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TAIWAN / SOCIETY

Realignments in religion and health practices

An Approach

to the “New Religions”
in Tailwanese Society

EVELYNE MICOLLIER

HE ways in which religious beliefs are being

I revised show the assimilation of health practices

into religion. An ethnological approach to the
“new religions” (xinxing zongjiao —literally, “emerging
religious movements”) provides a contribution to the
study of how these religious forms are being restruc-
tured. My choice of the “new religions”, rather than any
other religious formations, is because for the last twenty
years they have been developing continuously, both in
terms of the number of their members and sympathisers
and in terms of the socio-political challenge which they
pose. Among these “‘new religions”, the Teaching of the
Heavenly Emperor (7iandi jiao) throws light onto the
incorporation of health practices into the very heart of
religious practice.

This article is concerned with three main themes.
Firstly, the characteristic health practices of gigong are
briefly set out; secondly, the “new religions” are defined
in contrast with popular religion, and in their relation-
ship to the ongoing changes in Taiwanese society; third-
ly, I examine the incorporation of health practices into
religion, and the practice of gigong in the context of the
new religions, by taking the example of the Tianren
gigong—health practices of the Tiandi jiao group.

Methodologically, the new cults were approached
through fieldwork (1) focusing on their therapeutic
capacity particularly with regard to their links with
gigong practices. These health practices, characterised
by the use of gi exercises, gave me entry to groups that
are not part of the “new religions”, like non-religious
associations, Buddhist and ecological groups. For the
preparation of this article only the xinxing zongjiao
groups were analysed.

Qigong health practices

Contemporary gigong is a collection of techniques,
inherited from Chinese tradition, aimed at preserving
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bodily health, the prolongation of life and the reversal of
specific pathological states. Qi can be translated as
“pneuma, or vital energy circulating in the body in har-
mony with cosmic energies, substance, or breath”; gong
means “exercise, practice, work, artistic talent, merit,
quality, technique, art, tempo”. Taken together, these two
semantic fields provide the content for the disyllabic
expression gigong. The techniques cover a specific field
of applications with a double objective. Firstly, the
achievement of longevity; in this case the bodily tech-
niques are combined to preserve physical health.
Secondly, the reversal of pathological states; in this case
the techniques are a form of health care. Qigong puts its
practitioners into a trance, to enter into “gigong state”.
Health practices like gigong offer a way to grasp the
processes currently operating in Taiwanese society, like
the revisions in religion or the changes to traditional
roles or representations in a period of social transition.
My inquiries were conducted in the medical establish-
ment in Taipei but outside its official institutions.
Several hospitals and dispensaries confirmed that neither
gigong practices nor traditional Chinese medicine,
which are officially recognised and used for care and
prevention in the PRC, are accepted by the official med-
ical establishment in Taiwan. The public health policy of
the Kuomintang (KMT) clearly shows that the traditions
of Chinese medical learning are not considered suffi-
ciently trustworthy or effective to be included in the pub-
lic health system. Only the biomedical approach (2) is
encouraged, and it is the only approach practiced in the
official state institutions. All the other medical disci-
plines and methods of treatment are classified as minjian
viliao (popular remedies) and are practiced outside the
official state institutions. The learned tradition in
Chinese medicine is included in this category, alongside
treatments linked to religious cults. There are two his-
torical explanations for this. Firstly, it was already the
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attitude of the ruling Nationalists in China before 1949.
Following their exile to Taiwan, they never encouraged
the development of traditional Chinese medicine, con-
trary to the health policies adopted by the Communist
Party (3). Secondly, the influence of the Japanese health
policy that was established over the 50 years of their
occupation of Taiwan (1895-1945) is still palpable in the
present model. The structure of the system, the health
and medical educational system, were retained after the
change of government (4).

Outside the official medical institutions, gigong ses-
sions are organised into evening or weekend pro-
grammes, conducted either by informal associations or
by religious groups.

