martial prowess of the Paiwan 
Indigenous people led to the Rover and Botan Incidents, it also made them pro-
tectors of the natural environment.5 This effort to construct a complex image of 
the Paiwan people, balancing negative stereotypes (headhunting) with positive 
attributes (hospitality, environmental protection) and rich cultural detail, is  
central to Tan’s project. He actively shapes the reader’s understanding, asserting 
his position as an interpreter and mediator of culture, not just language.

“Appointment at Su-Paiwan”

Joseph Beal Steere visited Taiwan from September 1873 to March 1874 
to conduct fieldwork, leaving the book Formosa and Its Inhabitants (hereafter 
FII). However, the book was not immediately published upon completion; the  
English edition appeared in 2002, and the Chinese translation, Fuermosha ji 
qi zhumin (福爾摩沙及其住民), was completed and published even later, 

5 In her 1920 travel account of Taiwan, “Formosa the Beautiful,” Alice Kirjassoff voices the same  
observation, stating that thanks to “the headhunters, there are still large tracts of virgin camphor forests 
in Formosa” (267). “Formosa the Beautiful” was Taiwan’s debut in the world-renowned journal  
National Geographic.
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in 2009. Chapter 6 of FII details Steere’s final journey before leaving Taiwan: 
departing from Takow on March 16, 1874, he spent the night at the chapel in 
Pitao (now Fengshan), and upon reaching Bankimseng (now Wanjin village, 
Pingtung), he arranged with local guides to visit two Paiwan mountain villages. 
He finally returned to the Bankimseng Catholic Church (now Wanchin Basilica 
of the Immaculate Conception, the oldest Catholic church in Taiwan) on March 
22 and went back to Takow on March 23. 

Through this fieldwork journey, Steere clearly recorded the Paiwan’s  
architectural styles (slate houses), agricultural patterns (apiculture habits), culture 
and customs (various taboos, headhunting customs), and even their class  
structure (having chiefs), marriage system (marrying village girls to Plains  
Indigenous people), and appearance (women tattooing the backs of their hands, 
fondness for wearing floral wreaths, etc.). The following sections will pres-
ent Jackson Tan’s compilation and adaptation of Chapter 6, in an article titled  
“Appointment at Su-Paiwan: The Tsarisi and Padain Adventure” (Yuehui zai 
Fawan Shelu Gaoyan tanxianxing 約會在筏灣——射鹿、高燕探險行, which 
is included in ARVR) which demonstrates his distinct translation project, mark-
edly different from the more conventional 2009 Chinese translation.

For Tan, verification of geographical and historical details matters. He 
specifically identifies the locations, personal names, and dates in Steere’s original 
text. For example, he identifies the villages Steere visited as the old Tsarisi (Shelu 
射鹿) village on the right bank of the Itaburu River, an upstream tributary of 
the Ailiao South River (隘寮南溪), and the Padain (Gaoyan 高燕) community 
a short distance to the north. These two villages belong to the Su-Paiwan com-
munity (today’s Paiwan Village in Majia Township, Pingtung) of the Vuculj (布
曹爾) Paiwan sub-group. 

In ARVR, Tan elaborates on why it is not the Wan’an community in Taiwu 
Township: 

First, the route does not match; second, Steere later mentions, ‘this village [these 
two villages] was at war with the savages east of them, as also with those on the next 
mountain south, just across the valley of the stream we had ascended.’ The Wan’an 
community, which also belongs to the Vuculj group, is south of the Su-Paiwan  
community. Therefore, the place Steere visited was not the foothills of Mount Dawu, 
but the Su-Paiwan community several miles west of Mount Dawu (108, my translation). 

Regardless of the conjectural nature of this deduction, it serves Tan’s project by 
embedding Steere’s narrative within a precise geographical and ethnographic 
context for Taiwanese readers. This scholarly intervention reflects his position as 
an author-historian seeking to clarify and anchor the translated text within local 
knowledge, going beyond mere linguistic transfer. For instance, Steere records 
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the valleys, wild grasses, shrublands, and bare hillsides along the way, speculat-
ing they were caused by the Paiwan selling timber to the Han or by slash-and-
burn cultivation (火耕). He also notes dense pine forests a few miles to the east, 
which Tan believes refers to the southernmost end of the Central Mountain 
Range formed by North and South Mount Dawu.

