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Abstract 

The Guan are a Manzu clan living in the village of Yi Lan Gang, Heilongjiang province. 

People's Republic of China. Research was undenaken in China from 1995 to 1997. A discussion 

of social relations in north-east China is provided to establish context. The Manzu way of life is 

described diachronically using the work of Sergei Shirokogoroff and the author's own research. 

The various anthropological approaches to shamanism are reviewed and consideration of the 

social and political role of sharnanism is proposed. Analytical categories of ethnicity are 

developed that are reflected in Manzu communities, where concerns with tradition, authenticity, 

and regional variation lead to an active consideration of the nature of sharnanism. By examining 

what occurs while the Guan are planning and perfonning their ceremonies. the meanings of 

sharnanism for the Manzu are revealed. The Guan shamans counteract opposition to the retention 

of their ethnic identity by stressing the importance of their genealogy and adjusting their 

shamanic practice to emphasise aspects of their ethnicity that they wish to promote. They use 

shamanism to improve giian xi with potential collaborators in their project to preserve the 

integrity of the clan and the sense of ethnicity that entails. Much of what was distinctive about 

their ethnicity has changed profoundly. but they believe deeply that they are piao han, meaning 

fearless and competent. and that this is the core of Manzuness. Shamanic rituals honouring the 

ancestors are used to reconstitute the essential elements of Manzu identity for the benefit of the 

clan menibers. The sharnanic performance is a symbol that provides an opportunity for the 

people to consider an idealised reflection of themselves and integrate that image into their 

understanding of who and what they are. 
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Introduction: Accessin~ the Field 

Introduction 
Methods of negotiating relationships common in north-east China significantly influence 

any attempt to conduct fieldwork in that setting. To understand some of the problems 

surrounding anthropological fieldwork and the fieldwork situation itself in China, it is necessary 

to consider the social institution of guun xi. First, the problem of an outsider achieving effective 

participation in the social order is a considerable one. Without establishing guan xi it would have 

been aimost impossible. Second, guan xi is situated within a hierarchicai framework that 

provides insights about relations with the spirits and ancestors in Manzu shamanism, the subject 

of this thesis. 

An understanding of guan xi, leads to critical insights about social relations in north-east 

China. Guan xi emerges at various points d o n g  a continuum of relational subsets that are 

negotiated between social actors depending upon historical, ethical, ethnic and hierarc hical 

inputs. To argue that p a n  xi has one specific nature misses the essential nchness of the 

phenomenon. While guan xi draws heavily upon tradition, it is subject to subtle distinctions each 

tirne it is implemented or even considered by the actors who invoke it. 

While officially atheist and Marxist, China is also still "traditional". While few Chinese 

profess a reverence for the past, many - including intellectuals and Communist party cadres - 
present offerings at shrines and subscribe to traditional values. Even when oven subscription by 

the individual may not be apparent, the influence of Confucian and Taoist ethics upon popular 

rnorality is manifest. The level of comfort with the relationship system and participation in it 

may be directly related to conscious or unconscious self-justification based upon popular and 

long-standing moral principles. This is not to suggest that ethics in the 1990s are identical to any 

particular period in the past. The concept and utilisation of guari xi has a long history, and its role 

today is complicated by a situation of scarcity, partly brought about by population pressures, 

partly by politics and largeiy by the inescapable corruption of the ruling elite in the army and 

government. However, consideration of the problem of guan xi requires that we adequately 

account for the historicd dimension of ethical thought. 

Cultivating relationships with "gatekeepers*' was critical to my success, and 1 was subject 

to manipulation by individuais whose actions can be understood through considering the nature 

of social obligation, rather than corruption. It is easy to ignore the problem of perceived 

unscnipuiousness, yet 1 would suggest that insights can be gained from exarnining such 



behaviour (see Turner 1972; 1989, ch. 1 on dealing with administrative authonties in the 

Australian Outback). My lessons in social relations in north-east China at the hands of 

gatekeepen in the Fall of 1995 improved my undentanding of Chinese society as 1 experienced 

it and considerably eased my subsequent fieldwork experiences. 

Closelv Bound Connections 

The Chinese term that describes the system of social relations is guan xi, which 
I 

translates as "relations/connections". To have guan xi means to have established a social 

relationship with someone, which provides influence with that penon. It does not equate direcdy 

with power over someone, for the purpose of the system is to construct a social relationship, akin 

to a family relationship, which Ieaves both members of the dyad feeling obligated toward the 

other. Often, the relationship is uneven, as is the case in any patronage system. This is consistent 

with structures in late pre-liberation north China where middlemen monopolised authority and 

prestige over villagers in a system of unequal power relationships (Duara 1990). Cultivating 

contacts, and establishing a network of support, is one object of developing guan xi. However, 

the term is rich in meaning and also simply refers to warmth of feeling and sociai intimacy. 

While dependent upon circumstances, having guan xi may also refer to bonds of friendship. in  

towns in Liaoning province 1 encountered individuais whose primary connection was that they 

had been msticated in the same location dunng the Cultural Revolution. It was shared experience 

that was the basis for their relationship, and not more overt ways of cultivating guan xi, such as 

gift exchange or banqueting. The significance of this will be developed below. 

In north China it very difficult to accomplish one's objectives, particularly if they have 

anything to do  with the state. This is due to the fact that officia1 channels are notoriously slow, 

and simply overwhelmed in a country of 1.3 billion people. Often the best way to get things done 

is zorc hou rnenr, or through the back door. Whether one is buying train tickets, getting a building 

permit, or changing one's residence, the obstacles often seem insurmountable without special 

consideration. This is neither a simplification nor an over-generalisation. Anyone who has ever 

tned to buy sleeper tickets out of Shenyang or Harbin is aware of this. Of course, it is easy 

enough for the foreign tourists who buy their tickets through a hotel o r  travel agency. But those 

tourists see no sign of the relationship that the ticket agency has developed with the local railway 

ticket office in order to gain access to the tickets. Most work units attempt to develop guan xi 

*The characters are&pan) and*(xi). The h t  character means to close or to involve, while the second 
meam to fasten or relate to and dépicts "one hand grasping several threads or lines" (Moran, 1995: p. 202). 
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with the railway corporation; however, this is a situation of competition for scarce resources. 1 

have spent cold winter nights in Harbin waiting while friends attempted to find tickets for me. in 

some cases, we were forced to resort to the black market. 

On one level, guan xi may be described as a system of transactions which allows those 

involved to proceed with projects and undertakings which would otherwise be delayed or 

impossible. Guan xi often involves the negotiation of relationships, co-operation and 

entitlements within soçiety. This is not a matter of bribery and corruption. On the contrary, the 

process is about dealing with scarcity, but also about proper social relations. The objective for 

the vast rnajority of Chinese is not to redise excessive or unreasonable gain, but to simply 

manage day to day transactions as efficiently as possible in the face of extreme competition and 

indifference. The scarcity natural in a developing nation with an immense population is 

exacerbated by the mling elite who enrich themselves and advance the interests of farnily and 

friends. Hence, the importance of guan xi is redoubled. The process of negotiation allows the 

average Chinese to deal with exigencies in a dignified and regulated fashion. 

Patronage systems are culturally specific in terms of how they function and how a 

participant must behave in order to negotiate his way. Furthemore, they are morally regulated 

and require that the participants proceed in a proper fashion. In contemporary China, the New 

Socialist man is old hat and the virtues of serving the people and the state have been replaced by 

the virtue of striving for money and material wealth. Previously, the ethics of socialism never 

successfully uprooted the old Confucian-derived popular ethics and in fact drew heavily upon 

them (Huang 1977). The concept of social relations, which lies at the heart of the patronage 

system, is justified by the popular morality. This is not to suggest that guan xi is simply a 

holdover from the pre-Revolutionary past. However, social relations in northeast China require 

a S ~ ~ O U S  consideration of the persistence of traditional ideology in order to achieve a more 

complete appreciation of their function. 

Guan xi  takes place within the context of a larger system of cultural mores and ethics. To 

understand this idea, the general nature of the Chinese system of thought that underlies and 

supports it must be exarnined. It is important to remember that the ideas presented here are not 

always manifest, but are often imminent, and as such they are neither fixed nor immutable. It is 

often the case that one approach is in ascendance, and then is displaced by another, as 

circumstances, the influence of others, and personal morality indicate. To suggest that traditional 

ideology is irrelevant to understanding social mores is inaccurate. In al1 walks of life traditions 

Hence, the phrase implies a close and binding relationship. 
3 



still play a significant role. This does not demonstrate by itself the role that they play in morality. 

but it is suggestive of a link. However, 1 want to stress that 1 have witnessed individuals of varied 

background and position, including farmers, social scientists, physicians, agncultural scientists, 

Cornmunist Party cadres and electronic journalists, al1 of whom participated in Buddhist and/or 

Taoist devotions. 

Madsen writes that the average contemporary Chinese is a practical philosopher who, in 

assessing the actions of local leaders, is caught up in a dynamic process of "ever-moving 

whirlpools of moral argumentation . . . . The currents of such whirlpools were continually 

shifiing as argument and counterargument interacted with changing politicai situations to create 

new torrents of mord discourse" (Madsen 1984: 3). Madsen refers specificdly to village leaders. 

but within the context of their evaluation by other villagers who are heir to an ethical tradition 

and cal1 each other to account in terms of a moral discourse. He argues powerfully for a Maoist- 

Confucian synthesis emerging out of the Maoist critique of Confucianism. He concludes that the 

Cornmunist cadre "build up a political following by dispensing patronage and justifies that 

patronage by Confucian moral discourse"(ibid.: 248). While he is discussing rural morality, the 

argument pertains to the urban situation as well. Guan xi must be understood in terms of the 

ethical dimension, in addition to its instrumental and sentimental aspects. 

