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Before beginning my presentation, I must give full disclosure. I am not an expert in anything Chinese and I don’t speak the language. However, I have been to China five times since September 2006 and I am an expert on folk art and multi-cultural approaches to art education, which was what brought me to studying Chinese traditional culture and folk art. I work with Doug Blandy and his faculty, students, and staff at the University of Oregon (UO), several partners from China, and students and faculty from my university, the University of Central Florida (UCF). Team members have diverse kinds of expertise that in some way contributes to the development of ChinaVine.org, a Web site aimed at educating English-speaking audiences about China’s traditional culture. The collaborative process of making the Web site is as much a focus of our research as is the content that we post. As part of the research for this project, U. S. faculty and students travel to various parts of China to explore and document traditional culture for the Web. This presentation will focus on one village in Guizhou province where we traveled in March 2009 to study the Miao people. Previous to this March trip, most of our documentation had focused on Han traditions and we were keenly aware of our lack of minority representation. 


Seven members of the U.S. ChinaVine Team, including me, were hosted by Kejia (who is originally from Xinjiang), a Chinese researcher and Miao specialist who works for the government. Accompanying her was Chen Xiaoli, a friend who wanted to take advantage of the trip. In our U.S. group were: Doug Blandy, an arts administrator and educator from UO; Myra Tam, a UO graduate student and our translator; Jess Yates, a filmmaker from Oregon; Jackie Bacal, our Web Designer and Tomas Valladares, a filmmaker and the ChinaVine Production Manager, both recent UCF graduates; Megan Peck, a UCF undergraduate humanities student; and myself, a UCF professor of philosophy and humanities. We recognize that, as Dunn and Leeson point out, when engaging in a collaborative project such as ChinaVine, the process is both a political activity and an artistic one  (27). It is also as much about the partnership and research approach as it is about China and its culture. ChinaVine.org represents the way we all see, experience, collaborate, and interact with our partners and our surroundings. As we work to document China, we also say a great deal about ourselves (Berger 4).


In this paper, I primarily focus on the day we spent in Jiuzhou Village, Shidong Town, Taijiany County, Guizhou province. We had been at the Mountain Ramp Festival in Nankai Village the day before. The trip had been a long one, and when we got back to our hotel, it was late and we balked at getting up well before daybreak the next day for the Sister Meal Festival, which also promised to involve a long bus ride. Compromising with our host on the departure time, we left around 8:00 a.m. When we finally arrived in Jiuzhou, which was difficult to find in the mountain passages, the festival was over.  Nonetheless, the villagers had been expecting our party, and negotiations immediately began with one of the village men and our bus driver on how to make something happen for us. As they discussed the costs of providing us with a meal, that would include dancing, and singing, the rest of us freely explored the village. (I found out later that the agreed upon cost was 200 RMB.  We paid them an additional 200 RMB before we left, which equaled a total of about $59. Individually we also purchased several pieces of silverwork while we were there.)


The Miao are the fifth largest minority group in China. They reside mostly in seven provinces with the greatest concentration in Guizhou (Schein 3). We recognized that understanding Miao life was complex and was experienced in relationship to the unity they feel with the land, nonhuman animals, and their ancestors (Whitt and Slack 21). The Miao have several dialects, so translation was often difficult, even for Kejia who would translate to Myra Tam in Mandarin and she would then translate to the rest of us in English. It was sometimes a clumsy process, but it forced us to use other means of communicating to get to know each other. Even if our translation had been more direct, we understood that, as it is with all translation, it still would have been imperfect and incomplete (Di Stefano 51). We therefore attempted to learn in multiple other ways. In this paper, focusing on the Sister Meal Festival as it was reenacted for our group, I will address issues of gender and ethnicity, aesthetics, and identity.

Gender and Ethnicity


While the economic negotiations were being settled, we were entertained mostly by children and older women, many of whom carried babies on their backs. The boys and girls seemed to gather mostly by gender. The boys were more assertive, occasionally asking for money; a few made obscene gestures. In contrast, the girls tended to be shy, standing further away with their eyes cast downward. The young and middle-aged women had gone home to dress for us and most of the men disappeared. It seemed clear that the continuation of the festival and hosting was primarily a task for the village women.