Tan’s assumption is helpful for more than just providing additional  
information: it actively promotes historical and anthropological knowledge 
production. The Indigenous settlements of Su-Paiwan, Tsarisi, and Padain were 
already recorded in Huang Shujing’s Six Inquiries into Indigenous Customs (Fansu 
liukao 番俗六考), written during the Qing Dynasty (1722), where the three 
village names were transliterated as “Baiwan” (擺灣), “Badaiyin” (八歹因) and 
“Jialishi” (加力氏) (214). Furthermore, after World War II, Shi Lei (石磊), a 
research fellow at the Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica, personally visited 
Su-Paiwan and left detailed fieldwork records (published in 1971). This allows 
us to compare the texts left by two anthropologists—Steere and Shi Lei—who 
were separated by a century. Therefore, Jackson Tan’s translation-narration (yishu) 
strategy can be said to promote historical and anthropological knowledge  
production.

At the very beginning of Tan’s article, supplementation of historical  
background is provided. He elucidates the complicated process of the Pitao 
Christian Church’s establishment and the historical context of the “Camphor 
War” (or “Anping Bombardment Incident”): simply put, the Christian church 
outside the north gate of Pitao was destroyed due to a religious incident ( jiao’an), 
and this incident, combined with a camphor trade dispute, led to British  
warships bombarding and capturing the Anping forts in late November 1868. 
After the incident was resolved, the Presbyterian Church received compensation 
and rebuilt the Pitao church (103). 

Interestingly, when Steere arrived at the Bankimseng Catholic Church, 
he coincidentally met the previously mentioned Thomas Hughes. Tan not only 
identifies the “Padre Jimenez” mentioned in Steere’s text as Fr. Federico Jimenez, 
who was a missionary in Taiwan from 1869 to 1877, but also corrects several  
errors in the text regarding the history of the Dominican mission in Taiwan (e.g., 
the mission had been in Taiwan for fourteen years, not ten). He also speculates 
that Steere might have mistakenly written the numbers of the Han converts as 
“quite large,” but actually it should be “quite few.” Tan believes, the comparison 
of “such details and the understanding of the actual situation are essential for 
interpreting any document” (105, my translation). This explicit statement  
reinforces his translating position: he views himself not as subservient to the 
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source text but as a critical reader and researcher responsible for verifying and 
correcting it. This aligns perfectly with his project of presenting historically  
accurate and contextualized accounts, demonstrating a clear pursuit of translator 
subjectivity beyond mere equivalence.

Tan also presents Indigenous culture precisely, which is arguably the 
most important aspect of his translation project. First of all, although Steere 
uses “savages,” an outdated yet generic term, to refer to the Indigenous people 
he encountered, Tan consults Steere’s “Field Notes on Five Formosan Tribes,”  
appendix two of FII, and identifies them as the Paiwan. Also, according to 
Steere’s depiction, at the first village, he found the chief squatting at his door-
way smoking, wearing a “leopard skin” symbolizing his status (93). In the 2009 
Chinese translation of FII, the translator Lin Hongxuan renders this as “leopard 
skin coat” (豹皮大衣) (145); in ARVR, however, Jackson Tan more precisely 
translates it as “clouded leopard skin” (雲豹皮), reflecting the specific culture of 
the costume and social hierarchy of the Paiwan (110).

Steere mentions discovering several bees flying around in the tribe’s slate-
house; it turns out their beehive is under the stone bed inside the house. Tan 
adds a supplementary note to this: the Paiwan people “have long had a culture 
of apiculture (beekeeping) and were quite accomplished at it. They would find 
a beehive in the wild, bring it home intact, and raise it in a woven cage. Steere’s 
observation that this community actually raised bees inside the house can be 
said to be a step further; they had already domesticated bees into ‘livestock’” 
(112). Finally, at Padain, the second village, Steere finds the village youths, aged 
ten to fifteen, living in a small hut displaying a pile of skulls. Steere guesses 
this was “a dormitory . . . according to some old custom” (96). The translator 
of the full Chinese edition, for unknown reasons, omits the term “dormitory,” 
but Tan accurately translates it as “traditional junior organization club house” 
(傳統的少年組織會所), rather than “traditional dormitory” (傳統的宿舍) 
(115), a more literal translation. And if we consult Shi Lei’s aforementioned 
field research publication, we can identify this club house specifically as tsakar, a 
Paiwan term translated by Shi as “youth dormitory” (qingnian sushe 青年宿舍) 
(22). These translational details consistently demonstrate that Tan’s translation 
is backed by solid research on Indigenous culture. His commitment to cultural  
accuracy, even at the micro-level, is a hallmark of his project. This careful  
attention elevates his practice from simple textual translation to what might be 
termed “cultural translation,” where the translator acts as a knowledgeable me-
diator, fulfilling the subjective role inherent in his translating position.
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The Double Reframing Effects of Tan’s Translation Project