Madsen also concludes that the Chinese often "conceive of their interests and hopes in 

ternis of the conceptual idiom of an ethos with deep roots in the Confucian tradition . . . . [Tlhe 

Confucian idiom uses metaphors; one of the most apt metaphors is that of the traditional Chinese 

farnily. And a good society is like a good farnily writ large" (ibid.: 245). This metaphor, as 1 

argue below, is prominent in the fratemal conception of guan xi relationships. Friedman et al. 

present evidence which supports Madsen's view. In documenting the history of the Maoist 

revolution and its direct affects upon social relations they suggest that: 

Although the Comrnunist party, in trying to improve social life, both adapted to 
and transformed peasant values and social relations, Chinese villagers -- including 
party members -- kept to their own agenda. Even when the party brought 
econornic gain and cultural healing, centre and hinterland were frequently at odds. 
Over time personal networks grew, connecting the system in complex and 
contradictory ways. The stmcture was not merely top down. Villagers were not 
merely pawns permitting socialist kings to push them around. . . Villagers and 
their allies and patrons among officiais uied, as they had for many generations 
under various regimes, to dodge, deflect and blunt the impact of demands 
detrimental to local interests and values (Friedman et ai. 199 1 : xv). 



The implication is that the use of guan xi is a long-standing practice that emerged out of 

previous traditions and was adapted to the present circumstances. This is crucial to understanding 

gitan xi - it must be understood within the circumstances in which it occurs and should not be 

presented as identical in al1 cases. Nevertheless, it emerges out of comrnon elements that may be 

found in the kstory of Chinese ethical thought. Friedman, et al. establish the persistence of 

traditional values in the face of adverse state actions: "viilagers, expropriated of so much they 

treasured, clung more tightly to surviving, virtually sacred, household resources, from the home 

to the lineage to the mariage bond" (ibid.: 269). In my experience, this is often also true in 

dealing with urban residents, and thus the art of pan xi, while adapted to modem circumstances, 

has deep origins in tradition. 

It is important to understand that the justifications that the Chinese d n w  upon are not 

derived from one source. China is, in many ways, a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society. 

Chinese popular ethics are an amalgam of different schools of thought and methodological 

approaches which have merged with folk traditions and Western, especiaily Marxist and 

Christian, ideas (see Gernet 1985). The most important aspects of popular Chinese ethics are 

derived from Taoist and Confucian philosophy. China is an ancient society, and while it is not 

unreasonable to claim Western roots in Mesoptamian civilisation, and certainly a strong 

connection to Greece and Rome, in China the tradition is not only living, but frequently 

pervasive in its influence over the lives and thought of the modem Chinese. The basic Confucian 

ethic that influences Chinese moraiity even today is a comrnentary on, and an expansion of, ideas 

and methods that predate the Spring and Autumn period (circa 6th century B.C.) during which 

Confucius flourished. The most important moral strictures that have come with this tradition are 

filial piety, loyalty to elders, rulers, and country, faimess in work and trade. and concem and 

compassion for others. 

Another important idea -- that the world is a fairly unpredic:able place -- is also very 

ancient. Frorn the perspective of the patronage system this means that individuai actors must be 

prepared to deal with unexpected circumstances. Rules and regdations do not stand as 

guarantees, and everything is subject to negotiation at al1 times. It is not the arbitrary laws that 

matter, but the relations between individuals and their ability to deal with each other in a just and 

mutually beneficial manner. What one strives for is the ability to come together successfully with 

others and establish guan xi, a relationship based on respect and hierarchical ordering. This 

indifference to attempts at regulation may be traced to an ancient recognition that the future is 

un wri tten: 



[Bloth the Bardo Thodol [the Tibetan Book of the Dead] and the I Ching 
denounce any deterministic approach to reality. They do not Say what is going to 
happen. They do not forecast what will take place. That is why they are not based 
on the causdity principle. They are based on the synchronicity principle, which is 
an acausal connecting principle (Lee 1984: 5). 

However, this lack of determinacy is tempered by the recognition that al1 moral actors are 

obligated to operate in a manner that is not detrimental to other actors they encounter. That is, an 

individual with true understanding recognises that the behaviour that benefits one most is that 

which is of benefit to others: 

The wise man is always good at helping people, so thar none are cast out; he is 
always good at saving things, so that none are thrown away. This is cdled applied 
intelligence (Lao Tzu 1983: poem 27). 

This is not conceived in the abstract, for the benefit that accrues to the wise man is not to 

be found in sorne future paradise, but rather is founded upon a quid pro quo basis. There is more 

here than pragmatism, for it is part of the system of establishing and maintaining grtan xi. The 

wise man helps others, but he expects help, or loyalty and support, in retum. Guan xi relies upon 

the expectation of a genuine feeling of connectedness. For example, in return for sponsoring my 

research in China, it was expected that I would in turn provide help in translating rny sponsor's 

work into English and attempt to find a Western publisher. It was not a matter of being 

something which 1 ought ro do, but of something I must do, and not because 1 have an obligation, 

but because we have a relationship. An obligation may be said to arise from the relationship, but 

it is the relationship that is the primary factor. Based on my experience and observations, the 

relationship functions in such a way that the two parts of the dyad treat each other as close 

friends (hao peng you)who are motivated more by good will towards each other than by any 

hope of personal gain. While they may truly be friends, and the economic aspect of the 

relationship usually is not remarked upon, both understand that they are not simply friends. 

Rather, the economic obligation is reinforced through frequent references to the strength of the 

friendship, and the use of terms like ge-ge (elder brother) and di-di (younger brother) in 

reference to each other. This hierarchicai terminology emphasises the unequal nature of the 

relationship and indicates who stands in the dominant role. 

Wow do we account for the role of socialist morality within this context? i n  works such 

as To See Ourselves: Corn~arinn Traditional Chinese and American Cultural Values (Pan 1988), 

we find that traditional values are persistent within peasant communities. However, an 



examination of the traditional ideas that are most persistent indicates that they find parallels 

within Maoist thought. The idea of chastity for women is often reinterpreted in terms of the one 

child policy, even though the original ideal applied to widows. Ideds of frugality and hard work 

fit well with the concept of the New Socialist Man, and the importance of kindness and 

generosity are reflected in the modem Chinese ideal of mutual assistance (hu xiang bang zhu ). 

This was confirmed by my own research in Heilongjiang province. 1 interviewed 50 people in the 

village (population 430) where 1 lived about traditional values.* Forty of them agreed that 

"generosity and virtues" (ren yi  dao de) were still desirable, and half of those stated that this was 

also a socialist value. More telling perhaps were the responses to the ideals of "benevolent father 

and filial son" and "submission to authority" Cfu ci zi xiao and shun coug zun zhang). Half of 

those interviewed agreed with the former ided and 70% agreed or partly agreed with the 

importance of the latter. This evidence is suggestive of the resilience of cultural mores in 

accounting for the practice and significance of guan xi. 

Popular Ethics 
An important aspect of Chinese popular ethics is the apparent (to the Western observer) 

absence of emphasis upon personal autonomy. The Western concept of individuality is 

essentially at odds with the traditional Chinese idea of the paramountcy of the family and the 

importance of collective agreement, colIective action, and collective benefit and fault. The 

paternal characterisation of social relations is attributable to China's Confucian heritage. and "al1 

people are so pre-programmed to certain kinds of action that [even] monks cannot help but re- 

establish shadow family networks in their temples, in spite of their best efforts to avoid the lay 

world" (Munro 1977: 26). The idea that people are pre-programrned may be overstating the case 

somewhat, and the concepts of free will and individual responsibility are not absent from 

Chinese society. However, they are less central to the justification of individual actions. 

Individual acts tend to be more readiiy explained in terms of the directives of the state or the 

community. This is argued concisely by Sun: 

These interviews were conducted during the second six months of fieldwork, in the fall of 1997. 
Lnforrnants were questioned about a range of expressions of traditional values, including relations 
between men and women, the duty to have children and the moral superiority of peasants over 
merchants. 1 interviewed precisely 30 men and 20 women, ranging in age from 27 to 64. Twenty of the 
men and 13 of the women were over 50. AU the people 1 interviewed were members of the Guan clan. The 
interviews proved impossible to conduct in private so other family members who were present 
influenced the answers given. Ah, 1 would sometimes have to explain the expressions further in order 
that the informant understood their meaning. Obviously, the data that 1 gathered has severe iimitations. 
A breakdown by gender, age, occupation, etc. awaits further research in a more controlled setting. 

7 



In this sense, a Chinese individual, far from k i n g  a distinct and separate 
individuurn is conceivable largely in the continuum of 'two persans'. The Chinese 
anthropologist Francis L.K. Hsu argues that 'the concept of personality is an 
expression of the Western ideal of individualism' but that 'the meaning of k i n g  
human is found in interpersonal relationships'. . . . If One is undentood as a non- 
self-sufficient 'body', the Other is then understood as the party whom one has to 
match in a paired relation (duifang) (Sun 199 1 : 4). 

There is a duality in this concept which is widespread throughoui Chinese thought. 

Just as the recognition of the need to treat others well (see below) cannot be reduced to a 

Christian-like ethic, so the desire to avoid casting out people is not necessarily motivated by a 

Mamian sense of egalitarianism. On the contrary, the reaiity of inequity as natural and 

unavoidable is an important component of popular Chinese ethics. This is illustrated clearly in 

the Dao De Ching : 

For indeed there are things 
That must move ahead, 
While others rnust lag; 
And some that feel hot, 
While others feel cold; 
And some that are strong, 
While others are weak; 
And vigorous ones, 
With others worn out (Lao Tzu 1983: poem 29). 

