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Abstract

This thesis is based on thirteen months of fieldwork carried out in the West Hunan
Tujia and Miao Minority People’s Autonomous Prefecture in China, particularly

focusing on the city of Jishou and the surrounding area.

Official images of Jishou are loosely based on the way of life of the highland, Kho
Xiong speaking Miao people, giving the impression that Jishou itself is a ‘minority’
(shao shu minzu) area. The nature of my fieldwork, however, brought me into
contact with lowland, Chinese speaking people, often of mixed descent, who, though
considered by outsiders to be ‘minority,” describe themselves and their cultural

practices as ‘local’ (bendi).

After discussing the context of the social, political and economic change in which,
like other cities in China, Jishou is participating, I focus on the cultural activities
which are considered to be characteristic of this area. In doing so, I contrast
officially sponsored activities, which seek to promote a picture of West Hunan as a
place of distinct but happily co-existing ethnic groups, with the ‘local’ activities

recreated in recent years at local temples.

Officially sponsored representations of the Miao appear as staged performances,
appealing to non-locals as visually attractive images of an aboriginal ‘Other’, but
with limited relevance for West Hunan people. In contrast, unofficial cultural
practices, such as those at local temples, are participatory activities, through which
people can address the effects of the rapid economic and political changes which are
occurring in China today. Moreover, local stories and practices also provide a means
by which people express identities in terms of shared locality and memory,
suggesting that the official categorisation of ethnic difference fails to take account of
the complexities of local identities. Although they are officially discouraged, the

flexibility of local cultural practices allows them to evade attempts to control them.
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Chapter One - Introduction

Travelling by train to Jishou, capital of the West Hunan Autonomous Prefecture, one
is struck by the remoteness of the setting. Far from any major centres of population,
it shares a mountainous border with the eastern parts of Guizhou and Sichuan
provinces. In an effort to open the area to trade and tourism, a new, direct train-
service to the region from Beijing has been opened. This route takes forty hours,
working its way south on minor lines through the flat rural hinterland of Central
China before crossing the Yangtze and entering West Hunan. During the last few
hours of the journey, one passes through dramatic but barren mountain scenery,
punctuated with villages comprising mud and wooden houses. The train’s
destination is Huaihua, a moderately important city situated at a railway junction two

hours south of Jishou.

The city of Jishou itself presents a contrast to the rest of the region. Only the
surrounding mountains make it look any different from any other small city in
Southern China. A mixture of work units, small shops, concrete department stores,
hotels and restaurants are crowded into a narrow valley and, as always in a Chinese
city, there are many building sites. In the shops, which are filled with electrical
goods and convenience foods, there is a variety of Chinese, foreign and multinational
brand names. There is a sharp difference between these post-1949 buildings and the
older section of the city, which consists of a few streets of wooden buildings by the
river. As Gaubatz suggests, with reference to other cities, this part of the city was
probably left untouched because the expense of rebuilding it would have been too
high (1995: 32). Today, some efforts are being made to restore this part of the city in

an attempt to attract tourism.

The Beijing train has a recorded announcement for each station. When you approach
Jishou, it tells you that the city is a government, education and business centre for the
area and that it is also a tourist centre. The main attractions are the local Miao and

Tujia minority peoples. According to the announcement, there are several Miao



festivals each year, people speak a local version of the Miao language and there is a
museum housing Miao and Tujia artefacts. In fact these latter claims are pure
invention since minority festivals are not held in the city itself and the museums have
closed down through lack of money. Though more than two thirds of the population
of Jishou is officially registered as Miao or Tujia, minority languages are rarely
spoken. Visitors are usually only aware of minority people when they see women in
minority dress selling produce by the road or walking into town on rainy days or

when there is no work to be done in the fields.'

In Jishou itself, images of minority nationality culture are mainly seen in public
architecture. In a park on a hill overlooking the city a new pagoda has been built,
with reliefs showing the traditional customs of Miao and Tujia people. Ata
roundabout in the centre of the city there is a socialist-realist style statue of heroic
figures in Miao dress performing a drum dance. Until recently, similar statues stood
in front of the main hotel, but these have been removed to enlarge the car park.
Tapestry hangings on sale at the department stores repeat these themes, depicting

colourful minority dances and craggy landscapes.

Jishou’s main street continues as the road south to the town of Qianzhou, which was
founded during the latter part of the Ming dynasty” and became the Imperial centre
for the region. Mini-buses run down this street, passing the new campus of Jishou
University on the outskirts of town. The university is where most of the very few
foreigners who come to Jishou are based. Though uncompleted, it boasts some of the
most impressive buildings in Jishou and an elaborate gateway to the campus is being
constructed. Inside, an artificial lake doubles as a fish-pond, and is spanned by a
newly built bridge in traditional Chinese architectural style. It was at Jishou
University that [ was based during my field-work, whilst working there as an English

teacher.

A walk of less than two miles from anywhere in the city takes one to cultivated fields

or steep hillsides. The countryside around Jishou consists of small areas of flat land,



inhabited for the most part by peasants who are classified as ‘Han’, and steeper more
barren land inhabited mostly, but again not solely, by those classified ‘Miao’. Of the
latter, it is those who live further from Jishou who are more likely to speak the non-
Chinese language Kho Xiong and, where women are concerned, to wear distinctive

embroidered tunics.

At the time when I arrived in Jishou, I already had two distinct images of West
Hunan. One was of the Miao, a people with an ancient and separate culture, an
image which had been reinforced by the official promotion of the area described
above. The other image was of the mysterious West Hunan of the early twentieth
century as described by Shen Congwen, who presents a ‘romantic vision of the
region as a cauldron of different ethnic groups’ in which lowland Miao and Han live
side by side, sharing a common culture (Kinkley 1987: 9). The juxtaposition of these

two images continued to preoccupy me throughout most of my field-work.

In the rest of this chapter I provide a brief introduction to the minority nationalities in
China. This is followed by an overview of the results of recent Western ethnographic
field research in China and a consideration how restrictions placed on field-workers
influence the definition of a field-work site. Finally, I describe in outline the
ethnographic questions raised by this research and the approach which I took to

address them.

National Minorities in China

The differentiation among China’s national minorities is of course the outcome of
complex social and historical processes. Throughout history the area which makes
up China today has been culturally heterogeneous. But out of this has emerged a
majority group, the Han who, as I shall describe, perceive themselves as peculiarly
different from and superior to other peoples in China. Strictly speaking, the Han
came into existence with the Han dynasty (206 BC - 221 AD)’, but the word is also
used to define a culture which emerged before this time. Dreyer suggests that in this

looser sense the Han can be traced back to



BC 722, when a silk-wearing, rice-eating, and city building people who considered
themselves descendants of the Yellow emperor began to create a civilisation that gradually
overwhelmed that of their neighbours (Dreyer 1976: 7 n.4).

The word Han is used in this way by Chinese people today.

The Han, and in particular the educated Han, have long regarded themselves as
different from, and superior to, other peoples. Fundamental to this perceived
difference is the practice of agriculture. Historical records from the Han dynasty
stress agriculture as ‘the great foundation of the world’ and state that official rites
and ceremonies for agriculture had been established by this time (Meserve 198: 56 -
7). Hunter-gatherers and nomads were therefore regarded as barbaric. They were
considered to live on the fringes of civilisation and were classified as ‘the Di (north),
the Yi (east), the Rong (west), and the Man barbarians (south) (Heberer 1989: 17 -
18). Over the years, the expansion of the area inhabited by the Han has resulted in
the assimilation of those people perceived as non-Han, a process made easier by the
fact that there were only minor differences in physical appearance amongst the
peoples of South and Central China. This process of assimilation was supported by
the Confucian notion that exposure to Chinese ways could transform barbarians into

civilised people (Harrell 1994a: 21).

Han expansion south of the Yangtze took place later than in the north. The south of
China was regarded by the incoming Han as a place both mysterious and frightening.
In comparison to people in the north, who were ‘more serious and worshipped
terrestrial and celestial gods’, it was reputed that the people of the south were “gayer
and had freer ways. They worshipped nature spirits and the crocodile-dragon’
(Wiens 1967: 131). Their worship of spirits and dragon deities disconcerted the
incoming Han (von Glahn 1983: 26). However, the early expansion of the Han into
South China was not simply a matter of overwhelming these local practices, it also
involved the incorporation of local practices as Han. Wiens (1967: 45) suggests that
this incorporation contributed to the ‘impact power and inner energy’ of Han culture

in the south.



Early settlers arrived in what is now Hunan during the Han dynasty, fleeing
rebellions in East China (Perdue 1987: 94). During the Song dynasty there was
increased immigration into Hunan, driven by the need for land and raw materials.
Military colonists also arrived in Hunan during the Song dynasty, to protect the
frontier with the non-Han peoples (Perdue 1987: 94) but, in most of Hunan itself the
indigenous people were gradually assimilated and brought under the administration

of the state (von Glahn 1983).

However, the Han-Chinese military and civil administrative system was instituted
only in areas where numbers of Han were large, or the local population thoroughly
Sinicised. The most westerly part of Hunan, which is the area I am concerned with,
was mountainous and malarial, making it an unattractive and dangerous prospect for
the Han. The inhabitants of inhospitable or remote areas such as this remained
unassimilated and were classified as fu (lit. earth), meaning aboriginal or indigenous
in contrast to wen, which ‘is characterised by such qualities as refinement,
civilisation and literariness’ (Yokoyama 1990: 12). In situations such as this, a
system of indirect rule called the fu si system was employed by which local, non-Han
leaders where made responsible to the Han Chinese state while continuing to have
power in their own area.” This was to avoid the alternative possibility whereby,
according to Wiens, a Han Chinese leader and a group of soldiers would be set in
place of a defeated local leader. This usually resulted in the locally outnumbered
Han becoming assimilated with local, non-Han, indigenous people (Wiens 1967:
208-9). Though the administrative system for these non-Han people changed over
the succeeding dynasties, they were still administered as different categories within
the Chinese state, and a considerable degree of cultural heterogeneity was retained in

Southwest China.

On paper, the position of the non-Han people changed dramatically during the
Republican period (1919 - 1949), when Chiang Kai-shek declared that ‘the non-Han
peoples were only ‘branch-clans’ of the Han who were to be deliberately assimilated’

(Heberer 1989: 18). In practice this made little difference and, in Hunan at least, was



accompanied by the removal of what education provision there had been specially

provided for Miao speaking people (Shi 1986: 218).

The Communist Party came to power in 1949 and, in the early 1950s, the new
government had a policy of giving limited autonomy to minority peoples and also
allowing some freedom for religious and cultural practices. Minority nationalities,
some of the poorest people in China, were deemed to have been particularly
oppressed before the ‘liberation’ of 1949. In 1951, following the All China
Nationality Conferences on Health and Education, it was decided to send large
numbers of Han and minority cadres to the minority areas, to raise standards in these
fields. Areas such as West Hunan, where there were a high proportion of minority

people, were made Autonomous Prefectures during the 1950s.

Under a policy loosely based on that of Stalin’s concept of nationality as comprising
common language, territory, economic life and culture (Heberer 1989: 30 f. Hsieh
1986: 4) a rigorous, China-wide classification project was also set up (Dreyer 1976:
141, Harrell 1991). Itis as a result of this project that the national categories which
are used in China today were established. However, policy towards minority people
always kept open the possibility that, as well as being politically integrated with the
rest of China, minority people would eventually be integrated socially and culturally
too. It was clearly stated that the Autonomous Prefectures were still part of the
motherland (Dreyer 1976: 105). Although it was decided to develop or use written
forms of the minority languages for educational texts, Chinese was also taught

(Dreyer 1976: 116-7).

There were reactions against this minority policy during the anti-Rightist campaigns
of the late 1950s (Dreyer 1976: 150, Tapp 1995: 215) and, with the advent of the
Cultural Revolution in 1966, these policies in favour of minorities were termed a
‘bourgeois, revisionist line’ and were reversed. Heberer writes that religious and
cultural practices all over China were characterised as ‘backward’ but nationality

identity in particular was targeted. Agricultural production techniques which differed



from those of the Han were discouraged and arable farming imposed even on
inappropriate terrain (1989: 23-6). By the early 1980s, these attitudes had been
largely modified. The Nationalities Institute in Beijing, which had been closed
during the Cultural Revolution, was reopened in 1972, minority rights were
reinstated in 1975 and the 1982 Constitution confirmed in more detail rights of
limited self government, religious freedom, and ‘protection and preservation of
cultural heritage’ (Hsieh 1986: 8 f.). Since this time, legislation has ensured that the
head of local government in Autonomous Prefectures, and a proportion of other posts
holders, are minority people, according to the official classification system (Tapp
1995 205). Minorities have also been advantaged in education and birth control
policies (Heberer 1989, McKahnn 1994: 42f.) However, as Tapp writes, praise today
for the ‘rich and unique cultural traditions’ of minority peoples is still offset by
criticism of economic backwardness and perceptions that they are at a lower stage in

the “five-stage theory of modes of production associated with Stalin’ (1995: 195).

The position I take in this thesis is that terms such as ‘the Miao’ and ‘the Tujia’,
though they are ones which have in many cases been taken up by Western scholars,
are primarily official designations, and that promotion of them as categories is found
largely in government, government influenced publications and in other mass media.
The descriptions of Miao and Tujia people below is not therefore intended to be
taken as an indigenous point of view. From the official perspective, the Miao are
considered to be a national minority of between seven and eight million people living
in Southwest China. They are often characterised by scholars as fiercely independent
aboriginal inhabitants of the area, quite different in origin and culture from the Han
Chinese (Geddes 1976: 3 Lemoine 1978: 801-2). Scholars also regard them as
different from other minority populations because, unlike surrounding populations,
they did not live in permanent settlements for long periods of time but, instead,
practised shifting agriculture in the uplands, moving from time to time and relocating
their villages. In the past hundred years Miao people have also extended into
Thailand, Vietnam, Laos and Burma. Writers also note that they are divided into

three language groups, one of which, the Kho Xiong, is centred on West Hunan



(Lemoine 1978: 797, Ma 1989: 339). The best known cultural practices of the West
Hunan Miao are drum dancing and the sacrifice of water buffaloes. The latter is
performed if an earlier prayer for relief from sickness or for the granting of a son has

been answered (Ling & Ruey 1963: 207).

The other main group in West Hunan, according to official classification, is the
Tujia. In West Hunan, most Tujia people lived to the north, in what is now
Zhangjiajie Prefecture, thus most of those who live in the Jishou area are people who
have migrated from further north to live in the cities and towns. They are said to
have had early contact with the Han (Ma 1989: 403). The Tujia language is officially
classified as a branch of the Sino-Tibetan group. In the 1950s they were classified as
Miao and it was only after repeated requests that they were reclassified as Tujia.
Today, the Tujia are considered to be relatively Sinicised, with few people able to
speak the Tujia language (Zhang & Zeng 1993: 306, Ma 1989: 401) and one of their
best know distinctive cultural practices is the practice of prolonged crying by the

bride and her family at the bride’s departure (Zhang & Zeng 1993: 309).”

The Western Ethnographer in China

As is widely realised, ethnographic accounts cannot now be considered to be
objective descriptions. Since the eventual form they take is influenced by the
conditions under which the research is carried out and the nature of the researcher’s
relationship with those among whom she or he lives, it is relevant to discuss the

particular conditions which influence the practice of ethnographic research in China.

In the first part of this century there was considerable contact between Chinese and
Western anthropologists. During the 1930s, describes, teachers from the United
States introduced functionalism into China and several Chinese anthropologists
studied overseas. Among the best know of these are Fei Xiaotong, who went to
study with Malinowski in LSE, and Lin Yueh-hua, who studied in Harvard (Guldin
1994). The French tradition of sociology was also influential, particularly on Ling

Shun-sheng, who later wrote on West Hunan (Lemoine 1989). Several full length



ethnographic works about China were produced as a result of field-work during this

period.®

After 1949, scholars such as Fei Xiaotong and Lin Yueh-hua participated the project
to classify minority nationalities, which had replaced ethnographic research in
mainland China. Between 1949 and 1979, almost all Westerners doing research on
Chinese society worked in Taiwan or Hong Kong (see for example Wolf 1978,
Diamond 1969) or by interviewing refugees from China (Parish and Whyte 1984,
Whyte 1974). The few Westerners who were allowed to visit China were those most
sympathetic to China’s political programme, such as Rewi Alley, whose reportage on

West Hunan I refer to in Chapter Two.

However, with the liberalisation which followed Deng Xiaoping’s ascent to power in
1978, and recommencement of relationships with other countries, in particular the
United States, China once again became a possible site for ethnographic field-work.
Much of what has been done is by scholars from the United States, (e.g. Schein 1993,
Gladney 1991, Jankowiak 1993), but research has also been undertaken by scholars
from other countries such as Britain (e.g. Gamble 1996), Holland (e.g. Pieke 1996)
and Hong Kong (e.g. Cheung 1996b). In recent years, Chinese scholars who have
studied overseas have reintroduced ethnographic field-work to Chinese scholarship
and, by 1997, at least one European anthropology research student was having her

field work supervised at Beijing University.

Although it has been made possible for foreigners to do field-work in China, the
process is highly regulated. In the early 1980s the non-Chinese field-worker was
expected to be officially registered (Thurston 1983: 24) and this still applies today.
Furthermore, permission to do field work in China is often dependant on good
relations with powerful officials (Bullock 1993: 292, Madsen 1987: 196 Pieke 1996:
4) and when permission is granted, official support takes the form of elaborate and
protective hospitality, making it difficult for the researcher to be in any way

unobtrusive (Thurston 1983: 25 - 6). Underlying these relationships is a certain



amount of distrust of the researcher’s purposes, as Pieke indicates when he writes

that,
suspicions of the fieldworker’s intentions and a refusal to co-operate are found in all
fieldwork situations. In the case of the Peoples’ Republic however, their magnitude is
increased because these apprehensions are shared and often sanctioned by the state

(Picke 1996: 4).

Many writers have described the restrictions they met with during field-work. For
example, Pieke writes that he was denied access to a particular neighbourhood, a site
that most Westerners would consider public (Pieke 1996: 7). Gamble, Pieke and
Jankowiak lived , like myself, in university accommodation, making the classic
ethnographic starting point of a family or community study much more difficult.
Gamble and Gladney found their interviewees aware of the dangers for Chinese

citizens in talking too freely to foreigners (Gamble 1996: 25, Gladney 1991: 110-11).

In all these cases, restrictions on the researchers’ activities have directed them away
from pursuing intensive, small scale community studies. For example, Gladney
(1991) writes that while doing fieldwork in China in the mid-1980s, he came across a
series of difficulties, including ‘government employees looking over one’s shoulder,
residence in state owned institutions or hotels, restricted access to one’s informants,
and the need for multiple bureaucratic procedures’ all of which were hard to combine
with the ideal of ‘classic-style ethnography in one location’ (106-7). Since he was
not permitted to stay in villages for more than two weeks at a time, his study was, of
necessity, multi-sited. Other writers have attempted to embrace large populations,
such as Shanghai (Gamble 1996) or Huhhot (Jankowiak 1993). A result of the multi-
sited and often interview based approach of these writers is that they emphasise the
complexity and fluidity of their field-work site and describe their approach as
‘dialogic’ (Pieke 1996: 10, Gamble 1996: 10). Gamble describes his work as ‘an
innovative and original approach which presents a broad brush ethnographic account
of a metropolis’ (1996: 4). Jankowiak takes a symbolic interactionist approach
which considers the whole city and takes culture as a ‘dynamic process’ (1993: 1).