In recent years, the academia of translation studies has placed increasing 
emphasis on the reframing power of translation, shifting the focus from mere 
linguistic transfer to embracing a complex sociocultural role. Ali Almanna and 
Juan José Martínez Sierra, in the introduction to their edited volume, Reframing 
Realities through Translation (2020), conceptualize the translation process as 
a sequence involving dual framing activities. They argue that translation is  
fundamentally “a set of frames,” which include the interpretive frames activated  
during the initial comprehension of the source text, and the representational 
frames subsequently employed to construct the target text (1). The difference 
lies in the stage: the interpretive frame is utilized internally by the translator to 
make sense of the source message, while the representational frame is externally 
projected onto the target text as the translator chooses the linguistic and stylistic 
means to reformulate that message, with the latter frame defined by Almanna 
and Martínez Sierra as the “stage of re-expression or re-formulation” (1). This 
perspective highlights the active, multi-agent nature of the translator, who acts 
as a crucial cultural mediator rather than a passive conduit, thereby fundamen-
tally altering the text’s reception and meaning in the new context.

Critically, Almanna and Martínez Sierra underscore that these frames are 
never neutral, as they are intrinsically shaped by the translator’s own personal 
baggage. They assert that these framing mechanisms are deeply influenced by 
the translator’s own “beliefs, assumptions, worldviews, and experience” (2). This 
ideological influence means that translation is a powerful vehicle for reframing 
realities and reproducing knowledge, often involving the strategic representation 
and reconstruction of socio-political and cultural realities. However, this very 
mechanism offers a critical opportunity for intervention through juxtaposing 
translation and commentaries. From my analysis presented above, in his transla-
tions of Anglo-American travelogues, it is evident that Jackson Tan confronts 
the persistent depiction of Taiwanese Indigenous people as the“uncivilized other. 
Through his translation and reinterpretation of the texts, Tan successfully  
reconstructs the cultural reality of Taiwanese Indigenous communities, presenting 
a more diverse and nuanced reality. This successful reframing of the other 
can arguably be considered one of his greatest achievements, highlighting the  
profound sociopolitical impact inherent in every translation decision.

Ultimately, the findings of this paper reveal a process of “double refram-
ing” at the heart of Tan’s practice of cultural translation, demonstrating how his 
translation project simultaneously achieves a significant “genre reframing” and 
a radical “self-reframing” of his professional identity. The power of translation 



	 Reframing Indigenous Taiwan: Jackson Tan’s Translation Strategies and Narrative Interventions	 19

to delineate, elevate, or dissolve textual categories is a crucial element in under-
standing the scope of translational intervention. Loredana Polezzi, in her work 
on contemporary Italian travel writing, demonstrates how translation can actively 
establish a literary category where one was previously ambiguous or undervalued. 
Polezzi discusses the challenging literary status of viaggi (travel accounts) in 
Italian culture, where such texts are often relegated to “journalistic prose” (36), 
“occasional prose,” “minor works” (54) or other similar labels rather than being 
recognized as a distinct, high-status literary genre like “travel writing” (12-16). 
She argues that the translation of contemporary Italian travelogues into English 
played a crucial role in validating the genre domestically. By entering the  
English-speaking world, where the conventions of the “definition of travel writing  
as a genre” were well-established (63), Italian texts gained a generic clarity and 
literary authority they previously lacked at home. This paradigm confirms that 
translation can formalize and elevate a textual category within the target culture, 
showcasing its capacity to shape literary systems.