Furtherrnore, this passage implies a complementary duality believed to exist in al1 ways 

at al1 tirnes that is essentiai to the proper functioning of the world. It is not only natural, but also 

necessary that there exist in social relations those who are in a dominant position and those who 

are in a subordinate position. This aspect of social life is elaborated in dyads that encourage 

respect and obligation. However, dyadic relations are not conceived of in terms of a Cartesian 

dualism, involving opposition and conflict, but rather a yidyang complementarïty. Therefore, the 

patronage system that emerges out of the hierarchical relationships is perfectly comprehensible 

in the normal functioning of social relations. 

As the relation between two individuals is usually conceived of as either ruler-minister or 

elder brother-younger brother, there is an obligation that extends both ways. While the one in a 

dominant position is obliged to be fair, the one in the subordinate position is obiiged to show 

respect and provide support. This means that the subordinate is expected to show respect through 

willingness to provide financial support, to do work on behalf of the elder brother and to defer to 

the elder brother in rnatters of how to go about negotiating contacts and contracts, or  in setting up 

8 



other social relations. The elder brother may be dominant because he/she has something to offer, 

because of age, or because of a senior administrative position. 

The first obligation of the younger brother is to establish ren qing (sentiment). This is 

done, more than any other way, through food. The importance of food in the negotiation of socid 

relations cannot be over-emphasised. Gifts of food are standard and it is necessary to always 

offer tea and fruit to guests. K this is not done it is either an insult or an indication of a lack of 

any formally constituted social relation between the actors involved. That is, it indicates a lack of 

p a n  si. Essentially, the subordinate actor builds a relationship through gifts of food, taking the 

dominant individuai out to dinner and having the elder brother in to take tea and fmit, or later a 

full rneal, at home. The importance of f d  in the negotiation of Chinese social relations has 

been dealt with in a number of works (see Chang 1977). 

Relations between friends can aiso be understood in terms of guan xi. If you are not 

friends, you lack guan xi and there is no obligation to assist. The first obligation is still to 

establish ren qing . However, it is guan xi in the sense of a relationship, not just a usehl 

connection. This is a somewhat confusing aspect, but it is important to redise that one has guan 

xi with friends as well as with other social actors. The difference is that you are fnends first, and 

thus gain useful p a n  xi. In other social realms, it is a mutually beneficial relationship that is 

established dong  with protestations of friendship. Guan xi is a dominant concern partly because 

of the different shades of meaning that the term implies. Most actors want to have guan xi (close 

relations) with their friends, and guan xi (usehl connections) throughout the social realm. 

If you are old enough (like a senior professor) this is evidence that you have behaved 

with rectitude, for, according to the Tai Shang Kan Ying Bien good and evil are rewarded and 

punished by the Supreme Deity's control of one's life span (Ching 1993: 216). Senior individuals 

are justified in their actions by the popular ethic which assumes that the older you are the more 

virtuous, and that your actions are therefore difficult to question. However, an individual does 

not have carte blanche to act just because of age or senionty. There is an equally important 

Confucian ethic that constrains one's actions: 

To regard everyone as an important guest, to manage the people as one 
would assist at a sacrifice, not to do to others what you would not have them do to 
you (Analects 15:23, quoted in Ching 1993: 57). 

This dictum should not be simply interpreted as a Chinese Golden Rule. Everyone is 

connected within society, but those from outside are not necessarily subject to the same strictures 

or protections. There is a general sense that one should help one's neighbours, which arises out of 

9 



the thought of both Mencius and Confucius. Yet this is not generally held to be a universal 

obligation. The abbot of a Taoist monastery told me on Qian Shan that 'Taoism is not for 

Westerners. It is only for Chinese." It is often acknowledged that the Chinese system is not 

meant for foreigners, and it is expected that most foreigners cannot master it and have no desire 

to do so. However, to remain in China one must at l e m  make an effort to master the system. 

Essentially, the moral stnctures will be extended to rhose who understand and operate within 

them. A foreigner who acts properly will be treated properly. Proper behaviour means making 

the effort to cultivate pan xi . 

F e u  and Loathing in Shenyang 

1 travelled to China to conduct ethnographie research in the north-east, once called 

Manchuria. 1 had previously lived in north-east China as an English teacher for one year, and had 

made arrangements to corne back to the same area for research purposes with sponsorship 

provided by the Chinese Shidies department of a regionai university in the city of Shenyang. 

While 1 did enjoy an official invitation, this in no way provided me with any influence upon the 

administrative authorities. 1 arrived in Shenyang in the faIl of 1995 and made my way to the 

university. At the foreign affairs office the administrative staff were not expecting me. and in 

fact had not processed my application fully. They had only just that day received approval of my 

invitation from the Public Security Bureau. 1 managed to locate someone from the Chinese 

Studies department who knew that 1 was coming and he convinced them to give me a room. 

They did not want me to stay there because they were not expecting me and ttius 1 caused them 

extra work, even though they were supposed to accommodate me. Once 1 was supported by 

someone known to them this mitigated against their reluctance to assist me. In essence 1 was able 

to borrow a bit of guan xi. Howeve. they immediately began requesting various minor 

administrative fees for which there was no clear explanation. There was no proper way for me to 

question these fees or request an explanation of their purpose without creating an uncornfortable 

situation in which 1 was clearly subordinate. 

The individual from my sponsoring department left without saying anything to me about 

what 1 should do next. 1 waited for sorneone to tell me when we would meet to discuss my 

arrangements. 1 quickiy discovered that no one in the Foreign Affairs Office knew anythng 

about my situation. It was not a matter of them not caring, but rather that they did not have 

anything to care about. 1 was an unknown quantity without any relation to them. It was unclear 

what my status was, and to the extent that we did have a relationship, it was solely economic, 



since 1 was someone who paid sponsonhip fees and rent. in that regard 1 was of low status. since 

they had expected me to rent an apartment and 1 had instead opted for a d o m  rwm. Worse, 1 had 

asked for a roornrnate (in hopes of improving my language skills), which was the lowest rent 

possible. The possibility that they saw me as something of a rnilch cow, and that 1 was not 

meeting expectations, was apparent in their reaction to my rquest. They laughed, and tried to 

convince me that 1 would be better off with a suite of rooms. 

It was in meeting with the department administrator that 1 encountered my greatest 

obstacles. His main concem was not with knowledge, but with improving his position. His idea 

of research was to have me read and translate his works and assist him in getting them published 

in the West. In addition, the fees that we had agreed upon before 1 carne were apparently subject 

to funher negotiation. The initiai agreement had involved paying a foreign scholar's fee in 

exchange for sponsorship and language instruction. 1 was informed afier 1 mived that 1 would 

also have to pay a rather large amount in U.S. dollars to the local goveniments of the districts in 

which 1 was planning to conduct research. This was simply a fee for permission to conduct 

research. Furthemore, 1 was told that 1 would have to pay a regular foreign student's tuition for 

language instruction, in addition to the scholar's fee. 

1 subsequently leamed that this fee for the local administrations was not standard 

operating procedure at d l .  1 also learned that the amounts I was being requested to pay for rent. 

sponsorship and language classes were far in excess of what was required at other institutions. in 

sum, 1 was being taken for every penny they could get out of me. Unfortunately. 1 felt 

constrained since 1 was dependent upon the good will of my sponsors. Without them, 1 could not 

get the residence permit 1 needed to stay in China and conduct my research. However, since 1 

had no guan xi, they felt no obligation towards me. 

There was some r w m  for negotiation of the terms on my part. 1 was attempting to 

research Manzu shamanism. Strictly speaking, shamanism is illegal in China for the rnajority 

Han and therefore it is not appropriate to study it since, if it is illegal, it cannot be officially 

acknowledged to exist. Therefore, since it does not exist, there is nothing to study. Sharnanism 

practised by non-Han rninority groups is not actually illegal, but according to the administrator it 

is considered marginal and is discouraged by the authonties (when 1 eventually got into the field 

1 found that this was not tme, and that indeed the local govemment helped to sponsor shamanic 

rituals). My desire to study the Manzu people was welcome, but shamanism was a bit riskier and 

since 1 had no guan xi, my supervisor was not willing to take a chance on my behalf. 1 was not in 

a position to argue vehemently nor could 1 get around his refusal to allow me to conduct 



officially the research 1 was really interested in. It was possible to get permission to study the 

social organisation of the Manzu and then observe the sharnanizing on my own, but if the Public 

Security Bureau confronted me 1 would be on my own. However. if 1 had had the time to develop 

a relationship and engage in mutual assistance ( e g  translate his articles into English) things 

probably would have been different. However, 1 lacked a sophisticated understanding of how to 

conduct myself in the situation, and 1 was also short on time and financial resources. 

In comparison to the Confucian/Maoist ideals of faimess in work and trade, and concern 

and compassion for others, it may seem as if this administrator was acting outside the bounds of 

morality. However, this is not the case due to the absence of guan xi. The lack of a relationship 

within the Confucian hierarchy placed our interaction within a morally neuual zone, governed if 

anything by Deng Xiao Ping's dictum "to get nch is glorious". Our (not just my) lack of guan xi 

not only meant that 1 lacked Ieverage, but it also meant that we did not stand in relation to each 

other as social actors qua human beings. We lacked a relationship that contained elements of 

human feelings. 

A tale sirnilar to my own was related to me by another foreigner at the university in 

Shenyang. A graduate student from another Canadian university's history department had 

travelled to Shenyang to conduct archival research through the same Chinese university with 

which 1 was dealing. The keys to the archives were literally held by a Chinese professor in the 

history department who required that the foreign student take a course from him at a substantial 

fee before being allowed access to the archives. The student disputed the necessity of the course, 

but in the end capitulated even though he was only fluent in written Chinese, and not in spoken 

Mandarin. The friend who related these events to me felt that this was graft, pure and simple. 

