
 

Introduction 

Anthropologists must always deal with the tension between a science-

oriented perspective and other kinds of beliefs in the field and beyond. 

When faced with a statement such as “We believe in fate,” the tension 

between gaining an in-depth understanding of our informants’ perceptions 

and presenting a relatively objective (at least to the outsiders) interpretation 

of how they believe in what they say they believe becomes immediately 

evident. To outsiders, some of these beliefs appear exotic and 

incomprehensible, while others are more familiar and acceptable. As 

anthropologists attempt to translate others’ beliefs into something more 

broadly comprehensible, we need to be conscious of these key contrasting 

perspectives. Various opposing and complementary standpoints have been 

proposed, for example emic/etic, native/researcher, cultural/scientific, 

experience-near/experience-far, to approach these beliefs, especially if they 

appear illogical or irrational outside their cultural context.  

We also adopt the postmodern concept of “construction” to point out that 

both “their” and “our” perceptions of how the world works may fall 

outside so-called scientific validity or truth because both are socio-cultural 

and historical constructions that result from our divergent perspectives and 

practices. But in this sense, “science” itself is also a belief set and should 

be subject to deconstruction. Hence we can also talk about different 

versions of science. The issue of sciences and beliefs, i.e., how different 

societies derive their objective views in understanding the worlds they live 

in and in evaluating and judging divergent beliefs co-existing and 

interacting with these scientific views, thus involves great complexities 

deserving our scrutiny.   
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Thursday, the 23
rd

 of November 2017:  

9h30 – 10h: Opening Session 

Welcome address 

A QUESTION OF SEMANTIC: FROM INDIGENOUS POINT OF VIEW TO 

RESEARCHERS UNDERSTANDING 

10h – 10h45: Revisiting the Qi Project: An attempt at linking scientific 

and anthropological approaches 

Pr.Dr. Shuenn-Der Yu : Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica, Nan-

kang, Taipei, Taiwan  

In 1998 Academia Sinica sponsored a joint project called “Culture, Qi, and 

Traditional Medicine,” which recruited anthropologists as well as scientists from 

the disciplines of medicine, physics, psychology, and electrical engineering to 

tackle the bio-medical and cultural phenomenon of qi. Because qi is such a key 

cultural concept and category of bodily experience in Taiwanese/Chinese society, 

the project has been abbreviated to “The Qi Project.” This was the second such 

project in Taiwan, although there had been numerous others undertaken in China. 

What made this project special was that it had been organized by anthropologists 

adopting an emic/etic framework that aimed to integrate scientific and 

anthropological perspectives.  

This paper revisits The Qi Project to re-evaluate the validity of this joint venture. I 

will pay particular attention to the epistemological assumptions of its emic/etic 

framework, i.e., the possibility of matching ethnographic investigations with 

scientific explanation. This in retrospect proved overly simplistic, as it ignored 

basic questions such as what science is. It has nonetheless remained a dominant 

approach even today when studying cultural phenomena of a mystic nature. Qi 

research epitomizes this tension between science and belief, because qi, as a 

concept, is a way of sensing the world, and a force within and outside human 

bodies. This concept is very much alive in various Asian societies and has been 

recognized in Western societies where “qi” has become a term that no longer 

needs translation. By revisiting The Qi Project, this paper hopes to explore the 

great complexities behind the meeting of science and belief. 

10h45 – 11h: Coffee break 

11h – 11h45: Words for the Wordless: The tension between science 

and experience 

Pr.Dr. Wei-Wen CHUNG: College of Communication, National Chengchi 

University, Taipei, Taiwan 

My research on embodied experience has seen some drastic methodological turns 

in the last few decades, going from a behaviorist to an embodied approach. 

Aligning with a paradigm shift carries certain risks for a researcher’s career and 

may possibly immobilize him/her for years. Most accepted research tools, ranging 

from data gathering to presentation, need to be re-examined and in some cases 

discarded. To be specific, embodiment points to a host of practices that have 

escaped the attention of mainstream methodologies. It follows that traditional 

methods such as interviews or participant observation may fail to fathom the depth 

of embodied experience. A corollary issue is that language, especially of the 

traditional research genres, presents a fixed take on reality. An embodied turn 

renders the researcher wordless, striving for a new form of expression. This paper 

will sum up the problems I have encountered in the research journey and propose 

possible solutions. 

11h45 – 12h30: From incorporation to writing: the researcher's body 

as an ethnographic tool. 

