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Introduction
—— To distinguish one “cultural blood type” from
another

Huang Huikun

The relation between traditional culture and modernization has be-
come a focus of interest by scholars all over the world. Different theo-
ries and approaches have been discussed and tested. Modernization is
both an economic and a cultural process. This process is changing not
only the material base of our society but also the mental outlook of man
who is the dominant force of modernization. As an economic procoss,
modernization needs cultural support, or vise versa. If we consider it
from an anthropological point of departure,we center more on a cultur-
al study or the study of the impacts of traditional culture on moderniza-
tion. If these impacts result in a cultural adaptability or reconciliation,
they will have positive impetuses;if they lead to a cultural reverse or a
cultural conflict, they will have negative effects. In order to realize
modernization quickly and keep up the tradition at the same time,schol-
ars have been trying to find a“dynamic balance”between them.

Modernization is an inevitable historical trend and choice of
mankind and each ethnic group will certainly realize modernization in
the course of history. Nevertheless,there are different approaches to re-
alizing modernization. Every ethnic group,basing itself on its own cul-
tural tradition and its typl'cal cultural pattern, will surely have its own
choice. It will be possible that in the future all ethnic groups will enjoy
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the same material wealth but have different cultural lives due to their
different cultural traditions.

Culture has played an important part in human evolition and no
ethnic group can develop any thing without a culture. Different ethnic
groups will enjoy similar material wealth in the course of modernization
but they will retain their own traditions. “Ethnic group”is a term with a
wider extension than “industrialization” or “modernization”. Though it
will take a long period of time to realize modernization,it can be expect-
ed with definite targets. It is incorrect to say that when modernization
has been realized, different ethmic groups will disappear. According to
the basic principle of Maxism,it will take a much longer period of time
for different ethnic groups to disappear. Therefore,we are not in a posi-
tion to discuss this problem at the initial stage of modernization. I think
we had better base our research on the reality and on the relation be-
tween traditional culture and modernization. Only in this way can we
pay proper attention to the multi-cultural traditions and relations in Chi-
na. Though in the course of modernization some ethnic traditions will
partly change or disappear,there will be a limit,beyond which the rela-
tions between different ethnic groups and modernization itself will suf-
fer a loss. To quicken our modernization with a sustainable cultural sup-
port and avoid unnecessary setbacks,we should try to have a better un-
derstanding of ethnic cultures and traditions and to improve their rela-
tions. This was our planned intention of writing this book. As a matter
of fact,our planned project (as one of the Eighth Five-Year Plan Pro-
jects of Social Sciences in Yunnan) was to write a series of books on the
twenty-five ethnic groups in Yunnan. Owing to financial problems, we
can only finish this one. We hope that in the future more scholars will
engage themselves in this promising project.
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A Cultural History of the Dai Nationality is written from an eth-

nological viewpoint. The subject of ethnology is culture. Therefore the
description and discussion of (a given) culture is the focus of interest of
this book. As far as this point is concerned, it is quite similar to those
books written by other Cliinese ethnologists. Its difference lies in the
point of departure. Some Chinese ethnologists lay particular emphasis on
the study of the social forms of the ethnic groups and some on the law
(s) of the historical development. Others equate ethnology with ethnic
problems. Though different approaches have their own characteristics,
they may lead to some serious disputes over the establishment of a disci-
pline. I think we must take human culture into consideration. Among the
social sciences,only cultural anthropology (ethnology )takes human cul-
ture as its object of study. Ethnologists study culture with different fo-
cuses on its origin, its structure, its function, its transmission,.its ex-
change,its development and its adaptation. The knowledge of this disci-
pline can counteract some weaknesses of economics. It is quite possible
that a good economic motive may lead to a malpractice if we only take
economic benefit into consideration. As a result, cultural reverses, cul-
tural conflicts and cultural resistances and even ethnic conflicts may oc-
cur. Since this book is an ethnological work ,it has incorporated its own
traits. Anthropologists have classified anthropology into physical anthro-
pology and cultural anthropology. Ethnography is regarded as a basic
subject of cultural anthropology and it is as important as theoretic eth-
nology. In ethnographic studies stress is put on description and field-
work. Its findings are usually based on first-hand materials and its per-
spectives on lateral studies. Its approaches are comparison-oriented and
its objects are facts. The ethnic groups in historical records and a de-
tailed study of historical process are not the focus of its interest. Western
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anthropologists usually think ethnography is the databank of cultural
anthropology and it is also a qualification. An ethnologist is considered
unqualified if he has written no book on ethnography. Chinese ethnolo-
gists , having inherited the tradition of the influential book , The Origin of

