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® UNESCO is the
United Nations
Educational, Science
and Cultural Organiza-
tion

@ www.unesco.org/cul-
ture/culturaldiversity

INTRODUCTION TO THE
ARCHIVES OF MENGMA

Heather Peters, Ph.D.
Senior Consultant, Culture Unit

UNESCO Bangkok

I am pleased to have been asked to write an introduction to the
Archives of Mengma, a publication resulting from CHP’ s Dai Culture
Project which began in 2005. Having worked with UNESCO® Bangkok
for over a decade, and having spent many years working and researching
in Yunnan, I would like to express my support both for this project, and
the resulting publication.

UNESCO has a mandate which is highly relevant to this project that
is to preserve and strengthen the world’s cultural diversity. In November
2001 the Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity was signed by all
UNESCO member states including China. In the words of Mr. Koichiro
Matsuura, the Director-General of UNESCO, the declaration is an
instrument that “raises cultural diversity to the level of the ‘common
heritage of humanity’, as necessary for humankind as biodiversity is for
nature” @

The instrument, which consists of 12 articles and 20 lines of action,
fosters cultural diversity and pluralism; aims to safeguard linguistic

heritage; and seeks to make cultural rights an integral part of human



rights.

Over the past ten years, as part of this mandate, the UNESCO
Regional Office for Culture in Asia and the Pacific has supported and
implemented many initiatives many of which are illustrated by the goals
of Mengma Archive Project. UNESCO has:

* Supported community-managed initiatives to manage and pre-
serve local cultural heritage, including World Heritage Towns and
Buddhist Temples

* Developed interventions to address the growing social and
cultural dysfunctions created by development and modernization this
includes such things as HIV and AIDS, increased non-traditional drug
use and unsafe migration

The Culture Unit in the UNESCO Bangkok office has also paid
particular attention to the Tai (Dai)® cultures in the Greater Mekong Sub-
Region. As part of this focus, it implements several projects in Thailand,
the Lao PDR and among the Tai-speaking populations in Yunnan. This
includes the Dai in Xishuangbanna Prefecture and the Dai in Dehong

Prefecture.

Putting Traditional Dai (Tai) Culture in Yunnan within the Chi-
nese State Perspective

The earliest historical records found in China (for example, the
Shang Shu, Qun Qiu, Zuo Juan, and Shi Ji), which date from the
Western Zhou through the Han periods) clearly establish that from its
inception, the Chinese State was a culturally diverse society. Throughout
the rest of China’s long history (from the Han period up to the present),
the numerous historical texts discuss the ebb and flow of China’s state
borders, and the increasingly complex relationships of the centralized
state government with the numerous ethnic minority populations living

on the peripheries of the State.

® Chinese sources and
publications officially call
all members of the Tai
speaking population
“Dai”. "Tai" is the spell-
ing used by anthropolo-
gists and others outside
of China to refer to both a
language group and
peoples speaking Tai-
related languages. The
spelling "Thai” refers
only to the people living
in Thailand, and people
who speak the Thai
dialect.



@ According to Stalin, a
nation or nationality is a
stable community of
people which share a: (1)
common language; (2)
common territory;
(common economic life;
and (4) common psycho-
logical make-up which
manifests itself in a com-
mon culture. Stalin, Jo-
seph 1913 Marxism and
the National Question,
first published in
Prosveschcheniye, Nos.
3-5, March-May. www.
\manxrists.org/reference/
archive/stalin/works.

Recognizing the need to understand and account for the populations
living within its state boundaries, the newly formed government of the
PRC immediately set about the task of identifying and classifying the
ethnic minority populations living within China. Using a definition of
“nationality” drawn from the early works of Joseph Stalin®, the research
teams set out armed with a set of four criteria to define who was and who
wasnota “nationality” in the new China. In China, all nationalities.
except for the majority Han, were commonly referred to as ethnic
minorities, or minority nationalities.

The result of this vast undertaking was the recognition of 54 (later
increased to 55) minority nationalities plus the majority Han. The
importance of mentioning this classification system, however, is that a
number of what anthropologists call ethnic groups were not officially
recognized by the new government, and, as such, they were lumped into
larger “nationality” categories. The reasons for the decisions of these
research teams were linked with the historical and political context of the
early period of the New China. However, the consequence of doing this
has resulted in endangering the cultural survival of a number of small
ethnic groups in China.

The Dai minority group is such a category which masks a large
number of smaller and distinctive Tai language related ethnic groups,
including the Dai of Mengma.

For a long time, the Dai have been sub-divided by the Han into three
categories in the popular literature:

1. The Shui Dai or “water Dai”;

2. The Han Dai or “dry Dai”; and

3. The Hua Yao Dai or the “Flowery Belted Dai”.

These categories, which are commonly used by both officials and
lay people alike, are essentially meaningless in anthropological terms.

They do not tell us anything about who these people are, what language



they speak, nor what are their customs and cultural traits.

That these categories completely lack scientific clarity or precision is obvious. Let us look
more closely at the classification “Shui Dai”. The Shui Dai, i.e. the “Water Dai”, simply refers
to the fact that these Dai live near waterways and usually practice wet rice agriculture. For most
people, the “Shui Dai” are associated with the Dai living in the Xishuangbanna. Yes, they are
a people who prefer to live in valleys, cultivate irrigated wet rice paddy fields, practice Theravada
Buddhism, and eat sticky rice. However, there are other Dai people living in Yunnan who also
have similar cultural practices, for example the Dai populations living in the lowland areas of
Dehong Prefecture, but who speak a different Tai language, and although they practice Theravada
Buddhism, their temples and Buddhist practices are very different. They are, in fact, the Tai Neua,
a Dai ethnic group different from those in the Xishuangbanna.

Professional Chinese ethnographers and anthropologists do, in fact, recognize the linguistic
differences found among the various Dai, and consequently make more scientific and precise sub-
classifications of the Dai groups within the larger Dai ethnic minority group. For example, the Dai
from the Xishuangbanna become the “Tai Lue” because the speak Tai Lue; and the Dai from
Dehong are called the “Dai Neua” because they speak Tai Neua. However, even the category
of Dai Neua masks a number of different Dai groups. “Neua” simply means “northern Tai”.
Other scholars argue that the category Tai Neua includes, for example, the Tai Mao (living in Ruili
Municipality) and the Tai Yai (commonly known as the Shan in Burma).

Chinese specialists also acknowledge that, contrary to popular belief, not all Dai are
Buddhist. We should note that most of the non-Buddhist Dai fall into the portmanteau category
of “Flowery Belted Dai”. The term “Flowery Belted Dai”, like Shui dai”, is also a meaningless
term, and tells us nothing about the people in this category except that they like to wear brightly
colored and decorated sashes.

Thus, although experts acknowledge that there are many different kinds of Dai who speak
related, but different languages, and who sometimes have very different cultural traits, the official
classification acknowledges only one group, and therein lies the danger of losing a wealth of

cultural diversity.