PhD Student Pauline Monteiro: Ethnology and Social Anthropology, 

Institute of Ethnology, University of Strasbourg, DynamE (UMR 6773) 

In the 1980s, anthropology undergoes a deep change, notably with 

postmodernism, which was then able to deconstruct the ethnographic tradition by 

reconsidering the position of the researcher on his field as well as the ethnographic 



authority. For Clifford (1981), ethnographic understanding (a coherent position of 

empathy and hermeneutic engagement) would be "a creation of ethnographic 

writing rather than a consistent quality of ethnographic experience". 

Today, I also propose a reflection on the position of the researcher in his field and 

more precisely on the question of the initiation and the scientific value of the 

ethnographies resulting from this involvement. In the line of Arnaud Halloy and 

Jeanne Favret Saada, I adhere to the idea of the researcher’s body (his sensitivity, 

his "feelings") as an investigative tool capable of providing ethnographic 

knowledge thanks to empathy, in the cognitive context of the term: an emotional 

contagion (Narme et al .: 2010). I would like to question the position of the 

researcher and the validity of the scientific works that can be provided in the Afro-

Brazilian cults of possession where the anthropologist himself incorporates his 

own entity. 
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12h30 – 14h30: Lunch Break  

Served at the Restaurant 32 

҉ 

ENVIRONMENT: COMPREHENSIVE UNDERSTANDINGS AND LOCAL 

EXPERIENCED  

14h30 – 15h15: The “sustainable city” between Sciences and Believes: 

Current debates in the light of a comparative review of the French and 

English-language literature 

Pr.Dr. Philippe Hamman: Professor of Sociology (sociology of the 

environment & sustainability; urban sociology) at the Institute for 

Urbanism and Regional Development, University of Strasbourg, France. 

He is the Vice Dean for Research of the Faculty of Social Science, and 

Deputy Director of the CNRS / University of Strasbourg Laboratory SAGE 

(Societies, Actors and Government in Europe, UMR 7363) 

We propose to analyze the repertoire of the “sustainable city” between sciences 

and believes by conducting a comparative review of a corpus of eighteen French 

and English-language journals. While the term “sustainable city” has become 

ubiquitous in the discourse of policy-makers, practitioners and scholars, it is 

unclear what it actually means. Some use this language for its practical scope and 

impact in the making of urban policies; others criticize it as a tool for legitimizing 

or promoting growth-oriented policies (the same as “sustainable development”). 

We aim at going beyond this duality. Statistical and lexical analyses using the 

IRaMuTeQ software are performed to examine the plural meanings given to the 

“sustainable city” by evidencing lexical co-occurrences. Changing and often 

contradictory figures are identified across a wide variety of cultural areas: the 

“green city”, the “city of short distances”, the “just city” and the “participatory 

city”. This allows us to re-embody processes, actors and issues behind the 

discourse and look at them as mirrors of the contemporary making of the city. 

Ultimately we find the “sustainable city” to be a genuinely political repertoire – 

not the expression of a self-evident, overarching economic or environmental 

impetus. 

15h15 – 16h: “The day the fog stopped listening to us”: ethnography of 

a changing climate among the Q’eros of Peruvian Andes 

Dr. Geremia Cometti:  Social and cultural anthropology, Institute of 

Ethnology, University of Strasbourg (UdS), YnamE - CNRS (UMR 6773) 

Conventional studies on the impact of climate change on human ecology are 

founded on the dichotomy between nature and culture. This article aims to show 

that this dichotomy remains invalid in societies like those of the Q’eros, an 

indigenous community of the Peruvian Andes, who conceive of the relationship 

between nature and culture as one of continuity rather than rupture. For this 

reason, this paper proposes a reconceptualization of the relationship between 

humans and non-human entities in order to better understand how Andean 



societies in general, and the Q’eros in particular, conceive of, and react to, the 

rapid and drastic modifications of their environment. The main purpose of this 

paper is to underline the importance and necessity of establishing a dialogue 

between the scientific discourse on climate change, modern institutions (the 

national and regional states, Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), etc.), and 

those societies directly concerned by issues related to environmental degradation. 

It intends to expose the conventional analysis to an approach that goes beyond 

Western ontology. 

16h – 17h: first day assessment 
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Friday, the 24
th

 of November 2017: 

HOW RELIGIOUS DOXA IMPACT POLITICS AND POLICIES 

9h30 – 10h15: “The Sky is Blue, But the Clouds Block It”: Contentious 

Politics, Scientific Development and Theravada Buddhist Revival in 

the China/Myanmar Borderlands 

Dr. Tzu-kai Liu: Department of Anthropology, National Taiwan 

University, and Department of Southeast Asia, National Chi-Nan 

University, Taiwan 

In this paper I explore the contentious politics of Theravada Buddhist practices in 

the course of rural modernization, when religious spaces and traditional Wa 

thatched houses were demolished and rebuilt into modern brick houses in 

accordance with the state policy of poverty alleviation and scientific development. 