So I organised the project into several stages. The ses-
sions allowed me to gather some pertinent ethnographic
data, such as the observation of the participants’ prac-
tices and behaviour, and to record their statements. I then
established connections between practitioners selected
according to standard social science research criteria
(age/sex/level of education/social category). Once a
medium-term relationship was established, it gave an
insight into the conditions of life and the behaviour in
different contexts, as well as the aspirations and values,
of the practitioners. By collating the diverse categories
of data, it has been possible to establish the common fea-
tures shared by the practitioners as a group, and to
extract the system of representations underlying the
exercise of their corporal practices. My inquiry into the
practices concerned with the care and maintenance of
health (gigong practices) gained me admission into those
religious groups where these practices are an integral
part of religious observance. Most of these groups
belong to the “new religions” (xinxing zongjiao) which
are currently undergoing rapid expansion in Taiwanese
society.

The research project leading me towards the “new reli-
gions” was aimed at investigating the therapeutic and
social aspects of gigong practices in Taipei, within an
overall comparison between the PRC and Taiwan (5).
The initial approach to the field showed that the social
impact exercised by gigong is specific to the PRC. At
present in Taiwan it is not possible to speak of gigong as
a broad social phenomenon; it has a lower profile, it
attracts people from a definite social category (the com-
fortably off and/or the well educated, with a research or
university background), and it is not practiced in the
medical establishment. Consequently my comparison
brings out the differences rather than the similarities, and
my research into the social aspect is in marked contrast
a priori with the research carried out in the PRC. The
position of gigong in the Taiwanese medical system
throws light on this last point. In the PRC, gigong is a
therapeutic resource situated at the convergence of three
social sectors (popular, professional, and traditional).
The internal structure of all medical systems has been
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brought to light by A. Kleinman (6) in the context of
Taiwan: popular medicine (family based, and linked to
popular religion, fortune telling etc.), traditional medi-
cine (specialised medical knowledge like traditional
Chinese medicine, or zhongyi), professional medicine
(practiced within the medical establishment, modern
medicine or xiyi). In Taiwan, gigong belongs almost
exclusively to the popular sector (7) where it occupies a
marginal position because the central position is taken
by the temple and the family; those temple activities
linked to health preservation and therapy are included
within the overall sphere of religious activities.

The main aim of the practitioners is the conservation
of health (yangsheng). When the practices are conducted
within the religious groupings, the development of the
individual is their explicitly stated goal. The therapeutic
qigong known as zhibing gigong (for curing sicknesses)
is employed in the case of chronic illnesses. This is the
same as in the PRC.

The personal charisma of the gigong master, typical of
the PRC, is much less manifest in Taiwan. For example,
a master talking about gigong on the radio in Taiwan did
not reveal his own identity or his address, and replied to
listeners’ questions as follows: “Find a gigong master
and programme near your home. It is not worth coming
to consult me personally. I can offer nothing more than
others can”.

The fascination with gigong is quite recent in Taiwan,
and affects mostly the intellectuals and the well-educat-
ed, who are more open to change. The formation of a
social network around gigong practices is less systemat-
ic than in the PRC. Might there be a connection between
the absence of a close social network and the motives of
the practitioners? These motives are personal and sub-
jective, and are not dependent upon a desire or need for
social encounters, or for a particular place to enable such
encounters. The practitioners perceive regular participa-
tion in group activities as a waste of time:

“It is only necessary to practice for a while to assimi-
late the programme and to make progress. After that, you
have to go back to see the master to learn new exercises,
but you always have to deepen them by yourself and for
your own benefit”.

The schedule for the group activities varies according
to the participants. They may take place several times a
week, every two weeks, or once a month. Within the new
religious cults, the practitioners may meet up to three
evenings a week and then again at the weekend.

