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Abstract 

The villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, two villages in Luocheng Mulao 

Autonomous County of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, China, come mainly 

from an ethnic minority group named the Mulao; further, most of these villagers share 

the surname Yin. The Baya are female shamans who conduct rituals for these villagers 

to resolve various personal and familial problems. Drawing on a 14-month stretch of 

fieldwork in these two villages, this thesis investigates the reasons the Baya have 

persisted for many generations in this region, despite their practices being forbidden in 

the period from the late 1950s to the late 1970s. Based on an analysis of the villagers’ 

kin relationships as well as gender practices in the region, this work argues that the 

Baya act as mediators between the villagers and their deceased relatives. Their rituals 

connect the villagers with their ancestors that help tighten kinship bonds under 

circumstances of changing kin relationships as well as in the face of recent changes to 

the status of women. The Baya’s rituals also highlight the retention of patrilineal 

systems in the villages, revealing those traditions that remain even as the influence of 

patrilineal systems weakens. This thesis thus offers a better understanding of the Mulao, 

as the Baya are intimately linked to Mulao life in many ways. The importance of this 

research is not simply in regard to the rituals of the Baya and their connections with 

kinship and gender: this thesis also contributes to the overall anthropology of China, 

advancing research on Chinese ethnic minority groups, rural China, and shamanism 

among Chinese ethnic minority groups. 
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Introduction 

This study of the Baya is based on the ethnographic fieldwork I conducted between 

February 2018 and April 2019 in Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County of the Guangxi 

Zhuang Autonomous Region, China. My interest in the Mulao was first piqued by my 

own lack of knowledge regarding my Mulao ethnicity. Then, while studying at 

undergraduate level in Beijing, I gradually became aware that my schoolmates rarely 

knew anything about the various ethnic minorities in China; for them, the names of the 

55 official ethnic minorities were simply labels without any deeper meanings. Growing 

up in Guilin, a city in Guangxi about 250 kilometres away from Luocheng, I also found 

my own knowledge about Luocheng and the Mulao to be lacking when I examine it 

critically. I thus realised that I was interested in carrying out research on the Mulao in 

order to increase the pool of knowledge about the ethnic minority group that I belong 

to. My more specific motivation for this research derives from a ritual conducted by a 

Baya (the female shaman for the Mulao) that my mother experienced while I was still 

in kindergarten. My mother did not tell me about this ritual until I was in middle school, 

but as I began considering the idea of doing research on the Mulao more seriously, my 

memory returned to the story my mother had told me, suggesting that I could use an 

investigation of the Baya to act as a lens for the development of better understanding 

of both the Mulao and Luocheng, as the Baya are intimately linked to Mulao life in 

many ways. This connection is addressed further in the section discussing thesis 

structure.  

This thesis aims to act as an introduction to the Baya for a wider audience; the topics 
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necessarily covered thus include the reasons why the Baya’ rituals have survived over 

the years; what the connections between the rituals of the Baya and their clients’ 

expectations are; and how the villagers perceive the role of the Baya in the context that 

the Baya are both female shamans and normal villagers in their interactions with other 

villagers. To achieve a better understanding, I thus utilised a focus on the kinship links 

between the villagers in question, including those with the Baya. As explained in detail 

in a later chapter on the complex kin relationships in Luocheng and the recognition of 

“able” women in Luocheng, the kinship of villagers is closely connected with the rituals 

that they ask the Baya to conduct for them: by examining the kin relationships of the 

villagers, it may thus be possible to understand better why the Baya can continue to 

practice as shamans in the villages in spite of the repression they suffered during the 

Culture Revolution. I also utilised a focus on gender, for two reasons. The first is that 

as the Baya are all women, the status of women in the villages in which I conducted my 

fieldwork in Luocheng was relevant to determining whether there is link between the 

Baya accepting their roles as female shamans and the normal status of women or 

whether there were any connections between the gender of villagers and the rituals of 

the Baya that they requested. The second reason is that there are many links between 

kinship and gender in Luocheng, and an analysis of gender is thus, to some extent, a 

necessary supplement to examination of the kin relationships in Luocheng.  

In this thesis, rather than analysing this ethnic minority group from the perspective of 

politics or ethnic recognition, the concept of the Baya acts as the lens through which 

the Mulao and the place in which they live are examined. This means that the thesis 
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does not analyse the political significance of Mulao ethnicity because, during my 

fieldwork in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, I did not find evidence linking the Baya’s 

rituals, the kinship relations of the villagers and their gender ideology on the one hand 

to the political dimensions of Mulao ethnicity on the other. Instead, some policies 

related to the lives of the Mulao are mentioned or analysed in later chapters. There is 

also no apparent connection between the Mulao’s recognition of their ethnicity as a 

distinct ethnic minority by the Chinese state and their kin relationships or the rituals of 

the Baya. Therefore, these two dimensions were generally put to one side in this work. 

In the examination of the Baya, one of the most important concepts connecting the 

chapters on kinship, gender and shamanic rituals is the idea of jia, a word used to 

describe the importance of family for the villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an. The 

concept of “jia” is not a new approach to analysing kinship in China, as it may be used 

to describe both the nuclear and extended family, and both close and distant relatives 

(Ma 1999: 22). In this thesis, I thus mainly use the term to analyse the patrilineal system 

that influences the kinship among villagers and the ways they get along with their 

families; the use of the term jia specifically emphasises the deliberate pursuit of the 

united family seen among these villagers.  

Where are Guangxi and Luocheng? Who are the Mulao and who are the Baya? 

As illustrated in Figure 1, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region is located in southern 

China; the Zhuang ethnic minority group forms the major ethnic minority population 

in this province, which is, however, home to twelve distinct ethnic groups. According 
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to the latest census data from the Office of the Local History Compilation Committee 

(2020), the Han population represents 54.83% of the population in Guangxi, which is 

typical, as the Han are the majority population in China overall, while the Zhuang 

represent 34.40% of the local population. The third and fourth largest ethnic minority 

groups in Guangxi are the Yao and Miao, which represent 2.4% and 0.9% of the 

population of Guangxi, respectively. The remaining eight ethnic minority groups are 

the Yi, Dong, Mulao, Maonan, Hui, Jing, Shui, and Gelao (Kaup 2000: 32). Of the 

Zhuang population of Guangxi, about 92% live in the four main prefectures and two 

cities of Guangxi, which are Nanning, Baise, Hechi and Liuzhou Prefectures1 , and 

Nanning and Liuzhou Cities (Kaup 2000: 31). Guangxi overall covers 237,600 square 

kilometres, of which “70% are covered with mountains and 20% with rivers, leaving 

only 10% suitable for farming” (Kaup 2000: 29). This is the major reason for lack of 

transportation and slow economic development of the mountainous Luocheng area.  

 
1 A prefecture is a Chinese administrative division, which is overseen by a relevant province or 
autonomous region in the same manner as a city.  
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Figure 1. Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region in China 

https://commons.m.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_PRC_Guangxi.svg (created by 

PhiLip) 

Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County is located in the north of Guangxi. Its location 

means that Luocheng has a subtropical monsoon climate with abundant sunshine and 

plentiful rainfall, making it highly suitable for crop cultivation (Pan et al. 2011: 5). 

There are three main rivers in the Luocheng area, the Wuyang River, the Dongxiao 

River, and the Xiaohuan River, which flow through the south of Jiuwan Dashan, part 

of the Miaoling Mountain Chain of the Yunnan- Guizhou Plateau (Pan et al. 2011: 2). 

There are seven Zhen and four Xiang2 in Luocheng; these are Dongmen Zhen, Long'an 

Zhen, Huangjin Zhen, Xiaochang'an Zhen, Siba Zhen, Tianhe Zhen, Huaiqun Zhen, 

 
2 Zhen and Xiang are the basic units of the administration plans of the county. In English translations, 
they might both be rendered as “town” or “township”. However, Zhen and Xiang are slightly but 
distinctly different in terms of administration plans in China. The area and population of a Xiang 
are smaller than that of a Zhen, and the population of a Xiang is mainly agricultural, making the 
economic development of Xiang slower than that of Zhen. 
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Baotan Xiang, Qiaoshan Xiang, Naweng Xiang, and Jian'ai Xiang. The county 

government of Luocheng is located in Dongmen Zhen.  

Luocheng is an autonomous county in Guangxi, offering regional autonomy for various 

ethnic minorities, as explained in detail in Chapter Two. The political system in 

Luocheng is, as in the other provinces, cities, and counties in China, a People’s 

Congress. Under the People’s Congress system, the county government, the county 

procuratorate, and people’s court of the county must report to the People’s Congress of 

the county each year, with this report including a review of the previous year and a plan 

for the next year. These reports need to be reviewed and passed by the members of the 

People’s Congress of the county, who also need to submit proposals to the county 

government. In terms of the economic status of Luocheng, it may be regarded as a 

somewhat peripheral area of China, in part due to its geographic location: Luocheng is 

located in a mountainous area with few convenient transportation routes. However, it 

is also peripheral due to its lack of economic development. As Luocheng is in a 

mountainous area, the economy of Luocheng mainly relies on non-mechanised 

agriculture; its secondary and tertiary industries, while present, are not very competitive. 

Luocheng was thus identified as a poverty-stricken county by the Chinese government 

until very recently; it was removed from the poverty list only in 2020. 

When walking through the villages in Luocheng, it is possible to observe multiple roads 

crossing fields planted with crops which are sparsely lined with houses, ranging from 

one floor to three floors, which have been built by the villagers themselves. To describe 

the villages in a word, the best term might be “antiquated”, or perhaps “rural” as they 
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offer a strong contrast to the high-rise buildings seen in most cities. This is both the 

reason and the result of the migration of most male villagers to work in cities, leaving 

only some women and the elderly to sustain the villages. As discussed in Chapter Two, 

these villages are self-governed by the villagers’ committee (cunweihui), and there the 

influence of traditions and rituals on villagers’ preferred ways of dealing with things is 

clear. Most villagers in a village share the same surname and are thus relatives, although 

such relationships might be quite distant. These kin relationships in the villages also 

reflect the close connection of villagers in their daily lives.  

The Mulao ethnic group have their own language, also named Mulao, though no written 

version of this exists, which means that there are no written records in Mulao. In 

Luocheng, villagers also speak Southwestern Mandarin, the Chinese dialect generally 

used in the southwest and neighbouring areas of China, including Sichuan Province, 

Chongqing, Guizhou Province, Yunnan Province, Hubei Province, Guangxi Zhuang 

Autonomous Region and Hunan Province. Both Guilin and Hechi, where Luocheng is 

located, are thus home to the southwest dialect. Throughout my fieldwork in Luocheng, 

I therefore used Southwestern Mandarin to communicate with both officials and 

villagers, and throughout this thesis, the Chinese words and sentences offered with italic 

type are from Southwestern Mandarin. The Mulao ethnic group has the same origins as 

Zhuang, Dong, Maonan, and Shui (Pan et al. 2011: 52), with connections with Miao 

and Yao. As Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County is located in the Guangxi Zhuang 

Autonomous Region, the villages of the Mulao are dotted alongside the villages of the 

Zhuang, and the Mulao and the Zhuang have close relationships with each other, with 
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intermarriage between these two ethnic groups being relatively common (Pan et al. 

2011: 52). The Dong live in Sanjiang Dong Autonomous County (in the Liuzhou area 

of Guangxi, see ④ in Figure 2), the Liping in Guizhou Province (see ④ in Figure 3), 

and Tongdao in Hunan Province (see ① Figure 4), and all of these speak similar 

languages to the Mulao. The Maonan live in Huanjiang Maonan Autonomous County 

in Hechi (see ① in Figure 2). The language of the Maonan is similar to that of the 

Shui, who live in Sandu Shui Autonomous County, Libo and in Rongjiang in Guizhou 

Province (see ② ① ③ in Figure 3). The locations of Mulao, Dong, Maonan, and 

Shui are thus connected with each other, and from a cultural perspective, these groups 

have many similarities despite also developing unique traditions throughout their 

histories (Pan et al. 2011: 53-54). 

The Miao in Guangxi live in Rongshui Miao Autonomous County of Liuzhou (see ③

in Figure 2), to which Luocheng also belonged to. Rongshui Miao Autonomous County 

is located to the northeast of Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County, though the Mulao 

seldom intermarry with the Miao; the cultural systems of these two minority groups are 

very different, and the Miao usually marry only within their group (Pan et al. 2011: 50-

51). The Yao in Luocheng mainly live in Naweng Town (see ② in Figure 2), though 

many of them have migrated to Huanjiang Maonan Autonomous County and Sanfang 

and Tonglian in Rongshui Miao Autonomous County. Luocheng can thus be seen to 

have acted as a corridor for this Yao migration (Pan et al. 2011: 51) 
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Figure 2. ①  Huanjiang Maonan Autonomous County, ②  Naweng of Luocheng 

Mulao Autonomous County, ③ Rongshui Miao Autonomous County, ④ Sanjiang 

Dong Autonomous County in Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region. 
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Figure 3. ① Libo, ② Sandu Shui Autonomous County, ③ Rongjiang, ④ Liping 

in Guizhou Province.  

 



12 
 

Figure 4. ① Tongdao Dong Autonomous County in Hunan Province. 

The Mulao are thus a typical southern rice farming ethnic group who mainly plant 

paddy crops. According to The General History of Mulao (Pan et al. 2011: 2), 80% of 

the Mulao population lives in Luocheng. The term “Mulao” can be dated back to the 

Ming and Qing Dynasties3 according to the historical records, though the group was 

called “Lingren” during the Ming Dynasty, becoming “Mulao” with a different tone 

during the Qing Dynasty (Pan et al. 2011: 35). The current pronunciation of “Mulao” 

is a Chinese transliteration, and Mulao people usually call themselves “Ling” in Mulao 

language (Pan et al. 2011: 36). This also suggests that the Mulao people were the earliest 

indigenous people belonging to the Baiyue in Lingnan to live in the Luocheng area 

(now the Mulao Autonomous County in Luocheng, Guangxi), and the only group there 

for a long time (Pan et al. 2011: 41), as the ancestors of the Mulao are said to be the 

Liujiang people who lived in the area 20,000 years ago (Pan et al. 2011: 27). The Mulao 

were recognised as a single ethnic group as far back as the Yuan Dynasty4 (Lu and Luo 

2012: 5).  

Based on my fieldwork in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, as well as my communications 

with some villagers in other villages, they do not necessarily have a strong sense of the 

Mulao ethnicity as a particular thing in and of itself, though they do regard themselves 

as being Mulao. Mulao is one of their identities that they clearly know about as they 

live in the Mulao autonomous county and as the ethnicity of Mulao is written on their 

 
3 The Ming Dynasty was the feudal dynasty in China from 1368 to 1644; the Qing Dynasty was the 
last feudal dynasty in China, which lasted from 1636 to 1912. 
4 The Yuan Dynasty was the feudal dynasty in China from 1271 to 1368. 
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ID. However, villagers do not think they are different because of this ethnicity, and they 

live their everyday lives in the villages. The female villagers in Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an do not think that they are particularly different from other ethnic minority 

groups in Luocheng such as the Zhuang. One of the reasons for this may be that, for the 

villagers, their Mulao identity does not affect their daily lives, and thus it is not within 

the scope of issues that they need to think about. Another reason may be influences 

from the outside, as many traditions, festivals, and customs from different ethnic groups 

or different cities are now embedded in Luocheng due to economic activities, 

educational development, and migration. One of the elderly men in Shangnan’an told 

me that every child in the village needed to learn the Mulao language, however and 

they all theoretically speak Mulao when they return home. However, during my stay in 

Luocheng, I heard the female villagers speak Mandarin Chinese with their 

grandchildren, rather than Southern Mandarin Chinese or Mulao.  

In terms of the meaning of the term “Mulao” in the Mulao language, it is a self-

referential word in that it is coined by the Mulao to describe themselves as “people who 

speak the Mulao language” (jiang mulaohua de ren). The character “mu” here is the 

measure word for “person” in the Mulao language (Wu 2021: 38); however, “Mulao” 

used to be written in different characters as it was transliterated, and a transliteration 

using the word for mother (mu) in place of the “mu” of “Mulao” in Chinese characters, 

triggered a common misunderstanding that the meaning of “Mulao” is “mother” (Pan 

et al. 2011: 25). 
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Figure 5. Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region 

(China Cartographic Publishing House) 
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Figure 6. Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County 

(Institution of Maps in Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region) 

There is a long history of shamanism in Luocheng. During the Spring and Autumn 

Period5 adherence to Wu (a folk religion in China) was widespread, particularly in the 

states of Chu, Yan, and Qi6 (Li, Liu and Xu 2011: 183-184). The Mulao people had 

their origins in Chu, later moving to Luocheng, and Wu customs have been strongly 

retained among the Mulao. One word commonly used to describe the Baya is thus wupo, 

which means literally, “Wu woman”. In Chinese folk culture, various folk customs 

carried out in the states of Chu, Yan, and Qi have distinctive features of Wu, based on 

 
5 The Spring and Autumn Period refers to the period between 770 BCE and 476 BCE in China.  
6 During the Dongzhou Dynasty (770 BCE to 256 BCE), the imperial power of the emperor was 
often too weak to control the vassal states under Dongzhou’s jurisdiction, Chu, Yan, and Qi.  
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a long tradition of spirit worship. Such ancient worship has been well retained in these 

areas, and Wu thus accounts for a large proportion of Chu culture. According to Ban 

Gu in his Han Shu-Geographical Chronicle, “Churen Xin Wu, Zhong Yinsi” (as cited in 

Li, Liu and Xu 2011: 184), this means that people in the state of Chu believe in Wu and 

carry out worship ceremonies beyond the generally expected law and discipline rites. 

For example, if the state of Chu experienced a drought, shamans would conduct a rite 

with their unique dances, while if the state of Chu faced disasters that might threaten 

the governance of the emperor, the shamans would conduct a grand ritual, requesting 

the attendance of the emperor to offer sacrifices to the gods (Song and Zhang 1995: 

380). In this atmosphere, both female and male shamans developed important roles in 

the social and cultural life of Chu until the time of the Qin and Han Dynasties7 (Li, Liu 

and Xu 2011: 184).  

During the Spring and Autumn period when the Chu State was powerful, its territory 

reached west to Bashu, north to the Yellow River valley, south to Xiaoxiang and east to 

Wuyue. According to the Ethnic History of Song, Liao and Jin Dynasties (Chen et al. 

1996: 492), the Mulao people are descendants of the Liliao in the Fushui Prefecture, 

which is in the area covered by the Chu State. When Emperor Wu of the Han Dynasty8 

pacified the regions covering modern-day Guangxi and Guangdong, chicken divination 

was carried out by the shamans from the former Chu region, reflecting the importance 

of Wu in the Chu State (Fang 1990: 103). After the migration of the Liliao to the Mulao 

 
7 The Qin Dynasty stretched from 221 BCE to 207 BCE, while the Han Dynasty occurred after the 
Qin Dynasty, from 202 BCE to 220 CE.  
8 Emperor Wu of the Han reigned from 141 BCE to 87 BCE. 
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mountainous area, Wu was combined with animism, and later with Taoism when that 

was introduced to the Mulao area, to form a distinct religious force with particular 

ethnic characteristics (Fang 1990: 104). This combination of different beliefs has 

continued to dominate the material and spiritual life of the Mulao people.  

The Baya are the female shamans of the Mulao; the name “Baya” is in the Mulao 

language, and translates to bupo in Southwestern Mandarin, where “bu” stands for cloth 

and “po” is used to refer women with specific jobs, including shamans9. The reason 

they are called bupo is that, during the ritual process of spirit possession, the Baya cover 

their heads with a cloth bag. There were never any male shamans among the Mulao 

according to existing archival materials.  

Mulao people consult the Baya whenever they have difficulties for which they require 

a resolution. The most important ritual performed by the Baya is spirit possession, 

during which the Baya appears to be possessed by spirits of clients’ deceased relatives 

and passes on messages to clients from their deceased relatives. The Baya and the 

villagers in Luocheng who visit them have a specific word for the various rituals, which 

is nabian (the otherworld). Nabian is a demonstrative pronoun that the Baya and the 

villagers use to refer to a world that is clearly distinguished from the human world 

where the deities of the Baya and the spirits of the dead all live. When a Baya asks her 

deity to descend, that deity comes from the otherworld, while during the rituals of spirit 

possession, a Baya’s deity finds the spirit of the client’s deceased relative within 

 
9 Several other jobs attract the use of the term “po”, as seen in jieshengpo, who are midwives, and 
meipo, the women who work as marriage brokers. 
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otherworld to speak with them. 

Overall, I met with four Baya during my fieldwork in Luocheng. These four Baya were 

Pan Danzhi, Pan Xianmei, Wu, and Yin, who live in different villages across Dongmen 

Township. In Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County, there are several towns that have 

mainly Mulao populations, while the majority of people in the other towns is Han, the 

ethnic group that makes up 91% of the population of mainland China. According to You 

Zhihua, the key towns with mainly Mulao populations are Dongmen Township, Siba 

Township, and Xiaochang’an Township. The population of the Mulao in Dongmen is 

the largest among these. Pan Danzhi lives in Xianan’an, which is about five minutes’ 

walk to Dizhen where her two apprentices live; Pan Xianmei lives in Shangfengli Tun, 

which is where Pan Danzhi’s natal family live. 

I met with Pan Danzhi first, having heard about her work from a female villager in 

Shangnan’an. I therefore deliberately went to her house to find her, and her passion for 

being a Baya was also evident from our conversations. During our first meeting, I 

started the conversation by introducing myself, telling her about my research and how 

I had come to hear about her. I asked her when she had become a Baya, and her facial 

expressions made it clear that she was happy that someone had finally asked her about 

her work. I did not use the word “job” in our first meeting, because I was not aware at 

that time of the different understandings of “job” (discussed in Chapter Four). Although 

we did not directly talk about her work as a “job”, Pan was happy to be asked to share 

her experiences of and thoughts on being a Baya. This indicates to me Pan’s confidence 

in her own spiritual power and abilities.  
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Another sign of Pan’s confidence came from her explanations of the origins of her deity. 

According to Pan Danzhi, her great-grandmother, Liang, was also a Baya, and Pan 

began to help Liang when she was young. At that time Liang often said that she would 

give her deity to Pan in the future. Pan realised her talent for being a Baya when she 

was possessed by a deity for the first time at the age of 13. That day Liang was out 

performing a ritual for a client and people were carrying food to Liang’s house. Pan 

was trying to help lift a basket when she was possessed by Liang’s deity. Pan described 

it by saying that her eyes were suddenly dazzled, and her uncle brought out the chair 

and the piece of cloth which Liang used when conducting rituals. This was because 

Pan’s uncle realised that Pan was not herself; as Pan’s great-grandmother was a Baya, 

her family members knew what to do when a woman was possessed. The others who 

were present helped prepare a basket of rice and put it in front of the chair, and when 

Pan’s uncle covered Pan’s head with Liang’s cloth, Pan jumped on the chair and sat 

down with crossed legs. Soon after that, Liang’s deity left. Pan did not choose to 

become a formal Baya at that time; according to her, this was because she could not 

become a formal Baya prior to menopause10. Pan Danzhi thus chose to get married and 

gave birth to four children before becoming a Baya formally. When Pan finally became 

a formal Baya at the age of 42, she inherited Liang’s deity; Pan made it clear she was 

proud of her familial deity as she introduced her deities to me: “My deity is the Mother 

 
10 In terms of the importance of menopause, as I talked with Pan Danzhi, I was curious whether 
there were any requirements for or restrictions on becoming a formal Baya. I thus asked her if there 
was an age limit for being a Baya, which she denied. I then asked her if it needed to happen after 
the menopause, and she affirmed this, saying “meiyou le jiu keyi zuo le”, which means that when 
the menstruation of a talented woman stops, she can formally become a Baya. However, this 
argument was not recognised by either the other villagers or the other Baya. 
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of Dragon, which has higher status than other deities”. This also supported Pan’s 

confidence in her shamanic power, as she knew that her deity was strong, which she 

believed allowed her to conduct successful rituals. According to the stories Pan Danzhi 

and villagers shared with me, such as about the ritual of giving thanks and the example 

of finding cattle introduced in Chapter Five, Pan also gained the trust of clients due to 

the success of her rituals.  

Similar confidence in the power of her deity was also seen in Pan Xianmei, whose deity 

also originated with Liang. Pan Xianmei was Pan Danzhi’s approved successor. 

Originally, Liang wanted to give her deity to Pan Danzhi’s aunt, Pan Xianmei’s 

grandmother, as Pan Danzhi’s aunt also showed signs of being a Baya. However, Pan 

Danzhi’s uncle did not accept the fact that his wife could be a Baya and threatened to 

divorce her if she wanted to become a Baya. Liang thus gave her deity to Pan Danzhi, 

her great-granddaughter, based on her talent. Interestingly, when it was Pan Danzhi’s 

turn to find a successor, Pan Xianmei came to ask Pan Danzhi to give the deity to her 

and to guide her to nabian (the otherworld) and teach her the methods of distinguishing 

between different situations, as Liang did. Pan Xianmei was also proud of the deity she 

inherited, and when talking with me, she emphasised her links to Liang to highlight that 

she had a powerful shamanic ancestor from whom she had inherited her gifts.  

As Pan Xianmei had not yet completed the ritual of an bingma (see Chapter Five) 

conducted by her teacher, she, was not a formal Baya with her own hall. She thus 

borrowed a hall of the longwang (dragon god) temple to conduct rituals for villagers in 

Shangfengli from time to time when they visited her house to ask for a ritual. Both Pan 
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Xianmei and Pan Danzhi received a boost to their reputation from their links to Liang; 

as well as inheriting Liang’s deity, they also, to a certain extent, inherited the Liang’s 

reputation. The villagers who knew Liang thus had high expectations for Pan Danzhi 

and Pan Xianmei, which encouraged those villagers to seek their help.  

Yin and Wu may be discussed together because their cases have many similarities. Both 

Yin and Wu lived in Dizhen, and they came from the same natal village. Moreover, both 

were apprentices of Pan Danzhi and formally became Baya in the same year, about 

thirty years before I met with them. They did not show the signs of being Baya as young 

as Pan Danzhi and Pan Xianmei; it was thus several years before they asked Pan Danzhi 

for help. According to Wu, she and Yin both asked Pan Danzhi to conduct the ritual of 

an bingma (see Chapter Five) about thirty years ago, though neither of them could 

remember the exact year they asked for the ritual; at that point, they formally become 

Baya. 

As noted, there is no male shamans among the Mulao according to existing archival 

materials; however, there are some key practitioners of various different religions in 

Luocheng, particularly the Daoshi and Buddhist nuns. The Daoshi are male religious 

practitioners who practice Daoism, and they play similar roles as the Baya in terms of 

helping villagers to solve problems. However, the Daoshi have no deities, and each 

inherits a family book of rituals. The Daoshi are the main ritual conductors for the Yifan 

Festival in Luocheng. In terms of Buddhism, there is a famous temple in Luocheng, the 

Duoji Temple, which is home to several Buddhist nuns. There are few if any 

intersections between the three types of religious practitioners, and as different villagers 
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believe in different religions, they thus ask different practitioners, including the Baya 

and the Daoshi for help when they encounter problems. As the Baya and the Daoshi 

live in the villages alongside other villagers, they are the ritual conductors that villagers 

rely on the most; however, the ways in which they address villagers’ problems are often 

very different, and this is discussed in Chapter Two. 

Literature review 

There is a plethora of literature supporting and directing the discussions and analysis in 

this thesis. 

1. Ethnic Groups in China and the Mulao 

For the purposes of the thesis, there are two main themes in the wider social scientific 

literature that are relevant to the concerns of the thesis, which are the ethnic minority 

groups and the anthropology of China. As noted previously, there are 56 recognised 

ethnic groups in China, of which 55 are deemed to be ethnic minorities. The only 

exception is the Han, who represent 91.6% of the population of China. Thus, although 

different ethnic minorities live in different areas of China, they always live alongside 

Han people. The relationships between the Han and various ethnic minorities, as well 

as the relationships between and among the ethnic minorities are thus major concerns 

for anthropologists working within China.  

There has been a great deal of anthropological research on various ethnic minorities in 

China, especially with regards to Muslim Chinese11. Gladney (1998) raises two main 

 
11 In China, the ethnic minority group for Muslim Chinese is called Hui in Mandarin Chinese. 
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questions, which are “What is the meaning of being a Hui?” and “How is it possible to 

understand the Hui against a Chinese background?”. To address these two questions, 

Gladney (1998: 27) introduces an important term used by the Hui, qingzhen (pure and 

true); qingzhen exists in every part of Hui life, and the importance of qingzhen is even 

greater than the keeping of halal dietary requirements, as qingzhen not only expresses 

the Hui’s attitude towards religion but also their opinions on life. Based on this, when 

Hui living in different areas of China discuss the differences between Hui and Han, they 

answer in two ways. One is framed in terms of religious meaning, in that the Hui believe 

in Islam while Han usually do not, while the other is taken from perspective of custom, 

as the Hui do not eat pork and have different festivals with different rituals, such as the 

Corban Festival, when the Hui gather together with family and friends to slaughter 

cattle and sheep after worshiping in a mosque (Gladney 1998: 54). In short, the meaning 

of being a Hui can be said to lie in self-understanding (Gladney 1998: 54). Across China 

more generally, however, the Hui are seen merely as an ethnic minority that is integrated 

into Chinese society, being accepted by Han and other ethnic minorities (Gladney 1998: 

176). 

In Gladney’s (1991) earlier publication, he analysed the relationship of Hui with the 

Chinese state, based on a belief that the Hui in China are not merely Muslim, but also 

an ethnic minority that might help China build better relations with other Muslim 

countries. Both works generally focus on the importance of ethnic identity, nationalism 

and the status of Hui as an ethnic minority while ignoring the crucial Chinese context, 

however. The division of people into 56 ethnic groups is not intended to highlight 
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differences in this manner, being instead intended to highlight the united nature of the 

People’s Republic of China. For the Mulao in Luocheng, being recognized as an ethnic 

minority helps to protect their customs from assimilation by the Zhuang or Han due to 

preferential policies related to ethnic minorities and autonomous region or county; 

nevertheless, the Mulao, as an ethnic minority group, also get along well with other 

ethnic minorities in Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region mentioned in the first section. 

Although there are differences among these various ethnic groups, they all live 

harmoniously in the same autonomous region.  

Some research has also been done on Han populations living in minority areas in China. 

According to Hansen (2005), the migration of Han people to frontier region of China is 

a form of internal colonialism. This research, focusing on Han settlers in frontier 

regions of China, is rare among research on Chinese ethnic minorities, offering 

anthropologists who work on Chinese ethnic minorities a new angle from which to 

examine the relationship between Han and ethnic minorities. However, the descriptions 

of this state project as internal colonialism, especially in terms of describing the frontier 

regions of China as colonised areas (Hansen 2005: 6), seem somewhat politically 

motivated, as all such frontier regions are already Chinese territory. Seeking ways to 

engage with the local context thus clearly requires further attention.  

In my research, the relationships between the Mulao and the Han or other ethnic 

minority groups is not covered to any significant extent, however, as the villagers in the 

two villages in which I did my fieldwork do not live alongside different ethnic minority 

groups. The villagers living in these two villages are Mulao, most of whom have the 
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surname Yin. My focus was thus on the Mulao people rather than their relationships 

with other ethnic groups or the government. As the Mulao form a small ethnic group, 

representing just 0.16% of the population of China, I was also keen to access archival 

materials based on social and historical research on the Mulao population, their 

geographic locations, and their traditions in terms of clothes, festivals, and marriage in 

order to record as much basic information about the Mulao as possible. There are some 

historical books on the Mulao that include basic information such as the location and 

origin of the Mulao, as well as studies of the Mulao at various times. Alongside these 

general introductions to the Mulao, there are also archival books on certain towns or 

villages in Luocheng, such as research on the Dawu Tun area of Luocheng (Zhou 2008) 

that discusses their economic systems, customs, education, ethnic relationships, and 

religious beliefs. Dawu Tun is located to the side of the secondary road from Luocheng 

to Yizhou in the Siba Township. Dawu Tun has thus enjoyed convenient transportation 

for a long period. In terms of economy, Zhou (2008) divides the economy of Dawu Tun 

into three stages. The first one was before the foundation of the People’s Republic of 

China in 1949, when 90% of the population in Dawu Tun were agricultural workers yet 

the yield per acre was only 150 kilograms (Zhou 2008: 9-10). Due to these low yields, 

villagers in Luocheng started to develop side business, including handicrafts, poultry 

cultivation and mining (Zhou 2008: 9-10).  

The second economic stage was before the implementation of the “reform and opening-

up” (gaigekaifang) policy in 1978; the gaigekaifang policy and its effects are thus 

discussed later. Before 1978, the economy developed based on the land reforms in 1950 
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and 1952, which reduced agricultural taxes and distributed the land to farmers in rural 

areas. Local yields increased to 400 kilograms per acre (Zhou 2008: 10). However, from 

the late 1950s to the late 1970s, the economy of Luocheng remained in a depressed state 

(Zhou 2008: 10). The late 1950s to the late 1970s period is addressed more specifically 

in Chapter Two, as this was when the rituals of the Baya were banned, a move that 

continues to influence the Baya even now.  

The third stage began with the “reform and opening-up” (gaigekaifang) policy, 

instituted in 1978, when Third Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee of the 

Communist Party of China, held in Beijing, made the decision to implement the policy 

(Outline of Chinese Modern and Contemporary History Writing Group 2009: 261). The 

“reform” referred to in the policy began with land reform in rural areas and gradually 

extended to urban areas (Outline of Chinese Modern and Contemporary History 

Writing Group 2009: 263). Before 1978, the sole official mode of production in China 

was the People’s Commune. Under this mode, labour quantity did not decide income, 

with everything instead divided equally, which negatively influenced some people’s 

enthusiasm for work (Outline of Chinese Modern and Contemporary History Writing 

Group 2009:263). The land reform in 1978 changed the mode of production in China 

to a Household Contract Responsibility System. Under this system, land was divided 

between households, and the income of each household thus depended more directly 

on their labour in terms of the yield of agricultural production (Outline of Chinese 

Modern and Contemporary History Writing Group 2009:263). In terms of “opening-

up”, the policy created special economic zones to support the introduction of learning, 
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technology, and management modes from developed countries (Outline of Chinese 

Modern and Contemporary History Writing Group 2009:264). Both the land reform in 

1978 and the reform and opening-up policy improved people’s enthusiasm for working 

and thus boosted economic development. By 1983, the total grain output had increased 

by 313.38% as compared to 1976 figures. Nevertheless, the side business in Luocheng 

continued to flourish thanks to improvements in transportation, water conservancy 

facilities, and public facilities (Zhou 2008: 11). 

The unique Yifan Festival of the Mulao is referenced in Zhou’s (2008) research on 

Dawu Tun, in the archival book on the history of the Mulao (Pan et al. 2011), and in the 

social and historical research on Xiali and Siba Townships conducted by the editorial 

group of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region (2009). These authors tend to offer an 

introduction to the Yifan Festival in their sections on religious belief and mixin 

(superstition). The Yifan festival is, however, one of the most solemn festivals of the 

Mulao, held every three or four years after the Beginning of Winter. Dawu Tun used to 

hold celebrations for the Yifan Festival every four years; after 1949, however, it had 

only celebrated the festival in 1989 and 1996 by the time Zhou did her research in Dawu 

Tun in 2004 (Zhou 2008: 94). According to Zhou, the Yifan Festival in Dawu Tun was 

conducted in the ancestral temple by three Daoshi, who hosted all the rituals throughout 

an entire day (Zhou 2008: 95-96). The Yifan Festival is thus a religious activity that 

combines all the religious beliefs of the Mulao, offering worship to the unique gods of 

the Mulao, including the yifan gongye and baima guniang, their immediate ancestors; 

local gods such as the Shewang (see Chapter Four) and powang (see Chapter Five); and 
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the Daoist gods such as the Meishan fazhu, which belongs to a form of Daoism specific 

to Meishan, which is the sect that Daoshi who conduct the rituals in the Yifan Festival 

belong to (Pan et al. 2011: 244-245). However, another view of the Yifan Festival 

suggests that it is a votive festival for the Mulao; for the Mulao, if a village does not 

conduct rituals for the Yifan Festival, the members of the village may develop mental 

problems. Thus, the Yifan Festival is usually celebrated three times every ten years 

(Editorial Group of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, 2009: 172-173).  

These books were the main sources of the information noted in the brief introduction 

to this work on “where is Luocheng” and “who are the Baya”, though the work of the 

Baya is rejected as mixin (superstition) in all of these books, as discussed in Chapter 

Two. No information or discussion was thus available on the details of rituals and the 

shamanic power of the Baya.  

Apart from the historical works on the Mulao, other anthropological research on the 

Mulao, including several articles discussing their traditional festivals and origins, as 

well as kinship among the Mulao, exist. Wu Guofu (2014) focuses on the origins of 

both the Mulao’s traditional Yinfan Festival and the Mulao themselves. Regarding the 

origin of the Mulao, Wu (2014) states that Chinese academic circles currently offer 

substantial divergence in their theories of the origin of the Mulao and their names. The 

Mulao share an origin with the Zhuang and Dong12 with similarities in terms of history, 

language, and culture. In addition, the Mulao have also been influenced by the Han in 

 
12 An ethnic minority group in Guangxi.  



29 
 

terms of their language, family and clan structures, festivals, religion, and so forth (Wu 

2014: 58). Wu’s (2016) later work discusses the idea that the Mulao’s Yifan festival 

originates from the worship of “Yifan gongye” by the local Han; such worship is a 

votive ritual activity designed to ask for and protect lineages, making it an afferent 

custom for the Mulao gatherings in Dongmen and Siba, located in the middle of 

Luocheng. The Yifan Festival thus appears to have been influenced by Taoism, 

Buddhism, and Wu (shamanism) during its development (Wu 2016: 77-78). Yin Hao 

(2012) similarly discusses the Yifan Festival in his article, noting that, since 2009 the 

Yifan Festival has become known as the “Yifan Cultural Festival”, being hosted by the 

county government and combining various customs, arts, and trades to bring tourism to 

the area. The involvement of the county government has thus somewhat modernised 

the traditional festival (Yin 2012: 158). Through the Yifan Festival, the Mulao 

nevertheless emphasise their identification with the ancestors, thus helping to define 

their cultural boundaries (Yin 2012: 161). Many Chinese anthropologists have focused 

on the Yifan Festival of the Mulao. In addition, the Yifan Festival is now hosted by the 

local government and has become a tool to develop tourism in Luocheng; despite 

substantial preparation for the Yifan Festival, villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, 

where I did my fieldwork did not care about the celebrations for the Yifan Festival as 

they had previously. My focus thus remained on the Baya and the festivals more closely 

related to their work. 

Alongside such work on traditional festivals, there are also several pieces of research 

on the kinship of the Mulao. Huang Xingqiu (2003) states that the clans of the Mulao 
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act as regional organisations with significant influence on community life, including 

influence over marriages. However, a cultural change from “no marriage between 

Mulao with the same surname”, thus enforcing marriages among different clans, to 

acceptance of marriages withing the same clan has reduced the binding force of the clan 

(Huang 2003: 43).  

The effect of patriliny has grown weaker, reflecting the weakening of clan binding as 

social force, as discussed in Chapter Three and Chapter Four, which cover the changes 

to worship seen in the Qingming Festival, as well as marriage among the younger 

generation. However, the influence of the clan still remains relevant in many other ways 

for the Mulao. This is addressed in Chapter Three, which focuses on kinship, as well as 

Chapter Five, which discusses the rituals of the Baya. This thesis emphasises the 

connection between the Baya and the villagers, in which kin relationships play an 

important part. The origins of the Mulao are thus not major themes addressed in this 

thesis.  

Many anthropologists have focused on other parts of China; for example, Feuchtwang 

worked in a village called Meifa in Fujian Province, which is located in south-eastern 

China. In his chapter on “Curves and the Urbanisation of Meifa Village” (Feuchtwang 

2004), he examines the changes to Meifa village in 1992, 1995, and 2002, during the 

process of urbanisation, analysing these phenomena in a Chinese historical context and 

in light of national policies at those times. Pieke (2014) examined anthropology in 

China in the 20th century, noting that China has experienced great changes since the 

ending of its planned economy; naturally, anthropological research in China has thus 
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experienced changes as well (124-125). These changes are inherent in the conducting 

of anthropological fieldwork that it is “more issue driven, city based, and multi-sited 

than before” (Pieke 2014: 125). Although my fieldwork was confined to the rural area 

in Hechi, this was because the majority of the Mulao live in that area; few Mulao are to 

be found in the cities of Guangxi and other provinces. Further, my fieldwork in 

Luocheng was driven by my interest in how the rituals of the Baya have been sustained 

over time and the question of what relationships exist between the Baya’s rituals and 

the lives of the Mulao villagers in Luocheng. 

Pieke (2014: 125) also highlighted the recent individualisation of younger generations 

in China, which I discuss in Chapter Four with reference to Yan Yunxiang’s work to 

suggest that the individualisation of the younger generation in Luocheng has weakened 

the patriliny of the villages, as Huang also mentions in his article. In terms of the one-

child policy, Pieke (2014: 128) focused mainly on its negative effects, including the 

high numbers of abortions and the development of unbalanced sex ratios. Alongside 

these negative effects, however, Pieke (2014: 131) noted that women’s status generally 

benefited from the one-child policy. Similarly, Fong (2018: 81, 83) emphasised the 

positive effects of the one-child policy by noting that an only child receives more 

focused investment from its parents, which is likely to raise living standards based on 

the time and money that a family can provide for the growth and education of a single 

child. The one-child policy is also discussed in Chapter Four of this thesis, as the 

implementation of the one-child policy brought several changes to the villages in 

Luocheng, including undermining old ideas about son preference and thus changing 



32 
 

some of the traditions linked to son preference.  

Pieke (2014: 130) also addressed the topic of ethnic minority groups from the 

perspective of tourism, noting that “commercial performances of minority cultures are 

a key aspect of ethnic tourism, a very welcome source of income and development in 

certain minority areas”; methods of achieving this include applying for “intangible 

cultural heritage” status for the local culture, a phenomenon discussed further in 

Chapter Two as part of the analysis of the definition of mixin (superstition). However, 

as the Baya are not commercialised or classified as tourist attractions, this topic is not 

addressed in this thesis. However, according to Pieke (2014: 131), “in the past 30 years, 

hundreds of millions of rural Chinese have migrated to Chinese cities”, and the 

influence of rural-urban migration in Luocheng, particularly with regard to those who 

remain in the villages being mainly older women, is discussed, as this influences the 

family relationships in the villages as well as participations in the traditional festivals. 

Moreover, as Pieke (2014: 131) highlighted, migration from rural areas gives women 

opportunities to become independent from their families, including “their parents, 

husbands, and parents-in-law”, as they can then work in the cities to earn money for 

themselves.  

2. Popular Religion and Rituals in China 

The anthropology of China features many discussions of mixin (superstition), and in 

terms of any discussion on mixin (superstition), it is important to start with definitions. 

Zhang Shangren (2014: 119) examines the nature of religion in his article, noting that 
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many philosophical books make reference to Karl Marx’s idea that “religion is opium 

of the people”, thus suggesting that religion is something that poisons people’s thinking. 

However, this sentence is only a partial window even on Marx’s own views on religion, 

and it is thus inappropriate to use this one sentence out of all contexts to define the 

essence of religion (Zhang 2014: 120). Zhang (2014: 121) also observes that some 

researchers in China assume that religion is exactly the same as mixin (superstition); 

however, “mixin” is not a necessary characteristic of religion. An example is offered of 

people who believe in mixin (superstition) who think that they can get promotions or 

get rich through worshipping the gods and Buddha, which is not advocated by any 

religions; indeed, according to the doctrines of Buddhism, wealth and woe are 

generated by a person’s karma, and thus Buddhism has no mixin (superstition) that 

Buddha can resolve particular issues (Zhang 2014: 121). Similarly, when examining the 

rituals of the Baya, one cannot define these rituals as mixin (superstition) simply 

because some villagers blindly believe in the rituals; the ritual itself is not mixin, though 

such blind belief may well be.  

Pang Yi (2020) discusses the concept of mixin (superstition). According to Pang (2020: 

43), modern Chinese views on mixin (superstition), as well as the contents included in 

the concept of mixin (superstition), are changing. There are two opposing ideas 

underlying this modernisation of views on mixin (superstition), however. The first is 

that religion is opposed to natural science, which automatically defines religious 

activities and spiritualism as mixin (superstition), while the other advocates that natural 

science, religion, and mixin (superstition) be defined separately, as each has its own 
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limits. Pang (2020: 43-44) also points out that the phenomenon in which all folk beliefs 

are regarded as mixin (superstition) was not a feature of ancient times, having occurred 

only recently. Sato (2018: 44) similarly mentions that it was in the late Qing dynasty, 

as the influence of Social Darwinism took hold in China, that folk beliefs began to be 

defined as “mixin (superstition)” or against civilization. For example, in the lower 

Yangtze Delta, there is a particular intangible cultural heritage named xuanjuan, which 

is a form of folk art (Sato 2018: 46). During the process of investigating those folk 

customs that had applied for intangible cultural heritage, the investigators focused on 

xuanjuan in the form of the text or scripts used for xuanjuan, while from a local culture 

perspective, the investigation only mentioned the resumes of the relevant actors and 

actresses (Sato 2018: 46).  

The situation of the Baya, as well as that of their rituals, is somewhat explained by the 

three articles noted above, as the definition of folk customs or folk beliefs is avoided or 

elided in each, which is not a good way to address the problems that religion or folk 

beliefs face in the modern world. In order to develop a clear definition of mixin and the 

items that should be included in this category, it is necessary to address these problems 

directly instead of avoiding discussion about it. A discussion of superstition (mixin) is 

important in this thesis as the Baya have only relatively recently re-emerged from a 

period in which they were regarded as mixin, and this continues to influence both the 

practice of the Baya and villagers’ perceptions of the Baya. Examining the relationship 

between mixin and the Baya may thus make the tenuous position of the Baya clearer. 

Stafford (2003) introduces the idea of festivals of reunion, rituals for greeting and 
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sending-off the gods and ancestors, rituals for parting and reunion with families and 

friends, as well as discussing Chinese national unity between mainland China and 

Taiwan. These rituals help people to define their relationships with other people and 

places, and even with time, revealing the close connections between Chinese popular 

religion and rituals of separation and reunion. In Luocheng, while there are festivals for 

family reunions and worshiping the ancestors, the festivals for family reunion are also 

considered to be for both ancestral and god worship; for example, during the Spring 

Festival, every household in all of the villages worships at both the ancestral temple 

and the temples for selected local gods, offering pig heads, chickens, fruits, candies, 

rice, and alcoholic spirits. The festivals in Luocheng highlight those traditions that 

villagers retain, as well as the kin relationships that are important to the villagers. These 

festivals thus illustrate how the villagers connect with their families, including both 

close relatives and distant relatives, as well as how they relate to living relatives and 

ancestors.  

Fei Xiaotong’s (1992: 63) analyses the close social relationships in Chinese society by 

coining the word Chaxugeju (a differential mode of association). This refers to the 

social networks of an individual, based on consideration of the individual at the centre 

of the network, with various relationships forming concentric circles based on closeness 

in terms of both blood relationships and geographic location. Each concentric circle can 

thus intersect with many other circles and thus form a web of social relationships. By 

propounding Chaxugeju, Fei (1992) highlights the importance of rural networks as the 

fundamental basis of Chinese relationships, and as my research is based in rural villages, 
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I became aware of the need to always take Chaxugeju into account through this work, 

which was first published in 1947, two years before the foundation of the People’s 

Republic of China. This book thus offered me a new angle from which to analyse rural 

China, providing the original references for policies on rural areas that developed later, 

after the foundation of the People’s Republic of China. However, the discussion of 

“rituals” in rural areas in From the Soil is done in a way that suggests that it is “rituals” 

that rule rural areas rather than laws; further, according to Fei (1992: 96), the term 

“rituals” as used within the book may refer to any “behavioural norms sustained by 

traditions”.  

There are many articles analysing the relationships between “ritual”, or li, and the law, 

or fa. Zhou Qun (2021) discusses the development of “ritual” and law in the period 

from the Western Zhou Dynasty13  to the late Qing Dynasty14 . The term “ritual” 

originates from the sacrificial ceremonies through which people in ancient times 

showed their respect to the gods as well as asking for their protection (Zhou 2021: 116). 

