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TIAN XIA IN THE KULA RING?
An historical hypothesis

Birds, Ghosts, and Ancestors:
Ecological Ontologies on Formosa
and Pongso no Tao (Orchid Island)

about the structuring of one
system into new
circumstances

The ontological turn in anthropology highlights the question of what
exists in the world. One fruitful way of exploring this diversity is the
formula of French anthropologist Philippe Descola, who proposes that
humans relate to other living beings through four distinct ontologies.
This study, based on a phenomenological method of walking, taking
photos, and simply being with humans as they navigate their worlds,
contrasts natural ontologies among two groups of Han Taiwanese in
Dingsoa, Chiko, the Truku of north-central Formosa, and the Tao of
Pongso no Tao (Orchid Island). Following the insights of Claude Lévi-
Strauss that animals are good to think with, this study explores how
different ontologies are revealed through the diverse ways in which
humans engage with, think about, and represent birds. How do
different peoples relate to birds, ghosts, and ancestors? What does
ethnography reveal about ontogenesis — the ways in which people
create ontologies? What does this mean for the study of human
cultural diversity?

This paper synthesizes on-going research on structures that
organized productive relationships in the northeast corner of the
Kula Ring in Papi lew Guinea. Alf h. %gsed on local
ethnographic and archaeological resear e data argues for
contexts stemming from the Austronesian xpansion out of East
Asia some 6000 years ago. This iﬁferprefction follows from an
understanding of Chinese ethnography and history concerning
tian xia (KF). Although this comparative perspective begins to
take shape in my 2017 book TREES, KNOTS, AND OUTRIGERS, a
2017 return to the island consolidated the attempt when a long-
time island friend and instructor informed me that the Milky Way,
not the opposition sunrise/sunset, organizes fundamental
spatial and temporal orientations and that the Big Dipper and
Southern Cross were “the same:” What could that mean? The
presentation will conclude by showing how these ideas seem
embedded in the remains of public works stemming from more
than a 1000 years ago. They probably anticipate relationships
found in the Kula over the last 400-700 years.
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