The “new religions” and social change in Taiwan

In the context of contemporary Taiwan, the “new reli-
gions” can be characterised by their institutionalised
organisation into social networks, their legalisation and
eventual recognition by the state, their highly codified
master-disciple relationships, their personal motivation
and their individual rather than family practices, their
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absence of fixed places for the cults and cult activities,

their high valuation of the study of texts and education-

al achievement in the context of religious practice and
their proselytism and ideological syncretism. All these
traits are in marked contrast with popular religion (min-

Jian zongjiao). But still, they have to be understood as

tendencies whose particular significance varies accord-

ing to the religious group in question and its modes of
operation.

Proselytism should not be understood in the same way
as in the Christian or Islamic traditions. It is aimed at
particular individuals rather than at general recruitment.
It is motivated in the Chinese context by the wish for
networks of social relations on a global scale. As for the
ideological aspect of proselytism, it is in fact limited by
pragmatic concerns which remain the overriding factor.

The syncretism is conscious and intentional, operating
within the present time-frame, as distinct from the syn-
cretism of popular religion, which is historical in the
sense that it is produced through a gradual accumulation
of diverse practices and beliefs without the adherents
being aware of it.

Membership is individual, whereas participation in
popular religion is based on family, clan, or group affili-
ation, with territorial roots.

The compatibility of traditional practices and doctrines
with modern science is often deployed as an argument
by the charismatic leaders, to justify their religious prac-
tices. An example of this is the deputy, Wang Han-sheng,
who founded the Xuanyuan jiao in 1957 (8).

Changes in religion are a dynamic component in social
change. An analysis of religious changes allows us to put
the pertinent question as to whether the process of trans-
formation is innovative or simply limited to reproducing
traditional practices. Are the restructured forms new or
traditional?

Taiwan is a territory that has recently undergone a
wave of immigration from China, and its identity has
had to be continually remoulded along lines imposed by
successive settlement populations and governments.
Some decisive events inscribed in the collective memo-
ry have influenced the changes in religion, the principal
ones being:

- the struggles between settlers and indigenous peoples,
and between factions faithful to the Ming dynasty and
supporters of the new Qing dynasty;

- the introduction of messianic elements and vegetarian-
ism in the nineteenth century (9), partly coinciding
with the arrival of refugees after the Taiping Rebellion,
and with social reactions against the opium scourge;

- the religious policies of the Japanese, who tried to
inculcate new practices and beliefs, particularly after

1930;

- the installation of the post-war Nationalist government;

- the immigration of religious leaders from all over
China, causing a sudden flood in the market, so to

LTS

speak, which had a deep social impact for the follow-

ing decades (10).

In this article, the terms “cult” and “sect” are used in the
sense established by D. K. Jordan and D. L.
Overmeyer (11) in their seminal study on sectarian
movements. A cult is a body of ideological beliefs and
religious practices; a sect is a group of believers and
their organisational structure.

The integration of health practices likegigong into the
body of practices and ideological referents of the “new
religions” shows their flexibility and ability to integrate
“new ingredients” successfully, as in the case of the g/
practices. These practices are handed down in Chinese
tradition, but they also constitute “new ingredients”
because there is no precedent for the resituation of such
practices within religious configurations. Qigong is one
example of such “new ingredients”. The process of inte-
grating these elements provides an understanding of an
important aspect of the way the “new religions” func-
tion, namely their flexibility and adaptability to new
conditions. The ability to incorporate other elements to a
central core of beliefs and practices provides one expla-
nation of their success. Here the difference with popular
religion should be stressed. The latter has very vague
and imprecise outlines, making it impossible to isolate
any core set of beliefs and practices, which might then
be called an engendering matrix providing a structure for
the whole religious configuration.

