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Introduction

I. Project Selection and Research Methods

The process of economic globalization has posed a great challenge to ethnic
cultural traditions. China has not been immune to this process. In Southwest China, it
has been an important academic topic as well as a matter of practical urgency as to how
to preserve and utilize ethnic minorities’ traditional cultural resources. Based on
previous studies as well as on our own expertise, we applied to the National Social
Science Foundation for funding to implement the project of “Preserving and Utilizing
Styling Culture Resources of China’s Southwestern Minorities”  (Project No:
01BMZ012). The project was approved, and the product of which makes up the content
of this book.

“Styling Culture” is a loan idea from Japan and Korea where relevant research
associations have been set up. Kyoko Ryojyu, director of the Japan Asiatic Ethnic
Styling Culture Institute attributes any forms satisfying human productive and daily
needs as styling cultures, which can be summed up into 8 kinds—clothing, food,
utensils, beliefs, studies (i.e., stationeries), songs and dances (including musical
instruments), games, and production. Among these some are hand-made of natural
materials, whose styles derive from their functions, colours from emotive expressions,

and floral designs from perceptions of the Universe or natural surroundings. As material
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objects vary in line, form, colour, and floral pattern, they are associated with ethnicity,
regional characteristics and particular times. Kyoko Ryojyu emphasizes, in particular,
ethnic or native spirits the objects embody. In his research, aside from analyzing “the
manufactured objects themselves” (i.e., their physical forms), Kyoko Ryojyu has placed
a greater emphasis on the associated invisible cultural values, such as style planning,
material selection, use of tool, craftsmanship, production process, material function as
well as symbolic meaning.

Building on the aforementioned concept of ethnic styling culture, our project
studies not only the visibly produced objects, but, more importantly, the invisible
cultural dimensions of these products. We attempt to situate our studies of the styling
culture in its ethnic and cultural background, with an understanding that studies of any
artefacts cannot be separated from their own cultural context. Nor can they be
approached from some universal technological or aesthetic perspectives. In our research
of the styling culture, we stress both its technological and social-symbolic values.
According to our characterizations, ethnic folk art and craft culture has three
dimensions: 1) technological aspects consisting of materials and techniques; 2) artistic
dimensions such as form, pattern, ornament, floral design and colour, which are often
indicative of their unique ethnic flavour; 3) socio-cultural meaning scarcely addressed in
previous studies, which merits some elaborations. For instance, before the founding of
the people’s Republic of China, the Yi in Liangshan had used lacquerware to connote
courtesy, wealth, and social hierarchy. In addition to the courtesy function in its current
use, use of lacquerware also affirms Yi ethnic identity. Exclusive use of traditional
wooden lacquerware utensils in Yi annual offerings to deities or ancestors expresses
their cultural sentiments (see Chapter Two). In the case of the Miao, their costumes
have been part of their daily necessities. They are also carriers of Miao histories and
memories, signs of sub-ethnic and regional differences, and symbols of Miao women’s
maturity, expressing Miao’s social and cultural values. Festive clothing of Tibetans is
often stitched with valuable furs such as those of otters, leopards, and tigers. Tibetans
often wear jewellery consisting of eye-shaped beads (the most valuable being the “nine-

eye beads”), coral agates, and turquoises, etc. Such ornamentations stand not only for a
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sense of beauty, but also as symbols of wealth. Gawu worn by Tibetans also conveys
religious blessings. Therefore, cultural meaning of traditional ethnic folk art and craft
extends from symbolic representations to sentimental implications as well as to social
values. They are often unique to particular ethnic groups, and at times, suggest regional
variations and sub-ethic differences within an ethnic group. Rather than adopting a
universal or cross-cultural perspective, we find it more important to situate our analysis
of cultural meaning of a particular ethnic group’s traditional crafts within this group’s
cultural-historical background.

We have framed our research by initiatives from the two conferences—the first
being the “Symposium on East Asian Lacquerware Arts”, sponsored by the Division of
the Arts and Cultural Life Sector of Culture-UNESCO, and held in Rangoon in
February, 1996, and the second the “International Workshop on Inheritance of
Productive Techniques of Traditional Miao Costumes in China, Laos, Vietnam,
Thailand”, held in Yunnan University in July, 2000. In designing our research, we also
take into consideration specificity and reality in the Chinese context. Qur agenda covers
the follows: 1) local environment and raw materials; 2) customs of inheritance and their
changes in modern societies; 3) techniques and their transformations in the
modernization drive; 4) utensils (including custumes)and their patteras,designs as well as
their changes in modern society; 5) local social, economic and cultural changes and
their impact over ethnic folk art and craft; 6) experiences, problems and protective
measures in the process of preservation and utilization.

In our research, we have also noticed three correlating concepts widely circulated
in China, namely, “oral traditions and non-material culture”, “invisible cultural
property”, and “ethnic folk art cultural property” (or “folk culture property” and
“ethnic traditional cultural property”). Of them, the first concept originated from
UNESCO, the second from Japan, and the third from the native context of China. The
concept of Japanese “styling culture” is approximately the same as the Chinese “folk
art and craft culture”, belonging in part to the “invisible culture property” or “ethnic
folk art culture property”. Though our project relies considerably on theories of ethnic

styling culture, emphasizing ethnic and invisible cultural dimensions, our main research