the Family, Private Property and the State by Engels, have not only

written very good ethnological works,but also had a very good theoreti-
cal foundation in this field.

This book places much emphasis on fieldwork, including not noly
the findings of the former ethnologists but also the first-hand materials
obtained by ourselves. In the past,Dai studies centered on the Dai people
in Xishuangbanna and Dehong. This book covers a wider area,including
the Dai people living along the Honghe River and the Jinsha River and
in some other places,though it is not a comprehensive and perfect one.
We have tried to put useful ethnological theories into practice in our
fieldwork , which include the following important points: 1. We lay
stress on observation, but we put more emphasis on participation; 2.
Through participation , we have combined our observation with our com-
prehension to which more attention has been given; 3. We have put our
findings into the whole field of ethnological study ,and through compari-
son we have reached a new level of understanding of the development.
4. We have taken different stages into consideration in order to better
understand the original state and its development ;5. We have analysed
cultural structures, covering the surface structure, the deep structure
and the cultural core; 6. In order to better understand the abstract after
a study of the concrete, symbolistic and semeiological concepts have
been taken into account, 7. We have tried to understand the reality from
a historical starting point. We have also tried to perfect our means of in-
vestigation and the different approaches used. Ethnologists usually think
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that an ethnologist should understand the language (s)used by the ethnic
group(s)he is studying ; otherwise he is unqualified in this field.

It is not easy to wtrite a book on Dai culture because the Dai na-
tionality has a long history and a large population. Dai culture has its
own multicultural traits and the Dai people are distributed in different
countries and places. Some live in the border areas influenced by Central
Plains culture ,Jianghan culture , Digiang culture, Indian — Pakistani cul-
ture and Khmer culture respectively. Its cultural core was bestowed by
the ancestors of the Baiyue and its development has been influenced by
many othe:r ethnic groups. While summarizing the typical traits of Dai
culture, 1 coined“A River Culture”and now I cannot find a better term
to replace it. By“A River Culture”] mean in its long historical develop-
ment Dai culture has absorbed many strong points of other ethnic groups
and has formed into a multi— cultural river. Its writing appeared more
than one thousand years ago. Its graceful ceremonies and etiquettes can
rival those practiced by the people in the Central Plains. Its behaviors
and moral standards have rich philosophical connotations. Dai culture
shows a combination of inflexibility and yielding, and its generosity is
inseparably connected with its irresistible powerfulness. Dai culture,
with its colorful features,has a neutralizing power, which never has an
air of importance but you will naturally become subordinated to it. This
subordination is quite like a baby’s willingness to accept his mother’s
care. Even its occasional hesitation has the quality of Taijiquan (a kind
of traditional Chinese shadow boxing which incorporates its powerful-
ness in its slow movements). Chinese ethnologists should try our best to
understand such a people and such a culture from an anthropological
viewpoint. Only through a better understanding of them can we really
understand why they treasure their culture so much and why they are so
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prudent in their choices in the course of modernization.

Each ethnic group has its typical culture and each culture has its
own “blood type. ” Though no blood type is superior to others, blood
transfusion requires a choice. A misstepy in‘ transfusion may lead to a fa-
tal mistake. The same is true of “cultural blood type”and “cultural
blood transfusion. ” China’s modernization does not mean to be com-
pletely Westernized or Hanized. To distinguish one“cultural blood type”
from another is our starting point in handling the relation between tradi-
tional culture and modernization and is also our theoretical starting point

in writing this book.

Translated by He Changyi
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