Jackson Tan’s “translation-narration” project in ARVR and SARVR presents 
a potent, reverse application of Polezzi’s paradigm. While Polezzi’s case shows 
translation establishing a genre, Tan’s work demonstrates translation dissolving 
or fundamentally reframing a genre. The original works by Western figures like 
Thomas Hughes, Joseph Steere, and William Campbell were originally examples 
of English-language travel literature, emphasizing personal observation, adven-
ture, and, often, a colonial perspective. However, through Tan’s highly selective 
compilation, extensive historical commentary, anti-colonial critique, and focus 
on Taiwanese Indigenous culture and history, the source texts are explicitly  
repositioned. They cease to function primarily as travelogues for the Taiwanese 
reader; instead, they are transformed into historical records and ethnographic 
texts documenting the island’s past. This reframing demonstrates the profound 
genre-crossing capability of translation. It reflects Mona Baker’s concept of 
“re-narration” or the “reconstruction of reality,” where the act of translating is  
simultaneously the act of retelling, challenging the source text’s original generic 
frame, and ultimately validating the target culture’s historical priorities. Tan’s 
practice thus confirms that generic boundaries are not fixed but are permeable 
and actively negotiated through translational intervention.

The profound generic re-narration executed by Tan—shifting travelogue 
into history—necessitates a corresponding re-narration of his own professional 
identity: thus, the second effect of “self-reframing.” From Antoine Berman’s 
perspective, this transformation reflects Tan’s consciously adopted “translat-
ing position” (58) as an active historian-author rather than a neutral linguistic 
mediator. The case of Jackson Tan’s compiled translations, particularly his 
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work on nineteenth-century Formosa travelogues, clearly illustrates how the 
boundaries between translator and author have become increasingly blurred in 
postcolonial translation practice. This blurring is evident in Tan’s own evolving 
self-identification. In the translator’s postscript of the 2002 Chinese edition of 
Dodd’s Journal, he claims a “cross-temporal collaboration” (184, my translation) 
with the original author, John Dodd, yet by the 2007 edition, he has decisively 
re-categorized his extensive supplementary materials (yanshen yuedu 延伸閱
讀) as deliberately aggregated paratextual elements and re-arranged them as the 
second part of the book (164-236). Moreover, in his “translator-author’s pref-
ace” (yizhuzhe xu 譯著者序) in the 2007 edition, he pointedly notes that of the 
130,000 words in the translation, over 70,000 are his own contribution, sug-
gesting an “upgrade of identity” (shengge 升格) from the equivocal “translator-
narrator” (yishuzhe 譯述者) to the concise “translator-author” (yizhuzhe 譯著者) 
(3, my translation). 

Tan’s desire to claim authorship was subtly revealed in 2003: his self-
mocking yet revealing use of the homophonic term “坐家” (home-based  
researcher/translator) for “作家” (writer/author) in the postscript to his Chinese  
translation of Edward House’s The Japanese Expedition to Formosa (286). This 
process underscores a complexity emphasized by Sonila Alla, who notes that 
the translator’s role “as a co-creator is emphasized, underscoring the interpretive 
choices and creative intuition required to evoke the same emotional resonance 
in the target language as intended in the original” (433). However, seen from 
his translation projects in ARVR and SARVR, Tan is not content with the passive 
role of a “co-creator”; through his sustained intervention, he successfully claims 
and becomes an author in his own right.

This assertion of creative presence is not merely a personal stylistic choice 
but a publicly endorsed shift in status. Significantly, the publisher, Indigenous 
Culture Press (原民文化出版社), formalizes Tan’s dual role. In the “Author 
Profiles” section of the translated works by John Dodd (2002) and Edward 
House (2003), Jackson Tan is consistently listed alongside the original Western 
writers as a co-author. This publishing decision grants institutional validation to 
Tan’s highly interventionist approach, moving him from an invisible mediator 
to a visible participant in the textual creation. The public presentation of Tan as 
a co-author aligns with Carmen Toledano Buendía’s view that translator’s notes 
are “paratextual elements in which the translator makes his or her voice heard, 
thus giving up his or her invisible position in order to address the reader direct-
ly” (149), demonstrating a successful elevation from a passive role to an explicit, 
visible partner.

The highly self-conscious and deliberate nature of Tan’s work is precisely 
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what Theo Hermans’s influential framework in his “The Translator’s Voice in 
Translated Narrative” is designed to analyze. In Tan’s translations of John Dodd’s 
and Edward House’s works published in the early 2000s, the collection of sup-
plemental texts, often exceeding the length of the source text excerpt, constitutes 
a profound form of paratextual intervention that shapes the target reader’s expe-
rience. By using his prefaces, annotations, and supplementary chapters to provide 
context, criticism, and historical data, Tan ensures that his own authorial voice—
his ideological and critical stance, rather than just his “translator’s voice”—is not 
merely secondary but central to the narrative.