Similarly, Pieke writes of how the interview based nature of his fieldwork led him to



consider how people ‘continually renegotiated their social roles and culture
knowledge’ (1996: 16-17), and Gladney’s multi-sited approach allowed him to
consider ‘a polyphony of voices ... each contradicting the other, sharing different

visions of Hui-ness’ (1991: 103)

Western field-workers in rural areas also describe the means by which researchers’
activities are restricted. Most rural areas are still officially ‘closed” to non-Chinese,
who are therefore not allowed to stay overnight in these places. Foreign scholars
who have permission to live and study in these closed areas are closely guarded,
usually on the pretext of their safety. For example, Schein (1993), who did fieldwork
in Guizhou Province in the late 1980s, describes how she was required to be
accompanied by a male guide from Guiyang University, who was unwilling to let her
leave the village alone. She also describes how it took several months for her to gain
permission from local authorities to walk across a mountain range to the
neighbouring village (1993: 315). Though these interventions were couched in terms
of concern for her safety, they must have restricted the types of information she was

able to obtain (1993: 309, 317).

My situation, in a small city and its rural surroundings, had something in common
with those of the writers discussed above. Unlike them, however, though I made an
informal arrangement with Jishou University that I would teach at do research during
my stay there, I had no official post-graduate affiliation, having been warned by a
Western scholar that this would not be granted. Since I already had three years
experience of working in China, [ wrote instead to Jishou University applying to
work there as an English teacher and stating that I intended to combine this with a
study of the local Miao people. As a result of this approach, I was offered a post at
the university for the year 1995-6. Later, in the spring of 1997, I applied for a three
month tourist visa and was granted permission by the local Public Security Bureau
(Gongan Ju) to stay in the area to ‘look at New Year customs’, provided that I did
not conduct interviews or take photographs which were of political or economic

significance.’



In practical terms there were advantages to this arrangement, since I was able to
present myself as a teacher who was interested in local customs rather than as a
scholar accompanied by the guide or translator which official channels might have
provided. This contrasts with the case of a Japanese researcher with official
permission for his research who, I was told by an employee of Jishou University was,
unlike myself] a ‘real scholar’, but was not permitted to go out unaccompanied.
However, I too met with restrictions and surveillance, some of which may have been,
as Schein found, nominally for my own safety. For example, I was instructed by a
member of the university’s Foreign Affairs Department (Waishi Ban) that I was not
to go out after dark. I was also restricted in the places where I could do my research,
since I did not have permission to stay in rural areas. As a result of this, my visits to

villages were limited mostly to day trips and only occasional longer stay.

Other restrictions on my actions appeared to be motivated by a wish to limit contact
between Chinese and Western people. Academics were cautious about contacting me
since, on a previous occasion, a local scholar had been punished for giving a book to
a Japanese researcher. A Chinese researcher who did contact me had first to check
with the local Public Security Bureau that it was permissible to do so. Any books he
wanted to show me, although available in bookshops, were given to me through a
third party. In this instance the Public Security Bureau gave him permission without
question. On another occasion, teachers at a Jishou secondary school were
discouraged from helping me after a member of the Secret Public Security Bureau
(Anquan Ju) visited the school to tell them about the dangers of foreign spies
collecting information about the area. It was only some time after I left Jishou that I
learned that someone from the local government had been assigned the task of

keeping me under surveillance during my stay.

Other difficulties arose from the fact that I was employed as a teacher. It quickly
became clear that Jishou University’s interpretation of my research interest was that |

would go to markets and take photographs of rural Miao people but that they



expected me to spend most of my leisure time socialising in English with young
teachers and students. The pursuit of my research interests was not helped by the
fact that the cadre whom I had originally approached, and who accepted me as a
teacher there, was sent to Changsha, the provincial capital, for political re-education
shortly after I arrived.®* Combining my roles as researcher and teacher proved
problematic since restrictions on students’ activities, and their sometimes dismissive
attitude to aspects of local culture, meant that they rarely accompanied me out of the

university, except on organised excursions.

Many of the people with whom I had contact were educated people whom I met
through my work as an English teacher both during the period of my research (1995-
6) and earlier in Changsha (1988-90). At Jishou University I had contact with
students, and to some extent I shared their social lives since I went with them on
excursions and attended the performances which they organised. In addition to this,
like Gamble (1996: 27), I built upon contacts I had formed during two years teaching
in Changsha. In particular, Liang Zhaohui, who had been my student at Changsha,
proved an invaluable source of information. He also introduced me to his family
who, between them, had a wide knowledge of the area and contributed
immeasurably to my understanding. His father, Old Liang, was born in a highland
area and kept in close contact with his Kho Xiong speaking relatives. Liang
Zhaohui’s mother, Gu, was from a former gentry family in Qianzhou. During the
Cultural Revolution, the whole family had been sent to live for several years in a Kho
Xiong speaking village just outside Jishou. Today, as teachers and retired teachers,
the family participates in the urban life of Jishou. People such as the Liangs and
others whom I had taught as students were often happy to take part in long informal
interviews about present and past events in Jishou. It was through these contacts that
[ was informed of the existence of certain aspects of life in Jishou, such as the
prevalence of corruption and the presence of a number of spirit mediums. People
whom I had got to know more recently did not volunteer such information, partly
because it would be considered a loss of face to reveal such a “backward’ (luohou)

aspect of people’s way of life.’



Like Pieke and Gamble, I found that a few well established relationships allowed me
to gain entrance to networks of educated and state employed people. These were in
both Jishou and the surrounding area. It was through my contacts with former
students that I had access to a small number of government officials whom they
knew socially. This was particularly useful since I would have found it difficult to
gain access to them without such contacts. When talking to these officials about
government policies towards culture (wenhua) and religion I used relatively formal
interviewing techniques. This was partly because their time and the information they
imparted was perceived as valuable, both by themselves and by the people who put
me in touch with them. It would be disrespectful to appear ill-prepared or casual. It
was also because such officials are used to addressing the kinds of questions I was
asking since I was looking for nothing more personal than an account of official
policies. I also knew that these interviews were unlikely to develop into informal or

social relationships.

Through these networks [ was also able to build up a picture of the day to day
concerns of young educated urban people through visiting them in their homes and
going out with them on social occasions. As my fieldwork went on, however, I
found that I was decreasingly welcome among this section of society and eventually I
drew the conclusion that my behaviour was considered too strange and, perhaps, too
politically suspect to make me socially acceptable. As a result of this I found myself
more and more in the company of the retired, the less educated and the people who
lived on the rural outskirts of Jishou. In particular I associated with the people who

gathered around temples.

What follows then is a result of a particular fieldwork experience concerning the
people who chose to speak to me as much as vice-versa. It is perhaps unnecessary to
state that it does not claim to be an objective study, but that it springs from one
person’s experience. Nonetheless, I would like to stress that the research is based on

a particular encounter with West Hunan life, which was influenced by the fact that I
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am both a Westerner and an unmarried woman. IfI seem to concentrate on the
marginal and the ‘superstitious’ this is not, I hope, out of a misplaced search for the
‘Other’ but because this is where I, in the anomalous position of an unofficial
researcher, found people willing to spend time talking and explaining things to me.
As I came to understand the situation better I realised that the temples I visited were

not as marginal as they first appeared.

At first, language was a problem since, in contrast to educated people who spoke
putonghua (Mandarin) and English, the people I met at temples spoke the local
dialect which, though a form of Mandarin, was not immediately intelligible to me.
This was particularly the case with rural women who were less likely to have
travelled out of the area or to have spoken with people from outside West Hunan
before. However, after several months of fieldwork I found that I had become
accustomed to the different pronunciation and tones and, unwittingly, was employing
them myself. Strangers told me, with amazement and pleasure, that [ was speaking
their dialect. This, of course, greatly increased the opportunities for further contact

with people met by chance at markets, in shops and on buses.

[ also found increasingly that I was gathering information through conversation and
participant observation rather than through interviews. Through making offerings at
temples and attending festivals I was also able to experience, as well as observe, the
practices which took place. Since relationships in China are built up over time and
through the exchange of favours, the direction of the exchange of information was
often contrary to what I had envisaged and long sessions were spent answering
questions about life in Britain. It was through this and gifts of photographs (from

me) and meals (from them) that relationships were built up.

It is apparent then that, like other researchers on China, I found that the restrictions
which were imposed on me had a hand in determining the nature of the fieldwork
which [ undertook. They also influenced the recording methods which I used. I

never taped conversations and interviews, nor made notes, since the few times I



suggested this I found my interlocutors to be very reluctant. Field-notes were
therefore written up at the end of every day on the basis of memory. I did, however,
make occasional tape recordings of chants and singing. In addition to this I recorded
events through photographs and, on occasions when performances took the nature of
a public spectacle, I made videos. I also collected a range of other materials. These
included promotional material intended for visitors to the area, in the form of written
material, still photographs and videos taken from West Hunan television. I also
collected a number of Chinese language historical source-materials which provided
useful information, difficult to access from outside China. I was, however, unable to

gain access to certain documents, as I describe in Chapter Eight."

Overview of the Thesis

In this thesis I contrast two kinds of cultural activity which take place in and around
Jishou and use this to consider broader issues of local identities. Firstly, I look at
those which are promoted by the local government. These include the nearby
Dehang scenic park (fengjing qu) and local television programmes. The emphasis
here is almost entirely on images of the Miao minority people, which usually
incorporate dance, bright costumes and themes of romance and love. Often, though
not always, these images are intended for consumption by educated visitors from

outside the area.

This emphasis on images of the Miao implies that the Jishou area is inhabited by
people who are very different from the Han. I suggest that this is part of an attempt
to represent the Han as a people with civilised and homogenous culture, in contrast to
the primitive, disparate and formerly rebellious minority peoples. Similar
distinctions between Han and Minority have played an important part in the
administration and control of West Hunan in Late Imperial times. The notion of a
civilised and homogeneous Han culture has also been diffused through Chinese
society. In Imperial times this was by means of formal education and the ‘ortho-
praxy’ of ritual and etiquette (Rowe 1994: 419, Watson 1988: 3, M. Cohen 1991:

117). Today, the education system continues a similar process (Lewin & Little 1993:
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12). In so far as this has been influential in shaping people’s views and attitudes it
has constituted a ‘relationship of hegemony’ which pervades most of China (cf

Gramsci 1971: 350).

[ contrast this by looking at cultural activities which are considered to be ‘local.” In
doing so I look mainly, but not exclusively, at the temples and temple festivals which
have recently been recreated by West Hunan people, drawing on the resources of
collective memory. These activities contrast in a number of ways with the officially
promoted images of the Miao. They are not rigidly defined or organised and often
they are not officially sanctioned. They are not associated with a particular ethnic
identity but are often characterised as ‘local’. For example, people explain that these
temples have not been provided by the state (guojia) but are bendi (local, of this
place). They are also events in which people participate rather than spectacles to be
watched. Moreover, they are highly relevant to people’s concerns. In visiting
temples, people attempt to comprehend and articulate their experiences of the new
uncertainties introduced into their lives as a result of China's recent economic and
social changes. I suggest therefore that the official images of the Miao can be seen as
part of an ‘invented tradition’ (Hobsbawm 1983) to be viewed by outsiders and in a
particular landscape. The stories and activities associated with the temples are, by
contrast, shifting and changeable and highly relevant to the everyday life of the

people of West Hunan.

The recreation of temples and the activities on temple sites are closely linked to a
sense of locality, indicated by the indigenous use of the term bendi (local). Recent
work has underlined the danger of essentialising or reifying locality as an area of
study. It has become widely accepted that the “local’ cannot be discussed as if it
exists beyond the influences of migration and of the state and is often in fact a form
of interaction with, or response to, these influences (Appadurai 1995, Knight 1994,
Fardon 1995). It is appropriate to study locality therefore, not as something which
refers unproblematically to a particular territory but as an idea which people employ

to express an identity. Thus we find reference to “the production of locality’



(Appadurai 1995) and to a symbolism of locality which may be shifting and multi-
vocal (A P Cohen 1985: 14, Mitchell 1998: 82). Indeed, recent work suggests that a
sense of locality may be detached from an actual territory to the degree that it refers

to the memory of a place which no longer exists (Mitchell 1998: 83 f.).

The suggestion that ‘locality’ refers to an idea as well as to a territory fits well with
the situation I am describing. When people employ the term ‘local’ (bendi) to
describe certain activities in West Hunan this does not imply that a bounded territory
exists which is inhabited by a group of people who are united by a common practice.
While some people in West Hunan are drawn to temples and deities which are
described as ‘local,” many are looking to the urban pleasures of television and
fashion and have no interest in these ‘local’ sites. Conversely, many people from
outside of West Hunan take an interest in Jishou’s temples on the basis that they are
‘local” despite the fact that the locality is not their own. The appeal of the ‘local’
derives in part from the fact that it is an alternative to, a means of dealing with, and
sometimes an implied criticism of the current situation of rapid change. In Jishou,
activities at temples are often a response to the situation of economic change initiated
by the reform programme of the early 1980s. It is notable that the initiative for
recreating them is found among the people who are most marginalised, in particular
among older women and single women. For them, temples provide an alternative or
even a livelihood. The temples also appeal to a wider group, old, young urban, rural,
people who stay in West Hunan and people who leave the area to find work, but
many of them visit in order to address problems brought about by social and

economic changes.

Like Siu, I am not suggesting that these activities represent an ‘anti-state and anti-
hegemonic’ resurgence of past forms of popular culture (1989: 122). They are not
indicative of the return of pre-1949 symbolic forms (Potter & Potter 1990: 336) or a
form of ‘counter-modernism’ in the face of the rapid loss of tradition (Yang 1996:
110). Instead, the forms of worship are employed flexibly. They ‘acquire new

meanings and speak to new experiences in changing arenas of social relationships’
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(Ong 1988: 32). Furthermore, although activities at temples are not sanctioned by
the state and may imply a criticism of its actions, it would be an over simplification
to represent them in terms of theories of cultures of resistance (Scott 1985: 28f.).
Where conflict arises between official and local meanings of these cultural forms, the
response among visitors to the temple is one of elusiveness or reinterpretation rather

than resistance.

I am also reluctant to discuss the recreation of temples as a response to social change
as if this is a new development in response to modernity or globalisation which has
no precedents in the past. To do so would be to risk a form of ‘chrono-centrism’
implying that ‘all contemporary phenomena are unique’ (Gamble 1996: 353) and that
West Hunan is a place ‘without history’ (cf Wolf 1982). The production of locality
through forms of interaction with the state has been taking place in West Hunan for
centuries. What [ attempt to show is that, in the past and today, there has been an
interaction between an apparently fixed and enduring official culture and a more

flexible local one.

In the following I situate my discussion of these cultural forms in the wider context
of political and economic change in Jishou. I look at the influence of the economic
liberalisation of the past twenty years, with the resultant flows of people and images
in and out of the area. I also consider the effects of the continuing presence of the
socialist state. I show that new economic and leisure activities represent an
alternative to the experiences of the 1960s and 1970s, when the Chinese state had
almost total control over people’s day to day lives. Nonetheless, these new activities
are carried out within the structures still imposed by the state today rather than in

opposition to them.

In Chapters Three and Four I discuss the images of Miao people which are promoted
by local government, for consumption both by visitors and by inhabitants of West
Hunan. This is exemplified in the scenic park of Dehang where visitors can attend

dance performances in the evenings or view a Miao village and the surrounding



mountains by day. Through visits to such places, West Hunan becomes, in the eyes
of visitors, a place which is contrasted to modernity and progress and associated with
the natural and the ‘Other’. As officially promoted images these do not, of course,
represent the views of those who take part. But my approach is not so much to look
at the effects of these forms of representation on the relatively small number of
actors, performers and villagers who are involved in their creation but to contrast

these images with the activities which take place in temples.

In Chapter Five, I consider the ways in which the Chinese administration has
organised West Hunan in terms of separate Miao and Han groups, a distinction which
has not always been borne out in practice. This is followed by a discussion of the

term ‘local’ (bendi), commonly used to describe people and practices.

Chapter Six is based largely on accounts of Buddhist temples. I suggest that these
temples are created on the basis of people’s memories of the past and that they have
an important role to play in their efforts to adjust to the rapid change and social
insecurity resulting from the government of China’s policies of economic
liberalisation. I take this argument further in Chapter Seven when I consider the
temple of the Celestial Kings (7ian Wang), based on three legendary military figures.
I look in detail at how, in its present form, it is a place where people address their
individual concerns and contrast this with the more community based activities
which took place in the recent past. I also consider the most commonly heard story
of the Celestial Kings, that they were protectors of the locality. I consider the
significance of locality in this story and contrast it with official versions, in which the
theme of ethnic difference is stressed. I also suggest that the significance of the
Celestial Kings as figures protective of the locality is underlined by the popularity of

another set of stories, about bandits and/or local heroes.
In Chapter Eight I return to the subject of Miao and Han but here I look at it from the

point of view of West Hunan people rather than as official classifications. I discuss

the area, not in terms of separable ethnic groups, but as a cultural heterogeneity in
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which highland and lowland people can be seen as coming from two different, but
related and interpenetrating broad cultural traditions. This cultural heterogeneity, |
suggest, informs the sense of locality which I have been discussing, without

necessarily cross cutting it or leading to conflict.

In Chapter Nine, by illustrating the theme I have been developing throughout the
thesis, that of an interaction between a flexible, heterogeneous local culture and a less
negotiable, fixed official culture. I do this through a description of the local
government’s attempt to take control of the site of the temple of the Celestial Kings
and the resulting appeal by local people to the authority of spirit mediums and

followed by the creation of a different temple site.

In Chapter Ten, I consider more generally the implications of the interaction between

official and unofficial views of local culture.

' The 1990 statistics (Xiangxi Minzu Renkou Fenbu Biao n.d.), the most recent available to me, give
the population of Jishou City as 230,614, of which 67,138 are Han, 90,874 are Miao and 70,491 are
Tujia. The remainder is made up of other, nationalities, of which the Bai, with a population of 745,

are the largest.

The area officially classified as Jishou City also includes a number of surrounding villages, such as
Yaxi and Pingshanpo. In my own work, for simplicity’s sake, when I write of Jishou I do not include
these, when I refer to the ‘Jishou area’ I do.

21368 - 1644

* Also, the word was not used in the sense of Han nationality (Hanzu) until the end of nineteenth
century (Chow 1997: 36).

“ See Dreyer (1976) for a discussion of the fu si system.

5 I witnessed this myself at the wedding of two teachers from Jishou University, where the bride was a
Tujia woman.

® These include Fei (1936), Osgood (1963), Hsu (1948) and Fitzgerald (1941).

"1 am of course aware that there are ethical issues which arise from this. In this case there was great
sensitivity as a result of the outcome of the 1994 Miao/Hmong conference as I describe in Chapter
Eight.

¥ This was a form of punishment, possibly prompted by the fact that he had not been carrying out his
duties adequately due to his heavy drinking.

? I refer to the importance of building up guanxi, (personal connections, networks) in passing in this
chapter. For a fuller discussion see Chapter Two.

19 See Chapter Eight, note 7.
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Chapter Two - Jishou and the Context of Reform

Introduction

In the later part of my thesis I focus on the revival of local cultural practices. In
Chapter Four, for example, I discuss rural ‘Miao’ festivals, and New Year festivals
in particular. In other chapters, I discuss the activities which take place in temples,
many of which have been rebuilt without official sanction. However, too close a
focus on festivals and temple activities, to the exclusion of other aspects of life,
would misrepresent my material and my argument since participation in these
activities is often closely linked to experiences in other spheres of life. In this
chapter, therefore, I consider the wider context of everyday life in the Jishou area,
drawing parallels, and pointing out some differences, between Jishou and other parts
of China. Rather than being an in depth description of urban China, of which there
have been many in recent years, this is intended as an introduction, providing some
of the background to the subject of the revival of local cultural practices described

later in the thesis.