When 1 questioned some other Chinese fnends about the incident, they concurred in questioning 

the fee, but were equally certain that as a senior professor the Chinese acadernic was well within 

his rights to expect the foreign student to defer to his judgement in ternis of how the research and 

relationship would be conducted. 

Making Guan Xi Work for Me 

Eventually, Chinese fnends 1 had met through other foreigners advised me that the 

scholar 1 was working with was dishonest and known for exploiting foreigners and locals alike. 

They convinced me that 1 was better off going another route. The solution to my problem was to 

attempt to establish relations with individuals in research institutions through people with whom 

1 already had a fnendly connection. The key here was to draw upon my friends' guan xi with 



other individuals who could help me. Being introduced by my friends would mean that 1 had a 

connection to the researchers 1 was asking for help. These individuals would be obligated to 

support our mutual friends by assisting me. In essence, my friends gave me guan xi. From then 

on. it was my responsibility to build my own relationships, primarily through mutual feasting, 

research collaboration and assistance in translating or  making contact with other Western 

scholars and institutions. These friends evinced a willingness to assist me that was not evident 

with my first contacts and the obstacles that the dishonest professor had described for me were 

non-existent under my new sponsors' tutelage. 1 retumed to North Arnerica at this point, having 

spent three rnonths in Shenyang improving my guan xi. 

In attempting to gain access to the field, 1 spoke to my friend Mu Dai who worked in the 

philosophy department of the Liaoning Academy of Social Science (L.A.S.S.). He in tum put me 

in touch with the CO-otdinator of the Foreign Affairs Office of the Heilongjiang Academy of 

Social Science (H.A.S.S.) and the director of the history institute at L.A.S.S., who specialised in 

Manzu studies. Through this latter individual 1 acquired a letter of invitation to return to China as 

a visiting scholar. This allowed me to secure a visa. Beyond that 1 was responsible for myself 

and could expect no assistance from the L.A.S.S. 

1 was indebted to the director and it was incumbent upon me to take him out to dinner. 1 

also brought him some American cigarettes once when 1 met with him, dthough I was quite 

awkward about it and 1 believe that insofar as prestations are determined by form as well as 

intention, it may have seemed more a bribe than a gift. However, he accepted them with good 

grace. Interestingly, my attempt to treat him to dinner failed and in fact he insisted on taking me 

out for dinner. This seemed odd since 1 was asking hirn for help, but he  wanted me to meet his 

CO-workers and insisted that 1 was his guest. In this case he was acting as the patron of the entire 

group, taking us al1 to lunch and dispensing largesse derived from his departmental budget. 

Although 1 was indebted to him, the flexibility of guan xi and his mastery of it allowed him to 

assert his dominant position by treating me. This is rather sirnilar to the time that my neighbour 

in Shenyang took me out for dinner and drinks, aithough we were already friends, because he 

wanted to ask for my assistance in enrolling his daughter in English language courses back in 

Canada. He was invoking a more formai guan xi structure in order to d o w  hirn to make a 

request that might have been seen as burdensome if presented informally. Again it was a matter 

of form having significance equal to sentiment or intention. 

The second part of my solution came through the contact at H.A.S.S. They arranged for 

me to meet with a professor (Mr. Sun) at Mudanjiang Teachers' College (M.T.C.) who wotked 



with the Manzu (although 1 later leamed that he did not provide the best entrée to the village 

since he had videotaped their ceremonies and never provided the village with copies). A scholar 

from H.A.S.S. (Mr. Huang) accompanied me to Mudanjiang to meet Mr. Sun. Thar night Huang, 

Sun and 1 had a large dinner involving many kinds of fish and numerous teachers from M.T.C. 

The three of us proceeded to Ning An to meet with local scholars and membea of the cultural 

bureau to discuss the best location for my research. Huang, Sun and and 1 had a large dimer at a 

Korean restaurant with local scholars and Manzu elders, for which 1 later received a bill. This 

was a matter of cultivating local goodwill. The next day Huang, Sun, two local officials from 

minority affairs, one official from the cultural bureau (the latter t h e  and Sun having gunn xi 

with each other) and I went to the Public Security Bureau (P.S.B.) to get permission for my 

research from the cultural affairs division of the P.S.B. Then Mr. Huang, Mr. Sun, the member of 

the cultural bureau (Mr. Xie), a P.S.B. officer and 1 went to Ning Xi, the county seat. There we 

met with the local P.S.B. to discuss my plans, gain their approval and decide if the village we 

had selected was appropriate. These connections ail needed to be consulted in order to show 

them proper respect, or give them face. ln addition, by working together on this matter al1 those 

involved were cultivating guan xi, both new and old. 

Finally, accompanied by a representative of the county P.S.B. (cuitural affairs) Huang, 

Sun, Xie, the Ning An P.S.B. official and 1 al1 set off for a small Manzu village to present 

ourselves to the local party members and the family 1 was to stay with. As far as I could tell, this 

was presented to the viltagers as a fair accompli. As we ate lunch an announcement over the 

village public address system informed the community of my presence and enjoined them to 

welcorne me and aid me in my research. 1 had thought that the success of my research depended 

more upon my own acumen than official pronouncements. 1 had hoped to slip in unobtrusively 

and without the weight of official sanction behind me, as 1 feared this might prejudice attitudes 

about the nature of my research. This luxury was taken from me by the loudspeaker, but I later 

discovered that it was really by negotiating relationships carefully that 1 made the most progress. 

The village had been selected for me in discussions with iocd scholm and officials on 

the basis of its suitability to meet the research needs that I had attempted to express in my 

fractured Chinese. Local scholars such as Mr. Sun had visited it, dong with many other villages 

in the area, for short periods. 1 was the first researcher to propose conducting longitudinal 

research (initially for six months) in the village. It is tme that the location was an officially 

recognised Manzu village, but by no rneans was it a favoured site for research or the standard 

place to which foreigners were sent. Undoubtedly it was chosen with agendas other than my own 



in mind. These agendas may have been political, but the most important factor was the influence 

of Mr. Sun, who had visited the village and felt an affinity for the inhabitants. There was guan xi 

between Sun and the villagers. However, as 1 subsequently discovered, the leaders of the village 

did not return Mr. Sun's ren qing to the degree he might have expected. 1 feel that it is important 

to stress that the assistance of these government officials and academics was imrnensely 

important to me, for they smoothed my way in the village and gave official approval to my 

research. This meant that the local officials were cmperative, and even helpful. This did not 

necessady impress the average inhabitants, but neither were they obviously put off by my 

presence or the official sanction for my research. 

As Gladney (1998: 3) points out, it is common to be restricted and even accompanied by 

local academics or officials on research trips in China. On my brief foray to visit the Tungusic 

cousins of the Manzu, commonly called Oroqen and Evenki, 1 was accompanied at al1 tinies by a 

member of the Heilongjiang Academy of Social Science. His presence was necessary both to 

assist me and to control my activities. 1 was aware of this and accepted it as their right. Unlike 

Gladney's experience in the 1980s, 1 was not prevented from spending a long period of time in 

one village (ibid: 6). Except for my first and penultimate days in Yi Lan Gang, 1 was never 

joined by people from outside the village. The question of what the inhabitants themselves 

wished to convey to me about traditional Manzu culture is another matter. Certainly they were 

sophisticated enough to recognise that they were presenting an image of themselves to me. 1 base 

this on the fact that many of my informants referred to books about Manzu culture and history 

(published by the Minority Affairs Institute in Beijing and by academic publishing houses in 

China) in order to answer my questions. However, even when they were discussing questions of 

method or  meaning arnong themselves, without k i n g  prompted by my questions, they would 

utilise the written works that they had avaiiable. There was no official programme to promote 

Manzu 'traditions' other than that carried out by the clan. 

While a Manzu village, 1 do not intend to suggest that the life of the inhabitants of Yi Lan 

Gang is perfectly representative of the Manzu. In subsequent chapten 1 will discuss the research 

1 was able to conduct in other locations, which demonstrates that there is a good d e d  of variety 

within and indeed arnong the Manzu, despite their and the state's conception of them as an ethnic 

group. Life in this one village can provide insights into the meaning of being Manzu, but it is not 

a stand-in for the whole. As 1 wanted to investigate identity and sharnanism, it was necessary to 

concentrate on a locality that practised shamanism. There are many other villages in the north- 

east whose population is predorninantly Manzu. Some of these villages are designated as Manzu 



villages and some are not. In fact, this designation extends beyond the village level, and there are 

Manzu counties and towns as well. 1 was able to find works describing these other locales, or 

interview people from these locations, or in some cases visit them myself. In some of these 

places sharnanism is also practised, in various forms. 

While in Yi h Gang 1 made a point of visiting nearby villages. most of which contained 

a Manzu population. Al1 of these villages operated on the personal responsibility system of land 

use, with market gardening and livestock management the pnmary economic activities. 

Generally, there were no substantial differences between the villages, and actually Yi Lan Gang 

is a fairly typicai village of the north-east of China. It is not tembly wealthy, nor is it poverty 

stricken in the way that villages in the Chinese interior tend to be. Of course, because of special 

considerations arising from k i n g  Manzu a village, it is not entirely representative, but it is not 

for the most part an exceptional place. 