The standardization of such “ritual” started in Western Zhou Dynasty, as a way to 

maintain the monarchical power of the emperor and, more generally, to support 

patriarchal power. “Ritual” then became a state system rather than a sacrificial 

ceremony and was stipulated by law (Zhou 2021: 117). Liu Zhiping and Li Shan (2007: 

36) also highlight that the li in the Western Zhou Dynasty covered the laws and 

regulations of the state as well as the folk customs in that society, making it clear that 

 
13 Western Zhou Dynasty: from 1046 B.C. to 771 B.C.. 
14 Late Qing Dynasty: from 1840 to 1912.  
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at that time, there was no law outside of the concept of “ritual”: “ritual” had the duality 

of referring to both law and morality or custom. In the Spring and Autumn Period, law 

was separated from “ritual” and the two became independent, while in Han Dynasty, 

“ritual” was adopted as the highest standards of the state, and was thus seen as leading 

the law, which as therefore required to fit with the demands of “ritual” (Zhou 2021: 

117). In the late Qing Dynasty, “ritual” and the law were separated again due to the 

influence of ideas around democracy and the rule of law from the Western (Zhou 2021: 

117). Nevertheless, despite the practical separation, when “ritual” had been recombined 

with law after the Han Dynasty, the word for law had developed to include common 

sense, as well as morality; thus, the Mandarin Chinese term fa (law) cannot be seen to 

purely refer to law as defined in Western terms; instead, it contains all of “ritual”, law, 

regulation, and truth (Wen 2021: 158). The law has served “ritual” for more than a 

thousand years, and thus ruling by law can also be seen as ruling by “ritual”.  

In terms of the type of “ritual” Fei Xiaotong discusses, Liu Zhiqin (2006: 159) notes 

that the rituals cited in From the Soil are in fact behavioural norms that the public 

recognises as well-formed, suggesting that such behaviours are seen to be rightly 

conducted. As laws and regulations are also forms of behavioural norms, rituals can 

indeed be seen as equivalent to laws and regulations in this aspect; however, there are 

significant differences between laws and rituals that lie in the power which maintains 

these norms, with laws relying on state power and rituals on that derived from the local 

people (Liu 2006: 159). According to Liu (2006: 159), while the term “state” refers to 

political power, which was traditionally situated in the clan prior to the foundation of 
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the modern state, rituals do not require a tangible body of power to sustain them; they 

are instead maintained by tradition, embodied by the term lisu, which can be broken 

into the terms for ritual (li) and folk (su). In this term, li are thus the ancient laws and 

regulations created and sustained by the ruling classes, while su are the folk customs 

formed by the common people in their daily lives (Liu 2006: 159). In the term “lisu”, 

the two terms, with their very different meanings, are combined because they both refer 

to the norms that help maintain the order of certain places, whether such norms are 

ratified by the state or developed based on everyday experiences.  

Dong Jianhui (2005: 96) disagrees with Fei Xiaotong’s views on “rule by rites”, 

however, suggesting that a society is without law. This disagreement is based on the 

fact that, while li or traditions tends to refer to local normative knowledge, this not only 

includes the hierarchical order and Confucianist ethics that are understood and applied 

by villagers but also their understandings of the wider “law” as derivatized to 

behavioural norms in their area. Dong’s (2005) understanding of li thus differs from 

that of Liu (2006) in that it insists that li also includes the recognition by villagers of 

the law, as opposed to Liu’s opinion that li is simply the laws made by the ruling classes. 

Based on these opposing understandings, what may be said most readily is that, for the 

villagers, laws and rituals are not clearly demarcated. The law can be transferred into 

rituals or customs as villagers add their own understanding of it and get used to it; thus, 

even a society that is putatively ruled by rites does not exist in isolation from state laws 

and, from this perspective, “rule by rites” cannot refer to a society without law or which 

does not need laws. Instead, it must simply refer to those societies that depend on 
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traditions to solve daily problems and to maintain social order within the law as defined 

by the understanding of the people in that society.  

Clearly, scholars’ understandings of “rituals”, or li, as well as their definitions of “rule 

by rites” differ. Generally, however, on analysing the rituals in Luocheng, it is clear that, 

although these rituals affect villagers’ daily lives as well as their ways of dealing with 

things and each other, the villages in Luocheng are not without law, and the rituals thus 

do not conflict with the law.  

Based on previous research, it can be clearly seen that one of the major questions in 

Chinese ethnic minority anthropology is the meaning of ethnic minorities for China, 

though this question can be analysed from several different perspectives, such as the 

importance of the similarities and differences between the Han and various ethnic 

minority groups; the self-understanding of people from ethnic minorities; and the 

effects of multi-culturalism in China. In my research, the focus is on the relationships 

of the Mulao and the Baya within the group, however, and the relationships between 

the Mulao and other ethnic minority groups is thus not discussed in this research. 

3. Looking at Gender and Kinship in China 

The key themes that this work does focus on are thus kinship and gender. Yan Yunxiang 

(2003) analyses the way in which Chinese people treated family more as an institution 

than as a set of individuals, reflecting on the fact that when collectivisation broke up 

the previous systems of social hierarchy based on kinship, this permitted and 

encouraged the antithesis of collectivity, namely, individuality. People in the Xiajia 
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Village of Heilongjiang Province have thus gradually become aware of the importance 

of individualisation due to the changes in family power and structures that have been 

triggered by the process of reform that has been ongoing since the 1950s. In his later 

work, Yan Yunxiang (2009) mainly investigated the two changes in Chinese society 

triggered by the state introducing its “reform and opening-up policy (gaigekaifang 

zhengce)”: the first of these is the rise of the individual in social practice, while the 

other is the individualisation caused by the structural transition of social relations. Yan 

(2009: 344) thus believes that the process of Chinese individualisation is thus under the 

control of the state, based on a lack of the preconditions for individualisation seen in 

Western Europe, such as cultural democracy, the welfare state, classical individualism, 

and political liberalism.  

Peletz (1995) examined kinship studies in anthropology in the late twentieth century, 

emphasising that the engagement of social reproduction in studies of kinship is central 

to contemporary anthropology. In the twentieth century, there were multiple significant 

changes globally within the formation and practice of households, kinship, and 

marriage due to the development of capitalism, and transformation of the means of 

production and reproduction. Peletz (1995) thus also offers an analysis of the effects of 

gender, social inequality, social history, and similar factors that make recognising this 

restructured field of kinship important. In After Kinship, Carsten (2004) similarly 

discusses the distinction between the nature and culture of kinship. Kinship has been 

regarded as unchangeable, as it is determined by birth. However, various influences 

from scientific developments, including fertility treatments and prenatal medicine have 
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necessitated changes to the accepted knowledge, creating a distinction between “social” 

and “biological” kinship (Carsten 2004: 6). This distinction can also be found in the kin 

relationships of the villagers in Luocheng, which are addressed in Chapter Three. 

Butler (1988) states that gender is “a constructed identity”, which may therefore be 

constructed and reconstructed variously at different times as well as being brought new 

meanings over time. Gender is also described as “a performative accomplishment” 

(Butler 1988: 520). In this sense, the gender identity is thus defined by performative 

acts rather than one’s physical nature. Butler (1988) also states that although gender 

should not be seen as either true or false, living in the society generally requires 

individuals to obey their assigned gender model, which serves as “a social policy of 

gender regulation and control”. Such gender models can be contradictory to one’s 

performative acts, however (Butler 1988: 528). Hizi (2018) observes this in the context 

of the pursuit of self-realisation and individual autonomy among young unmarried 

women in urban China. Hizi’s (2018) workshops provided evidence that, in China, 

marriage is still usually regarded as an “unavoidable path”, and that women see 

marriage as well as becoming a mother as an important way to a complete person. In 

this sense, marriage seems, as a concept, to restrict self-improvement and individual 

autonomy (Hizi 2018: 300). The self-realisation of the older women in Luocheng is 

naturally different to that seen among the young urban women analysed for that article 

due to the slowness of changes in the patrilineal system in rural areas as comparing with 

the speed of change in urban areas. However, the beginnings of such changes in 
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Luocheng are clear, and the ways that these changes have affected those currently living 

in Luocheng are thus discussed in detail in later chapters.  

Unger (2002: 119-120) mainly discussed the transformation of rural China from the 

1980s to the 1990s, focusing on the income gaps, and the resulting gaps in living 

standards, seen both within villages and between villages and cities that arose from the 

increased levels of migration from rural areas to the cities in this period. In the 1980s, 

many rural families were beginning to earn money outside of their usual agricultural 

planting work: according to a survey of 28 villages in coastal provinces or near major 

cities in China, the majority of men in three-quarters (21) of those villages had left the 

villages to work in cities, leaving the agricultural work at home to their wives, parents, 

and teenage children (Unger 2002: 119).  

However, according to Sun Qiuyun (2016: 170), among a branch of the ethnic minority 

Yao in Hunan, known as the Goulan Yao, the younger generation seldom choose work 

outside of the agricultural setting, as the only two jobs that they recognized as “real” 

except for being a farmer were the roles of teacher and governmental department 

official. This might reflect another reason for gaps in income and living standards 

between villages, as in 21 of the villages of Unger’s survey, as well as in a village in 

Hunan just 20 kilometres away from the villages of the Goulan Yao, the younger 

generation went to work in rural factories, opened restaurants, and found work as 

electrical repairers (Sun 2016: 171). This difference in income reflects Unger’s (2002) 

observation that people who quit agricultural work and engage in commercialised 

activities tend to earn more (172).  
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In terms of the remaining gaps between villages and cities, this is seen as closely related 

to “the flow of migrant labour to the richer cities” (Unger 2002: 120, 123). The records 

for that time suggest, however, that the increase in the number of workers working in 

rural factories slowed from the early 1990s to the late 1990s, declining from 13 million 

per year to 3 million per year. Most male villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an also 

went to the cities to work in the late 20th century, and the large number of migrant 

workers moving to the cities made the development of population policies extremely 

important. Unger (2002) mentions that it was extremely difficult for migrant workers 

to achieve permanent resident status in the cities, as the household registration rules 

were very strict at the time; in contrast, in recent years, migrant workers who fulfil the 

requirements can settle in their new cities, moving their household registrations to those 

cities. The requirements differ between cities, however, and it remains more difficult to 

settle in big cities than small cities.  

The one-child policy was also an important population policy for China, and although 

extra children, even up to a third child in a family, are allowed as of 2021, the one-child 

policy still influences people’s views on fertility: as Yan (2003: 192) states, the one-

child policy helped form “a new fertility culture” in China.  

Further literature on the women in Luocheng revealing the role of the Mulao women or 

discussing the status of women in Luocheng is somewhat sparse. According to Xie 

Qiuhui (2012: 29-30), women in Shangfengli Tun mainly take on the responsibilities 

of housework and agricultural work, though they are also required to undertake the 

worship activities during festivals; thus, the women in Shangfengli Tun are active in 
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multiple ways within the village. Additionally, as most male villagers work outside of 

the area, this gives the women who stay in the village more chances to gain rights and 

independence in their jia (Xie 2012: 31). Luo Zhiyong and Gong Ting (2013: 37) 

examined the mythologies of the Mulao, which suggest that the status of women was 

once much higher; this is seen especially in the story of Powang, who was in charge of 

a flower mountain: any household who received the flower of Powang would have a 

baby, and when a child died, Powang would recall the spirit of that child to send on to 

another household. Luo and Gong (2013: 38) believed that the tradition of “zoupo” also 

demonstrated evidence for the high status of women in Luocheng in previous years. 

Zoupo is a traditional activity for young Mulao people, who look for a boyfriend or 

girlfriend by singing the folk songs of the Mulao in traditional antiphonal style15; one 

sings and another answers, and those who find the questions or answers they like then 

sit with their respondent to get to know them better. This tradition also shows the 

relative freedom among female Mulao in terms of finding a husband.  

Zhou and Xie (2017: 129), Luo and Gong (2013: 38), and Xie and Luo (2017: 48) all 

also discuss the particular marriage tradition of the Mulao in which the bride continues 

to live in her natal family after getting married and does not move into her husband’s 

house until she is pregnant. According to these authors, this shows the high status of 

women, who seek to retain a position of being respected by not becoming members of 

their husbands’ families or allowing themselves to be dominated by a man until they 

 
15 The Mulao antiphonal folk song is the traditional song of the Mulao. Antiphonal singing is a 
form of singing in which one person sings a sentence with questions and another sings the answers 
to those questions. 
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are pregnant (Zhou and Xie 2017: 129-130). This marriage tradition is similarly 

discussed in Chapter Four of the current work; however, my perspective on it is 

somewhat different, as I believe that the tradition of the bride living in her natal family 

in fact illustrates the low status of women in Luocheng. It is not that “they have to live 

in their husband’s house after they become pregnant”, but rather that “they are allowed 

to live in their husband’s house only after they become pregnant”, highlighting the 

importance of having a child to legitimisation of a woman to her husband’s family. 

Additionally, while living in their natal family, Mulao women must still help their 

husband’s family to do agricultural work and housework, as well as participating with 

them in traditional festivals. If living in their natal families showed women’s high status, 

it would surely be the husbands who would go to their wives’ families’ houses to help 

with agricultural work and housework. Speaking with the villagers in Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an, I found that they also suggested that “living in her natal family” for a woman 

who has been married is a thing she is forced to do rather than a preference.  

4. Houses and Jia in the Kin Relationships Context 

Waterson (1995: 47) states that in her research in Sa’dan Toraja of highland South 

Sulawesi, the analysis on houses is a must for understanding the kinship system of the 

local. Also, in Luocheng, houses are an important element in the lives of the villagers; 

this is discussed in more detail in the chapter on the local houses, Chapter Three. 

According to Bourdieu (1979), in the Kabyle house, each object has a designated place. 

The house layout thus highlights gender separation in Algeria. Men are placed in the 

more “public” area of the house, which is both higher and brighter, while women are 
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placed in areas of the house which are darker and more private. The Mongolian tent is 

also divided into different sections in a similar manner, with the division of the “lower” 

and “upper” part of the tent based on gender. Thus, the male, which is also the ritually 

pure, half of the “upper” part is to the left of the door while the female, impure or dirty, 

section of the “lower” part is to the right of the door (Humphrey 1974: 273). The 

relationships between people in Mongolia can thus be examined based on the placement 

of objects in the tents (Humphrey 1974: 273). This use of space in houses can thus allow 

social values, kinship relationships, and gender relations can be communicated and 

sustained through time. Bloch (1995: 71-72) also discusses the importance of houses in 

Zafimaniry that houses is a must for getting married and in Zafimaniry, being asked 

about whether getting married or not actually means that if one has “a house with a 

hearth”. Besides, the building of the house for marriage also needs the help from one’s 

wife’s brother as the wife’s brother in Zafimaniry’s kinship system is important as “male 

wife” (Bloch 1995: 78). When a woman in Zafimaniry becomes pregnant, she needs to 

leave her husbands’ house and return to her natal family to give birth to the child; 

women also need to stay in “hyper-houses” close to the houses of their natal families 

after giving birth to their children (Bloch 1995: 77). The importance of houses in 

marriage for the Mulao is also mentioned in Chapter Three that men usually need to 

build a house for their marriage while it is not a must for them. There is also introduction 

on marriage traditions of the Mulao in Chapter Four which seems to be opposite to the 

tradition in Zafimaniry that women of the Mulao used to live in their natal families after 

marriage until they were pregnant. 
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Marcus (2006: 3- 4) mentions two different terms, “house” and “home”: during her 

interviews, her informants spoke extensively about houses, including the preferred 

designs and layouts, yet they spoke very little about their sense of home, or their 

feelings about their personal spaces, which Marcus would have preferred to learn about. 

Carsten and Hugh-Jones (1995: 1) also highlighted that, when analysing houses, a focus 

on the “interrelations between buildings, people and ideas” may be more important than 

the physical structures of such houses, although this is clearly closely related to the 

social groups that live in these houses. This is thus the focus within this thesis, and 

where it talks about the building of houses, this is done in such a manner as to identify 

the connections between the houses and homes, or the houses and jia, in the two villages 

of Luocheng. Ma Guoqing (1999: 17) discusses the term jia in his book, noting that 

there is no strict boundary for the definition of jia and that it may thus be extended 

according to any kin relationships, although patriliny is the principle by which such 

extension occurs. The relationships among family members or relatives are important 

in China, though does not mean that they do not care about economic conditions, or the 

utility provided for family (Ma 1999: 22): in the two villages of Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an, this becomes evident in the customs of inheritance and the building of 

houses. Sun (2016: 164-165) discussed about the jia of the Goulan Yao in Hunan, 

suggesting that, for the younger generation, having their own families is the main goal 

of their lives, and thus a divorce is seen as a misfortune for them. Young couples are 

also seen as being in charge of the power in the family, with the elders in the family 

depending on them economically (Sun 2016: 165). This is similar to the issues 
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discussed in Chapters Three and Four in the context of this dissertation, which examine 

the power structure change within families in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an that mean 

that young couples have more authority in the family than ever before.  

5. Mulao Shamanism in the Asian Context  

As this thesis focuses on the Baya in Luocheng and uses them as a lens to bring the 

world of the Mulao into focus, background reading of the relevant literature on 

shamanism and rituals was also required.  

Kaup (2000) highlights that, within Zhuang shamanic practices, there are two types of 

shamans, the male wugong and the female wupo. According to Kaup (2000), the rituals 

conducted by wugong are considered to be more standardised than those conducted by 

wupo. Wupo all have the experience of surviving serious illness before becoming wupo, 

and they are identified by the villagers through the singing of traditional mountain songs 

(Kaup 2000: 43). The shamanic power of wupo is, however, considered to be 

unsystematic and dependent on the characteristics of the immortal who has adopted the 

wupo. The wupo are thus “interpreters between individual villagers and the gods” (Kaup 

2000: 43). The wupo of the Zhuang share some similarities with the Baya of the Mulao 

in this way. However, the women who have the talent to become Baya vary widely in 

terms of their experiences; moreover, surviving a serious illness is not a must for a 

woman to become a Baya, and whether a woman is qualified to become a Baya is not 

decided by the villagers.  

Swancutt (2008) analyses the importance of virtuosity for Buryat Mongols while 
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highlighting beliefs of intra-familial vampirism that “unvirtue” may cause. According 

to Swancutt (2008), as imps derive from “consanguineal kin lines”, the numbers of the 

Buryat vampires are thus limited. In order to drive the remaining Buryat vampires away, 

Buryat shamans must conduct shamanic ghost-trapping rituals. When they encounter 

any difficulties in conducting such rituals, the shamans adopt the perspectives of an 

omnipresent spirit and thus gain access to the correct ways to conduct these rituals 

(Swancutt 2008: 849). The way a shaman adopts the spirit’s perspective is to ask the 

spirit to descend to the human world and possess him/her. Such a spirit can then 

communicate with the shaman and answer questions by possessing him/ her (Swancutt 

2008: 852). The villagers in Luocheng also claimed to be bothered by the spirits of 

deceased relatives, sometimes due to unvirtuous behaviour but also due to the spirits 

being dissatisfied by the quality or quantity of worship offered by their descendants or 

by the tombs they are buried in. The Baya themselves cannot communicate with the 

deities of deceased shamans and adopt their perspectives, however.  

Buyandelger (2013) examined the reactions of shamans or the spirits of shamans after 

the socialist period in Mongolia; during the socialist period, most spirits had been 

forgotten, however (2013: 2). As Buyandelger (2013: 8) states, “The Buryat shamans 

also interpret misfortune as the result of the forgetting of the past that is rooted in the 

contexts of oppression and resistance, and ill tragic events associated with a loss of 

ancestral lands, displacement, and violence by more powerful states and empires”. As 

with these Buryat shamans, the Baya in Luocheng also experienced a period of being 

forbidden and forgotten from the late 1950s to the late 1970s. However, when the Baya 
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returned to the public eye in Luocheng, unlike the effects of the change in political 

system that the Buryat Shamans experienced, the Baya continued to conduct their 

rituals under the socialist system. Moreover, my interviews with my informants in 

Luocheng suggest that, after the reappearance of the Baya, there were no moves towards 

revenge from the deities of these shamans, who simply kept helping clients to address 

and solve problems in the same manner as they had prior to being outlawed. 

Humphrey (1996) linked shamanism in Mongolia with gender ideology; in particular, 

the gender ideology of the Daur from Manchuria, in the north-east of Mongolia, seems 

to have a particularly close relationship to shamanism. The basic reason for this is the 

ambiguity in the gender ideology of the Daur (Humphrey 1996: 171). While being 

ostensibly a patrilineal society, the Daur believe that there is femaleness within this 

male ideology (Humphrey 1996: 170). This is illustrated in the fire ritual of the Daur: 

domestic fire is recognised as the continuity of patriliny, yet the essential spirit of fire 

is female (Humphrey 1996: 170). In this sense, as Humphrey (1996) notes, neither 

males nor females are confined entirely to one gender, and once they become shamans, 

they enter a state similar to androgyny: thus, shamanism is a way to more harmoniously 

combine male and female together (Humphrey 1996: 183). The clients and spirits that 

shamans encounter in their shamanic processes may be both male and female, and there 

is no difference in treatment for different gendered clients and spirits. Although the 

gender ideology of the Daur has connections with shamanism, therefore, it has little 

practical influence on shamanic practices. When encountering shamanism, the 

importance of gender ideology must thus be relegated and shamanic practices given 
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precedence, despite the fact that gender ideology dominates other parts of the society 

in which the shamans operate (Humphrey 1996: 357). This is highlighted by the 

identification of Daur shamans as non-gendered individuals rather than as a male group 

or female group (Humphrey 1996: 183).  

Miller (1993: 343) highlights that no consensus on Japanese shamans has emerged, as 

some shamans in the south of Japan do not have the “initiatory sickness” regarded as 

the signal for becoming a shaman seen in other areas. There is also a tendency to 

scepticism when shamans are possessed (Miller 1993: 343). For the Baya in Luocheng, 

however, the “initiatory sickness” or blindness that the Japanese shamans require is not 

necessary for them, though most can identify some signals that suggest that they have 

the talent to become a Baya. For the Japanese shamans, blindness is not seen as a 

physical disability but as an advantage, allowing them to “see what is hidden or inner”, 

while also helping them not to be distracted by visual matters during rituals (Miller 

1993: 363); some of the Baya also cover their heads with pieces of cloth during their 

rituals to enable this capacity to “see the hidden things”, and this is noted in Chapter 

Six. 

Thesis structure 

This thesis aims to explore the ways in which the Baya in the Luocheng Mulao 

Autonomous County of China maintain their ritual practices and influence over the 

villagers from generation to generation in terms of villagers’ everyday lives. Each 

chapter of this thesis thus attempts to address this question from a different perspective, 



52 
 

thus providing a comprehensive picture of how the Baya have retained their status to 

modern times and what the Baya continue to bring to the villagers in Luocheng.  

Chapter One focuses on my positionality in Luocheng, as I can be seen as both an 

insider and outsider for the villagers in Luocheng. My insider position is derived from 

my Mulao ethnicity, while my outsider status stems from my upbringing and education. 

In Chapter One, I thus analyse the advantages and disadvantage of being an insider and 

an outsider in Luocheng. I also examine my position in relation to the Baya, taking Pan 

Danzhi as an example, alongside explaining the reasons I selected Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an as my field sites.  

Chapter Two introduces some background information on Guangxi Zhuang 

Autonomous Region, Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County, and the Mulao, as well as 

more specifically introducing the Baya. Moreover, it offers an overview of the political 

systems of Luocheng as well as the policies that have influenced Luocheng most 

significantly. The Baya were forbidden to practice by the government from the late 

1950s to the late 1970s, with their work being regarded as mixin (superstition). This is 

also analysed in Chapter Two, along with a discussion of the changes after the 

implementation of the reform and opening-up policy. Although the Baya quickly 

recovered from this setback, they are still labelled as mixin (superstition) in many books 

and even by a few villagers in Luocheng. This leads to a discussion of the need to update 

the definitions of Baya in general use.  

Chapter Three focuses on the complex kin relationships in Luocheng, including the kin 
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relationships between the villagers and the Baya. The kinship of the villagers in 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an reflect the idea that land and houses can only be inherited 

by the sons in a family, with daughters usually regarded as “outsiders” after getting 

married. The money that villagers spend on their relatives or on the traditional festivals 

can also be seen to indicate the distances among various kin relationships. From these 

perspectives, the connections between the Baya and their kin relationships are 

examined, with particular reference to the differences between the kin relationships of 

most villagers and those of the Baya lying within their forms of marriage. As Baya may 

face disapproval from their husbands for conducting rituals for their clients, marriage 

among the Baya can influence the performance of the Baya, and some alternate 

marriage forms have thus emerged to address this.  

Chapter Four concerns the status of “able” women in Luocheng. In this chapter, the 

word “able” and its cognate “able-ness” are used to examine the status of women in 

terms of their work as well as their daily lives. From my communications with the 

villagers, “able-ness” is used positively to praise the women in Luocheng; however, 

there are still limits to the use of the term, as it may cause envy among women. This 

chapter also analyses the meaning of “able-ness” in terms of the Baya’s work, as during 

my stay in Luocheng, I did not hear the villagers praising any Baya’s shamanic power 

as reflecting “able-ness”. When the villagers in Shangnan’an village told me that Pan 

Danzhi was able, they were praising her creation of three houses, although these were 

built with the income she earned by being a Baya. This dichotomy appears to arise 

because the definition of “able-ness” includes the ability to manage several things at 
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the same time or to do one thing far better than others. In contrast, the Baya are assumed 

to be normal women when not conducting rituals unless they prove themselves in other 

ways.  

Chapter Five analyses the rituals conducted by the Baya. In this chapter, two facets of 

the Baya’s rituals are examined, the intimate and the public. For villagers, these rituals 

are always both intimate and public, as while rituals are conducted for private issues 

they may be watched or listened to by any other clients waiting outside the Baya’s hall. 

The chapter also introduces the different types of rituals that the Baya may conduct, as 

well as examining how the Baya conduct standard rituals. The relationships between 

the Baya and their deities during and after these rituals is also discussed, as the Baya 

act as links between their deities and their clients, offering the clients the opportunity 

to receive messages from their ancestors or the gods in the otherworld. 

In Chapter Six, the focus is on attitudes towards to Baya in the village, including the 

scepticism that may arise with regard to the rituals conducted by the Baya. Chapter Six 

also discusses the relationships among Baya, including the competition among Baya, 

identifying two types of Baya, the yiqian de Baya (traditional Baya) and xianzai de 

Baya (the new Baya). This analysis of these two groups of Baya helps to support the 

understanding that, although Baya may be very different in terms of their processes of 

ritual conduction, the villagers accept all different Baya and do not judge them on the 

ways in which they conduct rituals, but rather by perceived results.  

The work and lives of the Baya can thus be used as a lens to understand both the Mulao 
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and Luocheng, as the Baya are linked to Mulao life in many ways, especially in terms 

of kin relationships, gender issues, and ancestral traditions. The rituals of the Baya 

connect the villagers with their ancestors, strengthening their kin relationships with 

both their family members and their ancestors; they also reveal villagers’ ideas about 

gender, as well as their concerns about their connections with their families.  
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Chapter 1 Positionality in the field 

During my 14-month fieldwork in Luocheng, my position in the village proved to be 

very important, and, as such, this must also be discussed. Before analysing my 

positionality in Luocheng, however, it is necessary to outline my background. In China, 

ethnic nationality may be taken from either of one’s parents. One can choose one’s 

father’s ethnic nationality or one’s mother’s ethnic nationality, and, with my parents’ 

help, I chose to adopt my mother’s ethnic nationality, as my mother is Mulao while my 

father is Han. On my mother’s side, both my grandmother and great-grandparents are 

Mulao, previously living in Luocheng, while my grandfather is Han. On my father’s 

side, both my grandparents and great-grandparents are Han, and therefore, while I am 

officially Mulao according to my ID documents, I clearly carry many genes inherited 

from my Han ancestors. In addition, I grew up in Guilin, a city in Guangxi, and my only 

connection with Luocheng was thus the ethnic nationality in my ID. Thus, while my 

ethnic nationality might suggest that I would be an insider in the field, based on my 

upbringing, I was initially regarded as an outsider by the villagers in Luocheng. 

My positionality in the field 

According to Kerstetter (2012: 101), few cases exist in which a single researcher may 

be regarded as a complete insider or outsider. In general, most researchers move 

between these two identities at different points; thus, the dichotomous definitions of 

“insider/outsider” or “native/other” in research vary in different times and places. The 

word “native” is generally used to refer to “a person who is born in (and thus belong to) 
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the place the anthropologist is observing or writing about” (Appadurai 1988: 37). 

Defining the word “native” in this way, however, omits the fact that a native can also 

be someone who has not been influenced by the outside world and who remains in the 

place where they were born (Appadurai 1988: 37). The important difference between 

the native and the other may thus be defined as “physical immobility” (Appadurai 1988: 

37). From this perspective, I cannot be defined as a native for this work, as I was born 

and grew up in Guilin. However, this incarceration of the native may not only be limited 

in their physical presence in place that they belong to, but also to “what they know, feel 

and believe” (Appadurai 1988: 37). For the villagers in Luocheng Autonomous County, 

the meaning of native can also be assigned, however, to those defined by their ethnicity 

as Mulao. As stated in the introduction, Han, Zhuang, and Yao people also live in 

Luocheng; however, for the purposes of my research, they are not the “natives” of 

interest. The incarceration of “what they know, feel and believe” is thus more important 

than place in this work.  

In terms of defining “others”, these are also incarcerated by certain ways of thinking, 

although these differ from those of natives (Appadurai 1988: 38). The groups that 

anthropologists perform research on are also generally influenced by the outside world 

through commercial activities and movement between places (Appadurai 1988: 39). 

Thus, both groups can hardly be described as pure “natives” or “others” without taking 

the influence of each on the other into account. Thus, for me, my positionality in the 

field varies depending on the situation. 

My positionality in relation to Mulao culture and traditions is, in many ways, similar to 
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that described by Narayan (1993). Narayan (1993: 675) gives the example of Srinivas, 

who received his education in Oxford and did fieldwork in a village named Rampura 

in India. Srinivas’s family moved from a rural area to the city in order for him to access 

better education, yet after returning from Oxford, Srinivas chose to do his fieldwork in 

a village in order to develop a better understanding of Indian culture and his social roots. 

However, as educated Brahman male from the city, he found himself to have “travel[led] 

away from tradition”, sometimes finding the customs in the village very contradictory 

(Narayan 1993: 675).  

In terms of my positionality with regards to my fieldwork, I tended to regard myself as 

an insider before I actually travelled to Luocheng, both because I am Mulao and because 

the dialect in Luocheng is similar to the dialect in Guilin, so I could communicate with 

residents of the area without any linguistic obstacles. However, when I arrived in 

Luocheng, I found that, as in the case of Srinivas, the traditions and customs in 

Luocheng differed significantly from those I knew. Additionally, from speaking with 

the villagers in Luocheng, I learnt that most of the villagers living in each village shared 

the same surname, as they were all related to each other; this factor made me realise 

that, to such villages, even villagers from nearby villages could be seen as outsiders, 

and I, coming from another city in Guangxi entirely, was certainly seen as such.  

This did not mean that my Mulao nationality did not offer me any help in terms of 

making contact with the villagers, however. There are advantages to my Mulao 

nationality. As Narayan stated in her article (1993: 676), all anthropologists need to 

observe things in the field from the perspectives of natives, analysing them as if they 
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too were natives. Although I had not previously had any experience of living in 

Luocheng before my fieldwork, as a member of the Mulao, it was, I believe, easier for 

me to bring adopt the identity of a native and to observe matters from the same 

perspectives as the Mulao. Besides, as Luocheng and Guilin are both in Guangxi, they 

share certain customs and traditions and are governed by the same laws, making it easier 

for me to understand the Mulao within the bigger picture of our shared Chinese cultural 

background. Certain festivals are celebrated in Guilin in a similar manner to that used 

by the villagers in Luocheng, such as the Spring Festival, the Lantern Festival, the 

Ghost Festival, and the Mid-Autumn Festival. When the villagers introduced how they 

celebrate these festivals, as well as discussing other festivals which I had not previously 

celebrated, I was easily able to identify various differences and similarities between the 

celebrations.  

The Ghost Festival (14 July in the lunar calendar) offers an example of this. For the 

villagers in Luocheng, the Ghost Festival covers a longer period, from 7 July to 15 July 

in the lunar calendar. They worship the ancestors three times during this period, on the 

7th, 14th and 15th of the month. The first act of worship, on 7 July, is to welcome the 

ancestors back, while on 14 July, the villagers worship their ancestors16 at home and 

set off firecrackers after they complete the worshipping act. On 15 July, the villagers 

burn paper money for their ancestors, and then wrap the paper dust with the leaves of 

the Yumeng, a local plant with very large leaves. The wrapped paper dust is then thrown 

 
16 Some put rice in a bowl to mix it with water and then throw it away on the road. This is called 
Sa Shuifan, where “Sa” is the action of throwing and “Shuifan” refers to the rice mixed with water. 
Sa Shuifan is intended to placate spirits that have no family to remember them, and this action ais 
to prevent wandering spirits making trouble in the remaining families. 
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into the river to see the ancestors off as the leave. In Guilin, family members use lime 

to draw two circles in a quiet place outside to represent the ancestors of the father and 

mother of the family on 14 July. They then put offerings in front of the two circles to 

worship their ancestors. Clearly, although there are differences between the specifics of 

worship in Luocheng and Guilin, the respect offered to the ancestors as well as the 

underlying traditions of worshiping the ancestors are the same. Such differences in the 

forms of the worship are thus not a major obstacle to understanding for someone like 

me who shares similar customs. 

Another example can be seen in the male preference or patrilineal system in Luocheng. 

For thousands of years, the purpose of any marriage among Chinese people in rural 

areas has been to have a son to continue the family line. As part of the foundation of 

the patrilineal system, the principles of children taking their father's surname and the 

names of all male members being written into the pedigree of a family were thus 

established (Xu 2001: 107). Daughters in rural areas were thus usually regarded as 

being raised for others, as they were expected to marry into another family. Thus, many 

people from the rural areas did not let their daughters receive any education, as they 

saw no profit in it (Xu 2001: 108). Lihong Shi (2017: 128-129) in Choosing Daughters: 

Family Change in Rural China talks about a woman who wanted to have a son after the 

birth of her elder daughter. However, her second child was also a daughter based on an 

ultrasound to identify the gender of the baby. She and her family were disappointed, 

and her husband asked her to have an abortion to allow her to try to conceive a son. 

Although I grew up in the city, where families are less strongly affected by the male 
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preference, as well as in a family that does not automatically value sons over daughters, 

I have learned from books and the experiences of others that this male preference is 

generally a deeply rooted ideology (Xu 2001: 107). Therefore, when the villagers in 

Luocheng discussed customs or traditions that reveal this male preference, they did not 

surprise me, as I can understand this aspect of the culture of Luocheng based on my 

inside understanding of Chinese culture.  

My Mulao ethnicity also helped me with building up a relationship with the villagers 

in Luocheng. According to Kerstetter (2012: 99), the first step for building relationships 

of trust between researchers and people in the community being studied is to think about 

identities as part of the research, as this can “affect the development of partnerships 

with community members, and how they may affect the research process and its 

outcomes”. I visited several villages before selecting Shangnan’an and Xianan’an as 

the sites for my fieldwork, and based on these visits, I found that villagers held different 

views of strangers who were Mulao and who were not from their villages.  

For example, the villagers in Shiwei Village had the most obvious negative attitudes to 

those who were strangers generally, as Shiwei is a tourist village supported by the 

county government. Before I introduced myself as Mulao to the villagers who were 

chatting under a big tree, they did not want to answer my questions at all: “you can ask 

the staff at the village entrance. You will receive an explanation from the staff if you 

pay for the tour guide”, said one villager. However, after I told them that I was a Mulao 

and that both my grandmother and great-grandmother came from Luocheng, they were 

more willing to talk with me. That day before I left, one of the villagers sitting under 
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the tree even asked me to have a bowl of porridge in her house.17  In terms of the 

villagers in Shangnan’an, when I first said hello to them, I could tell from their reactions 

that they were wary of me as a stranger to them. When I told those villagers that I was 

a Mulao from Guilin, however, their attitudes changed, and they began to talk more 

freely with me and to answer my questions. My identity as Mulao thus helped me to 

get closer to the villagers in Luocheng, saving me time in building trust and friendship 

with the villagers.  

The position as an insider also created some limitations for my fieldwork in Luocheng, 

however. When I began to organise the data that I had collected in Luocheng, I found 

that I had ignored clarifying several words or definitions because of my identity. As a 

Chinese person and a Mulao, I was familiar with many of the terms that the villagers in 

Luocheng used during my fieldwork. However, these terms that I ignored were often 

important point of exploration for the research, and I realised that I needed to know 

how the villagers defined these terms rather than simply how I would define them. For 

example, both the villagers and I celebrated Spring Festival, which caused me to 

overlook any questions about Spring Festival at first, as I thought that Spring Festival 

was too common across China to offer any valuable points to address. However, later 

when I used the Spring Festival as a starting point for discussions with the villagers in 

Luocheng, I found that there were many differences between the Spring Festival as 

celebrated in Luocheng and the Spring Festival I knew from my childhood. I also learnt 

 
17 Villagers in Luocheng ask guests in the village to their houses for porridge as a show of kindness. 
The villagers usually cook a pot of porridge in the morning to eat for breakfast and lunch; as they 
do not have a fixed time for meals, this means that there is some porridge at home in the daytime 
whenever they return home to eat.  
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more about the kin connections of the villagers based on their explanations of their 

Spring Festival practices.  

Through my contact with the villagers in Luocheng, I discovered that while I could be 

accepted an insider as a Mulao, I could also be accepted as an outsider not familiar with 

the Mulao area or their customs and traditions. According to Narayan (1993: 676), 

insider identities are linked with place and thus confined to certain geographic spaces. 

From this perspective, I am an outsider, being both mobile and distant from the Mulao 

area. As with being an insider, there are advantages and disadvantages to being an 

outsider. In terms of advantages, as Kerstetter (2012: 100) states, outsiders “are valued 

for their objectivity”. Although I am Mulao, I do not have a strong sense of the Mulao 

national identity as I did not grow up in Luocheng or have any opportunities to get to 

know the villages in which Mulao people live prior to this research. This allows me to 

be relatively objective in terms of analysing the Baya and the villagers as I did not know 

anyone in the village prior to beginning my fieldwork, reducing any risk of emotional 

influence when talking with them. The unfamiliarity of a field site can also arouse more 

curiosity in outsiders, thus generating a greater possibility of asking more questions to 

get more information (Merriam et al. 2001: 411). In my case, although I had read some 

information about the Baya in books and heard about my mother’s experience of going 

to a Baya’s hall before I went to Luocheng, I did not have any first-hand knowledge of 

the Baya. Thus, when talking with the female villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, 

I was very curious about all things related to the rituals of the Baya, including what the 

Baya’s hall was like, the processes of the Baya’s rituals, what villagers visited halls for, 
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and their attitudes towards their Baya. I asked many more questions about the rituals of 

the Baya than about the traditional festivals that I was more familiar with, and when I 

had the chance to visit the hall of Pan Danzhi, the Baya in Xianan’an, for the first time, 

I was very excited to see the red papers as described in Chapter Five and the scenes of 

the rituals that Pan Danzhi had described to me. My unfamiliarity with the rituals of the 

Baya generated many questions, thus allowing me to seek additional answers. Moreover, 

as an outsider, as I became familiar with the villagers in Luocheng, they were quite 

straightforward about answering my questions. After I built a close relationship with 

Xie Meilan, one of the female villagers in Shangnan’an, she said to me directly, “what 

do you want to know? Just ask me what else you want to know”. This was an example 

of how the villagers were happy to share with me the things that they thought to be 

normal or part of the everyday routine due to my curiosity.  

However, there are also disadvantages to a position as an outsider. This is discussed in 

later chapters with reference to the fact that it was difficult for me to find a Baya when 

I first arrived at Luocheng. As an outsider, I spent three months fruitlessly looking for 

Baya before I met with You Zhihua, a former official in Bureau of Ethnic and Religious 

Affairs (Minzuzongjiao shiwuju) who advised me to visit Shangnan’an village where I 

finally found an experienced Baya. This highlights that it can be difficult for an outsider 

access the correct informants (Kerstetter 2012:101). It also takes more time for an 

outsider to develop relationships with informants and to smooth the research in that 

way. In my initial contacts with the female villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, I 

was aware of the distance between us during my first few times attempting 
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communication with them. They did not think that I would consistently show up to talk 

with them, although I told the female villagers sitting under the tree at the entrance of 

Shangnan’an that I wanted to continue talking with them the next day before leaving 

on the first day I met with them. I remember, on that second day when I arrived at 

Shangnan’an to talk with them, they were surprised to see me: “you really came”, they 

said. These villagers did not think that an outsider would stay in Luocheng and talk with 

them in a meaningful and protracted manner, and thus they were not willing to invest 

in an outsider by talking too much or giving in depth answers to my questions at first.  

Alongside the varying positions of “insider” and “outsider”, I am aware of several other 

elements that affected my positionality in the field: these include education, gender, age, 

and the way I appeared in the village. With regard to the first element, education, one 

day after meeting with Pan Danzhi, the Baya in Xianan’an Village, I met with a female 

villager in Shangnan’an (the neighbouring village). I told her that I had come to ask the 

Baya in Xianan’an for a ritual, and she warmly talked about the Baya with me. After 

learning that I was a student who was visiting Luocheng to do research, she invited me 

to her house to sit with her. Her name was Yin Xiaofeng, and she was aged 73 when I 

met with her in 2018. In Yin Xiaofeng’s house, as we talked, I got to know that she was 

the only woman who had finished middle school education in the village in her age 

group. Her husband, Yin Shiren, had only attended primary school. After telling them 

that I was a graduate student carrying out research on the traditions of Luocheng, Yin 

Shiren and Yin Xiaofeng became more willing to talk with me, and Yin Shiren even 

took out his notebook on the marriage traditions of the Mulao and allowed me to record 
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the contents, while Yin Xiaofeng showed me a book with lyrics to several Mulao 

traditional songs, offering it to me. The other female villagers I talked with were also 

curious about my identity as a student and asked me about my studies and life in Beijing. 

After such interactions with the female villagers, they were more willing to share their 

own experience with me, highlighting a positive aspect of being different from these 

villagers. However, I did not tell the villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an 

specifically that I was a PhD student studying social anthropology at St Andrews and 

doing fieldwork in Luocheng in such terms, as most of the elderly women I talked with 

in these two villages were illiterate, and I did not want to emphasise the gap between 

our educations.  

Another element that needs to be discussed is gender. As most male villagers, as well 

as both genders of the younger generation, tend to leave the village to work in cities, 

those who remain in the villages tend to be elderly women. This offered me some 

convenience in beginning conversations, as we were all women. Most of my informants 

were thus female, minimising any potential distance from gender differences. This 

allowed me to sit alongside them, and, in addition, when I asked questions about 

restrictions on the Baya, I could easily mention menstrual periods to them without being 

embarrassed or worrying whether I was being offensive.  

The ages of my informants also had some effect, as it is the older women in 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an who have spare time each day to talk. Although they 

sometimes need to do some agricultural work in the fields, there are always some 

elderly females sitting under the tree at the entrance to the village who are likely to have 
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time for conversation. Nevertheless, the age difference between me and these elderly 

women was significant. I was able to strike up a conversation with them on my way to 

the village: they were clearly warm-hearted and willing to talk with me and answer my 

questions while I also answered their questions about me; however, when I first 

attempted to join them under the tree, there was a clear sense of distance. Asking my 

mother to accompany me on my visits to the villages thus played an important role in 

the success of my fieldwork. I was accompanied by my mother during my fieldwork, 

initially for safety when I first made my plans to visit Luocheng. Luocheng was known 

as a poverty-stricken county at the time I did my fieldwork there, and thus, for security 

reasons, I thought it would be safer to have her accompany me to the more rural areas. 

Throughout my fieldwork in Luocheng, my mother stayed with me; she accompanied 

me on all my visits to Pan Danzhi and the other female villagers, sitting nearby and 

listening to my discussions with them. When I became familiar with Pan Danzhi, she 

generally also reminded me to be careful on the way from Dongmen Township, where 

I lived, to Xianan’an Village. However, seeing two strangers appear together in their 

villages rather than one person alone also offered the villagers a sense of safety. 

Regarding my positionality to the Baya, my communications with Pan Danzhi offer an 

example of the ways in which my positionality changed from outsider to insider, at least 

with regard to her. In my initial conversations with Pan Danzhi, she answered the 

questions I asked about her without asking me anything about myself. In addition, she 

told me that she was retired and did not conduct rituals anymore. However, after about 

two weeks of visits, Pan Danzhi became curious about me and asked me some questions 
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about my studies and life. Pan also started to tell me more about her family 

spontaneously, sharing her experiences and those of her children. After two months of 

talking with Pan, she offered to conduct a ritual for me, confirming that she still 

conducted rituals for those who had been regular clients in the past if they asked her. 

Pan mentioned the ritual that she wanted to conduct for me several times before she 

finally conducted the ritual for me. 

The change in Pan Danzhi’s attitude towards me reflects the change in my positionality 

with respect to her. Similarly, after becoming familiar with the female villagers, they 

too started to help me to think about other knowledge that I might want to ask them 

about, and they claimed to miss me when I did not join their talks under the tree when 

I went to visit Pan Danzhi. This highlights that the status of being an insider is not just 

a question of belonging to a place or sharing a culture. For these villagers, an insider 

can also be someone who stays with them for a certain time and is willing to join them 

where they are. 

Clearly, within my fieldwork, I shared certain background elements with my informants, 

yet a researcher is never completely the same as those being studied. There are always 

elements that set people apart from each other, such as education, age, gender, or family 

background. 

In terms of the methodology for my fieldwork, the chosen method of participation 

required me, as researcher, to be both an emotionally engaged participant and a 

rationally dispassionate observer (Tedlock 1991: 69). As Bernard (2002: 334) states, 
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participant observation helps to open up research while allowing the effective collection 

of data, and I thus acted as both participant and observer when communicating with the 

Baya, villagers, and officials in Luocheng. As I lived in Dongmen and visited 

Shangnan’an or Xianan’an every day, as I gradually became more familiar with the 

villagers, allowing me to participate in their lives; thus, when I talked with them, I was 

able to fully join their daily conversations rather than only asking questions that I had 

prepared in advance. Nevertheless, I also acted as an observer, monitoring this 

conversation and thinking about whether I could steer it to find out more information 

or whether I would need to ask more questions to clarify any new findings. Although I 

went to the villages every day, I did not talk with the villagers every day, however, as I 

also visited the Baya Pan Danzhi in Xianan’an Village frequently. This gave me more 

chances to be a participant, as both the villagers and the Baya wanted to know more 

about each other. When I communicated with the villagers, for example, they would 

ask me about Pan Danzhi, offering me an easy entry to their conversation as well as 

letting me learn more about their views of the Baya based on their discussions about 

Pan. Bernard (2002: 203) states that unstructured interviews can happen at any time 

and anywhere, yet they still need a clear overall plan as well as offering opportunities 

for interviewees to have the freedom to express themselves. This informed the method 

that I used in my fieldwork: certain questions to the villagers were prepared in advance, 

while other conversations were unprepared as questions arose from my conversations 

with them or from their answers to earlier questions. I continued to prepare the specific 

topics that I wanted to talk about with them in advance throughout the process, as well 
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as ensuring that I asked enough questions to get an overall picture of the topics of 

conversation, to ensure that I collected the data I required.  

Why Shangnan’an and Xianan’an? 

Before arriving at Luocheng, I planned to do my fieldwork in the Xiali Township of 

Luocheng. This was because Xiali had been my grandmother’s hometown, and I 

thought I would get more help from her relatives as well as the local villagers based on 

my relationship to my grandmother. However, when I arrived, I discovered that Xiali 

Township had been revoked and incorporated into Siba Township, and its name had 

been changed to Lining Community. I also went to Shangtie Tun that day, in the Lining 

Community, to visit my grandmother’s relatives based on the address that my 

grandmother had given me. As my grandmother had not been in contact with them for 

a long time, however, when I arrived in the Shangtie Tun, I found that those relatives 

had already moved to Yizhou, a county-level city in neighbouring Luocheng. According 

to the neighbours, Shangtie, as well as its neighbouring villages, were now mainly 

populated by Zhuang people. Based on these changes and circumstances, I thus decided 

to amend my plan of choosing Xiali. 

I was thus forced to find another village in which to do my research, and I visited several 

different villages to determine which one was most suitable. As I was reluctant to 

discuss my research on the Baya before I became familiar with villagers, however, I did 

not get any useful information about the Baya at this stage. I met with You Zhihua in 

April and based on my conversations with him, discovered that there are six surnames 
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belonging to Mulao families: Wu, Yin, Xie, Pan, Luo, and Liang. You Zhihua also gave 

me the names of six villages where he believed the traditions of the Mulao were better 

protected by the villagers. The six villages were Dawu Tun, where people with the 

surname Wu mainly live; Shangnan’an Tun, where the surname Yin is common; Xincun 

Tun, where the surnames are Xie and Wu; Shangfengli Tun, where the main surname is 

Pan; Daluo Tun, where the main surname is Luo; and Diliang Tun, where the most 

common surname is Liang. This is because, in Luocheng, villagers with the same 

surname tend to reside in the same village due to sharing their patrilineal ancestors. 

