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As Her Heart Feels His Passion: Love, Emotional Agency, and the
Family Image among the Austronesian Rukai of Taiwan

Weining Cheng

Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica, Taiwan

This essay examines why and how love, emotional agency and the ‘family image’
altogether become crucial to the contemporary constructs of what family is among the
Rukai, Taiwan. For those Rukai born in the late 1930s, affectionate feelings between a
man and a woman are considered to be crucial both to marriage and to family, which
process parental authority had to intervene and supervise. For them, a man by nature
adores the lady he desires, whilst a young lady is expected to act demure and sweet as
much as to constrain her emotional expression of feelings during ritualized courtship.
Moreover, it is the parents of a young lady, not herself, who decided the candidate for
their son-in-law. In addition, as an outsider, a marry-in member was thought to have no
similar thoughts with the rest of family. To secure domestic reproduction, the couple had
to practice various rites and to observe taboos to construct a sense of affectionate and
physical unity. Significantly, siblingship was, and still is, taken to be exemplary of a
couple’s conduct, on the grounds that siblings are said to be in unison with each other in
relation to the family’s interests.

However, since in the 1980s, many Rukai youths migrated to northern Taiwan for work,
and then have become acquainted with people of different ethnic groups. Away from
home and parental supervision, Rukai youths chose their own mates and adopted such
novel forms of expression as pop songs and guitar-playing in courtship. Interestingly,
Rukai elders tend to relate ‘free love’ to a woman’s autonomous expression of
emotional agency, thereby leading to family-making according to the image in their
mind. This, | argue, not only embodies the emergence of affective individualism, but
also implies the practice of love always bound up with a family image. The Rukai case
stands in contrast to how romantic love in Western Europe is constructed
epistemologically and ontologically.
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