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Carrying the Gods:

Physical Obligations in Society and Religion
Charles Stafford

The research concentrates on relationships between social institutions, primarily the family,
religion, and the school, in a fishing village in Taitung county, and is based on six months of
fieldwork in the school, and one year in the village. The approach comes from the theory that it is
in connections, as much as in institutions themselves that societies are reproduced, and that
children come to know, while perhaps not being able to say, what it is to be a member of a society.

By selecting specific areas of discourse it is possible to analyze the way in which different
institutions interact.

For example, one area of concentration has been the discourse surrounding the body. "The
physical obligations of kinship are numerous — to maintain family lines by reproducing
biologically, to undertake labour so as to support parents, to perform rituals for ancestors, etc. Of
course, these biological, economic and ritual duties require much more than a physical presence,
but the significance of the physical aspect is matched by an elaboration not only of the theory that
it is unfilial to hurt the body, but also of concern for protection of the body from sickness and
death in family religious practice.

At the same time, as citizens of a modern state, the children with physical obligations to
parents and ancestors also have physical obligations to the nation,for example, to attend school
for mandatory periods (it is attendance, not learning, that is mandatory), or to peform military
service in which an individual body may be sacrificed for collective interests. In the discourse of
the school, in texts, rituals, and classroom practices, there is an attempt to give substance and
meaning to these duties, and to provide children with a particular view of their possibly conflicting
obligations to the family and the state.

One of the interesting aspects of the fieldwork has been to see the extent to which religion at
times mediates the potential conflict between family interests and those of the larger society. An
example of this is the day-long ritual carried out when a family wants to bring a statue of a god
permanently into their home. In a sense this is an attempt to make private use of something
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which is, at one level, public—the god. But in order to do so, the family must hold a very public
ritual, once a year for 3 years. The ritual is complicated, but involves among other things the
home being opened to the villagers, and the god being carried in a sedan chair by a very broad
cross-section of the community. The god, newly strengthened by the ritual, leads the community
in walking through a fire which has been set up in a field and which becomes a symbolic map of
the village, with markers for the four major temples aligned to the four cardinal directions:

NORTH — F#§
WEST — 34y ) EAST — B

SOUTH — 4%+l

In other words, the relationship of the house to the community is clearly marked. The ritual also
elaborates the extent to which the strength of the god is actually derived from the efforts of
devotees. In the ritual, the pursuit of family interest, in bringing the god into the home, seems to
be allowed only because the community sanctions it and takes part collectively in the blessings. It
is an extraordinary ritual invasion of the house, and in some ways is the opposite of a funeral. A
funeral is a family ritual in which the most private object (a corpse) is removed from the house;
this is a community ritual in which a public object ( a god) is brought into the house.

But what does it tell us about the discourse surrounding the body? We see this progression in
the ritual: at first, the bodies of participants are hurt while carrying the chair, but they are not
conscious of it at the time becuase they are possessed by the god. But then the participants are
saved from being hurt, and they consciously walk through the fire protected by the god, and return
to regular life stronger and more secure for having participated. In other words, in the first case
(chair-carrying) it is legitimate to hurt the body, even though it is unfilial to do so, because one is
being controlled by a higher and more colletive authority, the god. In the second case (fire-
walking) one is protected from physical harm precisely because so many people have risked their
physical safety in order to strengthen the god, that is, in the tension between family and collective
interests, the body may sometimes need to be put at risk. Of course, the village is not the state,
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but this ritual helps us begin to understand the discourse about the body which is found in social

institutions: family, religion, school.

But these relationships must be seen in historical and mythical context in order for their full
significance to be clear, as they are both products of and productive of history. Here I will only
mention one aspect of this complicated process. Current religious practice in the village can be
related back to events during the Japanese era. The strengthening of the gods and the community
is the opposite of the colonial experience during which statues of gods were taken away and
themselves thrown into fire. As in other areas of rural Taiwan, people continued to worship in
secret, and they say that this worship brought security: during the war, when bombs were being
dropped on the area, people looked out from the hills where they were hiding and saw the
goddess Guan Yin gathering the bombs into her dress and tossing them harmlessly into the sea.

And so the discourse 1 have mentioned ~ concerning the role of the body and the tension
between private and public interests — can be seen against the background of Taiwanese history
and myth, and the belief of the people that faith in a god, and the collective enterprise of
strengthening the gods, can protect the badies of villagers, bath from ritual fires and from war.
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