After You Zhihua told me about the six villages where I might learn more about kin 

relationships and traditions of the Mulao, I visited them to see if one of them might be 

a suitable village for my fieldwork. There were no Baya in Dawu, Xincun, Daluo and 

Diliang, with the only Baya remaining in Shangnan’an and Shangfengli. The first time 

I visited Shangnan’an, my plan was to visit Yin Jiaxian, who was 86 years old in 2018 

when I did my fieldwork. As a retired official, Yin Jiaxian knew many things about the 

Mulao. However, I received an important clue from a three-wheel motorbike driver. 

Before visiting Shangnan’an, I did not expect to find a Baya immediately; my plan was 

to learn more about the Mulao and their kinship, as well as how these were affected by 

gender. I asked the three-wheel motorbike driver if she knew the way to Shangnan’an, 

and her first response was to enquire if my mother and I were going to yejing (ask the 

Baya to conduct a ritual). I did not answer her question directly; instead, I then asked 

her where the Baya in Shangnan’an was located. However, she told me that she did not 

know, so later, as I asked the way to Yin Jiaxian’s house from an elderly villager in 
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Shangnan’an, I was prompted to also ask her if there was a Baya in Shangnan’an. She 

told me that the Baya in Shangnan’an had passed away, and then mentioned that the 

Baya in Xianan’an was over 80 years old, and thus was retired and stayed at home. This 

was the first piece of information that triggered me to choose Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an as the locations for my fieldwork. My thinking was that the old Baya would 

be more experienced any younger Baya in Shangfengli, and thus would be able to give 

me more in-depth knowledge about the Baya. The second reason was that Shangnan’an 

was the village where I observed the most villagers opening their doors and talking 

together outside in a fixed location, under the tree at the entrance of Shangnan’an 

Village, which provided me with a better environment for communicating with the 

villagers.  

In terms of differences between Shangnan’an and Xianan’an Villages, as the villagers 

share the surname Yin and worship at the same ancestral temple, they display few 

differences in terms of the Mulao traditions that they inherit. However, although there 

is a square in Xianan’an, the villagers do not sit there to talk. Instead, the villagers from 

both villages gather together at the square in Shangnan’an. This phenomenon suggests 

that villagers in Shangnan’an seems to be more willing to gather together to talk; those 

villagers in Xianan’an who are willing to talk thus go to the square in Shangnan’an 

rather than the square in their own village. The square of Shangnan’an is located at the 

entrance of Shangnan’an, while that of Xianan’an is in the middle part of the village. 

Villagers returning to Xianan’an by road thus pass about 15 metres away from the 

square of Shangnan’an, making the square in Shangnan’an more convenient for 
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villagers in both villages to use to talk with each other.  

 

Figure 7. Female villagers sitting under the tree at the entrance of Shangnan’an 

In terms of the differences between the two villages selected for my fieldwork and other 

villages in Luocheng, one of the differences is also the main reason I selected these two 

villages, which is that Shangnan’an is the village where the most villagers gather 

together outside in a fixed location for conversation. While other villages have many 

households that open their front doors to the community, the number is generally much 

lower than that seen in Shangnan’an. The second difference is that Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an are two of the 13 villages in which most villagers have the surname Yin, and 

thus Shangnan’an and Xianan’an can be seen as being connected to at least 11 other 

villages. Overall, there are few major differences among the villages in Luocheng, 
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however, though all of these villages have obvious differences from even nearby cities. 

In the villages, the villagers know and communicate with each other, and they also help 

each other in daily life; in the cities, however, many people do not even know their 

neighbours. Doing my fieldwork in the villages thus naturally made it easier for me to 

get to know the locals and collect the relevant data.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



75 
 

Chapter 2 The reappearance of the Baya 

When I first arrived at Dongmen, Luocheng, I was nervous because I was not sure 

whether I would be able to find a Baya. This was not because I doubted the existence 

of the Baya; rather, it was because I was not sure if the rituals that the Baya conduct 

were legal or not. If these rituals were not legal, the local Baya would be likely to be 

reluctant to engage with unknown visitors, even if they were anthropologists. There 

were two reasons I had this concern. The first was that, according to the archival books 

of the Mulao, no Baya existed in Luocheng anymore; however, well after the year given 

for the Baya’s disappearance by these books, my grandaunt had visited a Baya’s hall 

for rituals. Thus, although I knew that there were still Baya conducting rituals, I was 

not sure if these rituals were only conducted secretly or whether they were allowed by 

the county government until I contacted the Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs. In 

addition, I was aware that the rituals of the Baya were actually forbidden from the late 

1950s to the late 1970s, and I was thus unsure about the influence of the Cultural 

Revolution on the Baya until I arrived at Luocheng. In the 1960s, under the influence 

of the Cultural Revolution, many folk traditions, including wenjin (asking the Baya for 

a ritual), were regarded as mixin (superstitions) and were banned as such. However, 

after the implementation of the “reform and opening-up policy (gaige kaifang zhengce)” 

in 1979, as the female villagers in Shangnan’an Village later explained to me, the Baya 

gradually revealed themselves to the public eye again. “I can’t remember the exact time 

when the Baya returned and conducted rituals again. Surely it was after 1979,” 

reminisced a female villager from Shangnan’an Village.  
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The words of the villagers reminded me the archival research that I had conducted, in 

which the reappearance of the Baya was never mentioned. Pan et al. (2011) only briefly 

introduced the religious beliefs of the Mulao, including their interactions with Baya, 

prior to the foundation of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, using less than 100 

words. According to the Social Historical Research of Mulao in Guangxi 

(Guangximulaozu shehuilishi diaocha) (Editorial Group of Guangxi Zhuang 

Autonomous Region 2009), the rituals conducted by the Baya, the traditional Yifan 

Festival, and the worshipping of ancestors by the Mulao are to be regarded as “mixin 

(superstition)” and, according to that text, such mixin (superstition) have become extinct: 

There are no more sounds of the drums beaten for religion while there is 

no more lighted incense for worshipping gods. The Gongtai with the 

Chinese characters of “Zongqin zhiwei, simingzaojun zhiwei, xinglongtudi 

zhiwei18” are only the remains of the mixin (superstitions) of spirits and 

gods with no more incense to worship… people generally do not believe 

in the existence of spirits and gods anymore. (p. 174). 

The Gongtai mentioned above is a piece of red paper that people in Luocheng stick on 

the upper part of the wall faces the front door of their houses. In Luocheng, “Gong” 

refers to male ancestors and “Tai” refers to female ancestors. Gongtai are discussed in 

more detail in Chapter Five.  

Similarly, the General Records of Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County (Luocheng 

 
18 These Chinese characters mean “the memorial tablet of kin relatives, the memorial tablet of the 
god of the kitchen, the memorial tablet of the god of land”. 
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mulaozuzizhixian zhi) (Editorial Group of General Records of Luocheng Mulao 

Autonomous County 1993: 86) refers to the rituals of the Baya as mixin (superstitions) 

and describes them as having almost vanished in Luocheng.  

These three books on Luocheng and the Mulao do all mention the existence of the Baya, 

as well as examining how the Baya worked, but this is restricted to about half a page 

covering the situation prior to the foundation of the People’s Republic of China, and 

thus provide little information to support a deeper understanding of the Baya. They omit 

the situation of the Baya after the implementation of the 1979 policies, which is the 

focus of this thesis. In order to understand the community of the Mulao, the current 

situation of the Baya and the reasons why they have been overlooked in previous studies 

of the Mulao. It is thus important to understand the historical and political context of 

Luocheng, and these are therefore the focus of this chapter.  

The Baya and the Cultural Revolution 

Buyandelger’s (2013) work offers an examination of shamanism in Mongolia at a time 

when Mongolia was witnessing the impact of post-socialism and neoliberal capitalism. 

In the 1990s, as socialism was collapsing in Mongolia, a shaman named Luvsan 

conducted a ritual for a family that was encountering a spirit (Buyandelger 2013: 2). 

During the ritual, the spirit appeared to be angry about being rejected and abandoned, 

and thus sought revenge on the family. Luvsan explained to the spirit that their rejection 

was not because they did not want to worship the spirit, but rather because all religious 

practices had had to be abandoned during the socialist period. The misfortune 
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experienced by the spirits was thus caused by the political system in Mongolia prior to 

the 1990s. 

The influence of politics can also be seen in terms of how the rituals of the Baya have 

retained perceived legitimacy in their region. In 1958, a movement called the Great 

Leap Forward began in China, with the intent of increasing economic standards across 

the country. In an attempt increase economic standards, discussions were held in the 

Party Central Committee in China on how to build socialism more quickly, with better 

outcomes and lower costs. The resulting plan required everyone to do away with “mixin” 

(superstitions) and to “emancipate their minds19” (Pan et al. 2011: 286); the impact of 

this movement was felt across China, including in the Luocheng Mulao area, and this 

sets in motion a period in which the work of the Baya became officially unacceptable 

based on prevailing national values. According to Zhou (2008: 10-11), the living 

standards of the villagers in Dawu Tun decreased rapidly to the living standards prior 

to 1949, due to the influence of being boastful during the Great Leap Forward. The 

development of local side businesses was also constrained during that time, as these 

were regarded as the performance of capitalism.  

The Great Leap Forward then led to the Cultural Revolution in 1966, which lasted for 

ten years. The Cultural Revolution began in the culture and education industries and 

quickly spread to other industries all over China. During the Cultural Revolution, 

pidouhui, which were public meetings that aimed to criticize and fight against those 

 
19 “Emancipate their minds” refers to breaking the shackles of old norms and restrictions as a way 
to free the minds of people to advance. 
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who were regarded as anti-revolutionary, corrupt and extravagant were held regularly 

(Pan et al. 2011: 298). The term pidou can be roughly translated into English as 

“condemn”, and the pidouhui, the meetings for pidou, often involved verbal 

denouncements or even physical attacks on those people who regarded as perpetuating 

mixin (superstitions), particularly by groups such as the hongweibing, zhandoudui, and 

zhuacuzhihuibu. The hongweibing were students from various schools who gathered to 

pidou a range of groups, while the zhandoudui were part of a group organised by various 

workplaces, including governmental departments, public institutions, factories and 

villages. Neither hongweibing and zhandoudui were singular groups, however, and 

different schools and workplaces had their own hongweibing or zhandoudui. The 

zhuacuzhihuibu was a group led by the local army, which also included officials from 

governmental departments as well as local people from the villages. The representative 

group of this type in Luocheng was known as the Luocheng People’s Armed 

Headquarter of Making Revolution and Promote Production of the Chinese People’s 

Liberation Army (Pan et al. 2011: 297). 

Unfortunately, despite the organised nature of these gatherings, there were no 

reasonable standards set for pidou, which led to chaos in Luocheng in a similar manner 

to that seen in the rest of China. This ambiguity allowed certain members of all three 

kinds of group to use pidou as a tool to vent their personal or professional spite, 

resulting in many unjust and wrong applications of pidou, which caused harm to the 

victims.  
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Wu Kaiting, a 92-year-old20 retired teacher from Dawu Tun told me that he witnessed 

the pidou meetings that affected the Baya in the 1960s; after those public pidou 

meetings, some of the Baya were paraded through the streets in the village, and Wu 

Kaiting noted that “some Baya were too old, and they had difficulties in walking. In 

these cases, the Baya were paraded on carts pulled by the members of the three teams”. 

The halls of the Baya were also torn down by these three teams. The female villagers 

in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an also discussed the conditions of the Baya during the 

Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution. These female villagers told me that 

the rituals of the Baya were officially forbidden from the late 1950s. Nevertheless, they 

also described how they, as villagers in Luocheng, retained their dependence on the 

Baya. “During that period (1957 to 1978), most of the Baya did not dare to conduct 

rituals. However, I heard from others that there were villagers who secretly went to the 

Baya to ask for a ritual. Certainly, it was extremely small numbers of the villagers: most 

villagers dared not to go to the place of the Baya. At that time, it was strictly 

administrated”, one female villager clarified.  

Due to the influence of the Great Leap Forward on the villages in Luocheng, all temples, 

except for the ancestral temples, were pulled down. The ancestral temples were 

converted and used for other purposes, such as offices or warehouses for rice or tools 

for the villages, allowing them to be gradually recovered only after the convening of 

the third plenary meeting of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China 

in 1978. The administrator of the ancestral temple of Pan, and the former village 

 
20 Wu Kaiting was 92 in 2018 when I met with him. 
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secretary of Xincun Tun told me that in the 1960s, although the temples were destroyed, 

even the people who tore down the temples dared not to dig out the pillars buried 

underneath, as they were afraid of offending the gods and ancestors and thus being 

punished. When temples were later rebuilt, they were thus constructed on these old sites, 

as the locations of the temples in the villages had not been randomly chosen. The laoban 

of a village first visited both the Baya and dili xiansheng21 to choose a suitable location 

to build a temple for the village, as using a location chosen by the Baya and dili 

xiansheng together could bring prosperity to the village.  

I mention here the implementation of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural 

Revolution due to their impact on both Baya and Luocheng as a whole. The two 

movements can be considered as historical forces that have shaped the environment in 

which the Baya today conduct their rituals. They also mean that all of the Baya I came 

to meet during my fieldwork were only able to begin their careers as Baya after 1979. 

The eldest Baya I met was called Pan Danzhi; she formally became a Baya around 1979 

at the age of 42.  

In terms of the ongoing influence of the two movements, the historical background in 

Luocheng of these movements in the period 1957 to 1978 has clearly left some villagers 

with the view that the rituals conducted by the Baya should be viewed as mixin 

(superstitions). These villagers still believe that conducting rituals or asking for a ritual 

can be pidou, based on the way these beliefs were dealt with during that earlier period. 

 
21  The dili xiansheng is someone who helps villagers to choose locations for building houses, 
temples, tombs, and similar structures as well as giving advice on suitable dates for events such as 
weddings, funerals, building houses, and moving to a new house.  
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This lingering belief was thus the reason why I was concerned if I would find a Baya 

at all when I arrived in Luocheng. In a similar manner to the impacts of socialism on 

shamanic practices in Mongolia as noted by Buyandelger (2013) the socialist 

movements in China in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s affected the ability of the Baya to 

practice and the villagers’ ability to request their services in Luocheng.  

Interestingly, after the implementation of “reform and opening-up” policy in 1979, the 

work of the Baya and various other folk traditions in Luocheng were still associated 

with so-called mixin (superstition) in ongoing social research, such as the General 

Records of Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County (Luocheng mulaozuzizhixian zhi) 

(Editorial Group of General Records of Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County 1993), 

and the Social Historical research of Mulao in Guangxi (Guangximulaozu shehuilishi 

diaocha) (Editorial Group of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region 2009). It was not 

until the recent publication of A General History of the Mulao (Mulaozu tongshi) (Pan 

et al. 2011) that the Baya’s work has come to be classified as “religious belief (zongjiao 

xinyang)”. In this work, topics are divided on the basis of time, and the content on 

religious belief in section eight of Chapter Five is thus confined to the period prior to 

the foundation of the People’s Republic of China in 1949; the content relating to the 

period after the foundation of the People’s Republic of China, contains nothing about 

religion or folk traditions. This is another ongoing influence of the Great Leap Forward 

and the Cultural Revolution, and the definitions of “mixin (superstition)” and tradition 

used in this context are discussed in more detail in the third section of this chapter, as 

they carry certain important implications. 
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The political background of Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County 

Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County is located in Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 

Region which was founded in 1958 (Pan et al. 2011: 328), though Luocheng Mulao 

Autonomous County was not officially founded until January 1984 (Zhou 2008: 2); this 

reflects the changing characteristics of the Chinese political system. As Premier Zhou 

Enlai of China pointed out, “The system of regional autonomy for ethnic minorities is 

the right combination of ethnical autonomy and regional autonomy. It is also the right 

combination of economic factors and political factors. This system enables the rights 

of ethnical autonomy to minorities” (Fei 2006:397). According to Chapter One of The 

Law of the People’s Republic of China on Regional Ethnic Autonomy (“Law on 

Regional Ethnic Autonomy”), “regional autonomy for ethnic minorities in China means 

that, under the unified leadership of the State, regional autonomy may be offered to 

areas where people of certain ethnic minorities live in concentrated communities and 

that, in such areas, organs of self-government may be established for the exercise of 

such autonomy” (The National People’s Congress 2001: 2). Guangxi Zhuang 

Autonomous Region was thus founded because the majority of the Zhuang population 

lives in that area. Chapter Three of the Law on Regional Ethnic Autonomy (The 

National People’s Congress 2001:4) further stipulates that “people’s congresses in 

autonomous areas have the right to formulate self-governmental regulations and other 

separate regulations in light of the particular political, economic and cultural conditions 

of the relevant ethnic group dominating the autonomous area; these self-government 

regulations may contain provisions which have been flexibly altered on the basis of 
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existing laws or administrative regulations that suit the particular conditions of the 

ethnic group”. In terms of how regulations may “suit the particular conditions of the 

ethnic group”, the region or county may autonomously implement certain regulations 

in the manner best the conditions and customs of the local areas. Specific examples of 

this are offered in the next paragraph. However, the right to formulate self-government 

regulations and other separate regulations is dependent on these not violating the 

country’s Constitution (The National People’s Congress 2001: 4). The purpose of this 

increased autonomy is nominally to offer ethnic minorities the opportunity to manage 

themselves the “cultural issues” arising within the autonomous areas.  

The autonomy of the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region in terms of managing 

“cultural issues” can thus be seen from several different perspectives. For example, the 

region decides on its own regional holidays. As such, it introduced the two-day holiday 

for the regional festival of Zhuang starting every year on the 3rd of March. During this 

two-day holiday, multiple celebrative activities occur, which attract tourists to come to 

Guangxi at that particular time. Another holiday that is unique to Guangxi was the 60th 

anniversary of the foundation of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region. This holiday 

took place on the 11th and 12th of December of 2018. Moreover, the government of 

Luocheng specifically also celebrates the Yifan Festival, which is the unique to the 

Mulao. The Yifan Festival used to be celebrated by villagers in each village in the region, 

but in recent years, the Yifan Festival has been celebrated in the town of Dongmen22 

 
22 Dongmen Township is the regional capital of Luocheng Mulao Autonomous Region, where the 
county government is located.  
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and organized by the county government, acting as a symbol of Mulao traditions as well 

as a tourist attraction. The allowances for traditional festivals and religious festivals of 

ethnic minorities fall within the culture and economic domain, and other examples of 

this include the fact that ethnic minorities who slaughter livestock to use for such 

purposes may be exempted from slaughter tax, as with the Yifan Festival in Luocheng.  

With regard to culture and education, autonomous regions are entitled to support 

bilingual schools for ethnic minorities. For example, in Nanning23, the Guangxi Minzu 

technical secondary school provides courses in both Mandarin Chinese and the Zhuang 

language. Across some schools in such townships and counties24 , even teachers in 

primary schools teach classes in both Mandarin Chinese and the relevant ethnic 

minority language; teachers might read texts in the Zhuang language first, and follow 

this with the Mandarin Chinese version, for example. In terms of medical provisioning, 

the government of Guangxi has implemented a programme to improve the development 

of medical care for ethnic minorities, as well as supporting Chinese Traditional 

Medicine, including the building of hospitals for ethnic minorities, such as the 

Luocheng Mulao Medicine Hospital; this hospital was built to develop the traditional 

medicine of the Mulao, rather than defining the patients that the hospital accepts. As for 

social policies, such as the modified one-child policy, these are also applied more 

flexibly in autonomous regions; for example, in Guangxi, couples where both members 

are from ethnic minorities with populations of less than 10 million (including the Yao, 

 
23 Nanning is the capital of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region. 
24 A township is one of China’s administrative divisions, under the jurisdiction of the county.  
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Miao, Dong, Maonan, Gelao, Hui, Jing, Yi, Shui, and Mulao) were allowed to have up 

to two children, though the birth interval between the children was expected to be no 

less than four years25.  

With regard to self-government, another form of this that can also be observed in 

Luocheng is the “villagers’ committee (cunweihui)”. According to Chapter One of the 

Organic Law of the Villager’s Committees of the People’s Republic of China, issued by 

the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress (2010:1), a village 

committee must safeguard the autonomy of rural villagers. This was legislated to ensure 

self-government for villagers in the countryside, allowing them to administer their own 

affairs in law and developing grassroots democracy in the countryside to protect the 

legitimate rights and interests of villagers and to facilitate the building of socialist 

communities. As such, the members of each village committee are selected by the 

relevant villagers26. All representatives must live in the village they represent, forging 

a strong connection between the village committees and the villagers. This also makes 

it convenient for villagers who need to approach the committee for help. For example, 

when conflicts arise between villagers, members of the village committee can act as 

mediators, working to mediate the disagreement between the villagers and to help them 

 
25  The policy varied across different autonomous regions. For example, in the Inner Mongolia 
Autonomous Region, couples who are Mongolians could have two children, while non-urban 
Mongolians could have a third child, with the approval of the local National Population and Family 
Planning Commission. In the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, urban ethnic minority couples 
could have two children, while farmers and herdsmen from ethnic minorities could have three 
children. Couples who meet a range of special conditions are generally allowed one more child.  
26 Members of village committee are selected by all villagers who have the right to vote; all citizens 
age over 18 have the right to vote. Before an election, villagers attend the existing village committee 
to register, and candidates may thus introduce themselves or be recommended by other villagers to 
the voters before the election. Those candidates who win a majority of the votes become members 
of the new village committee after an election. 
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find a solution. To make it easier for villagers to understand the policies and laws that 

apply to them, Mulao folk songs have also been given new lyrics, written by the county 

government, the township governments, and the village committees, that cover the 

policies and laws in China.  

Another important moment in terms of political changes in China occurred at the Third 

Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China. This 

meeting was held in Beijing in 1978, with the intention of correcting several mistakes 

in political and organisational procedure. This meeting was where the decision to carry 

out the reform and opening-up policy was made, as well as the source of multiple 

agricultural reforms (Outline of Chinese Modern and Contemporary History Writing 

Group 2009:261). This meeting was thus the formal end of the two movements that 

defined the period from the 1950s to the late 1970s, and by ending the Great Leap 

Forward and the Cultural Revolution, it also removed the institutions and customs 

associated with these two movements. This meant that “forbidden” practices, such as 

those of the Baya, were no longer officially prohibited.  

Traditions and Rituals in Luocheng 

This section will offer an analysis of the traditions and rituals in Luocheng, and as such 

it is important to first clarify the definition of the frequently used term, mixin 

(superstition). The meanings of mixin have changed significantly over time. In the late 

Qing Dynasty27, when Western social Darwinism was first introduced to China through 

 
27 Qing Dynasty is the last feudal dynasty in China, which is from 1636 to 1912. 
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Yan Fu’s translation of Evolution and Ethics, folk beliefs or “wu” began to be regarded 

as mixin, or as contrary to “civilization”. “Civilization” generally refers to the Western 

inventions and thoughts that drove both living styles and values and ideas in late Qing 

Dynasty (Luo 2009: 74-75). “Wu” was thus a focus for many officials in the late Qing 

Dynasty, who proposed its abolition (Sato 2018: 44). After that time, many practices 

were incorporated as mixin, including Confucianism, religion, imperialism, folk beliefs 

and folk customs; eventually, anything related to “tradition (chuantong)” was regarded 

as mixin (Luo 2018: 169). The definition of mixin now generally refers to beliefs in the 

things that do not exist, including gods, ghosts and spirits (Luo 1992: 817). Mixin is 

thus used to refer to not only spirit beings but also the belief in their existence (Luo 

1992: 817). As Pang Yi (2020: 42) states in “Superstition” and “Anti-superstition”: A 

Reflection on Chinese Folk Belief in Modern Times, many researchers thus regard folk 

beliefs as mixin, a belief that arises from applying a pure perspective of natural science 

to folk beliefs. However, it is difficult to assign mixin a precise definition, as since the 

late Qing Dynasty, those contents included in mixin have been expanded almost 

indefinitely, with the definition of mixin at a given time being closely related to the 

standpoints of its definers. This makes it difficult and potentially unwise to apply the 

definitions of mixin used in the old days to judge whether folk beliefs or customs are 

mixin in terms of the current definition of believing in that which is not, as natural 

science is not the only way of effectively looking at the world.  

During the period of the Cultural Revolution, folk beliefs were classified as mixin and 

expunged (Pang 2020: 42). As noted earlier, the Third Plenary Session of the 11th 
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Central Committee of the Communist Party of China was the turning point for this 

situation, with religious policies restored at this meeting and religious departments 

permitted to work again, offering the recovery of what had been classified as “folk 

belief” (Pang 2020: 42). As a result of this history, many statements about folk traditions, 

including those of the Baya, in books about the Mulao written after 1978, are out of 

date. For example, in The Social Historical research of Mulao in Guangxi 

(Guangximulaozu shehuilishi diaocha) (Editorial Group of Guangxi Zhuang 

Autonomous Region 2009: 172), the Yifan Festival is also described as mixin 

(superstition), while in General Records of Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County 

(Luocheng mulaozuzizhixian zhi) (Editorial Group of General Records of Luocheng 

Mulao Autonomous County 1993: 87), it is noted as having “superstitious elements”. 

As the religious departments in China began work in 1978 to correct the mistakes made 

around religion during the Cultural Revolution, the descriptions of the Baya and the 

Yifan Festival as mixin should be seen as product of that time and thus challenged. 

Moreover, in 2006, as permitted by the State Council, the Yifan Festival was listed in 

the first National Intangible Cultural Heritage List, highlighting its cultural contribution 

to the life of the Mulao. According to Pang (2020: 42), after the 1990s, the cultural 

policy in China redefined folk beliefs as local cultural traditions or Intangible Cultural 

Heritage, offering folk beliefs a chance to develop once more. Thus, while the Yifan 

festival may be reasonably considered as either religion or traditional culture, it is 

unreasonable to define it simply as mixin (superstition). Both Wu Kaiting and Wu 

Kailang, the former village secretary of Xincun Tun, noted that, during the Yifan 



90 
 

Festival, it is the Daoshi (or Mubo)28 who conducts the rituals for the villagers. As the 

Yifan Festival is now defined as so-called National Intangible Cultural Heritage rather 

than mixin, the rituals that the Daoshi conduct are also not regarded as mixin. Further, 

as the Daoshi and the Baya are the only two groups of people who conduct religious 

rituals for the Mulao (Editorial Group of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region 2009: 

237), they can be considered to be equivalent as ritual conductors, and, if the rituals 

conducted by the Daoshi, and thus the Daoshi themselves are not mixin, the Baya, who 

also conduct rituals for the villagers in Luocheng, similarly cannot be regarded as mixin.   

Residual effects from regarding rituals and folk traditions as mixin (superstition) have 

made some villagers develop concerns about being pidou, as occurred during the Great 

Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution. I met one male villager who yelled at me 

and the female villagers when I asked him about the rituals of the Baya, for example. 

However, these people represent a tiny minority and the female villagers I spoke with 

did not pay any attention to this idea, telling me that there was nothing to worry about 

and that they go to the halls of the Baya whenever they think it is necessary. In 

Luocheng, certainly for the villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, traditions and 

rituals thus act to guide ways of living. Traditions and rituals in this context not only 

include the official folk customs of the Mulao in Luocheng, but also the accustomed 

practices that the villagers consider part of their daily lives. In terms of these 

 
28 According to The Social and Historical Research on Mulao of Guangxi (2009: 237), there are 
only two kinds of people who conduct religious rituals for the Mulao, the Baya and the Daoshi. The 
Daoshi are male Taoists who enshrine and worship the sanqing (the highest three gods of Taoism 
whose names are yuqing, shangqing, and taiqing). The sanqing originates from Taoist philosophy 
as written in the classics of Laozi, a famous philosopher from around 6 B.C. These three deities (san 
meaning three) are thus those which created all of the things of the world. 
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accustomed practices, Fei Xiaotong (1992: 96) discusses them in From the Soil, 

essentially regarding them as “rituals”. Fei Xiaotong (1992: 96) states that the rural 

areas in China were considered to be “without law”, as the absence of laws or 

regulations did not affect the social order of these rural areas. Fei’s (1992) implication 

is thus that the rural areas are instead ruled by rituals. Fei uses the term “rituals” to also 

mean “behavioural norms sustained by traditions” (1992: 96). “Rituals” are thus the 

accustomed practices or customs villagers are used to, which shape their understanding 

of how to manage trouble (Fei 1992: 101), so that using laws or policies to solve their 

problems may be a less-preferred choice or even not considered relevant. The 

preference for “rituals” to solve problems also fits with the general approach of villagers 

in Luocheng, who acknowledge their connections by kinship ties, as well as seeking to 

maintain order by means of the traditions and rituals inherited from their paternal lines 

(see Chapter Three); thus, if they use the law to defend themselves or go to court, this 

may damage their kin relationships with their relatives, according to the female 

villagers in Shangnan’an village. The importance of kinship in Luocheng will be 

discussed in greater detail in the following chapter. Nevertheless, it is important to 

acknowledge that this emphasis on traditions and rituals does not mean that laws or 

policies are not important in rural areas such as Luocheng, or that the laws or policies 

are necessarily contradictory to the traditions and rituals. Laws and policies are also not 

generally implemented in defiance of traditions and “rituals”, though there sometimes 

can be differences between these two approaches. It is thus not valid to say that the rural 

areas are without law. The influence of laws on the villagers in Luocheng may have 
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been weak at certain times in the past, but it is incorrect to say that there is no law in 

these rural areas. The reason for differences between the two approaches is that some 

“rituals” that were consistent with customary laws in these rural areas do not, however, 

sit in full agreement with the Constitution (Huang 2021: 185). Two key examples of 

this can be seen by examining the differences between the rituals and laws related to 

adoption and marriage.  

The first example was offered by Pan Danzhi, the main Baya I spoke with during my 

research, who has two daughters and three sons. Pan Danzhi’s experience offers an 

example of the differences between the use of laws and policies and traditions and 

“rituals”. She told me that she was worried about her second son, who I will refer to 

here as Pan Er (Er means “second” in Southwestern Mandarin). When Pan Danzhi’s 

husband was still alive, she and her husband divided their family property into three 

parts to offer inheritances to their three sons. After each son received a house, Pan 

Danzhi went to live with Pan Er, her husband lived with their third son, and their 

youngest daughter lived with the eldest son. Pan Danzhi’s eldest daughter was already 

married and lived in another village in Luocheng at that point.  

Pan Danzhi was worried about Pan Er’s child, her grandson. Pan Er’s wife had lost a 

child after six months of pregnancy and had since suffered from infertility. Pan Er and 

his wife happened to know of a baby boy abandoned by his parents. They received this 

message from the villagers in Xianan’an who had found the baby, as they knew Pan Er 

might wish to adopt a baby. However, in order to adopt the baby, Pan Er needed to 

resolve several issues. These arose from the fact that Pan Er had a daughter with his ex-
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wife, who had a de facto marriage with him. According to the Adoption Law, there are 

four requirements that an adopter must fulfil, and the first is that adopter should be 

childless. Pan Er did not report his daughter to the civil administration department when 

he went to go through the formalities of adoption, though some villagers told the civil 

administration department that Pan Er had a daughter. The officials of the civil 

administration department in Luocheng thus visited Pan Danzhi’s house to ask if Pan 

Er had a daughter or not. As Pan Er’s daughter was not registered as residing with Pan 

Er and, more importantly, Pan Er’s ex-wife did not allow their daughter to have contact 

with him, Pan Er finally succeeded in adopting the baby boy after investigation by the 

civil administration department. Pan Danzhi was worried about the adoption, however, 

because she had always followed accustomed practice or customary law, in which no 

special procedures were required to adopt a child. It was thus difficult for her to 

understand why her son needed to go through the procedures set out in the Adoption 

Law.  

The reason this example is so relevant is that Pan Danzhi was only familiar with the 

accustomed practice for adoption in the village. This is to raise a child as one’s own 

without going through any formal procedures of adoption; this was possible before the 

formulation of the Adoption Law, and before the implementation of the one-child policy, 

as there was no restriction for household registration. By the time Pan Er wanted to 

adopt the child, around 2017, however, there were many procedures that he needed to 

complete, that no-one would have had to consider in the past. As part of this, Pan Er 

needed to publish a notice in the newspaper for a year to avoid the possibility that the 
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child he sought to adopt was abducted. As Pan Danzhi and Pan Er both remembered the 

time before the Adoption Law applied, Pan Danzhi complained about the expense and 

time of the necessary procedures, and the fact that it took Pan Er a whole year to 

complete the adoption process. Comparing this with the traditional way of doing things, 

Pan Danzhi thought that the officials of the civil administration departments had made 

things deliberately difficult for her son. This was confirmed in her mind by a 

comparison with stories from Xie Meilan, whose daughter completed her adoption 

procedure much more rapidly than Pan Er; however, this was mainly because Xie 

Meilan’s daughter had no other children, whether registered or unregistered. 

The adoption of Pan Danzhi’s grandson highlights that some villagers in Luocheng who 

are used to the customary practices of the village may prefer long-established methods 

rather than laws and policies to handle things. However, Pan Danzhi’s comparison of 

her son’s experience with that of Xie Meilan’s daughter, as well as her discussions with 

the villagers in both Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, signalled to villagers in these two 

villages that they had to accept the new ways of using the relevant laws and policies to 

adopt a child.  

Another example can be seen in the transit from common law marriages to registered 

marriages. Pan Er did not register his marriage with his ex-wife, and, according to the 

villagers, this was common right up to the early 1990s. Yet, the county government and 

the village committees had explained the Marriage Law to the villagers at that time, in 

order to ensure that they would become aware of the disadvantages of de facto 

marriages. The mentioned disadvantages included children born in de facto marriages 
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being subject to a social maintenance fee to be paid to the National Population and 

Family Planning Commission before they could be included in the household 

registration. Household registration is linked closely to one’s social welfare, including 

access to education and medical insurance. For villagers in rural areas, including 

Luocheng, household registration also affects whether a person can receive allocated 

land based on the land reform after 1978. Due to the importance of household 

registration, few villagers now do not register their marriages, according to the female 

villagers.  

Differences between the laws and policies and traditions and rituals often cannot be 

avoided, as the laws and policies tend to introduce different ways for the villagers to 

deal with things. The reason for emphasising the differences between these approaches 

in this work, however, is mainly to express the villagers’ deep respect for their traditions 

and rituals. Although they are influenced by different ways of doing things, these 

traditions and rituals still have strong effects on the villagers, which in turn has 

influenced, and continues to influence, the reappearance and continuation of the ritual 

practices of the Baya.  

Within Luocheng, some preferential policies do exist that reduce the practical 

differences between “rituals” and laws. Quotation marks are used here for the word 

“ritual” within this section as this does not refer to religious or folk rituals in the strictest 

sense; instead, according to Fei Xiaotong (1992: 105), it refers to a series of behavioural 

norms that have educational functions in terms of guiding villagers’ behaviours. 

Alongside the regulations mentioned in the section discussing the political background 
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of Luocheng, there is also a preferential policy on funerals for ethnic minorities, which 

means that cremation is not compulsory, and they can choose burial if this is more 

culturally appropriate. This highlights the fact that, while laws and policies do, to some 

extent, change the way villagers live, they also protect and support many of the 

traditions and rituals that the villagers care about.  

In terms of the connections between the Baya and traditions and “rituals”, the villagers’ 

depth of concern about their traditions and “rituals” helps to some extent to maintain 

the rituals of the Baya. In addition, the rituals of the Baya offer ways for the villagers 

to solve their problems. When encountering problems, the female villagers in 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an tend to look for help from traditional customs, including 

worshipping gongtai, going to the temples, and asking the Baya for a ritual. In addition, 

going to the halls of the Baya is also one of the ways that villagers show that they 

remember and respect the traditions and rituals that they have inherited from their 

ancestors, which I will explain in detail in Chapter Five.  

“Rituals”, unlike most laws, can also have educational functions in rural areas; the 

“rituals” may require the younger generation to show respect to the older generation, 

supporting the continuance of Chinese traditional virtues and teaching the younger 

generation how to conduct themselves. However, when solving problems with “rituals”, 

a major factor that must be considered is ethics (Fei 1992: 105). The term “ethics” is 

drawn from Confucian concepts, known as “li” in mandarin Chinese. “Li” refers to 

behavioural norms, and more specifically to the various differences in levels with 

regard to family, morality, and society. “Li” thus became the basic content of all law 
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concerning family, ethical, and social class matters during the Tang Dynasty29(Dong 

2005: 94-95). According to Dong (2005: 95), Fei equates rituals with traditional 

thinking of Confucianism; however, despite Fei’s assumptions, the presence of rituals 

does not equate to an area being “without law” as the “rituals” or “li” of an area are 

likely to have already been integrated into past laws to some extent (Dong 2005: 96). 

Thus, the “rituals” performed nowadays in Luocheng should not be seen as in 

opposition to current laws and policies; instead, they are interrelated to each other in 

terms of content, though the aspects of life that the traditions and “rituals” offer 

guidance for tend to be different to those addressed by most laws and policies; in 

addition, the traditions and rituals can also be changed over time. Where there are 

differences between aspects covered by the policies and laws and traditions and rituals, 

these thus should not be seen as something that may cause conflict for villagers. An 

example is offered by the one-child policy, which on first examination conflicts with 

the villagers’ patrilineal system. However, when I discussed the one-child policy with 

the female villagers, they told me that it had not been difficult for them to accept this 

policy. “In the 1990s, some villagers did not want a second child even though they could 

[have one]. Well, actually one is … enough. What is the difference between a boy and 

a girl?”, said Xie Meilan, and this was echoed by the other female villagers. This 

example of the one-child policy shows that villagers accept the changes imposed by 

law, despite the traditions that they used to stick to. They clearly do not place their 

traditions and rituals in opposition to laws or policies, as, traditionally, villagers would 

 
29 The Tang Dynasty was from 618 CE to 907 CE. 
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have tended to prefer to have boys to continue the patrilineal line (see Chapter Three). 

As stated in Chapter One in the discussion on positionality, the remaining villagers in 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an are mainly the elderly, which makes it less possible for the 

villagers to change their traditions themselves; those who stay in the villages have 

followed the local traditions all their lives. However, this does not mean that these 

elderly villagers cannot bring changes to these traditions; they have already started to 

change their ideas around boy preference due to the influence of the one-child policy, 

for example. They simply require external influence rather than being keen to change 

the traditions themselves. This also has an influence on the Baya, as most of the Baya’s 

clients are middle aged or elderly. Once, when I asked two older women about where 

to find a Baya for a ritual without introducing my position as a researcher in the village, 

they said to me in very surprised tones, “is it really you who [wants to] go to ask the 

Baya for a ritual?”, based on my comparative youth. The numbers of clients the Baya 

serve is thus not greatly affected by most of the male villagers having moved to earn 

money in the cities, as the villagers who remain in the villages are those more likely to 

fit in the age and gender brackets of Baya clients.  

Folk traditions and religion in Luocheng 

As noted in the introduction, many factors, including shamanism, Daoism, and 

Buddhism, influence the religious life of the villagers in Luocheng. However, when the 

villagers seek a ritual, they tend to ask a Baya or a Daoshi for help. In terms of their use 

of the Buddhist temple, rather than asking the Buddhist nuns to conduct rituals, villagers 
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tend to light incense for the Buddha statues in the temple; nevertheless, compared to 

the halls of the Baya and the Daoshi, in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, few villagers go 

to the Duoji Temple. In terms of their contact with the Baya and the Daoshi, the 

villagers across the two villages tend to prefer to ask the Baya to conduct rituals. In 

particular, according to the female villagers in the villages, they choose to go to a Baya 

because the Baya live and work in their villages as well as the villages nearby, while 

no Daoshi live in the nearby villages, and thus, it is inconvenient for the villagers to go 

to a Daoshi compared with the Baya. It can also be harder for villagers living in a village 

without a Daoshi to find a Daoshi. Unlike the Baya, most rituals of the Daoshi are 

conducted in their clients’ villages, which means that the Daoshi need to go to clients’ 

villages to conduct rituals. For example, the rituals of the Yifan Festival and rituals for 

funerals are performed in the clients’ villages. The female villagers also noted that the 

Baya help them to figure out what problems they have and what their causes are, while 

the Daoshi help them to solve difficulties that they have already identified; thus, as the 

Baya can often also help them solve the problems they uncover, the villagers rarely 

need to visit a Daoshi unless the Baya cannot solve the problem she identifies.30  

Another reason for the reduced popularity of the Daoshi lies in their classification by 

the villagers, who identify two kinds of Daoshi in Luocheng, wen Daoshi and wu 

Daoshi. The wu Daoshi are seen as qualified Daoshi, who can conduct rituals for 

villagers as well as conducting the Yifan Festival; they do this by passing a test, which, 

according to the villagers, includes passing a bamboo shelf of swords and a sea of 

 
30 My knowledge of the Daoshi is limited as the Daoshi are not my main research subjects. 
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flames without coming to any harm. However, wen Daoshi are those who have not 

passed this test, and they can thus only answer the questions of the villagers by 

referencing books they have inherited from previous Daoshi. The female villagers told 

me that it was not always easy for a Daoshi to find a successor: “The Daoshi cannot 

just pass down his power to his male family members, though usually the Daoshi wants 

his male family members to inherit his career. Not everyone can be qualified to become 

a Daoshi, as one needs inborn power and thus whether a Daoshi can find a successor is 

uncertain”. 

When I asked the villagers whether there was any competition between the Baya and 

the Daoshi, they told me that while the Baya and the Daoshi might seem similar, they 

are actually different, and thus there was no competition between them. The main 

similarity is that both help villagers to solve problems, while the key difference is seen 

as the fact that Baya access their deities to help the villagers, while the Daoshi do not. 

The latter conduct rituals from the books they inherit. When the villagers offered 

example of occasions when they might visit a Daoshi, with the exception of the Yifan 

Festival, the most common ritual that they might ask a Daoshi to conduct would be for 

a funeral, to help the spirit of the dead person go to the other world and thus avoid that 

spirit causing chaos at home. This is thus seen as the major role for the Daoshi in the 

villages.  

As noted earlier in this chapter, the Yifan Festival of the Mulao is celebrated by the 

county government of Luocheng. In the celebration, the Daoshi perform rituals of the 

Yifan Festival, and the dancers from the Cultural and Tourism Department perform the 
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Mulao dances. The celebration in Dongmen Township is organised by the Bureau of 

Ethnic and Religious Affairs (Minzuzongjiao shiwuju) every three years. According to 

the deputy director of the bureau, the Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs in 

Luocheng is in charge of issues related to all ethnic groups and recognised religions in 

Luocheng under the relevant laws and policies. This department must thus consistently 

research relevant cultural, education, technology, healthcare, and sports activities and 

develop suggestions for supporting these as appropriate. Other duties of the Bureau of 

Ethnic and Religious Affairs include collecting, rearranging and publishing the ancient 

books of the Mulao written in Chinese and organising the traditional activities of the 

Mulao. The villagers in Luocheng barely know anything about the Bureau of Ethnic 

and Religious Affairs, as the practices they perform and the customs and traditions in 

their villages do not fall under its supervision. In addition, when I asked the villagers 

about certain traditional activities, for example the Yifan Festival, they only knew that 

these activities are organised by the county government; they neither knew nor cared 

which specific department hosted the activities. 

Alongside the celebration of the Yifan Festival in Dongmen Township, each village in 

Luocheng celebrates the Yifan Festival in various years. The county government of 

Luocheng funds a celebration of the Yifan Festival in one village a year, and the 

villagers in Shangnan’an told me that they would not celebrate the Yifan Festival if the 

government did not provide these funds. One of the purposes of funding different 

villages to hold celebrations of the Yifan Festival is to offer tourists an opportunity to 

experience the unique traditions of the Mulao; however, for the villagers, such traditions 
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are costly activities, due to the necessary preparation for the rituals, which increases 

both the money and the time that must be spent on the festival. According to Wu Kailang, 

who used to be the village secretary of the Communist Party in Xincun Tun, the 

preparations for the festival celebration are complicated. The necessary feast includes 

five cereals, rice, soybeans, wheat, millet and sticky millet, as well as zongzi31 and 

small models of cattle and chickens made of sweet potatoes. These must be provided 

for the whole village, and the rice must include late rice and the ears of the rice, as well 

as intact rice stalks. Yin Jiaxian, a male villager who worked in the county government 

before his retirement, noted that in the past, the villagers in Shangnan’an would 

celebrate the Yifan Festival themselves only in specific years.  

The celebration of the Yifan Festival was originally carried out by the Mulao without 

any participation from the county government of Luocheng, and, according to Wu 

Kaiting and Wu Kailang, the rituals of the Yifan Festival were conducted by the Daoshi. 

Usually, one Daoshi was invited to play the dominant role, though he would also be 

expected to bring his apprentices to help. These Daoshi would perform rituals in every 

household of the village, praying for the safety and prosperity of the villagers. The 

Daoshi were also required to sing and dance during the rituals in the centre space of the 

village for three days, both in the daytime and at night.  

There is no attendance required from the Baya at the Yifan Festival, despite the fact that 

the Baya ritually address the same problems for their clients as those the Daoshi address, 

 
31 Zongzi is a traditional Chinese food made of sticky rice wrapped in the leaves of a certain plant 
known as ruo. 
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with, for example, both the Baya and the Daoshi performing rituals to pray for a child. 

The rituals conducted by the Baya occur when the Baya are possessed by their deities 

and their deities visit to the otherworld to see whether the client can have a child or not, 

however, while the ritual conducted by the Daoshi praying for a child is called “jiaqiao” 

(building the bridge), where “the bridge” means increased fertility. In their ritual, the 

Daoshi sing and dance in the house of the client who wants a child (Pan et al. 2011: 

247). The impact of these rituals is felt in different ways. Further, most rituals that the 

Daoshi conduct are performed on a bigger scale than those of the Baya. These large-

scale rituals are usually performed for a whole village, such as the rituals for the Yifan 

Festival, or various rituals for the safety and prosperity of a village (Pan et al. 2011: 

244). The reason for introducing the Yifan Festival here is to highlight that these formal 

rituals are decided by the Daoshi. The county government of Luocheng, along with the 

Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs, takes on the roles of sponsor and organiser, but 

does not administer the various elements of the Yifan Festival. Thus, the rituals of 

Daoshi, and the Daoshi themselves, are not under the administration of the Bureau of 

Ethnic and Religious Affairs. Although the Daoshi originate from a branch of Taoism, 

they have become a part of the Mulao folk traditions, which are similarly not under the 

supervision of the Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs. Further, the Baya are also 

not within the scope of supervision of the Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs, as 

the Baya do not belong to any officially recognised religion that the Bureau of Ethnic 

and Religious Affairs oversees. “As long as the Baya do not perform [in] unruly [ways]”, 

was the caveat added by the deputy director of the Bureau of Ethnic and Religious 



104 
 

Affairs; his use of the word “unruly” expressed the idea that the Baya would be tolerated 

and ignored officially as long as they did not break the law.  

As Fei Xiaotong (1992) states, the absence of laws or state power does not break the 

order of rural areas; thus, the villagers in Luocheng follow their traditions and pass 

them down orally or practically to the next generation as a way to help maintain order 

in the villages. Along with Baya and the Daoshi, the temples in the villages where 

villagers worship during their traditional festivals are also seen as being the official 

domain of so-called “folk traditions”, rather than the formal category of religion by the 

Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs. In addition, when I asked the villagers which 

religion the Baya belonged to, they answered that the Baya do not belong to any religion 

they knew of, such as Buddhism, Taoism, or Christianity: “The Baya are the Baya”, 

was their response. The Baya, as female shamans, are those whom villagers can go to 

ask for help when they encounter problems, and thus their concerns are generally 

focused on whether the Baya can help them or not. Whether the Baya is seen as a folk 

tradition or a religion is not the villagers’ concern.  

Conclusion  

In order to begin understanding the Baya, it is important to understand the historical 

and political background of Luocheng. In terms of national political history, the Great 

Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution significantly damaged the work and 

reputation of the Baya in the twentieth century; it was not until the religious 

departments resumed work after the Third Plenary Session of the 11th Central 
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Committee of the Communist Party of China in 1978 that the Baya had a chance to 

reappear.  

The content of the existing books about the Mulao and the Baya describe the Baya as 

mixin, despite the topics formally defined as mixin changing over time. The rituals 

conducted by the Baya are thus portrayed as tools that the Baya utilise to exploit 

villagers and to take their money (Editorial Group of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 

Region 2009: 174); however, the Baya and the villagers both think that the price most 

Baya request for rituals is very reasonable. As with the Yifan Festival, the Baya should 

not be seen as mixin, erroneous beliefs that are almost extinct. While the county 

government of Luocheng and, indeed, the villagers in Luocheng regard the Baya as not 

belonging to any religion, their work is regarded as a strong “folk tradition” among the 

Mulao, as the Baya conduct rituals with their deities to help villagers resolve problems.    

The importance of traditions and rituals lies in their ability to help in the maintenance 

of order. This means that, despite differences between laws and policies and traditions 

and rituals, these need not necessarily be in conflict; traditions and rituals can coexist 

with and enhance laws and policies as stated in this chapter. Further, traditions and 

rituals often do not cover the same domains as laws and policies and thus, although 

villagers may be used to dealing with things using traditions and rituals, they are often 

open to laws and policies changing the ways that they resolve some issues. Nevertheless, 

as the Baya do not come under the supervision of the Bureau of Ethic and Religious 

Affairs, it is the continuation of traditions and rituals that supports their perpetuation, 

and this in turn is supported by the close kin relationships in the villages.  
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While the formal governance structures of departments and bureaus regulate and 

administer officially recognised religions, they do not apply to the practices of the Baya. 