Once 1 was established 1 was free to speak with whomever 1 chose provided they were 

willing to speak with me. 1 never actually found myself unable to elicit information from 

villages, or fmstrated in the course of an interview by intransigence or hostility. On the contrary, 

the people of Yi Lan Gang were remarkably helpful, with the exception of shy children, many of 

whom I reduced to hysterical fits of laughter with the simplest of Mandarin phrases. Mandarin 

was the field language, for as 1 explain in the following chapters, it is the quotidian language of 

the contemporary Manzu. 1 picked up sorne of the language when 1 first came to China to teach 

at an agricuitural university outside of Shenyang from August 1993 to July 1994. With the help 

of a private tutor 1 was able to develop a basic grasp of the spoken language. This was in an area 

of Manzu famiers, and close to the tomb of Nurhaci, founder of the Manzu power. Later, 1 

studied Mandarin for a term (January to May 1996) at Wake Forest University and for another 

t e m  at the Shenyang Nomai  School (August to November 1 W6), while I was conducting 

research on the Manzu in Liaoning province. The officially sanctioned dialect is 

indistinguishable from the dialect of the north-east, and thus 1 was able to communicate without 

difficulty. 1 was able to spend two six month periods in Yi Lan Gang, first from December 1996 

to May 1997 and then in the fa11 and winter of 1997. The process that brought me to Yi Lan 

Gang began in 1993, when 1 first arrived in Shenyang and began to meet Manzu. As 1 suuggled 

to both learn the language and arrange and conduct research in China. 1 became better prepared 

to spend time working in the village. There was an element of serendipity in my progress, for 1 

dId not plan to encounter the complications that taught me proper social behaviour. 



When 1 was attempting to (re)arrange my research &ter the initial disaster, and later when 

1 war in the field, it was often the case that 1 would meet people through my friends with whom 1 

could see no point in developing ren qing (sentiment). However, 1 would accept the suggestions 

of rny friends present and toast with them or  put food on their plates and light cigarettes for 

them. Often, it turned out that they had something to offer me or  were in a position of influence 

such that politics required the cultivation of guun xi. Beyond that, 1 was improving relations 

between my friends and these others by giving them face. This was especially true in the 

countryside where 1 was such an unusual social phenomenon in myself. However, 1 found it 

difficult at times, because 1 felt somewhat on display. 1 often found myself repeatedly answering 

the same questions, some of which were rather insulting (e.g. "Does your wife have a boyfriend 

while you are away?"). Nevertheless, one individual whom 1 found particularly perplexing 

revealed to me after numerous encounters that he was a shaman in his clan and allowed me 

access to a shamanic Song book in his possession which was over LOO years old. 1 believe that 

this individual was testing me to see if 1 could behave in a proper and respectful fashion, and 

thus allow us to establish a proper relationship. Once this was done, he felt cornfortable about 

revealing information that was important to him arid that he knew would be of value to me. 

Guan xi as a method of negotiation in the social realm is not about finding a way to get 

around the system or to use people, but it is about finding a way to establish a relationship and 

thus deal with people. This is done by following the popular ethics which establish a hierarchicai 

system of domination and subordination whose Ur-form is filial piety. Guan xi is developed 

through mutual assistance and the shareci meais that are central to most activities in China. It 

cannot be acquired ovemight, and is a matter for negotiation in a dialogic fashion. It relies 

heavily upon mutual friends who bring people together, and thus allow the web of guan xi to be 

extended for each individual while strengthening their own guan xi with them both. It is not just 

friendship, for the hierarchicd element is always present, if only as a part of the social actors' 

undzrstanding of social networks. The convivial elements are essential as a part of traditional 

behaviour, but the object includes the facilitation of one's own objectives. Thus the use of guan 

xi is an economic activity, and a social activity. 

Guan xi is also the close connections between true friends who gladly assist and support 

each other. Friends often cal1 upon each other for assistance in going through the back door. 

Friends are involved in convivial activities and frequently present each other with gifts of food, 

liquor and household goods. In my experience, individuals with guan xi, whatever the origins of 

their relationship, often refer to each other as good friends, and mix business with p!easure. 



Thus, the line between friendship and useful connections is constantly blurred. In this there is 

revealed an elernent of pragrnatism. It is expected that you may use your close connections with 

your gerntenr (buddies) for practical purposes. Even in relations between gennenr it is 

understood that there is an element of hierarchy. Age seniority is always clarified and remains in 

the background. One of the first questions typically asked by new acquaintances concerns 

respective age. For members of the same age cohort hierarchy may be established in terms of 

some other criteria such as education or employment. However, these types of friends tend to be 

less concemed about hierarchy in their relations. Nevertheless, they use their relations for 

pragmatic reasons just as freely as in more hierarchical relationships. The lesson for the foreign 

participant in Chinese society is to put aside any reluctance felt about calling upon friends for 

support. To develop and use guan xi is to participate in Chinese society. 

Traditional values have exhibited resilience in urban and rural areas of north-east China. 

The practice of guan xi c m  be seen to arise out of adherence to farniliar practices in combination 

with the demands of the present. However, how the phenomenon emerges depends on other 

factors within particular social relationships. Oftentimes guan xi is concerned with the good 

feelings between friends, but it may involve the cultivation of useful connections for the long- 

terrn, or simply the attempt to resolve practical problems in the day-to-day. To understand guan 

xi as one encounters it requires that the social actor, foreign or native, carry with them the 

knowledge of a "practical philosopher" in order to negotiate effectively in concert with 

numerous, sometimes conflicting, factors. 

Understanding the importance of hierarchical relations also contributes to an 

understanding of Manzu shamanism. The ancestors are central to the shamanism 1 researched, 

and respect for the values they represent is the focus of the sharnanic practice 1 discovered in Yi 

Lan Gang village. The persistence of tradition in China helps to explain the factors behind the 

enduring Manzu identity. Shamanism is a way of cultivating guan xi with the ancestral spirits, 

and many elernents of the sharnanic ritual recapitulate the obligatory behaviour in an archetypal 

guan xi dyad. 

As a Westemer, 1 found my personal ethics in conflict with the approach 1 have described 

above. 1 took for granted the value of meritocracy from a background in which individualism and 

self-reliance are the most important virtues. 1 thought that the last option available is drawing 

upon one's connections or relationships for support. On the contrary, asking for help is reserved 

for times of dire emergency. In the conduct of one's day-to-day affairs or business (and 

ethnography can be construed as my "business") it is necessary to rely on personal ability to 



make one's way in the world. This seemed to directly conflict with the Chinese system. It is 

possible to argue that arrogance prompted my initial decision to attempt to conduct fieldwork 

without the assistance of friends and connections. However, 1 quickly discovered the necessity of 

modifying my personal stance in favour of adapting to the indigenous system. if my original 

approach was arrogant, then my change in attitude may be seen as an attempt to respect the 

culture of the people with whom 1 am working. This does not mean abandoning my own values, 

but rather understanding the function of another ethical system and adapting to it. 

My research goals provided me with an initial exposure to a particularly significant social 

phenornenon that I was to encounter again and again in northeast China- As Yang ( 1994) notes, 

the study of guan xi as a pragrnatic issue is widespread in China. Ironicaily, because one cannot 

be "outside it" to understand it, guan xi has become a topic for study by foreigners. The practical 

philosophy of the Chinese and the academic's concerns fundamentally diverge. In retrospect, 1 

have no doubt that rny use of guan xi was awkward at k t ,  and often inept. Fortunately, 1 had 

good guidance throughout my fieldwork, and for that I am tmly grateful. 



Chapter One: O v e ~ i e w  of the Manm 

Introduction 
3 

The Manzu are a Tungusic speaking people who live primaïily within the Chinese 

provinces of Liaoning, Jilin and Heilongjiang, in what is known as Manchuria or in China as 

Dongbei. A significant number of Manzu are also found in Hebei province, Beijing and the 

Xinjiang Uigur Autonomous region, while others are scattered throughout the country. They are 

not the only Tungus group in China and share many cultural similarities with the Evenki, Hezhe, 

Oroqen and Xibe. Unlike these minority groups, who number in the thousands or at best tens of 

thousands, the Manzu today are about 10 million. This is a rernarkably recent circumstance, and 

is indicative of a major resurgence of Manzu ethnicity. Those designated as Manzu increased 

128% between t 982 and 1990 due to a massive upswing in self-identification as Manzu, among 

those who had previously presented themselves as members of the Han majority. 

In order to understand the situation that presently faces the Manzu, some basic facts 

about modem China need to be established. The population of China is approximately 1 -2 to 1.5 

billion. Of these, 9 1 % are Han Chinese, or the "ethnic" Chinese. How reasonable it is to 

consider the Han al1 one is an open question (see Gladney 1994). The point is that for the Manzu 

and other ethnic minorities the Han represent the predominant and often oppressive "other". The 

ethnic minorities live for the most part in marginal spaces (mountainous regions, deserts, 

jungles) or, as with the Manzu, in border regions and new temtories. M m y  of the 80 million 

Chinese who live in extreme poverty are members of rninorities. The Cornmunist party cadres in 

minority regions still tend to be predominantly Han. 

The Chinese nation-state has existed in various forms since the emergence of the Qin 

dynasty some 2200 years ago. While there is debate about the nature of so-called pre-modem 

nationalism in China (see Townsend 1992; Duara 1993), the coercive aspect of Ulangguo (the 

Central State) has been felt by rninority groups throughout this long history. The Chinese policy 

towards other nationalities or ethnic groups may be sumrnarised as: m a t  them as hazards while 

they remain without, treat them as subjects when they are brought within. The approach has 

always been that the barbarians (yi) or minority groups (minzu, from the Japanese rninzoku, a 

A note is in order here regarding the tenns 1 use to refer to h e  Manzu. They are generally referred to in English as 
the Manchu. However, this is derived from a previous variation of their nanie (in Mandarin Chinese) which 
approximates their name in the Manzu language. Prior to Manchir they were known (in Mandarin) as Manrhou. Ln the 
case of these earlier names, the Qing rulers chose the Chinese characters used to write the name. Thus, none of these 
te-, stricitly speaking, are exactly the term as it would be in Manzu. However, Manzu is the term by which these 
people refer to thernselves today, and therefore it seerns most appropriate. 
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term introduced by Sun Yat-sen) must assirnilate to Han culture. Failure to do so is taken as 

evidence of their inferiority. 