West Hunan - a Remote Area?

West Hunan is often regarded by people from other parts of China as a mysterious
place. Kinkley (1987: 15-16) writes that in the early part of this century ‘[s]ome,
mostly outsiders, even called it Shiwai Taoyuan, the Chinese Shangri-La’. On
several occasions educated and metropolitan Chinese people have told me how much
they would like to visit the area, which they consider remote and mysterious. The
area has all the qualifications to be perceived ‘remote’ since, as Ardener writes,
mountains conventionally add to ‘remoteness’, and remote areas are perceived to be

homes to ‘smugglers and spies’, which is also West Hunan’s reputation (1987: 41-3).

Jishou, however, like the rest of China, has experienced rapid change since 1978
when Deng Xiaoping came to power and instituted a process of economic reform.
People talk of how as recently as the 1970s the buildings were made of wood, the
nearby hills were forested, and wolves would come into the city at night. The streets,

which in 1990 were filled with pedestrians and street markets, are now busy with
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minibuses, connecting the city with outlying towns and villages. One’s first
impression of the city is that it is still relatively economically under-developed. The
pavements are poorly maintained and some of the buildings dilapidated. But, despite
the apparent remoteness of the setting, and the city’s promotion as a centre of
minority culture, Jishou today, like any other Chinese city, is a consumer of goods
and images from the rest of China and beyond. Streets are lined with small
restaurants, karaoke bars and shops. As in the rest of China, the shops sell Chinese
and imported electrical and electronic goods, multinational and joint venture
household products, convenience foods and high prestige imported goods such as
European whisky and brandy. Western fashions are popular, and a row of street
stalls known as “Hong Kong Street’ sells cheap versions of recent western styles in
jeans and other clothes. There are also video shops renting American films and

music shops selling tapes and CDs of Taiwanese pop music.

In fact, despite its reputation as a *Shangri-La’, the cities of West Hunan, such as
Jishou and Qianzhou, have been in close contact with the central Chinese state since
the Qing dynasty,' when the area was closely supervised by a strong administrative
and military presence including high ranking military officials. Today, Jishou is still
a centre of local government administration, and includes administrative work units
such as The Prefectural Forestry Council (Zhou Linye Wei) and The District Grain
Procurement Department (Zhou Liangshi Ju) to name but two. A large proportion of
the work available is still in the state sector. In the remainder of this section I discuss

the recent history of the cities of Jishou and Qianzhou.

Jishou, formerly called Suoli was, until the early part of the twentieth century, a
minor town. During the Qing dynasty, the Imperial administration was based in
Qianzhou, about twenty kilometres away. Some Jishou people say that the name
Suoli (suo = place/office) referred to the township offices which governed the
surrounding area. People who remember pre-1949 times tell me that, though this
may have been its official meaning, to them the name Suoli referred to the place
where boats had to be pulled through rapids in the river (suo = rope/cableway). This

is because Jishou was also the place where rapids began, and from where people took
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river transport. Later, when the first motor road to the area was built in the 1930s,

Jishou, still called Suoli, became an intersection of road and river transport.

During the Qing dynasty, Qianzhou, like other Chinese cities at this period, was
‘fully integrated with [central] political and bureaucratic power’ (Johnson 1992:
189). Until recently, older inhabitants told me, Qianzhou had the features of a classic
walled Imperial Chinese city, with four gates and two straight roads intersecting the
city, and several temples including a City God temple (Chenghuang Miao), a Fire
God temple (Huoshen Miao) and a Confucian temple (Wen Miao). Most of these
have since been destroyed, but Qianzhou still holds the biggest country market in the
region. This, and the territorial cult, based on the temple of the Celestial Kings,

draws large numbers of visitors, both rural and urban.

During the Sino-Japanese war (1937-45), Suoli (Jishou) was temporarily swelled
with refugees and traders. In what must have been one of the most dramatic events in
its history, its inhabitants witnessed the retreat of a section of the Guomindang army
through West Hunan on their way to Sichuan following a new road which had
recently been specially built for this purpose. A few months later the defeated
Guomindang forces returned, according to local sources, followed by the Communist
forces” three days later. This highway is still an important link between Hunan and
Sichuan Provinces, and the section up the Aizhai slope outside Dehang scenic park

(see Chapter Three) is an impressive piece of civil engineering.

The remnants of the fun system® which had persisted into the Republican period,
were superseded in 1949 when a new structure of local government was established.
The capital of the newly formed West Hunan Miao and Tujia Autonomous
Prefecture was moved from Qianzhou to Jishou to dissociate it from Qianzhou’s
Imperial past. According to Liang Zhaohui, the name ‘Jishou’ was taken, because it
is similar to the Miao language version of the old name of Suoli in its sense as
‘offices’, part of a process of changing Chinese names for minority ones which took
place in other parts of China (Dreyer 1976: 105). Jishou University was built and

there was an influx of cadres, sent to develop the area, many of whom have settled in



the city. In the early 1950s, land reform was effected and collectives were formed.
Efforts were also made to develop the rural areas and Alley (1974: 25) writes of new
irrigation projects and workshops which he observed in the Jishou area on his

journey there in 1962.

West Hunan was also affected by the negative results of central policy during the
early years of the Communist Government. In 1958, the Great Leap Forward was
initiated in an attempt to make China self sufficient through mass mobilisation of the
people. All over China, rural collectives were merged into larger communes, a
process which was intended to bring about the industrialisation and development of
the countryside, thus hastening the advent of Communism. Millions of small
furnaces were built in a drive to produce steel and to enable China’s economic
development to catch up with that of other major powers. In the event, most of the
steel proved to be unusable, and all over China the neglect of agriculture resulted in
famine. In West Hunan there were thousands of deaths, particularly among highland
people, and I was told that the roads into Jishou were lined with the corpses of people

who had come down from the mountains to look for food.

In 1966, Mao Zedong, fearing that bourgeois revisionism had crept into post-
revolution society, urged young people to criticise their teachers and cadres. They
were asked to overthrow ‘capitalist roaders’ and to eliminate the ‘four olds’, i.e. old
ideas, old culture, old customs and old habits. These young people were to become
the Red Guards and this movement became known as the Great Proletarian Cultural
Revolution. During this time, old buildings were destroyed, religious cultural
practices forbidden and many intellectuals publicly humiliated or even attacked and
killed. The movement also led to fighting in towns and cities between different
groups of Red Guards. This phase of the Cultural Revolution was followed by a
mass programme of sending people from intellectual or otherwise privileged

backgrounds to the countryside to learn from the peasants.

The upheavals of the Cultural Revolution were less intense in Jishou than in the

larger cities, such as the provincial capital Changsha. Nonetheless different factions
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of Red Guards did fight on the streets of Jishou and educated people, both from the
minority and Han, were sent to the countryside for re-education. As in other parts of
China, minority dress and cultural practices were not permitted (Heberer 1989: 23).
Often, to the great regret of older people, historic and religious buildings, such as
temples, were destroyed, as were the graves of local heroes. Mrs Gu told me of a
beautiful tower outside Qianzhou which had been built by a Qing dynasty scholar in
memory of his wife. When it was destroyed by Red Guards, the older people all said
in secret to each other that it was a terrible pity (ke xiu, ke xiu), but there was nothing
they could do. However, some projects of lasting benefit were also undertaken
during this period. A railway line was built connecting Jishou with larger centres,
and young people were mobilised to build local irrigation systems. A native of Yaxi
village recalled carrying rocks up the hillsides as a teenager, to make a small

reservoir.

As intellectuals, the Liang family suffered during this period. Though Old Liang was
from a highland, Kho Xiong speaking village, his status as a member of the village’s
wealthiest family and his education in West Hunan and Wuhan led to him being
recognised as ‘landlord’. Since Mrs Gu, his wife, was also educated, and the
daughter of a famous scholar and member of the gentry class, she was directed to
spend many years living and teaching in a village outside Jishou. Old Liang,
however, was not permitted to teach, but was forced to do manual work and undergo
repeated criticism sessions to the point where he once ran away and took refuge in a

cave, and at another time attempted suicide.

In many ways however, Jishou benefited materially from the first thirty years of the
Peoples’ Republic, when smaller cities were favoured over larger ones, as part of an
‘anti-urban model of development’ (Naughton 1995: 67), and the interior was
favoured over coastal cities (Pannell 1992: 21). It received money and personnel, in
the form of cadres sent to develop the infrastructure and education system, and it
remains a big recipient of government money from both provincial and national

sources.
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State Control and Liberalisation

In 1979 ‘the party reaffirmed the legitimacy of private business’ with the result that
people could, if they wished, avoid the supervision of work and lifestyle that had
previously been such a feature of Chinese life (Gold 1989: 187). The reforms
resulted in a relaxing of the considerable degree of control which had been effected
over individual behaviour until the 1970s. Even for those still working in the state
sector, time spent in political activities was reduced and unsupervised leisure time
increased. As a means of stimulating the economy, contact with the rest of the world

was once again permitted, through the Open Door Policy (White 1993a: 48-9).

From the work of Parish and Whyte, we learn that during the period between the
1950s and the late 1970s, there were ‘rigid taboos on all forms of dress, expression,
ritual life, and communication that did not conform to the official ideology’ (1984:
358). Those who diverged from the officially sanctioned norms could be corrected
through ‘criticism and self criticism among a group of peers’ (Parish and Whyte

1984: 279, see also Whyte 1974)°.

Between 1949 and the 1980s, the vast majority of urban people lived in work units
(danwei), which became one of the most ‘fundamental and characteristic features of
the Peoples’ Republic of China’ (Southall 1993: 341). Work units are self-contained,
enclosed compounds built around a factory, an educational institution or a
government department and, as well as being a place of work, they meet
accommodation and other needs. The work unit can be seen as the ‘micro-level’ of
the Communist Party’s system of organisation (White 1993a: 200, Li 1993: 346),
since they have been and to some extent still are concerned with observation and
control of the population (Lull 1991, Davis 1995: 3, Parish and Whyte 1984: 358).
However, it also should be born in mind that this system contributed to the stability
of city life (Parish and Whyte 1984: 248) and today many people prefer the security

of life in the work unit to the freedom of working for a private company.

Despite the reforms, work units continue to be major employers today, especially in

small inland cities such as Jishou. Usually they consist of a series of buildings,
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between two and five stories high, in self contained compounds, surrounded by a
wall and locked at night. The work unit with which I am most familiar, Jishou
University, is a typically self contained unit. As well as teaching buildings and
dormitories for students, the work-unit also provides housing, a medical clinic and a
cafeteria, mainly used by students, single teachers and other workers. The university
also provides for staff and students’ non-working life. It arranges dances and films
and there are small restaurants and karaoke bars on the premises. Retired teachers
and workers draw a small salary and can continue to live in their work unit
accommodation. The unit also provides an old people’s centre where retired
employees can play mah-jong, cards, croquet or practise calligraphy. Though they
do not exercise the degree of control that they did in the past, the Party hierarchy still

has an influence at all levels of the unit.

At Jishou University, today as in the past, almost all the people with management
responsibilities are Party members and such people are usually referred to as leaders
or cadres. It is important for employees of the unit to maintain good relations with
party cadres who are making decisions about transfers and promotions. One of the
most commonly made comments about work units is that to be happy and get on in
one’s job one needs to ‘get on well with the leaders.” Relationships with cadres
could be formed by drinking with them at banquets, joking together, doing favours or
giving gifts. This hierarchy reached all levels of the unit, for example, there were
also students who were attending meetings as preparation to become Party members.
Usually the class monitors were from this group and they were responsible for

reporting back on the behaviour of other students.

In discussing these issues I am introducing material which is relevant to the debate
on civil society. While not intending to engage with this debate in any detailed way,
[ briefly introduce the main points here. It has been suggested that the reforms have
allowed for a gradual detachment from the state and formation of organisations
which have become ‘nascent civil society” which in its turn contributed to the
political events of 1989 (Whyte 1992: 94, Strand 1990). Indications of the formation

of ‘horizontal integration between economic actors’ challenging ‘primordial ties to



the family and to the ruler’ (Flower & Leonard 1996: 199 - 200) have been seen in
the formation of ‘non-state economic groups’ (Wakeman 1993: 110), in the
emergence of a public opinion ‘not created or controlled by elites’ (Whyte 1992: 93)
and, by widespread agreement, in the formation of non-governmental organisations

(see for example, White 1993, Chamberlain 1993: 202, Whyte 1992: 91 f.).

The notion of an emerging civil society in China has since been challenged by Gu
(1994) and Ding (1998) who criticise this work for under-emphasising the
interpenetration of state and society. More fundamentally, they call into question the
relevance of the Western notion of civil society to Chinese society. This point has
been taken up by Flower and Leonard, who, in their work on rural Sichuan, argue for
a ‘more nuanced grass-roots view of the relations between state and society.” Rather
than separation and conflict they argue that we should see the ‘interpenetration of
state and society’ in terms of ‘co-optation [and] negotiation” (1997: 200-1). My
material on Jishou suggests that state and society are indeed interpenetrating, and this
may be a particular feature of small cities, since, in her study of the small city of
Xinji, Shue (1995) states that bureaucracy, which she describes as ‘state sprawl’, is
as prevalent as ever. However, it is a relationship which has seen a considerable
amount of change. In the following sections I consider the changes that have taken

place in political activities, in working life and in leisure activities.

Making a Living

In comparison with coastal China, where privately owned companies are expanding
rapidly in both urban and rural areas (Guldin 1997b, Shi 1997), private enterprise in
Jishou is small-scale, evident mainly in the shops, restaurants and places of
entertainment which service the city itself. A large proportion of employment is still
to be found in schools and government departments and it would be difficult to argue

for the existence of ‘non-state economic groups’ (Wakeman 1993: 110).

30



The most successful private businesses were factories producing baijiu (rice-spirits)
and, during the period of my stay in Jishou (1995-97), Jishou’s baijiu was becoming
increasingly well known. In general however, there is, as Solinger suggests, a
‘symbiotic’ relationship between state and private enterprises (1992: 123). As in
other parts of China (Gamble 1996: 189, Davis 1995: 3) work units have begun to
charge for accommodation and schooling and many units have built factories and
shops, often on land which was previously used for recreation. At Jishou University
for example, a small business was set up to develop and sell kiwi fruit. In addition to
this, many individuals combined the lucrative but unpredictable benefits of private
business with the security of belonging to a work unit. For example, I knew teachers
at one of the middle schools who were involved in a pyramid selling scheme, and
workers at the Grain Procurement Unit who were selling-on old grain sacks. Some
work units tried to stop such practices, insisting that employees must be in their place
of work during working hours. At Jishou University there was no problem with this
since many cadres were also involved, and a popular move was to open a karaoke
restaurant or bar on the university premises. People who did this described it as a

temporary measure to get them through times when they needed more money.

To be successful in private business also often requires good informal connections
with local cadres, creating what Solinger describes as ‘a stratum of people
exclusively pursuing business, who are inextricably entangled with cadredom’ (1992:
123-4). For instance, the only people I met who had become wealthy through private
enterprise were a couple who dealt in timber. The husband worked for a work unit in
Jishou and through this had made contacts in the Jishou Public Security Department
(Gongan Ju), which allowed them to circumvent the red tape involved in cutting
down and exporting the trees. At a higher level, the popularity of Jishou’s baijiu
reflected the area’s situation as a place both ‘remote’ and well connected to central
government. The quality of its baijiu had been brought to the notice of national
government leaders by a local politician who had supplied it at a banquet in Beijing.
[t was promoted in part as a product drunk by the highest government leaders and in

part through an image (and perhaps the reality) of pure, natural country ingredients.
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These examples underline the importance of guanxi, ‘personal connections’, which
are often built up through gift giving and doing favours. Since the reforms, as in the
rest of China (Gamble 1996: 218, Yang 1994), people in Jishou claim that having
good guanxi has become more important for one’s advancement than previously.
Good guanxi with cadres were particularly important. For example, one individual
who was adept at advancing himself through guanxi had been transferred from
working as a Middle School teacher to a post at the Jishou City Tourist Department.
It was said, by people who knew him that he had originally secured this position as a
quid pro quo for passing on information to the authorities about the student
demonstrations while he was studying in Changsha. He always made a point of
dressing more smartly than most people in Jishou, his hair was often slicked back, he
wore waistcoats and ties, and he had many social contacts with whom he could
exchange favours. Since his work in the Tourism Department was not demanding,

he had recently gone into business setting up a small lakeside resort.

Yang suggests that the formation of guanxi constitutes an important part of the
emergence of a public sphere, or mianjian (people’s realm) which is separate from
the state (1994: 174). However, it is notable that Yang’s study of the use of guanxi is
based almost exclusively on urban relations. Guanxi is regarded by many West
Hunan people as something which excludes them. One student who was from a rural
family talked about how she had been unable to get a job in business because her
family did not have guanxi with the right people, she herself was not good at
flattering people, nor did she have money to buy them presents. She said that one
employer rejected her because she was not beautiful enough, and they wanted
someone who would dress up and could drink a lot when taking people out for
banquets, that is to further the company’s guanxi with others. Many people I spoke
to complained about the prevalence of guanxi, saying that they were not able to get
work or school places for their children because they did not have the wealth to
cultivate guanxi, the implication being that they might well be able to get them if
they were given on merit. Furthermore, as I have shown, many of the relationships

cultivated by guanxi are with cadres. They are, in Yang’s terms, vertical ties as well



as horizontal ones, a point also made by Leonard and Flower (1997) with reference

to rural Sichuan.

Some people spoke of their frustrations with the penetration of the party into their
lives. Some young people I spoke to said that they wanted to leave Jishou for South
China (Guangxi and Guangzhou) because there is more scope there to work in
privately owned companies. One woman, a pharmacist, had been taking private
lessons in English as preparation towards doing this because, she said, the cadres in
her factory in Jishou were too interested in criticising people’s small shortcomings
and they did not care about the important things. Students, too, were looking for
work in Guangzhou, either in business or in teaching, with hopes of transferring into
business. The wish for a change of work situation was, of course, connected with the
desire for a change in lifestyle. For example, one teacher told me he wanted to leave
Jishou University and work in a university in Shenzhen, on the border with Hong
Kong, because there would be many opportunities for other work, such as
interpreting and translating for joint venture companies and also because living

conditions were better and life would be more exciting.

Political Life

Another of the changes which has taken place in China since 1978 is what
Rosenbaum describes as ‘the diminished appeal of ideology and official norms’
(1992: 27). In the period between the 1950s and 1978 people had very limited access
to information other than that disseminated by the Party and they were expected to
take part in long periods of political study, the language of which was based on set
formulations which were passed down through the party hierarchy (Parish and Whyte
1984: 290, Barnett 1967: 30f.). These are intended to produce ‘a certain effect upon
the feelings, thoughts, or actions of a target audience’ and the most successful are
those which ‘the state can use as a powerful tool of political manipulation’

(Schoenhals 1992: 11).