This ultimately confirms Hermans’s observation that the translator’s  
“discursive presence in the translated text becomes discernible in certain cases, e.g. 
when the pragmatic displacement resulting from translation requires paratextual 
intervention for the benefit of the Implied Reader of the translated text” (23). 
As an act of “pragmatic displacement,” Tan’s translation dissolves the original 
“shared frame of reference” in the source-texts written by Western writers, using 
paratextual intervention to address his “implied readers”: Taiwanese readers  
concerned about the past of their native island.

Furthermore, Tan’s trajectory reveals a theoretical movement from simple 
annotation to full-fledged authorship, a transition that pushes the boundar-
ies of the paratextual elements discussed by scholars like Buendía. In his earlier 
works, Tan’s commentary often manifests as discursive (performative) notes—
a common practice where the translator’s voice is heard yet contained within 
the footnotes. However, in ARVR and SARVR, he deliberately breaks free from 
the traditional frame of footnotes, juxtaposing his translated passages with his 
own research findings and critically postcolonial perspectives. The profound  
discursive presence of his critical narrative, being intrinsically interwoven with the 
translated excerpts and pivotal to the works’ reception, fundamentally elevates 
his role from a marginal annotator to a primary authorial voice, powerfully  
illustrating that the translator’s subjective views directly influence the reading 
and interpretation of the source text.

This reconfiguration of professional identity, however, raises a fundamen-
tal question regarding the nature of authorial responsibility when the translator 
explicitly distrusts the source text. Traditionally, it is widely believed that full-
fledged authorship entails a commitment to the validity and truth claims of 
what is said. Yet, Tan’s explicit skepticism toward colonial narratives—such as his 
scathing critique of Davidson’s lack of objectivity—suggests that his “translator-
author” stance does not affirm, but rather dismantles, the source text’s authority.

In this light, responsibility is reconfigured not as an allegiance to the 
source text, but as an ethical accountability to historical truth-seeking and to the 
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target readership. Tan’s authorship operates through a postcolonial hermeneutic 
of suspicion: by refusing to guarantee the truth of the colonial gaze, he assumes 
a higher authorial responsibility to expose its biases, substituting the colonial 
text’s authority with a verified, Taiwan-centric historical reality. His responsibil-
ity, therefore, shifts from textual fidelity to historiographical fidelity.

By meticulously curating the translated material and enriching it with his 
own research, Tan’s translation project ultimately serves a larger, sociopolitical 
function: the reconstruction of Taiwanese cultural identity. This mirrors the 
analysis by Luo and Zhang, who examine how Herbert Giles’s translation of 
The Art of War utilizes voluminous notes to construct a specific Chinese cultural 
identity for a Western audience. Luo and Zhang note that in Giles’s work, “An-
cient Chinese weapons, such as swift chariots (驰车), heavy chariots (革车) and 
large shields (橹), are explained in the notes. Famous battles and generals from 
Chinese history are reprised in translation [by using notes], such as the battle 
by the Fei River, the campaign led by Tsao Gui, as well as the rivalry between 
Sun Pin and Pang Chuan” (600). Similarly, Tan’s translation acts as a decolonial 
counter-narrative, using the Western travelogues as raw material upon which 
to build a Taiwan-centric view of the island’s history and people. His work, 
therefore, aligns closely with the concept of “thick translation,” as elaborated by 
Kwame Anthony Appiah (817), which describes translation embedded in rich 
cultural commentary, ultimately functioning as a form of cultural advocacy.

In sum, the two anthologies, ARVR and SARVR, are pivotal examples of 
translated texts that are simultaneously cultural critique and historical rewriting. 
Although they are rooted in nineteenth-century Western travelogues on Taiwan, 
Jackson Tan employs a highly personalized method of compiling and excerpting 
the texts. His characteristic approach—which involves presenting the culture  
of the Taiwanese Indigenous peoples, actively criticizing both the Western  
participants and the Qing government, enriching the original text with  
academic research, and providing extensive historical and social context—pushes 
the translator’s discursive role to its limit. His work definitively demonstrates 
that translation is a transformative act that can prioritize cultural intervention 
over source-text fidelity; therefore, from Sonila Alla’s perspective, Tan transforms 
the translator’s role into a “translator-author” whose “interpretive choices and  
creative intuition” become the text’s most defining feature.

