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The Fetal Sedative and the Perception
of ‘tai shen’ in the Traditional Taiwan

Jin-shiu Sung

Abstract

Using literature such as folk songs, local monographs, native texts, mystic charms,
research records, and fieldwork data, this essay tries to explore the customs of the fetal
sedative and perception of ‘fai shen’(##¥) in traditional Taiwan society. There are two
topics in brief. One is the hope of increasing an knowledge of cultural discourses on
pregnancy & delivery of women, and to comprehend their unique experiences of life and
religious world under the overall beliefs of ‘tai shen’. The second is to grasp the basic
concepts and attributions of ‘fai shen’ from the cultural complex on fetal sedatives and
its associations, in order to understand the discourses on ‘shen sha system’ (¥ 452 %) in
the folk religion of Taiwan.

I suggest firstly that the cultural complex on fetal sedatives including customs,
taboos, and rituals, not only presumed a kind of ‘disorders’, but also a kind of ‘sue bin’

£ 5%)(i.e. disorders possessed or caused by demon) during women’s gestation that
should be understood within the context of cultural practices in regards to the gynecology
of Middle China. Secondly, in traditional Taiwan, the perception of ‘“ai shen’ had
multiple meanings obviously; it was the spirit of the fetus, the essence of making his life,
and was also a kind of supernatural that existed externally, then entailed an ambivalent
dynamic relationship between mother-to-be and fetus. Finally, from a native’s point of
view, | argue that the perception of ‘fai shen’ was ‘tai shen’'(J& %) referring essentially to
the reign of ‘sha’ consciousness in folk religion, and its inflictive dimension of the

dynamic relationship had been emphasized.



Theoretically speaking, these issues mentioned above involve two realms of
discourses. One is the realm of ‘Gender & Ritual Studies’, and the other is ‘Religion
Studies’. Most importantly, theory-constructions based on basic well-known research,
including the theory of Gender derived from women’s experiences of pregnancy &
delivery, and ‘the concept of the person’ invoked by the perception of ‘tai shen’, will

become central to future research.

Keywords : Gender & Ritual Studies, fetal sedative (an tai), tai shen, shen sha system,

traditional Taiwan society





