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Appointing a fish to mediate many Oxen: Establishing and maintaining a position of neutrality in the emerging syncretism of Chinese religious ecology. 



















To be neutral is to stand in relation to two or more parties which are themselves in tension, in such a way that the respective interests of those parties are not thereby materially affected[footnoteRef:29054] [29054:  Neutrality in Religious Studies Author(s): Peter Donovan Source: Religious Studies, Mar. 1990, Vol. 26, No. 1 (Mar. 1990), pp. 103-115 Published by: Cambridge University Press “In formulating that definition I have taken note of the useful but inconclusive debate between Alan Montefiore and Leszek Kolakowski in Neutrality and Impartiality, ed. by Alan Montefiore (Cambridge University Press, 1975).”] 


In this theory discussion paper, I have chosen to critically discuss the application of role-neutrality in the comparative study of components in China’s religious ecology model. So, how do we apply for, utilise, and trust the integrity of an academic neutral party? What would that look like, and do we need to?
Firstly, let us begin with excavating the term neutrality. Peter Donovan [1990] goes into reasonable depth in mapping out his three distinguishable modes[footnoteRef:18524] of neutrality in the field of religious studies; observer-neutrality, participant-neutrality, and role-neutrality. Given the diversity of top level Chinese Religious Ecology; there are five state-recognised religions which break down into over five and half thousand recognised religious organisations, over a dozen banned religious or spiritual groups[footnoteRef:689] [no less present for being banned] and innumerable ‘folk’ beliefs. We can see how generating or maintaining a position of neutrality in such a crowded marketplace might be challenging for even the least involved academic. [18524:  Neutrality in Religious Studies Author(s): Peter Donovan Source: Religious Studies, Mar. 1990, Vol. 26, No. 1 (Mar. 1990), pp. 103-115 Published by: Cambridge University Press]  [689:   China: Religion and Chinese Law, The Law Library of Congress, Global Legal Research Center, 2018, Report for Department of Justice. US Gov. https://www.justice.gov/eoir/page/file/1068681/download] 

The observer-neutral position relies, according to Donovan, broadly as an ‘observer only’ take on study – a non-involved position of detachment. This is a fine position from which to record studies of Chinese religions and negates any over-involvement or conversion during engagement with study but does not, for me, neutralise any prescience on the part of the observer on indeed, the observed[footnoteRef:499]   [499:  A far more comprehensive explanation of the difficulties of this position is available on page 3 of Neutrality in Religious Studies Author(s): Peter Donovan Source: Religious Studies, Mar. 1990, Vol. 26, No. 1 (Mar., 1990), pp. 103-115 Published by: Cambridge University Press] 

The participant-neutrality position relies, according to Donovan, on the pivotal principle of the academic remaining ‘even-handed’:

Since there is no question of completely avoiding involvement, the would-be neutral here seeks to balance and adjust [their] participation in such a way as to avoid any material alteration of the balance of interests between the positions in question (Donovan, 1990)[footnoteRef:27024]   [27024:  Ibid.] 

This is an interesting interpretation, for me, on two fronts. Is the quality of the neutrality not further removed from the source of neutral study owing to direct involvement of ‘an(y)’ individual, and their respondents’ perceptions of them and the veracity of responses to that individual based on those perceptions? The individual studying has a hard job studying with the Lense of external neutrality controls and the added difficulty of maintaining one’s own internal neutrality control, and then there’s the subjects’ prospective perspective controls. 
Perhaps there is some essence of how a participant-neutral modes of study can be achieved if we believe the ability or inherent goodness of people to do right according to ‘Zhong Yong’? 
Zhong Yong makes an overarching claim for the innate moral potential of every human on the basis of ‘Xing’...the author of Zhong Yong differs...by defining Xing explicitly as a positive, yet incomplete, moral potential (Brindley)[footnoteRef:20302] [20302:  Chapter Title: Servants of the Self and Empire: Institutionally Controlled Individualism
at the Dawn of a New Era
Book Title: Individualism in Early China
Book Subtitle: Human Agency and the Self in Thought and Politics
Book Author(s): Erica Fox Brindley
Published by: University of Hawai'i Press] 