Conclusion: Jackson Tan as an Author and Cultural Mediator

From the perspective presented in Hermans’s influential 2003 article 
“Cross-Cultural Translation Studies as Thick Translation,” Tan leverages the 
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paratextual intervention in ARVR and SARVR to establish his unique “subject 
position” (387) as a Taiwanese scholar re-interpreting Western history. Situating 
Tan’s translation career within Berman’s broad concept of translator’s subjectivity, 
my analysis endeavors to shed some light on Tan’s translation position, transla-
tion project, and translation horizon. Furthermore, Mona Baker’s concepts of 
“re-narration” and “reframing” powerfully illuminate the double “reframing”  
effects of Tan’s overall translation project: the reframing of Western travelogues 
as historical and ethnographic texts, and the self-reframing of himself as an 
author-historian, especially in ARVR and SARVR.

Tan’s practice, characterized by extensive annotation, historical contextu-
alization, critical engagement, and stylistic intervention, positions him beyond 
the traditional role of the translator merely striving for linguistic equivalence. 
His consistent adoption of the “translation-narration” (yishu) method aligns 
him with the concept of the translator as a writer and cultural mediator, a figure 
who actively shapes the text for a new audience within a specific cultural and  
historical horizon.

In “Writing and Translating,” Susan Bassnett challenges the “hegemonic 
distinction made between writing and translating,” arguing that translation 
is fundamentally a “creative literary activity” where translators act “first as  
readers and then as rewriters, as recreators of that text in another language” 
(173-74). Tan embodies this idea; his work is not merely reproduction but 
recreation, involving significant rewriting through additions and commentary. 
Bassnett further notes that “many writers also translate,” and for them, the  
“hierarchical distinction . . . simply does not exist” (174). Tan clearly sees his 
work as encompassing authorship, which has been shown more convincingly in 
the translation project of ARVR and SARVR than in his translations of Dodd’s 
and House’s works. His practice mirrors Bassnett’s observation that translation 
can be part of “the continuum of a writer’s life,” where translators choose works 
“they would have written themselves had they not already been created” (175).

Beatrice Garzelli emphasizes the translator’s role in mediating between 
cultures, suggesting that the translator becomes a “‘dynamic writer’ of the target 
text, insofar as he is moved to reshape the translation in order to adapt it to the 
new reader” (176). This reshaping is crucial, especially when dealing with distant 
cultures, requiring the translator to “transpose another culture as well as another 
language” (176). Tan’s meticulous research on Indigenous cultures, geography, 
and historical context, and his efforts to present this information alongside the 
translated text, exemplify this dynamic role. He does not just translate words; he 
translates, explains, and sometimes critiques the cultural context, from Garzelli’s 
perspective, acting as a “bridge between differing peoples and places” (176). His 
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work ultimately assumes the characteristics of authorship because, as Garzelli 
concludes, the translator “must channel his or her creative energies within the 
confines of the original text, using them to reimagine the world as it could have 
been seen through the eyes of the author” (179), a process Tan extends by add-
ing his own historical perspective.

Christiane Nord, challenging the pervasive idea of “loss in translation,” 
proposes viewing the translator as “one who causes [the source text] to grow” 
(21), drawing on the etymological root of “author” (Lat. augere, ‘to increase’). 
Tan’s practice perfectly illustrates this growth. By adding historical background, 
cross-referencing multiple sources, correcting errors, and providing cultural 
explanations, he significantly expands upon the original Western accounts. His 
translations “give the source-language text a wider scope, making it accessible to 
a new audience” (21) not just linguistically but intellectually and culturally. The 
resulting Chinese texts offer “new interpretations” and allow readers to discover 
“items of the information offer” which were not available to the source-culture 
audience (25), particularly regarding the nuances of Taiwanese history and  
Indigenous life. Tan makes the source text “grow” by integrating it into a new, 
richer context.