The women, when adorned once more in their best traditional clothing, soon targeted Megan, Jackie, and me, the non-Chinese female members of our group. They dressed us in traditional clothing (minus the silver head dressings) and we were encouraged to join the circle of dancing women, moving to the beat of a drum. We did the best we could, often missing steps, yet continuously encouraged by the Miao women to keep working at it. At one point, when I thought I was doing rather well with learning the dance, I tried to put some hip and hand movements into it. In response a man from the village rushed into the circle and gestured to me to keep my arms by my side. I was clearly improvising too much. The drumming and the dancing went on for what seemed like a long period of time. The Miao women continued to giggle with delight at our missteps and they seemed genuinely pleased to be sharing their dance with us.  


After dancing and before dinner, we were shown to the home of a silversmith who demonstrated making hairpieces. This is men’s work, while women engage in textile arts (Schein 53), not an unusual division of craftwork in a traditional community. Throughout the evening, it was clear that our hosts valued their traditional dress, posing happily for us. When Megan Peck, who was wearing a traditional pleated skirt sat down at one point, she was quickly asked to stand, for fear that she might flatten out the pleats.

Aesthetics


In her book on the Miao, Schein wrote about their “unreflective everyday cultural life and a self-conscious representation of culture” (17). She maintains that the line between these two modalities is difficult to pinpoint and represents a false dichotomy between that which is authentic and that which is inauthentic (17). While we understand that this version of the Sister Meal Festival was quickly put together for our benefit since we had missed the actual festival that took place during the day, it was nonetheless a genuine experience that offered us an aesthetic introduction to their ritualistic processes and an improvisational way of negotiating a collaborative ritual. We were not passive visitors as they would not allow us to be, and we were as fully engaged in the sounds, movement, and drinking as our bodies and knowledge about Chinese culture allowed us to be. 


We were taken to what appeared to be their largest room in the village, probably used for community gatherings. A television set was turned on and playing on the screen was an MTV show of the Miao dancing in the mountains, much like Julie Andrews had done in The Sound of Music. The filmed dances were more acrobatic than what we had previously seen and participated in. It was a stunning vision to see, and the women were clearly pleased with the attention that had been given to their culture. As the music played from the television, with Megan, Jackie, and me still in Miao dress, I started dancing, rock style, as several women began to follow my lead in a role reversal from our previous dancing activities. It resulted in lots of giggles and good fun.  


We were asked to sit in seats of honor as the village women continued to stand. Food, heaped into our bowls in unbelievable variety and inconsumable portions, was not ventured into as easily as the other aspects of the festival. We were told that every woman in the village had brought something for us to eat. The room was crowded to capacity and the atmosphere was joyful.


 Alcohol, probably homemade rice wine, was served to us in a seashell that was individually poured into our mouths while songs were sung (Schein 63). Drinking among women in Miao communities, independently from men, is not uncommon (Schein 64). When we drank, besides the three men in our party, there were only one or two village men who participated and a young boy or two who appeared to have snuck in and were watching with wide-eyed glee. Had we not been adamant about our need to leave after many drinks and much singing, I fear we would have had to spend the night. It was getting late and our driver, who had a cold, needed to negotiate the mountain roads after he had already had a long day of driving.


When we left the packed room, and made our way back to the bus in the dark, the entire party followed us, still laughing and singing. It was clear that they wanted us to stay longer. Myra Tam was carried piggyback by one of the stronger women. It had truly been a night to remember, certainly for us travelers, and seemingly for our hosts as well. 

Identity 


Either immediately after our visit or the next day, all non-Chinese members of our team were sick.  Headaches, vomiting, and achy feelings took one to three days to go away. When we returned home, Megan Peck found a 1988 article by Norma Diamond describing a legend about a kind of poison used by Miao women called gu. Louisa Schein also mentions it in her book, Minority Rules (50-51, 60-62). The legend, like all legends, has variations. It is said that Miao women teach gu practices to their daughters. One version of the story says that venomous insects and reptiles are taken from the mountains and placed in a sealed jar for one year. When opened on the fifth day of the fifth lunar month, only one creature is left having eaten all the others, although that creature will also be dead. A powder is made from the remains and then secretly placed into food and drink. The result can be sickness and possibly death. At the end of the article, Diamond dismisses the legend claiming that the Han create the story as a way to eroticize and dismiss the Miao as primitive and dangerous. Apparently the legend was used to keep the Han from marrying into the Miao culture by making any relationship with them scandalous and potentially deadly (Schein 60). While we very briefly and humorously raised the possibility that we might have been poisoned by gu, we readily dismissed the idea although we continue to enjoy the way in which the legend enhances the aesthetics of our story and the way in which it opens up possible ideas about how our brief relationship may have been perceived by the Miao. Were we really honored visitors? Were we simply paying clients, looking for a good time, or had we been entertained by a sharp group of tricksters? We concluded that while we clearly hadn’t been poisoned (the gu story was simply a untrue folk tale), we were both honored guests and paying tourists. 


