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Abstract

The Miao was once typical of a migratory ethnical minority
in the highlands of South China. From the age of great antiquity
with no written history, their ancestors had lived a frequently
drifting life. Their moving footsteps can be found recorded in
some periods in the whole dynasty history of China and not in
some others, but migration had been a normal living condition
for the group. This history was ended in 1949 when the Miao
were arranged to gradually settle down in the villages and towns
they occupied temporarily before. From then on, the Miao’s set-
tlements have turned from floating places to fixed communities,
in which the Miao have established stable networks of territorial
relationship. However, has the Miao put their history of migra-
tion out of their mind as a result of the social changes in these 50
years? What does the history of migration mean to the Miao now
living in their settlements? Is it still the source for them to imagine
the relationship of people and between’ people and the world?

With these questions in mind, I went into my fieldwork.
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My book describes through an approach of ethnography a
Miao village named Shanghba which is under the governance of
Pingbian Miao Autonomous County in southwestern Yunnan. By
conducting social anthropological research in this village, I‘
become to realize that the settlement as the reality and the migra-
tion as the history are two aspects intermingled in the social con-
sciousness of the villagers. As the social form in concerned,
Shangba is different from the Han rooted villages discussed by
many anthropologists in their works. The Miao has a special
memory system as a result of “losing their written system”. Their
myths, legends, beliefs and rites are still telling us that the migra-
tion is a permanent subject in the Miao’s ethical sense. Therefore,
the ethos of drifting doesn’t fade into insignificance with the
process of their settlement. On the contrary, I was greatly im-
pressed by the fact that the rooted-cultivation is virtually surroun-
ded by a mind of drifting. Undoubtedly, this obstinate thought is
repeatedly reproduced and strengthened by their social practices. In
order to reveal this mind of drifting in this seemingly settled vil-
lage, I categorized the practices of the villagers into three levels:

(1) On the social level, Shangba is composed of several
Miao lineages, which immigrated into the village many years ago.
After 1949, the economical, political and cultural aspects of the

.village were reconstructed by the state. As a result, the drifting-
cultivators were changed into mountain village dwellers. However,

now the lineages and the marriage alliances are in fact full of diffe-
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rent characteristics from long rooted Han villages. In hot season of
every year, the lineages organize their members to cooperate with
each other to finish materials production, while in cold season with
the appearance of more frequent moving of young\people from one
Miao village to another, marriage relations play more important
role than lineages. The conspicuous social mobility embodied in
the cold season distinguishes the Miao from the estabilished agricul-
tural nationalities. Therefore the lineages must put themselves into
the mobility to reproduce and enlarge the scale of lineages.

(2) On the social memory level, their myths, legends,
ancient songs, curses handed down orally by the old are all filled with
the memory of migration, such as Yellow River’s flood, the Miao’s
moving, the disaster of wars and the recovery of their homelands.
Even in a little village like Shangba, these ancient stories are still alive.

(3) On the belief-ritual level, the human is juxtaposed with
the animal and the plant in the Miao’s concept of the nature. The
Miao generally believe that everything has its own soul. Their
imagination of the soul is related with their leaving their home-
land. The Miao believe that sickness or death comes when the
soul/homeland is away while everything is all right when the
soul/homeland is back. Compared with the Han, the Miao’s be-
lief system cares more about ghost and god. If we look on the
ghost as the violence from the outside, the rituals to exorcise it
performed frequently in the village illustrate that the Miao was

once attacked by alien forces from time to time. Another impor-
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tant ritual called “Kan Huoxing” is performed in lineages every
year to reunite the brothers missing during the migration and to
exorcise ghost at the same time. The last but not the least, the fu-
neral ritual is carried out to lead the soul of the dead to go through
thick and thin to find the hometown of their ancestors at last.

By observing these practices, I come to understand there is a
close relationship between the rooted village life of the Miao and
their migration history. As mentioned above, the migration, con-
trasted with their residential appearance, has been the core not only
of their social structure but also of their mind. In my eyes, this
mind c-)f drifting implanted in the seemingly settled Miao villages
like Shangba gets us to reflect the previous theories and methods
of social anthropology. The former researches took the settled vil-
lage as a paradigm, empbhasizing the stability of the social structure
constructed by the collective consciousness and symbol system.
However, it’s noteworthy that the Miao with a long history of
migration remains the social memory of the migration after their
settlement of over 50 years. Thus, there appears an unsymmetri-
cal relationship between social consciousness and social institution.
Based on this, the dialectal relationship between settlement and
migration in other ethnic groups can also be reviewed. Hopeful-

ly, this may be the main contribution of my book.

Key words: the Miao; migratory mind; social structure ;

social memory anima; funeral ritual; history of the Miao
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