Since 1978, access to information through books, television programmes and film

has greatly increased, though censorship is still applied, and non-Chinese satellite



television is not permitted. Despite this, socialist rhetoric and imagery have not
entirely disappeared. Slogans and posters about birth-control or, in 1997, welcoming
home Hong Kong were found on the streets and in the work units, where notice-
boards with photographs of model workers are also to be found. People who live in
work units are still expected to participate in political study sessions. For example,
after the death of Deng Xiaoping in the spring of 1997, adult work unit members
were required to attend meetings where television programmes on his life were
watched and discussed. They were also expected to encourage their children to
express appropriate sentiments, since school children were required to write essays
on the subject, and they needed help from their parents in choosing the appropriate

phrases about ‘beloved Grandfather Deng’.

Most people however did not appear to be very engaged with this political discourse.
Deng Xiaoping’s death was followed by saturation media coverage of his
revolutionary past and his political reforms but, in Jishou, a few days later, the most
common response to the event was the comment that television had become very
boring, since one could not switch on the television without seeing programmes
about Deng Xiaoping. Some people were more concerned by the alarming dip in the
stock exchange which preceded the public announcement of his death, than with the
death itself, and one teacher reportedly cursed Deng because the news of his death
distracted him and caused him to lose the money he was gambling on a game of

mah-jong which he was playing at the time.

Students at Jishou University were also unwilling to engage with political rhetoric.
In the spring of 1996, a public-speaking competition was arranged between the
English Departments of Jishou University and Huaihua Teacher’s College on the
subject of the return of Hong Kong to rule by the mainland. Though this was
intended to encourage their study of English, there was also, clearly, a political
motivation. However, while some students made use of the now familiar images of
Hong Kong, the orphan child snatched away by the British Colonialists to be
returned at last to its mother’s bosom, many students interpreted the occasion as a

chance to describe their dreams of a journey to Hong Kong and all the things they
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would see there, thus subverting, or at least avoiding, the political agenda of the
contest and turning it towards dreams of consumerism. These latter were not, of

course, the students who won the competition.

Sometimes uncertainty was expressed about the future of the Communist Party.

Even cadres were heard to say that though people would not have criticised the
system a few years ago, now nobody cares, no-one is interested in politics, everyone
just wants to make money. Many people I spoke to were openly critical of the cadres
and government employees who got rich through corruption and spent their money
on holding banquets and visiting prostitutes. The only exception, I was told, were

students, who don’t know much about the outside world.

Leisure Activities

Another major change which has taken place since 1978 is the increase in leisure
time and in opportunities for filling it (Davis 1995: 3, Whyte 1992: 88). Shue (1995:
93) suggests that it is in the individual’s increased choice concerning their personal
life, choices of dress, home decoration and other private activities, that we see ‘the

most unambiguous “retreat of the state™.

As Wang (1995) notes, in the 1950s people worked almost to the exclusion of leisure
and the Chinese government attempted ‘to restrain all leisure activities except those
harmonious with the state ideology’. Later ‘it became an unwritten rule that leisure
activities should take the form of group action’ which were dictated ‘regardless of
personal preferences’ (153). Today, though members of work units are still expected
to attend organised leisure activities promoted by their units, such as sports
competitions and day-trips, many people now spend an increasing amount of time in

private spaces.

A popular activity, in Jishou as in other cities, is to spend time and money on
decorating one’s home, making it into a place for the display of consumer goods and
enjoyment of leisure time. Homes are often adorned with large ornaments and

colourful artificial flowers. Beds are covered in bright shiny bedspreads decorated
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with appliqué and sequins. Wealthy people buy large television sets or home
karaoke equipment. Dreams of a luxurious life may be depicted in large colour
calendars which may depict scenes of Hong Kong, beautiful women, or the interiors

of lavishly decorated homes or fast cars.

In contrast to the recent past, there is now an emphasis on romance and feelings and
this is particularly evident among young women. As in other parts of China (Lull
1991, Gamble 1996: 154-5), a large proportion of leisure time is spent in the home
watching television. Particularly popular are Taiwanese and Hong Kong soap
operas, which are preferred to those of mainland China, because they are about deep
feelings and are considered to be more true to the lives of the audience. In contrast
to the past, when expressions of romantic love were discouraged (Parish and Whyte
1984: 119f.) love stories are particularly popular, particularly among young women,
and these include American and British films such as ‘Casablanca’ and ‘Waterloo
Bridge.” Young women in Jishou like to present a romantic and feminine image of
themselves in the way they dress’ and it is not unusual to hear female students protest
that they are too weak to carry things because they are girls and the boys must help
them. One young woman, a Party member and teacher at Jishou University, showed
me a set of photographs of herself wearing a flowery hat and posing, fully dressed of
course, on her bed. In another she was sitting on the bed, lifting her skirt up to
expose her knees. The pictures were intended not just to show her as alluring, but
also to show off the decor of the bedroom. Here, consumerism and femininity are
inter-linked, a point made by Croll who contrasts the advertising image, currently
prevalent, of the sophisticated and feminine young Chinese woman as consumer,
with the heroic revolutionary rhetoric attached to women in the 1960s and 70s (1995:
109, 117)

Many leisure pursuits indicate a fascination with the West (cf Wang 1995) but by no
means all do. In Jishou, playing mah-jong (majiang) for money is also popular,
despite the fact that gambling is illegal. This game is played by people from all
backgrounds for increasingly high stakes. During the 1997 New Year holiday I met

two young children who spent most of their time playing out on the streets or staying



at the homes of their friends, because their parents and their parents’ friends, most of
them school-teachers, were busy playing mah-jong and did not have time to look

after them properly.

Davis suggests that leisure activities, specifically the decoration of Chinese homes,
are a form of ‘resistance to state intervention.” Homes, she writes, ‘offer a venue for
exploring subjective but potent loyalties.” In contrast to the past, these are not
loyalties to the Communist Party since, while memories of family history are
preserved in photographs, there is rarely any reference to the political among pictures
in the urban home (1989: 89-90, 95). Lull makes a stronger case for the connection
between leisure activity and resistance, suggesting that exposure to images from the
rest of the world, through television, has been ‘a central agent of popular resistance’

and was, in part, responsible for the political upheavals of 1989 (1991: 85).

I never heard views of this kind expressed in the Jishou area, though they may be
implied in the frequent indications that such leisure activities and life-styles are a
response to other aspects of people’s lives. For example, teachers told me that they
only played mah-jong because their lives were boring, and because they didn’t like
their jobs and they felt there was nothing else to do. The popularity of mah-jong was
also described, even by a regular player, as an indication that the general social
situation in China was getting worse. It seems that, rather than being forms of
resistance, activities such as these are apolitical, ‘anti-political’ (Whyte 1992: 88) or
‘depoliticised’ (Wang 1995: 165). They are a means of escaping the politicisation of
other aspects of society, and a break with the extensive politicisation of the past.

This was a break which could perhaps be made more successfully in this sphere than

in the economic one.

Rural - urban interactions

My research is not concerned solely with Jishou, the urban area, but also with the
surrounding rural area. Guldin writes of the need for a “vision of the greater rural-
urban area’ and suggested that “urbanisation’ should refer to the process of

‘increasing contact and interconnection between the urban and non-urban areas of
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society’ (1992: 5), the importance of which was demonstrated by Skinner (1977a,
1977b). Rural - urban distinctions, never very distinct pre-1949 were reinforced
when the previously ‘permeable’ boundary was replaced by one which was “very
sharp with little back and forth movement’ (Parish and Whyte 1984: 26). As [ have
mentioned, the population was registered in work units or communes and these,
‘largely overlapped with and reinforced the urban-rural distinction” (White 1993:
199).

The rural areas, too, have experienced major changes since Deng Xiaoping took
power. In 1980 rural communes were replaced by the ‘responsibility system’, in
which land was allocated to individual households who then became responsible for
its cultivation.’ Relaxation of laws concerning residency meant that many people
were freed to work in rural industries (Guldin 1992: 4) or, in poorer areas such as

West Hunan, to migrate to cities in search of temporary work.

It is obvious that there remains a great division between urban and rural people.
Rural people, distinguishable by their dialect and by their less sophisticated dress
sense, are disdained by urban people in Jishou. For example, friends of mine, a
head-teacher from a remote school and her husband, were openly laughed at by
students at Jishou University because their dress and manner betrayed their rural
background. I also found that Jishou people showed great reluctance to visit rural
villages and were almost incredulous that I was able to do so. Schein (1993), who
describes similar experiences in Guizhou Province (311-2) suggests that urban rural
difference ‘order[s] much of Chinese experience’ (254). The attitudes of rural people
to city life are more diverse. Some, especially those who have secondary or tertiary
education, prefer to live in the city, but others, including migrant workers, return to

their villages after some time without regret.

Despite rural - urban distinctions, there is also a considerable amount of interaction
between the two. In part, this is a result of permanent and temporary migration.
There are some work opportunities for rural people in the Jishou area, although

relative to larger cities, these are limited. Organised markets provide opportunities
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for rural people to sell their own produce, such as vegetables, meat and eggs, and
others sell charcoal by the roadside. A small ice-cream factory takes on temporary
workers in summer. However, construction work, which in cities such as Shanghai
and Beijing, employs a large number of migrant workers, is undertaken in Jishou by
several ‘education through labour’ units (Laogai), which are prison camps housing
prisoners from other parts of Hunan. There is a demand for waitresses, but most of
these are expected also to offer sex to male clients, so women undertaking this work
often travel some distance from their home village, usually from east Guizhou and
Sichuan. As a result of the limited availability of work in Jishou, most temporary
migrants from the Jishou area go further afield, to the coastal cities of South and East
China. As in other parts of China (Guldin 1997a: 4, Shi 1997: 123-4), this too
contributes to the urbanisation of rural areas, with televisions and urban fashions in

dress and music being brought back to the villages.

Many rural people who find work in Jishou do so through relatives who can find
them positions in work units, often as kitchen staff, or as child-minders and shop-
assistants. Rural people are more likely to achieve long term residence in Jishou
through educational achievement, but this has become increasingly costly with the
result that many of the poorer families do not send their children to school at all. The
preferred choice for rural families who can afford to keep their children in school is
to send children to Vocational or Technical Schools (Zhong Zhuan), which provide
them with employable skills such as banking or car repair. To send a student to
Teacher’s College is considered a high risk strategy since this requires two years
study at Senior Middle School. If after this the student fails to gain college entrance,
they are disadvantaged, since the academic study at Senior Middle School has no
practical application. On the other hand, if they do succeed, the family has to meet
several more years of costs before they can graduate from college. Some families
would have to sell land to do this and, during the period of my fieldwork, I heard
several stories of suicides in the West Hunan area when a member of the family was

accepted to a prestigious university but was unable to go because of the expense.
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I heard about the stresses which rural parents face from Mrs Luo, a single parent who
lived in the village of Yaxi. She had already sent her two sons to Vocational Middle
School, and was considered by other villagers to be taking a big risk in letting her
daughter go to Senior Middle School to prepare for the college entrance exam. She
used to talk to me about how much money she has to pay the school, and the tens of
hundreds of yuan it would cost to send her daughter to college or university. She
was also concerned about whether her daughter could pass the exam. Like other
rural people, she complained that people with money could use their guanxi to get
people into college, but that the ordinary people (/aobaixing) did not have this
option. These pressures on her became evident when I visited her house and she
asked her daughter to speak English with me. Her daughter said that she was too
tired. Mrs Luo, who had been working all day, found this hard to understand and
started criticising her, saying that, if she didn't work now she would fail her college
entrance exam and would then have no opportunities (mei banfa). She wouldn't get
help with any money then and she’d have to look after herself. Her daughter didn’t
reply. She sat outside the house in silence for a while and then went into the back
room to do her homework, which was how she spent every evening. In other cases
the burden for financing their education falls on the students themselves. For
example, one of my students at Jishou University came from a poor family in the
northern part of West Hunan. She had spent the previous term working in a toy

factory in Guangzhou to earn the money for her studies.

A person with a secure job in Jishou, is often of great use to his or her relatives in the
countryside. As well as finding work, they may help them in situations requiring
litigation and with dealing with bureaucracies or by providing a place for them to
stay when they visit town. In return, rural people may offer home-smoked bacon or
other rural produce. However, the connections between rural and urban people do
not always involve rural people asking favours from their urban relatives. City
people also seek out the expertise of rural people, who may also be relatives, usually
in religious or ritual matters. Geomancers, spirit mediums and daoshi’ are, in my
experience, almost always rural people and often, though sometimes furtively,

consulted by urban people, even Party members.
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Urban people also maintain contact with their ancestral villages (/aojia) because this
is where the ancestral graves are. Urban people may visit their villages on Qing
Ming, the day for cleaning the graves and making offerings to one’s ancestors. In the
following section, I describe one such visit which was made by members of the
Liang family, and suggest that such visits indicate both the important connections
between urban and rural family members and, at the same time, the extent of the

urban rural difference (Schein 1993:254) which exists in China.

During my association with the Liang family I heard a great deal about Old Liang’s
grandfather’s grave which was situated in a village in Baojing county, which was
about fifty kilometres from Jishou. Old Liang had been adopted into another branch
of the family after the death of his father and had left his village as a young child, but
the graves of his father and grandfather were, of course, in his native village. In the
spring of 1995 a female cousin of his, who lived in his adoptive village, dreamed that
someone had ploughed too close to his grandfather’s grave and made a hole in the
grave mound, and that his grandfather was struggling to hold onto a dragon which
was trying to escape from inside the grave. In the dream his grandfather was also
angry because no-one from the family had been to visit the grave recently. This
dream caused Old Liang particular concern because it was generally believed that
there was a dragon in his family’s grave and this was linked to the relative prosperity
of this branch of the Liang family who had left rural life and were living in Jishou.
Although Liang Zhaohui was sceptical, he said that his father and the other villagers
believed that if the dragon was allowed to escape from the grave then it could have
disastrous consequences for the family and their descendants. Moreover, the fact
that the hole had been allowed to appear implied neglect on the part of the family
who had rarely returned to their ancestral village, and possible wrong-doing by

relatives, jealous of the success of this branch of the family.
Following this dream, Old Liang’s cousin consulted a spirit medium (xian niang)

who said that Old Liang and Liang Zhaohui, as the eldest son (laoda), must return.

Old Liang visited the grave at night with two religious practitioners (laoshi)® since by
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doing this he was able to escape the notice of anyone who might mean the family
harm. They found that, several metres from the grave, there was indeed a hole. It
appeared that rocks at the mouth of a limestone pot-hole had been dislodged,
revealing a shaft-like cave. The laoshi recited some chants at the grave and they left

at dawn.

In the spring of 1997 Old Liang spent several weeks in his native village and
arranged for new grave stones to be put up for his grandfather and his other relatives,
carved with their names and those of their direct descendants. These were to be the
only grave stones of this kind in the village and it was an appropriate sign of respect

from him as a member of the richest family branch in the village.

Since a singing festival was being held nearby, on the day of Qing Ming, I arranged
to hire a mini-bus and to attend with Liang Zhaohui, Wang Kaiying and their two
sons and to visit Old Liang’s village from there. Transport to this area was poor and
this was the only way we could go and return on the same day, which I was obliged
to do because the whole of Baojing county, unlike Jishou and Fenghuang counties, is

closed to foreigners.

Liang Zhaohui and his wife and sons did not seem particularly keen to visit the
village, but when some friends of the family invited them to lunch at the nearby
small town which housed the local government offices and the primary school for the
region, they accepted gratefully. Although the township was poor, the work units,
piped water, electricity and dirt road made it more comfortable and familiar than a
village. When we finally reached the village, Liang Zhaohui and his family were
welcomed and many people recalled the last time he had visited as a small boy.

After an hour they said that they did not need supper and had to get back because the

driver I had hired was waiting for us.
Liang Zhaohui’s family were not the only urban people to visit the village at Qing

Ming, and I talked for a while to some other members of the family, a woman and

her daughter, from the town of Baojing. The mother could speak Kho Xiong but told
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me that she didn't like it there. It was a mountain village, it was bu hao wan (no fun,
not interesting) and there was nothing to do. Her daughter, who could not speak Kho
Xiong, also said she did not like it there. Many of the men in the village could speak
Chinese, perhaps because the Kho Xiong dialect spoken in this area is
incomprehensible to people outside the immediate vicinity” and, while I was there, I
heard several adverse comments in Chinese about young people returning to the
village who could not speak Kho Xiong. However, all these people were involved in

visiting the graves together.

When we learned that the new gravestone had not yet been erected'” and because I
was much more keen to see this event than were Liang Zhaohui and his family, I
suggested that they go back without me and that I take my chance with the public
transport. The following morning we went to the graves. Old Liang and his relatives
prepared incense, fire-crackers, offerings of biscuits and red paper decorations.
There was much laughter when, soon after we had set out from the village, they
found that they had forgotten the offering of alcohol, and it was explained to me that
Old Liang could only make this offering once this year so he couldn't come back
with the alcohol at a later date. When we arrived at the grave, the grave mound was
still being built up by some men whom Old Liang had employed for this purpose.
After this was finished, the carved stone was put in, aligned with a mountain
opposite which could just be seen through a col, and cemented in. They had to be
careful to get it exactly right, to conform with the best fengshui. ' In the house the
evening before, Old Liang had been explaining to his second son, Liang Zhaohui’s
younger brother, the genealogy relationships among his ancestors and at the
graveside. He talked over the names of the lineage, which were carved on the
gravestone and explained the fengshui properties of the grave. When the grave stone

had been cemented in, Old Liang and his son made an offering.

In comparison to the period after 1949 when, as Parish and Whyte record, ritual
activity at graves was discouraged (1984: 310,313) such activities have become more
commonplace with liberalisation and the greater openness of the government to non-

socialist points of view. This irony was not lost on the villagers who were
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participating, one of whom joked ‘we have reform and opening to the outside world
(gaige kaifang) so now we do this’. These events demonstrated the reluctance of
urban people to spend time in their ancestral villages and their discomfort with the
conditions and what they saw as the boredom or rural life. They also indicated the
connections which bind, not just rural people to their urban relatives, but urban
people to their ancestral villages through the belief that the prosperity of an urban

family requires the goodwill of one’s ancestors in the village.

Religious and Ritual Practices

As is apparent from the previous section, ritual and religious activities are another
aspect of life in China which has recently been revived. These include the
consultation of ritual specialists, such as fengshui specialists or spirit mediums and
visits to temples. The revival of ritual and religious activities may be closely
connected to the forms of leisure activities described above. For example, gigong is
a practice which is said to balance the energy flow of the body. It may be employed
as a programme of physical exercise, or as a form of healing, and both these forms
are practised in work units. However, it may also be the basis of a form of religious
belief'? taught by qigong masters, some of whom have emigrated to the West. These
use audio and video tapes to disseminate teachings based on Buddhist and Daoist
doctrines. Activities at temples, too, may take the form of a secular sightseeing trip

and picnic but they may also involve worship of the deities.

Ritual and religious activities are more closely monitored by local government than
are other leisure activities. Some are quite accepted, particularly those activities
which fall under the category of religion. This is taken to refer to the widespread,
text-based traditions such as Christianity, Buddhism, Taoism and Islam. However,
official policy makes a strong contrast between ‘institutionalised religions which are
normally recognised officially as systematised (xitonghua) and well-organised” and
the more negative category of ‘superstition’ (mixin) which is perceived as consisting
mainly in ‘various forms of divination, popular magical practices, local ritual
observances, and local forms of festivity’ (Feuchtwang & Wang 1991: 260-2). The

latter are perceived as both local and ‘chaotic.”"?
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In view of this, it is not surprising that, like other leisure activities, they have been
described as constituting a separate sphere from that of the state. For example, Chen
writes of gigong societies in urban China, that they ‘imply alternative mentalities
outside the prescribed order of the state.” She suggests that activities such as these
on the streets and in the common areas form a kind of civil society (1995: 348).
Anagnost sees an opposition between local culture and the state when she writes that
popular ritual resurgence ‘reinvents the local traditions that have been suspended in
totalising symbolic order’ i.e. the totalising order of the Communist party (1994:
222-3). However, once again, the extent to which this constitutes a separation
between society and state is doubtful. Chen herself writes that ‘rather than think of
civil society as ‘subaltern’ or independent associations in opposition to the state one
should regard it as a more ambiguous relationship’ pointing out that in some forms

qigong is welcomed in work units and practised by some cadres (1995: 359-60).