For the Manzu, the problem of their ethnic identity is complicated by many factors, not 

the least of these being the conquest of China which they accomplished first in the 13th century 

as the Jurchen-Jin dynasty, and then between 1644 and circa 1700 as the Qing empire. Even prior 

to the success of the Jin dynasts, the Jurchen were exposed through trading and raiding to the 

materiai and intellectual riches of the Song dynasty. The brief Jurchen mle of northern China 

before the Mongol invasions intensified this exposure to the point where the Manzu became 

reliant upon many of the products of China (including scribes, teachers and priests), and thus the 

long process of cross-fertilisation began. The Manzu brought with them many military, 

bureaucratie and administrative innovations, and not the least of these was an inversion of the 

social order that placed Han Chinese at the lowest IeveL However, the Manzu, especially during 

the Qing, came to be more and more Iike the people they had conquered, until even many of their 

distinct contributions were identified as Han, and the tme origin of these innovations was 

forgotten. 

For example, the saman jiao (shamanism) of the Manzu was adopted by various Han in 

some parts of north China from the Qing court ritual and from Manzu garrisons, but it is not 

today recognised as k i n g  of non-Han origin. Even in name it is not known as saman jiao but as 

ticto da shen (spirit dance). Nevertheless, it is the practice of shamanism that remains as one of 

the most distinctive activities identified with Manzu ethnicity (even the characters for Man in 

Manzu and man in saman are identical). The Qianlong emperor, recognising the importance of 

saman jiao, attempted to control the influence of the shamans by ordering the codification of the 

ritual in written form in the mid- 18th century. It was also under the early emperors that the ban 

against Han immigration into the Manzu homelands was promulgated and enforced. However, 

the degeneration of Qing rule after circa 1850 led to the relaxation of the ban, and subsequently 

150 years of Han colonisation of Dongbei. 

Throughout the Qing Empire and after, the question of identity became much more 

complicated. Originally, the Manzu designation was a political one invented by the emperor 

Hong Taiji which, in addition to the Jurchen who were at the core of the Qing, included 

Mongols, Koreans, Han and other Tungus peoples. The definition of Manzu at that time could be 

sumrned up as bannemen, or  military slaves of the Qing emperor. As the Manzu came to adjust 

to the conditions of their existence as conquerors and ceased their period of temtonal expansion 

(after the 18th century), the emperors acted to convert the designation Manzu from a 



circumstantialist definition centred around toughness, loyalty and the conquest into an ethnic 

definition centred around so-cailed primordial characteristics of a shared heredity, language and 

customs. This was an effort to preserve the core Manzu values and sense of historical mission 

which stood in opposition to what was seen as a c o m p t  and decadent Chinese culture. It was a 

rearguard action fought in the face of the process of the blending of cultures that the comrnon 

people experienced. At this time many Han, Koreans and Mongols were expelled from the 

Manzu ranks. However, it was impossible to prevent the Manzu garrisons from engaging in 

social relations with their neighbours. Since the Manzu were often impoverished due to the 

corruption of the government in the 19th century they were forced to go out into the world and 

leave the protection of their garrison enclaves which had served as islands of ethnicity as well as 

centres of occupation. This primordial approach to ethnicity had a lasting influence upon how the 

Manzu conceive of themselves, both in tenns of cultural identity and how they understand 

ethnicity. Ln combination with other factors, it has strengthened the self-concept of the Manzu as 

tough and fearless and still today they promulgate a primordialist understanding of ethnicity. 

During this period the Qianlong emperor codified the practice of shamanism within the 

Qing court. The argument made by the major Russian ethnographer of the Manzu, Sergei 

Shirokogoroff, is that "the formalization of Manchu ritual did not occur on genuine soil. in fact, 

by this time the imperid family was already under a strong Chinese influence, and what is found 

is not an exact picture of the original Manchu complex" (1935: 204). Shirokogoroff (1935) and 

other more recent authors (Crossley 1997, Humphrey 1993) have argued that the act of 

committing rituals to a wntten form had the effect of petrifying the complex and stifling 

innovation, spontaneous creation and vitality. This may be true for the Qing court. The relevance 

of this problem for the Manzu peasants in the north-east is one of the questions the present work 

seeks to examine. 

After 1850, the govemment essentiaily abandoned the Manzu garrisons and ceased 

supporting them, simply hoping that they would melt away and merge with the larger society. 

Yet, as was demonstrated in the Taiping War, the Manzu cornmoners were seen as outsiders and 

hated occupiers and so had ethnic identity thnist upon them in a haphazard manner. The Taipings 

identified the Manzu as a people, and as an enemy. Not o d y  did they make the identification, but 

they also acted upon it, hunting Manzu and murdering them wholesale. Manzu bannerrnen were 

encouraged by circumstance to see themselves as Manzu first and bannermen second, and took 

whatever steps they could to preserve themselves. This experience was repeated in the nationalist 

revolution that led to the first Chinese republics. In the p e n d  of radicalisation of the Chinese 



nationalist movement between 1905 and 19 1 1 the Manzu were frequent targets for assassination 

(it is ironic that the Han Chinese who today face Moslem separatist terror in fact pioneered the 

terrorist techniques with which we are al1 presently familiar). 

The climax came in 19 1 1 and 19 12 when Manzu banners, who had received no military 

training for generations and essentially lived in ghettos in the cities throughout China. were 

slaughtered in their tens of thousands. While some made their way back to Manchuria, the 

majority had neither the rneans nor the inclination to retum to what was for them a foreign land 

(Crossley 1990: 215). They chose to lay low, conceal their ethnicity and preserve themselves. 

The supposed haven of Manchuria proved illusory, as the warlord system of nile provided no 

protection to the Manzu there and opened the region to more immigration from elsewhere in the 

republic. In time the Japanese arrived and during this period the people were unable to 

cornrnunicate with other clan members in distant locales. Large gatherings were forbidden, 

which had the effect of preventing the shamans from carrying out the rituals that were central to 

the cornmunity. In addition, the Japanese actively suppressed cultural expression, as they desired 

to replace the indigenous culture of Manchuna with Japanese culture. Hard on the heels of the 

Japanese came the Civil War (19464949) and the triumph of the Communists. 

With the liberation in 1949, the Manzu enjoyed a nine year grace p e n d  in the heady and 

idealistic days of the first decade of the new China. Again, they were able to express their culture 

without fear. However, with the advent of the Great Leap Forward in 1958, and then the Great 

Proletarian Cultural Revolution in 1966. the Manzu experienced what they refer to as 20 lost 

years. The objective of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution - to smash the four olds (old 

ideas, old habits. old customs and old methods) - was particularly aimed at the rninorities. 

Penods of political radicalisation in China are hazardous for those who are not of the majonty, as 

they are likely to harbour sentiments of ethnicity, to feel a link with history that would impede 

their sociaiist transformation or to look sceptically on life from the margins to which society has 

assigned them. It was at this time that the Manzu shamans were forced to give up their practices, 

Manzu poets were rusticated, traditional clan structures and banner or administrative units were 

struck down and important economic activities such as ginseng cultivation and deer ranching 

were collectivised and essentially devastated. 

Today, the Manzu in Dongbei done  number about nine million. The urban Manzu seem 

indistinguishable from the Han who (dong with Russians, Uighurs and Hui) began flooding into 

Manchuria in the late Qing dynasty and have corne to far outnurnber the indigenous population 

groups (which include Koreans, Mongols, and other Tungus groups). It appears that the Manzu 



have acculturated extensively. But this appearance may be deceiving. Gladney (199 1 ) claims that 

contemporary urban Manzu cd1 upon rurai shamans for healing ntuals, and 1 have encountered 

evidence of the retention of Manzu identity within the cities of the north-east as well as in the 

villages. This is mainly in the fonn of self-identification, literature (poetry) and commercial 

ventures (e-g. Manzu style restaurants). A contemporary rediscovery of Manzu identity by recent 

generations of people who now choose to identib themselves as Manzu has emerged. Many 

Manzu speak of parents o r  grandparents who seemed to carry a secret al1 their Iives and on their 

death beds would recite banner and lineage details revealing their Manzu ancestry (Crossley 

1990: 2 16). The acculturation (or sinicization4, as it is styled) of the Manzu is, then, a 

problematic issue. 

Theories of Ethnicity 

Until recently, the goveming assumption in Manzu studies has k e n  that the Manzu are 

heavily sinicized, and that they are most easily trerited in conjunction with the Han majority in 

China. Any evidence of a self-conscious cultural identity is understood as a recent manifestation 

which is part of modem processes of social change within China (Gladney 1994). Such 

assumptions neglect the long-standing negotiation of the rneaning of being Manzu that has 

concerned these people for centuries. The argument presented in this work contradicts 

generalisations about the Manzu, and asserts that the Manzu of the north-east are very different 

from the Manzu of the rest of China. A close look at the formulation of cultural identity among 

the Manzu of Yi Lan Gang in Heilongjiang province reveals a complex and ongoing process 

which may challenge commonly held conceptions of both shamanism and ethnicity. 