Despite the rural environment, the “new religions” are
transplanted religions without firm territorial ties, and
they do not inspire family, clan, or community loyalty.
This feature is in marked contrast with popular religion,
which is organised around communities and their local
cults. The places chosen for the location of the new cults
is significant. The temples of the “new religions” are
often built in the countryside outside the villages, which
means outside the communal space taken by the popular
religious cults. It is striking that the temples of the “new
religions” have large parking areas in front, showing that
the new followers come by car, sometimes from far
away. The form of social organisation into networks,
stretching over large distances rather than in a territori-
ally based religious community with local beliefs and
powers (12), is a sign of their modernity.

To characterise the “new religions”, D.K. Jordan and
D.L. Overmeyer (13) write of an “ideological syn-
cretism”, meaning that the religious followers and lead-
ers intentionally manipulate ideological material, tech-
niques and rituals borrowed from several traditions, in
contrast to “historical syncretism”, which is the outcome
of events beyond the believer’s control and, in most
cases, their comprehension. The latter is the case with
popular religion.

Nowadays the new religious movements operate in a
much more flexible and dynamic context than ever
before. Do they reflect a new vision of traditional beliefs



and practices, or do they just repeat an older model in a
new form? These alternatives are not mutually exclu-
sive. According to Chang Hsin-ying (14), the “new reli-
gions” are a continuation of traditional religions trans-
posed into a new context.

According to the practitioners in the PRC and Taiwan,
gigong is integral to religious practices, and is primarily
religious before being therapeutic. The interactions
between religion and gigong are a common feature of
mainland and Taiwanese society. But the meaning of
these interactions, and the way they operate, are not the
same. An analysis of these differences, which would
involve a consideration of the social structures and
socio-political systems of both societies, is beyond the
scope of this article. When the practices are conducted
within religious groups, particularly the neo-Buddhist
groups and the “new religions”, their stated aim is the
development of the individual leading to personal salva-
tion.

The success of gigong practices, like that of the “new
religions”, is linked to the increasing individualist trend
in Taiwan society. According to the practitioners’ own
accounts, the development of a personal set of practices
is a road to individual self-discovery and development.
In this context, the Buddhist revival is worth noting.
Mostly well-educated young people pore over the sutras
(the canonical Buddhist texts) and give them a new inter-
pretation. Traditional texts become the objects of rein-
terpretation, and provide a conduit for new ideas.
History shows this to be a recurrent move on the part of
Chinese intellectuals. In his analysis of the religious
mutations in contemporary Taiwan, B. Vermander notes
a similar privatisation of practices and beliefs (15).

The “labour of ¢i” is an aspect of this individual quest,
and is frequently carried out in the setting of a religious
group. Bodily practices like meditation techniques or
gigong, form an integral part of the religious practice.
Some practices and beliefs pertaining to popular religion
can be identified in groups practicing gigong.
B.Vermander writes:

“An almost medium-like channelling is set up
with whichever ancestor is considered to be the
inventor of the specific technique for maintaining
vital energy to which the group is dedicated; the
maintenance of individual balance is not separated
from environmental harmony... these groups are rep-
resentative of the changes undergone by popular
religion in the contemporary situation: the group is
not imposed by birth but freely chosen; the func-
tionalisation of the practice (the stress being placed
on individual health) goes together with scientific
claims, which allows a certain reserve with regard to
excessively literal belief or, worse still, superstition;
consequently, the extent of the adherent’s own com-
mitment, in terms of both belief and practice, is in
his own hands” (16).
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The inclusion of the beliefs and practices of popular
religion into gigong is more specific to the PRC, where
religious expression is restricted and concealed behind
other sociocultural practices.

Qigong is, therefore, a component of most of the refor-
mulated religions that have been identified, like the pop-
ular religions transformed by the addition or the dissoci-
ation of certain aspects, the “neo-Buddhist” groups
(especially those concerned with protecting the environ-
ment) and the “new religions”. The process of this refor-
mulation involves the inclusion of gigong into previous-
ly existing religious forms, rather than the inclusion of
religious elements into the health practices. At all events,
gigong, in both its social and therapeutic dimensions, is
deeply rooted in the domain of religion, in both the PRC
and Taiwan, despite the fact that in these two contempo-
rary Chinese societies, religious phenomena take differ-
ent forms and play different roles, occupying quite dis-
tinct positions.