To conclude this paper, it might be feasible to argue that Tan’s practice 
clearly moves towards what Bassnett describes as a blurring of the lines between 
writing and translation in “The Figure of the Translator”: in the article, she 
echoes the point of Octavio Paz, arguing that translation and creation should 
be seen as “twin processes” (304-05). From Bassnett’s perspective, Tan’s exten-
sive interventions and explicit positioning make him highly visible, contrasting 
sharply with the translator’s traditional “invisibility” (303). Tan functions as a 
“key agent in the process of intertextual transmission” (303), using translation 
as a platform for his own historical and cultural project. He is, in essence, both 
translator and author, a cultural mediator who reshapes foreign texts to serve 
the needs and understanding of his own society. His choice to prioritize histori-
cal and ethical responsibility over linguistic fidelity fundamentally positions his 
ARVR and SARVR as a crucial case study for exploring the ethical boundaries 
and long-term impact of subjective intervention in translation. His enduring 
legacy is not just the translated text itself, but the active model he provides for 
future Taiwanese translators to assert their agency and participate directly in the 
nation’s cultural self-reconstruction.

This subjective intervention, however, necessarily invites scrutiny regard-
ing the ethical and political grounds of its legitimacy. If a translator aligned with 
a colonial regime were to adopt identical strategies—selectively criticizing and 
reframing texts from colonized societies in the name of a dominant national 
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identity—such practice would be condemned as imperialistic censorship.
The ethical legitimacy of Tan’s intervention, therefore, cannot be judged 

on purely formalistic or procedural grounds, but must be evaluated through the 
power dynamics of postcolonial resistance. Unlike colonial reframing, which 
seeks to assimilate and erase the subaltern voice to consolidate hegemony, 
Tan’s “thick translation” serves a counter-hegemonic purpose. It functions as a  
restorative ethics aimed at rectifying historical asymmetries and recuperating 
marginalized Indigenous realities from the reductive colonial gaze. Thus, the po-
litical grounds of Tan’s translational and authorial practice are legitimized by its 
decolonial commitment to pluralizing reality rather than monopolizing truth.
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重構臺灣原住民的敘事框架： 
陳政三的翻譯策略與敘事介入

陳榮彬

國立臺灣大學

摘要

本文探討臺灣譯者陳政三的文化翻譯實踐。他是一位多產的譯者，其帶

有註解的譯作深刻影響了讀者對於臺灣史的認識。陳政三超越了傳統「忠實」

或「對等」的觀念，將自己定位為譯者與作者的雙重角色，積極重構十九世

紀西方人寫的臺灣遊記。本文援引安東尼．貝爾曼（Antoine Berman）的「翻

譯位置」（translation position）、「翻譯計畫」（translation project）與「翻譯

視域」（translation horizon）等概念，指出陳政三的介入式方法（即他所謂的

「譯述」策略）結合了語言轉換、歷史評論、資訊補充與批判。他對愛德華．

豪士（Edward House）、達飛聲（James Wheeler Davidson）、許妥瑪（Thomas 

Hughes）、約瑟夫．史蒂瑞（Joseph Steere）等人的譯作，策略性地揭露殖民

偏見，將原住民的民族誌細節脈絡化，並更細緻地重建歷史現實。本文亦運

用夢娜．貝克（Mona Baker）的敘事理論，分析陳政三的重構策略，包括標

籤化（labeling）、參與者再定位（repositioning of participants）與選擇性挪用

（selective appropriation）。透過將翻譯選集重新命名為《紅毛探親記》與《紅

毛再探親記》，他抵抗既有的殖民主義敘事，並凸顯西方人與原住民之間的親

近關係。他對原住民遭遇的選擇性聚焦，加上大量帶有評論的副文本，使翻譯

轉化為多聲部的論述，挑戰西方殖民敘事。案例如〈遇見卓杞篤〉與〈約會在

筏灣〉，展現了他如何描繪原住民的複雜形象，例如武勇精神、待客之道與守

護自然環境，與「野蠻」的刻板印象抗衡。最終，本文主張陳政三的翻譯實踐

體現了翻譯作為文化調解的功能，譯者在其中承擔詮釋權威，重塑歷史記憶。

他的工作凸顯了譯者主體性作為批判力量，能以敘事框架為當代讀者重構臺灣

的殖民歷史與十九世紀的原住民社會。

關鍵字：陳政三、歷史翻譯、譯者主體性、敘事重構、臺灣原住民歷史




