AN, R AN
FPHAE N R ERIERARR T LS A

Identity, Relationships and Difference :

The Social Life of Tea in a Group of Mon—Khmer Speaking People
along the China—Burma Frontier

et ¥

@ = KT mAE

Yunnan University Press



Al, K& A
PN EERERA AR S A

Identity, Relationships and Difference:

The Social Life of Tea in a Group of Mon—Khmer Speaking People
along the China—Burma Frontier

Fa F

@ = K F At

Yunnan University Press



@#EW%E(Cm)ﬁﬁ

A, RSN g B — A s A A ¢
A AN/ A eEE . - R s e,
2011

ISBN 978 —7 — 5482 —0599 -9

. Ok M. @OZ . Off 5 jit— R %y L —t
K—71E V. (DK286. 4

Hh T AR P A3 6 CIP Bl 5= (2011) 25 195121 %5

ANl SRS AN
AN E R A AR
Foi F

RXIgEE: AL

REHE: & F
HEET: X W
HARZAT: 20 K A
oz R BRI A PR 2 )
: 787mm x 1092mm  1/16
12.75

: 229 T

: 20011 4F 10 HES 1

2 2011 4F 10 %5 1 IR
ISBN 978 —7 —5482 - 0599 -9
: 46.00 JC

WD E S H D
@%%gggﬁ

=

o oak: FdALNTENLL2 S EAHRFREE (W 650091)
K AT &, 0871 —=5031071 5033244
[ sk: http: //www. ynup. com

E — mail; market@ ynup. com



Preface One

For perhaps a thousand years the indigenous Austro-asiatic or Mon-Khmer
speaking peoples of the southern Chinese borderlands have specialised in the produc-
tion and sale of the tea which grows best in the foothills of the region. The Ang peo-
ple who are the subject of this book are closely related to the Palaung of Burma. Al-
though in some areas these people formed secondary states of their own, based on the
production and sale of tea, generally their tea was traded through middlemen belong-
ing to the Tai-speaking Dai people whose Buddhist culture has left a lasting influence
on the Ang. This is a fascinating ethnography of the Ang people in ‘ Red Wood’ vil-
lage in the Dehong region of China’s Yunnan province. It shows quite clearly that,
although tea has been traded through petty markets for centuries, so that the Ang
were never an isolated or segregated community, the importance of tea for them goes
even beyond its economic or commercial value. Tea is a marker of their very identi-
ty. Their account of their origins is bound up with the origins of tea, and tea forms
the most important part of virtually every social and ritual exchange. This is all the
more remarkable since the long-standing petty market economy in southern China was
disrupted by the years of high socialism and for many decades the Ang were not able
to produce tea for sale, while on the contrary sugar cane production in combination
with rice was encouraged. Now, under China’s new market socialist economy, the
Ang still find themselves unable to market their tea as successfully as some other
groups in Yunnan do. However, some marketing opportunities have appeared, and
this book carefully traces the emergence of tea factories, and daily sales and exchan-
ges of tea in the local periodic markets. '

It is highly ironic that the wild and ancient tea gardens tended by the Ang for
many centuries, as this book shows, have not come to more popular attention, given
the recent boom in the tea industry in Yunnan and the whole of China and the frenet-
ic marketing of original and authentic teas associated with ‘ exotic ethnic’ origins. It
might have been thought that Ang tea would well qualify as among the most ancient
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and authentic of Yunnanese tea varieties. Yet the book shows us how tea fulfils even
more important functions for the Ang. Tea is ceremonially offered in banana leaf
packages in combination with tobacco or sometimes salt, on many ritual and social
occasions. In a revealing metaphor, which the author tells us ‘ haunted’ her field-
work, this combination of tea with tobacco (and sometimes salt) is likened to the
two panniers of a pack pony, bearing silver on the one side, and goods on the other.
Tobacco and salt, like much of their rice, were mostly obtained from the outside in
the past, either in direct exchange for the main product which the Ang had, which
was tea, or in exchange for silver derived from sales of tea. So, as the book convine-
ingly argues, the metaphor is telling us about the balance and equilibrium the Ang
constantly seek between the commercial and the non-commercial in their lives. For
tea is still a home product and the Ang never sell their best, Spring, tea. They keep
it for their own consumption, because it symbolizes their own cultural identity and
their history and origins.

