



































“We live on different
planets.”

—Syaman Rapongan



Despite sharing a kindred ecology, our civilization lives on a multi-
tude of planets. This is the provoking statement that Syaman
Rapongan declared in commencing the entirety of the Critical
Ecologies Symposium. Due to the pandemic, physical gatherings such
as the symposium have become arduous and uncommon. Accordingly,
society’s relation to time and space has been disrupted; thus,
preventing everyone from gathering together in one physical venue.
To exemplify, this particular symposium became a hybrid one—with
those in Taiwan attending the physical event, and the participants
from shared campus attending online. Thus, the distance brought
about by the pandemic, due to the lockdowns and border restrictions,
already made us feel as if we are living on different planets.

Aside from the new normal, another topic that was touched upon has
something to do with cultural differences and beliefs. Syaman recalled
a childhood memory that he had with a teacher from mainland
China. It was 1965 at Lanyu Island, and the teacher asked whether
the sun sets into the mountain or the sea. According to the Chinese
textbook, the correct answer was that the sun sets into the mountain.
However, in Syaman’s homeland, the people witness the sun setting
into the sea daily. With this, the diversity of our cultural perspectives
and surroundings made it possible for the sun to set over the






mountain, the sea, the shell, the buildings, and even under the tree.
Thus, we all describe the planet that we live on based on our distinct
viewpoints and positionalities of how we regard the culture, the
environment, the economy, politics, and many more. This is where
Heterotopia was introduced. Syaman then recalled the time when he
was rewarded with a literary award called the Heterosophia Literary
Prize. This is because of the distinctive nature of his writing brought
about by his hybrid cultural background; thus, Japanese and
Taiwanese literature critics had mixed reactions and feedback towards
his writing. Initially, Taiwanese critics thought that Syaman’s mother
tongue was Chinese; but the concept of his piece was foreign in
Taiwanese literature. It is the first writing in Chinese that talks about
the intimate relationship between human beings and the sea, the
tides, and the fishes.

For Syaman, his works take inspiration from the coexistence of
human beings and nature — how the minority situates themselves
with the majority, and the difficulties they encounter along the way.
The major question: did our civilization tame the environment, or
was it the other way around? Two boats were then shown—one made
by a multitude of navigators, and the other one made by Syaman and
his son. According to Syaman, the sea travellers used to navigate



around the sea, for almost ten days, by solely relying on the constella-
tions. However, this tradition and knowledge are withering away due
to the advancement of technology. A true shame indeed—since their
ancestors passed down the knowledge of this tradition for a reason.
Thus, Syaman made sure to bring up his son around the heteroge-
neous knowledge and culture that his ancestors left. This is not just
textbook-based, but learning it from first-hand experiences. For the
indigenous people in Taiwan, boat making became an important
cultural practice that is deeply rooted in centuries of history and
tradition. To exemplify, Syaman tells a story of how their community
would hold a ceremony for collecting wood since this material is
considered to have its spirit. Aside from this, the legend of the Blackfin
Flying Fish is highly respected. In short, Syaman’s community
believes in animism and would pay respect to nature—mainly the
sea, the sky, and the flying fishes. In juxtaposition to what Christianity
believes in, Syaman’s community would pray to nature and would
consider the beach as their place of worship. Oftentimes, they pray
for peaceful tides to successfully catch fishes.

Going back to the concept of disparate worlds, not everyone is made
to fit in the grand narrative forged by the majority. For instance, it is
a natural phenomenon to have four seasons: spring, summer, fall, and






winter; but not all places experience the same thing. For tropical
countries, only dry and wet seasons exist. In other words, the grand
narrative may be the standard truth to the majority; but minor
accounts should also be acknowledged. As aforementioned, the heter-
ogeneous nature of culture, language, and beliefs make the notion of
living on different planets possible. According to Syaman, out of all
the Austronesian cultures — it is only their community that divides
the seasons into the season of catching flying fish. These three seasons
are rayoun or catching flying fish season (Feb. to Jun.); teiteika or end
of the flying fish season (Jun. to Oct.); and amyan or waiting for the
flying fish season (Oct. to Feb.). As for counting the days, the commu-
nity uses the position of the moon about each passing night; rather
than referring to the days using numerals. The names of the moon
include samurang (auspicious night), matazing (mid-tide), tasanganai
(high tide), matazing (mid-tide), and kabuhen (high tide). In the lunar
calendar, the samurang, the tasanganai, and the kabuhen are the most
important; because these days showcase the new and full moon. As
such, these nights are considered the most dangerous; whereas marine
life is atits richest. Even in terms of direction, the community depends
on the environment as their point of reference. To exemplify, the
beach is considered the center, whereas the mountain points to the
north. When the Northwestern wind blows, people on their manual









boats start to head back to the shore because that is where the wind
leads them to. All of these underline the intimate relationship that
the community has with nature, most especially with the sea.

By traversing from one planet to the other; we must keep in mind that
each environment has its distinct knowledge, interpretation of the
ecology, and local practices. Accordingly, the diversity brought about
by culture, environment, and humanity makes the universe more
fascinating. In Syaman’s community, the fish that they consume
depends on the individual eating it. For women, they eat fishes that
are more colorful and graceful; whereas the fishes for men are
relatively unattractive and pungent. According to Syaman, this
denotes the deep respect that their culture has for women. Moreover,
not only do the constellations signify directions; but it also indicates
the good season in harvesting flying fishes. Correspondingly, the
Scorpio (mina sasadangan), around February to May, with a lot of
stars near its tail signify the abundance of the flying fish. At present,
the advancement of technology and globalization are the main causes
of the eradication of this indigenous knowledge and practices. For
Syaman, he tries his best to preserve the knowledge passed down by
his ancestors by continuously practicing it with his son. Due to the
influence of global superpowers; smaller cultures and indigenous



knowledge dwindle into a weaker voice. Thus, the ongoing domesti-
cation of the minorities contributes to the diminishment of the world
that they live in. In conclusion, Syaman proclaims that science has
taken the enigma out of everything; therefore, the lack of mystery
equates to the absence of beauty and death of a sort. However, the
world has an innumerable amount of mysteries that even science
could not unravel and explain. With our predisposition of being
insatiably inquisitive; there is no stopping us from continuously
advancing, and reinventing ourselves. Ultimately, human beings have
the power to make a difference; and it is up to us to make the proper
decisions for the betterment of our ecology and civilization.

by Winna Go
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