The Manzu traditionally have conceived of cultural identity and ethnicity in a manner 

that is different from popular conceptions in China and the West. The essential difference is that 

ethnicity is fluid, but cultural identity is trecited as primordial (although manipulated). That is, 

while popular Western and Chinese (both Confucian and Marxian) social theory conceive of 

ethnic identity as reflecting kinship and having a predetermined and inevitable quality (Handler 

and Linnekin 1984), the Manzu mode1 is svikingly divergent. For the Manzu ethnicity is 

something which is always open to negotiation, while cultural identity depends upon the clan and 

Sinicization is a problematic term as it suggests the assimilation of the foreigner to Chinese culture. This implies 
Chinese culture is monoiithic, rather than pluralistic and that when the Marzu or other ethnic minorities take on 
traits of the dominant Han majority they do so as outsiders or foreigners. This is ùoth inamrate and insulting to the 
people in question. Sinicization is a term that has arisen out of assumptions about Han dominance and is not 
reflexive in nature. The term implies a one-way flow of influences, which is inaccurate. A better term would be 
hanification, or something sirnilar. However, conventional usage favours the former term over the latter, and for this 



the symbols of the clan enacted in various ways, including sharnanism. in the discussion that 

follows it will be evident that the Manzu have traditionally had well-developed ideas about 

cultural identity and the symbols that demarcate it. They have also been very comfortable with 

the idea that ethnic identity is changeable. or that membership in the ethnic group can be 

redefined. This is part of the histonc process of ethnic identity formation. Ethnicity in the 

Western popular discourse has been accepted as naturally occurring (although this has frequently 

resulted in a failure to separate Western concepts of ethnicity frorn the use of ethnicity as an 

analytic tool). While it is accepted that culture is constructed, ethnicity is still partially 

understood as arising out of biology, even if it is not subject to biology (see Barth 1969; De Vos 

1975; Smith 198 1 ; Stack 1986). 

The approach to ethnicity among the Manzu is actually not entirely inconsistent with the 

analytical argument put forward by Comaroff (1987). He writes that ethnicity "exists above al1 

else as a set of relations" (ibid: 304). Certainly the Manzu have, as we shall see, always 

understood themselves as Manzu in terms of an opposite 'other.' Comaroff also demonstrates 

that the meaning and salience of ethnicity Vary for socid groups depending upon their place in 

the social order, and that historical structures impinge upon ethnicity as a form of consciousness 

(ibid: 306). The very idea of Manzu emerged as a part of the conquest process, an historical 

confrontation with the Han other. As we will see, the emergence, submergence and re-emergence 

of identities associated with the contemporary Manzu had a great deal to do with social relations 

and hierarchy. Comaroff, in his discussion, draws primady upon pre-colonial and colonial 

Afnca for his illustrations, but he does generaiise to an understanding of ethnicity in a global 

sense. Comaroff also proposes that ethnic consciousness (membership in a social group that is a 

product of class hierarchy and that is defined though ethnic identity) is understood by social 

actors as it is "constmed in shared signs and syrnbols*' (ibid: 3 1 1). This is also consistent with 

what 1 encountered among the Manzu and is a key element in the way in which the Manzu 

constmct an ethnic identity. 

However, the point at which the Manzu and Comaroff appear to diverge is in the 

proposition that ethnicity takes on the "appearance of an autonomous force, a 'pnnciple' capable 

of detennining the course of social life" (ibid: 3 13). Comaroff has found that membership in an 

ethnic group affects the actors perception of the social system so that social relations are viewed 

through the prism of ethnicity and other aspects of those relations (e.g. class, status) seem to 

have been ordered by ethnicity rather than the other way around. This process is dialectical in 

reason the former wili be used here. 
25 



nature, and over time "reproduces andor  transforms the character of the social order itself' (ibid: 

3 13). But we will see that for the Manzu ethnicity has been perceived as the product of social 

relations and not the producer. Even in modem times, they have readily changed ethnic 

identification in response to historical circumstances and particularly their relations with the 

dominant other, just as Comaroff found in Africa. But while Comaroff found that relations 

within a nested hierarchy tend to be fixed and seem natural, for the Manzu some levels of 

allegiance are malleable, and can be manipulated by the individual and by the ethnic group. That 

is, while the clan and banner retain their salience (which Comaroff identifies as totemic) the 

ethnic identity is only manifested by conscious choice. In recent times, it has been advantageous 

to do so, and the Manzu living in Yi L m  Gang have chosen to stress that aspect of their identity 

in a manner markedly different from the recent past. 

The Manzu living in Yi Lan Gang do not spend much time discussing theories of ethnic 

identity or even what it means to be Manzu, except in certain contexts. It is difficult to Say 

exactly what they mean by the terrn Manzu, except that it is their identity. The image of the 

Manzu that was presented to me in Yi Lan Gang was as something that the clan members needed 

to hang on to and perpetuate. There is no other way to put it except that k i n g  Manzu gives the 

villagers a sense of connectedness. To be Manzu is to have guan xi, not just with other clan 

members, but with al1 other Manzu and with spirits that help to define a Manzu identity. 

Over time, critiques of social scientific assumptions about ethnic identity have emerged. 

In particular, the prirnordialist and circumstantialist debate has focussed attention on the 

confusion between ideas within Western culture about the sources of ethnic identity and the 

critical understanding of the nature of ethnicity. This debate is concemed with supposed givens 

and situational factois in the emergence of ethnic self-identifications (see Hechter 1986, Nagata 

198 1, Norton 1983, and Stack 1986 for discussions of the issues involved). These ideas are 

relevant to the questions considered in this essay for a number of reasons. The traditiondly fluid 

nature of identity in the north-east lends itself especially well to an understanding of ethnicity as 

a circumstantial creation of the actors involved. The efforts of the later Qing emperors to control 

membership in the Manzu identity (see below) were largely predicated upon an apped to 

primordial characteristics. This strongly affected both how the Manzu conceive of themselves 

today, and the formation of ethnic theory within China among the Republican and Communist 

theorists. Finally, the actual nature of the modem Manzu identity challenges the assumptions of 

both approaches, and provides insight into an alternative understanding of the nature of ethnicity. 



The most important delineation of the prirnordialist position is that provided by Geertz 

( 1973). The argument is that certain basic factors (place, kin, language, religion, and custom) are 

influential to the point of ineluctability, such that they are viewed as natural affiliations. This 

position maintains that ethnicity is a human universal fundamental to al1 societies and u n d e r s t d  

at scme level by al1 societies. Furthemore, Geertz maintains that the "patterns of primordial 

identification and cleavage . . . are not fluid, shapeless, and infinitely various, but are definitely 

demarcated and Vary in systematic ways" (ibid.: 268). What Geertz t e m s  "primordial alliance" 

is the product of "'centuries of crystallization" and is "lcvingly conserved" (ibid.: 268). Those 

who subscribe to the functional-ecological (Gaies 198 1) or circumstantialist position have 

critiqued this assumption regarding primordial solidarity. 

The circumstantiaiist position m a t s  ethnic attachments as "epiphenomenai and 

malleable" (Hechter 1986: 13). Social and politicai conditions - which change over time - shape 

the expression and understanding of ethnic identity. This understanding of ethnicity tends to be 

expressed in tems of conflict theory and as a manifestation of power relationships (Vincent 

1986). Circumstantialists see ethnic identity as becoming salient through encounters with the 

cultural other (Salarnone 1985), categorisation by the dominant society (Green 198 1)  o r  other 

external means. 1 mention these two factors as being particularly relevant to understanding the 

forces at play upon the Manzu. These tend to intersect rather well with the concept known as 

sinicization. In the literature, it has been argued that the Manzu have wholly succumbed to the 

assimilative effects of sinicization. That is, in interacting with the dominant society which has 

tended to control the very definition of ethnicity and impose that definition through coercive 

means, the saliency of Manzuness was inchoate and never fully expressed except as a category to 

be denied o r  overcome either for safety's sake or  in the process of developing a socialist 

consciousness. 

There have been attempts to blend the two approaches to ethnicity (see Castile and 

Kushner 198 1) but even within these reconciled undentandings the fount of ethnic identity is 

still accepted as differences in descent, place and s o  forth which are reinterpreted in terms of 

cultural awareness. Yet this begs the question, in the case at hand, of how the Manzu interpret 

what it means to be Manzu. What is the meaning of k i n g  Manzu for the individuals who 

participate in Manzuness and how d o  they participate in it? In other words, how d o  the Manzu 

maintain their ethnic identity? In the circumstantialist approach, the social actors in each 

generation may potentially manipulate ethnicity through cultural symbols to rationalise their 

identity (Gladney 1998: 46). Yet, as Gladney points out (ibid.: 47), ethnic identity is powerhl,  



and ideas of identity endure in the minds of acton, despite the instrumental nature of ethnicity. 

Gladney goes so far as to suggest that ethnicity contains a dynamism of its own. In the case of 

the Manzu, with their history of manipulation of cultural identity (i.e what defines Manzuness) 

and ethnic identity (Le. who are Manzu), and manipulation of identity by the state under Qing, 

Republican and Communist regimes, a complex picture of the genesis of ethnicity emerges. 

The primordialist/circumstantialist debate asks whether social relationships or  cultural 

and physical traits acquired at birth determine ethnic identity. The circumstantialist approach 

ailows for conscious individual choice by social actors. However, it is quite conceivable that 

individuals acting dialogically with social and cultural others make cultural identities out of the 

materials available in a deliberate and calculating fashion. This is exhibited through 

participation, and through the overt recognition of the differences in the cultural other. Gladney 

(1998) introduces this idea and emphasises the coercive and limiting power of the state in 

considering the experience of the Hui (Chinese Muslims). Culture, and cultural identity, are not 

al ways consistent o r  even coherent, but contain numerous contradictory elements held at once 

and expressed at various times. As Gladney (ibid.: 48) suggests, ethnic identity emerges when 

there is agreement on what elements of cultural identity (primordial loyalties. if you will) 

constitute the idea of shared descent. In the following sections of this chapter 1 will suggest that 

the Manzu and other Tungusic groups did not demonstrate a concern with real ethnic distinctions 

between them or even at times in their relations with other peoples. This is not to suggest that 

they lacked a consciousness of the other, o r  that they were unreflective about ethnicity. On the 

contrary, 1 intend to demonsuate that identity within a pluralistic social environment was 

dependent upon action and self-interest in response to relational factors more than descent or 

interpretation. Participation tended to blur distinctions, and this understanding of social identity 

still influences the nature of Manzu identity arnong the contemporary Manzu. 