Conclusions

To generalise about Jishou and the aspirations of its inhabitants is impossible.
Among the people I have observed, there are a variety of backgrounds and
perspectives, including urban and rural, local and non-local, young and old.
Furthermore, far from being a remote and isolated place, the Jishou area is influenced
by the flows of urban and global culture and by the policies of the socialist state. |
have also tried to avoid giving an impression of discrete groups within Jishou. Urban

and rural, rich and poor are often linked through family relationships.

Despite the continuing presence of the socialist state, all areas of society have
experienced increased opportunities for non-state regulated activities, be they in
work, consumerism or ritual activities. In this chapter I have sought to give an
impression of some of the different ways in which people have been influenced by
and taken advantage of these changes. For example, while many have benefited
from increased opportunities for acquiring wealth and participating in urban leisure
activities, others feel alienated from the social changes which are taking place. They

say that through lack of guanxi or lack of educational attainment they cannot take
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advantage of them. The variety of experience is illustrated by the different attitudes
to place and migration. Educated urban people may seek to leave the work units of
Jishou and move south in order to find a more exciting life. Rural people aspire to an
education for their children so that they can achieve a secure status in the city by
joining a work unit. Uneducated people deplore the poverty of the land in West
Hunan and work in the cities on low wages as temporary migrants, but eventually
most return to their villages and families. In describing this variety of experiences, |
avoid suggesting that the new work and leisure activities I have described represent a
separate sphere, or an outright challenge to the state. The situation calls for a more
‘nuanced’ view of the interconnections between state and society (Flower & Leonard

1997:219).

'1644 - 1911

. According to Alley this road was also used in the early 1960s for ‘bands of “Long March” youth
who hike down from Chungking into Hunan on their way to Shaoshan’ (1974: 25).

? Under the Qing dynasty, the fun system was instituted in West Hunan as a means of controlling the
population and protecting the area against possible attack by rebels. See Chapter Five for a full
account.

* Although a useful source of information, this work should be approached with some caution since
much of it was gathered as result of interviews with people who had left the Peoples’ Republic of
China, often because of dissatisfaction with the political situation there.

* Here again, Jishou lagged behind the more sophisticated east coast, where more casual fashions for
women had become popular.

® Strictly speaking, the land continues to be owned by the state, but many rural people refer to the land
as theirs. See for example Chapter Nine.

” For a discussion of spirit mediums and daoshi see below.

¥ See Chapter Nine for a discussion of xian niang. Laoshi is the Chinese word used to describe men,
usually based in Kho Xiong speaking villages, who undertake a variety of ritual activities, some of
them similar to those of daoshi, who are the independent Daoist practitioners often called to officiate
at funerals (cf Dean 1993: 26). I discuss /aoshi and daoshi in Chapter Nine.

? As I discuss in Chapter Eight, there are two major dialects in Kho Xiong, the Miao language found
in West Hunan. However, the dialect spoken in this village corresponded to neither of them and I was
able to learn of no explanation for this.

'® According to an almanac, the day on which Qing Ming fell that year was inauspicious.

" For a fuller discussion of fengshui and the siting of graves as a source of tension between family
members, see Feuchtwang (1974: 218f.), Tapp (1989: 151-2).

2 For a discussion of gigong in China, see English-Lueck (1994).

"’ The term superstition (mixin) like the term religion (zong jiao) became current in China in the early
part of the twentieth century as a result of the influence of Western social science.
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Chapter Three - Images of West Hunan: the Miao and Landscape

Most people who visit Jishou, especially those on organised visits, are met with
images of Miao people. These, as I have mentioned, are official images of the place,
as seen in the introduction on the train and in the public architecture. Such images
are closely associated with the Chinese state. They are usually created and promoted
by local government departments and educational institutes, such as Jishou
University, and the Tourism Department (Luyou Ban) of Jishou City. They are found
among promotional materials, dance performances and tourist activities, and they are
of course a quite artificial, commodified use of the image of the Miao. As I shall
discuss, these images appeal, in the main, to educated people from outside West
Hunan. They are part of a constructed other against which Han Chinese identity is

defined (cf Gladney 1994: 94).

Although it is the capital of the Autonomous Prefecture, Jishou attracts only a small
number of tourists each year. Most of these are from other parts of China, but there
are also a small number of overseas Chinese visitors from countries such as
Singapore and Malaysia. Visitors are taken on tours organised by the Tourism
Department to see the local landscape and performances of ‘minority” dancing at the
scenic park at Dehang (fengjing qu, lit. scenic area), a few kilometres outside Jishou.
They may also be taken to see a market in the highland village of Shanjiang. In
addition, a small number of businessmen, who are either thinking of investing in the
area or regard the area as a possible market, may also be taken to Dehang or
entertained by local festivals, as I will describe in Chapter Four. Conferences on
minority affairs are sometimes organised by the local government or by Jishou
University, and delegates to these are often attended by female guides dressed in a

colourful version of the West Hunan Miao costume.

In the rest of this section I will show that, appealing though these images are, they
are carefully constructed and rarely reflect the wider situation in Jishou, or even that
of the Kho Xiong speaking people of the highland areas. I consider a number of

images of Miao people in more detail and I shall attempt, by analysing them, to
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understand better their purpose in (mis)representing minority people in China today.
I look at images found in promotional materials for the university, at the scenic park
at Dehang, in television programmes on the West Hunan Miao and in the ‘minority
dancing’ taught by the music department at Jishou University. ' These cover a
variety of different media and reach a number of different audiences. Before doing

this, however, I consider my use of the terms Miao, Kho Xiong, Han and Chinese.

The Terms Used

As I have mentioned, ‘Miao’ is a Chinese term used to define a group of people who
stretch from West Hunan across Southwest China to northern Thailand, Burma and
Laos. The Miao can be divided into three main language groups, Hmong (spoken in
the far south west of China and in Thailand, Vietnam, Burma and Laos), Hmou
(spoken in south west and south central China) and Kho Xiong. Kho Xiong is the
least extensively spoken, and is found in East Guizhou, East Sichuan and West
Hunan. However, in West Hunan, the terms Kho Xiong and Xiong? are only used in

the Kho Xiong language itself, that is, the word is not used in Chinese.

The term “Miao’ has in the past been associated with a derogatory meaning. Today,
however, it is used as the official name of the minority and in this sense Miao people
today include Chinese speaking people of Kho Xiong descent. When used in West
Hunan, the word often refers only to the Kho Xiong and their Chinese speaking
descendants, since little knowledge is shown of the other Miao groups, the Hmong
and Hmou further to the West. Most people in the lowland areas of West Hunan
speak Chinese and those of Kho Xiong descent who do not speak the Kho Xiong
language would never be described as Kho Xiong, though they might be described as

Miao or as people who used to be Miao.

In this thesis, therefore, I use the term Kho Xiong to describe people from highland
villages who speak Kho Xiong since this is the indigenous term. However, if [ am
reporting what someone told me in Chinese about Kho Xiong speakers, I use the

word Miao since, as I have said, this was the term used. The words Kho Xiong are

never used in Chinese. [ also use the term Miao to describe a wider group of people,
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those who either speak Kho Xiong or are descended from people who speak Kho

Xiong and have the classification Miao on their identity cards.

The terms Chinese and Han also need careful consideration. Although writers on the
Hmong in Thailand (e.g. Tapp 1989) make a distinction between Hmong and
Chinese, everyone I write about in my thesis lives in China and is therefore of
Chinese citizenship. Though one can be Miao and Chinese, one cannot be Miao and
Han since the two terms are descriptions of mutually exclusive nationalities.
However, the distinction between Han and minority implies that the Han themselves
are a homogeneous group, which is not the case.” When writing of Han people in
West Hunan, therefore, I distinguish them as such, to make it clear that I am writing
of a particular group of Han. The use of Chinese to denote a language is, however,
more straightforward and I distinguish between Kho Xiong speakers and Chinese

speakers.

Staging and Viewing the Miao

I begin by describing images of Miao people at Jishou University, since this is where
I was based. Students, like tourists, come mostly from outside West Hunan and are
one group to which these images appeal. Jishou University was founded in the
1950s, soon after the Communist Party came to power. In effect, it is a teacher
training college, of which there are a number scattered throughout Hunan, but it
offers a four year degree course as well as the more usual three year course. The
provincial capital, Changsha, is a centre of learning, but until recently Jishou’s was
one of only two universities built outside Changsha. The other is near Chairman
Mao’s birthplace at Xiangtan. Jishou University was built in the 1950s, with the
intention of raising the educational level of the Autonomous Prefecture and was
intended as a centre for the study of Kho Xiong. Today, there is still serious
scholarship on the people classified as Miao and Tujia at the university. However,
most students and teachers have little to do with minority language or culture. The
university now takes applicants from all over Hunan and minority languages are

rarely spoken there.
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The poverty and minority status of the Autonomous Prefecture ensures that the
university is a big recipient of government money and it is often promoted with
reference to images of minorities. During the period when I was in Jishou (1995-7),
the university was expanding rapidly and was in the process of moving to a bigger
campus on the outskirts of the city. Here, impressive new buildings were being built,
including a music department with auditorium, decorated with pictures of people in
minority dress. As a result, apologies by university officials to the effect that they
were only a poor minority area caused raised eyebrows among visitors from less well

appointed teachers’ colleges in other parts of Hunan.

At the time I was there, the campus was not yet finished and was by no means cut off
from the surrounding countryside. Part of the old road to Qianzhou (the old
administrative centre, about 10 kilometres from Jishou) still crossed the site and open
sewers ran alongside it. A new road bypassing the university was being built, as was
a surrounding wall and an elaborate gate, but these were not yet finished, and
sometimes people from the surrounding countryside would come into the campus
and look around at the buildings, the displays of photographs, and at the foreigners. It
was not for some time that I realised that the campus and the new road had taken

some of the most fertile land from the nearby village of Yaxi.

Apart from those staff and students who came from Jishou, contacts between the
university and the city were not extensive and contacts with Kho Xiong speaking
people even less so. Once, when walking through Qianzhou with some second year
students from the university, I was surprised to learn that most of them had never
been there before. Although students would go shopping in Jishou during the day
and class trips were sometimes arranged to the surrounding countryside, few students
or non-local teachers ventured off the campus in the evenings, saying that they were
afraid of being attacked. Instead, the university provided its own social life,
arranging dances and films and there was a street of small restaurants and karaoke

bars on the campus. This division was probably a result of perceptions of the area
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among non-locals as overwhelmingly inhabited by minority people and therefore

4
dangerous.

Despite this lack of contact with indigenous people, images of Miao people,
particularly of Miao women, are prevalent at the university and, as one student said,
the Miao are the university’s special feature. Thus the notice boards often carried
pictures of performances at the scenic park at Dehang, which has close links with the
university. Graduation parties and many other student performances featured
‘minority’ dancing in which the Miao theme was demonstrated through semi-realistic
ethnic costume, and themes of romance and simple country pleasures. Students also

decorated their classrooms with images of minority people.

This emphasis on the Miao is often a means of bringing in money in addition to the
government grants mentioned above. The music department, which is well known
for teaching minority dancing, is financially the most successful department. Foreign
NGOs such as Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) would be told that the standard of
spoken English was low because the students are from the mountains and speak Miao
at home. This, though manifestly inaccurate, was well calculated to appeal to

Western sensibilities.

I was personally involved in the creation of images of Miao people to promote the
university and it was as a result of this that I first visited Jishou’s major tourist
attraction, Dehang. Soon after I began working at the university, I and the other
foreign teacher, a British man recruited through VSO, were told that the Hunan
Provincial Government was preparing a book which would include pictures of all the
foreign teachers in Hunan. Photographs were taken of myself and the VSO teacher
talking to students and to university officials, but most care was taken over the
photographs with a Miao minority theme. First, it was arranged that we were to have
our photographs taken alongside students from the music department who dressed in
the costumes they used for displays of minority dancing. These were an ‘improved’
version of West Hunan minority dress, tunics and trousers decorated with traditional

Miao embroidery but made in bright synthetic fabrics, and worn with city shoes.
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However, we were told that these were not real Miao people, and that the next day
we should go to the scenic park at Dehang where we could find the Miao laobaixing

(ordinary people, lit. the old hundred surnames).

Images of these kinds, found in an urban environment where there are few
indications of day-to-day minority life, tell us more about the people who create
them than about the minorities themselves, a process which is similar to Westerners’
constructions of themselves in opposition to essentialised images of ‘orientals’ as
described by Said (1978). Such images imply a contrast between the urban,
modernising Han and a rural, even exotic, minority people. The variety of minority
images found throughout China also implies that, in contrast to the minorities, the
Han are a homogenous group. In order to demonstrate this opposition, images of
minorities are constructed with great care. It may not be enough for the minority
people to be themselves. As well as being rural and economically underdeveloped,
minority people must be shown to be simple and erotic and diverse, features which

contrast them with an ideal image of the Han.

Dehang Scenic Park

The setting for most interactions between Jishou people and the Miao, as well as for
many photographs of the Miao and the training of Miao dancers, is the scenic park at
Dehang. An account of the scenic park illustrates the extent to which images of the
Miao in West Hunan are artificial constructions. The village of Dehang is about
twenty kilometres from Jishou, surrounded by beautiful countryside. The scenic park
was set up there in the early 1980s. The area was chosen because it combined a
beautiful landscape and Kho Xiong speaking people in traditional dress in an area
relatively accessible from Jishou. There is now a restaurant there and a simple hotel,
although non-Chinese are not allowed to stay. (This is the case with many small
hotels and may also be a result of it being in a rural area.) There is also a large
courtyard, which doubles as a performance area and a basketball court, living
accommodation for the employees and a building for holding performances. This
last is built with a wooden balcony and pillars in a pastiche of local architectural

styles.
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The surrounding park encompasses a village, fields and mountains and epitomises
the natural and the rural but a visit to Dehang is a highly controlled experience. Far
from involving contact with the laobaixing, no contact takes place between visitors
and villagers, apart from with those who sell noodles and with the occasional hostile
small child. Instead there is a very managed interaction in which visitors and
performers look at the village and mountains, and Miao people are presented as a

visually attractive package along with the landscape.

On the road into the park there is a gate and an office selling entrance tickets.
Students at the university are given reduced rates but, in a pricing system which is
widespread and, until recently, officially sanctioned, foreigners must pay double the
Chinese rates. Access is limited in other ways. Visitors to Dehang make contact
with Miao people in the form of a group of young women employed by the park,
who greet them on their arrival. There is no actual contact with inhabitants of
Dehang village. The young women, who also act as guides, were often described to
me as ‘real Miao’ girls from the village of Dehang. Though they are officially
registered as Miao and speak Kho Xiong, they are in fact trained performers,

recruited from a wider area.

The performers are dressed in colourful versions of West Hunan Miao costume,
similar to those used by the music department at Jishou University. Sometimes they
wear skirts in the style of Miao people in Guizhou. The visitors’ interest in the
colourful costumes is seen in the enthusiasm with which they dress up in them to
have their photographs taken. They may pose with the guides in front of the
performance hall or a feature of the landscape creating colourful and attractive
images. These present a strong contrast with the village women who, dressed in dark
or faded tunics and rolled up trousers, spend all afternoon sorting out rice on woven

rush mats on the performance courtyard.

The visitors, however, are participating in a form of staged authenticity. The Miao

performances appear to have nothing to do with the ‘maintenance of traditions’ nor

55



the ‘positive encouragement of ritual practice’ (Swain 1978), but to be something
grafted onto the original village at Dehang. The scenic park appeals to the tourists’
‘search for authenticity’ and for the “back region’ but is in reality ‘a staged back
region, a kind of living museum’ (MacCannell 1973: 596). They can be seen as a
kind of ‘invented tradition’ but unlike the invented traditions described by

Hobsbawm (1983), they represent an image not of one’s own people, but an ‘Other’.

Minority People in Pictures

Dehang is one of many places where photographs and pictures of minority people are
created which then travel throughout China. With its landscape and colourful images
of Miao people, Dehang was considered an ideal setting for photographs to promote
Jishou University. Arrangements were made for us to have time off from classes and
we were driven there in the university car. When we arrived, the car was parked on
the performance courtyard and the photographer went into the restaurant and
explained who we were and what we wanted. Two of the guides were chosen and
sent off to change into their ‘minority’ costumes and fetch buckets. We then went
together into the village where photographs were taken of us talking together by the
river. The intention was that it should look as if we had met them by chance while
washing their clothes and the artificiality of the situation was highlighted by the fact
that the two guides found the idea of washing clothes in the river very amusing.
When we came across an old woman in Miao dress who actually was washing her
clothes in the river she was completely ignored by the photographer and did not

feature in any of the photographs.

The presence of Westerners juxtaposed to these images of minorities is not so
unusual. Similar situations have been described by Schein, who was often the
subject of media interest during her fieldwork among the Miao in Guizhou. She
suggests that both Westerners and Miao are objectified and the media interest is in
the ‘disjuncture’ which results from  juxtaposing these two intriguing objects’
(Schein 1993: 334). Minorities and foreigners may have more in common than this
suggests. Gladney points out that minorities are considered sui hian, which he

translates as loose and can also mean casual (1994: 92). This is an adjective
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typically attached also to foreigners who have a reputation in China for being casual
and sexually ‘loose’. It may be the unexpected similarity, as much as the disjuncture,
which makes pictures of this kind so popular. However, I suggest that this
photograph was posed to provide an image of Jishou as a minority area which is
primitive but clean and appealing, romantic, but controlled. This could be assumed

to be attractive to prospective students as well as potential conference visitors.

Visual images of minority people, often of minority women, have become widely
popular in China. Similar images are promoted to tourists in other parts of China
(Chao 1996: 210, Cheung 1996a: 261f., Cheung 1996b:184, 225f., Diamond 1994:
110-11, Schein 1993, Oakes 1998). Schein (1989: 201) describes how artists and
television crews from all over China visited the area of Guizhou where she worked
looking for images of minority people. Whilst in West Hunan, I met someone who
was photographing minority people in order to collect images to include in his
paintings. He told me that every Miao area has its own local special cultural features
(tese) but, in reiterating these cultural features himself, he showed that his interest
was largely in the variations in women’s costumes. Similarly, the expectation at
Jishou University was that I, too, would want to go and look at Miao people. The
visual nature of the research I was expected to do was indicated by the suggestion
made by cadres at the university that I should go to Laershan, because there ‘you can

see women wearing high turbans.’

Images of minorities are also widely seen in metropolitan areas. Throughout China,
footage of minorities singing and dancing is some of the most popular material for
television programmes. Despite their associations with remote areas, images of
minorities are constantly found at the heart of Han Chinese culture, such as
billboards in the middle of Beijing and television programmes for Chinese New
Years. As Gladney writes, ‘even in the areas of popular culture, art, film, and moral
value, the so-called “peripheral minorities” have played a pivotal role in influencing
and constructing contemporary Chinese society and identity’ (1994: 94). Gladney
suggests that images of minorities assume not just the superiority but also the

homogeneity of the Han. By drawing a contrast between the alluring but exotically
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different minorities and the Han majority, there takes place, he argues, a
‘homogenisation of the majority and the expense of the exoticised minority” which is
‘central to [China’s] nationalisation and modernisation project’ (1994: 95). 1 will

discuss the question of Han homogeneity further in Chapter Five.