Yet, this relationship between formal governance and religious practice is still pertinent 

to this study as it forms the broader backdrop against which the Baya carry out their 

rituals.  

This chapter demonstrates that the Baya should not be considered from the perspective 

of Chinese religion, as they represent a folk tradition to the villagers. However, as the 

Baya were forbidden from practicing for a period, some residual influence from this 

period does mean that some villagers still regard the rituals of the Baya as minxin, 

though this is refuted in this chapter. Overall, traditions and rituals both sustain and are 

sustained by the villages; the reasons for this can be most clearly related to the kinship 

of the villagers, which are discussed in detail in later chapters. 
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Chapter 3 Complex kin relationships in Luocheng 

As I grew up in the city, I seldom had the chance to experience life in rural areas before 

I began this fieldwork. My impression of the kin relationships in Luocheng was that the 

people live as extended families within a single house, and that they had very close 

relationships with all family members, including more distant relatives. This was 

supported by my first impressions when I arrived in Luocheng, particularly as I was 

told by the villagers in other villages that in Luocheng, the Mulao who share a surname 

commonly reside in the same village due to having the same patrilineal ancestors, as 

each village was originally established by a set of people with the same surname. For 

the two villages in which I did my fieldwork, Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, the ancestors 

of the current villagers all had the surname Yin; the residents in these two villages thus 

all share the same ancestors and thus worship in the same ancestral hall in Shangnan’an. 

This would seem to suggest that the villages of Shangnan’an and Xianan’an would by 

closely bounded by their shared patriliny. However, after beginning my fieldwork in 

Shangnan’an, I found that the kin relationships of the villagers could not all be 

described as close, and, in particular, there were changes in kinship recognition over 

time. For example, according to the villagers, there were once about 120 households 

across these villages, of which only 84 remain in the villages. The changes in kin 

relationships across the two villages are thus discussed in detail in this chapter alongside 

an analysis of the kinship seen between normal villagers as compared with that of the 

Baya. 

In China, relationships between friends and family and the relationship of the individual 
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to their extended family are of great importance, as order within the extended family is 

fundamental to Confucian ideals of social stability and harmony (Baker 1979: 11). A 

key feature here is that such relations are mutual: in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, the 

mutuality between kinsfolk often reflects practical relationships between family 

members. Here we can support Sahlins’ (2013: 20) emphasis on mutuality in his 

conception of “[a] kinship system [as] a manifold of intersubjective participation, which 

is also to say, a network of mutualities of being.” The villagers of Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an are built from dense kin networks where people share work and resources. 

This reminds us of Sahlins’s understanding of mutuality in Stone Age Economics where 

he outlines the connections between mutuality and reciprocity. According to Sahlins 

(1972: 164-165), we should distinguish between generalized reciprocity and balanced 

reciprocity. The mutuality in generalized reciprocity is usually intimate sharing between 

family members where people do not keep tallies on what is shared and when they can 

be returned to them. Therefore, the mutuality in generalized reciprocity is indefinite. 

However, in balanced reciprocity, which is usually outside a household, the sharing or 

exchange is expected to be returned equally. As villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an 

are relatives to each other, though, including both close and distant relatives, the 

mutuality between them is primarily generalized reciprocity, shown in the sections on 

housing and money later in this chapter. 

Another key term that needs to be introduced is thus jia, a word which has multiple 

connotations in the Chinese context. Ma (1999: 22), in particular, notes that there is no 

clear boundary for the range of jia which can refer to a nuclear family, an extended 



109 
 

family with multiple close relatives, or kin patterns featuring distant relatives. One way 

to understand jia as the driver of property inheritance, which is closely connected with 

the patriliny, which is the most basic Chinese kinship system (Li 2010: 9). In jia, male 

status is emphasised, causing all women’s roles to be subordinate (Li 2010: 9). This is 

the jia that villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an have tended to adopt under the 

influence of the overlying Chinese patrilineal system, as mentioned in previous chapter. 

This chapter thus extends this to demonstrate how the patrilineal system, which 

emphasises the roles of male family members, influences the practice of kin 

relationships in the two villages, as well as how this influence is now beginning to 

change. 

Another word meaning of jia is related to living practices, where jia is the living space, 

in which the emotions, and actions of each family member combine to form power 

relations and social networks (Li 2010: 10). In this explanation, jia is seen as a living 

unit, formed from daily family issues, the requirements of each family member, and the 

relationships among family members; both daily and more infrequent interactions are 

thus important elements influencing the development of a jia (Li 2010: 10). The main 

relationships of concern in this explanation of jia are conjugal relationships and parent-

child relationships, unlike the focus of the patrilineal explanation of jia, which 

emphasises only the rights and authority of male family members (Li 2010: 10-11).  

Jia as used in this thesis combines both explanations noted above. While superficially 

the two explanations are quite different, this is also a key feature of jia, which is 

accepted as potentially being contradictory; thus, the jia of this thesis allows for 
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different possibilities in its attempts to demonstrate a tension that is part of everyday 

life for the villagers, a process discussed in later sections of this chapter. 

Another critical term connected with jia is fenjia, which relates to the inheritance of 

family property. Both jia and fenjia are the words used by the local villagers in 

Luocheng, in Southwestern Mandarine, while these are also the words used in other 

anthropological research on other areas of China with the exact spelling but different 

tones when talking. There are two reasons that fenjia is essential in this thesis. The first 

one is that from analysing fenjia, we can see the kin relationships of the villagers, while 

the second one is that villagers’ attitudes towards fenjia can be different from other 

places, which I will explain later in this section by the examples of fenjia in 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, as well as that in Shang Village of Shangdong, referencing 

to Li Xia. Fenjia can also be interpreted as the reallocation of family property (Ma 1999: 

37). According to Ma (1999: 23-24), extended family is not the suitable mode of jia for 

the villagers in rural areas, despite the fact that, under the influence of Confucianism, 

the villagers might wish to have such an extended family; however, economic 

conditions and practical family structures more generally lead to fenjia. Therefore, 

although people might not want to perform fenjia, fenjia is not unusual in China. The 

term fen means to separate, and that which is fen or separated in the process of fenjia is 

the property rights, particularly with reference to land and houses, of a family; this flow 

of family property thus tends to result in the movement of family members (Ma 1999: 

56). As fenjia is a generally accepted action for the villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan, 

this affects the kin relationships of the villagers, based on various divisions of family 

property by gender. The application of fenjia in Luocheng is thus discussed in more 

detail in this chapter.  
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This chapter takes the villages of Shangnan’an and Xianan’an as examples as a way to 

develop an analysis of kinship among the Mulao and, more specifically, the Baya, in 

order to highlight similarities and differences in these relationships. The focus is on 

assessing kinship from a parental perspective, as the majority of my informants were 

parents. By examining the kin relationships of the villagers in Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an, an attempt is also made to identify whether being a Baya is connected to 

kinship among the Mulao, and whether there is any relationship between kinship effects 

and women’s decisions to become Baya. In addition, the chapter examines whether 

there is a connection between the kin relationships experienced by Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an villagers and the likelihood of them visiting a Baya, which necessitates a 

focus on changes in the kin relationships in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an over time, and 

how these may impact potential connections between kinship and the practice of 

visiting a Baya.  
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Figure 8. The ancestral hall of Yin in Shangnan’an 

I will here analyse the kinship of the Baya along with those of the villagers in both 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an are thus analysed from four perspectives in the sections of 

this chapter, the first of which is housing and land. The rest of which are marriage, 

money, ancestral worship and patrilineal traditions. Fei (1992: 37) states that it is 

impossible to adequately discuss people in rural areas if such discussion leaves out the 
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soil they rely on. Thus, as an integral part of examining the kin relationships of the 

villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, and the Baya, it is necessary to begin by 

discussing their connections with the soil and the land in general. In terms of the houses 

built on the land, the construction shows the effects of “social relations of close kinship” 

(Carsten 2004: 31); in both villages of Luocheng, the building of new houses also 

reveals close kin relationships that nevertheless highlight the influence of the patrilineal 

system in the jia of the villagers. When analysing kin relationships with the patrilineal 

system in the two villages, jia, which includes both nuclear family and extended family 

(Ma 1999: 18) is thus an element that cannot be ignored. The patrilineal system in the 

villages most directly affects the inheritance of land and houses, which naturally affects 

the kin relationships of the villagers. 

I will consider marriage relationships in the two villages, including those of the Baya. 

Marriage is a major area in kinship studies (Peletz 1995: 345). While a broader 

discussion on gender is presented in the next chapter, this chapter focuses on the impact 

of China’s one-child policy on marriage relationships and the changes that increasing 

levels of individualism have brought to marriage in the region. As Yan (2009: 3) notes, 

villagers used to emphasise the importance of the family to the extent that the role of 

the individual was omitted. In this sense, villagers care more about jia within the 

extended family, and the marriages of the younger generations in a jia are often decided 

by the male elders as a way to impose their authority, preventing the younger generation 

from selecting their own marriage partners. Thus, any development of individualism 

may affect choices and behaviours related to marriage.  
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The third I will examine in this chapter focuses on practices relating to money, 

specifically the role of money in the changing kinship practices observed in these 

villages. Money plays a part in creating and reaffirming the daily associations of kinship 

and the interactions of villagers with the Baya. There is also a strong financial 

motivation underlying the migration of young villagers to cities and this has also had a 

major impact on kinship practices in the villages.  

The last I will consider in this chapter concerns the custom of ancestor worship in 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an. The kin relationships of the villagers can be examined in 

the context of the rituals used to worship the ancestors. This ancestral worship also 

allows examination of changes in kin relationships. 

By examining various perspectives on kinship, this chapter aims to argue that, based on 

changes in family status and society, kin relationships in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an 

can be both supportive and competitive: villagers usually support their family members 

in terms of building houses and new marriages, yet competition in terms of building 

new houses exists among relatives. Moreover, the chapter should highlight that the 

Baya exist within the network of everyday relationships created by villagers as well as 

linking the villagers more closely to their ancestors through their rituals.  

Land and Housing   

Fei (1992: 37) states that “Chinese society is fundamentally rural...because its 

foundation is rural”. Here, “rural” is derived from the Chinese character for “soil” and 

thus expresses the importance of land and agricultural work for those people in the rural 



115 
 

areas of China. Due to its geographic location, Luocheng has a subtropical monsoon 

climate with abundant sunshine and plentiful rainfall (Editorial Group of Brief History 

of the Mulao 2008: 2). This has allowed the Mulao to develop a subsistence economy 

centred around rice farming (Pan et al. 2011: 2). The Mulao used to rely almost 

exclusively on the land, looking to agricultural work to make a living. However, 

changes in family structure have influenced the role of the land in the lives of the Mulao 

in both Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, and in the land continues to affect their family 

structures.  

In order to analyse the role played by land in the lives of villagers in Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an, it is first necessary to determine the land policies and ownership that apply 

to the land the villagers use. Prior to 1978, the main mode of production in China was 

the People’s Commune; however, land reform in 1978 changed the mode of production 

in China under the Household Contract Responsibility System. In the newer system, 

“land is divided by household, and the income of each household thus depends on its 

labour force as this translates to agricultural yield” (Outline of Chinese Modern and 

Contemporary History Writing Group 2009: 263). 

In Luocheng, the land that was allocated in 1978 has remained settled since that time, 

and it has not been subsequently re-divided. This fixed allocation of land may have 

caused some of the tensions discussed later in this section. In 1978, the land was 

allocated equally to every villager according to two conditions. The first was the 

number of villagers in the village, while the other one was the number of working adults 

in each family. The village has both land and fields, where land is using for the planting 
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of corn, sugar cane, and mandarin oranges, and the term “field” is used exclusively for 

paddy fields for the planting of rice. Villagers who were allocated land were given 

certificates of their allocation of that land. 

 

Figure 9. Paddy field in Shangnan’an Village  

Each adult villager in Shangnan’an was allocated a 333 square metre paddy field, with 

each baby receiving 133 square metres. In terms of other land, each villager has 166 

square metres. Currently, this other land in the village is rented to a mandarin orange 

company, so each household receives about 150 to 200 RMB (≈ £15 to £20) in rent 

each year, but most villagers still plant rice in their paddy fields. The yield of rice per 

plot is about 500 kilograms per year, usually just enough for a family to eat, though 
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villagers will sell rice if they have a surplus. Some villagers also plant corn, sweet 

potatoes, and taro for both subsistence and commercial purposes. This reduced 

workload with regard to agricultural work highlights the fact that dependence on the 

land for families living within these two villages has decreased. The female villagers 

sitting under the tree at the entrance of Shangnan’an Village told me that most of them 

still plant rice because they are used to doing agricultural work; they “cannot [just] stop” 

and they want to do something with their time. However, they leave some of their fields 

unused and rent their land out because they feel unable to plant the entirety of their 

paddy fields. This is due to their children having often left the village to work in the 

cities, leaving the villagers shorthanded.  

 

Figure 10. Land planted with rapeseed flowers in Shangnan’an Village 

Alongside the other villagers, the Baya also do agricultural work when they do not have 
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clients for rituals. Prospective clients thus need to ask whether the Baya is at home in 

advance or go along with neighbours or relatives who already have an appointment with 

the Baya in order to avoid missing the Baya. Pan Danzhi, an 82-year-old Baya, told me 

that she had continued with her agricultural work until her legs failed her several years 

ago. Although she does not do any formal agricultural work, she still visits her eldest 

son’s garden to pick the vegetables she likes. Many villagers who do not plant their 

paddy fields anymore are old, and their children work elsewhere. In such circumstances, 

many villagers offer their fields to others for planting without asking for any payment 

and buy rice in the market instead. 

The inheritance of the paddy fields and land demonstrates the kinship of Shangnan’an 

and Xianan’an clearly. As noted, in one definition of jia, the status of male family 

members is emphasised, as in the patrilineal system. This is cemented by the male 

family members’ rights to inherit property, which is linked to responsibilities to conduct 

ancestor worship and maintain the elderly (Li 2010: 9). This pattern is thus seen in the 

inheritance of paddy fields and land in these two villages. According to villagers in both 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, daughters in the village who marry into other villages or 

cities are not allowed to inherit land and paddy fields, even though the areas of land and 

paddy fields allocated to their families include their portions. The villagers see the land 

and fields as belonging to their sons; daughters who marry out will not use the land and 

fields anymore, while the sons in a family will remain in the village and equally inherit 

the land and fields.  

Several Baya were allocated land in 1978 and they too divided their land equally 
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between their sons. For example, Pan Danzhi and her husband gave their land to their 

three sons; their two daughters were not deemed to have the right to inherit, due to the 

influence of the patrilineal system in the village. Pan Danzhi herself did not inherit any 

land from her natal family: “It is the custom. Daughters can never inherit the land”, and 

the other female villagers agreed emphatically.  

There are several issues in terms of this treatment handling of land and fields. As the 

land and fields were allocated in 1978, where households did not have many family 

members, they were not assigned enough land and fields for the number of family 

members they now have. This has led to some voices calling for the re-allocation of 

land and fields. However, some land and fields have been used for building houses as 

allowed by the government in the past, and there is no way to recover this land, as they 

have been covered in concrete; thus, the total amount of land and fields available has 

decreased, making any re-allocation meaningless. Although many villagers are not 

happy about the acreage of the land and fields they own, maintaining the current 

situation is seen as the best option by many villagers due to there being no new 

consensus on the re-allocation of land and fields. Certain villagers are also strongly 

opposed to re-allocation as their land and field allotments will decrease; other villagers 

are not certain whether they can be allocated more land and fields, despite their need, 

as the total amount available has decreased. As noted previously, most villagers rent 

their non-paddy land out, and there are also many villagers who do not plant their paddy 

fields fully, either letting the fields lie unused or letting others plant there without any 

rental agreement. This does not mean that these villagers do not want their lands or 
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fields, however, and they remain unlikely to agree to any re-allocation that would assign 

them less land.  

Xie Meilan told me that, more than a decade ago, the village built an ancestral hall just 

next to her current house, which was built for her youngest son. She gave the village 

about 133 square metres of land to build the ancestral hall and received just 300 RMB 

compensation (about £34.5). She admitted that this was done mainly in support of her 

eldest son, who was the leader of the village at that time. The limitations of land 

distribution were not so obvious in the past, when villagers could still reclaim wasteland 

to plant corn and cotton or could build houses on other land, as the land villagers owned 

was able to increase. 

 

Figure 11. Houses in Shangnan’an 

In terms of these houses built on the land, in Luocheng, a house is an important thing 

for the villagers. There is a strong expectation for villagers to build a house when they 

earn enough money. Owning a house reveals more about the kinship in Luocheng, while 

living in a house tends to depend on gender relationships and status within a family, as 
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discussed in the next chapter. The need to build houses is different for sons and 

daughters. The customs associated with building houses, as well as the allocation of 

houses and land, particularly emphasise how the kinship between parents and their 

daughters have remained stable over time.  

Male members of families in Luocheng are expected to build their own houses in the 

village where they were born as soon as they can afford it. If their parents have enough 

money, they will often support their sons financially in building these new houses. 

However, if they do not have the financial means, the children are expected to earn the 

money themselves. In some families, siblings assist with the building of houses; 

however, this is unusual. Given the pressures and expectation to build houses, some 

villagers borrow some of the money they need from their relatives to build houses; 

while the proportion they borrow is generally only a small part of the money they need 

to build a house, this is not a widespread practice. As a result, Mulao men often seek to 

obtain paid employment in the cities and return to refurbish old houses when they have 

saved up enough money. Men who cannot afford to build their own houses live with 

their parents in their old house. Some of the female villagers mentioned that their sons 

had not been able to get married due to not being able to build a new house.  

When villagers talked about housing, those whose sons had built new houses as well as 

those whose sons had not done so drew on one word in particular, namely “reputation” 

(“mianzi” in Southwestern Chinese). The villagers regarded building a house as 

displaying the prosperity of a family. If one or more sons of a family built a new house 

or built additional floors onto an old house, or refurbished an old house, the people in 
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the village thought that the family was “competent” (younengli in Southwestern 

Chinese). Villagers without the ability to build new houses or refurbish their old houses 

could report to the village committee that their old houses were becoming too 

dilapidated to live in. The members of the village committee could pass this on to the 

county government to seek help for the family to build a new house. However, the Baya 

Pan Danzhi told me that when her second son could not afford to refurbish the old house, 

she felt ashamed of mentioning this to other villagers, even though most were also Pan’s 

relatives. One male villager in Shangnan’an told me that his son also built a new house 

recently. When I asked him how his son had been able to build a new house, however, 

the villager suddenly became angry: “It is none of your business how my son built his 

house!” Later, the female villagers told me that although there were many villagers 

helping their sons to build houses, they did not feel that they developed “mianzi” in this 

way. Only those who had sons who could build houses without receiving support from 

their jia thought that they had “mianzi”, and this was the most likely reason why the 

male villager was angry at my question, as he had helped his son to build the new house. 

Building houses thus reflects patterns of both support and competition among kin. 

Villagers are willing to borrow money or to join construction teams to help their 

relatives build new houses. This indicates the mutuality among villagers in that they 

exchange their labour and resources to help their relatives build houses. One offers help 

to his/her relatives in building houses and later when he/she wants to build a house, 

his/her relatives will also offer help to him/her. This is one example of mutuality in the 

two villages, and it is the generalized reciprocity as they do not expect an exact time 
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they want their relatives to help them back. However, there is strong reputational 

competition within kinship groups based on whether their sons can build their own new 

houses. 

With regard to daughters, if the daughter marries a man in another village, she is not 

expected to build a house in her natal village. Those who only have daughters tend to 

expect at least one son-in-law to come to live in the village, however, and the daughters 

in these cases are also expected to build a house in the village. This highlights the 

dominance of patriliny in the kinship in this area, with villagers caring primarily about 

the continuation of the family. Before dividing up family property, the elders in a family 

tend to live, together with their children, in the old house. After dividing the family 

property, they usually choose to live with a son, if they have one. Those who have more 

than one son usually live with the son who has stayed in the village, or the son whose 

economic condition is strongest. Daughters have no right to inherit a house from their 

parents, which, as noted earlier, shows the continuity of the patrilineal system in terms 

of its effects on kinship between daughters and parents, as there is a fading of kinship 

with a daughter’s natal family after she is married. These inheritance rights are based 

on the customary law mentioned in Chapter Two. According to Huang (2021: 186), the 

customary law in the villages tends to be unfair with regard to property division for 

married daughter in a family, especially in terms of the contract rights to land and the 

distribution rights to houses; thus, married daughters are usually deprived of such rights 

by their parents.  



124 
 

The division of family property is also close related to fenjia, which refers to the 

separation of a family or jia. I asked the villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an about 

this as part of the process of getting to know about their households. When they told 

me about the numbers of sons and daughters in their jia, I would ask if they had 

performed fenjia yet, that is, if they had divided their property among their children. 

All 34 villagers answered this question without any animosity, which suggested that 

fenjia was not a sensitive topic that villagers would prefer not to talk about. Those who 

told me that they had already performed fenjia tended to answer in a matter-of-fact way: 

“I have already fenjia: my son(s) has(have) been married, and of course I needed to 

fenjia after that”. For those who had not yet performed fenjia, when they answered this 

question, they always offered an explanation why they had not done so yet. These 

explanations suggested that it is not usual for a jia with sons that have been married to 

not divide the family property, and thus the villagers in such situations sought to offer 

reasons for this, while those who had performed fenjia, did not offer any further 

explanation. When I asked the latter about it, they simply answered “(villagers) always 

need to fenjia after a son gets married. It is the custom”. 

I was surprised by villagers’ attitudes towards fenjia when I heard them talking about 

fenjia for the first time because, according to Ma’s (1999: 23-34) statement, fenjia does 

not fit with Confucianism in China and thus is not something people seek to perform if 

economic conditions allow them not to. Also, in Li’s (2010: 1-2) book, fenjia in Zhang 

Village of Shandong Province seems to be something difficult to be accepted by the 
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older generations in the family, which makes a sharp contrast with the situation in 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an.  

In Li’s (2010: 1-2) example of Zhang Village, Shandong Province: Baijian was the 

second son in his family, who lived in a newly built courtyard with his wife next to his 

parents’ old house. Although the couple lived in their own house, they still took their 

meals with the husband’s parents and his two younger brothers in the old house as there 

was no kitchen in the new courtyard. Moreover, the combined daily expenses of both 

households were covered by the incomes of Baijian, his father, and his two brothers. 

However, Baijian, who worked as a coach driver, earned a lot more than his two 

brothers, a temporary construction worker and a farmer. Baijian’s wife, Mingzhu, was 

pregnant and wanted to fenjia, having been rejected by her mother-in-law. She lived 

with her natal family for two months after being rejected. Mingzhu clearly wanted to 

fenjia for a variety of reasons, though Mingzhu’s natal relatives claimed that they 

simply did not want their daughter to be bullied by her mother-in-law, while Mingzhu’s 

mother-in-law claimed that Mingzhu wanted to fenjia because her husband earns more 

than his two brothers and thus did not want to pay for the building of houses for them 

(Li 2010: 2). Mingzhu and Baijian eventually succeeded in achieving fenjia, though 

this was done only with the help of an elder of high reputation from the village (Li 2010: 

2).  

However, performing fenjia in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an can be different from what 

Li states in her book. Pan, a female villager in Shangnan’an, had four daughters and a 

son, with the son being the youngest of the five children. She lives, along with her son, 
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with her third daughter’s family as she has not yet divided her property. The term “her 

property” can be used as Pan’s husband has passed away, and she is thus the only senior 

member of her jia. All of her daughters were married: three of them had married out, 

and it was her third daughter who had stayed at home, with her third son-in-law 

marrying into her family. Her third daughter had a seven-year-old son and a two-year-

old daughter, though Pan told me that the reason she had not yet divided her family 

property was that her youngest son was not married. This highlights the fact that fenjia 

usually happens only after the marriage of sons, where the family has a son. It also 

confirms that the kinship practices in the villages follow the requirements of the 

patrilineal system, including having only sons inherit family property.  

Yin Xiaofeng, who had two sons and two daughters, lived with her second son, or rather, 

next to her second son. Both Yin Xiaofeng and her second son had two-floor houses 

built onto the same courtyard, separated by an aisle of less than one metre. Yin 

Xiaofeng’s first son and second daughter worked in Jinchengjiang, a district located in 

Hechi. Her second son and first daughter worked in Dongmen Township in Luocheng. 

As Yin’s only son remaining in Luocheng, her second son drove to work every day and 

returned to Shangnan’an after work. Discussing her two daughters, Yin Xiaofeng said 

that they seldom returned to Shangnan’an; she talked very little about her daughters in 

her conversations with me. Yin Xiaofeng’s kin relationships with her daughters are thus 

affected by the patrilineal system, in that daughters become outsiders to their natal 

families; the prevalence of this idea means the connections between daughters and their 

natal families are weakened. In addition, physical distance can affect kin relationships 
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within a family. Although Yin Xiaofeng has two sons, her elder son does not live in the 

village and thus seldom has time to visit her. Thus, although the patrilineal system 

dictates that Yin Xiaofeng’s elder son inherits the family property as well as its 

responsibilities, as he lives in Jinchengjiang, his connections with Yin Xiaofeng are 

reduced as compared to those of his younger brother who still lives in the village.  

The example in Li’s book highlights that fenjia is not a pleasant process for a family; 

the composition of “fenjia” in Chinese characters reflects this, showing the separation 

of jia. It is thus often seen as a split in a family driven by a daughter-in-law (Li: 2010: 

5,7; Ma 1999: 45). However, as Sahlins (2013: 20) defines kinship can be a “network 

of mutualities of being” and so the question becomes whether fenjia reduces this 

mutuality of being within a family. In Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, villagers told me 

that performing fenjia did not mean that their families were fallen apart. Instead, even 

though they lived in different houses, they usually lived close to each other in the 

villages. Xie Mielan told me that she performed fenjia in the early 1980s and lived with 

her youngest son after that. The houses of her three sons were several hundred meters 

away from each other, and they shared vegetables and sweet potatoes that they planted. 

Xie Meilan’s two other daughters-in-law usually held their grandchildren to Xie 

Meilan’s youngest son’s house to chat with Xie Meilan. Therefore, the generalized 

reciprocity and mutual communications between them never stop, and thus although 

mutuality can be influenced by the distance of kinship (Sahlins 1972: 164), living in 

the same village can hardly affect that.  
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For the villagers in Luocheng, jia cannot be separated by the process of fenjia for two 

reasons. The first is that fenjia cannot be taken to constitute only its literal meaning; 

instead, it should be analysed based on the meaning of “fen” (separated)” within the 

process of fenjia. Influenced by the patrilineal system, when a son of a family wants to 

fenjia, the family property must be divided and distributed. This “inheritance” here not 

only includes the visible family property, however, but also the responsibilities of 

supporting parents, as well as the worship of the ancestors (Ma 1999: 51). This 

inheritance of ancestral worship is discussed in the final section of this chapter, but the 

main point here is that even when the family property is divided between sons, the 

kinship of a family is not destroyed. 

In Luocheng, fenjia is thus common when the sons of a family get married. It is not 

seen as something that a family is forced into, instead being what villagers do 

voluntarily when their sons get married. As villagers perform it voluntarily, fenjia 

seldom has any negative effects on relationships within families in this region, as it is 

seen to refer more basically to the separation of property rather than any split in the kin 

relationships of the relevant jia.  

As the Baya are also villagers in Luocheng, they also follow these patrilineal customs. 

For example, each of Pan Danzhi’s three sons inherited one of her houses, and she then 

chose to live with her second son, while her husband chose to live with their youngest 

son, and her youngest daughter lived with her eldest son until she was married. Pan 

Danzhi did not inherit any lands or houses from her natal family, and she seldom visited 

that family, although her natal home was only about 20 minutes’ drive away. 
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As noted, increased distance between where sons live and where parents live can affect 

the kin relationships within a family. Moreover, changes in kinship between relatives 

can also be seen from the current trends in the building of houses. There is always some 

form of construction taking place in the village, with construction teams formed of male 

villagers. In terms of renovating old houses in the village, the villagers usually ask their 

relatives, neighbours, or others in the village to help, while the building of new houses 

by or for younger generations now often sees villagers choosing to pay for a 

construction team rather than asking relatives for help, highlighting a slowly growing 

distance among relatives.  
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Figure 12. Walking in Shangnan’an Village. 

In terms of the inheritance of houses, villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an have 

adopted inheritance and living patterns that tend to make people stay close to their 

families; their houses are near to each other and they can drop around whenever they 
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want to. However, parents only choose to live with one of their children on an ongoing 

basis, usually one of their sons, making them closer to that child’s family, and allowing 

them to support that family. In this way, they stay close to their sons’ families. Among 

their daughters, the majority are married to men in other villages, and contact between 

most daughters and their parents is thus infrequent. One female villager told me that 

she rarely met with her daughters as both of them had married out to other villages in 

Luocheng. The last time she met her daughters was more than a year previously, when 

her husband died. More tellingly, when I asked this old lady about the number and age 

of her grandchildren, she could only remember details about her son’s children. As 

daughters in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an do not inherit houses and land from their 

families, the division of family property tends to make the connections between 

daughters and their natal families weaker. They are not generally deliberately excluded 

by their parents in terms of affection, but as the traditions regarding houses and land 

give all of the advantages to sons, daughters are nevertheless marginalised in these 

families. This also fits Sahlins’s (1972: 168) statement of mutuality that reciprocity can 

be influenced by the distance of kinship, in Sahlins’s words— “kinship-residential 

sectors”. As stated above, most daughters in the villages married out to another village, 

which enlarges the geographic distance between them and their natal families. It is less 

likely to exchange with villagers from other villages than the villagers in their village 

(Sahlins 1972: 168), and thus, the geographic distance between villagers and their 

daughters reduces mutuality. 
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Alongside the kin relationship expressions inherent in the building and inheritance of 

houses, houses also “bring together spatial representations, everyday living, meals, 

cooking, and the sharing of resources with the often intimate relations of those who 

inhabit this shared space” (Carsten 2004: 35). During my fieldwork, the female 

villagers often asked me to eat porridge with them in their houses. I discovered from 

my experiences of eating in their houses that it is common for the villagers in Luocheng 

to eat their meals separately. They usually cook a pot of porridge and leave it in the 

kitchen for whoever feels hungry. “Just keep talking. I will return to join you after 

having a bowl of porridge”, was a statement frequently heard under the tree. In 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, it seems that villagers seldom spend much time talking 

with their family members, due to the lack of shared mealtimes, instead choosing to 

spend time with their neighbours in the village.  

Sangren (2013: 282) uses the term “imagined” to describe the concept of the Chinese 

family; he approaches the Chinese family as a “reality of desire”. In line with Sangren’s 

observations, in both Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, the family is an idealised image for 

villagers, including the Baya living in these villages. The land and houses can be 

identified as helping the villagers to sustain their kinship based on their idealised image 

of the family despite their emotional distance from their children. As the harvests of the 

land and fields are shared by the whole family, this sharing can be seen as a significant 

link between parents and children. This can be illustrated by the example of Yin 

Xiaofeng. There are two houses in her yard, one of which is the house she shares with 

her husband, while the other is that of her two sons. Each son is assigned one floor of 
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that house, though Yin Xiaofeng’s eldest son works in Jinchengjiang, and he and his 

family return to Luocheng only for the Spring Festival. “He seldom returns to 

Shangnan’an. The house is here for him, and he can have his own house to live 

whenever he returns” Yin Xiaofeng noted, with a sigh. For Yin Xiaofeng, her eldest son 

having a part of the house acts a link with him, as well as reminding him that his jia 

remains in Shangnan’an. Some of the female villagers with more than one son have 

similar concern to Yin Xiaofeng, as several of their sons work in the cities and thus 

seldom return: “I also want my family get together, but there is no choice, my sons have 

to work outside to earn money. Well, but finally they will return to the village when 

they get old or have earned enough money”; this was the opinion of Yin, one of the 

female villagers in Shangnan’an, which was very representative of the thoughts of the 

other female villagers whose sons had migrated to the cities to earn money. 

However, in terms of the kinship of the Baya, a contradiction in this apparently positive 

attitude among kin can be seen by examining the treatment of their halls. The values 

relating to these halls differ from those concerning the houses of villagers, as the halls 

of the Baya are destroyed by their family members after their deaths. This means that 

anything communicated through the halls of the Baya cannot be sustained 

generationally. While there is no pushback against a Baya’s decision to become a Baya 

from their family, those families clearly have some negative responses to this status, as 

the halls of the Baya become something that brings bad luck after the death of the Baya 

concerned. One female villager told me that her great-grandmother used to be a Baya 

and built a hall on the top floor of her house for performing rituals. After her great-
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grandmother passed away, they pulled down her hall. “The bingma (bing means soldier 

and ma means horse; the term refers to the subordinates of the Baya’s deity, as explained 

in Chapter Five) would come to the family to make trouble if we did not pull down the 

hall. The family could not be in peace as [long as] there were the sounds of bingma”.  

Marriage and kinship  

Yan Yunxiang (2009) examines changes in kinship in China in his book The 

Individualization of Chinese Society. According to Yan, these changes are caused by 

pressures in two ways: young people initiate challenges to patrilineal practice in order 

to change their status in the family, and changes in society, such as the one-child policy, 

set in motion further changes in the family.  

The challenges that are initiated by young people can be analysed from two perspectives. 

The first concern changes in social relationships that emerged from the reforms of the 

early Maoist period, when the relationships between people and their cadres or 

neighbours became tighter while kinship ties were weakened (Yan 2009: 137). With 

migrant workers travelling to cities, this also instigated changes in the structures of 

families, though this is analysed in further detail in the later section in this chapter on 

money. The other key factor was the use of betrothal gifts: in the past, parents played a 

leading role in arranging their sons’ and daughters’ marriages, and thus the movement 

of betrothal gifts was not in the hands of these young couples. As young couples take 

any betrothal gifts with them if they choose not to live with their parents, such betrothal 

gifts can be seen as the economic foundation of a new couple, strengthening their 
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relationship while weakening their parents’ patrilineal power (Yan, 2009: 104). This is 

because, in terms of patrilineal power, those who use or are in control of betrothal gifts 

have the power, rather than those who provide them. Betrothal gifts used to be kept in 

the bride’s natal family, and the bride, having moved to her husband’s family, had no 

right to decide how to use this capital. According to Yan, changes in kinship, are thus 

due to the influences of youth and changes in marriage expectations. Similarly, in 

Luocheng, changes in marriage have tended to bring changes to the kin relationships, 

alongside the influence of youth and the implementation of the one-child policy.  

The one-child policy significantly influenced marriage customs in the villages of 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an. The first effect was the formalisation of marriage in the 

village, as upon implementation of the one-child policy in 1980, villagers needed 

marriage certificates in order to receive birth approval certificates, and without a birth 

approval certificate, the child was not officially part of the household registration, 

affecting the child’s access to education and employment opportunities in the future. 

The second effect was an alteration in the sex ratio of the villages. According to Gupta, 

Ebenstein, and Sharygin (2016: 89), due to sex selection in 1980s China, there were 

approximately twenty-seven million more men than women in China in 2005, so that 

getting married had become a challenge for a large number of men. Fong (2002: 1098) 

further noted that the one-child policy in China benefited a group of singleton daughters 

who did not have any brothers to take their parents’ investment away from them. 

However, rather than leading to increased autonomy and independence for daughters, 

the increased parental investment influenced the parents’ choice with regard to their 
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children’s marriage.  

In my fieldwork, although the female villagers had already given birth to all their 

children when the one-child policy was implemented, they still usually had only one or 

two children. To my surprise, the first time I asked them if they wanted their sons to 

have more children, I was told that some of their sons only had one child even though 

they were allowed to have two. One villager, who told me that one of her sons had a 

singleton daughter, even said “It is useless to have more children. One is also enough”. 

As Yan (2003: 192) noted, the one-child policy appears to have formed “a new fertility 

culture” in China. A “new fertility culture” emerged in the 1990s when a large number 

of young couples reported being happy about having only one child, unlike the older 

generation, who frequently utilised various strategies to have more children in their 

quest for sons (Yan 2003: 205). I also heard of one Baya performing a ritual for a woman 

who wanted the ritual for her daughter. This woman asked the deity of the Baya to make 

her daughter break up with her boyfriend: “My daughter finished her undergraduate 

[degree] in the art department of a university. I spent so much money on her painting 

learning. How can I agree for her to be with a man who has little money and no 

motivation to progress?” she said in defence of her actions. This attitude seems to 

require further discussion in light of the requirements for getting married, or the 

conditions that men in particular need to fulfil in order to get married. When asked 

about betrothal gift, the villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an said that there was no 

particular amount set for these, although they were usually tens of thousands of RMB 

(several thousand pounds). However, in these two villages, it is the land and houses that 
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a man’s family owns that tend to determine whether a man can find a marriage partner, 

rather than their cash holdings. The villagers told me that, in the past if a man had a 

house, whether new or old, he could get married, while in current times, a new house 

was seen as an essential condition for getting married. Some villagers were thus worried 

about their sons’ marriage prospects, as these sons were approaching middle age and 

did not yet have such a house to allow them to get married. This also offers a challenge 

to the patrilineal system in Luocheng, as difficulties among men in terms of getting 

married increased women’s status to some extent, overcoming some of the previous 

factors that kept them subordinate within families (Li 2010: 9). Patrilineal power is also 

impeded in those families with sons who do not have the required house to get married, 

as the power cannot be passed down to these sons’ families. 

In terms of the influence of individualism on marriage practices, my interlocutors 

acknowledged that they had more possibilities to decide whom they married and when 

they married than people used to in the past. According to Yin Shiren, a successor of 

Mulao’s traditional marriage culture, in the past, the marriage of any Mulao was based 

on the patrilineal power of their parents, highlighting the need to obey their words, as 

parents played a leading role in arranging their children’s marriages. Now, however, the 

right to determine the destination of betrothal gifts has moved away from parents and 

to the couple, and especially to the bride, as young couples take all the betrothal gifts 

with them if they choose not to live with their parents, using such betrothal gifts as the 

economic foundation of their own new family, representing the change from a focus on 

the extended family to the nuclear family. For such couples, it is thus common to ask 
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for as much in the way of betrothal gifts from their parents as possible, and this 

behaviour further strengthens the relationship of the couple while weakening patrilineal 

ties (Yan, 2009:104).  

The Marriage Law of the People’s Republic of China, which emphasises equality in 

marriage (Yan, 2009:165), has also played a role in changes to kin relationships. The 

Marriage Law gives women over the age of 20 legal support to develop the courage 

needed to challenge patrilineal expectations and the traditional family structure (Yan, 

2009:178). According to Yan (2009:178), control over betrothal gifts by the bride is 

now more frequently supported by her bridegroom as a utilitarian outcome; however, 

this also represents the bride’s rights of control within the newly formed family.  

In Luocheng, although parents still usually choose to live with one of their adult sons, 

the way they do this has also changed. The basic information on family structure I was 

able to collect for 34 households in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an Village suggested that 

although most elderly people live with one of their sons; this generally means that they 

live in a house that belongs to one of their sons, not necessarily that that son lives with 

them, as most younger men leave the village for work in the city. Whether that son or 

his family also live in the house is almost irrelevant. It is important to clarify that the 

elderly people in the village usually have more than one son, as the one-child policy 

was only introduced as state policy in China in 1982, at which point most of them had 

already given birth to their children. The elderly people I spoke to said that their sons 

often worked elsewhere in the county or in other cities in order to earn money, while 

their daughters-in-law usually stayed in the village to look after the family. Where 
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villagers lived in houses with more than one floor, elders usually lived on different 

floors to their son’s family, giving the younger family members more space, autonomy 

and independence. In some circumstances, both the son and daughter-in-law would 

work outside of the village and thus leave the house for their elderly family members 

to live in; the number of elderly people left alone in this way had increased in recent 

years. The villagers tend to villages to work in cities because they can earn more that 

way than by staying in the villages.  

With regards to marriage among the Baya, while some villagers believe that being a 

Baya is not an obstacle to marriage, others insist that it is not easy for a Baya to find a 

husband, which is why some Baya sought “live-in husbands” (ruzhui), who marry into 

the wife’s family so that any children bear her family name. Villagers thus believe that 

there can be difficulties in Baya finding husbands, as the symptoms that show that a 

woman can become a Baya are often initially identified as mental problems, creating a 

stigma that can negatively influence marriage choices. Whether a Baya seeks a “live-

in-husband” thus generally depends on when the woman in question realises that she 

has the ability to become a Baya. Some Baya do not realize their gifts prior to marriage, 

while others have the symptoms of being a Baya when they are young. Pan Xianmei, 

Pan Danzhi’s niece, had serious mental problems before realising she was a Baya. On 

speaking with her, evidence of her issues remained evident, with her mouth moving 

unnaturally when speaking so that she could not speak coherently. On the day I visited 

Pan Xianmei, Wu, the three-wheel motorbike driver waited in Pan Xianmei’s house to 

drive me back, but on the way back, Wu said that she would never visit Pan Xianmei 
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again: “I will have mental problems if I go to her house and listen [to] the way she talks 

again”, she said. Pan Xianmei had a live-in husband with some problems with his right 

leg that hindered his walking. According to Pan Danzhi, as well as Pan Xianmei herself, 

Pan Xianmei’s family worried about her a lot and gave her a lot of support in terms of 

finding a husband as well as becoming a Baya. According to the villagers in 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, a live-in husband refers to the case where a man marries 

into the family of his wife and thus becomes the son of his wife’s family. Among some 

families in Luocheng, a live-in husband needs to change his surname to his wife’s 

family name, while his children will also take the family name of his wife. This is not 

particularly unusual in Luocheng among households that only have daughters, as they 

want to have successors for their family name. Where households have a son, however, 

attempting to find a live-in husband for a daughter is rarely seen.  

For some potential Baya who are already married, their husbands’ disapproval may 

influence their decision whether to become a formal Baya or not, as well as impacting 

the timing of them formally becoming a Baya. Pan Danzhi used to run away from home 

frequently as her husband opposed her being a Baya, and she hid so that he was unable 

to find her until she chose to come back. According to the Baya and villagers I talked 

with, the close families of Baya tend not to have any objections to them being a Baya, 

however. I asked Pan Danzhi whether her family was against her becoming a Baya, and 

she was clear that there was no opposition from her family. Pan also noted that many 

young girls came to her to ask her to help them identify whether the symptoms they 

have are the signs of being a Baya; they are generally accompanied by their mothers or 
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other close relatives. However, despite generally receiving support from their natal 

families, the Baya may face opposition from their husbands’ families. For those Baya 

who have symptoms before getting married, having the talents required to become a 

Baya can narrow down their possible marriage choices, causing them to seek a “live-

in-husband”. 

The kin relationships of the Baya have also undergone changes in recent years. The kin 

relationships in question are not those of the Baya with their natal families, however; 

they are the kin relationships with their children. For example, although Pan Danzhi 

lives in Pan Er’s house, Pan Er left Xianan’an to work in Guangdong as an electrician 

and only returns home for the Spring Festival. Pan Danzhi’s other two sons also work 

in other provinces and seldom return home. Pan Danzhi, being left at home, is thus 

looked after by her daughters-in-law. This has given rise to two changes in the kinship 

of the villagers. The first is the weakening of relations with distant relatives, while the 

second one is changes to the relationship between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law. 

In Shangnan’an and Xianan’an villages, the kin relationships of a family are usually 

sustained by the women, as they are the ones that stay in the villages. The husbands of 

most of the female villagers I talked with had passed away; in addition, according to 

the female villagers, some elderly men also worked in the cities to earn money to 

support their sons financially. For the daughters-in-law in a family, who have affinal 

ties with the relatives of their husbands, where more distant relatives do not visit them 

regularly, they may become closer to their neighbours. This fits with the Chaxugeju 

concept developed by of Fei (1992: 60) to analyse the close social relationships in 
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Chinese society, which coined the word Chaxugeju (“a differential mode of 

association”). This refers to the social networks of individuals, where the individual 

stands in the centre of the network and concentric circles are formed based on both the 

closeness of kinship and geographic distances. Each concentric circle may intersect 

with many other circles and thus form a set of complex social relationships centred on 

an individual. The social relationships of a person in one of the villages includes kin 

relationships as well as relationships with neighbours (Fei 1992: 63), and the kinship 

of a person includes their relationships with both close relatives and distant relatives. 

Villagers care about their jia, but these do not generally include their more distant 

relatives. Further, as the villagers are most familiar with their immediate neighbours in 

the village, their relationships with their more distant relatives are generally less 

relevant in their daily lives: they prefer to ask their immediate neighbours for help when 

necessary rather than approaching distant relatives.  

Although some of my interlocutors were in fact each other’s distant relatives, most of 

them barely acknowledged these relationships, despite them telling me that many 

villagers in Shangnan’an are relatives. The concept of Chaxugeju similarly suggests 

that the blood ties of a person to his/her distant relatives are loose, while, due to the 

effects of geographic location, a person is more likely to get along well with their 

neighbours. For example, Pan Danzhi and Xie Meilan are not related to each other, but 

they frequently visit each other’s houses to chat, as they get along well with each other 

and live only a three-minute walk apart. According to Xie Meilan, this friendship arose 

after she visited Pan Danzhi’s hall regularly to ask her for rituals and started to get to 
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know her. To support Pan as a Baya, Xie Meilan also started to visit Pan even when she 

did not need a ritual, and these visits gradually cultivated into a friendship.  

Other triggers for such relationships include events that arise within the family, as 

villagers tend to invite at least one member from each household in the village to attend 

such events rather than only inviting relatives. In some families, villagers will not attend 

the events held by their distant relatives nor invite their distant relatives to their events 

and in such cases, the relationships of villagers with their neighbours are clearly closer 

than their relationships with distant relatives. In the past, villagers usually needed their 

distant relatives to help them prepare for weddings or other large celebration activities. 

These events as held in the villages usually involved inviting all of the village’s 

households to attend; thus, villagers hosting such events could easily find themselves 

overwhelmed and need their distant relatives for help. However, the development of the 

service industry in the village has also allowed the villagers to gradually become used 

to hiring specialist firms such as wedding companies to prepare events rather than 

having to ask all of their distant relatives for help.  

Currently, relationships between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law are influenced 

by, among others, the development of individualism, which has changed the internal 

structures of many families. This has changed family internal power relationships by 

undermining the patrilineal system of the traditional extended family, placing the 

personal relationships of couples at the centre of the family instead (Yan, 2009: 91). 

This challenges the parents’ authority to make decisions for their adult sons and 

daughters (Yan, 2009:105). The emergence of independence among couples thus 
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represents a transformation of the family structure even as couple-centric patterns 

become a new trend (Yan, 2009:95); thus, the traditional relationships between 

mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law, which were based on the assumption of parental 

authority by mothers-in-law over daughters-in-law, have changed. An example of this 

is offered by a quarrel I observed between Xie Meilan and her third daughter-in-law. 

Xie Meilan lives with her third son, having built a two-storey house and opened a small 

shop just next to the house for that son. Her support for her third son would seem to 

suggest that her relationship with her third son’s family should be close and harmonious. 

However, one day, Xie Meilan’s third daughter-in-law quarrelled with her loudly at the 

door of their shop, visibly pointing at her and haranguing her. As Xie Meilan’s house is 

near the tree at the entrance of the village under which the female villagers gather 

together to chat, many villagers sitting there could see them quarrelling that day. Xie 

Meilan’s quarrel with her third daughter-in-law clearly demonstrated the distance in the 

relationship Xie had with her third son’s family. The villagers sitting nearby also 

observed this quarrel without saying anything to calm them down, which further 

suggests a certain distance between Xie Meilan and the other villagers, or that the 

villagers are used to such uneasy relationships between mothers-in-law and daughters-

in-law. Xie Meilan complained about this quarrel to Pan Danzhi the next day, which led 

Pan Danzhi to tell me about Xie’s complaint about her third daughter-in-law. Xie 

Meilan also told me about it herself several days later: “I do not get along well with my 

third daughter-in-law. Now I just help my third son’s family for the sake of my third 

son and my granddaughters”. This kind of event makes the changes in the relationships 
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between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law from those seen before the 1980s quite 

evident; previously, the authority of mothers-in-law was obvious, combining the need 

for respect for elderly authorities with the patrilineal power structures of a bride 

becoming part of her husband’s family with no status of her own. Under such 

circumstances, requests for fenjia proposed by daughters-in-law were rarely approved, 

and daughters-in-law could not live independently, being tied to the lives of their 

mothers-in-law (Li 2010: 121-122). However, since the 1990s, the authority of mothers-

in-law has been eroded by the rising status of daughters-in-law (Li 2010: 123).  

This suggests that although the elderly villagers still adopt lifestyles that ostensibly 

maintain close kinship with their children, the distance between them appears to have 

increased. One of the reasons for this distance is the effects of geographic location on 

the closeness of kinship based on the current situation of the village; as sons tend to 

work in the cities and daughters to marry out, geographic divisions are heightened. 