In another ironic twist, the identity of the Ang is itself under threat. Already
heavily influenced by Dai culture in the past (although both Dai and Han were later
settlers in the area) , today they are coming more and more under the influence of the
dominant Han Chinese culture. Yet, throughout all these processes of social change
and transformation, tea remains the stuff of life for the Ang, and symbolizes the way
they preserve their own ethnic identity. Although they seem not to sell their pickled
tea as is common in Burma, they eat it, they drink it, they offer it to guests and they
sell it. There is an Ang ‘ Spirit of the Gift’ , this book argues strongly, and the reci-
procity of tea exchanges and offerings within the community knits Ang society tightly
together. Tea is used at marriage exchanges and at Buddhist monastic and merit-
making rituals - as the book says, at “marriages, funerals, ancestral worship and the
worship of deities, for offerings as signs of friendship and as a means of making
friends and when apologizing to resolve disputes” . Exchanges of tea punctuate the
life-cycle at birth, courtship, marriage, the establishment of a new house, and
death. It is all at once a ‘food, herb, beverage, and good’ . The book provides a
detailed examination of the use of tea during all these occasions, from family rituals
to temple festivals, and shows how it functions as a primary ‘symbol of wealth’ for
the Ang.

So Ang tea actually transcends its commercial values, and expresses deep cul-
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tural values. It may be, although this book does not say so, that that is why the Ang
have not proved so successful at marketing it in today’s rapidly evolving economy.
Could it be that the cultural and non-commercial values of tea which they stress so
much to outsiders, might have something to do with the fact they were unable to mar-
ket it for so long, so that other Yunnanese teas have largely come to replace it among
the famous brands today? Probably not, since the Ang see the tea tree as closely con-
nected with their own ancestral origins ( Chapter 1) and associate the tea plant with
values of maternity, descent, and health. Tea still enables the Ang, this book shows
us, to retain an important sense of their own identity despite the almost overwhelming
influences of Dai and Han Chinese culture.

Tea, the book shows us, links Ang insiders together through gifts and ex-
change, and also connects them to the outside through market trading. It establishes
relations with supernatural beings and outsiders as well as with insiders. Tea offer-
ings and exchanges serve to initiate new relationships as well as cement pre-existing
ones. Relations of superiority and inferiority, hierarchy and equality, host and
guest, can all be symbolized through the offering or exchange of tea. The book shows
us how the use of tea in gift economy and commodity economy is closely related. We
are shown a complex web of social relations in which it is, ultimately, impossible to
separate the expressive from the instrumental functions of tea. Here the more imper-
sonal relationships of the marketplace entwine and mesh with the personal relations of
local kinship through tea transactions, facilitating a hybrid interweaving of a tradi-
tional smallholder economy with the modern market economy. At the same time, the
personalization of such exchanges serves to protect villagers from some of the aliena-
tions of market exchange, and shapes marketplace transactions according to a more
traditional and continuing sense of morality associated with tea. All this is shown in
the equilibrium the Ang seek between commodities and goods for their own consump-
tion, and the wider balance they seek in their lives between the genders and in their
relations with the supernatural. This is a remarkable and telling study.

Highlights of the book, in my opinion, are the extended accounts of a wedding
in Chapter 4, and of daily market transactions, as well as the role of kinship in local
tea factories, in Chapter 6. But there is also much valuable ethnographic information
on the social, economic and demographic structure of the village, and meticulous ac-
counts of the process of producing and processing tea locally. And there are impor-
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tant signs of change on the horizon. There is a new awareness of the value of Ang
culture, as the author shows in her description of reactions to a filming crew in Chap-
ter 6, and there is local official pressure on them to sell their tea more commercially.
How much of this is endorsed by the villagers, with their extra-economic valuations
of tea, it is hard to say, but this book tells us that the villagers too would like to be
involved in more commercial production of their tea.

Unusually among Chinese fieldworkers, this author actually lived with the peo-
ple she studied and clearly had excellent relations with them. She has read widely a-
mong the available literature in both Chinese and English. In conclusion the book
calls for further comparative work on relations of marriage and ancestry between the
Ang in China and their co-ethnics in Burma, and it is to be hoped this will be forth-

coming. | warmly recommend this book to all interested readers.

Nicholas Tapp

Professor Emeritus, The Australian National University

Chair, Department of Sociology, East China Normal University
21 April 2011
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