Minorities and Gender

In particular, the images I have described are of young minority women. Harrell
suggests that the representations of minorities as female are part of a definitional
process in which they are shown to be inferior to the Han. Often, images of minority
women are erotic ones, part of what Harrell describes as ‘the eroticisation and
feminisation of the peripheral’ (1994a: 9). For example, the province of Yunnan is
the home of the Yunnan style of painting, initiated in the early 1980s, in which
minority women are portrayed as ‘colourful, erotic and exotic’ (Gladney 1994: 110).
At Dehang, a shop sells locally made hangings, some of which depict scenery, rural
women in Miao dress and in some, almost naked dancing ‘minority’ women. It also
sells a variety of small products including charm necklaces and fans decorated with

photographs of Western women in a state of semi-undress.

These romantic or erotic images of minorities in West Hunan reinforce the notion
that they are images of an “Other’ in opposition to Han perceptions of propriety. An
example of this contrast is in the pictures in the locally produced Picture Album of
Xiang Xi (sic) Tujia and Miao Nationalities Autonomous Prefecture show four
nationalities, Tujia, Miao, Bai and Han. All the young minority nationality women
wear festival dress and smile shyly away from the camera whereas the Han woman is
dressed simply and modestly, her hair tied into bunches, and smiles directly into the

camera. As Gladney points out,

Minorities become a marked category, characterised by sensuality, colorfulness, and

exotic custom. This contrasts with the ‘unmarked’ nature of Han identity (1994: 102).
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Gender difference can be taken as a metaphor of domination and this it is not of
course peculiar to China. For example, Luhrman writes of the British in India that
they
constructed themselves as dyadic opposites, particularly around the categories of gender,
age and race. The British were hypermasculinised, scientific and progressive, a high step on
the evolutionary ladder; the Indians were effeminate, childlike, primitive, and superstitious

(1996 8).

However, the metaphor of colonised people as female does not simply elicit ideas of
weakness in the face of strength or backwardness contrasted to progress. The
relationship between Han and minority, like that between coloniser and colonised in
other parts of the world also incorporates elements of desire (cf Bhabha 1994: 44)
and erotic qualities have long been attributed to the Miao (Diamond 1988).
Representations of the Miao as female do not just express an idea of the Han as
dominating, they also allow the Han to enjoy mildly erotic images which would not

be acceptable if they were attributed to the Han themselves.

It has been argued that the image of simple and primordial minority people, may
evoke not just sexual desire but desire for a more ‘traditional’ way of life. Minority
regions are seen as ‘stable, essential categories of people and places that convey
timelessness and security from the uncertainties of change’ (Oakes 1998: 58), places
where ‘traditional culture persists relatively untainted’ (Schein 1993: 104). Some
visitors to West Hunan do regard minority culture in this way. For example, the
young artist who was taking photographs of minority people told me that Han people
liked to see Miao customs because they were ancient, and an employee of the Jishou
City Tourism Department told me that overseas Chinese come to the area to see
ancient Chinese customs. However, there were few visitors to Jishou from larger
metropolitan centres and such reactions did not appear to be paramount.
Nevertheless, in describing these carefully constructed representations of the Miao
as images of an ‘Other” we should not lose sight of the complex mixture of

superiority and desire which these images evoke in the onlooker.

59



Minorities and Landscape

The background to the visual images of minorities which I have been describing is
the dramatic, craggy landscape of West Hunan and for many onlookers the two
images are inextricably related. Both are seen to represent the natural, the antithesis
of urban life and both are viewed in ways which tell us more about the aspirations of

those doing the observing than of the inhabitants of the landscape.

The appreciation of the landscape of West Hunan, like that of images of minorities,
has been a preoccupation of people from outside the area, rather than people from
West Hunan itself. In recent years, viewing landscape has become a popular activity
for many tourists from China’s urban areas, and the northern part of West Hunan has
become particularly associated with landscape through the fame of Zhangjiajie, a
newly opened National Forest Park (Guojia shenlin gongyuan) two hundred
kilometres to the north of Jishou. The area was unknown until it was “discovered’ by
visitors from Hong Kong in the early 1980s, but since then has become Hunan’s
foremost tourist site. Incorporating gorges and rocky pinnacles it is sometimes

described as exceeding Guilin, China’s most famous scenic park, in beauty.

Like the images of minorities, the promotion of landscape is closely connected with
projects to bring income into the area. Zhangjiajie has become a major source of
income for the northern part of West Hunan as a result of government investments
which include the building of a new airport. Originally part of the West Hunan
Autonomous Prefecture, it split off from the rest of the Prefecture in the early 1990s
after complaints that too much profit from the investment was going to Jishou.
Today, few people combine a visit to Zhangjiaje with visiting Jishou and the
promotion of the much smaller park at Dehang is an attempt to redress this.
Admiring the scenery is an important aspect of a visit to Dehang. A set of steps has
been built up the most sheer of the mountain outcrops, described in the brochure as

‘the splendid Pangu peak which towers into the clouds’.

Appreciation of landscape in China has, of course, a long history (cf Powers 1998)

and one which has been part of the world-view of the educated elite. During the
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Ming and Qing dynasties the appreciation of landscape was central to Chinese travel
writing. Ward, in his study of the eighteenth century Chinese travel writer Xu Xiake,
concludes that Chinese travel writing was concerned with ‘the fusion of the human
self with the landscape’ rather than with any contact with the inhabitants (Ward
1997: 118). This distancing from the indigenous people is indicated in the fact that
places were not considered to be beautiful unless designated as such by a member of
the elite, after which time it was the duty of the local inhabitants to look after it
(Ward 1997: 13). This intimate connection between the educated observer and the
landscape has been attributed to the expression of power relations on a wider scale.
Noting that Chinese landscape painting flourished in the eighteenth century, at the
height of China’s imperial power, Mitchell suggests that landscape painting in
general can be seen as, the “”’dreamwork” of imperialism’ (1994: 10) and it has been
suggested that in China the appreciation of landscape had a ‘rhetorical function’ to

play in a ‘projection of universalising imperial claims’ (Powers 1998: 10).

In West Hunan this element of power is suggested in the way that the appreciation of
landscape runs parallel to the viewing of minority people. Viewing landscape is
often clearly prescribed, this particular mountain is worth seeing from that particular
viewpoint, and like the images of minorities it is managed rather than spontaneous.
As I have said, the mountains of Dehang are often used as a background for
photographs of visitors dressed up in ‘Miao’ costume accompanied by Miao guides.
Often, images of minority peoples are seen as, almost literally, part of the landscape.
It is not unusual for Chinese travellers to view minority people as part of the
landscape or scenery (fengjing) which they have come to see. I myself have heard
someone say how much he liked the well known Chinese tourist destination of Guilin
because ‘the place was good, the scenery was good and the minorities were also
good’ thus packaging them together. Usually these images are female. Gladney
(1994) describes how in the narration of one film, minority women, pictured bathing

EEE]

in a river ‘literally become the “scenery” (101) when the voice over says, ‘[t]he

scenery is beautiful enough, they make it more fascinating’ (102). .
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This fixed notion of landscape (including the women), as an aesthetic object which
only the educated are capable of appreciating, stands in contrast to the constructions
of locality by the inhabitants of the landscape. I go on to discuss this later in my
thesis. Where attitudes to landscape were concerned I became very aware of a
difference between local and non-local views. Far from appreciating rocky
mountains or steep gorges, the inhabitants of this landscape often have good reason
to avoid such sights. On a visit to a highland village I was shown a gorge which was
nearby. The student who showed it to me had been taken there from her school and
knew that it was a scenic sight. However, she also told me that people from her
village did not like to go there because over the years, a number of people from her

village had fallen and been killed while collecting animal fodder in the area.

Indeed, one of the most common topics of conversation which I had with people I
met casually on buses or in the road was their aversion to the land in which they
lived. Most saw it as a source of inconvenience and poverty. Complete strangers
would talk to me quite bitterly about the mountains. ‘It’s a mountain district (shan
qu)’ was the commonest explanation given for the area’s poverty and was used as an
explanation for all kinds of mishaps from buses breaking down to general
underdevelopment (/uohou). People often asked whether we had mountains in
Britain, and expressed surprise when they learned that such a developed country as

Britain did have mountains.

The cumulative impression I gained from all these conversations and comments was
that far from being seen as a place of beauty, or a ‘deeply loved native land’ as a
West Hunan television programme promoted it,” West Hunan is seen by its
inhabitants as a place of last resort to which their ancestors had fled. This seems to
be a view held among everyone, whether classified Miao or Han. A young Kho
Xiong speaking woman told me that she had heard that in the past Miao people had
lived in a level place by a big river, but that other people had wanted the land and
tried to kill the Miao people so they had run away to the mountain ridges and forests.
Similar stories are described by Graham who says of the Miao people of Northwest

Guizhou that “their folk tales reveal the fact that they dread the steep paths and high



mountains and live there only because they are a defeated people’ (Graham 1961:
70). People of Han Chinese descent, whose ancestors had come here looking for
land, were also among those who complained about the quality of the land in West

7]
Hunan.

Interacting with the ‘Miao’

I have described a series of images of minorities and landscape through which, I
suggest, local government has produced particular images of West Hunan. While
these may appeal to a nostalgia for the past, they also reinforce a sense of superiority
among urban visitors. Often these involved little or no contact between visitors and
villages. In contrast to the lack of contact between tourists and the villagers, there
was a limited amount of interaction with the performers and tourists, as is indicated

in the following introduction to the Dehang area, translated locally,
The local customs ‘welcoming guest wine’, ‘flower drum dance’, ‘song and dance

evening’ all brim over with rich local features and make visitors reluctant to leave.
But, given the artificiality I have described, it is no surprise to find that what
interaction there is has been carefully stage managed so that there is no contact with

the actualities of minority life.

Interaction between visitors and Miao guides and performers often has romantic and
playful elements. Visitors are greeted by young women offering them drinks,
something also found in tourist activities in minority areas of Guizhou (Schein 1993:
228, Cheung 1996b: 214). Dance performances usually include one or more items,
described as traditional Miao games, which involve audience participation. These
games usually require a certain amount of agility on the part of the performers. In
one, a pair of long pieces of wood shaped like skis, are brought out. These have
multiple foot-loops in which a line of people must stand and walk simultaneously,
resulting in much laughter. Visitors are encouraged to join in and male visitors are

sometimes almost dragged onto the stage by the female performers.

During the day, tourists can walk around the park with one of the Miao performers as

a guide and male visitors may expect something more romantic than this from the
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encounter. For example, on one visit to Dehang we met one of the performers,
wearing a bright pink skirt and a wide peasant hat, and leading a group of men up to
the Liusha waterfall. We met her again at some stepping stones across a river. She
went across the stepping stones first, laughing from the far bank at the visitors’
slowness and laughing again when they were splashed and teased by children from
the village. When they finally joined her, she rushed on up the hill to a small
pavilion. Both sides were enjoying the game but, when we got to the pavilion, we
found the Miao woman more subdued. One of the men was asking her to have her
photograph taken sitting on a rock with him. As far as I could see, the only way she
could do this was by sitting on his lap, and she was refusing to do so. This suggests
that far from being automata, the young Miao women who are being positioned as
‘Other’ are also able to some extent to set their own terms revealing ‘resistance to the

utilisation of their bodies and their smiles’ (Schein 1997: 83).

Although there was relatively little interaction between those who wanted to view the
Miao and the villagers themselves, often visitors had no wish to see more. I was told
that when some visitors came to Jishou University from the teacher training college
at Huaihua, about 100 kilometres south of Jishou, they were driven up to a village
near Dehang to see the village and the people working in the fields, but they did not
get out of the bus. Then they were taken to another vantage point to look at the
scenery. Further evidence of this is seen in the fact that students from other parts of
Hunan would often tell me that they were disappointed because they expected to see
young women in minority dress on the streets of Jishou. If I pointed out that some of
the rural women in the markets were quite young they would say, yes but they are
not wearing beautiful colours and jewellery. Some students would seek out festivals
aimed at tourists, of which there were one or two a year in the Autonomous
Prefecture, to see the colourful images of minorities they had expected. On visits to
Dehang, students who admired the colourful Miao guides would laugh rather
derisively when they overheard old village women speaking Kho Xiong, and try to

imitate the sound of their speech.
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This lack of contact contrasts with the situation in Guizhou as described by Schein
(1993, 1997) and by Oakes, where the tourists have much closer contact with the
villagers themselves who, in turn ‘strive to mediate the construction of that
landscape’ (Oakes 1998: 59). In fact, many images of minorities in West Hunan are

produced without minority people taking part.

Minority Dancing

In the following section of this chapter I consider in some detail performances of
minority dancing at Jishou University. I suggest that these dances illustrate the
degree to which images of the Miao are removed from what the Miao say about
themselves and also the ambivalent relationship of fear and desire which educated

people have with the images of minority people.

‘Minority dancing’ at Jishou University was enacted by the students themselves. It
was one of the most popular forms of entertainment at the university and students
and teachers often told me how much they liked it. Like the performances at
Dehang, these dances made use of colourful versions of minority costume and
jewellery and were often based on playful or romantic themes. Most people, when
asked, would say that they knew that these images were not actually representative of
life in a Miao village, but they still regarded the dancing as a local feature. For
example, one young Communist Party member told me how much she had enjoyed a
recent performance because the music, dancing and costume were typical of this

area.

I describe one from a series of five dances, all on similar themes, which were
performed by members of the Music Department at a graduation day performance.
In some ways all the dances were similar. Certain steps were used repeatedly
throughout the performance. Some of these were typical of the Western style disco
dancing which is so popular in China today, though with the Miao style silver
jewellery whirling around it looked rather incongruous. Other steps were peculiar to
the ‘minority dancing’ style which has developed, the most characteristic being a

sideways jumping with fists turned upwards and hips thrusting forwards. From time
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to time the steps indicated that they were climbing steep hills and crossing fast-
flowing rivers. In this way Western and “minority’ influences combined to suggest

the vigorous and the erotic.

This particular dance was on the theme of lovemaking between young Miao people.
The dancers appeared on the stage in two groups, girls on one side of the stage and
boys at the other. Unlike some of the other dances, in which the women wore bright
or light coloured costumes, the costumes in this dance were darker coloured. They
differed from actual minority dress in West Hunan in that the women wore above the
knee skirts rather than trousers with a band of silver jewellery across the fronts of

their turbans, and a yoke of silver jewellery across their tunic tops.

At the start of the dance, one girl was standing in the middle of the group of boys
whose gestures towards her suggested attention and admiration. She, however,
pushed them away and went to join the other girls. The girls made a circle, all facing
inwards, the music began and there was a parody of shy laughter with their hands
held in front of their faces. Then the groups of girls and boys approached each other
and danced. This was followed by another very common feature of ‘minority’
dancing where the boys picked the girls up and put them over their shoulders. The
narrative of the dance proceeded with the girls running away and laughing shyly and
then, one by one, consenting to form couples with the boys. Romantic gestures
between them ensued, followed by each girl becoming angry and pushing her over-
eager partner away with exaggerated gestures of rejection. Then girls and boys fell
down into an exhausted heap and slept. Finally, one by one the girls got up and
attracted their partner’s attention coyly and they went off stage in couples. The last
girl got up and left by herself and the last boy, the clown of the group, followed her a

few seconds after her with a broad, foolish smile of anticipation on his face.

Clearly this is a representation of a Han Chinese view of Miao courtship. The dance
is based on a common Han misconception that young unmarried Miao men and
women meet and sing love songs to each other and that this is immediately followed

by making love. The dance varied between expression of spontaneous and
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uninhibited feelings to coy flirting. The only obstacle to apparently random pairing
was the need for the men to overcome the girls’ shyness. Although at the end of the
dance it is the women who lead the men away, the dance also suggests a lack of
choice. The women are picked up by the young men and cannot escape. The last
young woman to pair off has no choice but to go with the remaining young man.
However, a comparison of this dance with an account of Miao courtship suggests
that the dance is based more on a Han Chinese fascination with minority sexuality
than on reality. The Miao practice of pre-marriage sexual relations fascinates as well
as repels the Han Chinese (cf Gladney 1994: 102) and it was suggested to me more

than once that I should take Miao marriage as my research theme.

Liang Zhaohui had grown up near Aizhai where Miao courtship took place even
during the Cultural Revolution and his account, based on what he had been told by
his contemporaries there, shows how far from the truth this kind of representation is.
His account was as follows: If some boys meet some girls in the market and they
tease them and the girls don’t get angry then one of the boys will make an
appointment with one of the girls. The boy and girl who make the arrangements are
usually slightly older than the others and it is for the girl to arrange the time and the
place and how many ‘sisters’ to bring with her. The place chosen is usually
somewhere in the mountains, away from the villages. There they sing songs, ask
riddles or just talk and form couples. The two groups make an appointment for
another night. At the second appointment they talk all night and at the third
appointment they make love. The liaisons formed would not normally end in
marriage, since many young people are betrothed from childhood, but might do if

long term relationships were formed and the couples insisted on staying together.

His account emphasises that far from being an expression of uninhibited, primitive or
natural feelings, the occasion is a ritualised event in which women play an equal
rather than passive role, since the young women plan the meeting in advance and
always choose the time and place. He also stresses that, unlike the dance, the young
men and women choose their partners on the basis of displays of singing and wit.

Such meetings are neither illicit nor casual (sui bian). Though not discussed with
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their parents, they will be encouraged by the girls’ brothers, who may help them
finish their farm work so that that they will not be late. As I have suggested, the
dance described above is more a representation of what the Han find fascinating and

‘Other’, than of actual Miao practices.

Despite the evident erotic and romantic content of some of the dancing, this aspect of
it was rarely alluded to by people at Jishou University. For example, [ was told by a
member of staff, in English, that the dances were popular because they were lively
and ‘crowded’ (presumably a translation of renao) and that the best dances were the
most colourful ones. Through these dances the students are able to enact and enjoy
these mildly erotic images. The fact that the Chinese educational system which has
only recently permitted university students to ‘date,” suggests that these images are
only acceptable because they are associated with the non-Han and the rural. In
enjoying them, however, the students participate in an ambiguous relationship with
this constructed ‘Other’ which comprises both closeness and distance. That is, they

are able to enact aspects of their own desire, while attributing it to someone else.

Television Series

A similar emphasis on colourful images and erotic feelings at the expense of social
interaction, can be seen in a television series made to accompany the Miao/Hmong
conference which was held in Jishou in 1994 (see Chapter Eight). Three, hour long
episodes were based on the following aspects of Miao culture: silver jewellery,
embroidery and drum dancing. Since the drum dancing was presented as
entertainment for tourists, each episode was in fact also promoting investment in the
area and, like the images of the Miao at Jishou University, it was a means of

promoting the area.

The episodes all include pictures of young smiling Miao women in embroidered

costumes and jewellery, walking in beautiful landscapes. There are few signs of
modern developments, people are shown washing in tanks and sewing by candle-
light. However, they are sanitised images, no mud or dirt is shown. Many of the

scenes appear to have been filmed at Dehang, since people are shown walking on
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flagstones rather than ordinary paths. The inaccuracy of these images is underlined
by the fact, unknown to many viewers, that most of the participants are actors, many

of them brought in from other parts of Hunan.