Since 2000, in the Cangyuan Wa Autonomous County of southwest China, state-

promoted development projects have functioned both as an epistemological metric 

to distinguish what is scientific knowledge and what is not, and as a civilizing 

strategy to transform rural Wa localities into modern national territories. The 

development-oriented practices and ideologies are often contested and 

compartmentalized in local temporal and spatial practices, but further threaten 

local Theravada Buddhist practices.  

This paper explains the logics and interpretive practices that guide people in the 

making and use of religious idioms and moral values as they confront or negotiate 

the implementation of scientific development. “The sky is blue, but the clouds 

block it” is a metaphorical expression Wa Buddhists use to explain the 

ineffectiveness and corruption of state-aided development projects in their locales. 

The word “sky” refers to their imagination of state development projects and 

related higher ideological orders. But whose interests and rights are served and can 

be voiced in the process of scientific development is always a debated issue. Local 

Wa Buddhists often feel “modern anxieties” (Besnier 2011) and see situations of 

“friction” (Tsing 2005) that derive from the conflicts of interest between culturally 

defined religious morality and state-promoted development. I argue that Wa 

Buddhists’ views of development are not necessarily grounded in the different 

perspectives of the local and the state or in debates between scientific thinking and 

religious morality. Their views of development, instead, are intrinsically 

embedded in their anxieties about becoming modern and expressed in multivocal 

heterogeneous interpretations of Theravada Buddhist revival and religious 

morality that have taken place as scientific development projects have been 

implemented in the Wa areas. 

10h15 – 10h30: Coffee break 

10h30 – 11h15: From Superstition to Cultural Heritage: The Politics 

of Taiwan’s Indigenous Shamanism 



Dr. Pi-chen Liu : Associate Research Fellow - Institute of Ethnology, 

Academia Sinica, Taipei, Taiwan 

The Shamanism of Taiwan’s indigenous people was negatively labeled as 

superstition, uncivilized and without scientific basis for 100 years and became a 

thorn in the side that state authority from the Japanese Colonial Period on (1895-) 

and foreign Christian missionaries (1949-) were keen to eliminate. However, from 

2005, shamanism-related rituals and “superstitions” paradoxically transformed 

into art performance and folk culture in the public sphere and cultural heritage that 

government policy actively sought to revive, preserve and use to promote tourism. 

This study analyzes the history of Shamanism in the Amis Lidaw village in Ji-an 

Township, Hualian. It examines how these powerful and widespread discourses on 

the necessity of the suppression of “superstitious”, “non-scientific” shamanism in 

order to launch modernization entered Taiwan from Western Europe via Japanese 

colonial power and constructed an ideology in this special historical and political 

context. It shows also how, as Taiwan gradually democratized in the 1990s, these 

indigenous beliefs that had been disdained and banned were transformed into 

cultural heritage that was included as a resource for the construction of a 

Taiwanese Nation-State through the actions of shamans and scholars. Thus, from a 

historical viewpoint, this analysis will try to deconstruct the antagonistic and 

complex politics of science and belief. 

 

11h15 – 12h30: ‘Don’t let me be a liar facing the world’ (Teaching of 

the Dalaï Lama, Padum Zangskar, 17
th

 of July 2017) 

Dr. Salomé Deboos : Social and cultural anthropology, Institute of 

Ethnology, University of Strasbourg (UdS), SAGE - CNRS (UMR 6373)  

Since 2001, I have been carrying out extensive fieldwork and research on the 

Zangskar region. At an altitude of between 3600m and 4000m this region nestles 

between the Himalayan chain and the Indus valley and is between the borders of 

China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. Geographically, the Zangskar constitutes one of 

the five regions in the Ladakh. Administratively, the Zangskar valley is a Tehsil of 

the district of Kargil which itself is part of the LAHDC (Ladakh Autonomous Hill 

Development Council) and of which the second constituent is the district of Leh. 

The climate of the Zangskar is harsh. Zangskar is populated by 13 673 people 

known as Scheduled Tribe “boto”, who are followers of Mahayana Buddhism  

(92,73%) or Sunni Islam (7,27%). Whereas in the neighbouring valleys, 

conflictual relations between members of these religions (Buddhist and Muslim) 

are widespread, in Padum, inter-religious marriages were still present until very 

recently and the inhabitants termed themselves as Padumpa before making 

reference to their religious affiliation. My previous research enabled me to 

highlight the correlation between historical and political experience. As a result I 

could conceptualised how Padumpa (inhabitants of Padum) and Zangskarpa 

(inhabitants of Zangskar) community identity is built up. 