In the nineteenth century different therapeutic tech-
niques were adopted by the adherents of religious sects,
and health practices were integrated into religious prac-
tices. Traditionally, the members of sects provided effec-
tive care to ordinary people, since they mastered the nec-
essary techniques. Chuang Chi-Fa has provided us with
details on the therapeutic practices of the Qing period.
Among these are his descriptions of traditional medical
techniques: acupuncture with cauterisation (zhenjiu) and
massages (anmo), health conservation measures (yang-
sheng), religious practices like invocations (zhou) or
prayers, and meditation techniques (zuogong) (17). The
use of invocations and meditation is commonly found in
various forms of gigong.

D.K. Jordan and D.L. Overmeyer (18) demonstrate
very pertinently that there are three tendencies in con-
temporary Taiwanese sects:

- individual religiosity, expressed in the formation of
sects, as opposed to the collective religiosity of popu-
lar religion, focused on a defined social group;

- the members’ awareness of their religious syncretism,
which actually provides a motive for joining;

- the believers’ behaviour, which irrespective of pro-
claimed beliefs, suggests an underlying pragmatic atti-
tude.

But it is necessary to treat this analysis with some cau-

tion, and to keep the notion of “tendency” in mind, rather

than seeking a “defining trait” of sectarian practices.

Individual religiosity and pragmatism can also be found

in the context of popular religion (19). By way of com-

parison with a society in the same region of the world,
the above authors stress the points in common with the

“new religions” in Japan: “In their doctrines and their

language, the Taiwanese groups share to a certain extent

the same characteristics as the movements for renewal in

Japan. Charismatic leaders have reinvigorated ancient

traditions of revelation and prophecy, and have joined to
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form groups with those who are intent upon keeping a
foot in the past while living in an uncertain pre-
sent” (20).

Another dominant ideological tendency in the xinxing
zongjiao groups is their traditionalist conservatism. The
data which I gathered in situ in 1995-1996 supports the
thesis advanced by Jordan and Overmeyer: “...A dispro-
portionate number of members... were excluded in one
way or another from the officially encouraged paths to
success within the modernising movement, including
proficiency in Mandarin. Traditionalism in general... is
open to all because it is outside the official school exam-
ination system, professional qualification requirements,
and, consequently, social norms in general” (21).

The development of consciously traditionalist sects in
Taiwanese society as it undergoes modernisation can be
analysed as follows: they allow their adherents to recov-
er sufficient self-esteem to put up with the changes while
still refusing to live according to them. As Jordan and
Overmeyer (22) rightly stress, in general, traditionalists
in Taiwan are not opposed to modernity, but they also
claim a right to retain their membership of a tradition. In
the nineteenth century, the secret societies and tradition-
al sects offered a place to individuals who were more or
less marginalised, with no fixed or stable position in
society (23). That is why their members were always the
objects of disparaging rumours and prejudices. But this
view of sect membership is being questioned nowadays;
it seems that such groups always drew their members
from every social stratum, just as they continue to do
today, even though one particular stratum may well pro-
vide the basic membership at any given period. Today, it
is the middle classes who are well represented in the
xinxing zongjiao movements.