The television programme I consider here does cover the history of the Miao
rebellions and Miao marriage practices and does therefore provide a richer picture of
Miao people than do the performances I have discussed above. However, the
episode constantly returns to the subject of romance and its unifying theme is the
beauty of Miao jewellery and the happiness this brings. There is also frequent
mention of the antiquity of Miao. Their love songs, for example, have been sung ‘for
thousands of years, century after century’. There is no hint of poverty and in the

opening moments of the episode we are told;

The clear cry of a bird leads us into a quiet Miao mountain range, leads us
into a mysterious but colourful world. Six hundred and seventy thousand
Miao relatives (fongbao) have multiplied in their ancient, deeply loved
land. With their industrious hands and sparkling sweat they have

cultivated the high mountains and created their own unique customs.

Wearing silver jewellery is a custom which the Miao women follow as a
source of pride. Pure and beautiful, silver jewellery embodies the Miao
peoples’ history of appreciating beauty and it symbolises happiness and

luck.

In contrast to other works on Miao people (cf Lemoine 1978: 803, Ruey Yih-fu
1962: 184 ), there is no mention here of conflict with the Han Chinese. But the
history of the Miao rebellions is mentioned and attributed, as is often the case, to the
evils of feudalism and ‘the blood stained oppression of the Qing dynasty.”® The
Miao are also described as heroic fighters against French imperialists and, in recent
years, against the Vietnamese.” This historical account is, however, trivialised by its
association with jewellery and dancing and it is through a description of silver

jewellery that the subject of history is introduced. Attention is drawn to an
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ornamental curved silver knife in a woman’s head-dress and the explanation for this
is that it is in memory of the rebellions against the Qing dynasty. The description of
the rebellions is accompanied by footage of a war-like ‘shield dance’, another
choreographed ‘minority’ dance with as little relation to the actualities of life in West
Hunan as have the performances of ‘minority dancing’ at Jishou University. In the
scene which follows this, the camera follows a man wearing a Miao tunic and turban.
The commentary says that he is a forest warden and praises his unique skills and the
‘string of firm footsteps’ that he leaves behind him. He too carries a curved knife
and the voice-over, suddenly knowing, says ‘Oh, now I understand why the Miao
girls wear knives in their head-dresses, it is both in memory of their martyrs and out

of reverence for their heroes!” The explanation is to turn once again to the erotic.

From here, the narrative moves on to Miao love songs and marriage. It is indicative
of the relatively scholarly nature of the series that the love songs we hear sung are
typical of the West Hunan Kho Xiong people, since in the depiction of courtship
ritual described above, the accompanying music is of a more popular and commercial
type. However, the details of the ritual are inaccurate and suggest that courtship is
precipitate. Young people are shown singing love songs by the roadside and later

leaving tokens on the trees to show they are not to be disturbed.

The representation of Miao as ‘Other’ is indicated by a number of comments to the
effect that Miao practices are strange and different. For example, the courtship scene
begins with a couple of young men bumping against some young women on market
day, to attract their attention and we are told that ‘the strange thing is that they do not
mind, they even feel pleased’. Later we are told that the bride and the girls who
accompany her ‘are not at all put out” when they have to wait before entering the
bridal chamber and ‘when Miao people get married, they do not bow to the ancestors
and they do not enter the bridal chamber.” There is in these descriptions an implicit

contrast to Han norms of behaviour.

The television programme is filled with praise for the Miao. It ends with the words

which purport to be a wedding toast; ‘Sound the happy note of the horn, praise the
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song of happiness, praise the pure beauty of silver, praise the sweetness of love.
Praise the nationality, which is pure like silver.” This, however, is indicative of the
trivialising emphasis on colourful images and happy feelings which is found in most
of these images. In its emphasis on these aspects and on the way that the Miao ‘lack’
Chinese customs this programme is similar to the images of Miao people found in
1% century Miao albums (see for example Lin 1940: 286-7, Playfair 1986). Some
of these also contain pictures where, as described by Diamond, Miao people were
pictured always in the forests or outside isolated homesteads without ‘any indication
that people live in organised communities.” Though the men were shown as coarse
and dark, beautiful young women were depicted and the emphasis was on ‘sexual
license, with variants on the theme of young men and women meeting in the
wilderness to dance, sing, drink or repair to the nearest shelter for further intimacies’

(1994: 100, 103).

Conclusions

These are images which are ‘highly produced’ (Schein 1993: 10). They are
rehearsed sequences in particular settings, which convey particular and repeated
images. They have more appeal for educated people from outside the area than for
West Hunan people, fitting in with a China-wide image of the minorities as ‘Other’
to a progressive and homogeneous Han Chinese. Ignoring the hardships of mountain
life and Miao social organisation or religious belief, they are images which show
Miao people as colourful and erotic, concerned with simple uninhibited feelings. In
addition to this they provided a means of income for local government. As such,
these images are representative neither of the Kho Xiong speaking highlanders, nor
of the Chinese speaking people who live in the lowlands. Instead, they can be seen
as a form of invented tradition, with particular appeal for urban people who come
from outside the area to whom they are both the antithesis of civilised Chineseness

and objects of desire.
What do West Hunan people and in particular West Hunan minority people make of

these images? As I have mentioned, this is not a line of enquiry which I intend to

cover in depth but I finish with a few observations. It would be difficult to make a

71



case that these images of ‘Other’ are hegemonic in their effects (cf Said 1978). At
times, rural people would informally make use of the tourist facilities at Dehang
themselves, reappropriating them and giving them their own meanings (cf Schein
1997: 86). Ordinarily the site at Dehang provides a place for village children to play
and for adults to dry and winnow rice. Once when I was there, the proceedings for
an inter-village basket ball match were opened with a drum dance by the performers,
who were also keen members of the audience. On other occasions people might also
contest the official images, such as when Miao people told me that whereas Han
people think Miao women are forward, in fact they are very shy. Most commonly,
however, it seemed that the images of the Miao in Jishou were of no great interest

and they were rarely consumed or discussed by the people of West Hunan.

"I confine myself here to images which are accessible and well known to all through television and

magazines and I do not cover local scholarly works.

? Though the term Kho Xiong is used in the West to refer to the people and the language (e.g.

Lemoine 1978: 797), indigenously it is the word “Xiong’ which is used to denote the language, and pu

Xiong means to speak Xiong. The word kho means people and Kho Xiong therefore means the Xiong

people. For the sake of simplicity, however, I use the words Kho Xiong to refer to both language and
eople.

?See for example, Gladney (1991) & Guldin (1984). I discuss this point further in Chapter Five.

* Schein reports similar attitudes on the campuses where she studied in Guizhou (1993: 311f.).

% Oakes writes that in Shen Congwen’s work, the landscape of West Hunan ‘was represented as a

beautiful woman upon whom Shen’s audience could gaze before she was inevitably “taken™ (1995:

93). Shen’s work is not widely popular in China today and cannot be seen as representative of ways

in which images of gender and landscape are currently expressed.

® See below.

7 But the landscape is, of course, also invested with considerable power in the form of sacred sites and

JSengshui, as | have mentioned in the previous chapter.

¥ For other examples of the ruling classes being held responsible for oppressing the Miao, see Ma Yin

(1989) and Pu Qiu (1989).

? See Diamond (1994: 110) for comments on a similar history of the Da Hua Miao of Guizhou.
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Chapter Four - Festivals as Images of Minority Culture

The colourful and romantic images I have been describing are produced largely for
those from outside the area. In this chapter I consider events at which West Hunan
people themselves are involved in creating and viewing images of minority culture.
These are of a rather different kind, consisting of ‘healthy’ activities, many of which
take the form of competitions. I begin by describing festivals in the Jishou area,
most but not all of which were held at the Chinese Lunar New Year in 1997. These
were promoted by the local government and, as with the material described in
Chapter Two, they are based on particular images of minority culture. I attended
these festivals as a visitor since, with the exception of the Jishou New Year
procession, they were put on in small towns in rural areas, where I was not resident.
Despite this, however, the material provides useful insights into the influence of the
local government on local cultural events. These festivals were usually referred to as

huodong (events, activities).

Rural festivals are held on market days, thus attracting a fairly large number of
people. As in the rest of China, most festivals, particularly those considered to be
minority festivals, come under the responsibility of local government (Feuchtwang
and Wang 1991: 259). Two departments of the Prefecture local government are
involved, the Cultural Department (Wenhua Ju) and Minority Affairs Bureau (Min
Wei). However, most rural festivals are arranged, with the approval of the Cultural
Department, at the relatively low level of town government, that is by the local

Cultural Station (Wenhua Zhan).

From an interview with an employee of the Cultural Department in Jishou, I learned
that the organisation of such festivals is intended to improve local culture and
promote a favourable image of the area to people from other regions. He told me
that the purpose of supporting such festivals was to revive local culture which had
suffered during the Cultural Revolution, and to promote a warm atmosphere at New
Year. He also said that such festivals are used to show how there are good relations

between Han and Miao and, when I asked if holding these festivals meant that they
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would attract the interest of the Provincial Government he said ‘Yes, of course.’
Some of these festivals may be granted money from the Cultural Department, but

usually the money came from other sources, often private sponsorship.

In addition to the small-scale festivals arranged by the Cultural Stations, which I
shall describe later in this chapter, there are a small number of ‘Miao’, ‘Tujia’ and
‘Han’ festivals which are both funded and organised by the Cultural Department.' In
these cases the initial suggestion may come from the Cultural Department, who ask
local officials to hold the festival and provide funding and experts to guide
preparations. These are the festivals that will be attended and viewed by outsiders,
bringing money and publicity to the area. One of these was the ‘Miao’ festival of Si
Yue Ba, (literally the eighth of the fourth lunar month) which I will describe in the

: 2
next section.

Si Yue Ba festival

In the spring of 1996, the Si Yue Ba festival was held in Shanjiang, a Miao speaking
settlement in the mountains of Fenghuang county. Shanjiang is something of a
showpiece. It is a place where officially organised groups, such as the delegates to
the 1994 Miao conference held in Jishou’, and groups of tourists, are taken to see a
minority market day. The covered market area and some of the recent buildings have
been built with traditional Chinese style roofs, which may seem contradictory until
we recall that minority people are taken to be survivals of a primordial Chinese

culture.

The staging of the Si Yue Ba festival alternates between Shanjiang and a location in
Eastern Guizhou.* On the occasion I attended, it was a relatively small affair
compared with previous years. Despite this, the festival attracted tourists, journalists
and some other delegates, whose importance I did not learn, as well as people from
Dehang and the surrounding villages. A friend and I were the only Westerners
present. The reason for the choice of Si Yue Ba for government support is that it is
said, in officially approved historical accounts of the area, to commemorate a local

revolutionary hero, though others say that it is a festival when young people sing
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Kho Xiong dialogic love songs to each other. However, the event I attended was
concerned with presenting images of the Miao, and not a chance for young people to

find partners.

Though it was held on an ordinary market day, the festival was highly organised,
with many people from Shanjiang performing prearranged roles. There were a
number of young people dressed up in Miao costume and head-dresses, and there
were women adorned with jewellery. The costumes were more ‘authentic’ than the
colourful versions seen at Dehang and at Jishou University, but were obviously not
their usual dress since the costumes were all identical. I had never seen young men
wearing Miao dress in other circumstances and the girls were wearing their Miao
costume together with high heeled shoes. As the young people of the township, they
would normally have been wearing western style clothing. Among the crowds there
were young people with name tags making sure everything was running smoothly.
There were also a large number of police. As well as stalls selling the usual market
day produce, some stalls selling jewellery and minority embroidery were doing brisk

business with the young tourists.

The festival consisted of a series of performances representing different aspects of
Miao life. It began with a performance of vigorous dancing, accompanied by
drumming, in which the performers held staffs. This style of dance is often used to
represent the rebellious history of Miao people. The schedule was disrupted by rain
and the artificiality of the situation was made more obvious when the weather cleared
and the delegates and tourists went back to the entrance of the village. Here, midway
through the morning they were ‘welcomed’ back in by drum dancing, horn blowing

and a lion flanked by two masked figures.

The welcome was followed by a performance of singing Kho Xiong songs, by a
group of women in festival costume, which some of the onlookers recorded. After a
while, guests, journalists and some of the villagers moved on to a stone house nearby
which had been chosen to stage a scene from the ritual of ‘waiting for the bride’.

Inside it people were acting out the scene. One woman was untying and retying her
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turban the whole time we were there. Others were sitting, looking rather bored and

being photographed.

At all these events we were very aware of the presence of about fifteen photo-
journalists. The situation, though based on an indigenous festival, was set up as a
performance to provide raw material for making images of minority people, which
could later be used as media images at provincial or even national level, for purposes
similar to those described in Chapter Three. It appeared at times that the event was
intended more for the journalists than for the other spectators and, as soon as a
performance took place, they would rush to the fore, often obscuring the event for
others. They were of course careful not to include each other in their shots, but they
were anxious to include that intriguing anomaly, the foreign visitors. Usually, when
photographing local people, the journalists were scrupulous about getting names and
addresses and promising to send them copies. However, in their efforts to get both
foreigners and exotic minority people in the same photograph, they tried to
manipulate the situation, showing little respect for people’s feelings. For example, at
one point the photographers asked an old woman who was watching one of the
performances to be photographed in conversation with me. She refused, looking
upset and saying she was ‘bu hao kan’ (not good looking). Despite this, the
photographers urged me to go and talk to her and, when I refused, they decided to
find someone young to talk to me. Later, at the ‘wedding’, they asked me to have
my photograph taken with some young Miao women who were looking on, but the
women recoiled in fear when I approached them. When I refused again, on the
grounds that | was making the women feel embarrassed, the journalists replied that

this didn’t matter (mei guanxi).

The wishes of local people were ignored, not just by journalists in search of
intriguing images, but by the organisers of the festival themselves. Later in the
morning, two religious specialists arrived at the festival. One man, wearing gold
coins at the base of his fingers and a chain between his first finger and thumb
repeated a series of steps, slowly by himself.> When I went to look more closely, one

of the organisers approached him and told him to leave. Soon afterwards, another
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man appeared, dressed in a woman’s bib with flowers in his hair and rouge on his
cheeks. He was accompanied by musicians with an erhu® and flute, and danced
while they played. He, too, was asked to leave.” I had been told that if the weather
was good the young people of the area would hold their own unofficial singing
contest in the evening but since the rain appeared to have set in it seemed unlikely

that this would occur and we left when the official performances ended.

The festival had provided different experiences for different people. The tourists and
journalists appeared to be satisfied with the images of colourful aspects of Miao
culture which the organised festival was presenting to them, as was a young artist
from Sichuan who had come to collect material for his pictures. He was also pleased
to have seen the ritual practitioners and he told me that Han people liked to see
customs like these because they are ancient. And the young people who were

walking back to their villages in the rain appeared to have enjoyed their day out.

Schein, discussing a rather similar occasion in Guizhou writes that ‘local practice and
official sponsorship constitute two facets of a single process’ and suggests that ‘as
minorities celebrate their own occasions, China celebrates minority cultural practice
as living evidence of cultural diversity’ (1989: 210). However, at the Si Yue Ba
festival it was questionable how much people were celebrating their own culture and
how much they were simply taking part in a performance prearranged to official

guidelines. The occasion conformed well to the officially approved approach, which,

encourages a selective continuation of the colourful aspects of Miao culture. This excludes
overtly religious events .....Yet some of the music, dance, and costume formerly associated

with religious festivals are acceptable, provided that they are presented in a secular
framework and packaged for tourism (Handbook for Minority Work 1985; Diamond 1994:
110).

I was also told, by people who lived locally, that rural people were becoming bored

with Si Yue Ba and did not like to go because it was always the same.

It appeared, then, that people had become either performers or observers at these

festivals and that their opportunities to be participants were limited. There was no
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opportunity during the festival for any activities of religious significance, nor to
choose a partner. The activities simply hinted at rebellious past, religious meaning,
love and marriage in order to create images suitable for use elsewhere. The meaning
of the day had been reduced to, as Poppi says of a reconstructed Ludin ritual, ‘a
token gesture to amuse the numerous tourists who are the bulk of the audience’

(Poppi 1992: 127).

Rural New Year Festivals

The rural New Year festivals organised by the towns’ Cultural Stations are also
intended to create particular images of Miao people. These, however, do not attract
tourists and journalists, and the images of Miao culture which they create are rather
different. They are images of ‘healthy’ activity rather than of exotic strangeness. The
Ministry of Culture and its regional branches, the Cultural Departments, are
concerned with ‘the selection of some “traditional customs™ (chuantong minsu),
which involve especially ‘“healthy” traditional annual festivals’ often taking the

form of competitions (cf Feuchtwang & Wang 1991: 254, 260, Cheung 1996b: 222).

New Year festivals are almost ubiquitous throughout China. Though a time of
celebration, New Year is also a time when people believe that the world has narrowly
averted a catastrophe and a time when people are especially vulnerable to ghosts and
demons. It is a time when people dress as dragons and lions and visit other members
of the community to counter these malignant influences. Liang Zhaohui, who
accompanied me to the New Year festivals and who had lived in this area as a child,
told me that in these parts displays of martial arts (wushu) were also included in the
New Year activities. Representatives from each village would arrive at the market

place armed with staffs and swords and accompanied by lion dancers.

As well as their manifest purpose in quelling demonic powers, these displays were
also ways of expressing and creating relationships between the villages. Both ‘Han’
and “Miao’ villagers had similar events but where ‘Miao’ and ‘Han’ villages were
interspersed, such inter-village encounters were usually between villages of the same

group. Lion dance festivals were particularly important for forming friendships
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between Miao villages. They were opportunities for the girls of the village to meet
young men from other, friendly villages. Sometimes, when lion dancers from one
village were visiting another, the visiting lion dancers were invited to stay for supper
and they refused out of politeness. If the host village insisted, the guest lion would
run away and the host lion would have to catch it. If they succeeded, the group from

the visiting village would all eat supper at the host village.

Lion dancing and displays of wushu sometimes spark off fights between villages.
Liang described how, in the early 1990s, a fight almost arose between two Han
villages in Majingao, where displays of wushu, lion and dragon dancing are put on in
the fields at New Year, and people from other villages come to watch but do not
participate. On this occasion, a young man from another village, who was watching the
display, stepped forward and said, “‘Now I'll show you how it’s really done.” The
response from one of the home team was, ‘We’ll see you at the next market,” and both
sides knew that a fight had been arranged. On the next market day a group of villagers
approached the market place armed with muskets and knives, accompanied by lion
dancers and people playing drums. But the market was surrounded by people from the
other village, also armed, some of them with staffs. In the event local government

officials and the police from Jishou stepped in to stop the fight.

Descriptions of these New Year activities suggest a close link between ritual action and
social action, where relations between villages, good and bad, are enacted and perhaps
changed during the New Year activities. They also suggest that there is little difference

between the practices of Miao and Han villagers in these activities.

Festival at Aizhai

New Year festivals today, influenced as they are by the Cultural Stations and by
urbanisation, are quite different from those I have just described. The first festival
we visited was at Aizhai, near Dehang scenic park. We were already prepared for
the change when, on the way, the bus-driver told us that Aizhai people weren’t very
interested in traditional things these days and they preferred karaoke and basket-ball

matches. In part this may be because, as Liang pointed out, people no longer feel the
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need to use wushu to defend themselves. It was also partly because people now find
these activities old-fashioned, especially those who have television or other ways to

entertain themselves.