 A conversation with Kejia, our host throughout Guizhou, opened up other questions about our identities in relationship to the Miao. She said she had enjoyed the ways in which we participated in the village rituals. She claimed that Doug and I were not like other Western professors. Having said that she wanted to ask us a question that was clearly difficult, and perhaps even risky, for her. She wondered if we believed in ghosts. Taken aback by the question, I replied that we have ghosts in the United States, and that most people would say that they believe in ghosts, although they might call them by other names such as “angels.” I concluded by saying that I did believe in ghosts, and Doug concurred.  Kejia was clearly relieved and pleased by our response. She said that ghosts were everywhere in the Miao villages but that she had no one to talk to about this aspect of Miao life outside the Miao culture. When we first discussed traveling with her, Kejia said she had so much wanted us to meet the Miao, and in her fear that we might not come, she visited what Myra translated to us as a “ghost leader” in one of the villages. She is the person in the village who is responsible for major negotiations with ghosts, who are the ancestors. If ghosts aren’t addressed properly and appropriate ritualistic actions aren’t taken to satisfy them, bad things can happen. These kinds of understandings about ghosts, while not focused on the Miao are relatively prevalent in the novels of Lisa See, Amy Tan, and Yiyun Li.


Kejia continued her story by telling us that she brought the ghost leader many gifts and asked if we would be coming. The ghost leader confirmed our coming and Kejia told us that this made her very happy. Then Kejia got rather serious and explained that the Communist government wouldn’t let her to write about ghosts in her documentation of the Miao because believing in ghosts is superstitious, and according to the government, they do not exist. We immediately asked her if we could write about ghosts in relationship to the Miao; she was clearly pleased by this prospect. Interestingly, at our invitation to write the introduction to the Miao section on ChinaVine.org, it has been Kejia who has introduced the topic of ghosts.

Conclusions


If Chinese society, as Nicole Mones claims, is “all about theatre,” (36) we certainly believed it during our visits in Guizhou. This theatrical characteristic has been developed for outsiders who visit the Miao. Those of us who were healthy enough the day after our visit to Jiuzhou saw plenty of it in two other villages the next day. We experienced more alcohol, food, firecrackers, dancing, drumming, traditional dress, and crafts, all carefully choreographed for the tourist.


As Schein points out, tourism in Guizhou has changed the Miao. Because of tourism, which is growing due to the appeal of China and the beauty of the mountains and Miao folk culture, Schein claims that the most important questions are “not so much who speaks, or who produces otherness, but rather which representations, once produced, enjoy wide circulation in the larger society and beyond.” She continues to ask, “Whose images and, more significantly, what kind of images appeared on television, magazines, at tourist venues, etc?” (105-106). We ask the same questions about our ChinaVine Web site as we continue to post film, photos, and text from our trip. In spite of Schein’s claim that many Miao women did not want to be photographed (210), this was not our experience. In fact, in some Miao villages we visited, we actually had mothers requesting that we take photographs of them and their children. In Jiuzhou Village, everyone seemed delighted with the attention.However, we continue to ask questions about the way in which we have represented the Miao people. We are hopeful that Kejia’s continued participation in our postings will help guide us. Additionally, we hope that our plans to open our Web site up to a 2.0 version in the near future will enable more dialogue to take place about representation than we currently have.  


In our work, we understand as Trinh T. Minh-Ha points out, “Difference is not otherness. And while otherness has its laws and interdictions, difference always implies the interdependency of . . . two-sided feminist gestures: that of affirming ‘I am like you’ while pointing insistently to the difference; and that of reminding ‘I am different’ while unsettling every definition of otherness arrived at” (152). So our intention is not to point out the other; rather, increasingly it is to describe our interactions and places of negotiation. Another way of putting it is to refer to the work of Julia Kristeva who recognizes that the encounter with the other is strange. She writes, “confronting the foreigner whom I reject and with whom at the same time I identify. . . I lose my composure.  I feel ‘lost,’ ‘indistinct,’ ‘hazy’ . . .[yet] the foreigner is within us. (Kristiva quoted in Muray and Murray 70).


While I am certain that our visit to Jiuzhou village was as much a novel experience for the Miao as it was for us (Schein 196), we in the U. S., with Kejia’s help, are the ones who are posting images, writing most of the text, and representing the Miao, and not the other way around. It is with some trepidation and risk that we make a Web site about the Miao. The ChinaVine team welcomes responses that can be posted on the site. 
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