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This book 1s dedicated to the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women
and the hard—working women of China
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This book contains the first collection of images ever taken by Chinese village women. It captures important
themes of daily life in rural Yunnan province.

The photo novella project, through which these photographs became possible, represents a joint cooperative effort
between the Yunnan Women's Federation, the Provincial and County Guidance Groups of the Yunnan Women's
Reproductive Health and Development Program, and the U.S. Western Consortium for Public Health. This Ford
Foundation—supported program is a successful collaboration between China and the U.S. to improve women's
reproductive health and development.

Fifty—three village women and 9 Women’s Federation cadres of Chengjiang County and Luliang County served as
the photographers in this self—portrait. Taken between June 1992 and June 1993, these pictures were created by village
women ranging in age from 18 to 57 years. Their educational level varied from pre—literate to senior high school
graduate. They came from four ethnic groups, including Miao, Yi, Hui, and Han. Although in the beginning
totally unfamiliar with photography, the women learned to use instamatic cameras to record familiar events and
people. Captions of the photographs are in the photographers’ own words.

We selected 200 photographs from among 40,000 pictures taken by the village women. “Self—Portraits of China’s
Yunnan Village Women” was exhibited from December 1993 through January 1994 in Kunming and in other locales.
The 100 photographs 1n this book were selected from that exhibition. They show the daily life, work, health, education,
children, and customs of ethnic groups from different perspectives that reflect Yunnan village women’s lives. The
outstanding feature of the photo novella project is that the village women themselves, rather than professional
photographers, record and reflect the reality of their own lives.

We thank World of Women magazine for organizing the exhibitions and designing this book and the Ford
Foundation for its far—reaching support.

China Yunnan Women'’s Federation
Provincial and County Guidance Groups of the China Yunnan Women's
Reproductive Health and Development Program

U.S. Western Consortium for Public Health
May 1995
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This book is not only a rare record of village life, but it is also a testament to a remarkable process of learning, sharing,
and empowerment. These 100 photographs, and the thousands from which they were selected, have passed through scores of
caring hands, each pair contributing something of value. Delivered to the village women by dedicated folks from the Women’s
Federation, the World of W omen magazine, and the Yunnan Women’s Health and Development Program, the photos were
shared amongst the women who took them and with community leaders to stimulate discussion about health, work, and
- change. Indeed, as part of an effort to assess rural reproductive health needs in order to shape interventions for improvement,
these photos and the photographers charted a path for change — from the establishment of daycare centers to efforts to
encourage girls to attend school, from midwifery training and improvement of health services to the spread of simple labor—
saving technologies to lift some of the daunting work burdens on women and their families. The photographs and the
conversations about them were unique in contributing a positive and affirming map for change because they not only depict
difficulties, but also hopes, pride, humor, and visions for the future.

All of us fortunate enough to have played a role in the photo novella project have been inspired by the energy and
creativity that it has unleashed, and by the sisterhood, brotherhood, and grounded community work that it has nurtured. The
full prism of color captured in the photographs is also representative of the tremendous range of individual effort it took to
take the simple idea of finding a way for village women to play a role in shaping community change and to make it real. The
beauty that resulted is unquestionable evidence that both bread and roses — that is, both sustenance and beauty — can be
accomplished 1n consonance.

[t is impossible to thank everyone in my allotted page, but I must mention a few to whom I personally feel marrow—deep
gratitude: Wu Kun Yi for her leadership and keen commitment to the process of participatory change; Virginia Li for her un-
failing vision and confident embrace of the chaos of creative change; Jose Barzelatto for his enthusiastic support and advocacy;
Yang Ke Lin for his thorough attention to the quality and care of the novice photographers who did not match his own tre-
mendous artistic achievement; and Caroline Wang for her unwavering belief in the effort, eye for detail, unmatchable energy
and patience, and, most of all, heart.

Without the Yunnan organizations and the 62 village photographers who embraced and owned the work, this
visual testament would not be ours to cherish. To all of you, I am profoundly personally grateful.

Mary Ann Burris
Ford Foundation
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Introduction

Cameras have found their way into almost every household i a grcat many towns all over the
world. But cameras are still too expensive for most economically developing ruril households in China,
and 1n the countryside of Yunnan few families had one. Everyday life on the mountainsides of China
remains largely undocumented and inaccessible. What httle information we do have about the lives and
work of Chinese peasant women — which is very little — 1s filtered through the eyes of anthropologists or
photojournalists who come from far away. Here, through the eyes of 62 village women who
photographed their everyday activities, the city dweller, the student, the outsider can learn what life on
the mountain 1s like for the people who live there.