In September 2012, the Hindustan Times titled on “Curfew in Zangskar continues 

after communal clashes”: in fact, 28 Buddhists of five families, belonging to low 

castes among Buddhists, had converted to Islam. Some young Buddhist people 

attacked these new converted Muslims to force them to return to Buddhist fold. 

Then in July 2014, a local newspaper “Stawa” addressed an article on “Zangskar, 

communal tension and dialogues?” and in November 2015, the Kashmiry Gazetter 

titled “Muslims in Zangskar region of Ladakh region are facing starvation due to a 

social boycott enforced by majority community of Buddhists three years ago.” 

with a picture of a young Buddhist monk carrying a gun. 

In the face of the increasing religious issues (Buddhist and Muslim) and social and 

economic boycott in Zangskar, the Dalaï Lama visited Zangskar to give several 

teachings in Padum in 2009, 2012, 2014 and 2017. The last teachings of the last 

summer were stressing the way Boto (buddhists) should understand religious doxa 

and then built their local policy regarding the interreligious exchange processes. 

My paper will address exactly this: what does that mean being Buddhist or 

Muslim in this area today, how politicy stress the way Zangskarpas build their 

community identity?   

 



12h30 – 14h30: Lunch Break 

Served at the Restaurant 32 

BODY CARE: MEDICINE AND DANCE 

14h30 – 15h15: The dance goun as a space of construction of 

knowledge and faith. 

PhD Student Assomption Padonou: Ethnology and Social Anthropology, 

Institute of Ethnology, University of Strasbourg, DynamE (UMR 6773) 

The dance goun is an occasion of learning throughout man existence. This learning 

consistes in the acquisition of knowledge ; such as a construction of the truth; that 

of the life who peaks in the expression of the religious truth, the faith whom 

material, visible and sensitive expression is the trance. In this trance, the human 

being is transformed in God, becoming capable of expressing a truth not 

accessible to all. So, he appears as the junction of the sensitive and the 

understandable, the junction of the visible and the invisible. Then, science and 

faith are in an interdependent relation. 

 

15h15 – 16h: Pangcah Herbal Medicine and the Indigenous Culture of 

Wild Plants in East Taiwan 

Pr.Dr. Mei-Ling Chien : Cultural Anthropology at National Chiao Tung 

University, Taiwan 

Ethnomedicine and ethnobotany research are two subfields of anthropology 

closely engaged in negotiating between a science-oriented perspective and other 

kinds of beliefs in indigenous cultural contexts. In the early 1990s, I went to a 

Pangcah tribal village in East Taiwan to do medical anthropology fieldwork when 

I was a graduate student at the Institute of Anthropology. My project was to 

explore the multiple medical systems of the Pangcah. Besides investigating 

Pangcah investments in the Western medical system and symbolic healing, I also 

collected the data about Pangcah herbal medicine and their uses of wild plants. 

Based on this ethnographic research, I will present and interpret how and why the 

Pangcah make sense of cultivated and wild plants used for medicinal purposes. 

Among the experiences and processes I observed, two issues deserve to be 

highlighted and theorized. First, from observing the Pangcah culture of herbal 

medicine, some plants, processes or associations can be named but some can’t. 

Are Pangcah people afraid to try some foods or herbal medicines when they do not 

know their names? How is language used to present their beliefs in everyday life? 

Second, sensual experience is also noted when Pangcah describe or interpret the 

local culture around herbal medicine and wild plants. They like to joke and 

identify themselves as belonging to the same ethnic group or community based on 

their preference for a particular smell or unique treatment of food or animals who 

take eat wild plants. Finally, I will work from the anthropology of emotions, and 

the theory of shentigan to elaborate on Pangcah rationality and make sense of their 

knowledge and practice of herbal medicine and use of wild plants. 

 

16h – 17h : Closing session 

Resume of the two days conferences and perspectives for the future. 
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Saturday and Sunday, the 25
th

 and 26
th

 of November 2017 

Excursion to Haute Marne 

Villa des Forges, 

Eurville – Bienville  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contact : 

Salomé Deboos,  

University of Strasbourg, SAGE (UMR 7363), France     

@: deboos@unistra.fr 

Tel: +33 6 75590021 

Shuenn-Der Yu,  

Academia Sinica, Nan-Kang, Taipei, Taiwan 

@: yusd5644@gmail.com 

Mei-Ling Chien,  

National Chiao Tung University, Taiwan 

@: mmmchien@mail2000.com.tw 
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