Another issue is the development of individualism, which means that children seek to 

be more independent and to shed parental authority after getting married. 

Money and kinship 

Yan (2009:158-159) highlights that changes in young people’s attitudes and behaviours 

in Xiajia Village have occurred due to many influences, including their improved 

chances of accessing higher education qualifications; the emergence of new values, 

including individualism and the pursuit of material goods; and access to more 

opportunities to see other cities. More young people are thus choosing to work in the 
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city instead of staying in their village, while their parents still stay at home (Yan, 

2009:159). 

This state was mirrored in the villages of Luocheng during my fieldwork, and the 

migration of the villagers to the cities similarly brought economic changes to Luocheng. 

When I first arrived in Luocheng, I noted that commodity prices there were higher than 

I had expected; in particular, the prices of agricultural products such as rice, eggs, 

chicken, and fruit were almost the same as the prices in the city of my parents. As 

mentioned in the land and housing section, most villagers no longer do agricultural 

work to earn a living, and as all villagers over the age of 60 receive a state pension, 

demand for agricultural products is increased. Alongside the influence of inflation, 

these commodity price increases may also be partly due to the migration of the younger 

generation to the cities, which has led to higher family incomes. In the past, the villagers’ 

main source of income was selling agricultural products, but as most agricultural work 

in Luocheng today is done for self-sufficiency rather than to produce goods for sale, the 

main source of income for the villagers is work elsewhere in the county or in the big 

cities, whether for a company or their own business. In each family, it is usually male 

family members who go out to earn money while the female family members stay in 

the village to look after the elderly and the children, as well as planting rice in the 

family’s paddy fields. If female family members go out to earn money with their 

husbands, the elderly members of the family remain at home and will look after the 

children, unless the young couple chooses to settle down in the city with their children. 

For the women who stay in the village, planting rice or other crops is their “huolu” 
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(work).  

The migration of the younger generation has led to several changes in these villages, 

which appear to resonate with the findings elsewhere in the world on acts of care and 

kinship in the context of migration. According to Pipyrou (2010: 27), Grecanici 

migration in Italy is closely related to local kinship practices: whether or not a Grecanici 

man would return to his hometown is decided by his wife, and if his wife decides to 

migrate with him, the migration will be permanent. With the money they earn every 

year, the Grecanici build floors on top of their existing houses until apartment blocks 

are complete, and migrants to a new city still usually cluster in apartment blocks 

housing the same residential units, which highlights the strong kinship links among the 

Grecanici (Pipyrou 2010: 28). Similarly, in Luocheng, it is the women who decide about 

migration for the whole family. When I was in Luocheng, I saw very few young or 

middle-aged male villagers. I was told by the female villagers that in order to earn more 

money, most male villagers left the village to work in the cities. Their parents, wives, 

and children tended to stay in the village, however, and the men would return to 

Luocheng when they grew old or when they felt they had earned enough money. 

However, some people, like Wei, my landlady, was waiting to earn enough to settle 

down in Fujian Province with her husband, moving away from the village at that point 

when most would return there to settle.  

Kwon’s (2015: 477) article, The Work of Waiting: Love & Money in Korean Chinese 

Transnational Migration examines people in Yanbian, the Korean Chinese Autonomous 

Prefecture in Jilin Province of China, who migrated to South Korea in the 1990s. Many 
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people are waiting in Yanbian for their family members who remain in South Korea, 

which, according to Kwon, results in long-term loneliness, a high demand for divorce, 

and juvenile delinquency. The main link between the community in China and that in 

South Korea is remittances, which can, however, also be seen as a connection of care 

between the family members living in different countries (Kwon 2015: 480). In contrast, 

villagers in Shangnan’an rarely mentioned the word “remittance”. When talking about 

money, the most commonly mentioned the state pensions that they received and the 

money they earned from selling agricultural products. The people in Yanbian use 

remittances to get more material advantages, including apartments, cars, and education 

opportunities for their children in first-tier cities32 (Kwon 2015: 495). In my fieldwork, 

however, while some migrants from the villages took their children with them to study 

in cities, they were in the minority in the village. This may be due to both income 

differences and variations in educational policies between different cities. Where 

students do not have household registration in their city of residence, they cannot sit 

the national entrance examinations in that city, and due to differences in entrance 

examination papers, if students cannot sit their exams in the cities where they attend 

school, their examination results are likely to be negatively influenced. In terms of the 

care and love displayed through remittances, many villagers mentioned money or gifts 

from children, either as regular payments or as a gift at festivals. However, some of the 

children in question had not returned for any family reunions, even for traditional 

 
32 The first-tier cities in China are distinguished by political status, economic strength, urban scale, 
and economic radiation. Commonly, the term first-tier cities was used to refer only to Beijing, 
Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen until 2018; however, in that year,15 more cities were officially 
defined as first-tier cities. 
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festivals, for many years. The idea that love or care drives the provision of the money 

or gifts thus seems to be almost wishful thinking by the people waiting in the villages, 

a way for them to comfort themselves.  

A comparison of the two situations suggests that making more money by migrating to 

work in cities improves the life quality of those villagers remaining at home to some 

extent, yet it also seems to weaken the relationships between those who work in cities 

and their families who remain in the village due to the geographic separation and long 

periods apart. 

People who stay in the village have many occasions when they need money. In 

Luocheng, the fenzi qian (the contribution money expected for important events in the 

village) for weddings was usually 100 to 200 RMB for each family (about £10 to 20). 

However, for close relatives, defined by the villagers as those who used to live in the 

same house before the family divided up family property to allow adult children to live 

apart, the fenzi qian was 300 RMB (about £30). For funerals, each family in the village 

also gave 50RMB (£5) to buy the paper money to be burnt for the funeral. For other 

events, such as the village dining together in Qingming or She33, each person who 

attended the meal would give 20 RMB (£2). In discussing this fenzi qian, the villagers 

complained about the money they were expected to spend on attending weddings and 

the celebrations in the first month of a new-born child’s life. However, as attending 

these events in the village is a Laoban custom, villagers adhered to the tradition despite 

 
33 She is a festival on the 2nd of February of the lunar calendar for the Mulao, on which they 
worship the god of she that I will introduce in later section in this chapter.  
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considering these events excessively costly. The fenzi qian is another example of the 

mutuality of the villagers: they give fenzi qian to their relatives, and they can also 

receive fenzi qian back when they hold the events mentioned above. Also, they do not 

expect to receive the fenzi qian back soon, and the fenzi qian they receive back does not 

require to be the same as the amount they give out. The villagers’ complaint exemplifies 

mutuality as there is no balanced reciprocity where they can ask for an equal return. Just 

before National Day (October 1) in 2019, Wu, the three-wheel motorbike driver, told 

me that she had six weddings and celebrations for new-born children to attend, which 

would cost her 1200 RMB (about £135). “These are really money-consuming. It costs 

all the money I earned recently. And although you know that these events are costly, 

you still need to go. You can’t refuse the invitation as they are all your relatives”, she 

said.  

This supports the idea of distance affecting people’s relationships in Luocheng. 

Distance cannot be assessed from the perspective of association, as villagers cannot 

refuse to attend the events mentioned above; thus, any distance is physical distance, in 

that they are not close enough to certain relatives physically to be willing to spend 

money on their events. The villagers were not happy about the money they had to lay 

out, though they too receive the fenzi qian when they or their children get married or 

have children. Many villagers attending these celebrations thus take much of the meat 

served back home. Celebration hosts seek to follow the custom of giving all guests who 

attend the celebration meat, while the villagers believe they deserve the meat due to 

having given the appropriate fenzi qian. This idea is supported by the words of Wu, the 
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three-wheel motorbike driver, who said, “you can get some meat at the weddings or 

celebrations of the full month of a child. That is not worth too much, but you feel better 

if you take [it] home”. 

Villagers, including the Baya, thus seem to be dissatisfied with the tradition of fenzi 

qian. The Baya are also ordinary villagers when they are not conducting rituals, and 

thus they also need to spend money to attend the activities of relatives or others in the 

village to maintain relationships with those who are usually their husbands’ kin. 

However, villagers often voluntarily go to the Baya’s hall to pay for rituals for their 

close relatives, which can cost several hundred RMB (tens of pounds). “This is the 

money that I need to spend, although it is expensive”, said one villager. Their differing 

attitudes towards these costs suggest that villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an care 

more about their extended families than other relatives.  

The money the Baya earn from rituals is also a major source of income for their families. 

When speaking about Pan Danzhi, my interlocutors mentioned that the houses of Pan’s 

three sons were all built with the money Pan earned as a Baya. However, the kinship of 

the Baya with their families can sometimes be more complicated. Using Pan Danzhi as 

an example, the villagers told me that Pan’s husband used to urge Pan to go to her hall 

and conduct rituals to earn money, yet when Pan got older, her sons would not allow 

her to conduct rituals anymore. “My sons do not let me to do rituals anymore”, said 

Pan, and the villagers confirmed that “She can only do rituals for clients stealthily. If 

her sons find out, they scold her. Pan is now unsteady on her feet, and her sons do not 

want her to walk to her hall anymore. The way to her hall is not easy to walk”. 
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Conflicts about money may occur during the building of houses or the division of 

family property, although the villagers emphasised that there was a settled rule that only 

sons can inherit the houses of their parents and that such property is equally divided 

between all sons, removing any obvious sources of conflict when dividing family 

property. Pan Danzhi told me that she and her husband had built three houses for their 

three sons, but that when she and her husband divided their family property between 

their three sons, her second son proposed that he should have the best house among the 

three. However, her eldest son and youngest son worked hard later to rebuild the houses 

they inherited and thus the house of the second son is the shabbiest, as the money he 

makes is just enough for his family to live on. His two brothers are also not willing to 

help him refurbish the house, even though their mother is living in that house, due to 

his greed. Although fenjia has become a customary process for the male villagers who 

get married, and thus does not usually lead to the acrimonious splits seen in the case of 

Mingzhu, some unpleasant experiences may still arise in the process of fenjia. This 

occurs because, unlike land that can be equally divided, houses in a jia are usually not 

all the same; the allocation of different houses to the sons of a family can thus cause 

conflict.  

The earning and spending of money both reflect the kinship of the villagers in 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an. It links kinship to the villagers, as money from those who 

leave the village maintains the everyday life of those who stay. However, this link also 

highlights the distance between different levels of relatives, particularly with regard to 

ancestral worship at the Qingming Festival. 
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Ancestral worship and patrilineal traditions 

The final perspective to draw on is that of ancestral worship and patrilineal traditions. 

Ancestral worship was mentioned in a previous section of this chapter, in the context 

of the inheritance of family property. As Ma Guoqing states, “inheritance” is indivisible 

with regard to fenjia, so the sons of a family not only inherit the tangible property of 

that family but also the ancestral worship of the patrilineal line (Ma 1999: 50). This 

section thus offers an analysis of this ancestral worship, taking the worship seen during 

the Qingming Festival as a model.  

The Qingming Festival is a Chinese traditional festival of “tomb-sweeping”, a time for 

weeding the ground near the patrilineal ancestral tombs; cleaning tombstones; and 

bringing offerings to the ancestors. It may occur on the 4th, 5th, or 6th of April and 

Qingming is one of the 24 “Solar Terms (jieqi)” observed in China. The Solar Terms 

form a traditional supplementary calendar that guides farmers based on the principle 

that agricultural work needs to be done according to the periodic motion of the sun. Wu, 

the three-wheel motorbike driver, told me a story about her relative during the 

Qingming Festival. One of Wu’s cousins worked in Nanning, located five hours’ drive 

from Luocheng, so this cousin seldom returned to Luocheng for ancestral worship. Two 

years ago, this cousin returned to Luocheng for the Qingming Festival with about ten 

colleagues by chance. In Luocheng, after they clean the tombs of their ancestors, people 

set off firecrackers to return the spirits of the ancestors to the otherworld. For the 

villagers in Luocheng, there is thus only one period in which they can worship the 

ancestral graves, which is Qingming. They believe that if they worshipped their 
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ancestors’ graves at other times, this would disturb the spirits of their ancestors and thus 

bring trouble to their jia. Wu’s cousin bought 20,000 RMB (£2,300) of firecrackers, and 

after he and his colleagues had set off all these firecrackers, Wu and her other relatives 

had to use buckets and basins to put out several fires, as the tombs were on the mountain 

and surrounded by trees. Wu felt that her cousin had just wanted to show off, and since 

then, Wu and her other relatives have asked this cousin not to buy so many firecrackers 

for safety and environmental reasons. They suggested that he spend the money instead 

on meals for the Qingming Festival, which was more meaningful than setting off 

firecrackers.  

Wu then told me about her own experience of preparing for the Qingming Festival. Wu 

had already moved to Dongmen Township and built her own house there. For the 

Qingming Festival, Wu prepared food for ancestor worship and to eat with her female 

cousins. According to Wu, every household of her surname branch, which in Luocheng 

means those with the same ancestors needed to give a certain amount of money for 

ancestor offerings during the Qingming Festival. Although they live in different villages, 

they are obligated to gather together for the activities of their branch. Those members 

of her branch who attended the worship during the Qingming Festival also needed to 

give money towards dining together. The money each household needed to offer was 

about 60 RMB (£7), while members who attended the worship needed to find about 10 

RMB (90 pence). The purpose of these disparate amounts of money was to encourage 

more people to show up to partake in the acts of worship. As this fixed contribution is 

significantly more than the money required to attend the worship, people are more 
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willing to show up than if the relative amounts were reversed. The charges are set by 

the people organising the worship each year based on the things they need to prepare 

and current commodity prices. The amount of money may thus change due to variations 

in prices. When talking about the money spent on the Qingming Festival, Wu said that 

the preparations for worship were extremely tiring as she needed to prepare meals for 

the relatives who attended the ancestral worship as well as the offerings for the ancestral 

worship and she also needed to arrange accommodation for those relatives who did not 

live in Luocheng; these multiple responsibilities make people more willing to spend 

money rather than offering to be an organiser.  

Due to a certain amount of money being required to attend worship, attending ancestor 

worship for the Qingming Festival was not something the villagers expected everyone 

in Luocheng to do. Organisers were expected to find ways to use less money to 

encourage members of their surname branch to participate. Although many villagers 

said that during the Qingming Festival, everyone would go back to Luocheng to 

worship their ancestors, one male villager suggested that it depended on whether a 

person had enough time off. He said that villagers who worked in Guangdong Province, 

about seven hours’ drive away, returned to Luocheng for the Qingming Festival while 

their bosses in Guangdong returned to their own hometowns to worship the ancestors. 

However, in Zhejiang or Jiangsu Province, which are more than 20 hours’ drive to 

Luocheng, far fewer bosses attend tomb-sweeping, and thus the villagers working there 

usually do not have the chance to return. 

These two examples highlight the currently precarious status of the Qingming Festival 
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in Luocheng, which also highlights the changing nature of kinship among the villagers. 

According to the villagers, the Qingming Festival used to be a period when everyone 

would return to their home village to worship the ancestors, yet this is no longer the 

case. The influence of ancestors among the younger generation that works outside the 

villages seems to be decreased compared to that experienced by older generations. For 

some of the younger generation, therefore, returning for the Qingming Festival is no 

longer seen as primarily about worshiping the ancestors; it can also be a time to show 

off their success, as in Wu’s case.  

Although villagers still inherit the formality of close kinship relations, in order to adjust 

to the current situation of Luocheng, the importance of kinship has gradually decreased 

for villagers. While examining the forms of current kin relationship in Luocheng, I 

recalled a memory of Luocheng in 2009, about ten years before my fieldwork. At that 

time, I saw a few tall buildings or shops on the sides of the streets in Dongmen 

Township where the county government of Luocheng is located. When I started my 

fieldwork in 2019 in Dongmen Township, I was therefore very surprised by the changes 

there, as there were many more tall buildings and shops, as well as more people in the 

town; when I visited the cultural square in the afternoon, it was always crowded with 

elderly people visiting square for a walk. This development highlights the fact that more 

villagers now choose to work outside their villages, including opening small businesses 

in other towns. This creates a dilemma for the villagers who remain, though they seem 

to be resigned to this: “I have no idea. He needs to earn money for his family. I can 

understand this choice”, said one female villager I interviewed.  
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These changes in ways of working have also brought changes to the kin relationships 

in the villages of Luocheng. The elderly stay in the villages and the younger generation 

seldom has a chance to return home. As the younger generation does not generally live 

with the elder generation, the authority of the fathers in the families is weakened, as the 

fathers cannot instruct or control their children when they are far away in the cities. 

Additionally, the younger generation no longer relies on the older generation to earn a 

living. Fathers thus now find it difficult to impose authority based solely on their 

identity as a father; instead, they may seek support from other elements such as the 

provision of money. Much of the traditional patrilineal system has thus been 

disintegrated (Shen 2009: 49), yet this does not mean that there is no patrilineal system 

in the villages anymore. The patrilineal system simply performs in new ways, and while 

the patrilineal power of fathers is no longer inherent in that identity, the relationships 

between men and women have not changed significant in practice (Shen 2009: 49), a 

factor is discussed further in the next chapter. Kinship patterns in villages have also 

been complicated by the fact that nowadays many male villagers in their middle age are 

still unable to find marriage partners. This offers new challenges to the traditional 

kinship in families as the parents need to deal with their sons as singletons in middle 

age rather than, as in previous generations, dealing with their sons’ own families.  

These changes in kinship bring some inevitable changes for villagers, although they 

attempt to keep up many of the traditions of their villages. In terms of the inheritance 

of housing and land, villagers divide real estate in a family equally between only the 

sons, and daughters are not allowed to inherit houses or land. The maintenance of this 
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old tradition is not only because of the retention of patrilineal traditions but also because 

of the changes in family structure in recent years. More women now work in cities and 

are willing to migrate to cities, and they seldom visit their families in the villages. The 

lands and fields in these rural areas are thus not what they need, as they will not return 

to plant crops, according to my landlord. 

As my landlord Wei told me about her family and that of her husband, I gradually 

developed my understanding of kinship in Luocheng. According to Wei, she and her 

husband had lived in Fujian Province, at least eleven hours away from Luocheng by 

train. Her husband had been in Fujian running his own business for nearly twenty years, 

however, and Wei and her husband rarely visited the village, not even for the Qingming 

Festival or the Spring Festival. Wei returned to Luocheng in the summer of 2018 to find 

a tenant to rent her house, while Wei’s husband had an elder brother living in Luocheng, 

who dealt with everything for his family. This provided support for Wei’s husband, so 

she and her husband stayed in Fujian Province. From the example of Wei, as well as 

what villagers in both villages told me about their sons who worked in cities or stayed 

in the villages, in Luocheng, the need for close kin relationships does not require 

everyone in the family to be equally close; they simply suggest that there should be 

someone in the family closer to the older generation who can inherit the patrilineal 

connections to become part of a big family with the same ancestors.  

Although the Baya’s kin relationships have little link to their clients’ choice of which 

Baya to visit, the Baya do have connections with their kin in Luocheng, as the kinship 

of Luocheng helps to support the custom of going to a Baya. The problems that villagers 
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want a Baya to solve usually relate to their families, and the rituals that the Baya 

conduct all in some way strive to help connect their clients with their families. Xie 

Meilan liked going to Pan Danzhi’s hall to ask Pan to conduct rituals for her; she told 

me that, “I usually go to find Pan to ask her to “yao yinren” (get the spirit of the dead) 

or “yao wo ma huozhe yao wo nai” (get the spirit of my mother or my grandmother)”. 

Before the death of Xie’s mother, she visited Pan’s hall to talk with the spirit of her 

grandmother, and she believes that her grandmother’s spirit once saved her mother’s 

life through Pan’s rituals. Several years ago, Xie, already a regular client, went to Pan’s 

hall, and when the spirit of her grandmother came, her grandmother asked her not to let 

her mother go out in the next week. Xie did as her grandmother asked, and nothing 

happened. However, the next time her grandmother’s spirit gave a similar warning, her 

mother did not follow her advice and went out. Xie said that her mother fell nearby and 

she later passed away due to the fall. There was a mystic element to Xie’s words as she 

discussed this, and, according to Xie, these warnings from the spirits of her 

grandmother further encouraged her to visit Pan’s hall regularly. Xie’s example thus 

reveals the connection between a person and her kin that is sustained through the rituals 

of the Baya.  

The relationship between kinship and ritual practice is one of the things that connects 

the younger generation with the older generation. For people in Luocheng, the most 

important festival is the Qingming Festival, despite the fact that many young people 

now do not go back to worship their ancestral graves every year. The existence and 

succession of traditional customs helps tighten kinship bonds even under the influence 
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of the development of individualisation. The connection of traditional customs with 

kinship can also be seen from the existence of the Baya, as villagers visit a Baya to get 

them to “yinren” to ask about the location of an ancestral grave, and the importance of 

ancestral graves to villagers indicates the closeness of kinship. Villagers care about the 

choice of location with regard to both the addresses of the living (the building of houses) 

and the addresses (tombs) of the dead. In order to decide on such locations, they visit 

the Baya. The choosing of such locations includes the date and time of moving in, as 

well as the “zuo sanxiang”, or direction and orientation. 

The “spirit possessions” displayed by the Baya also help villagers to remember their 

ancestors, as villagers will remember the experience of having their ancestors help them 

solve the problems they encounter or the illness they suffer from. One female villager 

in Shangnan’an told me that she did not go to the Baya anymore, instead asking her 

daughter-in-law to go. “I will not go to the Baya now. And if there is anything that I 

want to ask a Baya to solve, I will ask my daughter-in-law to go. [I’ll] just tell her how 

to do [it]”, that villager told me, and in this way, the custom of going to a Baya passes 

down from one generation to another.  

Conclusion 

Speaking with the villagers allowed me to develop an understanding of the importance 

of sons both within the family and in terms of the kinship in Luocheng more generally. 

Regarding the importance of sons within the family, in the villages, those families with 

only one son would prefer for that son not to leave the village to seek work, as villagers 
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said that “there needs to be one son to stay in the village to look after the family.” 

Although currently in the villages, most male villagers actually work elsewhere, some 

near their villages, while some work in the big cities far away from the villages. It is 

their wives who stay in the village to look after the elderly and the young, to some 

extent, taking the responsibilities of looking after the family for their husbands. For the 

importance of sons for the kinship of Luocheng, villagers hope that their sons inherit 

the rights and responsibilities of the family, not only about the rights to inherit family 

property but also about the responsibility of worshiping ancestors and perpetuating the 

patrilineal traditions of the family. 

For those who stay in the villages, their relationships sometimes lead them to go to a 

Baya to request rituals that can mitigate distance and differences. The kinship of the 

villagers is thus an ongoing creation that requires care and attention. Yin Xiaofeng told 

me about the experience of her neighbour, Yin: after Yin’s son was married, there was 

a time when she felt that everything in her family was not proceeding smoothly. She 

thus went to the hall of Pan Danzhi and asked to speak to the spirit of her deceased 

mother-in-law. According to Yin Xiaofeng, Yin’s mother-in-law said that she was in a 

dark place where there were insects that bit her. Pan Danzhi’s deity interpreted this as 

a problem with the mother-in-law’s grave’s location, which led Yin’s mother-in-law to 

bother the family and create bad luck. They thus changed the location of her grave, after 

which Yin said everything was fine again. In addition, the kinship relationships and 

interactions experienced by the Baya are similar to those of the other villagers, with the 

possible exception of marriage; this latter effect is caused by the symptoms of being 
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able to become a Baya potentially creating an obstacle to getting married.  

The four perspectives I focus on must thus be seen as interrelated with each other based 

on the influence of patrilineal systems in the two villages. Land and housing are affected 

by the inheritance of family property, while the division of family property usually 

happens when the son of a family gets married. The ways in which family property is 

divided in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an are decided by the patrilineal system, and the 

marriages among the younger generation, as well as their position in their families, are 

also related to the patrilineal system. Both building houses and getting married require 

money, and the relatives of a family thus need to give fenziqian (the contribution money 

expected for important events in the village) when attending celebration events for new 

houses or marriages. The patrilineal system thus acts as a factor that can gather relatives 

together under the authority of the family as well as reaffirming authority of their 

deceased ancestors, who can still influence their lives from the other world.  
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Chapter 4 “Able” women in Luocheng 

Early on in my fieldwork, I visited the undersecretary of the Organization Department 

of the Luocheng Government, Mei Changhu. Mei Changhu kindly introduced me to a 

former member of staff in the Administration of Ethnic and Religious Affairs (Minzu 

Zongjiao Shiwuju), You Zhihua, who now works in the Discipline Inspection 

Department (Jijianbu)34 in Luocheng. He was the official with the most experience in 

relation to the customs of the different villages in Luocheng, as he had travelled all 

around Luocheng for his work with the Administration of Ethnic and Religious Affairs. 

I met You Zhihua in Mei’s office, and as we chatted, I asked You about the division of 

men and women’s work within Luocheng families, based on an interest as to whether 

there had been many changes in the division of work between the genders in recent 

years.  

One particular word used by You answer left a strong impression on me, and I heard 

the word several times in my later interviews with villagers in Luocheng. The particular 

adjective used repeatedly to describe the women in Luocheng was “able” (nenggan), 

with You emphasising “women in Luocheng are really nenggan”. You said he used this 

word because the women in Luocheng did almost everything in their families, including 

agricultural tasks that are commonly assumed to require much physical strength, such 

as ploughing, sometimes with the help of cattle and other times with no assistance at 

all. It is a broad word that is not only used to describe competence in a certain number 

 
34 The Discipline Inspection Department is the department in charge of the inspection of discipline 
to identify and prevent irregularities such as any communist party members or officials of the state 
administration breaking the rules or constitution of the communist party. 
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of specific areas, but also in a general sense of capability. As I talked about Baya Pan 

Danzhi with the female villagers, they used the word “able” to praise Pan. “She is quite 

able. The houses that her three sons live in were built with the money she earned. That 

money was earned by [her] conducting rituals as a Baya”, said the female villagers.   

In this chapter, by examining the word “able” in the context of “ableness”, I will attempt 

to further probe the status of women in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, as a way to 

illuminate how the Baya live in the villages as well as the reasons villagers go to the 

Baya for their rituals. To use this term as a way of exploring the lives of women in 

Luocheng, I thus analyse the meaning of “able” as it is used, as well as examining the 

occasions on which women are described as “able” in Luocheng. In terms of describing 

the jobs and relationships of these women in detail, the villagers in Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an are used as examples, as by focusing on some of the details of the lives of 

women in these two villages, the occasions when limits to the “ableness” of Mulao 

women in Luocheng are found, and any envy caused by the “ableness” of other women 

can also be examined. An essential element in this discussion is the relationship 

between gender and kinship, and in particular the effects gender relationships have on 

kinship. This chapter thus also discusses the reasons why women are under pressure to 

present themselves as “able”, as well as the reasons underlying certain marriage 

customs that undermine the status of women despite their required capability. 

Speaking with the Baya and other female villagers, I realized that despite the Baya’s 

shamanic roles, there was little difference acknowledged between the Baya and other 

women in the villages when Baya were not conducting their rituals. Therefore, the focus 
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is on how gender informs their roles as Baya and their shamanic power. In addition, 

some of the Baya rituals related to gender are examined in more detail, such as the ritual 

of giving thanks for the success of praying for a child. 

This chapter is divided into four sections. In order to understand how the Baya perform 

their expected roles as “able” women, it is necessary to first understand what “ableness” 

means for women in Luocheng, how this affects and is affected by the living 

environment of women in Luocheng and other women’s envy, and how gender affects 

the more specific role played of the Baya and their use of their shamanic power. By 

developing an understanding of these factors, the connections between “ableness” and 

the Baya’s relationships with others will also begin to emerge.  

The first section focuses on the “ableness” of women in Luocheng, discussing how 

women in Luocheng define the word “able” and how these women seek to perform the 

characteristic of “ableness”. The reasons women are willing to pursue “ableness” can 

be related to the men who formulate the traditional customs in the village. Women in 

the village are expected to support both the major and minor customs, some of which 

require everyday input, and it is these upon which their gender identities are based. 

These customs tend to encourage women to be “able”, and in Luocheng, villagers’ 

attitude towards this “ableness” and the tasks actually carried out by women in 

Luocheng help to define the factors shaping the living environment of women.  

The second section of this chapter therefore considers many aspects of these women’s 

lived experience, including the customs related to gender and marriage. According to 
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Butler (1998: 522), gender is the cultural interpretation of social norms given by history 

rather than a “natural fact”. This would seem to make it possible for recognition of 

gender can change in line with changes in socio-historical context (Butler 1998: 519). 

This can be seen to some extent in the lived experience of the women in Shangnan’an 

and Xianan’an villages, some of which may affect the rituals of the Baya discussed in 

the previous section of the chapter.  

The third section focuses on the topic of women’s envy in Luocheng, which is to some 

extent driven by women’s pursuit of “ableness”. This focus on women’s envy arose 

from my talks with different women in the villages, where I noted that what they shared 

with me sometimes displayed several intersections. Thus, I was able to listen to an 

individual describe her experience from her perspective and then compare this to others’ 

version of the story in order to expand my understanding in many cases. Interestingly, 

intra-female envy is not always perceived as a negative phenomenon; to a certain extent, 

my interlocutors wanted to be envied. Envy could, however, sometimes become a 

problem, which was then addressed by certain rituals performed by the Baya.  

The final section of this chapter addresses how gender affects the role of the Baya and 

their shamanic power. This section also discusses my investigation of the status of the 

Baya among the villagers in comparison to the status of other women. 

Based on these examinations, this chapter interrogates women’s status, including that 

of the Baya, in the villages as well as highlighting the relationships between gender and 

roles played by the Baya. As such, it builds on the previous chapter by showing that, 
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under the influence of patrilineal system adopted by these villages, the Baya as well as 

other female villagers live their life in pursuit of the accolade “nenggan”, based on their 

personal understandings of the term.   

The “able-ness” of women in Luocheng 

In Southwestern Mandarin, the word for “ableness” is “nenggan”, which more literally 

means having the ability to do things well. When You Zhihua spoke about local women, 

as mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, he used “able” in that context to refer to 

women’s hard-work and their ability to deal with family issues themselves. My original 

understanding of the “ableness” of women in Luocheng was based on their ability to 

handle both housework and agricultural work, which is certainly one part of the 

“ableness” of women in Luocheng. The reason I translate nenggan as “ableness” rather 

than “ability” is that what women in Luocheng must do to be recognised as “able” is 

not merely an accumulation of skill. Rather, “nenggan” is a goal that they seek to 

achieve as well as the word they use to prove themselves to others.  

The female villagers usually reacted modestly when I said that they were “able”. The 

sought to praise others’ “ableness” while denying their own. One day, I was sitting 

under the tree near the entrance of Shangnan’an village, talking with several female 

villagers while a female villager, Yin, was weaving a straw hat. It was the first time I 

had seen anyone weave a hat, so I told Yin that she was really “able”. She denied this 

several times while carrying on weaving the hat, adding, “I am not “able”. Weaving a 

straw hat is not difficult. I am weaving this straw hat for the old lady sitting over there”, 
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at which point she looked towards an old lady who seemed to be in her eighties, 

continuing, “She was really “able” when she was young. The crops she planted grew 

so well. But her feet are inconvenient to her now and there is something wrong with her 

hearing”. The other villagers, hearing Yin’s words, contradicted her, saying “If you are 

not “able”, no one in the village is “able”. Then they said to me, “She is the ablest one 

of us. All the family issues in her family have been solved by her, and she can be in 

charge of everything and do everything very well”. Yin accepted these compliments 

with a smile, clearly pleased to be praised by her peers.  

A version of this scenario occurred whenever I said any female villager in Luocheng 

was “able”. However, once I said to all of them sitting under the tree that women in 

Luocheng were generally “able”, which they accepted as a joint compliment with 

pleasure. I found that female villagers were generally shy of accepting praise for an 

accomplishment they had achieved by themselves. However, if the accomplishment 

was attributable to a group of women in the village or Luocheng, they would not refuse 

such acknowledgement, approving of this recognition of ableness; such joint 

accomplishments often included many other female villagers.  
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Figure 13. Yin weaving a straw hat while sitting under the tree in Shangnan’an 

Examining the scenarios mentioned above, the common theme is that these women’s 

“ableness” is made apparent in all the work they do, both housework and agricultural 

work, and in dealing with family matters, whether in their natal family or their 

husband’s family. They also admitted to “ableness” where this referred to handling the 

things in their houses and fields, and enjoyed receiving compliments about their 
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“ableness”, despite treating this “ableness” as a common and expected thing. For the 

female villagers I talked to, the standard of “ableness” is not really about what they can 

do, however, as any one of them is assumed to be capable of doing the things that those 

who are praised as “able” have done. What makes a woman “able” is the ability to 

manage many things at the same time or to do certain things more effectively or better 

than others. However, there is no set standard for being “able”; for example, there is no 

rule saying that only women who are able to manage five things at once in terms of 

their housework and agricultural work can be regarded as “able”. Anyone who does 

even one task better than others can be able, and everyone who can manage several 

things simultaneously is also able. Thus, the range of “ableness” is flexible, though 

“ableness” is also seen as common among the female villagers in Luocheng.  

The “ableness” of female villagers in Luocheng is, however, determined by their 

domestic situations. Before they get married, women work in their natal family, helping 

their mothers, and when they get married, they imitate their own mothers to create their 

husband’s home as taught by their mothers. Underlying the definition of “ableness” is 

thus the idea of “having to do” (aizou) certain things. As I talked with the female 

villagers about their “ableness”, they mentioned this “having to do” things frequently 

in their conversations. For example, Xie Meilan told me that she needed to plant crops 

and sweet potatoes as well as raising chickens and ducks when she was a young adult. 

She also had to cook and take care of her children, and when I noted that it sounded as 

though she was really “able”, she answered, “I had no idea at that time. It was the things 

that I had to do. No one would help me if I did not do all those things”. The other female 
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villagers sitting nearby agreed with her, attributing their “able-ness” to the difficult 

times they had undergone. In terms of the “able-ness” of the Baya, who had to do 

housework and agricultural work in addition to their ritual duties, the standard of 

“ableness” in terms of managing several things at the same time or being able to 

complete one thing better than others applied even more stringently. For example, Pan 

Danzhi earned the money to build three houses, for which she was most praised by the 

female villagers as we discussed the concept of being “able”. 

The “ableness” of the female villagers in the two villages also reflects the influence of 

the patrilineal system, however. According to Bourdieu (1979), in the Kabyle house, 

each object has its designated place, which highlights the gender separation prevalent 

in Algeria. Men and their things are placed in the more “public” area of the house, which 

is higher and brighter, while women and their things are placed in those areas of the 

house which are darker and more private. Similarly, based on the influence of the 

patrilineal system in China, men manage external affairs while women manage the 

internal; external affairs usually include working outside of the house to earn money, 

making investment or borrowing decisions, and buying electrical appliances, while 

internal affairs mainly refer to housework. The women thus do all the housework, 

including cooking, taking care of children, and, for some families, taking care of the 

elderly at home (Li 2010: 145). These divisions of work between men and women are 

also in Luocheng; however, women in Luocheng also tend to do the majority of 

agricultural work.  

To some extent, it is thus the large number of tasks that women need to take care of 
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both inside and outside the house that enables and requires them to become “able”. 

Butler (1988: 519, 520, 528) suggests that women are not born women; instead, their 

identities are constituted through “a stylized repetition of acts” with gender as “a 

constructed identity”. Although there is not necessarily an underlying reality to gender, 

however, there is certainly a gender model that a person may be expected to obey, based 

on social pressure, though they may also perform contradictory actions. Due to the 

influence of patrilineal systems in these villages, women who do not do their internal 

work well may be talked about by other villagers, which is another reason most women 

in the two villages strive to be seen as be “able”. 

In terms of the younger generation, more young women have now started to work in 

the cities after they leave high school, or after even middle school if they do not receive 

any higher education. Some of these women work and live with their husbands in these 

cities, yet their patterns of life are similar to those of the women still living in the 

villages. My landlord, Wei, lived in Fujian Province with her husband for about twenty 

years. They have now settled down in Fujian with their two daughters, with Wei’s 

husband running his own business there. Wei has her own job in Fujian, but she still 

needs to take her daughters to school and do all the housework at home, and when she 

came back to Luocheng to find a tenant to rent her apartment, her husband remained in 

Fujian. Wei was the one who had to return to manage their family affairs as well as 

visiting their families in the village. The one clear difference between the women who 

move to the cities and those who stay in the villages is that they do not need to do 

agricultural work anymore. Some women who stay in the villages do also take on part-
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time jobs in Dongmen Township, which is about a 20-minute-drive from both 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, taking on work such as acting as a cashier in the 

supermarket. More women in the village have started to find jobs, either part-time or 

full-time, outside of the villages, as this means that they are not as reliant on agricultural 

work at home.  

However, this does not mean that women who go out to work do less housework or care 

less for their children, as for these villagers these are never male responsibilities. 

Housework and looking after children are seen as part of the duties and responsibilities 

of women, and these thus heavily inform and affect the status of women. Among the 

female villagers I talked to, women such as my landlord, Wei, who juggle many things 

over various areas, are seen as more “able” than those who stay in the village. As we 

chatted, when some of them told me about their daughters who lived in other cities and 

worked for various small businesses, the other women would tell me, “Her daughter is 

quite able”. 

For the female villagers, although they do not want their husbands or sons to leave the 

villages, they do admit that both the men and women who can move to cities are able. 

Women who can migrate to cities are seen as particularly able, as the number of women 

who leave the villages to successfully settle in the cities is quite small. The villagers 

told me that not everyone who leaves the villages can settle down in the cities, and that 

some villagers fail to earn money outside the villages. “Only those who are able can 

move to cities”, according to the female villagers. Here, “ableness” must be assumed 

to include yet another element, related to income. While the majority of women in 
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Shangnan’an and Xianan’an stayed in the villages and thus did not have stable incomes, 

as crop yields were generally unstable in the past, women who worked in cities or in 

towns were assumed to have a stable income every month and thus, to some extent, to 

be able to improve their standard of living. Being able to improve their standard of 

living was thus equated with women’s ableness to manage several things for their 

family at the same time, with both being seen as working for the good of the family. 

Being able to earn more money than those who stay in the villages is thus also seen as 

a way in which a woman can show her ableness, and the women who can effectively 

work in the cities are therefore regarded as able by the female villagers in Shangnan’an 

and Xianan’an. 

This links to another standard of “ableness” applied by and to the women in Luocheng. 

The place a woman lives, whether in the city, town or village, along with the work she 

does in that place, to some extent demonstrates her “ableness”. Despite being female 

villagers in Luocheng, however, the standards of ableness for Baya differ, at least in 

terms of talking about the place where a Baya lives. Instead, able-ness tends to refer to 

the Baya’s ritual power. I spoke with a middle-aged woman in the cultural square of 

Luocheng, and she shared her experiences of going to a Baya with me. I asked her 

where I could find a Baya, and she answered that there were lots of Baya in Dongmen 

Township, but that most of those were not good: “the Baya living in town want too 

much money even though their words are not accurate. You’d do better finding a Baya 

in the village. Those living in the village are good”. Later, when I talked about the Baya 

with the female villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, they also suggested that I 
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should not go to the Baya in town. From my conversations with them, I gradually came 

to understand that the Baya living in town have worse reputations than the Baya living 

in the villages. However, when talking about the Baya’s shamanic power and praising 

it, villagers did not use the word nenggan (able) to describe the Baya; instead, they used 

the word lihai (awesome), which holds overtones of competence in terms of the 

shamanic power of the Baya. 

In both Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, most of the villagers were aged over 70. Most of 

the men and women of the younger generation, as well as many of the older men, had 

gone to the cities to earn money, leaving mainly the elderly women in the villages. The 

older women in the village told me that they still needed to do huolu (work to earn 

money) from time to time. Commonly, they planted some sweet potatoes and sweetcorn 

to ensure their self-sufficiency, while some of them make straw hats for a company that 

paid 1 RMB (about 10 pence) for each hat. The hats were woven from wheat straws 

provided by the company, and many of the elderly women in the villages wove these 

straw hats to earn some extra money. “Although they only earn 1 or 2 RMB a day, it is 

enough for them to buy a piece of baigao, a kind of sweet pastry made of sticky rice, 

as snacks”, the woman who helped the company to collect the straw hats noted. Some 

women helped other, generally older, women to weave straw hats in order to help them 

earn more money.  

Most of the elderly women in the villages also had to look after their grandchildren. 

Every weekday at around 11 a.m. and 5 p.m., many of the elderly women would leave 

to pick their grandchildren up from school. They then also needed to prepare meals for 
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their grandchildren.  

The lives of the elderly people in the villages were thus not as relaxed as I first thought. 

Some of them often experienced difficulties due to having to do all the work in their 

families themselves even as they got older, having reached a stage of life in which the 

younger couples ask them, as their parents, to take care of the children and share the 

housework. However, when I asked if they were tired due to having to do so many 

things every day, they told me that they would ask for things to do if they found 

themselves just sitting in the house or at the entrance of the village resting for too long. 

This may be because such family-supporting work is a way for these female villagers 

to show their “ableness” even in their old age. This is also the reflection of gradual 

weakening of patrilineal power in a family. When daughters-in-law become mothers-

in-law, although they still need to obey certain male members in the family, they also 

join their husbands in terms of exercising authority as elders in their families (Li 2010: 

171). However, as stated in Chapter Three, the authority of mothers-in-law has 

decreased due to the decreased influence of the patrilineal system (Li 2010: 123), and 

the assessments of ableness of elder villagers in the two villages also highlight changing 

standards for being able among the younger generation. 

As noted, for women in Luocheng, the ability to handle both housework and agricultural 

work determines part of their “ableness”. To analyse the other part of the “ableness” of 

women in Luocheng, the term that requires further attention is “job”. The word “job” 

has a different meaning for the villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an than I would 

have expected. When I asked the female villagers sitting under the tree near the entrance 
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of Shangnan’an about their jobs, they spoke about their children’s jobs and most denied 

having a job themselves. They said that they did agricultural work in the village, while 

among their children, some also did agricultural work in the village; and some worked 

in the factories in Luocheng or for small businesses or ran their own small businesses. 

When I asked whether these were not “jobs”, the villagers told me that some people’s 

children were well-educated, and thus assigned to a “danwei” (work unit). “Danwei” 

was the word mainly used from the 1960s to 1990s for the place a person works. 

“danwei” officially referred to government sector workplaces and public institutions as 

well as state-owned enterprises. However, for the elderly women in Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an, “danwei” specifically refers to public institutions and governmental 

departments, which employ only well-educated people. For the female villagers in these 

two villages, the idea of a formal “job” is therefore closely related to education.  

Based on the very narrow understanding of “job” prevalent in Luocheng, it is clear that 

people do not value highly much of the work done locally, while jobs in public 

institutions and government sectors are seen as things to aspire to. This view may derive 

from villagers’ attitudes towards education, as they believe that only those who receive 

a good education have the chance to enter danwei and get a job. In the mid-1980s to 

1990s, students who received higher education were guaranteed job assignments in 

public institutions and government sectors by the government due to the lack of 

professionals at that time. Most female villagers in the two villages remember this 

clearly, and this is among the reasons they believe that working in danwei shows that a 

person is able, especially for women: “We women in the villages rarely had the chance 
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to go to primary school, let alone higher education, and thus women who could work 

in danwei were really able”, according to the female villagers under the tree. This can 

also be analysed based on the income of women working in danwei, as compared with 

that of those who work for companies or small businesses in the cities. As noted, danwei 

income is generally more stable, and thus those who work in danwei are seen as more 

able than others. The villagers’ other views on education will be discussed in more 

detail later in this section. In terms of my personal understanding of “work” and “jobs”, 

based on the descriptions of the villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, both 

unmarried and married women did a lot of housework and agricultural work; the work 

that an unmarried woman did was almost the same as a married woman did in her 

husband’s home. The women admitted that they had lots to do both while at their parents’ 

homes and when they moved to their husbands’ homes. When they got married, they 

usually did not need to help their natal families anymore, as they had no right to inherit 

family property in Luocheng. As married daughters have no inheritance from their natal 

families, they also cannot plant anything in the fields of their natal families, as these 

fields belong to their brothers. Instead, they plant the fields in their husbands’ families’ 

plots and continue with their agricultural work. Women, who might marry out to other 

villages, thus needed to be able to do all the things required by a household as well as 

those jobs needed in the field. In the villagers’ words, women were expected to “do 

everything”.  

In addition, the traditions for the different festivals of Luocheng, such as the Spring 

Festival and Qingming Festival, require the women to do the preparations for worship, 
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including making food for offerings and arranging accommodation for relatives 

travelling to participate in these traditions. It is also usually women who take all of the 

offerings to the temples at festivals. It is perhaps unsurprising, therefore, those women 

who can manage to do all these things competently are regarded as “able”. From my 

conversations with the female villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, I also became 

aware that many of the women in Luocheng were seen as being competent to deal with 

different family issues, agricultural work, and even part-time jobs at the same time, 

causing “able” to become a common word used to praise the women in Luocheng. 

The elderly female villagers generally thought that their generation was more “able” 

than the younger generations in the area in terms of doing housework and agricultural 

work. They felt they had proven themselves able to endure hardship, reflecting the ways 

in which women in the villages sought to performatively demonstrate their “ableness” 

through housework and agricultural work. Quantity and the quality are both part of such 

“ableness”, which are both affected by endurance. However, the women also all agreed 

that they were only more “able” in some aspects, as they had not had the same 

opportunities to access education as the younger generation, and they recognised that, 

alongside their “ableness” in terms of housework and agricultural work, the younger 

women in Luocheng also strove to do well educationally, making this also closely 

related to their “ableness”.  

Before listening to the elderly female villagers talking about their limited opportunities 

to access education, my impression was that these illiterate elderly women had been 

given fewer opportunities than men of their generation to access education, while in 
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contrast, the young girls had at least the statutory nine-year compulsory education 

lasting until they left middle school. However, after communicating with Wu Kaiting, 

a 92-year-old retired teacher in Dawu Tun, I came to realise that both the boys and girls 

he had encountered in his teaching career had found access to education limited. As 

Moore (1988: 4) states, “even where more egalitarian relations between women and 

men exist, researchers are very often unable to understand this potential equality 

because they insist on interpreting difference and asymmetry as inequality and 

hierarchy”. Although this chapter highlights many gendered differences in the villages 

that can be seen as the inequalities, I also came to realise that there were some 

fundamental equalities between them. According to Wu Kaiting, due to the lack of 

teaching staff in his village, he needed to teach four courses, Chinese, Maths, Music, 

and Art, at primary school level. The primary school he worked in was the only primary 

school in his village, as well as also serving several other villages nearby, so students 

from neighbouring villages also attended the school. Before Wu trained as a teacher, 

there had been no 5th grade in the primary school he later worked in; however, Wu 

thought that he should not let the children from poor families drop out of school so early, 

and thus he started the 5th grade even though it had only about 10 students from 

neighbouring villages.  

This background made it less surprising for me to discover that most of the elderly 

female villagers in both Shangnan’an and Xianan’an were illiterate. They tended to 

proactively tell me that they had not attended school and thus they had not had the 

chance to pursue the same life opportunities as those who had attended school. The 
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words of those who told me that they were illiterate were tinged with envy for those 

villagers in their generation who were educated as well as for the younger generation 

who all had the opportunity to experience at least the nine-year compulsory education. 

Perhaps due to the illiteracy of most female villagers, they were not even willing to use 

a pen. When I asked for directions to a Baya or a villager’s house, at first, I tried to ask 

them to draw a map for me. However, they refused, and said that they could show me 

the way to the Baya or the villager I wanted to visit instead; if my destination were not 

far away, they just pointed the way that I should go. During my discussions with them, 

sometimes I would take notes in case I forgot any important information, and they 

tended to stare at my pen as I wrote, not knowing what I had written down.  

The only formally educated elderly female villager I met in Shangnan’an was Yin 

Xiaofeng, who had been educated to a middle school level. Her education level was 

higher than that of her husband, who only graduated from primary school. Yin Xiaofeng 

was good at singing Mulao traditional folk songs and she could improvise new lyrics 

to traditional tunes without any difficulty. Although Yin Xiaofeng still carried out 

agricultural work at home, she also often helped the village committee to write lyrics 

for Mulao folk songs to reflect festival celebrations in Luocheng, as well as helping to 

teach other villagers on matters such as law. Yin Xiaofeng’s level of education made 

her unique in the village. When I mentioned Yin Xiaofeng to the other female villagers, 

alongside acknowledging her “ableness” with regard to housework and agricultural 

work, they also admired her “ableness” in terms of her lyric-making, which they 

attributed to her education. “She is not like us. She attended school”, the villagers that 
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noted.  