The Tianren qigong: a component of the Tiandi
jiao religious practices

The “new religion” known as the Tiandi jiao (Teaching
of Heavenly Emperor) was founded in 1980 by Li Yu-
chieh, an active member of the KMT. It is the outcome
of a split from the Tiande jiao (Teaching of Heavenly
Virtue) founded on the mainland in 1923. These reli-
gious organisations spreaded a defined and claimed ide-
ology of the Chinese tradition: the matrix of this ideolo-
gy is the unity of the “three religions” sanjiao heyi
(Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism) and a doctrine
of salvation characterised by the belief in the millenium
idea. The Tiande jiao was founded during the 1920s, a
period of intense political troubles in China: “new reli-
gions” blossomed during the 1920s and the 1930s and,
considering their scope, became a real social phenome-
non, which appeared as a means to bring Chinese soci-
ety together. Two forces, one coming from the elites and
the other from the grass-roots, contributed to the devel-
opment of these religious groups. On one hand, the state
trying to unify the society by using Confucian ideas that
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could work as a state religion, encouraged them; on the
other hand, these religions met popular demands because
they could help marginal groups excluded from society
through their mutual aid system and their social organi-
sation. The Tiandi jiao, with 100,000 members, is now
experiencing a growing success.

The Tianren gigong is taught by the Tiandi jiao group
in Hsintien (Xindian), a town to the south of the Taipei
conurbation. Several types of gigong are practised there,
among which is the Xianggong (Perfumed gigong),
which is generally favoured by Buddhist groups. Local
investigations have established that keeping healthy and
preventing illness are the main motives of the Tiandi jiao
groups. Some practitioners are unaware that they are
training within the framework of a legally recognised
“new religion” linked to the Kuomintang.

Here it is worth recalling the prudence shown by
Jordan and Overmeyer (24) in their analysis of the dis-
tinguishing traits of Chinese sects, both present and past.
- There is no way of characterising all, or even most of

the members in the majority of groups visited. The

temptation to think of the members of sects as different
from non-members must be resisted.

- Detailed examination of individual group members
showed that the followers attend for various reasons.
Divergent interests are met by different religious activ-
ities. Groups that focus their attention on one activity
rather than another, attract members accordingly.

- The activities that correspond most closely to the fol-
lowers’ interests are rarely linked to the explicit belief
system as it appears in the charismatic leaders’ pro-
nouncements or in the publications containing the
group’s basic beliefs.

- It is helpful to distinguish between an instrumental or
“logistical” kind of knowledge from an ideological
one, among nearly all the followers who were ques-
tioned. Pragmatic motives predominated over ideolo-
gy-

These generalisations provide the key for understanding

the Hsintien group’s practices and ideas as set out in

their three-sheet publicity folder. Qigong is not used as a

term, but that is quite commonly the case in Taiwan,

even though the contents in terms of techniques and ide-
ology corresponds to the usage of gigong in the PRC.

The term Tianren is used, as well as the name of the

Tiandi jiao religious group. The first page of the folder

contains the keywords of the practice: jingxin jingzuo

(for a serene heart—the heart being the centre of mind

and feelings—sit in tranquility), the position and tech-

nique for meditation. One page covers the benefits of the

Jjingzuo method of meditation, and another the value and

the life aspirations of one individual practitioner of

Jjingzuo, with a photograph. Group practice takes place

on three evenings a week, in premises in Hsintien. On

another page, a photograph shows a whole family medi-
tating, followed by the commentary: “The whole family
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meditates together, the whole family is healthy” (see pic-
ture) (25).

Tradition serves as legitimation: according to the front
cover, the purpose of the teaching is to transmit “the
basic Principles of the oldest school of meditation in
China” (26).

Although therapy by gigong is not sanctioned by the
Taiwan medical establishment, an informant working as
a nurse (27) assured me that her direct experience of the
therapeutic effectiveness of gigong had led her to inte-
grate treatment by the Tianren gigong into the Western
medicine practised in the hospital. She uses gigong as a
supplementary treatment for the care of chronic illness-
es. Qigong, like other therapeutic methods from tradi-
tional Chinese medicine, is said to be suitable for treat-
ing chronic illnesses, particularly by its champions in the
PRC.