What struck me first at the New Year festival at Aizhai was that it was an occasion to
buy or look at manufactured goods, and seemed to be an aspect of the urbanisation of
rural China. It was also a place to meet people. People were converging on the
market from all directions, most of them quite well dressed, many of them in western
style clothing. Liang Zhaohui was recognised in the street by a former student who
told him that he had been to Guangzhou to look for casual work (da gong) and was
back in Aizhai for the holiday. Like several other young men there he was dressed
cheaply but with big-city flair, and had had his hair lightened to a red-brown colour.
When we arrived the activities had not yet begun and we walked round the street
stalls which were selling food and household goods. Typical of the mixed array of
imported goods was a stall which displayed, among other things, plastic birds,
ornaments made from shells, miniature Communist Party flags and plastic idols of
Guanyin. Artefacts such as these suggest that the market was an opportunity to come

into contact with the outside, urban, world.

The funding for this festival had come from private enterprise, but private enterprise
from another part of China. Posters said that the festival was sponsored by a Chinese
medicine company from Shandong in East China, which was promoting a medicine
popular for treating stomach ailments. However, this was private enterprise working
together with local government, as was made evident by the inclusion of opening
speeches by local officials. There were several indications that the occasion was also
an attempt by the local government to promote ‘healthy’ aspects of ‘local culture’.
On the walls, as well as the ubiquitous slogans welcoming back Hong Kong, there
was one about the Two Socialisms, (one material, the other spiritual) and another
which said, ‘Unite and Develop the Economics and Culture of the Nationality.” I
asked Liang if developing the culture of the area was what was occurring today and

he agreed, this was exactly what was taking place.
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In contrast to lion and dragon dances, which are shared by Miao and Han, the festival
appeared to be promoting a distinct Miao culture in the form of drum dancing and
Miao singing. ¥ These, however, had been removed from their normal contexts and
modified. The singers, middle aged women in traditional Miao dress, began with the
well known Communist Party song, ‘Without the Communist Party there could be no
new China’ (Mei you Gongchandang, mei you Xin Zhongguo), and proceeded with
other political Chinese songs. The singing was amplified and attracted a small
crowd. They went on to sing dialogic songs in Kho Xiong. However, the form was
removed from its original social context, since the songs were not formerly used for
public performances but would be, and still are, used to welcome guests, at weddings

and to express love and flirtation.

More popular was the drum dancing competition. Drum dancing has been developed
into a kind of acrobatic performance, in which its most skilled performers show
considerable suppleness and agility. But, as Liang said to me, it is different from
before, it has been changed, to make it into something which looks nice and can be
shown on television. The event began with some old women, who were doing it for
fun, but they were later replaced by younger people taking part in a competition.
They were watched with fascination by a large crowd of people, many of them

women in their best tunics.

Though it did not have political connotations, drum dancing was also removed from
its former context. Ling and Ruey write of thirty different kinds of drum dancing
which existed in West Hunan in the 1930s, some danced by men, some by women,
and some together. According to these writers the dances depicted various activities
such as ‘The Rice-Shoot-Transplanting Dance’ and ‘The Turning-a-Mill Dance’, and
different animals, such as ‘The Monkey Dance’ and ‘The Fish Jumping Dance’.
They write that, ‘in recent times the local governments have repeatedly prohibited
licentious rites among the Miao, and so dances such as the drum dance are now
rarely held’ (Ling & Ruey 1963: 310). Ling and Ruey don’t make clear why the
drum dance is considered licentious, but the most likely reason seems to be that it
was associated with drinking alcohol. It is clear from their description that these

dances were entertaining and witty, and though dances of this kind are rarely
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performed today, they are still appreciated. A young woman from a highland village
told me of some young people from her village who went to market in the nearby
town to meet other young people and do some shopping. They found, to their
surprise, that the centre of attention was an old man who could do the old drum
dances very well. Though, like most young people in the village, they professed not
to be interested in such things, they came back talking enthusiastically about this

incident.

As at the Si Yue Ba festival, there were people who tried to bring their own
spontaneous performances to the occasion. A couple of groups of lion dancers stood
around for a long time hoping to have a chance to perform and bring the village good
luck, perhaps for money, since this was usually the case, but they were turned away
because, they were told, there was no place to perform, since the whole area was

taken up with official performances.

Festival at Daxingzhai

Another town, Daxingzhai, did arrange activities which were closer to what,
according to Liang, New Year activities had been like in the past. Lion dancing and
acrobatics were held, instead of drum dancing and singing. It is possible that they
chose these activities, not only because the town is more isolated and less influenced
by urbanisation, but also to entertain visitors from the Shandong drug company, who
were also sponsoring this festival. On the first day of the competition representatives
from the company attended, seated in a stand which was put up specially for them,

and footage of the event was shown by the local television station.

Five days later, on the following market day, the teams which had not had time to
perform at the main event were invited back. The activities were held in the school
playground, a dramatic setting, surrounded by mountains and overlooked on one side
by the school and on the other by an old fortified house. In the middle of the
playground were fifteen tables, stacked up into a triangle with its apex five tables
high. The visiting ‘lions’ arrived one by one, led by wushu experts and each was

welcomed by the Daxingzhai lion and by people playing horns. The lions paraded
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around the playground led by the wushu experts and then the competition began.

The lions weaved in and out of the tables, climbing precariously to the top.
Individuals and groups put on acrobatic displays, climbing and jumping. Each
performance was accompanied by encouragement and, sometimes, warnings from
team-mates. One man’s performance was stopped because there was a loud cracking

sound from the stack of tables.

With its elements of danger and skill, the display drew a large crowd, but the
activities still had a controlled feel about them. They were overseen by an employee
of the local government who was shouting instructions and warnings to be careful, in
a mixture of Chinese and Kho Xiong, through a loudspeaker system. There was no
opportunity for the lions to leave the playground to bring luck to the rest of the
village, nor were there inter-village interactions of the kind Liang had described
happening in the past. Again, it was being run as a ‘healthy’ competition rather than

a socially and ritually meaningful activity.

There were, however, hints at a departure from this secular, disengaged approach. A
member of the home team lit incense and burned paper money around the stack of
tables, investing the occasion with supernatural meaning. There were also hints of
counter-representations of authority. One of the visiting lions had come
accompanied by two fierce looking men, one dressed in an American style jacket and
carrying a spear, the other dressed as a rather sinister looking Chinese soldier,
wielding a sword. The latter wore a green uniform, dark glasses and a cap with a red
star. At first, people didn't seem quite sure what to make of him, but later, as he kept

back the crowd with extravagant sweeps of his sword, people smiled or laughed.

However, as at Aizhai and Shanjiang, I was told by residents that activities of this
kind were not as popular as they used to be, that people preferred activities such as
basketball. There are several possible reasons for this. One is that, as is commonly
said, people are more interested in what they perceive as urban matters. Another is
that, as people’s horizons are expanded by migration, inter-village relations are no

longer so important. Also, as [ have suggested, festivals of this kind, organised by
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officials from the local Cultural Station and removed from social context have little

in the way of social or religious meanings for the participants.

In contrast, inter-village basketball tournaments are highly popular. An inhabitant of
Daxingzhai said that between the 10th and the 15th of the lunar month there had been
a basketball competition at Daxingzhai involving teams from a large number of other
townships, including a team from a mine in Huayuan country. When asked how the
village could arrange such a big competition, he said that it was very popular in the
area and could get a lot of support. Ironically, basketball appears to be more
meaningful than much of the supposedly traditional activity both here and in
Guizhou (Schein 1993: 272). Liang said that, in West Hunan, as with lion dancing in
the past, basketball matches are a way to foster relations between villages. If a
village is playing at home against a village with whom they are friendly, and the
away team keeps losing, the home team allows them to win because they want the
girls from the village to admire the young men from the other village and ‘talk love’

with them.

Schein (1993: 13) argues that in looking at Miao cultural practices, we need to get
beyond the ‘spurious dichotomy between the authentic and the manufactured.’
Certainly, the involvement of local government officials in these festivals did not
preclude them from being occasions of social interaction. However, I suggest that
when looking at the festivals it is useful to keep in mind the difference between the
spontaneous and the officially planned and not to underestimate the influence of the
Cultural Departments in the promotion of local festivals. Chao suggests that the
modification of minority culture by local officials is politically motivated. Writing

of the official promotion of Naxi minority culture, she argues that
the promotion of ethnicity involves local and state efforts to appropriate, invent, and
represent ethnic tradition for the purposes of controlling indigenous cosmology and creating
local subjectivities (Chao 1996: 212).
Wu (1989: 15) suggests that these ‘officially sponsored festivals, officially

sanctioned religious celebrations, and officially approved songs, dances and
costumes’ all act to create images of unified minority cultures, particularly in areas

where the officially classified minority itself is not locally perceived as an entity.
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The festivals appear, then, to be attempting to fulfil a number of functions. They
present a positive image of the minority areas, they provide an alternative to religious
or ‘superstitious’ activities at New Year and they represent an officially sanctioned
West Hunan Miao identity. However, in view of the widely held belief that these
festivals are less popular than before, they are not wholly successful in this. In the
remainder of this chapter I consider two New Year activities which continue to be
popular. The first is Jishou City’s New Year procession, which is a relatively
sophisticated spectacle, and the second is an unofficial festival in which the Cultural

Department plays no role.

New Year in Jishou

I have suggested that one reason why traditional festivals are loosing support is
because of the growing appeal of popular urban culture and the widespread
popularity of Jishou City’s own New Year activities seems to support this. While
urban people showed no interest in going to rural festivals, the New Year procession
in Jishou, arranged by the Propaganda Department (Xuan Chuan Ju), was popular
with people from both the rural areas and the city. The crowds it drew included
Jishou people and country people, and some women wore their best Miao tunics. On
the morning of the procession, people gathered along the side of Jishou’s main street

and waited.

As with the rural festivals, part of the appeal of this event was the chance to buy
things. Although there was no market, there were a few stalls around the main cross-
roads at the centre of Jishou. Here one could buy locally produced foodstuffs, such
as bottles of honey and sugar cane, as well as cheap manufactured products such as
red balloons with double happiness characters on them”’, paper lanterns, fold up

dragons, paper windmills and cheap plastic toys.

The event consisted of a highly organised procession, the participants in which were

members of work units and other urban associations, such as the Old People’s
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Associations. At the start, police on motorbikes kept the onlookers back but after
they had gone past, people crowded onto the road, including journalists and TV
cameramen, many of whom directed their attention towards me, the only Westerner
present. The procession included a dragon and a lion dance, both from Jishou
schools. The lions were neater and more colourful than the ones I had seen at the
rural festivals. These were followed by a procession of decorated floats with school
children depicting various scenes. The first floats showed current political issues;
one, for example, had three children in red jumpers and the characters ‘Hong Kong
comes back’ (Xiang Gang hui gui). Another had a girl and boy with a doll and the
slogan “‘One Child is Best.” There were also floats with children representing the
armed forces and soldiers, peasant and intellectuals, followed by others who were

presenting scenes of various stories from ancient Chinese history.

The procession was not characterised by a particularly strong minority theme, but
one of the performances featured retired people from one of the Old People’s
Associations where the women were dressed in Miao costume and jewellery. [ was
told by a Jishou resident that they ‘used to be Miao’ or had Miao ancestry. Some of
them were beating a drum on the back of an open truck. The rest, all women, walked
along behind, smiling. Some of them looked particularly embarrassed. The people
in the crowd behind me were enjoying everything, but this one struck them as

particularly appealing (you wei, lit. appetising or interesting).

There were some similarities between this rather politicised event and the rural
festivals, such as the use of lion dancing and drums. In this case, however, the Miao
performance from the members of the Old Peoples’ Association was particularly
unrepresentative of everyday life. It was almost a caricature of the much younger
urban women who are dressed up in Miao costume to represent the area in dances
and at conferences (see Chapter Three). But touches such as this and the use of
children to represent political themes meant that the event, though politically
motivated, was entertaining. This, it appeared, was the intention. Later | was
introduced to the head of the Propaganda Department who specifically asked whether
I had enjoyed it, and he was pleased to hear that I had.
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Opportunities to participate in this event were even more limited than at the rural
festivals. People were there as spectators, but this may have been part of its appeal
since it was an urban, colourful and sophisticated event, not so different from

processions seen on national television at New Year.

An Unofficial New Year Festival: The Dragon Dance at Majingao

The Jishou New Year procession was not the only New Year activity which appealed
to people from both urban and rural backgrounds. My final example is a New Year
dragon dance which takes place in the Han village of Majingao on the thirteenth,
fourteenth and fifteenth of the first lunar month.'® The tradition of burning the
dragon, usually in the form of throwing firecrackers, is widespread in China, and in

Majingao it was taken particularly seriously.

The Majingao event is unusual in the Jishou area in that it is arranged by the
inhabitants of the village, without any input from the Cultural Department or local
Cultural Station. The fact that a Han village rather than a Miao one has taken this
initiative is probably an indication that people in Han villages are less discriminated
against, slightly richer and more influential than people in a Miao speaking village
and so have less to fear from putting on an unofficial display. Miao people take part

only as spectators, but it is also an occasion when young Miao people can ‘talk love’.

It was dark when we arrived in Majingao and there was an air of excitement which
had been lacking in the other festivals. In the newer part of Majingao there were
three dragons, surrounded by crowds of people. Above them, on the balconies of
work units, people were holding bamboo pipes, each one fitted at one end with a
bamboo funnel which was filled with gunpowder and emitting a shower of sparks.
Every so often, there was the sound of a muffled explosion and people gasped at the
noise and drew back a little. When we got closer we saw that there were three teams,
each led by people playing cymbals, horns and drums and they were running with
their dragons under the sparks. I had been told that they had to dance skilfully to

avoid the showers of ignited gunpowder but, on the contrary, the young men,
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shirtless to avoid their clothes catching fire, charged into them, shouting and dancing
around under the sparks. The dragons were smouldering in places and would have to
be remade each night. Other people joined the dragon dancers, including wildly
excited children and groups of young men who linked arms and danced under the
sparks. One man walked under the sparks with a small child in his arms. No women

participated, though they were among the spectators.

The blurring of the division between participants and spectators, and the rowdy,
good-natured atmosphere, made this event completely different from the officially
organised festivals, which had, for the main part, been sober, aesthetically pleasing
performances. Zhang, a native of Majingao who usually participated in the dance,
was accompanying us. He later told us that when he arrived and heard the drums he
felt excited and wanted to join in. It was quite wild, he said, and it was more fun
than other festivals. He had to look after us that night, but he would come back the

next night and participate.

From the work units, the dragons moved into the narrow streets of the old part of the
village where, even for the spectators, the smell of gunpowder was sometimes
overwhelming. Bits of smouldering dragon brushed over people in the crowd, who
had to turn away to protect their faces, but no-one seemed to mind. Later in the
evening, the tail of one of the dragons broke off as two dancers tried to go in
different directions and this caused much laughter. Bottles of beer were drunk, there
were friendly confrontations between the teams, performers and observers mingled

and both were showered with sparks.

However, this festival differed from official festivals in other ways besides its
boisterousness and the chance to participate. The performance of the dragon dance
was concerned with the village as a whole in a way that the reconstructed minority
festivals had not been. The dragons had to follow a set route through Majingao, and
Zhang mentioned several times that it was important that no family was missed out,
even if the members of that family were not burning the dragons that night. Each

family has a bamboo pole for burning gunpowder, which they must use to burn the
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dragon. In this they were, in an overt and obvious way, including the whole village
in the ritual''. Nor was it confined to private houses. Work units were also visited,
as was the local government, and Zhang told us that the following night, government

officials would attend the festival.

The ostensible purpose of the dragon dance and dragon burning was to bring good
luck to Majingao, and people in the crowd were overheard saying that if it was not
performed, some disaster would befall the village. It also brought luck to individual
families within Majingao, and it is particularly important for a family to burn the
dragon if they have been lucky over the previous year. The need for good fortune
has certainly not decreased in recent years. While opportunities to make money have
increased with the freedom to involve oneself in private enterprise, the removal of
the commune system has led to increased insecurity for many rural people, who are

not benefiting from economic reforms (cf Flower and Leonard 1997: 214-5).

According to my companions, there were various indications of the supernatural
nature of the event. Zhang told us that although the sparks from the gunpowder
might land on peoples' skin and make a mark, this would never become infected.
Liang Zhaohui said that he'd lived in Majingao for ten years and never heard of a
building being burnt down as a result of the flying sparks, and he thought that this

was strange.

The final part of the festival takes place when the dragon has been declared dead. On
the sixteenth day of the first lunar month, which is market day in Majingao, if a
dragon team has some money left over, the leader will buy some meat. The team
then processes round the village accompanied by drums and cymbals, announcing
that tonight they will eat the meat of the dragon and anyone who wants to can come
and join them. People go along to the dragon dance leader’s house for a taste of the
dishes and this is also said to bring good luck. In ordinary life it is not, of course,
normal practice to eat in each other’s homes without a personal invitation. Even

when an invitation is issued people often refuse, making excuses that it will give the
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host trouble (mafan ni). Again, this part of the festival demonstrates solidarity

among villagers in an overt way.

This, then, was not a reconstructed, aesthetic, performance or an attempt to preserve
a tradition. Nor was it concerned with developing ‘the economics and culture of the
minority’ or with elaborating cultural diversity. The teams of shirtless young men
were, to the sophisticated eye, an uncouth sight. However, the festival also attracted
people from Jishou because it was wild and exciting, and local people because they
were concerned with the consequences for good fortune. Like Bakhtin’s carnival, it
was not a spectacle but something to participate in (cf Bakhtin 1994: 198). This,
again, implies that the declining popularity of officially organised festivals may not
be simply a result of increasing interest in urban popular culture but also because

they deal only with ‘healthy’ secular activities.

Conclusions

Official rural festivals are intended to present Miao people as a happy, united group
with particular features which differentiate them from the Han Chinese. However,
they are events which have been removed from their former contexts and reworked
into situations where distinctions between performer and observer are clearly
demarcated, with further divisions between officials, who attend on stage, and
ordinary people. Scheiffelin writes that ‘the power of performativity turns crucially
in its interactive edge, and hence on the nature of the relationship between
‘performers’ and others’ (1998: 200). I suggest that the lack of interaction between
performers and observers is closely connected to the lack of relevance which these

occasions have for the people observing them.

This is not to imply that the occasions are not enjoyed for a variety of reasons. Like
ordinary market days, they are a chance to dress up and meet other people and to
look at and buy manufactured products. In the case of New Year festivals, this
includes migrants back for the New Year holidays. However, while the popularity of

urban spectacle is demonstrated by the large crowds of people, both urban and rural,
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who attend the Jishou New Year Procession, at all the official rural festivals I

attended, I was told by local residents that they were less popular than in the past.

The festival at Majingao presents a strong contrast with the official promoted
occasions. The visiting of every family and the invitation to the whole village to
come and eat in a ritual of comensality underlines a perception of the village as an
entity. Equally important is the fact that the festival is believed to be instrumental in
bringing good fortune which, in a situation of out-migration and rural urbanisation is
highly relevant to the everyday experiences of the inhabitants, many of whom also
make up the observers. However, though this appears to be an alternative to the
government supported festivals, it cannot be seen simply as a form of resistance to or
conflict with the state, since the festival includes all parts of the village, including
work units and government offices, and government officials are invited by the

people to attend.

"If it is a big minority festival the Minority Affairs Bureau (‘Min Wei’) may also be involved.

2 New Year celebrations, like te