The education levels of the elderly villagers, which tended to be limited to middle 

school, primary school, or illiterate, also appeared to influence the education of their 

children. Several villagers mentioned their children’s education when introducing 

family members, and many noted, for both sons and daughters, that if they had shown 

the ability to go to high school, their parents would have supported them. However, few 

of the children of these elderly villagers were equipped to attend high school. For 

example, Xie Meilan, a female villager in Shangnan’an told me, “my sons did not go 

to high school after finishing their middle school. We (my husband and I) are illiterate, 

[so] we did not have that studious atmosphere at home, and we could not help them in 

their studies, unlike those families [where the] parents had been to school. My sons told 

us that they did not want to go to high school, and we did not realise the importance of 

education and just let it be. It [would be] good if they could receive more education”. 

In terms of her grandchildren, Xie Meilan was proud of her two granddaughters, the 

children of her second son, one of whom was formally trained as a nurse after middle 

school and now works in Luocheng hospital, located in Dongmen Township. The other 

granddaughter was still in high school. Xie Meilan’s eldest son’s two children did not 

go on to high school, however; they became farmers and stayed in the village. Xie 

Meilan hoped that the granddaughter who was in high school, as well as her one-year-

old great-grandson, would keep attending school and go on to university. This is 

because of the preference of jobs in “danwei” (work unit) in the villages.  
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Other villagers spoke of children and grandchildren who had performed well in their 

education. For example, another female villager with the surname of Xie, who got along 

well with Xie Meilan, told me about the eldest son of her second son, who was enrolled 

at Peking University last year. I asked the female villagers sitting under the tree about 

the educational situation of their children or grandchildren, and those who answered 

me, suggested that their children had either only finished middle school, or that their 

grandchildren had not graduated from middle school or high school yet. No one 

mentioned anyone who had gone on to higher education. Xie remained silent while the 

others were talking about their children and grandchildren, but later, when the female 

villagers asked about me, and I told them that I attended graduate university in Beijing, 

Xie finally mentioned her grandson. Among the other villagers, no one commented on 

this, unlike when they talked about the ableness of women in Luocheng and praised 

each other. This discrepancy highlights the possible effects of envy, as well as 

emphasising the underlying sense of competition among the villagers.  

In terms of education, most villagers thus see themselves as less “able” because they 

cannot not read or write. Based on this, they tend to pin their educational hopes on their 

children, yet in many cases they have little confidence in their children’s educational 

capacity. Having an undergraduate in the village was not an easy thing for these 

villagers who had not attended school, as they believed that they could not support their 

children in terms of studying in the same way as well-educated parents. Wu, the three-

wheel motorbike driver who usually drove me around the villages, told me that her 

youngest son’s test scores were not high enough. I tried to comfort her, noting that her 
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son was still in primary school and that he could progress in the future. Wu contradicted 

me immediately, telling me that it was impossible for a child from an “illiterate family 

(meiyou wenhua de jiating)” like hers to perform well at school. Her reply had a 

contradictory quality: on the one hand, Wu was distressed that, as she had not had much 

schooling, she believed that she could not help her son with his studies based on 

knowing whether he had done his homework correctly or had understood the 

knowledge he learnt at school; on the other hand, she had great hopes for her son. When 

she found out that I was doing fieldwork for my postgraduate degree, she told me that, 

when she went home, she would talk to her son about me and asked him to follow my 

example.  

With regards to the different standard of “ableness” for the Baya, a female villager, Lei 

told me the following. I was sitting under the tree near the entrance of Shangnan’an 

village, the meeting point for villagers who wanted to talk with each other in both 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, and at that time, I was asking the female villagers sitting 

there some questions about the rituals of the Baya. Lei then mentioned that Pan Danzhi 

was illiterate, and said that because of her illiteracy she trusted more in the words of 

Pan’s deity. She reasoned that as Pan was illiterate, the words that were communicated 

from Pan’s deity during the rituals could not be something that Pan had learnt from 

books. They had to be the words directly from her deity. Lei explained to me that, unlike 

Pan Danzhi, the Baya who were literate might read relevant content in books and then 

use what they read as a pattern for rituals for their clients. In this sense, the Baya are 

not judged in similar ways with regards to “ableness” as other female villagers. While 
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women who have schooling are deemed more “able”, the illiteracy of the Baya can in 

fact make them more “able” in terms of their shamanic power than the Baya who are 

literate.  

Speaking with Pan Danzhi and the female villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, I 

discovered that they weighed “ableness” in terms of education more than “ableness” in 

terms of housework and agricultural work. I suggest that the reason they attach greater 

value to education might be because they themselves have had limited opportunities to 

receive education. Furthermore, they encounter men with years of education who have 

the chance to work in governmental departments and public institutions, offering them 

positions which are locally regarded as “elite (jingying)”. This combination, I suggest, 

leads them to attach greater value to “brain work (yongnao de gongzuo)” than physical 

work. This is also possibly because “ableness” in education can be related to a job in a 

“danwei”, which they believe to be stable and thus suitable for women. This does not 

mean that jobs in “danwei” are gender divided; instead, villagers think that these jobs 

are suitable for women because they are regarded as jinfanwan, “golden bowl”, a term 

that refers to a job offering stable wages and good welfare without any danger or risk 

of redundancy. This reflects the fact that stability is a key factor that women are 

expected to value and create under the influence of the patrilineal system in which the 

role of women is to be subordinate in the family (Li 2010: 9) 

In terms of the rituals of the Baya, many of the rituals performed for clients support the 

idea that the villagers value education, and that now in the villages, education has 

become a method to prove the “ableness” of the client’s families. As such, education 
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has become a major area of concern and worry in the villages. Many villagers went to 

see Pan Danzhi and Pan Xianmei (Pan Danzhi’s niece who is also a Baya) for their 

children’s exam grades. Although the two rituals I heard about specifically from Pan 

Danzhi and Pan Xianmei were for their clients’ sons, clients also visited Pan Danzhi’s 

hall for rituals to support their daughter’s careers. I even met with a woman who went 

to Pan’s hall to ask if her son’s final exam results would be good, despite him being 

only in grade five of primary school at that time. The reason this surprised me was that, 

unlike the exams in high school, which can affect a student’s level of study for 

university entrance examinations, exams in primary school do not affect a child’s 

chances of further education. 

The living environment of women in Luocheng 

Examining the living environment35 that shapes the lifestyles of women in Luocheng 

helps to identify the reasons these women strive to be perceived as “able”.  

In Luocheng, there are several temples at which villagers worship a god called 

“Shewang” (社王 ): “She” is the personal name of the god, while “wang” acts a 

respectful address to a god in Southwestern Mandarin. This god is in charge of the 

population of each village, and She knows every person in the domain he is in charge 

of. One Shewang temple may look after the population in several villages in which 

villagers share a surname, but only those with the corresponding surname can enter the 

relevant temple. As Shewang is in charge of a specific population, when a baby is born, 

 
35 Living environment here refers to the environment that women live in that includes the customs 
and traditions that influence their lives.  
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villagers must baoshe, that is, bao (report) to the Shewang that they have a new member 

in the family. Baoshe maintains the close relationship of the population to the Shewang 

that is in charge of it, as the Shewang only protects those who have been subject to 

baoshe. Villagers go to Shewang temples to baoshe on the 19th of February each year 

in the lunar calendar. The 19th of February is thus called “she” in Luocheng, and it is a 

day on which villagers bring chicken, meat, fruit, and alcoholic spirits to worship at the 

Shewang. Villagers whose children are born after “she” in a given year need to wait for 

the “she” in the next year to baoshe. The form of “she” in the words baoshe, Shewang, 

as the use of “she” for the date, all take the same character in Chinese as that which 

symbolizes the god She.  
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Figure 14. The Shewang temple in Shiwei Village, which is also the temple at which 

villagers from Shangnan’an and Xianan’an worship 

The custom of baoshe in Luocheng differs for boys and girls. According to the Laoban, 

as mentioned in the previous chapter, only baby boys are permitted to experience the 

process of baoshe, so that girls are not under the protection of the Shewang. The female 

villagers from both Shangnan’an and Xianan’an told me while sitting under the tree, 

however, that since about 2003 or 2004, baby girls have also been allowed to experience 



189 
 

the process of baoshe by the male members of their families, as boys and girls are 

treated the same now. Although most villagers have embraced the equality of boys and 

girls, however, there are still some families that refuse to baoshe new-born girls. Yin, a 

female villager in Shangnan’an village, claimed that this was because of the words of 

the laoban, which cannot be violated. The way she said this to me also indicated that 

she was dissatisfied with others’ actions in conducting baoshe for new-born girls.  

Yin’s words were reminiscent of the views and experiences of many other villagers 

from Shangnan’an, Xianan’an, and other villages, including a 92-year-old retired 

teacher, an 82-year-old retired official, and a former village secretary. These three men 

all referred to the words of the laoban when describing the traditions in Luocheng. I 

was told that there are two ways the laoban’s words were passed on. On most occasions, 

the laoban’s words were passed down by words of mouth as the elderly in the villages 

would teach the young people how and when to worship the ancestors; the rules and 

requirements for the different temples were thus passed on using oral instructions. 

There were also villages where the words of the laoban would be recorded into the 

genealogies, and villagers would check the genealogies whenever they had doubts 

about how to conduct worship in the village.  

Wu Kailang, a former village secretary in Xincun Tun, laughed when he heard my 

questions about laoban and said “it is not whether people want to change what laoban 

had left to us. It is people who do not dare to challenge the words of laoban. Most of 

laoban’s words indicate the prosperity of a family, and therefore no one dares to risk 

the prosperity of the whole family, and even the prosperity of the later generations to 
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challenge laoban’s words”. Later, the female villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an 

described to me how they had never thought about changing the traditions of the laoban. 

“The changing of baoshe for some households is mainly because they do not have baby 

boys in the family and thus they think about baoshe for baby girls”, said Pan, a female 

villager who frequently sat under the tree to talk with me. Many other villagers agreed 

with her; however, when I asked if this change was acceptable to them, they said, “Why 

not? Girls and boys are the same. And nowadays, we don’t care about this too much”. 

This change is clearly accepted by many villagers, and most villagers who conduct 

baoshe for the baby girls in their families believe that they are following in the footsteps 

of others. 

Another custom related to the birth of girls in Luocheng is naming. In the past, many 

girls’ names did not use the characters in the naming poems, and Yin Xiaofeng told me 

that, although in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, women’s names could be written into the 

pedigree of Yin, in some villages of Luocheng, women’s names were not written into 

the pedigrees until the 1980s. It was the one-child policy that prompted this change, as 

many households could only have one child, and if that child were a girl, they needed 

to write her name into the pedigree to have a successor. This indicates that the one-child 

policy has changed many gendered traditions in Luocheng. Due to these changes in 

traditions, the assessment of the “ableness” of women has also changed in some ways. 

In the past, in terms of reproduction, women who gave birth to a son or more than one 

son were those who were regarded as “able”; however, since the implementation of 

one-child policy, this “ableness” in reproduction has been extended to those who give 
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birth to daughters. The “ableness” of women as defined by reproduction is also the 

reason why there is a ritual praying for a child that is often conducted by the Baya.  

In Luocheng, there is a ritual among the Baya that is closely connected with the birth 

of children called “the ritual of praying for a baby” (qiuhua). Villagers who have wanted 

a child for years might thus visit a Baya for help. Pan Danzhi, an 82-year-old Baya in 

Xianan’an, told me that she drew on specialised terminology in her rituals when praying 

for a baby. In terms of the ritual itself qiuhua, qiu means ask for and hua means “flower”, 

which is the word used for a baby in the ritual language of the Baya. There are different 

wordings for baby boys and baby girls, however. Baihua (white flower) represents a 

baby boy and honghua (red flower) represents a baby girl. According to Pan Danzhi, 

some clients directly requested a baby boy in the ritual while others simply sought to 

have a child, regardless of its gender. The ritual of praying for a baby has two parts. 

The first part is a ritual for “asking (qiu)” and the second part is a ritual for “giving 

thanks (xie)”.  

Pan told me that the ritual of “giving thanks” is more solemn than other rituals, and that 

clients who want to give thanks to the deity of a Baya will bring alcoholic spirits; 

candies; rice; fruit including apples, oranges, and kumquats; a cockerel; a big piece of 

pork; a chicken egg; and a duck egg. The big piece of pork shows the generosity of the 

clients. The two eggs indicate that the clients will have the child they desire. These are 

offerings for the deity of the Baya as well as all the gods of the otherworld who helped. 

If the clients do not go back to Pan’s hall to give thanks to Pan’s deity, the deity may 

punish the clients’ children, perhaps making the child fall ill to remind the clients that 
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they need to go back to the Baya to give thanks. However, Pan noted that this solemn 

ritual was originally conducted only for clients who had a baby boy after the ritual of 

asking. Pan told me that clients who had a baby girl after the ritual were not required 

by her deity to go back to give thanks, though she would not refuse to conduct the ritual 

if clients did come back and insisted on doing so. This also indicates the influence of 

patrilineal system as discussed in Chapter Three in that the status of male family 

members is emphasised (Li 2010: 9); this highlights the lingering gender inequalities 

in the villages, with sons being more significant than daughters even in terms of the 

rituals of giving thanks. Pan Danzhi intended to show me the kindness of her deity by 

telling me that her deity was too kind to ask clients who had a baby girl to give thanks, 

and also never asked for too much money from her clients who had a baby boy. Pan 

Danzhi’s words also show a concerning side to the existing gender inequalities, 

however, implying as they do that having a daughter is not regarded as a gift that one 

should be thankful to. With regards to the money and offerings that Pan’s deity asked 

for, Pan compared this to what other Baya whom she knew asked for. The ritual of 

giving thanks as conducted by Pan was 36 RMB (about £4), and at the end of the ritual, 

Pan returned 20 RMB (about £2.20) as a gift for the new-born baby to her clients. The 

cost for the ritual was thus 16 RMB (about £1.80), not counting the offerings. Pan 

suggested that other Baya usually asked for several hundred RMB for the ritual, and 

the female villagers also admitted that the average amount of money spent on rituals 

with other Baya tended to be over 100RMB, while Pan only asked for dozens of RMB.  

Their marriage traditions also influence the living environment of the women in 
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Luocheng. I was fortunate enough to meet with Yin Xiaofeng’s husband, Yin Shiren, 

who was the representative successor of Mulao marriage traditions for the Guangxi 

Zhuang Autonomous Region, one of China’s administrative divisions, similar to a 

province for an ethnic minority group. The five autonomous regions in China have 

particular autonomy with regard to issues affected by ethnic differences. I was at Yin 

Xiaofeng’s house when Yin Shiren took out his certificate appointing him a 

representative successor as well as his notes about Mulao marriage traditions. The 

marriage traditions introduced in this section are no longer applicable to the villages in 

Luocheng, however; the reason for introducing these traditions is simply to show where 

the current status of women in Luocheng is derived from, as well as to help explain 

why they pursue “ableness” so assiduously. 

As he discussed the marriage traditions of Mulao, it struck me that before the marriage 

ceremony, the family of the bride was expected to go to the bridegroom’s family to 

check on the condition of his house and property. If the bride’s family was satisfied with 

this, the bridegroom’s family had to offer a betrothal gift, and after this betrothal gift 

was accepted, “the bride belongs to the bridegroom’s side regardless of life or death”, 

he explained. Before the wedding, the couples also had to worship at the Shewang 

temple, reporting to the Shewang that the bride was a member of the bridegroom’s 

village and should receive the protection of the Shewang of that village. To achieve this 

report to the Shewang temple, the bridegroom’s family needed to prepare a chicken, a 

pig head, a pig’s tongue, a pig’s tail, a pig’s liver, a pig’s lung, and a piece of pork with 

only one cut. These different parts from the pig represented offering of a whole pig for 
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the worship of the Shewang. During the ritual, the family members who attended helped 

to set out the offerings, and then each would light three incense sticks to tell the 

Shewang that the new couple was to be married.  

From Yin Shiren’s account, on the evening of the wedding, no bed was prepared in the 

couple’s room; there was only a table, at which the bride and her ten bridesmaids sat. 

The bride and bridesmaids sang the Mulao antiphonal folk songs36  associated with 

marriage throughout the night, while the bridegroom and groomsmen sat in the living 

room. Relatives and villagers attending the wedding might also stay in the house to hear 

the singing.  

A third observation that surprised me was that, after the wedding, the bride could not 

immediately settle down in her husband’s house. She would return to her natal family 

until the next “she”, after which the bride could live in her husband’s house for festivals, 

certain farming seasons and whenever there were weddings and funerals on her 

husband’s side of the family. Each time the bride went to her husband’s house, she 

might stay in the house for only three to five days, although the length of her stays 

might gradually extend to up to a month. Except for these visits, the bride still lived 

with her natal family, and only when the bride became pregnant could she finally settle 

down in her husband’s house.  

Hearing about these marriage traditions from Yin Shiren caused me to comment that 

 
36 The Mulao antiphonal folk song is the traditional song of the Mulao. Antiphonal singing is a form 
of singing in which one person sings a sentence with questions and another sings the answers to 
those questions.  
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the lives of village women were very tough in the past and to express my surprise at the 

short period of time that the new couples could live together before their first pregnancy; 

Yin Shiren agreed with me, and noted that the status of women in the past was low 

because of the patrilineal traditions that gave rise to the preference for sons. This 

accorded with what some female villagers told me about their lives were made difficult 

because they only had daughters or had just one son. One female villager cried when I 

asked her about her family structure; she wept that her family was poor because she 

only had one son. He therefore had to stay in the village and could not earn money 

elsewhere for the family, while families with more than one son had extra money. This 

supports the idea that women who give birth to sons are “useful” (youyong de) to their 

husband’s families, and the primary reason for a man to marry is to have offspring to 

inherit his family obligations.  

Due to these traditions, it usually took at least one year, and sometimes between three 

to five years, for women to be allowed to stay in their husbands’ houses after marriage. 

According to Yin Shiren, this process was called the “road of the daughter-in-law”, 

referring to being accepted as a daughter-in-law being a process rather than a single 

event.  

While the marriage traditions of Mulao mean that women were not permitted to settle 

down in their husbands’ houses before they gave birth to their first children, they were 

still required to do housework and agricultural work for their husbands’ families during 

the period before they moved in, despite potentially living with their natal families in 

another village.  
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Figure 15. Yin Shiren’s certificate of his status as representative successor for Mulao 

marriage traditions in the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region 

These marriage traditions thus, at least to some extent, demonstrates why women in 

Luocheng seek to be seen as “able”. The living environments for women as they move 

into their husbands’ houses can be tough, and before they are allowed to settle down in 

their new houses, women need must do lots of housework and agricultural work. While 
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doing these tasks, they need to do well and to show that they are “able” in order to prove 

themselves to their husbands’ families. The female villagers told me that most of these 

marriage traditions are not upheld anymore. However, the influence of those marriage 

traditions, in particular the need to manage several different tasks in different places at 

the same time, or being able to do housework alongside agricultural work have 

themselves become a tradition for women. 

Investigating the marriage traditions of Mulao reminded me of the word used by the 

elderly women sitting under the tree to describe their marriages, which was chifan. 

More literally, chifan means having meals. The villagers all said that, in Luocheng, a 

woman who married a man who lived in another village was said to go to the other 

village to chifan. When I asked why getting married was known as chifan, they could 

not tell me, saying only that this wording had been used as long as they could remember, 

and the women in the village had no negative associations for this word; indeed, this 

was also the wording that they used about their own marriages. However, the 

implications of this wording, when considered in light of the marriage traditions, 

suggested that the meaning of marriage for women in Luocheng was finding a means 

of subsistence. This usage of chifan also fits with the ideas of the Baya: the first time I 

heard of this word was in my first conversation with Pan Danzhi, when I asked her if 

her hometown was Xianan’an. Pan Danzhi answered me that she came here to chifan, 

and then explained to me that she had married into Xianan’an after seeing my puzzled 

expression. My observations in the village suggest that these days, in most families, the 

men work in the cities, leaving their wives to take care of the family at home. Thus, as 
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well as performing housework and agricultural work, these women also need to take 

care of their children along with their husband’s parents. Men usually return to the 

village for Spring Festival, and sometimes the Qingming Festival as well; however, this 

means that, for many women in the village, they may only meet with their husband 

twice a year.  

Examining “ableness” in conjunction with women’s experience of marriage in 

Luocheng is an interesting exercise, particularly in terms of determining what “ableness” 

means within such marriages. Based on the traditions and the discussions of the female 

villagers, although it seems that women are expected to get married to find a means of 

subsistence, suggesting dependence on their husbands, they tend to be independent, 

planting grains to ensure self-sufficiency and selling these for money as part of their 

“ableness”. The idea of chifan thus seems contrary to the ideas of “ableness”. However, 

chifan may act as a motivation for women’s “ableness”, as they can earn independence 

by showing that they are able to manage all the housework and agricultural work.  

As noted, doing this housework and agricultural work seems to have gradually become 

another tradition for women in Luocheng. Their stereotypes about women include the 

concept that women need to take on responsibility for both agricultural work and 

housework alongside taking care of the family, and this too can be seen in the marriage 

customs of these women. In terms of the reasons why, women’s status in marriage 

appears to be affected by the women’s situations in their natal families prior to them 

getting married. In Luocheng, only sons have the right to inherit the houses and land of 

their natal families; daughters, who are expected to marry out, inherit nothing, as 
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discussed in Chapter Three. This custom as applied in Luocheng influences the 

positioning of women in their natal families as well as in the families they marry into.  

The distribution of desire for autonomy and recognition thus differs between sons and 

daughters even within the same family; in addition, as Chinese families are patrilineal 

and virilocal, these distributions can lead to different emotional responses to sons and 

daughters among parents (Feuchtwang and Bruckermann 2016: 82). One elderly 

woman in Shangnan’an village told me that she rarely had a chance to meet with her 

daughters; the last time she met with her daughters was at the funeral of her husband, 

almost two years earlier. Her daughters had certain emotional responses to their natal 

family triggered by both the division of family property and the example of their parents. 

The female villager confirmed that, in her family’s eyes, their fields, land, and houses 

belonged to her sons. The houses her daughters used to live in became the houses of 

her sons as her daughters left to get married, leaving no links for her daughters with 

their natal family. In addition, her daughters’ actions also reflected her own actions 

when she was their age. This female villager also stated that she seldom thought about 

her natal family when she was a young bride, and her daughters, having observed this 

distancing from her natal family to join her husband’s family, also created an emotional 

distance between themselves and their mother.  

Nevertheless, the hunyin shichang (marriage market) in Luocheng has changed in 

recent years. One reason for the changes in the marriage market, the male-female ratio 

in China is apparently 104.64 to 100. The population of men is thus reported as 713.51 

million and that of women as 681.87 million, which means that there are around 31.64 
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million more men than women. Based on this, any male villagers whose family 

conditions are bad or who are known to not treat women well are unlikely to find 

marriage partners. Similarly, men who get divorced because of domestic violence or 

addictions such as gambling find it difficult to find a new marriage partner. In 

Xianan’an, many villagers told me that their sons are in their 30s or 40s yet remain 

unmarried because they do not have much money. Other villagers are eager to 

encourage their sons to remarry where they do not have children from their first 

marriage. This situation has given rise to less discrimination towards divorced women 

in the village, and the opportunities for remarriage among divorced women are much 

greater than before. Women are now in a stronger bargaining position with regard to 

marriage and thus, to some extent, women’s status has improved due to the inequality 

in the current male-female ratio.  

The anxiety of those parents whose sons have not yet married, or who are finding it 

difficult to remarry, reflects an understanding of marriage as a means of fertility. This 

was not overtly acknowledged by those villagers, however; instead, other villagers who 

joined the conversation told me this after those villagers had left. This was also reflected 

in their judgement of woman as able or not, though this is gradually being changing as 

ways of thinking change. For the villagers, it is important to have grandchildren, 

especially grandsons, and in the oldest marriage traditions of Mulao, women used to be 

permitted to live in the husband’s house only when they gave birth to a baby boy. When 

I asked these elderly people how many children they had, they generally only told me 

how many sons they had. Only when I specifically asked about daughters would they 
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tell me. Despite knowing many details about the current conditions of their grandsons, 

these elderly villagers hardly remember anything about their granddaughters. 

I mentioned an example in Chapter Three of two women who went to see Yin (Pan 

Danzhi’s apprentice) for a ritual. One of the women asked Yin’s deity to help make her 

daughter break up with her boyfriend because she was unsatisfied with the boy. This 

ritual, in conjunction with the current conditions in Luocheng, reflects a change in the 

views of marriage held in Luocheng. The expectations for getting married, in terms of 

both economic conditions and personal qualities, have increased. The marriage 

traditions of Mulao include the fact that, before a woman is married, her family 

members must go to the man’s home to check the condition of his house and property. 

While a man’s house and property has long been an important consideration for getting 

married, it is now even more so. With more men than women, such inspections now 

also focus on the quality and number of houses that a man has, resulting in men without 

houses, or even just without new houses, having difficulty getting married. Pan Danzhi 

told me that, in the 1980s, she spent several thousand RMB building her one-floor house, 

but that nowadays, if one wanted to build a two-floor house, the overall expenditure 

would be more than 100,000 RMB (about £11,363). The current marriage market thus 

gives women and their families more freedom to choose, potentially raising the status 

of women.  

The expectations of marriage are related to the connections between kinship and gender. 

In the previous chapter on kinship, the inheritance of houses from parents to children 

was discussed: houses were always divided up for sons to inherit, and families that did 
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not have houses for their son(s) or where their son(s) could not build a house could not 

attract brides to marry in. Daughters in these villages were not allowed to inherit the 

land and houses of their natal families, and even the dowries awarded by these 

daughters’ natal families were formed of daily necessities and jewellery, which are not 

useful for changing or supporting the economic conditions of a new couple; women 

were thus forced to rely on their husband’s family to chifan, and did all the housework 

which was seen as “able”. 

However, for women coming of marriageable age in recent years, both their educational 

backgrounds and the support from their natal families have changed, mainly due to the 

implementation of the one-child policy. Girls born after the implementation of the one-

child policy, according to Fong (2002: 1105), tend to receive full support from their 

family, which is breaking many of the norms associated with patriliny. For example, 

the daughter of the client in the ritual conducted by Yin mentioned earlier was the only 

child in that family, and the client said that the property of her family would go to her 

daughter in the future, as her daughter was the only child in the family. The qualities 

that inform “ableness” for women in the marriage market have therefore changed to 

some extent, with women with better education and those with more family property 

having come to be seen as more “able”. 

Women’s envy in Luocheng 

During my stay in the village, however, compared with the close relationships between 

many other villagers, there was a sense of distance in the relationships between Yin 
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Xiaofeng and the other female villagers in both Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, and Yin 

Xiaofeng also seldom appeared under the tree near the entrance of Shangnan’an to talk 

with other female villagers. This reflected a certain sense of envy among female 

villagers towards Yin Xiaofeng, which I analyse in this section. 

As noted in the previous section, envy may be caused by the limits of women’s own 

“ableness”, as people often envy that which is beyond their reach. I noted some of the 

possible effects of envy when talking with female villagers in Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an when I became aware of three households in Shangnan’an that are envied 

by many other villagers.  

The first such household is Yin Xiaofeng’s. Her two sons both work in public 

institutions: her oldest son works in the Mining Bureau of Jinchengjiang, which is a 

prefecture-level city two hours’ drive away, and her younger son works in the Mining 

Bureau of Luocheng. Yin Xiaofeng’s two-floor house is located next to the two-floor 

house of her second son, sharing a courtyard.  

The second household that attracts a great deal of envy is that of a female villager whose 

surname is Yin. Her eldest son lives in Dongmen, and he has a job in a “danwei”, though 

she demurred from telling me the name of this “danwei” during our conversations. Her 

eldest daughter works in the Arts and Culture Museum of Guangxi, in Nanning, the 

capital of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, while her younger son works in the 

Bureau of Finance in Luocheng. Her two sons own a two-floor house in the village 

between them, with each son having one floor; they usually come home for weekends 
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and holidays.  

These two female villagers are rare in that all of their children have jobs in “danwei”, 

and during my fieldwork, Yin Xiaofeng seldom came to talk with the other female 

villagers sitting at the entrance of the village. Instead, she seemed to focus more on her 

agricultural work or stayed at home to do housework and rest; in terms of her 

association with the other female villager, I only met with her twice at the entrance of 

Shangnan’an Village. Similarly, I met with Yin from the second household only twice 

at the entrance of the village, and I noticed that she sat some distance from the other 

villagers on those occasions. When I finished my conversation with her and talked to 

other villagers, she sat alone, listening to the others’ conversations without joining in.  

As Yin Xiaofeng was the first person that I developed a friendship with in Shangnan’an, 

I became aware of the envy of her among other villagers over time. The first time I met 

Yin Xiaofeng, she was standing on the road near her field, and she invited me to her 

house after I said hello to her and told her that I was returning from visiting a Baya. As 

I gradually got to know Yin Xiaofeng, I asked her how I could best ask the other 

villagers questions about the Baya, and Yin Xiaofeng and her husband were the ones 

who suggested I visit the tree at the entrance of the village, as villagers who want to 

talk always go there. I thought that talking to the villagers sitting under the tree at the 

entrance of Shangnan’an village was a good idea, and I asked if Yin Xiaofeng would 

accompany me. Yin Xiaofeng kindly agreed, and she took me to the tree on the same 

day I asked; I thus did not fully notice the distance between her and the other villagers  

until the next day, when I asked her to accompany me to the entrance of Shangnan’an 
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again, and she did not reply. She eventually took me to the tree, yet this made me aware 

of her unwillingness, and after that day, I did not ask Yin Xiaofeng to take me to the 

tree again, although I visited her house from time to time. Indeed, I only saw her go to 

the tree to join in with the others once without me requesting her presence.  

While the other villagers did mention the good positions held by Yin Xiaofeng’s sons 

to me, noting that her sons were working in “danwei”, and that this something that they 

could not compare to, they did not express any overt envy of Yin Xiaofeng and her sons 

to me, however. This might be partly related to them knowing that Yin Xiaofeng got 

along well with me, however, as sometimes, I would mention Yin Xiaofeng actively to 

the female villagers, based on her absence, and the other female villagers would usually 

shift the conversation rapidly to another topic. This was different from their behaviours 

when I mentioned Pan Danzhi or Xie Meilan to them, when they would happily answer 

my questions. In addition, unlike some villagers, Yin Xiaofeng was never the first to go 

to the entrance of Shangnan’an to talk, and when she went to the entrance of 

Shangnan’an, she seldom talked or joined in with others’ conversations, while the other 

villagers also seldom talked to her actively.  

The villagers’ attitudes toward Yin Xiaofeng and Yin led me to realise that the other 

villagers might envy them, as in the case of Xie mentioned in the section on the 

“ableness” of women in Luocheng. In Yin Xiaofeng and Yin’s cases, such envy is based 

on the success of their children, who all work in “danwei”, which is a major market for 

“ableness” in the village. This “ableness” is seen not only directly related to those who 

work in the “danwei”, but also the ableness of their families, and thus of their mothers; 
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this means that female villagers such as Yin Xiaofeng, who have sons or daughters 

working in “danwei” may be envied by the other villagers for their unassailable 

“ableness”. As this particular “ableness” is not an easy thing to achieve in the villages 

it may thus also become a key focus of villagers’ envy. Although the female villagers 

did not directly tell me that they envied anyone, such attitudes were often clear in their 

speech. However, as both sides in these interactions kept their distance, it was hard for 

me to tell which party first began shunning the other.  

The third household that was subject to such envy was that of a female villager with the 

surname Xie, the same as Xie Meilan. Her eldest daughter used to be one of the best 

teachers in Luocheng High School, teaching students in the third grade to help them 

prepare for the national entrance examination for university. Unfortunately, Xie’s eldest 

daughter passed away in 2015, at the age of 48. When Xie told me about her daughter, 

she said that, before her daughter’s death, she was “envied” (xianmu) by other villagers 

for her outstanding and filial daughter. Therefore, I could tell that this daughter was also 

her own favourite. When I asked her about her family structure, she suddenly started to 

cry and recounted her sadness at her eldest daughter’s death. In the first few months of 

my visit to Shangnan’an, Xie did not join the group under the tree; then, as I gradually 

grew close to Xie, she came to the entrance of Shangnan’an to talk with me more 

frequently.  

The envy of the village affected the daily lives of these elderly women. The first time I 

met with Yin Xiaofeng, she was planting taro in her fields, and during my stay in 

Luocheng, she seldom showed up just to talk, though I often saw her taking care of her 
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taro in the field. The other villagers told me that she put a great deal of effort into 

planting taro every day, and at the end of the year, the taro she planted sold for more 

than 9000 RMB (about £1,022). I was offered this information by the female villagers 

in Shangnan’an when I spoke with them in December: the day they said this, Yin 

Xiaofeng showed up with a smiling face, and the villagers sitting with me said in a tone 

of envy that Yin Xiaofeng had earned 10,000 RMB. Yin Xiaofeng was not happy about 

them saying this, and her smile disappeared as she responded “I did not earn 10,000 

RMB. Will you give me the rest so I have 10,000?” The other villagers then stopped 

talking about this, although they also stopped talking with her. The reason Yin Xiaofeng 

was unhappy about others saying that may have been the tone that they used, which 

was more envious than happy for Yin Xiaofeng.  

Nevertheless, during my stay, only Yin Xiaofeng earned anything like that amount of 

money by planting. Lei, the female villager who told me that she believed in the words 

of Pan, told me that her son also planted some taro, but his taros were unsalable. Few 

villagers put their efforts into planting cash crops in the same way as Yin Xiaofeng, and 

therefore they did not earn as much money as she did. The first time I met with her, she 

told me why she planted taro: “I saw others plant taro and plant well. Therefore, I asked 

them to give me some taro seedlings to have a try”. She acknowledged the envy (xianmu) 

she felt of their good harvests and the good earnings they made from selling taro and 

this feeling encouraged her to plant taro herself. This suggests that envy can help form 

“ableness” where it is translated into action. Those whose “ableness” cannot be 

conceivably duplicated by other villagers in the village may be envied by others. Envy 
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in the villages is not a strong feeling expressed directly by the villagers, however; 

instead, it is a feeling that they know someone is better than them and they have no 

chance to catch up. When they envy something that they are unlikely to achieve, most 

of the time they will not even mention the thing that they envy; however, those who felt 

envied by others were aware of a certain resentment, and some of them mentioned this 

after becoming familiar with me. 

Envy not only occurs among the villagers, but also among the Baya. Pan Danzhi told 

me about her relationship with her master, Liao. Liao received her deity from Pan 

Danzhi’s great grandmother, and it was Pan’s great grandmother who asked Liao to give 

both of their deities to Pan. The numbers of deities a Baya works with is discussed in 

detail in Chapter Five. According to Pan, her deity gradually performed better than 

Liao’s and some clients came to Pan after the failure of rituals at Liao’s hall. Pan said 

that she went to talk with Liao after finishing those clients’ rituals and discovered that 

Liao was not happy about Pan’s success. Liao then asked Pan to keep her failures secret. 

This indicates the existence of envy or competition between the Baya, which is 

discussed further in Chapter Six.  

There appear to be both positive and negative outcomes from women’s envy in 

Luocheng. Although most of the time, there is no harm in a little envy, there were 

occasions when envy could cause harm on others. Pan told me that she knew some 

people from another village played “nasty tricks” (gaogui) on those they envied. Pan’s 

reference to this came in a ritual she conducted for a client who had just had a baby boy 

giving thanks to her deity. During the ritual, Pan’s deity sang songs, delivering a 
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message to her clients, and her singing mentioned that a woman in their village had 

envied them having their baby boy, and that the woman had done something bad to the 

clients’ house in order to harm their baby. As they returned to Pan’s hall to give thanks, 

Pan’s deity helped them to solve this problem; however, this shows that envy in the 

villages can become harmful to those being envied. The clients praised the power of 

Pan’s deity after the ritual, and one of the clients noted that not all Baya have the power 

to see such potential harm. Dealing with the negatives of envy in a ritual can thus also 

demonstrate the “ableness” of the Baya.  

How gender affects Baya and their shamanic power 

The Baya are also ordinary villagers when they are not conducting rituals. For example, 

Pan Danzhi, who has mostly retired from her job as a Baya because of issues with her 

legs and her advanced age, generally stayed at home to watch TV or sometimes walked 

to the tree near the entrance of Shangnan’an to talk with other villagers. While she 

occasionally conducted rituals for her regular clients, she normally did not do rituals 

for new clients anymore. Pan noted that, in the past, she also planted crops, cooked 

meals, and took care of her children when not conducting rituals. She even took part in 

the building of the house she lived in, doing her own bricklaying. There is thus no 

obvious difference between the internal work that a Baya must do and that other women 

in the village must do. When I asked the female villagers about Pan Danzhi, they knew 

her well because they lived in the same village, and thus they could tell me about her 

kin relationships as well as what she did every day before her retirement, which was 
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the same as the other women in general. However, for some other Baya, the female 

villagers did not know their family structures clearly, because the kin relationships of 

the Baya do not affect their clients’ decisions to visit them. Most female villagers said 

“No, we do not go to the hall of a Baya because of her kin relationships or if she 

performs well in her internal work” when being asked if the family of a Baya would 

influence their choice to visit a certain Baya’s hall. Village thus do not choose to go to 

a particular Baya because that Baya has a close kin relationship with them, and nor do 

they choose not to go to a Baya because the Baya has a bad family relationship with 

them. 

Gender does, however, affect the Baya to some extent, mainly with regard to marriage. 

In Chapter Three, I described how it can be difficult for a Baya to enter into marriage 

as their ritual abilities can affect not only their choice of partner but also their lives after 

marriage. For a Baya, a husband who disapproves of their ritual abilities can influence 

their decision as to whether to formal their role as a Baya or not, as well as affecting 

their timing for becoming a formal Baya who needs to finish a ritual with the help of 

an experienced Baya. A woman who has the talent to be a Baya may become a formal 

Baya at any time after completing a ritual conducted by an experienced Baya in which 

she receives her deity and learns how to do rituals; these rituals will be examined in the 

next chapter.  

According to Pan Danzhi, her deity was a family deity inherited from her great-

grandmother, Liang. Originally, Liang wanted to give her deity to Pan Danzhi’s aunt, 

but Pan’s uncle did not allow her aunt to become a Baya as he wanted to be an official, 
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reflecting the influence of the late 1950s to late 1970s period of mixin analysed in 

Chapter Two. If Pan’s aunt insisted on becoming a Baya, her uncle said he would 

divorce her. Liang therefore said that she would give her deity to her great-

granddaughter. Pan Danzhi’s aunt never became a Baya, despite showing the symptoms 

of being pre-Baya; every 15th of August in the lunar calendar, Pan Danzhi’s aunt lay 

comatose as her deity descended to sing, a similar state to that experienced by Pan 

Danzhi before she became a formal Baya.  

As the marriage of the Baya can influence their decision to become a formal Baya, this 

influence can be analysed from the perspective of the “ableness” of women in Luocheng. 

Other female villagers have more time to manage the housework and agricultural work, 

as well as having more time to take care of children and the elderly at home, so that the 

time that a Baya spends on conducting rituals for clients can be seen as negative to their 

“ableness”. Certain husbands’ attitudes also illustrate that working as a Baya may not 

be seen as an “able” job by some villagers.  

In terms of linking the Baya’s shamanic power with their gender, it is a social power 

that creates their status in society, and this social power is based on the kinship 

structures underlying their society. In many parts of the world, spirit possession, as a 

major shamanic practice, is particularly common among women. This has led to the 

interpretation that this ritual practice is a form of compensation for the social 

powerlessness of women in many cases (Perruchon 2003: 38). For Baya, this means 

that the villagers dare not quarrel with them, as they are afraid of their shamanic power, 

but they may still not respect them. The Baya themselves said that they are aware of the 
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friendliness or otherwise of other villagers, and although the status of Baya is not 

improved by their shamanic power, the powers of the Baya do compensate for their 

social powerlessness to some extent.  

Conclusion 

Under the influence of Chinese patriliny, daughters in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an are 

obligated to marry out and thus to be separated from their natal families while 

simultaneously being treated as outsiders in their husbands’ families. This influences 

the self-positioning of daughters (Feutchwang and Bruckermann 2016: 83), as 

daughters are alienated within their new families after getting married while 

nevertheless being expected to keep their distance from their natal family. Daughters-

in-law thus tend to position themselves as outsiders in their husband’s families. One 

significant point that arose from my discussions with the women in the villages of 

Shangan’an and Xianan’an, however, is that female villagers do not overtly 

acknowledge that what they receive is different from what male members in their 

families receive. In fact, they state that men and women are equal, and state that while 

people in the past only valued male children, they believe that girls are as good as boys; 

they appear to not realise that their actions do not support their words and that there is 

no gender equality in terms of inheritance. Every male and female villager across the 

two villages that I spoke to told me that houses and land can only be inherited by sons, 

and that daughters cannot inherit if there is a son in the family. In addition, all of the 

women said that this is as it should be.  
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According to Glass-Coffin (1998: 171) the term gender is usually discussed when 

“individuals engage, accommodate, and reshape the constraints of cultural attitudes, 

social roles, and economic possibilities”. This suggests that, despite the effects of a 

changing socio-historical situation and increases in self-consciousness, the existence of 

local cultural circumstances, kinship, and power remain significant. The differences 

between what is said and done about gender do not conflict in the women’s minds in 

the villages, while for those who migrate to cities from Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, 

even though they may come to realise the importance of their status as women, as they 

tend not to return, this realisation does not affect the perceptions of gender in the 

villages. There is thus little probability of the long-standing traditions of inequity being 

challenged in the two villages. When You Zhihua used the word “able” to describe the 

women in Luocheng, as well as praising them, he was thus also seeking to express the 

idea that the women in Luocheng are required to do a great deal of work, which can be 

clearly seen from the statements of the women in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an.  

Moreover, an analysis of the ableness of women in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, as 

assessed among themselves helps identify the existence of envy among the female 

villagers. Such envy can have a positive effect on women in the two villages, as they 

also seek to be praised as able and to be envied by others for it. In order to achieve this, 

they must become able, or more able, in terms of managing both housework and 

agricultural work, or it may encourage them to seek work in the towns or cities, or to 

encourage their children and grandchildren to take any possible chance of receiving 

education to make the family as a whole more able. In Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, 
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being mildly envious may thus encourage female villagers to achieve their own 

ableness.  

As noted, the rituals conducted by the Baya also reflect the patrilineal influence in 

Luocheng; the next chapter discusses how these rituals are conducted, as well as 

examining the different problems villagers seek to address with them. 
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Chapter 5 Rituals conducted by the Baya 

After I became acquainted with Pan Danzhi, she offered to conduct a ritual for me and 

my mother. The ritual Pan conducted for us was the first ritual I experienced in person, 

though afterwards, I had several opportunities to observe the rituals conducted by Pan 

and her apprentices for others. In this way, the processes of rituals that I had learned 

about from others became real for me, and based on the rituals that I heard, saw, and 

experienced, I discovered that the rituals conducted by the Baya are closely related to 

the idea of Jia. The importance of Jia in Luocheng is clear in the rituals conducted by 

the Baya, which also demonstrate the importance of kinship. Rituals are also the way 

in which the shamanic power of the Baya is demonstrated in terms of how it links the 

human world with the otherworld for each Baya’s clients. 

This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section, introduces the rituals of the 

Baya in more detail, focusing on the “intimate” (siren de) and “public” (gongkai de) 

aspects of the rituals. These two aspects arise from and illustrate the kinship of the 

villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an. These kin relationships are mainly those of 

parents and children, grandparents and grandchildren, and wives and husbands, as these 

relationships are the main focuses of the Baya’s rituals. 

The second section demonstrates how a Baya conducts a regular ritual for her clients, 

examining the processes and meanings of the ritual. In addition, the section examines 

the red paper sticks used on the wall of the Baya’s hall in terms of their comparative 
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function alongside the gongtai (the red paper stick on the upper part of the wall facing 

the front door of the house in Luocheng) introduced in Chapter Two. 

The third section focuses on the range of rituals that the Baya conducts for clients. In 

this section, based on analysis of the rituals of the Baya, the kin relationships of the 

Baya’s clients as well as the importance of the Mulao in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an 

Villages is examined. The concern about kinship felt by villagers often motivated their 

visits to a Baya for rituals. The importance of giving birth to a child for women in these 

two villages is also highlighted, based on the particular rituals requested from the Baya.  

In the final section, I examine the relationships between the Baya and their deities, 

including how the Baya co-exist with their deities both while conducting rituals and 

when they are not conducting rituals. I give particularly attention to the practice of spirit 

possession, as the Baya is possessed by her deity during such rituals. There are two 

kinds of spirit possession, voluntary and involuntary, and the Baya claim to experience 

both types at different times in their lives. This section thus examines the connections 

between these two types of possession for the Baya. 

Based on the analysis developed in this chapter, I will argue that the rituals conducted 

by the Baya help villagers to maintain their connections with their jia. They keep going 

to the halls of the Baya to ask for rituals due to the important role jia plays in their lives. 

As the everyday lives of the Baya are closely linked with their deities, they come to 

guide their ways of living.  

While the previous chapter considered the “ableness” of women, which is closely linked 
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to women’s status within the patrilineal system in Luocheng, and thus discussed the 

different standards of being able that apply to Baya, this chapter demonstrates that the 

rituals of the Baya link the villagers with their ancestors, and thus enhance the kin 

relationships of the villagers to some extent. This analysis thus helps support the 

broader point of this work, which is an exploration of the reasons the Baya’ rituals have 

survived down through the years.  

The intimate and public nature of the Baya rituals  

In this chapter, I argue that rituals conducted by the Baya offer a way for the villagers 

to address the problems they encounter in life. There are two particular aspects to these 

rituals, the “intimate” (siren de) and the “public” (gongkai de), intimacy arises from the 

kinds of problems that clients want the Baya to address and, ideally, help resolve, while 

the public aspect is represented by the particular form of the rituals.  

Before analysing the “intimate” and “public” aspects of the rituals conducted by the 

Baya, it is important to discuss how the villagers refer to the rituals conducted by the 

Baya. The villagers do not use the word “ritual”; instead, they use the terms wenjin (ask 

for a Baya) or chashi (checking things) to express the idea that they want to visit the 

hall of a Baya as well as to confirm that they want to ask the Baya to conduct a ritual. 

Instead of using a general word “ritual”, villagers may also use the name of specific 

rituals to express the purpose of a visit to the Baya. 

Before starting my fieldwork, I had some awareness of the intimate nature of these 

rituals. When my uncle experienced problems with his family relationships and his 
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work, this made my grandmother worried. She thus went to a Baya at the suggestion of 

my grandaunt, who often went for rituals, and who noted “now that you [have] come to 

Yishan, you can go to ask a Baya”. The problems that my uncle experienced encouraged 

my grandmother to go to a Baya. While there, my grandaunt and grandmother also 

asked the Baya to address other problems in the family. They asked the Baya to perform 

a voluntary spirit possession to gain access to the spirits of my deceased grandfather 

and great grandmother. By doing this, they sought an opportunity to talk with them and 

to see whether they were doing well in the otherworld. When my mother told me about 

our family’s visits, I determined that the problems addressed by the Baya are intimate 

in terms of the jia of clients, and the rituals were conducted without the attendance of 

any people outside of that particular jia.  

My later conversations with the villagers sitting under the tree of Shangnan’an 

confirmed this, as I found that the experiences that the villagers shared with me were 

also mostly about their jia. The problems the Baya deal with are intimate, because the 

things that happen within a family are personal and private to that family. When I first 

asked the villagers about their jia, including simple matters such as how many family 

members they had and what jobs they held, several villagers initially refused to answer. 

Villagers were also less likely to talk to me about their experiences of going to a Baya’s 

hall to ask for a ritual in our initial conversations. Before Yin Xiaofeng brought me to 

talk with other female villagers, I had previously attempted to talk with two female 

villagers under the tree. During our conversation, I asked them if they had any 

experience of going to a Baya’s hall. Both replied that they had, and when I asked them 
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on what occasions they visited the Baya, they gave me a very general answer, saying 

that they would go to the Baya when they encountered problems. When I asked them if 

they had ever asked a Baya to perform a spirit possession (yao yinren), they said they 

had. However, they did not offer any details about the specific rituals that they had 

visited for, instead, telling me stories about other villagers attending rituals, suggesting 

that the experience of going for a ritual with the Baya was too intimate for them to share 

with a stranger. As I gradually became more familiar with the villagers in Shangnan’an 

and Xianan’an, they began to tell me more about their personal experiences. Through 

these conversations and the gradual closeness I experienced with my interlocutors, I 

came to appreciate that the details of the rituals were seen as too private to be told to a 

stranger but could be shared with a friend.  

As stated in a previous chapter, although many women now choose to work in the cities, 

those who remain in the villages are expected to do the housework and agricultural 

work for the family as well as taking care of their children; these are the domestic tasks 

of the jia in Luocheng. It is mostly women who go to the Baya’s halls, and most of the 

problems addressed in the rituals of the Baya thus arise from this “domestic” sphere, 

which is in the charge of women and hence considered “intimate” by the recipients. The 

domestic tasks in the jia of villagers are thus linked to the intimacy of rituals, as 

anything related to jia is unlikely to be known by someone not from the family and thus 

will tend to be intimate. My impression was also that most female clients who ask the 

Baya for a ritual are middle aged or older. As mentioned in Chapter Three, the two 

female villagers I met on my way to Shangnan’an were surprised that I sought to visit 
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the Baya due to me age. This pattern can also be explained by the women’s focus on 

the internal workings of their families and the authority of elders in the family. For 

women, this means their roles change as they move from being from daughters-in-law 

to mothers-in-law (Li 2010: 171): many of the female villagers told me, “I used to go 

to halls of the Baya, and I do not go there now. If there are some problems that I want 

the Baya to resolve, I will ask my daughters-in-law to go”. This may also be the reason 

why the two villagers were surprised to know that I wanted to ask the Baya for a ritual 

myself, as mentioned in Chapter Three. 