Even the very first photos, taken in a few short hours by the cadres and village women, surpassed
my expectations. Interestingly, although the cadres were more educated than the village women, their
photos were in no way technically or creatively superior. Without romanticizing the village women'’s
educational status, one might hypothesize that the lack of formal education might permit a way of seeing
the world that one otherwise forfeits or “unlearns” by going to school and absorbing social conventions
and rules. While carrying out the project was certainly difficult, I was excited by the small group
discussions about the photographs and the village women’s ingenuity with the camera. When | looked at
the photographs from the first roll of film they had ever taken in their lives, I was startled by the beauty,
imagination, and intimacy that came through. And seeing these 1mages from my own cultural
perspective, I was surprised and then enlightened by their own interpretations of them.

One woman took many photos that showed a tiny, distant speck of a person engulfed in a field of
rice. When encouraged to take some pictures from a closer range, she said she had wanted to show that
one woman must grow a crop on this huge piece of land. She taught us how even well-intentioned
feedback could overlook or obscure or even discourage the point of a photograph. Her imaginative
photo accomplished exactly what she wanted: she made the woman 1n the field look like an ant which
relative to her herculean task, she i1s.

This Ford Foundation—supported work would not have been possible without the dedication of the

participating village women and their families; township, county, and provincial Women’s Federation



- - Jf a \ . . . .
cadres; the staff of Women’'s Federation World of Women magazine; county and provincial Public

-

Health Bureau and Family Planning Commission cadres: Yunnan Academy ol Social Sciences
anthropologists: the Provincial and County Guidance Groups:; Kunming Medical College and Beijng
Medical University’s technical advisors; the Health Education Institute of Yunnan Province; and the U.S.
Western Consortium for Public Health.

The photo novella project was an educational experiment. Many of the village women had never
been to school. Through large and small group discussions, they learned from themselves and one
another. Talking about their photos, they discovered their common and different views ol the world.
They found similarities in how they were raised as girls. and how they are treated as wives and mothers.

At the same time, the photo novella project had an impact well beyond the villages. It 1s unlikely
that a village woman will ever reach a county—level official or communicate with a Westerner. Her

photos can. From the women, their photographs, and their words, we can begin to assess real local

needs, in the hope that future work can exert a positive influence on the health status of village women.

Caroline Wang

PRE. FHE, IS5 EARMRITE - RMBEA A EAHKEK /&=

Li Cui Zhen, Li Gui Zhen and Guo Hui Fen look at photographs from

their first roll of film. Caroline Wang
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This book contains the first collection of images ever taken by Chinese village women. It captures important
themes of daily life in rural Yunnan province.

The photo novella project, through which these photographs became possible, represents a joint cooperative effort
between the Yunnan Women's Federation, the Provincial and County Guidance Groups of the Yunnan Women's
Reproductive Health and Development Program, and the U.S. Western Consortium for Public Health. This Ford
Foundation—supported program is a successful collaboration between China and the U.S. to improve women's
reproductive health and development.

Fifty—three village women and 9 Women’s Federation cadres of Chengjiang County and Luliang County served as
the photographers in this self—portrait. Taken between June 1992 and June 1993, these pictures were created by village
women ranging in age from 18 to 57 years. Their educational level varied from pre—literate to senior high school
graduate. They came from four ethnic groups, including Miao, Yi, Hui, and Han. Although in the beginning
totally unfamiliar with photography, the women learned to use instamatic cameras to record familiar events and
people. Captions of the photographs are in the photographers’ own words.

We selected 200 photographs from among 40,000 pictures taken by the village women. “Self—Portraits of China’s
Yunnan Village Women” was exhibited from December 1993 through January 1994 in Kunming and in other locales.
The 100 photographs 1n this book were selected from that exhibition. They show the daily life, work, health, education,
children, and customs of ethnic groups from different perspectives that reflect Yunnan village women’s lives. The
outstanding feature of the photo novella project is that the village women themselves, rather than professional
photographers, record and reflect the reality of their own lives.