This sense suggests a positive probability that humans can maintain a neutrality in their religious study. For me, however, the only real quality option, applicable to the vastly complex nature of Chinese religious ecology is the role-neutrality position. 
With this kind of position...
“Participation, in a situation where there is a structure of rules and procedures. Within that structure, would-be neutrals have a defined contribution to make, a role to play. The procedures they are obliged to follow in fulfilment of that role constitute criteria[footnoteRef:12351]   [12351:  Donovan (1990)] 

The application of role-neutrality would sit well in the bustling hutongs of Chinese religious study. 
If we think of this theoretical role-neutrality, which has agreement and buy-in from all non-role-neutral elements of the Chinese religious ecosystem as being an option to best take a place amongst the actions of religion and study we need to excavate a little the religious ecology model. 
There is a little support for this in the commentary of Kamstra by DY Aristotle, owing particularly to the changing nature of religion(s) in a region. 
Kamstra's definition treats syncretism as a neutral process, and both he and Pye acknowledge G. Van der Leeuw, writing in 1938, as the first to write extensively on the "dynamics of religion," recognizing that religions are changing all the time, and so too the different elements found in different religions (Pye 1971 :85-86).[footnoteRef:10063]  [10063:  The Virgin Mary as Mazu or Guanyin: The Syncretic Nature of Chinese Religion in the
Philippines
Author(s): ARISTOTLE C. DY
Source: Philippine Sociological Review , 2014, Vol. 62, SPECIAL ISSUE: SOCIOLOGY OF
RELIGION (2014), pp. 41-63
Published by: Philippine Sociological Society] 

There are additional threads to this theory that may be worth consideration in the position of a role-neutral actor, and that in this short foray there is no room to expand greatly but I would like to consider; threads of language and time. 
Participant-neutral or Ethnographic study would assume some initial need for an understanding of the language of the participants, to ‘fully understand’ what is happening. I would argue that this [knowledge of language] perhaps is not as necessary as we might think. For ‘Xing’ is ‘’Xing’ and not the English best equivalent of ‘Xing’. Our role-neutral operatives should benefit more from referring always to the language of the actors when studying actions. There is perhaps a necessary overarching need for global participation in a certain language. 
On the point of the language used, given the differences between Chinese in country language and English and the nature of linguistic flux and trends – might it be worth using the terms that exist in their original form, instead of trying to translate them – is the act of translation the seemingly necessary bridge which, by simple crossing transforms the origin of the word. So, if an English speaker studies Qi Kong, he refers only to Qi Kong and not to ‘Breath work’. In principle this keeps the essence of the origin in the sound of the word, removing any learned aural/auditory pronunciation which has, arguably, the essence of ‘other’ within it. And so, to use the original term one gets closer to the origin of the item of study?
There is some support for this ‘in-house’ practice, again from Brindley, 
The author differentiates between the processes of Heaven and the processes necessary for humans, but he does so by using the same term, Cheng, to refer to both. And because the processes of Heaven are fulfilled through humans[footnoteRef:24551] [24551:  Chapter Title: Servants of the Self and Empire: Institutionally Controlled Individualism
at the Dawn of a New Era
Book Title: Individualism in Early China
Book Subtitle: Human Agency and the Self in Thought and Politics
Book Author(s): Erica Fox Brindley
Published by: University of Hawai'i Press] 

In summary – if we are going to study [Chinese] religious ecology and place our minds in positions unknown to our faith, background, and prejudices we must establish a platform of neutrality. That platform and those operating from it would do well to be trained in mediation and to accept the use of sounds that are not familiar to express concepts that and experiences uncharted. 
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