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An Exploration of the Traditional Plant-Based Place
Names of the Bunun Tribe

Hong-Ray Wu*, Savi Qalavangan (Ho-Wei)**, Chih-Kai Yang***

ABSTRACT

Place names embody an ethnic group’s spatial perception, cultural
memory, power relations, and worldview. The basis for naming a place
generally derives from both natural and cultural environments, with natural
features playing a particularly prominent role in the landscape encoding
practices of Austronesian-speaking peoples. This study examines the Bunun
of Taiwan, the most Indigenous group with the widest historical range of
mobility on the island, to explore plant-based place names. Drawing on
literature analysis and semi-structured interviews, a compilation of plant-
based was formed. Through analysis of word formation, naming logic, and
plant functions, it elucidates the significance of plants in toponymy, and
further traces temporal changes by examining plant-based place names that

have undergone frequent renaming.

When naming places after plants, the Bunun employ four morphological
processes: simplex forms, affixation, reduplication, and compounding. This
study documents over one hundred Bunun place names derived from plants;
species identification is based primarily on the knowledge of local

communities, with Yushania niitakayamensis, Miscanthus floridulus,

* Graduate student, Department of Forestry, National Pingtung University of Science and
Technology ; Junior Technician Specialist, Taichung Branch, Forestry and Nature
Conservation Agency - hongrayl68@gmail.com

** Bachelor, Department of Forestry, National Pingtung University of Science and
Technology - kiasd895623@gmail.com
*** Assistant Professor, Department of Forestry, National Pingtung University of Science

and Technology - Corresponding author, eflora.yang@gmail.com
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Calamus formosanus, and Firmiana simplex being the most frequently

represented species.

In terms of naming logic, place names are often based on abundant
growth or distinctive plant individuals, with visual, auditory, and tactile
perceptions informing the naming process. Beyond dominant local species,
plants frequently used in daily life and even introduced species were also

adopted, reflecting cultural integration.

A review of changes in selected plant-based place names indicates that
during the Qing and Japanese periods, Bunun toponyms were predominantly
recorded phonetically, with a smaller number undergoing semantic renaming;
under the Nationalist government, place names were further sinicized
through Chinese character adaptation, resulting in the gradual erosion of

traditional plant-based toponyms from collective memory.

By documenting and analyzing Bunun plant-related place names, this
study seeks to provide a reference for the preservation of Bunun plant

knowledge and cultural heritage.

Key words : Bunun - traditional place names - ethnobotany
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