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A retrospective of the Scholarship on
Ji-shi-chuan Theory and an Introduction to

“de-territoralism”
Hsun Chang

ABSTRACT

The history of the study of Han Chinese religion in Taiwan by
ethnologists can be dated back to the Japanese Occupation (1895-1945).
The main theory developed by Japanese ethnologists was ji-shi-chuan
(theory of religious sphere, or territorial cult). Since 1970, Chinese
anthropologists in Taiwan have continued to use this theory and have
conducted many research projects on Taiwanese folk religion in light of it.
Although structuralism, symbolism, and practice theory have also been
used to understand Taiwanese religion, in Taiwan, ji-shi-chuan still
dominates. The main idea of ji-shi-chuan is that one may understand
village social structure through understanding its territorial cult. For
example, membership in the cult is used to identify village membership.
Thus, cult organization is understood and explained as a social
organization rather than as a religious organization.

This paper investigates the history of the ji-shi-chuan theory. It
describes the formation of the theory, analyzes its advantages and
disadvantages. and points out the distortions involved in applying a
Japanese model to Taiwanese society. Finally, it introduces new
approaches by Chinese (from mainland China) and Western
anthropologists, concluding that there is a new emphasis on aspects of
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Chinese social structure and religion that are not explained by the village
territorial cult, a trend in scholarship that may be called de-territorialism.

Key words: religious sphere, de-territorialism, territorial cult,
urban religion.