We thank World of Women magazine for organizing the exhibitions and designing this book and the Ford
Foundation for its far—reaching support.

China Yunnan Women'’s Federation
Provincial and County Guidance Groups of the China Yunnan Women's
Reproductive Health and Development Program

U.S. Western Consortium for Public Health
May 1995
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This book is not only a rare record of village life, but it is also a testament to a remarkable process of learning, sharing,
and empowerment. These 100 photographs, and the thousands from which they were selected, have passed through scores of
caring hands, each pair contributing something of value. Delivered to the village women by dedicated folks from the Women'’s
Federation, the World of W omen magazine, and the Yunnan Women’s Health and Development Program, the photos were
shared amongst the women who took them and with community leaders to stimulate discussion about health, work, and
change. Indeed, as part of an effort to assess rural reproductive health needs in order to shape interventions for improvement,
these photos and the photographers charted a path for change — from the establishment of daycare centers to efforts to
encourage girls to attend school, from midwifery training and improvement of health services to the spread of simple labor—
saving technologies to lift some of the daunting work burdens on women and their families. The photographs and the
conversations about them were unique in contributing a positive and affirming map for change because they not only depict
difficulties, but also hopes, pride, humor, and visions for the future.

All of us fortunate enough to have played a role in the photo novella project have been inspired by the energy and
creativity that it has unleashed, and by the sisterhood, brotherhood, and grounded community work that it has nurtured. The
full prism of color captured in the photographs is also representative of the tremendous range of individual effort it took to
take the simple idea of finding a way for village women to play a role in shaping community change and to make it real. The
beauty that resulted i1s unquestionable evidence that both bread and roses — that is, both sustenance and beauty — can be
accomplished in consonance.

[t 1s impossible to thank everyone in my allotted page, but I must mention a few to whom I personally feel marrow—deep
gratitude: Wu Kun Yi for her leadership and keen commitment to the process of participatory change; Virginia Li for her un-
failing vision and confident embrace of the chaos of creative change; Jose Barzelatto for his enthusiastic support and advocacy;
Yang Ke Lin for his thorough attention to the quality and care of the novice photographers who did not match his own tre-
mendous artistic achievement; and Caroline Wang for her unwavering belief in the effort, eye for detail, unmatchable energy
and patience, and, most of all, heart.

Without the Yunnan organizations and the 62 village photographers who embraced and owned the work, this
visual testament would not be ours to cherish. To all of you, I am profoundly personally grateful.

Mary Ann Burris
Ford Foundation
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Introduction

Cameras have found their way into almost every household in a great many towns all over the
world. But cameras are still too expensive for most economically developing rural households in China.
and in the countryside of Yunnan few families had one. Everyday life on the mountainsides of China
remains largely undocumented and inaccessible. What little information we do have about the lives and
work of Chinese peasant women — which is very little — 1s filtered through the eyes of anthropologists or
photojournalists who come from far away. Here, through the eyes of 62 village women who
photographed their everyday activities, the city dweller, the student, the outsider can learn what life on
the mountain 1s like for the people who live there.

Even the very first photos, taken in a few short hours by the cadres and village women, surpassed
my expectations. Interestingly, although the cadres were more educated than the village women, their
photos were in no way technically or creatively superior. Without romanticizing the village women'’s
educational status, one might hypothesize that the lack of formal education might permit a way of seeing
the world that one otherwise forfeits or “unlearns” by going to school and absorbing social conventions
and rules. While carrying out the project was certainly difficult, I was excited by the small group

discussions about the photographs and the village women’s ingenuity with the camera. When | looked at

the photographs from the first roll of film they had ever taken in their lives, I was startled by the beauty,
imagination, and intimacy that came through. And seeing these 1mages from my own cultural
perspective, I was surprised and then enlightened by their own interpretations of them.

One woman took many photos that showed a tiny, distant speck of a person engulfed in a field of
rice. When encouraged to take some pictures from a closer range. she said she had wanted to show that
one woman must grow a crop on this huge piece of land. She taught us how even well-intentioned
feedback could overlook or obscure or even discourage the point of a photograph. Her imaginative
photo accomplished exactly what she wanted: she made the woman in the field look like an ant which
relative to her herculean task. she is.

This Ford Foundation—supported work would not have been possible without the dedication of the

participating village women and their families; township, county, and provincial Women’s Federation



