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PREFACE

I take great pleasure in introducing to the reading public this book
by my one time pupil and present colleague, Dr. Liu Xiaoxing. Techni-
cally, it is a book in medical anthropology. But, unlike many prominent
works in medical anthropology, this also constiutes a considerable basic
ethnography of two of the peoples falling under China’s Yi Nationality. As
such it has especial value not only because, for once, it sets medical an-
thropology squarely in a fairly rich ethnographical context, but also be-
cause it examines in parallel both the similarities and differences between
the Nuosu and the Lolopho ‘Yi’. And it does a splendid job of relating
their different histories and experiences in negotiating a system of
medicine and curing in the modem world of China to their respective so-
cial-structural, cultural and historical particularities. In this regard, fur-
thermore, this book makes it clear that a medical system is far more than
a mere compromise of sorts in which ‘ Western Bio-medicine’ is adapted
or reinterpreted in the light of local beliefs and practices. It is, rather, as
Dr. Liu shows so well, the outcome of very complicated negotiations of
meaning and practice, depending specifically on the particular agents of
the negotiation and their particular position both in the local society and in
the society and politics of the larger world, in this case, China. I do not
know of a single other work in this special field that does this so thorough-
ly and so persuasively. Also, if I may say so, Dr. Liu’s emphasis upon
the way this negotiation of thought and practice is driven, in part at least,
by considerations of efficacy is a welcome alternative to a purely *cultur-
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alist’ view of the matter; we do not get the relativist view of people as
prisoners of their parochial ways of thinking. This makes her section on
* tradition and modemization’ so refreshing; the usual discussion of these
two contentius words somehow manages, in much social theory literature,
to leave out of account people’s ability to leam, to rethink beyond local
knowledge , and the capacity of a culture to generate new ways of thinking
and acting in order to handle new situations, new ideas and new inven-
tions.

But to my mind, as a specialist in the anthropology of the upland
peoples of Northern Southeast Asia and its China borderlands, this book is
also fundamental cultural anthropology in the broader sense since for per-
haps the first time, its sets the ‘Yi’ in this particular larger context with
regard to several aspects of the society and culture. It is all very well to
look at the Yi as simply a set of Minority Nationalities of Chin, but in
fact, as Dr. Liu shows this in several places in this book, the way their
political and kinship organization relates to Chinese hegemony is also re-
lated to the way other ‘tribal’ peoples of this larger region work with rela-
tion to their different (Thai, Burmese, etc.) national systems. In this
way, Dr. Liu’s book serves also as basic ethnography, in as much as it
throws new and detailed light on such matters as the local kinship system
and its connection with the local political order.

There are good reasons for the qualities of the book, for Dr. Liu
comes to this work not merely with. a number of years of meticulous field
work (and, I hope, splendid training for her doctoral studies here in the
United States, but also with and interesting background. Her parents are
both excellent ethnographers themselves, and her father is in fact Yi by
birth (Lolopho, more accurately). The latter in particular, as she says
herself, is not necessarily altogether an advantage, but it definitely places
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her as both insider and outsider, and I have long contended that such a
combination stance makes for and away for the best ethnography, espe-
cially if what is being aimed at is come access to ‘native intuitions’ of the
people being studies. After all, what is wanted is this together with a suf-
ficient distance of perspective to ensure and adequate measure of *objec-
tivity’, but which I mean simply not taking the small but often quite in-
sight-producing detail of what is seen and heard, for granted. This Dr.
Liu does to perfection here.

Frederic. k. Lehman

Department of Anthropology

University of Illionois at Urbana-Champaign
U.S.A.

April, 2005
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PREFACE

1 am honored 1o write a few words in preface to Dr Liu’s important
book on the medical culture of the Yi people of southwest China. Dr. Liu
was an excellent student at the University of 1llinois at Urbana-Champaign
and she received a prestigious fellowship from the Wenner-Gren Founda-
tion for Anthropological Research, New York. I was pleased to be her ad-
visor for her study and dissertation research. She was the first of my ad-
visees to come from China and to do her research in China. Though I am
not a specialist about China, I have done research in both Thailand and
Indonesia and I could provide her with some important comparative per-
spectives.

My specialization has been in Medical Anthropology, one aspect of
which is the comparative study of social and cultural aspects of health and
illness behavior. This branch of anthropology began to grow in the United
States in the 1950°s. Cultural anthropologists learned that illness and
health were universal throughout humankind’s long history and are ecperi-
enced by all human groups. But the cultural and social understandings of
the causes and nature of illness and health may be diverse, as may be the
kinds of illnesses experienced in different times and places.

Medical anthropologists try to understand this diversity by doing field
research among all sorts of human societies, to ask about illness and
health beliefs, to observe what people actually do when they are ill, and
to see how they promote their own health and that of family members.
What people do may be highly diverse. It may involve uses of both herbal
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and pharmaceutical medicine, folk and scientific practices, spiritual and
naturalistic curing, and traditional and school-trained practitoners. It is
also important to understand what various types of practitioners believe
and do, whether they are spirit doctors or modem physicians, since all
participate in one kind of health culture or another.

Most human societies have what anthropologists call “medical plural-
ism”, the coexistence in one society of several different kinds of medical
systems. In some places the contrast may be simply between a coherent
folk tradition and one often called “modem medicine”, but in many soci-
eties such as China, Thailand, or the United States, there may be more
than two such systems used by people. Sometimes the systems are com-
plementary, sometimes competitive, sometimes in conflict. Understanding
the way in which both ordinary people and health practitiopers negotiate
their way in medically plural situations is another interest of cultural an-
thropologists .

We can ask people what they might do in regard to any illness situa-
tion, but we must also observe what they actually do. This requires us to
live in a community full-time in order to become part of family and com-
munity lives and activities as much as possible. Dr. Liu did that success-
fully in several Yi communities, aided of course by the fact that she is of
Yi heritage. Anthropologists try, to the best of their ability and with the
help of their training, to understand the viewpoints and activities of the
people whom they are studying and, to the degree possible, not to impose
the values of their own upbringing on their analyses.

Dr. Liu’s rich book draws upon varius aspects of medical anthropolo-
gy to provide a rich picture of health and illness behavior among Yi people
in two areas of southwest China. Apart from important detail about beliefs
and behavior that she provides, I want to call attention to three noteworthy
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aspects of her book .

First, places Yi health and illness behavior in the context of eco-
nomic life, marriage and family, and social mobility and social control.
Health and illness behavior cannot be separated, in ary- society, from
other institutions to which it is related. Second, she makes a fascinating
comparison of health care in two local Yi areas, and she shows that one
may not make simple statements about “the Yi”, but must understand
sometimes highly local contexts. This point is relevant to all parts of the
world, for which she makes a fine illustration. Third, she places these
local variations also in the context of comparisons and interactions between
Yi and the health services brought from outside by the Chinese govem-
ment.

Medical anthropologists may take several paths in their careers.
Some do research on health and illness behavior and write articles and
books of the kind that Dr.Liu has done here. They may then teach about
medical anthropology, also drawing upon the writings by other scholars.
Others may work in settings such as hospitals or community health pro-
grams, to assess ways in which institutions or programs may more effec-
tively improve the health of people or why such programs may be poorly
conceived or even harmful. Some who have been long in their careers,
like myself, may have done both. I hope Dr. Liu’s book will inspire young
Chinese to enter careers in medical anthropology and will inspire older
scholars and researchers to use the many books and articles now available

about comparative health and illness behavior around the world.

Clark E.Cunningham
Professor Emeritus
Department of Anthropology
11



University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
Urbana

U.S.A

September, 2005
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