The closely interlinked development of political and
religious factors is well documented (28) and the success
of the xinxing jiao groups is often explained by socio-
political factors (29). The successful movements were
usually founded by charismatic leaders from the main-
land who had already established links with political cir-
cles. Such were the cases of the Xuanyuan jiao founded
in 1957 by the deputy, Wang Hansheng, of the Tiande
Jiao, founded on the mainland in 1923 and legally recog-
nised in Taiwan in 1989, and of the Tiandi jiao founded
by Li Yuj-chieh in 1980. Chiang Wei-kuouo, the
youngest son of JChiang Kai-shek, who died in 1997,
often took part in activities organised by the Tiande jiao
and the Tiandi jiao (30). Li Yu-chieh was a patriotic fig-
ure playing an active role within the KMT. Vincent Siew,
the present prime minister, is a former member of the
Tiandi jiao (31), sometimes called “the religion of the
Kuomintang” (32). In the ideological sphere, the explic-
it reference to the unity of “the three religions” shared by
the xinxing zongjiao groups is a version of culture put
out by the Nationalist government (33).

One aspect of the reformulation of religions, namely
the continuing expansion of the “new religions” allows
broad generalisations on social changes in Taiwan:

- the process of individualisation and privatisation in
practices and belief’s;

- higher valuation placed on education, and rising levels
of achievement;

- the emergence of remodelled forms of health and reli-
gious practices inherited from tradition;

- constant interactions between religious and political
development;

- tensions over identity between different sections of the
population;

- religious affiliation as an indicator of identity and
socio-political affiliation.

These trends also show the importance of traditions and

their reinterpretation by the whole population, that is

both by those who defend the need for continuity and
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those who stand for, or already live by, a complete break.
To sum up, the changes affecting the xinving zongjiao
are at one with the general trends across the whole of
Taiwanese society.

In a complementary perspective to the main one devel-
oped in this article (religious reformulation seen from
the angle of its inclusion in health practices), the process
of religious reformulation can be analysed in terms of
collective identity in the context of Taiwan. The interre-
lations between religious and political affiliations shows
the continuity of the traditional links between the state
and religious groups in Chinese culture. For the state, the
question is how to control and establish links with rapid-
ly growing religious groups which can no longer be for-
bidden. For the groups themselves, it is how to take
advantage of the agreements negotiated with the govern-
ing authorities, and how to benefit from the favours
bestowed by the elite, so as to develop freely. This is the
ongoing situation in Taiwan at present: the State’s prag-
matic use of these religions is demonstrated by socio-
political factors which explain the institutionalisation
and at last the legalisation of the “new religions™ accord-
ing to a diachronical approach (34). The organisation
into networks of social relations, from the most official
to the completely informal, is a contemporary trait which
is in continuity with tradition. In this relationship of
forces, with a tendency towards the renewal or repro-
duction of traditional practices, political and economic
changes do not necessarily entail radical socio-cultural
shifts. That is, they do not necessarily transform the
deeper structures of society, and are not an obstacle to
their reproduction.

An approach to the “new religions” related to health
practices such as gigong is an original way to bring out
distinctive features of these religions, more global
aspects of social change in Taiwan, dynamic links
between religion and politics, and a recurring character-
istic of religious practice in the Chinese cultural context,
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the integration of health practices in religious practice.
Processes of therapy or therapeutic rituals which are
well-known in various cultural contexts, are distin-
guished here from preventive or curing bodily practices
that the “believer-patient” learns to master under the
supervision of a “religious master-healer’ in cult premis-
es or other places that can be non-religious ones. This
apprenticeship shows an original therapeutic relation-
ship characterised by an active physical and mental
involvement of the patient in prevention or cure. To con-
clude, 1 will stress the mediative role of gigong health
practices in modernising cultural representations of a
changing Taiwanese society; these practices operating
with representations leaving no place for “supernatural
entities”, contribute to the rise of a more rational, objec-
tive view of man and nature, more in tune with the ideas
of “modern science”. The craze for these practices in a
religious framework shows a trend towards secularisa-
tion of cultural representations. [ ]
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