This sense of intimacy does not mean that the problems which clients bring to the Baya 

are all “intimate” and to do with their families; problems related to the village as a 

whole, or practical problems such as finding missing cattle, are also common. 

Nevertheless, the sense of being “intimate” is an outstanding feature of many of the 

rituals performed by the Baya, and it was thus my first overwhelming sense of these 

rituals. 

I was not aware of the “public” nature of the Baya’s rituals until my first landlord told 

me that it was possible to watch other people’s rituals. During the first several months 

of my fieldwork in Luocheng, I gathered very little information about the Baya. This 

was partially due to my concern about mentioning the word “Baya” directly to the 

villagers I interviewed in that period, and partially because some of them did not want 

to talk about the Baya even when I finally asked. I was very concerned before starting 

my fieldwork in Luocheng, as I was not sure whether the topic of the Baya was sensitive 

for the people in Luocheng. As mentioned in Chapter Two, the rituals of the Baya have 
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been regarded as mixin (superstition) by the central government and were officially 

abolished in the 1960s. Although the implementation of the reform and opening-up 

policies had allowed the rituals of the Baya to re-emerge in Luocheng, I was worried 

that this official “mixin (superstition)” label might have affected attitudes in Luocheng; 

this was confirmed by the attitudes of my driver and landlord in that period, who tried 

to avoid this topic. That period caused me to believe that there was a sense of being 

“secret” associated with these intimate rituals. Eventually, I had an opportunity to talk 

with an official in the Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs of Luocheng Mulao 

Autonomous County to resolve the question of whether the rituals of the Baya were 

permitted. According to the official, the Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs 

supervises the religious activities of Buddhists, Christians, and Taoists in Luocheng, as 

these are the religions officially registered at the bureau. However, the Baya and their 

rituals are not under the supervision of the Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs. I 

asked him why the rituals of the Baya did not fall within the purview of his department, 

and he answered that the rituals of the Baya, and the traditions of villagers’ worship in 

various temples, were “folk traditions” (minjian chuantong), and folk customs are not 

under the supervision of the Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs. Despite the fact 

that the official stated that the Baya do not belong to a religion under the department’s 

supervision, he did note that the country’s freedom of religious belief means that 

Chinese citizens have the freedom to hold religious belief as well as the freedom to not 

hold religious belief, noting that going to a Baya can be seen as an expression of 

freedom of religious belief.  



222 
 

After meeting with the official in the Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs, I realized 

that Baya was not inherently a sensitive word that should not be discussed in public. In 

Southwestern Mandarin, the term for “folk (minjian de)” refers to things that are non-

governmental, in particular those things originated by or popular among ordinary 

people. It is thus a useful word to describe many activities in Luocheng. As the 

definition of “folk” is extremely general, many things can be defined as “folk”. The 

official’s description of Baya as “folk traditions”, however, meant that the prohibition 

on Baya from the 1960s as mixin (superstition) no longer applies, and that the rituals of 

the Baya can be performed openly. As a “folk” tradition in Luocheng, the custom of 

going to the Baya’s hall can also be passed down from generation to generation.  

Although my first landlord refused to tell me the address of the Baya she knew, she did 

inform me that it was possible to watch others’ rituals. I just had to keep in mind that I 

would most likely have to pay some money to the client involved. That was the first 

time I had heard of watching rituals performed for others. Several days later, I met two 

women sitting in the Minzu Cultural Square, one of whom was about 60 years old, 

while the other was about 50. The older one had moved to another city in Guangxi 

Province and had returned to Luocheng to perform tomb-sweeping, while the younger 

lady was a babysitter who had brought the baby to the square for a walk. Instead of 

asking them about Baya directly, I began by discussing the traditions of festivals in 

Luocheng and tried to encourage them to mention Baya to me naturally in conversation. 

Fortunately, both of them did mention Baya, and the younger woman told me about her 

experience of visiting a Baya with her friend and her friend’s neighbours. I asked her 
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about the problem she had sought to resolve at that time, and she told me that she had 

simply wanted to observe the ritual: “I like seeing the rituals of others. That time I went 

with my friend and her neighbour, after their problems were solved, my friend and her 

neighbour asked me if I also wanted to ask the Baya to conduct a ritual for me…the 

Baya said that I was not [t]here for a ritual. The Baya said that I did not have the 

sincerity for a ritual and therefore she would not do a ritual for me”. I was surprised to 

hear this, and the young woman told me that she was also surprised at the time: “It [was] 

miraculous. It is hard to say how and why she could know. It [was] just miraculous”. 

The younger woman could not understand how the Baya knew that she was not there 

for a ritual, and this was part of the reason she liked seeing others’ rituals; she wanted 

to hear others’ stories and relished the accuracy of the Baya’s words.  

The female villagers in Shangnan’an also told me that their Baya would not conduct a 

ritual for people who did not intend to ask for a ritual, nor conduct a ritual for those 

who simply visited their halls, as the Baya knew why each villager went to her hall. 

According to the villagers, the reasons for this could include the fact that it was not a 

good day for this person to have a ritual or that the words of the Baya could be 

inaccurate if there had been no prior intent to ask the Baya to conduct a ritual. 

This “public” aspect can also be implied from the form that Baya’s rituals take. The 

form of the rituals is such that they can be seen by anyone who is standing or sitting in 

the hall of the Baya, making them at least technically public rituals in the sense that 

they can be seen by anyone. The female villagers told me how sometimes when visiting 

a Baya, they could hear others’ rituals as they were waiting. One of them also described 
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how one could also just go along with acquaintances who were seeking a ritual and 

watch or hear others’ rituals. The words used to describe the action of watching others’ 

rituals varied, however. My first landlord and many others used the term “kan” (to 

watch), while other villagers used the term “ting” (to hear). This is because when clients 

ask for a ritual, the waiting area may be inside or outside the hall of the Baya. Those 

who wait inside the hall can thus watch the rituals of others, while those waiting outside 

can only hear such rituals.  

Pan Danzhi, the older Baya who lived in Xianan’an, also described to me how her 

clients would watch or hear others’ rituals. Pan Danzhi said that, before her retirement, 

sometimes there was no space for her clients to sit in the waiting room (a kitchen) next 

to her hall (see Figure 17) where she conducted rituals. Some of her clients therefore 

had to sit on chairs she had placed on a nearby empty field. According to Pan, the clients 

sitting there could hear the voices from her hall and were thus aware of what happened 

in others’ rituals. Pan also told me that it was a pity that she did not conduct rituals any 

longer, otherwise, I could visit her hall to hear her clients’ rituals. 

After getting to know Pan Danzhi and her apprentices, I had several chances to hear 

and watch others’ rituals. The first time I went to Pan Danzhi’s hall, I began to realise 

how clients could hear each other’s rituals from the kitchen. I also understood why 

some villagers told me that I could just go to the hall of the Baya to hear rituals, as 

sitting in the kitchen would make it easy for an observer to hear rituals yet leave 

whenever the observer wished. On one occasion, Pan invited me to watch her conduct 

rituals for other clients. I had thought I should sit in the kitchen, but Pan asked me to 
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sit inside the hall, opposite her clients’ bench. Pan’s clients did not say anything about 

seeing me sitting inside the hall. After that ritual was complete, Pan told me that, at any 

time, along with the client or clients whose ritual she was conducting, there would 

usually be another client group waiting inside for their ritual, which would be 

performed next. As each ritual finished and the relevant clients left, a new client group 

would enter the hall to wait for their ritual. This explained why villagers seemed to be 

very casual about watching others’ rituals.  

 

Figure 16. The hall of Pan Danzhi 

While the Baya’s rituals were intimate in the sense of the issues that they addressed, 

they were also public in the sense that rituals could be watched or heard by other clients 

waiting nearby. Although these features might seem initially as conflicting, if not 

Kitchen  
Pan’s hall 
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contradictory, the “intimate” aspect can also be seen to build trust and closeness 

between villagers. Although the villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an were 

unwilling to share their experiences with strangers, they were willing to share their 

experiences with those from their villages and they were also keen to learn from them 

about their experiences. This suggests that the public rituals of the Baya offer a means 

by which villagers can get to know more about each other’s families, situations and 

challenges. The ability to overhear others’ rituals thus enables villagers to better 

understand the problems of those around them. I listened to the female villagers talking 

with each other as they chatted about the latest happenings in the village. When I asked 

them to share details of Baya’s rituals, they thus spoke about the experiences of others. 

If an experience was unknown to other female villagers, they would generally ask the 

one telling the story for more details and then discuss the ritual among themselves. In 

this manner, a Baya’s rituals offer villagers an increased level of daily contact with other 

villagers. 

The performance of rituals 

In terms of how the Baya conduct their rituals, the first thing of note is the location. 

Several villagers told me that while some Baya have halls specifically for conducting 

rituals, others use rooms in their houses. According to Pan Danzhi, a Baya should 

ideally have her own hall, outside her house; such a hall is like a studio for the Baya’s 

work. According to Pan, the location of her hall was chosen by her deity, and the way 

in which she talked about her hall made it clear that Pan was very proud of the location: 
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“Everyone said that the location of my hall was excellent. After seeing my hall, the 

laoban in my village said that my hall was just like the hall of my great grandmother. 

The location was excellent because at the back of the hall there was a mountain, and in 

the front of the hall there were fields. That [is] the best location [for] a hall”. 

Pan also told me a story about the day her hall was built. It was nearly 40 years ago, 

and she was 42 at the time. On the day when she formally became a Baya, she was at 

home with her aunt when her deity suddenly descended to earth and possessed her. Her 

deity then led her to where her hall is today and began to construct the hall with wood. 

“Seeing me be possessed as I directly walked to the location that I wanted to build the 

hall, my aunt anxiously asked whether she should contact my family”, Pan continued, 

“but my deity asked her not to, as my deity had already called them back herself”. On 

that day, Pan’s son and daughter-in-law left work earlier than usual; they had suddenly 

felt flustered for no apparent reason and felt that they needed to go back home. As for 

Pan’s husband, according to Pan, he usually walked back home, but on that day, 

unexpectedly, he took a three-wheel motorbike back home; he told the driver that he 

needed to get home quickly as there were some family affairs to be dealt with. Just 

before Pan’s husband arrived, Pan’s deity said that he was running there with a briefcase 

in his hands; soon after that, people nearby saw Pan’s husband run towards the direction 

of the hall holding a briefcase. Pan emphasised the briefcase in her account of her 

husband’s arrival to communicate to me just how precise and accurate the words of her 

deity were. Pan’s aunt then informed Liao, one of Pan’s great-grandmother’s 

apprentices that Pan’s great grandmother, Liang, had wanted to give her deity to Pan. 
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However, she had passed away before Pan became a Baya. Liang had urged Liao to 

pass down her deity to Pan, and thus, Pan owned both Liang and Liao’s deities. This 

required Liao to be present when Pan formally became a Baya. 

While Pan’s hall was built this way, her two apprentices did not have similar stories 

about building halls (Figures 18 and 19). They performed rituals in rooms at their homes 

until more recently constructing their halls. Several female villagers mentioned this to 

me, as did Pan, as they wanted to highlight Pan’s superiority in having a hall from the 

very moment in which she became a Baya.  

Pan believed that the words of a deity were more accurate when the Baya had a hall of 

her own. This was because the hall represented the territory that was under the control 

of the Baya’s deity. A deity involved in rituals for clients in a room of a house was using 

a place that belonged to others, and thus, in Pan’s words, the shamanic power of those 

who did not have a hall could not be compared with those who had their own halls. 

However, few villagers seemed aware of or concerned about this function of the Baya’s 

hall and the potential difference for ritual practices. When I asked them why, if there 

was no difference, a Baya might build a hall, they reflected that it might be better to 

have a hall because “it is more convenient to have a hall as it is not in the house that the 

Baya and her family living in. If you go to the house of the Baya to ask for a ritual, 

sometimes you may meet with her family members and that would be not that 

convenient. But it is not a problem”. For the villagers, they did not choose to go to a 

particular Baya because she had a hall. Yet for the Baya in her ritual practices, it was 

important.  
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Figure 17. The hall of Yin, one of Pan’s apprentices in Dizhen 
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Figure 18. The hall of Wu, one of Pan’s apprentices in Dizhen 

In the hall of each Baya, a large piece of red paper was stuck to the wall opposite the 

entrance door. Taking Pan Danzhi’s hall as an example, on the left of the red paper the 

phrase youqiubiyingjiuji was written in Chinese characters; this suggested that whatever 
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was requested would be granted, and that help to deal with emergencies would be 

forthcoming. In the middle of the paper, written in larger Chinese characters, is the term 

dangjing longyesanguzhishenwei (Longye and Sangu were the names of Pan Danzhi’s 

deities, here addressed in a respectful manner, as shown in Figure 20). For other Baya, 

it would be the names of their personal deities that were highlighted in the middle of 

the red paper. On the right-hand side of the red paper, the phrase bingmazoucunchashi 

was written (the bingma referred to the act of observing and protecting the locality). 

Within the term bingma, bing means soldier and ma means horse, and these “horse-

soldiers” are subordinates of the Baya’s deity. Shapes of horses were thus also printed 

or painted on the sides of the paper to represent the bingma of that Baya. 
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Figure 19. A sketch of the red paper on the wall of Pan’s hall 

These red papers on the walls of the Baya’s halls are similar to the red papers found in 

the houses of the villagers in Luocheng. As noted in Chapter Two, the term gongtai 

refers to the pieces of red paper that villagers in Luocheng tend to stick on the upper 

part of the wall facing the front door of their houses (see Figure 21). According to the 

villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, worshipping gongtai was an ancestral 

tradition in Luocheng that each villager should observe during the festivals. Pan Danzhi 

similarly told me that she needed to worship her deities in her hall every 1st and 15th 

day of the lunar month. The way she did this was to insert incense into the incense 
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holder on the table in front of the red paper, which was the same way that the villagers 

worshipped gongtai during festivals. As with the red papers in each Baya’s hall, several 

Chinese characters were written on each gongtai, referring to the spirits and gods that 

villagers in Luocheng worshipped. Many gongtai had three characters that were larger 

than any other ones featured. The one in the middle generally says Tian di jun qin shi 

wei (the memorial tablet of ancestors)37. As also shown in Figure 21, on the left the 

writing says Siming tujunzun shenwei (the memorial tablet of the god of land), while 

on the right, it says Siming zaojunzun shenwei (the memorial tablet of the Kitchen God).  

 

 
37 “Tian” means sky, “di” means earth, “jun” means the leader of the country, “qin” means ancestors, 
“shi” means teachers and “wei” means the place where the “tian di jun qin shi” are settled. These 
are what the villagers worship and they thus represent the values that they share of respecting the 
sky, the earth, their leaders, the ancestors, and their teachers. 
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Figure 20. Gongtai on the upper part of the wall facing the front door of a house. 

Comparing the red paper in the halls of the Baya and the red paper gongtai, shows that 

both the Baya and the villagers followed similar traditions in Luocheng. This may be 

part of the reason why these villagers choose to go to halls of the Baya to ask for rituals, 
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as in the halls of the Baya, clients would find similar and familiar hangings to those 

they were used to at home. The function of the red papers in villagers’ houses was to 

connect them with their ancestors and the gods they worshipped, and this was also what 

they sought from the Baya. However, they could only worship the ancestors and the 

gods through their own gongtai, while they could communicate with and receive 

messages from the ancestors and the gods with the help of the Baya in the Baya’s halls.  

When villagers were keen to have rituals performed, they would sometimes incidentally 

speak to a Baya who lived in the same village and ask her for a ritual. Those villagers 

who got along well with the Baya would also just go to her house to tell her in advance 

that they wanted to ask her to conduct a ritual. For example, Xie Meilan told me that 

she asked Pan Danzhi to conduct a ritual for her when she wanted to talk with her 

deceased mother. Pan agreed, asking Xie to visit her hall whenever it was sunny. This 

informal arrangement arose because being a Baya was not a full-time job; the Baya 

might also be away from her hall and instead be busy doing agricultural work. Villagers 

would therefore tell the Baya in advance that they needed her so they would know when 

the Baya would next be at her hall in order to avoid missing her. 

From my talks with Pan Danzhi, from my experiences of taking part in and observing 

rituals, and from my discussions with female villagers, the process of the rituals was 

strikingly similar, at least in outline. Every ritual started with the “qing shen lai”, which 

referred to the process of asking the deity of Baya to “visit” or “descend”. For Pan 

Danzhi, the “qing shen lai” required asking three deities to descend, as she was 

responsible for the deity of Liang, the deity of Liao, and her own deity. The Baya then 
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lit a small stack of paper money and nine sticks of incense in the incense holder on the 

home altar (see Figure 20), three sticks of incense in the incense holder on the ground, 

and nine sticks of incense outside of the hall (see Figure 22), representing “heaven” 

(where most gods live) and “earth” (where the god of the land lives). Before inserting 

the incense outside the hall, the Baya held the incense in her hands while softly asking 

her deity and any other beneficent gods to descend to the human world to help. For the 

villagers, the human world referred to the physical world that humans live in on a daily 

basis, while the otherworld held all deities as well as the spirits of the dead. The Baya 

were thus seen as helping to connect these two worlds.  

After finishing the preparatory processes, the Baya went back to her hall and sat down 

to change into a different pair of shoes; the Baya never wore this particular pair of shoes 

outside of her hall in case she stepped on something dirty. According to Pan Danzhi, it 

would be regarded as disrespectful to her deities if the Baya wore a pair of shoes that 

had ever stepped out of the hall. The Baya then took the cloth hanging on the wall down 

and covered her head with it.  

The Baya started to yawn and sat still with her hands on her knees. She then started to 

shake, with the tremor spreading from her legs to her arms and then her whole body. 

After shaking for several minutes, she stopped, and her arms dropped down to her sides. 

There was a period of silence before her deity started to talk through her. 
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Figure 21. Pan Danzhi inserting nine sticks of incense outside of her hall 

All rituals began by confirming the family members of the clients, a process called 

“chashi (checking things)” by the villagers. As part of this process, after determining 

where the clients lived, the Baya told the clients the numbers of male and female 

members in their family. If the Baya said these numbers correctly, she would go on to 

check if there were any problems with the family members of the clients. The process 

of “chashi” clearly showed the connection between the rituals and the kinship of the 

clients. This process helped the clients check if the words of the Baya were accurate, 

but importantly, it also showed that the rituals were related to the clients’ family; all 

clients who went to the hall of the Baya wanted to know that their family members were 



238 
 

fine.  

According to the villagers in Shangnan’an, a Baya could not always be accurate; 

however, if she could not access the right information during these checks, she would 

not charge the client any money. During the rituals, if clients asked the Baya to “jie”, 

the Baya would sing songs that clarified the problems of the clients to ask the deities in 

charge of those particular problems to solve them. Pan said that the deities in the 

otherworld also had a division of labour, with each being related to certain kinds of 

problems. Finally, the Baya would ask the clients if there were any more problems at 

that time. If not, she would ask the deities to “zoulu” (walk away). 

According to Pan, and as confirmed by the female villagers in Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an, not every Baya sang during these rituals: “Only those who [are] youshuiping 

(professional) can sing [in] the Mulao language in the rituals. And not every ritual needs 

the Baya to sing”, was the way the villagers described this. The singing of the Baya was 

originally antiphonal singing that required the clients to join in; those who did not know 

how to sing antiphonally would ask someone who knew this to help them sing with the 

Baya. However, as most villagers no longer have any knowledge of antiphonal singing, 

the Baya must generally sing by herself in these rituals, if singing at all. I saw Pan sing 

only once, during a ritual of giving thanks: Yin, one of Pan’s apprentices, also sang 

once, in a ritual designed to make the client’s daughter break up with her boyfriend. 

Both Pan and Yin asked their clients whether they could sing antiphonally, and after 

receiving negative answers, they said, “Well then, I will sing [by] myself”, before 

starting to sing. When Pan and Yin stopped singing, the rituals were almost over.  
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What this examination of the ritual process shows is that the process is closely related 

to the kin relationships of the villagers; the root of every ritual is a check on the numbers 

of family members the client acknowledges and a check whether all of those family 

members are alright.  

Different purposes of the Baya’s rituals 

With Baya addressing the problems that villagers face, these religious specialists 

conduct a wide variety of rituals. Sometimes, the Baya also carry out rituals for 

themselves or for other Baya specifically. Moreover, some Baya also perform rituals 

for the Laoban who settle issues for the whole village. Some specific examples of these 

types are offered later in this section.   

There are no restrictions on the problems that the Baya’s clients may ask for help for; 

they can ask a Baya to help with anything. Common problems that a Baya might address 

include illnesses, choosing the location of a house, locating an ancestral grave, finding 

missing cattle, settling quarrels or conflicts in the family, managing troubles at work, 

dealing with bad luck in daily life, resolving issues with children misbehaving at home, 

achieving a good marriage, or asking for a baby. Affecting relationships in a family, 

most of these problems are thus related to the clients’ jia and involve kinship. This 

creates strong connections between kinship and the most common problems brought to 

the Baya. An example is offered by the seemingly unemotive question of choosing the 

location of a house. However, the villagers told me that the location for the house can 

significantly influence a family in terms of the luck of a family, as well as the 
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relationships in that family. If a family did not choose a proper location for its house by 

not following the traditions for choosing a location and orientation of the house, and 

they also did not ask a Baya or someone specialised in choosing locations for advice in 

making such changes, the location was likely to be blamed as a cause when they 

encountered any family discord or other bad luck.  

Another example was offered by a female client who visited the hall of Pan Danzhi to 

ask for a ritual to settle a problem in her husband’s career; he did not get along well 

with his colleagues, which was affecting his opportunities for promotion. Pan’s deity 

agreed to help, a ritual was conducted, and the client’s husband was promoted soon 

afterwards. Similarly, Yin Xiaofeng once asked Pan to help her son to get a job at the 

Mining Bureau of Luocheng. After carrying out a ritual and receiving agreement from 

Pan, the son was offered the job at the Mining Bureau of Luocheng. Pan’s deity did not 

ask the clients to do anything in these cases; they simply told Pan’s deity about the 

current situation and what they hoped to see happen. Pan’s deity then went to the 

otherworld to check if what they sought could fit (huo) with reality, and when the deity 

returned to the human world, Pan could advise her clients whether she could help or 

not. When they received a positive answer, they thus knew they only needed to go back 

home and wait for the results.  

These rituals highlight the connections between parents and children, grandparents and 

grandchildren, and spouses. These are the main kin relationships of Baya clients, which 

is reflected in those they ask the Baya to assist. Thus, clients go to the hall of a Baya 

because of kinship, while the rituals help affirm these kin relationships. Alongside 
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clients’ kin relations, the Baya’s rituals also incorporate their relationships with 

deceased relatives as the problems, bad luck, or other issues in a family deemed related 

to the dissatisfaction of deceased relatives. One villager said that there was a baby boy 

in a family in the village who suddenly kept crying after the death of his grandmother. 

Later, this family went to ask a Baya for help, and the Baya told them that the deceased 

grandmother had taken the spirit of the boy away. The deity of that Baya went to the 

otherworld to fight with the spirit of the deceased woman and finally brought the boy’s 

spirit back to address the issue. This is a normal ritual that the Baya conduct for the 

villagers to resolve any problems that their deceased relatives may cause; the villagers 

believe that the spirits of children are not stable and can be easily affected by the spirits 

of deceased relatives. This means that the connections between the villagers and their 

deceased relatives and ancestors cannot be analysed only from a positive perspective, 

as they are also seen to create negative issues. However, these negative issues also act 

as motivations for the villagers to go to the Baya to ask for help, which allows them to 

be more connected to their ancestors. 

Some problems brought to the Baya were not directly linked to the kinship of the clients. 

For example, Pan told me several accounts of how her deity had helped people find 

missing cattle. She told me about two families who rented a cow that had gone missing. 

The owner of the cow said that if they could not find the cow, they would have to pay 

him a compensation of 5,000 RMB (about £500). The families did not have that sort of 

money and thus kept searching for the lost cow, asking for help from several other Baya 

before coming to Pan. The Baya they had initially met with said that the lost cow could 
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not be found: some said it was because the cow had been eaten, while others said it had 

been transported to another place that they could not reach. When the families 

eventually went to Pan, her deity told them that their cow could be found, but that they 

needed to wait for a night for her to arrange a person to lead them to the place. The next 

morning, instructed by Pan’s deity, the two families went to the foot of a mountain in 

the village, where they met an old lady washing clothes by the river. They talked with 

her about what they had experienced, and after hearing their words, the old lady told 

them that she had seen a cow stuck in a field nearby. She described some features of 

the cow, and the two families recognised it as the missing cow. The old lady then told 

them how to find that field, and they finally got the cow back. 

While clients come to the Baya with various kinds of problems the rituals that the Baya 

conducts do not have different names. The process for all rituals is very similar to that 

outlined previously, with the difference lying in the various spirits or deities that can 

settle or resolve the individual problems. For example, rituals of “spirit possession” 

require calling yinren or shenghun, while “checking rituals”, chashi, are used if there 

are any problems with clients’ families. There are also specific rituals for praying for 

children: clients who have problems with infertility ask the Baya to help them pray to 

powang, who is in charge of reproduction, to give them the chance of giving birth to a 

child. There are also rituals of “giving thanks”, which complete the rituals conducted 

for clients whose problems have been solved successfully. The rituals of “giving thanks” 

are conducted most frequently when a client feels the ritual has addressed “dashi”, 

which means things that are extremely important; examples of this during my 
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observations included the family whose daughter-in-law gave birth to a baby boy after 

they asked Pan for a ritual praying for children. These rituals of praying for children 

and the associated rituals of “giving thanks” highlight the importance of having children 

for villagers in Luocheng; the ritual of praying for children was the only ritual in which 

I observed clients returning to the Baya’s hall to give thanks to the Baya’s deity.  

In terms of the rituals the Baya perform for themselves, the main ones are an bingma 

and tuan bingma. When the Baya asks her deity to descend to chashi, her deity may ask 

her bingma to run errands. An bingma refers to the teachers of a new Baya running such 

spiritual errands for them before they become formal Baya. Sometimes, a Daoshi will 

also be invited to be present, as Daoshi also have the power to settle bingma after the 

teachers of Baya gather bingma for their students. Pan defined the action of helping 

another Baya to perform an bingma as “giving bingma”. When I asked if this meant 

that her own bingma would reduce as she “gave” her bingma to other Baya, she said it 

did not; every Baya has her own deity and bingma, which are hers individually and 

cannot be taken by others. 

Tuan bingma is the ritual that a powerful Baya can do for herself to gather her bingma 

and to check if they are the same as during the last ritual of tuan bingma. When missing 

bingma is identified, the Baya must call for more bingma to fill up the vacancies left by 

the missing bingma. Baya whose power is insufficient to perform this ritual for 

themselves must ask a senior Baya whose shamanic power is strong enough for help, 

as the rituals of tuan bingma must be conducted every few years, although there is no 

formal set requirement for this frequency. 
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Some rituals that a Baya conducts are for the whole village. The laoban from Pan’s 

village sometimes visited her hall to ask for help solving problems for the village. This 

was mainly regarding issues such as choosing locations and timings for the building of 

ancestral temples or similar structures. Timing, in terms of the building of ancestral 

temples refers to the specific time in the day that the construction team must start to lay 

the foundations of the temple. This was done as the correct choice of locations and 

timings is believed to provide protection to the construction as well as to the villagers. 

Baya can thus be seen as protecting not only individuals and their families, but also the 

village as a whole.  

The relationships between the Baya and their deities 

Consideration of the relationships between the Baya and their deities is also important 

for understanding the rituals of the Baya. By examining how the Baya coexist with their 

deities both during rituals and when they are not conducting rituals, it is possible to 

develop a better understanding of how and why rituals are performed.  

During the ritual of spirit possession, the relationships between the Baya and their 

deities can be seen most clearly. The idea of spirit possession of the Baya must be 

analysed separately due to its importance to the rituals of the Baya. According to 

Lambek (1980), spirit possession is a “social fact” that can be regarded as part of a 

system of communication; this refers to the fact that it is not simply that a person is 

possessed by a spirit, but rather that this spirit is assumed to need to deliver messages 

through a third party to people in their family, kinship system, or even country. Thus, 
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the functions of spirit possession are decided by the content of the messages as well as 

the position of these messages in the social context (Lambek 1980: 319). In the ritual 

that my mother experienced with my grandmother and grandaunt, they asked the Baya 

to access the spirits of my grandfather and great grandmother because they wanted to 

talk with them and to know if they were doing well in the otherworld, for example.  

The Baya and her clients call this form of spirit possession getting either yinren or 

shenghun, which are two different words used to describe the spirits involved. Yinren 

emphasizes the idea of ren, the shades of humans, while shenghun emphasizes hun, the 

idea of spirits. The Baya can invite both yinren and shenghun to the human world, and 

there are two main circumstances in which the Baya may be asked to access yinren. The 

first one is where clients go to a Baya because they want to talk with one or more yinren, 

who are usually deceased family members, as in the ritual my mother experienced. The 

second is where clients visit a Baya to ask why they are having trouble at home. After 

the Baya finishes the process of chashi, if the Baya finds out that the troubles are caused 

by the yinren of the family, the Baya will ask the clients if they want to call on the 

yinren to ask why. When clients ask the Baya to get in touch with yinren, they need to 

describe the location of the grave of that yinren, as well as the name of the desired 

yinren, including the zuo sanxiang, which refers to the direction, which might be 

couched in terms such as “facing northward”. When the yinren arrives, the clients begin 

asking the yinren if they know who has come to ask the Baya to bring them to the hall. 

If the yinren answers correctly, they carry on asking questions about the person’s daily 

life in the past, and if the yinren successfully recounts events from the past, they will 
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ask about the reasons for the trouble in their family. The accent of a yinren talking 

through the body of a Baya during the ritual of spirit possession generally matches the 

dialect and tone of the person when they were alive. In the words of Xie Meilan who 

asked Pan to bring the shenghun of her mother, “she could speak in the dialect that my 

mother used to speak. My mother’s accent is a little bit special, and she can speak with 

the same accent”. 

I asked Pan Danzhi if she performed rituals of spirit possession and she told me that her 

deity used to do this ritual quite well according to feedback from her clients; this 

allowed Pan to tell me what happened during the rituals she had conducted in the past. 

However, Pan said that her deity was not allowed to perform the ritual of spirit 

possession anymore as Pan herself was old, so the only ritual related to the spirits of 

clients’ deceased relatives that Pan could do was delivering messages between the 

living and the dead. Although the villagers believe that the older a Baya is, the more 

able she is to perform these rituals, conducting rituals is very tiring for the Baya, who 

might have to sit on the chair with her head covered by a piece of cloth all day at busy 

times.  

According to Stoller (1994), spirit possession not only represents the idea that a 

person’s body is possessed by another spirit but also contains a form of cultural memory, 

being part of the keeping of the past, through which many elements of culture from a 

certain period may be recalled and handed down. Additionally, such cultural memory 

encompasses the political relationships of the time (Stoller 1994:642). Thus, spirit 

possession is related to cultural memory in ways that can reveal political power as well 
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as these people’s recognition of their identities as Mulao. Such spirit possession also 

performs the function of remembering history, being a representation of cultural 

memory (Stoller 1994:641). Here, Yin Xiaofeng told me that the daughter-in-law of Yin 

Jiaxian, a retired official living in Shangnan’an, once went to Pan’s hall to talk with the 

spirit of Yin Jiaxian’s mother. The spirit talked about the old days of walking through 

the whole village to sell tanggao38, yet as Yin Jiaxian was already 86 years old at that 

time, no one in the village recalled the story of Yin Jiaxian’s mother from 80 years ago. 

As no one sells tanggao from a small cart in Shangnan’an now, this recalled memory is 

important both to the family of Yin Jiaxian and the villagers in Shangnan’an.  

As Stoller (1994: 643) states, the spirits that possess shamans represent the past, while 

the clients of the shamans represent the present; communication between them, with 

the shaman as a medium, is thus a contact between the past and present, as well as an 

attempt to predict the future in many cases. In terms of the spirit possession of the Baya, 

as the spirits that the clients seek to communicate with are their deceased relatives, the 

things that these spirits mention from the past may still be used by the clients, although 

these things were bought or first made when the dead relatives were still alive. In this 

way, the Baya act as connections between past conditions and the present situation. 

Moreover, conversation between clients and the spirits of their dead relatives often 

strays to prediction of the future, based on the handling of those past things. For 

example, during a ritual of spirit possession requested by my mother and grandmother, 

the Baya was possessed by the spirit of my grandfather, who asked my mother not to 

 
38 Tanggao is a kind of sugar cake made with sticky rice. 
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use his teacup. Although this was not a direct prediction of the future, this request by 

my grandfather implied that if my mother kept using my grandfather’s teacup, 

something bad may happen. In fact, it is also difficult to know whether a prediction 

received in a ritual is true or not, particularly where it takes the form of a warning, as if 

one follows the instruction of the Baya or the spirit of the deceased relative, the bad 

result mentioned in such predictions will naturally not occur. As mentioned in Chapter 

Three, Xie Meilan said that her grandmother’s spirit warned her mother not to go out 

twice; Xie Meilan’s mother obeyed the warning the first time and nothing happened, 

which did not prove whether the warning was correct or not. However, Xie Meilan’s 

mother fell and passed away soon after that when she failed to follow the instruction in 

the warning a second time. As this kind of prediction accounts for the majority of 

responses, villagers usually just follow the instructions they receive to help prevent 

something bad happening to them. 

As noted, the importance of jia as well as the primacy of kinship is emphasised during 

spirit possession, and spirit possession thus helps strengthen the connections between 

villagers and their ancestors and supports their relationship. Through spirit possession, 

the villagers sought answers to their problems from the spirits of their ancestors, and 

thus, where they saw their problems as being solved, the villagers developed a stronger, 

more intense belief in their ancestor spirits.  

Moreover, the voluntary nature of this spirit possession also highlights the nature of the 

relationships between the Baya and their deities. Possessing the body of the Baya allows 

these deities to perform rituals for clients; without the Baya’s voluntary submission to 
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possession, their deities could not play their roles in the present. Pan Danzhi discussed 

how when her great grandmother, Liang, taught her how to conduct rituals, she included 

ways to ask the deities to descend and how to see the road to the otherworld. Pan was 

taught by Liang how to walk on this road, and, after taking Liang’s guidance to heart, 

Pan could perform the rituals Liang taught her. According to Pan and her two 

apprentices, Wu and Yin, a Baya must thus know the processes that will support their 

deities in the conduction of rituals, though they are not expected to know the details of 

each ritual, as they are unconscious when their deities descend. During the rituals, it is 

the Baya’s deities who take the leading role, with the Baya acting as the carrier for their 

deities, mediating between the clients and the clients’ ancestors in the otherworld.  

The relationships between the Baya and their deities during rituals is thus relatively 

clear; however, in order to examine the relationships between the Baya and their deities 

fully, it is also necessary to examine how the Baya coexist with their deities when they 

are not conducting rituals. According to Pan Danzhi, as well as the villagers, every 1st 

and 15th day in the lunar calendar, Pan Danzhi, along with the other Baya, had to 

worship her deities, making vegetarian offerings such as tea, fruit, and candy. The Baya 

also had to feed the bingma of their deities with rice regularly so that the bingma had 

the physical strength to chashi during rituals. This worship had to be done whether the 

Baya had clients on that day or not, and the mandatory nature of worship of the Baya’s 

deities suggests that it was one of the defining factors in the relationships between the 

Baya and their deities. 

In terms of where the deities resided when they were not possessing the Baya, according 
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to Pan Danzhi, the hall of each Baya was the house of that Baya’s deities. After a hall 

was built for a Baya, the Baya’s deities had a fixed place to live in the human world, 

and thus, even when there were no clients in the hall, the deities remained there. This 

was the reason why the Baya might be informed by their deities when there were clients 

waiting outside their halls when they were not present; for the Baya, such notice from 

their deities could come in the form of symptoms such as dizziness and palpitations. 

Where a Baya did not have a hall of her own, her deities had to stay in the otherworld 

outside of rituals. Pan Danzhi offered an example by noting that Liang’s, named 

longye39, stayed under the sea when there is no hall for her, as the root of the deity’s 

name, long, means dragon. For the deities of the Baya, the hall is thus a place where 

they are rooted, which is important for the Baya performing rituals, as being centred in 

a hall helps the deity to be more accurate when checking things. For the deities, finding 

a proper woman to become a Baya is also a chance for them to find a place to stay in 

the human world. The Baya provide them with both a place to stay and, by acquiescing 

to possession by the deities, a way to link the villagers with their ancestors.  

This is the main connection between the Baya and their deities, exemplified in their 

halls. However, from the perspective of the Baya’s family, as stated in Chapter Three, 

which discussed land and housing, the halls of the Baya can be an issue because the 

halls can bring bad luck to the Baya's families. This then is closely related to the 

 
39 Pan Danzhi also called Liang’s deity longma sometimes; long means dragon, while ye is a term 
of respect for Liang’s deity. The form longma occurs as ma represents the gender of Liang’s deity 
as female. Pan’s deities also have several different names, including tiangu and sangu. These two 
names both, however, show that Pan’s deity is gu, a female deity from the otherworld. Tian means 
the sky, while san represents the seniority of Pan’s deity, which is third level. These different ways 
of naming a deity reflect different emphases for various functions and purposes. 
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importance of jia for both the Baya and their families. Based on this, the Baya usually 

choose not to conduct rituals in their family houses. The female villagers told me that 

this was because the Baya were afraid of bothering the gongtai (male and female 

ancestors) in their houses as such rituals often involve the spirits of the dead, especially 

those who died in accidents, and “these spirits can disturb the gongtai of a family as 

well as the peace of a family because accidental death is of bad luck here. It is no good 

for all the family members”, according to the female villagers. “Thus, the Baya who do 

not have a hall and conduct rituals in their houses dare not to get yinren (the spirit of 

the dead) and can only do simple rituals like chashi (checking things)”. A Baya’s hall 

is thus seen not only as a place for their deities to stay and thus to become more powerful, 

but also as a way to protect the Baya’s family from being bothered by spirits from the 

other world. For Baya with their own halls, everything required for various rituals can 

also be stored there, so that they do not need to put the things related to their rituals in 

their houses. I visited the houses of Pan Danzhi, Pan Xianmei and Pan Danzhi’s two 

apprentices, and I did not see anything related to their work as Baya in their houses. 

The female villagers also said that the Baya were ordinary people when they were not 

conducting rituals. This is thus another way in which the Baya separate their jobs and 

personal lives clearly, ensuring that their deities are seen to be linked only to them, and 

not to their families.  

As stated in Chapter Three, Wu Kailang’s mother told me that her grandmother was a 

Baya. She also told me, “Being a Baya is not good for the family of the Baya. My 

grandmother was a Baya and there were bad luck things happened in the family”. I 
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asked her why, if being a Baya was not good, her grandmother had become a Baya, and 

she answered that it was not something that was wise to refuse if one had the talent to 

be a Baya. However, when I asked the other villagers about this, most believed that 

those who wanted to become a Baya did so to earn money, even though they confirmed 

the saying that being a Baya was not good for the family. Xie Meilan told me that she 

even went to the hall of a Baya to ask if she could also become a Baya, stating that “it 

is a pity that I do not have the talent”. Whether being a Baya is good or bad for a family 

seems to be dependent on family members; nevertheless, they tend to feel the need to 

pull down the hall of a Baya after the Baya passes away.  

During conversation, Pan used the word gei (give) to describe the process of a woman 

with the talent for being a Baya receiving a deity. In response to queries about what 

happens when a Baya gives a deity to another Baya, and particularly what happens to 

the Baya who gives up her deity and the Baya who receives it, two different meanings 

of the word gei emerged. The first meaning refers to an experienced Baya helping the 

soon-to-be Baya to receive her own deity. The second meaning occurs where an 

experienced Baya wishes to retire and gives her deity to a soon-to-be Baya. In this way, 

a soon-to-be Baya may have links to two deities, the Baya’s own deity and the deity of 

the more experienced Baya. As noted, Pan Danzhi received deities from both Liang and 

Liao, and thus she had three deities. In cases such as Pan Danzhi’s, the relationships 

between deities also need to be analysed alongside the relationships between the Baya 

and the deities they receive from other Baya. 

Discussing these relationships between deities, Pan Danzhi said that her deity could ask 
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the other two deities to help her solve certain problems, and that this could happen 

during any ritual, whenever Pan’s deity needed help. In terms of communication 

between deities, Pan Danzhi said “there is no communications among the three deities 

I have. They can only give support whenever my deity needs one. But in other times, 

they don’t communicate”. In terms of the relationships between the Baya and the deities 

they may receive from other Baya, Pan Danzhi suggested that the relationship between 

a Baya and her own deity is the closest. However, “her deity” can become “her deities” 

in cases where, as for Pan Danzhi, the second deity is inherited from a family member. 

Such an inherited familial deity also plays major role alongside a Baya’s own deity, 

while in other cases, when the subsequent deity is not inherited from a family member, 

it is simply seen as an assistant who gives help whenever needed. During rituals, when 

Pan was possessed, she tended to say “longye and tiangu are coming”, never mentioning 

Liao’s deity, for example.  

There are, however, two forms of spirit possession recognised by the Baya. Alongside 

the spirit possessions where a Baya makes requests for her clients, she may also be 

possessed involuntarily, particularly before she formally becomes a Baya. The Baya is 

also frequently possessed by her deity every 15th, 16th, and 17th of August according to 

the lunar calendar. According to Pan, her deity descended to the world to play (shua) 

only on those three nights before she became a Baya. During that period, Pan was 

unconscious while her deity possessed her, causing her body to sing and dance. Pan 

also mentioned that when her neighbours heard the singing of her deity, they would 

come to ask her deity questions. These three days each year were thus when Pan’s deity 
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could conduct rituals for villagers even before Pan formally became a Baya. When she 

finally became a Baya, she could pray to her deity to ask it to come down to the earth 

at any time. The descent of the deities each August prior to that time suggests, however, 

that the relationships between the Baya and their deities do not simply start when these 

women officially become Baya. Instead, these relationships begin when the women 

come to experience that they have the talent to become a Baya. As Baya cannot control 

when they become possessed, however, the control of the deities over the Baya is 

stronger than that in the other direction. 

There are also several times in the year during which clients cannot ask Baya to call 

yinren; these are the Qingming Festival and the 14th of July (the festival for the dead), 

as these days are the festivals for the spirits. Pan said that the Qingming Festival and 

the 14th of July were holidays for the spirits of the dead, when they could freely leave 

the otherworld to visit the human world, and they could only be found by the deities of 

the Baya when they were in the otherworld. Also, on every 1st and 15th day of the lunar 

calendar, the deities of the otherworld are offered vegetarian meals and they are not 

available to help with rituals on these days.  

Conclusion  

The rituals conducted by the Baya have two aspects, the “public” and the “intimate”. 

The public element of the rituals arises from the fact that the rituals can be watched or 

heard by anyone else visiting the hall of the Baya. Based on this, seeing others’ rituals 

is a way for which villagers gain information or insights into the lives of their fellow 
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villagers. Rituals are also intimate in the sense that most of the problems that clients 

want the Baya to address are closely related to jia, as well as connecting the clients their 

family members, both living and dead. This highlights two aspects of jia, the tangible 

and the intangible. For the villagers, the tangible aspects of jia include the problems or 

troubles in their families, as these are the things that they experience and believe they 

know the reasons for, as well as living family members. In terms of the intangible aspect, 

these may include less obvious difficult periods or bad luck without an apparent reason, 

and thus these are often why seek to contact the spirits of their ancestors at the halls of 

the Baya, as the deceased ancestors, who the villagers cannot feel or touch anymore, 

are also intangible. For the villagers, the tangible and intangible aspects of jia exist 

simultaneously, and they believe that the prosperity or harmony of a family may be 

related to the dead in the other world, particularly as intangible problems are subject to 

the influence of the dead. The rituals of the Baya are thus linked the living with the 

dead, and the tangible aspects of jia are affected by the intangible aspects.  

The rituals conducted by the Baya offer help to their clients in various ways, including 

materially, socially, and culturally, particularly under circumstances of changing kin 

relationships across the two villages. In terms of material aspects, some rituals seek to 

give material benefits to the villagers or improve the economic condition of a family. 

As noted earlier, Pan Danzhi helped Yin Xiaofeng’s son to get a job in the danwei, so 

the stable income that Yin Xiaofeng’s son received was seen as material help from the 

Baya. In terms of social aspects, the Baya help villagers maintain their connections with 

family members by addressing troubles in the family and allowing villagers’ care for 
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their family members to be shown properly, thus allowing family members to become 

closer. In cultural terms, the Baya help maintain the cultural memories that younger 

generations might otherwise forget; their contacts with ancestors are not only about 

immediate kinship, but also a way to spread memories of different generations down a 

family, or even a whole clan. 

This chapter has demonstrated how the Baya conduct rituals generally, as well as how 

the Baya are related to their deities. This builds on the previous chapters that showed 

that the rituals of the Baya are connected to the kin relationships of their clients, which 

in turn helps explain why middle-aged women and older women are the main clients of 

the Baya. The next chapter thus explores the attitudes of the villagers towards the Baya 

in order to demonstrate more broadly why the Baya remain in the villages of Luocheng 

despite having experienced a period of being prohibited. 
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Chapter 6 Attitudes towards Baya in the villages 

The female villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an told me that the words of Pan 

Danzhi’s deity were zhun. This term can be translated as accurate or fitting, suggesting 

that the words offered by or through Pan Danzhi were correct or applicable to client’s 

cases. However, although Pan Danzhi was the only Baya in these two villages, 

sometimes they still chose to go to the halls of Baya in other villages for rituals such as 

those discussed in Chapter Five. When asked why they would go to the halls of other 

Baya when they believed in Pan’s shamanic power, one female elder, echoing the words 

of others replied “I like to go to the halls of different Baya. If others recommend a Baya 

to me, I will go to the hall of that Baya”. Later, she mentioned that some Baya she 

visited offered words that were not zhun, and she never went to the halls of those Baya 

again; however, this did not make her feel disappointed with the rituals of the Baya 

generally. Observations of various rituals and conversations with different villagers and 

Baya suggest that individual Baya have unique ways of conducting rituals, and that 

these variants are accepted and often embraced by the villagers. 

This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section focuses on how villagers 

decide which Baya to consult, suggesting that this decision is closely related to the 

acknowledged success of the Baya in question.  

The second section then discusses the recent emergence of two types of Baya, the yiqian 

de Baya (traditional Baya) and the xianzai de Baya (the new Baya). I discuss clients’ 

changing perceptions of the Baya as well as the ways in which the Baya perceive their 
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changing roles in the villages.  

Throughout this chapter, I explore the multiple dynamics that inform people’s decisions 

of going to a certain Baya’s hall for rituals. These decisions are influenced by the 

community, the clients, and the Baya themselves.  

In this chapter, I thus demonstrate how clients tolerate minor buzhun (unfit, meaning 

the words that do not fit the clients’ case) where the Baya address problems and offer 

solutions relatively consistently. Although clients might express scepticism about some 

processes during the rituals conducted by the Baya, I will show that the villagers do not 

seem to judge differences in the rituals of different Baya as being good or not. That is, 

the villagers accept a good deal of ritual variation. These variations mean that while 

some processes are common to all Baya, certain processes are only used by individual 

Baya in their rituals. These differences highlight the ways in which villagers engage in 

the rituals requested from the Baya as well as highlighting the status of Baya in these 

villages. This chapter is thus linked to the previous chapters based on the fact that the 

Baya are closely related to their rituals, and that thus attitudes towards the Baya are also 

connected to those rituals. Based on an analysis of the attitudes of the villagers, the 

importance of the Baya in their lives can also be determined, offering a reason why the 

rituals of the Baya have been believed and sought out by the villagers in Luocheng for 

generations. 

Villagers’ reasons for choosing a specific Baya 

The first time I heard about Pan Danzhi was in a conversation with a female villager in 
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Shangnan’an village. I asked her if there was a Baya in Shangnan’an village, and she 

told me that the Baya in Shangnan’an had passed away and there was no other Baya in 

the village. However, there was a retired Baya in Xianan’an village (who I later found 

out was Pan Danzhi). In my conversations with other villagers, it became clear that Pan 

was both well-known and well-respected by most of the villagers. This led me to 

investigate of whether Pan could be considered a successful Baya and why the villagers 

chose to go to her hall. 

Lévi-Strauss (1978: 176) introduced a male shaman who usually offered his clients 

support by “showing” them their sicknesses in a visible form, who he compared with 

other shamans who showed nothing despite claiming that they had captured the sickness; 

as the curative power of a shaman is naturally invisible, villagers can only form views 

based on their subjective experiences, and, in particular, what they see and touch. This 

point arose in one conversation with Yin Xiaofeng, the female villager whom I 

described in Chapter Four in the context of villagers’ envy for her ableness. She told 

me that she would go to the halls of the Baya, especially Pan Danzhi. She commented 

how “in terms of whether the rituals are helpful or not, you can say they are helpful. 

But eventually, it still depends on you. It depends on whether you believe the Baya can 

solve problems for you”. The success of a ritual is thus seen as relating to both the 

shamanic power of the Baya and the belief of the clients, which is in turn influenced by 

dynamics and perceptions of the group. In this way, the group can to some extent create 

a great shaman. 

For Pan Danzhi, her group reputation was developed from the day she officially became 
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a shaman. As described in Chapter Five, the day Pan’s deity possessed her and built her 

hall, several villagers and relatives were present to witness these events. These 

onlookers spread the news of Pan’s development as a female shaman, which helped her 

to acquire clients. Pan also told me that the laoban in her village praised her hall, as the 

location of her hall was “perfect and almost the same as that of her great grandmother”.  

In the villages of Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, many people reported how Pan Danshi 

had carried out rituals for themselves or others they knew that seemed to bring about 

positive results. As stated in the Chapter Five, the rituals conducted by the Baya are 

observable by other clients waiting outside or inside the hall of the Baya, or by members 

of the group who specifically want to see these rituals. In addition to the personal 

experiences of group members, the reputation of a Baya in a group is thus also likely to 

be influenced by the experiences of the audience to such rituals.  
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Figure 22. Pan Danzhi 

Alongside the trust of the group, Pan Danzhi’s confidence in her own shamanic power 

supported clients’ faith in her rituals, and I was aware of this well before she conducted 

a ritual for me. However, the confidence expressed by Pan to me differed from the 

confidence in her experienced by the female villagers. Most clients have few 

opportunities to communicate with Baya and to hear them discuss and explain their 

rituals in the way that I was fortunate enough to experience in this research. This thus 
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raises the question of how clients develop confidence in a Baya, and how they 

experience the Baya’s own self-confidence. I suggest that the answer to this lies mainly 

in the rituals conducted by the Baya. During rituals, after identifying the problems 

clients have, the Baya tells those clients whether she can help them solve their problems. 

The tone used by the Baya, as well as the wording of such statements, offers clients a 

sense of the Baya’s level of confidence.  

An example of this arose during a ritual of “giving thanks” conducted by Pan Danzhi 

for a new-born baby; knowing that someone envied the new-born baby and planned to 

do something bad to the baby, the clients asked Pan nervously what they should do. 

Pan’s deity calmly replied, “I have already settled it”, highlighting the way in which the 

confidence of a Baya can be ascertained from the answers offered to clients. If the Baya 

gave her clients answers with a level of certainty, this suggested that the Baya was 

confident that she could resolve the issues bothering the clients. The message of a threat 

to the new-born baby was delivered by Pan’s deity through songs, yet while Pan’s deity 

was singing, her two clients continued talking with each other, barely listening. After 

finishing the songs, Pan’s deity warned the two clients clearly that they needed to take 

care of the child, as someone wanted to harm the child. The two clients became panicky 

after hearing this and seemed to be shocked to receive this information out of the blue. 

The woman who accompanied the two clients to the ritual then said: “Didn’t you listen 

to the songs? It was sung in the songs”. Pan’s deity then said: “You need to listen to 

me”, and the clients were silent for the rest of the ritual. This example showcases the 

attitudes of the villages towards the Baya to some extent, which reflect not only the 
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attitudes toward the rituals and their results, but also towards the Baya and their deities. 

Although these two clients had succeeded in having a baby boy with the help of Pan 

Danzhi’s deity, when they came back to “give thanks”, they showed distinct disregard 

for the ritual until specifically alerted to the potential danger to their baby boy. This 

suggests that the clients are respectful with regard to the results of the ritual rather than 

the Baya or the deity herself. However, if the Baya gave vague answers, the clients’ 

requests might be more difficult to achieve. For example, Yin used to say repeatedly 

throughout the rituals to a client who asked her to cure her eye disease, “you also need 

to go to the hospital to see a doctor and see what the doctor says”, suggesting that Yin 

was not confident of curing the client without additional medical assistance. The client 

realised this, and when asking Yin’s deity to help her, she emphasised the word “you” 

in Southwestern Chinese Mandarin to beg Yin’s deity specifically for help.  

Another example from Pan’s apprentice, Yin occurred during a ritual she conducted for 

a female client who wanted her daughter to break up with a boyfriend. The client said 

to Yin’s deity that this was the second time she had visited Yin about this issue, as she 

was worried that Yin’s deity would have forgotten the issue. Yin’s deity asked the client 

not to be anxious, and then asked her if her daughter had quarrelled with her boyfriend 

fiercely. The client answered “yes”, and Yin’s deity responded: “That was what I did. I 

will make them quarrel every three to five days, and eventually [they will] break up”. 

The client laughed happily and showed her gratitude to the Baya. This ritual also raises 

some questions around ethics, though these are mainly out of the scope of this thesis. 

According to the Baya, they conduct rituals to help villagers; as a corollary, they do not 
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conduct rituals to do things that would hurt villagers; however, the word “help” can be 

differently understood by different people. For example, the ritual that Yin conducted 

for this mother could be seen as offering help to the mother; however, it could also be 

seen as offering harm to the daughter. Nevertheless, the theme of this ritual fits with the 

dominant patrilineal system in China, which encourages parents to determine the future 

of their children. As this direct patrilineal power is weaker today than in the past, the 

mother had to ask a Baya for help rather than simply making her daughter do as she 

said.  

The dynamics that contribute to how villagers perceive a Baya’s ritual abilities are not 

isolated; they may mutually affect each other to a significant extent. For example, when 

Pan’s group reputation helped her to gain new clients, while further successful rituals 

for these clients helped develop and consolidate her good reputation. The two clients 

discussed above were new clients, who had been introduced by the middle-aged woman 

who accompanied them to the “giving thanks” ritual. Pan gained these two clients based 

on her good reputation with this woman, and as the rituals conducted for these two 

clients succeeded, Pan’s reputation was developed with regard to these two clients and 

consolidated with the middle-aged woman who also attended the rituals. Another 

example occurred when Yin’s confidence in a ritual helped her win the belief of the 

client: Yin’s deity told her client that she would definitely make the requested couple 

break up, and as the client left her hall, she was smiling broadly, indicating that Yin had 

pleased her and thus was likely to increase her reputation.  

While Lévi-Strauss (1978: 180) assumed that in the case of Quesalid, any success was 
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due to the group’s attitude toward him rather than the successes or failures of his rivals, 

in the case of the Baya, the failures of their rivals are sometimes highly relevant. I once 

asked Pan Danzhi about the shamanic power of Baya, based on an interest as to whether 

different Baya are assumed to possess different levels of power. This question in turn 

emerged from the range of problems the Baya were asked to address. According to Pan 

Danzhi, the problems that her deity, along with the deities of the other Baya, could solve 

were not limited by anything in particular. When she talked about the process of 

receiving a deity, the things that she taught her apprentices were the same as she was 

taught by her great grandmother. The examples that Pan Danzhi and various villagers 

offered were mostly successful rituals, which thus raised the question of whether all 

Baya could solve all of their clients’ problems, as well as suggesting that the levels of 

shamanic power among different Baya were the same.  

When asked if her power was greater than that of other Baya, Pan Danzhi offered an 

example of a successful ritual of finding a cow for clients; she had already told this 

story several times (see Chapter Five), and usually mentioned that, before going to her 

hall, the two families who had lost the cow had already sought help from three other 

Baya, with the quest remaining unresolved. As I described in Chapter Five, the answers 

they had received from those three Baya suggested that the cow could not be found, as 

it had been killed or transported to a remote place. These three Baya included Liao, her 

great grandmother’s apprentice, from whom Pan received a deity. Pan Danzhi visited 

Liao after she successfully found the cow, and Liao asked Pan Danzhi not to tell others 

that her ritual had failed while Pan’s was successful. Liao was advanced in age at that 
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time, which meant that she was an experienced Baya with a good reputation, and she 

felt ashamed of not being able to conduct the ritual successfully; she was also worried 

that she would lose face if her failure became more widely known. Although Pan did 

not tell others about Liao’s failure at the time, the example highlights that even one 

failure can have bad influence on a Baya’s group reputation in Shangnan’an and 

Xianan’an. The reputation of the Baya also seems to be more important for the Baya’s 

own confidence than whether the clients choose them or not; when Liao told her clients 

who lost the cow that the cow had been transported to a place far away from Luocheng, 

she said this as a certainty, or so the clients told Pan when they came to her later.  

Along with success or failure, the scepticism of clients also affects the work of the Baya, 

some villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an were sceptical of the rituals of the Baya. 

These villagers included both men and women, and some who were clients of the Baya 

and some who were not.  

Some told me that they believed in the words of certain Baya; for example, the female 

villager, Lei, mentioned in Chapter Four, only believed Pan Danzhi’s words, due to the 

fact that Pan Danzhi was illiterate and the words coming from Pan’s deity could thus 

not simply be what Pan had read. According to Lei, where a Baya could read, there was 

the possibility that they learned how to conduct rituals from books instead of actually 

having a deity, and thus she did not fully believe those Baya who were literate. A male 

villager, Yin Shiren, also told me that he believed in Pan’s words, based on experience, 

though he had never been to the Baya’s hall himself: “I never go to the Baya’s halls to 

ask for a ritual. I will ask my wife to go if anything happens. From the feedback [from] 
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my wife as well as the results of the rituals, I can see that Pan really has the power. As 

for the other Baya, I cannot be sure”.  

Others said that they partly believed in the words of the Baya. Yin Xiaofeng said that 

she would not usually believe fully in the words of the Baya, noting that any client 

needed to judge for themselves whether the words of the Baya were trustworthy or not. 

Although Yin Xiaofeng went to a Baya’s hall whenever she had problems, when asked 

if she thought the Baya could help, she emphasised at last that, eventually, every person 

needs to depend on themselves. I was curious about the reason for this statement, as it 

seemed to suggest that she denied the Baya’s usefulness while nevertheless continuing 

to visit the halls of the Baya. When I asked the same question of Yin Xiaofeng’s husband, 

Yin Shiren, who did not go to the halls of the Baya himself, he gave a more positive 

answer, stating that he thought that reliable a Baya such as Pan Danzhi could help.  

Later, when I became familiar with Pan Danzhi, she told me about a ritual that she had 

conducted successfully for Yin Xiaofeng’s son. Yin Xiaofeng had asked Pan Danzhi to 

help her second son to get a job in the Mining Bureau of Luocheng, and Pan succeeded, 

yet Yin Xiaofeng never mentioned this when speaking with me, and none of the female 

villagers talked about this when discussing successful rituals they knew of. Yin’s 

answer to my question of whether Baya can help may thus reflect the fact that she does 

not want others to think that her second son got his job by receiving help from the Baya 

rather than relying on his own ability. This brought to mind the words that Yin Xiaofeng 

had offered to me without any explanation, that one should depend on oneself. In this 

case, it seemed that Yin Xiaofeng wanted to believe that her son had the ability to get 
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that job on his own.  

My own grandmother was similarly sceptical when she visited Baya, and she usually 

said that she did not believe in the Baya very much. However, when the spirit of my 

grandfather asked my mother not to use his teacup, my grandmother put the teacup 

away as soon as she returned home. She then informed my mother, giving her a new 

teacup to use. I met with two other ladies who claimed that they did not believe in the 

Baya at first, and later when I asked them why they did not believe in the Baya, they 

told me that they were not in the habit of visiting a Baya. However, they admitted that, 

when they were young, their mothers always went to a Baya, and now, if troubles arose 

at home, they would ask their daughters-in-law to visit the Baya. They also still strictly 

followed the customs associated with worshipping the ancestors and honouring the 

temples. It is important to highlight that their adherence to the customs suggests that 

these female villagers actually believe in these connections with their ancestors, and 

that these connections with ancestors are to be found in the rituals conducted by the 

Baya. 

Some villagers expressed explicit disbelief in and disapproval of the Baya. I even met 

one middle-aged male villager who believed that the rituals performed by Baya were 

still prohibited: while I was talking with the female villagers under the tree at the 

entrance of Shangnan’an, he passed nearby. He stopped his motorbike on the roadside 

to listen to our conversation, and I asked whether he would like to join us, in the hope 

of a rare opportunity to talk with a male villager. To my surprise, when I asked him 

whether he had any experience of wenjin (visiting the hall of a Baya), he began to shout 
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at me and at the older female villagers talking with me: “It is mixin (superstition). If 

you do this, you will be finished”. The female villagers did not say anything to the man, 

and they stayed silent for a while after he finished shouting. However, the female 

villagers continued to talk with me about the Baya later, acting as though nothing had 

happened. 

Another example of such hostility came from my first landlord. When I asked her about 

the Baya, she told me that she did not believe in them, although she noted that her 

husband’s family did. Her only experience of going to a Baya had thus been with her 

husband’s family, when they went to discuss the issue of her father-in-law’s funeral. 

She was afraid of the Baya during the ritual because as she said she was “afraid of 

ghosts (pa guiguishenshen)”, and the main reason why she did not believe in the Baya’s 

powers was that she did not want to believe they could call up such spirits. My landlord 

claimed to not believe in the Baya at all. Yet, if she did not believe their powers were 

real, why was she afraid of the Baya? One reason for her scepticism may be the 

remaining influence of the Cultural Revolution, as discussed in Chapter Two, which 

was a period in which the rituals of the Baya were subject to intense political opposition 

and deemed a dangerous mixin (superstition).  

The varying views and experiences of villagers highlight the ways in which scepticism 

can influence the work of the Baya. I suggest that outright denial of the Baya as a 

category of ritual specialists barely influences the success or popularity of a given Baya 

as outright denial cannot affect an individual Baya more than others. Those who do not 

believe in the Baya do not go to a Baya’s hall to ask for a ritual and thus they are not 
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part of the in- group of villagers to whom the Baya offer their services. Similarly, those 

who do go to a Baya’s hall for rituals are unlikely to be persuaded to give up their visits 

by those who do not believe in the Baya, as they base their actions on their experiences 

with successful rituals by such Baya.  

While some scepticism is common among the villagers, the extent and focus of this 

scepticism varies; they all doubt different things about the Baya or their rituals. Some 

villagers who are clients of the Baya and who visit the Baya’s halls to ask for rituals are 

nevertheless sceptical about whether each Baya’s words are zhun (accurate or fitting) 

or not. According to Wadley, Pashia, and Palmer (2006: 42), “religious behaviour is 

thus characterised by people’s verbal agreement that certain claims about supernatural 

things are true, even though such claims cannot be shown to be true by human senses 

and, indeed, may be contradicted by our senses”. The scepticism or the doubt among 

villagers is caused by the fact that they cannot sense the deity or bingma of the Baya, 

nor can they identify whether the shamanic power of the Baya helps them address their 

problems. Although the rituals show them the process of the Baya being possessed by 

her deity, they cannot know whether the Baya is truly possessed or not, as the tone of 

the Baya does not change during such possession. Some Baya thus seek to give visible 

hints to their clients. In some rituals, the Baya gave some rice to clients as medicine 

before the rituals ended, while in other rituals, the Baya discussed the specifics of 

clients’ problems in order to identify the reasons for these problems, linking these with 
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their ancestors or various evil spirits (e’gui)40 . However, as the Baya cannot make 

visible and tangible every process of their rituals that connect them to “the other world 

(nabian)”, scepticism remains likely to appear. 

This partial scepticism differs from the intense scepticism that may arise from the 

failure of a ritual, however, and the latter can significantly affect the trust clients have 

in the Baya who conducted the unsuccessful ritual. In my fieldwork, I experienced how 

the female villagers were quite tolerant of a Baya’s minor buzhun. Most villagers who 

shared their experiences of going to the halls of the Baya admitted that the words of the 

Baya could not always be zhun, and they accepted occasional situations when some 

words of the Baya were not zhun. One female villager told me that there were also days 

that were not suitable for rituals: “Once I went to the hall of a Baya, and she could not 

say the correct numbers of male and female members in my family (the first process of 

a ritual conducted by the Baya). She tried several times and failed. Then she said that 

she could not conduct a ritual successfully that day for me”. I then asked, “What about 

the majiaoqian (the payment for the Baya’s bingma)?”. She answered, “The Baya 

returned the money to me, of course”, and she also told me that the majiaoqian could 

be returned at other times. Nevertheless, when a ritual was possible, she felt that the 

words of that Baya were zhun, and thus she still chose to go to the hall of that Baya.  

“People regularly question, challenge and ridicule such supernatural claims, especially 

if they are social outsiders or internal dissenters…. Religious scepticism thus entails 

 
40 Evil spirits are those spirits that can do harm to villagers, while ghost is a more neutral term used 
to describe the spirits of the dead. 
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the communication of doubt or incredulity about another’s supernatural claims” 

(Wadley, Pashia and Palmer 2006: 42). This reflects clients’ scepticism about the Baya: 

while their scepticism may not cause them to actively question the forms and rituals 

used by the Baya, or even the belief of the Baya herself, their expectations of the Baya, 

may cause discrepancies. These expectations can come from those who may make 

different supernatural claims from other Baya within the clients’ experience or whom 

they have heard about from others’ stories. When clients ask for a ritual at the hall of a 

Baya, they compare their expectations of how a Baya should behave with the actions 

and approach of the Baya who is conducting the ritual, and any discrepancies could 

cause them to have doubts about the Baya. This may also be influenced by the Baya’s 

group reputation, as well as by the individual trust of clients that influences their initial 

choice to go to the halls of certain Baya.  

Villagers told me that, as Pan Danzhi went further into retirement, they usually went to 

the halls of Yin or Wu when they needed a ritual. Interestingly, the villagers did not care 

which one they visited: “whatever. Both of their words are quite zhun (accurate). I go 

to whoever does the ritual on the day I want a ritual”, said one villager sitting under the 

tree at the entrance of Shangnan’an.  

Based on talking with and examining the work of the four Baya I came to know during 

my fieldwork, I learned that the reputation of a Baya is affected by several different 

aspects; for example, Pan Danzhi earned her reputation not only by performing 

successful rituals, but also from her inherited familial deity. The confidence of the Baya 

in their own power is also important; for regular clients, this confidence is seen in the 
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perceived success in their rituals, while for those who have not been to the hall of the 

Baya, this confidence supports the overall reputation of the Baya. Pan’s confidence in 

the deity she inherited from Liang was a major part of her reputation.  

While the villagers usually described these Baya as zhun or quite zhun, there was also 

some competition among the four Baya.  

Before meeting with Pan Xianmei, I asked Pan Danzhi if I could mention her to her 

niece. Pan Danzhi straightforwardly answered that she had no problem with me 

mentioning her. However, when I asked Pan Xianmei if she inherited her deity from 

Pan Danzhi, she denied this, saying, “My grandmother was a Baya. What I inherited is 

the ancestral deity that passed down from one generation to another. Why do I need to 

inherit her (Pan Danzhi’s) deity?”. Pan Xianmei eventually admitted that she knew Pan 

Danzhi and that she had been to Pan Danzhi’s hall to ask for help in our later meetings. 

She also admitted that the ancestral deity she inherited had been shared with Pan Danzhi. 

Wu similarly denied that she had been Pan Danzhi’s apprentice, though later she 

admitted that she usually went to Pan Danzhi’s hall to solve problems before she 

became a Baya, and after becoming a Baya, she still went to Pan’s hall from time to 

time as she could not solve her own problems. Although Yin never admitted that she 

was Pan Danzhi’s apprentice, Wu eventually told me that she and Yin both asked Pan 

to perform an bingma for them and that she had taught them how to use the Bingma.  

Clients knew that there were competitions between the Baya, although they might not 

be aware precisely which Baya were competing with whom. When discussing Pan 
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Danzhi’s two apprentices in Dizhen, some female villagers told me that they knew that 

Pan Danzhi’s two apprentices did not get along with each other, and they appeared to 

take this for granted: “both of them are the Baya, how can they get along well with each 

other?” This competition among the Baya highlights the importance of clients’ attitudes 

towards the Baya, as these attitudes heavily influence their perceived competence 

among the villagers. 

Traditional Baya and non-traditional Baya 

Of the Baya in Luocheng, they formed largely two different groups: yiqian de Baya and 

xianzai de Baya, more precisely, traditional Baya and non-traditional Baya. I have 

classified the Baya into these two groups because, during my fieldwork, I found that 

there were distinct differences among the various Baya, which the female villagers also 

highlighted. However, the female villagers did not use these differences to create a 

specific division between different Baya types; when they wanted to express the 

differences between Baya, they thus usually addressed each difference directly. The 

terms “traditional” and “non-traditional” are thus my interpretation and broad 

groupings of the various differences that the villagers mentioned to me.  

Pan Danzhi can be used as an example of traditional Baya, while Yin and Wu belong to 

the group of non-traditional Baya. The main reason for classifying Baya into these two 

groups is that Baya can follow different processes during rituals, and while traditional 

Baya stick to set processes, non-traditional Baya skip those processes. This 

classification of the Baya is, however, an external imposition for study purposes: the 
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villagers do not have make a clear definition between the two groups. Nevertheless, 

when talking about Baya such as Pan Danzhi, the villagers may refer to them as yiqian 

de Baya or lao de Baya, which means the Baya from the past or experienced Baya, 

while Baya such as Yin and Wu are called xianzai de Baya, or those who have newly 

become Baya.  

In terms of differences between the groups, there are some ritual prescriptions that all 

Baya must follow, but there are also some ritual prescriptions that traditional Baya such 

as Pan Danzhi follow additionally. Examining these ritual prescriptions, it is difficult to 

determine the set ritual prescriptions as there are no written regulations for Baya. It is 

also difficult to say that whether certain ritual prescriptions should be obeyed or not. 

An example of this is the timing of becoming a Baya. According to Pan Danzhi, 

although she knew that she would become a Baya at the age of 13, she did not formally 

become a Baya until the age of 42, because of a ritual prescription on Baya that means 

they may only be confirmed when they reach menopause, which means that the woman 

is, in Pan’s words, “ganjing” (clean)41. If a woman who has the talent to become a Baya 

attempts to formally become a Baya before her menopause, she will receive chengfa 

(punishment) later, and this chengfa, according to Pan Danzhi, will mean that the Baya 

will not be allowed to conduct rituals at a later date. Further definition of this chengfa 

for Baya was not available, as only Pan mentioned it to me. When I asked Pan’s 

 
41 Ganjing is a term related to menopause among Baya, as menstrual periods are believed to cause 
problems related to “blood” and “uncleanness”. Pan said that this would make a Baya sick, and the 
female villagers sitting under the tree did mention that a woman’s menstrual blood or the blood of 
childbearing could be bad influences on the power of Baya.  
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apprentices and the female villagers in the two villages about, chengfa, they told me 

that they did not know anything about this. Pan reached menopause at the age of 40, 

after she gave birth to her youngest daughter, and she finally became a Baya at the age 

of 42. However, the non-traditional Baya like Yin and Wu did not even know about this 

rule and thus they could not follow it. Interestingly, when I asked the female villagers 

in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an about this “rule” around when a woman can become a 

Baya, none of them had ever heard of it in this form.  

In terms of the price of the rituals overall, the female villagers were quite tolerant about 

the amounts required for payment for rituals. Although they praised the cheap price of 

Pan Danzhi’s rituals, they still sometimes went to those Baya whose rituals cost 

hundreds of RMB; they thought that this was not cheap, but they felt that it was in a 

range that they could afford. Payments for Pan Danzhi’s standard rituals were 9.6 RMB 

(just under £1) when I spent time with her. Clients visiting for a ritual to encourage a 

marriage and children are charged 36 RMB (about £4); however, while the ritual of 

giving thanks for the birth of a child is also 36 RMB, Pan Danzhi then returns 20 RMB 

in a red packet as a gift to the new-born child. The payments for Yin or Wu’s standard 

rituals are 10 RMB, almost the same as Pan Danzhi. However, this is only the basic 

price of a ritual; in some rituals, the clients need the Baya’s deity to Jie, which refers to 

the deity offering extra help or guidance to solve their problems. While for traditional 

Baya, the price of their basic rituals includes the price of Jie, non-traditional Baya say 

that if the clients require Jie, they must pay extra, and this cost ranges from 10 RMB to 

hundreds of Yuan. According to Pan Danzhi, her deity naturally offered Jie after 
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addressing the problems that her clients encountered directly in rituals, which meant 

that her clients did not need any more Jie after the ritual. For some problems, the Jie or 

guidance from the deity of the Baya requires the client to light three offerings of incense 

at home after the ritual or to worship the deity of the Baya with vegetarian offerings on 

certain days as the deity instructs. These actions purported to remind the Baya’s deity 

of the location of the clients in need, and the Baya’s deity could then ask other deities 

in charge of the relevant particular areas in the other world to help solve the clients’ 

problems42. Sometimes the clients are instructed to remember what the Baya’s deity 

has said and to follow any instructions after returning home. On other occasions, Jie 

requires the sacrifice of a rooster. These differences in price also influence villagers’ 

attitudes towards the Baya, with female villagers in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an 

praising those Baya whose rituals were cheapest. 

Other differences between the types of Baya emerge in the processes of the rituals. Pan 

Danzhi, along with various deceased Baya (including Liang, Pan’s great-grandmother, 

Liao, the apprentice of Liang, and Yin, a Baya that villagers in Xianan’an remembered, 

covered their heads with a piece of handmade cloth in indigo during rituals. The reason 

given for covering their heads with a piece of cloth is that the invisibility of Baya’s 

human body helps their deities to see the other world more clearly. However, not every 

Baya now covers her head with a piece of cloth; non-traditional Baya such as Yin and 

Wu have not continued this practice. The female villagers are aware that yiqian de Baya 

 
42 Various deities in the other world are in charge of different areas; for example, powang is in 
charge of children and yuelao is in charge of marriage.  
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all cover their heads with a piece of cloth while xianzai de Baya do not do this anymore. 

They have noticed this change in the rituals, but they do not think that the change affects 

their choices with regard to visiting the halls of xianzai de Baya: “Yes, xianzai de Baya 

do not cover their heads anymore. But I still go to hall of xianzai de Baya”. 

While the traditional Baya and the non-traditional Baya do display some differences or 

changes in practice, the use of the “traditional” and “non-traditional” descriptors should 

not be taken to imply that the Baya who are traditional are superior to non-traditional 

ones, as some Baya who are seen as traditional now may also be those who were non-

traditional Baya in the past. Naming the types of Baya in this way implies that they are 

from different time periods, yet as the rituals of the Baya did not return until the late 

1970s, and thus even traditional Baya such as Pan Danzhi only began working after 

1978, both the traditional and the non-traditional Baya have experienced and are 

reacting to recent changes in both family structure and society. These changes include 

most male villagers leaving for the cities, the weakening of patrilineal authority in local 

families, and the imposition of new national policies such as the reform and opening-

up and the one-child policy. Nevertheless, analysing the social situation in more detail 

suggests that most traditional Baya experienced the early stages of these changes, from 

1978, and the problems that they expect to solve may thus be different. For example, 

Pan Danzhi told me a lot about her rituals for helping villagers to get their cattle back, 

while now, most villagers use machines rather than the cattle to plough, and thus the 

rituals for finding missing cattle are rarely required.  
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Baya who are seen as traditional are not necessarily deemed superior to non-traditional 

ones; this is reflected in the attitudes of the villagers, who tend complain about the 

higher prices charged by non-traditional Baya, yet who still go to the halls of the non-

traditional Baya when they encounter certain problems. Considering the tolerance of 

the villagers to the Baya’s minor mistakes, along with their acceptance of differences 

and changes, it appears clear that the villagers as a group do not have preference for 

any particular Baya. Even though they believe that, most of the time, the words of Pan 

Danzhi’s deity are zhun, sometimes they also still choose to visit other Baya, and this 

occurred even before Pan Danzhi retired. This offers further evidence that the villagers 

care more about the results of the rituals, as stated in a previous section, rather than any 

differences in ritual processes or the Baya themselves. 

According to Wolf (1990:419), in a remote village in Taiwan, there were reports of a 

woman who “stumbled wildly across a muddy rice paddy… and begged to be allowed 

to go to the river to ‘meet someone’ who was calling her” the day after she felt sick with 

pains in her heart. For the people in her village, the river that the woman asked to visit 

is seen as dangerous, as it is believed to be inhabited by the spirits of the people who 

have died there. The villagers in that village took a month to decide whether the woman 

was possessed by a god or mad (Wolf 1990: 419). Eventually, this woman was deemed 

to be crazy by the villagers because they could not confirm whether she had had a 

hallucination or whether she was indeed communicating with a ghost (Wolf 1990: 426). 

As the woman came from a poor family, her social status was not high enough to protect 

her from accusations of mental problems, and, in addition, the role of Tang-ki is seen 
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as not suitable for a woman (Wolf 1990: 427).  

The villagers in this village of Taiwan are thus shown to have absolute power in terms 

of determining whether a person in the village is a Tang-ki or not. Compared with the 

villagers in Taiwan, the villagers in Luocheng seem to be more tolerant of different 

types of Baya, and they do not claim any power to decide whether a woman with the 

symptoms of being a Baya is a Baya or not.  

When investigating the scepticism of villagers, I discovered that, for these villagers, 

their use of the term xin (belief or trust) did not mean refer to any form of religious 

belief. Instead, they were discussing their acceptance of customs as a way to solve 

problems or a method to connect them with their ancestors and maintain their kinship 

with their relatives, similar to the manner in which they worship their ancestors and 

temples during festivals. Therefore, when the villagers say that they believe in the 

words of a Baya, this refers to their acceptance that the words of the Baya have overall 

weight and validity.  

Overall, the Baya differ in terms of the details of their belief and practice, and the 

villagers accept the differences between the Baya. There is no unified standard for Baya; 

as long as the Baya are seen to help, the villagers will seek them out.  

Conclusion  

The three aspects that Lévi-Strauss mentions (1978: 168) interact within the rituals of 

the Baya and cannot be separated. The confidence of the Baya lies in their assurance of 

their own power as well as in their reputation in the group, and this is formed in different 
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ways for different Baya; for example, as Pan Danzhi inherited her deity from her great-

grandmother, she also inherited the reputation of her great-grandmother to some extent. 

In terms of trust and scepticism from clients, clients are usually tolerant of mistakes 

among the Baya, and this tolerance also means that the clients do not stick to a certain 

Baya, instead visiting the halls of different Baya for various rituals. Although the prices 

of rituals vary between traditional and non-traditional Baya, the income that being a 

Baya brings in cannot be ignored even for traditional Baya such as Pan Danzhi, who 

earned the money to build three houses during her career as a Baya. The income of a 

Baya is respectable even where they ask only for small amounts of money for basic 

rituals, and the villagers thus recognise being a Baya as a huolu (a way to earn money); 

this is another reason that they do not treat the Baya as helper.  

A comparison between the traditional Baya and the non-traditional Baya suggests that 

differences and changes in the practice of being a Baya do occur. However, analysing 

the differences between the two groups of Baya offers not judgement on whether such 

changes are good or not. The villagers in Luocheng as a group do not care about whether 

the Baya stick to traditional processes or not; what they care about is the results of the 

rituals and whether the words of a given Baya are zhun.  
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Conclusion 

I finished my fieldwork in Luocheng in April 2019. Before I left Luocheng, I took some 

gifts to the female villagers who had offered me so much help, both to express my 

gratitude and to formally say goodbye to them. After one year of growing closer through 

the sharing thoughts and experiences, they made it clear that they were unhappy that I 

was about to leave. As I had grown to know them over time, I had become aware 

throughout the year that my position as an insider or an outsider influenced the villagers’ 

attitudes towards me less and less; instead, it was the friendships that had gradually 

developed us that kept them talking with me and answering my questions. My 

experience during my fieldwork thus confirmed to me that the position as an insider or 

outsider must be balanced and assessed by the researcher, who needs to decide whether 

to attempt to develop the perspective of an insider in order to observe and analyse a 

population as if the researcher were native to that population (Narayan 1993: 676), or 

whether to use the perspective of an outsider and utilise unfamiliarity to generate 

additional questions (Merriam et al. 2001: 411). During my fieldwork in the two 

villages, balancing the roles of insider and outsider provided the position I required to 

consider factors according to the necessary requirements: for example, when I thought 

about the questions that I wanted to ask the villagers, I tended to think from the 

perspective of an outsider in order to note what information was required to fill existing 

gaps in external knowledge. Nevertheless, taking on the role of insider or outsider as 

required did not influence my communications with the villagers once I had become 

familiar with them. 
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This thesis has focused on the Baya, who are the female shamans operating among the 

Mulao in the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region of China. The aim of this research 

was to figure out how the Baya can continue conducting rituals in Luocheng from 

generation to generation by identifying the elements that allow continuity in the Baya’s 

practice. As a means of answering this question, the six chapters of this thesis have 

focused on different pertinent perspectives, which are the historical and political 

background, kinship, gender, the rituals of the Baya, and the relationships between the 

Baya and villagers. The historical and political background, kinship, and gender factors 

as well as Baya’s relationships with the villagers all influence the performance of the 

Baya as well as being interrelated to each other.  

Chapter One discussed my positionality in Luocheng, as both insider and outsider. My 

initial positionality as an outsider was apparent within villagers’ displayed attitudes 

towards me during our initial conversations. After almost a year of communication with 

them, however, they no longer treated me as an outsider anymore, and when I told them 

that I was planning to leave Luocheng very soon, they were surprised, as they had 

become used to my presence in the villages. These women’s gatherings under the tree 

in Shangnan’an everyday to talk, along with the presence of Baya in Xianan’an, were 

the most important reasons I chose to do my fieldwork in this area.  

Chapter Two focused on the reappearance of the Baya after the “reform and opening 

up” policy was enacted in 1978. From the late 1950s to late 1970s, the rituals of the 

Baya were forbidden, which influenced the conducting of the Baya’s rituals after their 

reappearance, as the prohibition left deep impressions on the villagers in Luocheng. 
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The discussion in Chapter Two also considered the links between traditions and “rituals” 

and laws and policies. The laws and policies implemented after the foundation of the 

People’s Republic of China have brought changes to villagers’ customary ways of 

managing daily lives, but the traditions are generally flexible enough to accommodate 

these. Based on this, Chapter Two highlights a major reason for the Baya’s continuation, 

which is that the Baya are deeply rooted in the traditions and rituals of this area; thus, 

the rituals of the Baya are also rooted deeply within the lives of the Mulao due to their 

close connections to these traditions. This explains how the Baya were able to return to 

their place in the village’s daily life even after a period of being banned by the central 

government from the late 1950s to the late1970s.  

In theoretical terms, the chapter engaged with the anthropology of rural China alongside 

examining previous books written about the Mulao and Luocheng. With reference to 

Dong Jianhui’s (2005) “Rule of Rites” and the Traditional Rural Social Order, the 

chapter thus argued that these rural areas are not “without law”, despite the claims made 

in From the Soil (Fei 1992: 96). As discussed in Chapter Two, although traditions and 

rituals occupy an important position for the villagers in Luocheng, this does not mean 

that these rural areas are not under the rule of law. Traditions and rituals can, in most 

cases, happily coexist with laws and policies due to their role in guiding villagers 

operating in different domains. 

Examining archival books on the Mulao and the Baya, along with associated articles 

about “mixin” (superstition), the chapter also argued that the classification of folk 

traditions and folk belief should be re-examined, as archival books on the Mulao and 
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the Baya tend to classify them, unfairly, as mixin (superstition). However, it is an 

attempt to force terms that do not belong to the domain of natural science into 

opposition with natural science. As Pang (2020: 42) states, research that regards folk 

belief as “mixin (superstition)” adopts a rigid perspective of modern science as the only 

“truth”, thus considering folk belief, including the rituals of the Baya and the Yifan 

Festival of the Mulao, as mixin, or in opposition to natural science. 

Chapter Three examined the complex kin relationships in Luocheng, developing the 

argument that these kin relationships are characterised by both change and constancy, 

which can similarly be found in the patrilineal system in Shangnan’an and Xiananan. 

Unlike in the past, the younger generation now decide on their marriage partners as well 

as having control over their betrothal gifts, weakening the power of some older 

patrilineal systems in Luocheng. However, the passing on of houses and land remains 

strictly patrilineal, with only the sons in a family having the right to inherit houses and 

land; if there is even one son in a family, any daughters cannot inherit the houses or 

land, highlighting the importance of their kin relationships with these male members of 

the family, and underlining the intractability of the patrilineal system. The kin 

relationships of the Baya have few differences from those of other female villagers, 

with the exception of their marriage customs. 

Relating the kin relationships of villagers in Shangnan'an and Xianan'an to existing 

theory, the changes in kin relationships in Luocheng match Yan Yunxiang’s (2009) 

explanations on The Individualization of Chinese Society. Due to the development of 

individualisation, as well as the effect of the one-child policy, patriliny is being 
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challenged across China (Yan 2009: 105). As is notable among the villagers in 

Luocheng, marriage traditions have experienced huge changes, and many customs have 

been amended to fit with the marriage customs in the cities, indicating the weakening 

of patrilineal constraints as well as forming new connections within families. 

Steven Sangren (2013) describes the Chinese family as the “imagined” family, as the 

reality of a Chinese family can conflict with “the reality of desire” (2013: 282), where 

such desire is to make the “imagined” family come true. The families in Luocheng 

provide support for this notion of an “imagined” family, with the inheritance of land 

and houses by sons enacted as a way to realise the “imagined” family of tradition. This 

remains “imagined”, however, as the villagers usually choose to live with one of their 

sons, and to some extent thus separate themselves from both their daughters and any 

other sons that they do not live with. The kin relationships that villagers in Luocheng 

seek to sustain are thus “imagined” kin relationships that do not bring them closer to 

most of their children. 

Li Xia (2010) addresses the idea that fenjia weakens the patrilineal power in the family 

by causing the separation of a family, as in the patrilineal system, the status of men is 

emphasised by men inheriting both family property and the worship of their patrilineal 

ancestors (2010: 5, 9, 10). In the villages of Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, however, 

despite the strong influence of patrilineal power in terms of family dynamics, fenjia has 

already become a customary practice rather than a challenge to the patrilineal system. 

In terms of inheritance of both family property and ancestral worship systems, only 

sons have any rights; clearly, from the perspective of inheritance, the patrilineal system 
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thus remains strong in the villages. The Baya also tend to follow these customary 

practices, bequeathing family property to son(s); in addition, the patrilineal system is 

also supported by some of the rituals conducted by the Baya, such as the rituals of 

giving thanks for a son. The Baya thus tend to support the continuation of the patrilineal 

system.  

Chapter Four examined the idea of “able” women in Luocheng. These general issues 

force a deeper consideration of the roles of women and their work in the villages in 

contemporary times. Praise for “able-ness” with regard to women’s housework and 

agricultural work can thus be seen as related to huolu, or the jobs of women. There are 

many traditions in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an related to women, many of which are 

focused on the next generation or the continuation of the family, showing the privileged 

sons over daughters. However, several of these traditions are beginning to change or 

disappear, indicating that the status of women has also undergone changes over the 

years. “Able-ness” is a positive word in which the women in Luocheng are praised; 

however, there are still limits to this positivity, as it can cause envy among women. In 

terms of the “able-ness” of the Baya, no villagers use the term “able” to praise a Baya’s 

shamanic power; however, the villagers did use the term to praise Pan Danzhi’s ability 

to build three houses with the income she earned by being a Baya. This suggests that 

the work of being a Baya does not belong to the category of “able-ness”, and the 

application of “able-ness” to a Baya only occurs for more mundane achievements.  

In terms of theory, according to Butler (1988: 520, 528), gender is a constructed identity 

based on the requirement for individuals to obey an assigned gender model. Thus, if a 
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person does not perform as the regulations in their assigned gender model demand, a 

person is deemed to be performing “wrongly”. This fits with the idea “able-ness” as 

promoted by the women in Luocheng, as this is not only a form of praise but also a way 

of setting standards for the other women in the villages. For the female villagers in 

Luocheng, the award of the accolade of being “able” is a goal that they actively seek to 

achieve. Although the villagers were unaware of when this praise of “able-ness” began, 

it has gradually become a kind of “constructed identity” imposed on the women in 

Luocheng; if they cannot work on several housework and agricultural tasks at the same 

time, they may thus be regarded as “false”. According to Perruchon (2003: 38), the 

shamanic power of female shamans acts as a form of compensation for social 

powerlessness. This accords with situation of the Baya in the villages. For villagers in 

both Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, although the Baya are officially seen as ordinary 

villagers when not conducting rituals, which means that the Baya also follow the 

standard of “able-ness” within their ordinary lives. However, the villagers often display 

additional respect for the Baya in their daily lives due to their fear of the Baya’ shamanic 

power. Although the resulting respect derives from fear, their shamanic power helps the 

Baya to gain more social power to some extent. In addition, as compared with those 

performing only huolu, such as agricultural work, the Baya earn more money than other 

female villagers; their increased income thus also gives them more social power. 

Chapter Five focused on the rituals conducted by the Baya, with an emphasis on two 

facets of the Baya’ rituals: the intimate and the public. Most rituals the Baya conduct 

are for family issues that concern the clients; they are thus generally personal to the 
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clients, and thus can be seen as referring to intimate matters. However, as the rituals 

conducted by the Baya can be watched by anyone who is standing outside the hall of 

the Baya or sitting in the hall of the Baya, all rituals also have a public aspect. The 

rituals conducted by the Baya support the kin relationships in the villages as, in these 

rituals, the deities of the Baya go through the process of chashi before addressing clients’ 

problems. This process of checking the family members of the clients reveals the 

essential connection between the rituals and the kin relationships in the village. In terms 

of the relationships between the Baya and their deities, these deities use the bodies of 

their Baya as a medium for communication with the clients. By possessing the Baya, 

the deities link these clients with their ancestors.  

Here we can draw on an important aspect of Lambek’s (1980: 319) work. He notes that 

spirit possession is often part of communication system that allows spirits to deliver 

messages with the help of a third party to family members, entire kinship systems, or 

even whole countries. This is reflected in the spirit possession conducted by the Baya, 

during which clients have opportunities to communicate with deceased family members 

and to receive messages from them. This also resonates with Stoller’s (1994: 642) 

statement that spirit possession is not simply a ritual in which a person’s body is 

possessed by a spirit, but also a form of cultural memory. For the villagers in 

Shangnan’an and Xianan’an, some occasions when they go to the halls of the Baya are 

to recall family memories that they might otherwise forget. However, the function of 

sustaining cultural memory is not always acknowledged by the clients, as on most 

occasions, the memory is presented as a proof that the spirits that the Baya’ deities bring 
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to their halls are indeed those of the deceased relatives of the clients. Nevertheless, the 

spirit possessions that the Baya conduct offer a way to connect the past with the present, 

as in Stoller’s (1994: 643) theory, wherein the spirits of the clients’ deceased relatives, 

their ancestral spirits, represent the past and the clients themselves represent the present. 

The Baya thus act as a connection between the past and the present. 

Chapter Six went on to examine attitudes of the villagers towards the Baya; to achieve 

this, an acknowledgement of the role of scepticism is thus important. However, even 

those who believe in the rituals of the Baya may still hold sceptical attitudes towards a 

specific Baya’s performance or rituals. The words of the Baya are seen as not always 

being zhun, despite their rituals; those of the Baya’ clients who believe in their general 

power, however, can accept that buzhun happens in rituals from time to time. The 

scepticism of the villagers generally is also common among clients, being mitigated by 

the clients’ tolerance of the Baya’s errors. They thus accept inaccuracy in a Baya’s 

words occasionally as a matter of course, and they also acknowledge differences among 

the Baya in terms of the processes of conducting rituals. The clients of the Baya do not 

share an agreed standard for the rituals of the Baya, and they accept differences wherein 

various Baya conduct the same rituals using different processes. 

In terms of theoretical engagement, Wolf (1990: 419) examined the Tang-ki shamans 

in Taiwan, noting that whether a woman can become a Tang-ki is decided by the 

relevant villagers. Both Wolf and Lévi-Strauss (1978) thus suggest that group consensus 

is the defining factor in power, with the gathering of villagers required to make such a 

decision. In Luocheng, however, the villagers seem to be more tolerant of different 
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types of Baya; they do not formally decide whether a woman is qualified to become a 

Baya. Thus, although the group consensus in Shangnan’an and Xianan’an exists, this 

does not arise from any discussion among villagers gathering together, instead arising 

from the accretion of individual experiences over time.  

There are limitations to this research, as well as discussions that are not examined in 

this thesis. The first such deficiency is related to the lacuna in information about the 

power of Baya within their own families. As discussed throughout this thesis, Pan 

Danzhi told me a lot about various family issues that worried her, including her 

concerns about her second son and her youngest daughter. Pan Danzhi told me that she 

performed rituals to ask her deities to protect her grandson, yet I was curious about why 

she could not resolve her other family troubles with the help of her deity. This has thus 

become a question that I would like to investigate in future research. 

Another topic that may also be covered in more detail in future research is the identity 

of the Mulao themselves. Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County was founded in 1983; 

before that, the area was covered by Yishan in 1956, Liuzhou in 1956, and Hechi from 

1965. This thus raises the interesting question of whether these changes in Luocheng’s 

administrative divisions have influenced people’s senses of “self”, an idea that might 

usefully be analysed in future research in this area. Moreover, if the foundation of 

Luocheng Mulao Autonomous County did affect people’s self-perception, the question 

of how this affected them and their Mulao identity also becomes of interest for further 

investigation. 
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Overall in terms of the thesis, the aim of the fieldwork in Luocheng was to contribute 

to the anthropology of China, including advancing research on Chinese ethnic minority 

groups, rural China, and shamanism among Chinese ethnic minority groups. In order to 

achieve this, I have sought to analyse the relationships between the Baya and various 

factors such as kinship, gender, and the other villagers in Luocheng, as well as with 

their rituals. I have also attempted to situate this investigation within the necessary 

historical and political background, which is required in order to understand the current 

positions of the Mulao and the Baya. Through this thesis, I have attempted to determine 

the status of shamanism in Luocheng. A secondary aim was to use the Baya as an 

example of how, even in a small ethnic minority group such as the Mulao that few 

people know much about, there are specific traditions and social norms that guide daily 

life and thus remain of great interest and importance. The reason why the Baya are so 

important to developing an understanding of ethnic Mulao is that the Baya, as well as 

being members of the Mulao community, play an irreplaceable role in the spiritual and 

cultural life of the village by connecting the Mulao with their ancestors. Many of the 

rituals of the Baya have also become a part of Mulao daily routines, as the Baya have 

developed into a symbol of Mulao folk traditions, highlighting the importance of Mulao 

kinship, social relationships, and folk beliefs, as well as their views on gender. Thus, 

the meaning of the Baya to the Mulao, as an ethnic minority group, as well as the 

meaning of Mulao themselves as an ethnic minority within Han-dominated China are 

thus explored through this thesis, which also contributes to the previously limited 

ethnography on the Baya and the Mulao within Chinese anthropology, further revealing 
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the importance of ethnic minorities such as the Mulao to China as a nation. For the 

Mulao, the rituals of the Baya offer opportunities to become more connected with their 

ancestors; from a perspective of tradition, being able to communicate with the ancestors 

helps villagers to maintain the prosperity of their families, while from a perspective of 

connection, communing with their ancestors enhances the other kin relationships of 

these villagers. As they are being recognised as an ethnic minority group, the Mulao are 

thus better able to maintain their variation.  

The initial research question was focused on what factors have allowed the Baya to 

continue from one generation to another, and this can be answered, at least in part, by 

pointing to the relationships between the Baya and the villagers, including the effects 

of the Baya’ rituals on villagers’ daily life, the ongoing efforts to make villagers believe 

the words of a Baya’s deities, and the villagers’ perceptions of the Baya. This work also 

emphasises the importance of ancestral spirits to both the Baya and the villagers more 

generally, as the ritual of spirit possession performed by the Baya offers the Mulao a 

chance to communicate with their deceased relatives. This spirit possession as 

conducted by the Baya thus also highlights the connections between the Baya and 

villagers’ kin relationships, and it is these kin relationships that cause the villagers to 

rely on the Baya, as the Baya act as the physical mediators between the clients and their 

dead relatives. If villagers want to know whether any problems occurring at home are 

due to any offence being taken by their ancestors, they must thus visit the hall of a Baya.  

In terms of differences among the Baya, such differences are widely accepted by the 

villagers in Luocheng. This indicates that there have been differences between the Baya 
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in the past, as the Baya have been a constant throughout Mulao history: there may also 

have been various different kinds of Baya whose roles and activities have been adapted 

to changing historical conditions and the emerging needs of local villagers, as well as 

wider regional circumstances. While the Baya offer a window onto the ongoing 

significance of ancestral rituals for the Mulao, they thus also represent the Mulao’s 

cultural vitality as an ethnic group in contemporary China. 
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