Who are the Manzu? 

Central to Manzu studies is the question of who are the Manzu. It has had a direct effect 

on decisions about how to consider the Manzu within a scholarly context (Shirokogoroff 1973: 

l ) ,  yet this is not merely an academic question, for within China it is an issue that affects the 

relationships that the Manzu have with their compatriots and the State. It also constrains to a 

degree the ability of modem scholars to approach the problem of the Manzu, because so very 

little has been wntten about them, especidly by foreign researchers. This is attributable to 

assumptions about sinicization, or the assimilation of the Manzu into Han culture. This paucity 



of scholarship is as tme of the Chinese until fairly recentiy. Pnor to the end of the Cultural 

Revolution, considerations of the Manzu in pre- and pst-liberation literature have tended to the 

vilification of the Manzu in general and the Qing in particular (Crossley 1997: 192). 

Furthemore. Chinese scholarship has been and continues to be more concemed with the past 

than with the contemporary Manzu. 

While a fair body of work has been produced by Japanese researchers, both during their 

occupation of Manchuria and in the Iast few decades, little of this information is available in 

translation. Even then, it is mainly concemed with folk studies, which is to Say the collection of 

so-called traditional practices of the p s t .  This is also the case with Chinese efforts to study 

Manzu culture. Blum. in assessing perceptions of self and other in south-west China, states that 

acadernic interest in rninorities is "the extreme exception" (1992: 278). 1 cannot completely agree 

with this, for 1 found numerous books and joumals devoted to, for instance, the Tungusic 

peoples. However, the research topics deait with in these works were limited to the past (see 

below). 1 can relate from personal experience the frustration of dealing with Chinese scholars 

who were interested only in what was done in the past, and who assened that the contemporary 

Manzu have nothing left of their past traditions but rather are just Iike the Han Chinese. This 

manifested itself in an obvious fashion in the field, for it took me perhaps two months to bring 

the people of Yi Lan Gang to understand that 1 was interested in what they were doing today. 

They were used to dealing with Chinese scholars whose focus was exclusively on the past, and 

what they saw as living vestiges of the past, so that it was naturai for them to assume that this 

was my interest also. 

Chinese scholarship on the Manzu has focussed on topics such as astronomy (Fu 1994), 

Jin dynasty intellectuals (Yu 1996; Dong, 1995), ganison culture (Chen 1996), the eight banners 

(Ma, et al. 1995), folk literature (Han 1997) and shamanic epics (Fu 1995). These works make an 

important contribution to the understanding of Manzu history and culture. The works that deal 

with contemporary Manzu tend to focus more on economics (see chapter three). The living 

Manzu are mainly eiicountered in print in laudatory articles by Chinese Communist party cadres 

addressing the progress made by rninorities towards raising their socialist consciousness and 

emulating their elder Han brothers. Whatever reforrns have k e n  introduced in China in the last 

two decades, the production of knowledge is still guided and controlled by ideological concems 

that owe their origins to sociaiism, Han ethnic nationalism and Chinese nationaiism. These issues 

will be dealt with in some detail later in this chapier but al1 three of these motives are especially 

strong when dealing with the former foreign culers, the Manzu. 



Some of the work of Fu Yu Guang is more applicable to developing an understanding of 

the shamanism of the Manzu. Fu writes that, 

During mernorial ceremonies and festivals, or before a war, the shaman would tell 
clan members Iegends of their origin in order to strengthen and unite clan power. 
Thus the mords and behaviour of the clan were first established and then 
strengthened . . . . Shamanism as an institution undertook the important task of 
maintaining and developing the clan. Shamans performed a crucial function and 
merited higher prestige and position. Thus, shamans have long been accredited as 
keepers of clan culture and perhaps one of the most highly esteemed members of 
the clan. Without a shaman, clans would have graduaily deteriorated and become 
extinct (Fu 1989: 257). 

The idea that shamans are responsible for maintaining the integrity of the clan is a central 

insight. Fu is arguing that this has k e n  a traditionai function of the shamans, and that shamanism 

as an institution was concemed with signifiers of cultural identity for the clan. For the Guan clan 

at Yi L m  Gang, shamanism maintains this function today. The question that remains to be 

addressed is how the shamans accomplish this task. 

Emereence of the Manzu 

It is difficult if not impossible to know where the Manzu originated. Nor for that matter is 

it easy to say who the Neolithic or bronze age people were who lived in the region we cd1 

Manchuria and which the Chinese and Manzu today refer to as Dongbei (the north-east). The 

argument followed in this essay is that there has been a movement back and forth, and a mixing 

of peoples. Nelson suggests that "[blefore the rise of the Manchus this region was largely 

occupied by other Tungusic speakers, wholly or in part Manchu ancestors" (1995: 2). The 

evidence as summarised by Nelson indicates that the population of the region was remarkably 

sedentary, almost from the beginning of the Holocene, and that based on the evidence it is not 

necessary to derive the Neolithic population from outside the region (ibid.: 252). Early sites from 

the region display elements of a pottery complex found throughout northeastern Asia, from 

Hebei to Japan and Siberia (ibid.: 10). Furthemore, the earliest sites tend to be agriculturai 

village sites which "are probably not derived from China south of the Great Wall" (ibid.: 12). 

Perhaps most telling of dl, 

the custom of coveting the face of the deceased, either with a cloth decorated with 
bronze bosses or with jade covering the eyes and mouth, known to have been 
practised by Tungusic groups, is present at various sites in the Bronze Age of 
Dongbei (ibid.: 16). 



None of this evidence is conclusive, but it is highly suggestive of an ongoing process of contact 

from the Neolithic right up to the Iron Age (ibid.: 12). The Tungusic Jurchen (later Manzu) were 

accustomed from the earliest times to the constant flux of allegiances and identities that 

characterise their later experiences. 

An admixture of Tungusic peoples, descended from earlier Tungusic States, dong with 

Koreans, Tungucised Chinese and Mongols, came together to f o m  the Jurchen people. h the 

1 1 and 1 zLh centuries, and under the leadership of their khans, they created an imperial state and 

an ethnic identity. This was partially in response to the actions of the Chinese Song dynasty and 

the Mongol Liao dynasty. in 1 1 15 the Jurchen ovenhrew the Liao dynasty and established the Jin 

dynasty in Manchuria and northern China. For one hundred and twenty years they CO-existed 

uneasily with the Song. This fragile arrangement was shattered in 1234 when the newly unified 

Mongols overthrew the Jin and incorporated the Jurchen into their imperial project. After the 

Mongol Yuan dynasty was overthrown in 1368 by the Han Chinese Ming dynasty, the Jurchen 

identity continued for some Tungusic people and in fact entered into relations with the 

surrounding ethnic groups as the Jurchen Jianzhou federation. This situation continued until the 

emergence of the hero Nurhaci, who becarne leader of the Jianzhou in 1582. in 1618 Nurhaci 

was established as khan of the Jin. in 1636 Nurhaci's heir, Hong Taiji, declared himself emperor 

of the Qing and created a new ethnic identification for the Jurchen and other groups that were 

included in the Qing polity. This new group identity was designated the Manchu. ui 1644, dunng 

the reign of the second Qing emperor Fulin, the conquest of Ming China was undertaken. Qing 

emperors reigned in China until 19 12. The republican revolution of 19 1 1 - i 9 12 treated the 

Manchus as foreigners, partially because the republicans were establishing a nationdistic 

Chinese identity through opposition to the Manchu. 

Manchuria can be partidly understood in terms of gcography. It has k e n  linked in the 

south with China since the third century B.C. (Lattimore 1962: 103). Its western plains are an 

extension of Mongolia, its eastem mountains of Korea and the northem forests of Siberia. 

Lattimore suggests (ibid.: 104) that the different peoples in different parts of pre-conquest 

Manchuria were not assimilated to each other. They were rather Iinked in a gradation of activities 

as one moved nonh to the Amur River. It seems as if Manchuria constituted a senes of points 

dong a continuum of related activities conducted by related peoples who moved easily between 

their respective economic systems and exhibited a flexibility in matenal culture complexes and 

identity: 



General homogeneity is offset by particular disparities; but changes are not abrupt 
and the degree of homogeneity that prevails therefore serves as a flux, making it 
possible to change from one to another of the more specialised forms or to merge 
them into each other (ibid.: 1 14). 

Lattimore also recognises this fluctuation arnong early Manchurian peoples that led to the 

emergence of many identities, from the Sushen of the second millennium B.C. to the Mohe and 

Jurchen of the 1 1" century A.D. This suggests a constant merging of peoples and identities in the 

region that is consistent wi th the rnalleability of the JurchedManzu identity. 

Lattimore traces the history of the imperid Aisin Gioro clan in particular, and describes 

their movernent up the Hurka (the modem Mudanjiang or Peony River) to the vicinity of Ninguta 

(modem Ningan), then down to the Changbaishan region and finally to the edge of the Chinese 

occupied regions in modem Xinben county, Liaoning (at sites known as Fe Hala and Hetu Hala). 

The Manzu today relate tales of the experiences of Nurhaci at the hands of the Chinese in these 

regions, and the blood feuds canied out by Nurhaci and his brothers in vengeance for the murder 

of their father. It was dunng this penod of Jurchen unification that Nurhaci acquired his boon 

companions, members of other Jurchen groups who went on to become the founding ancestors of 

the "illustrious clans". Perhaps his closest supporter was Fiongdon (or Niyanhana), who is 

revered as the ancestor of the Guwalgiya o r  Guan (see Crossley 1990). This is a tale well known 

to the Guan of Yi Lan Gang with whom 1 worked and lived. 

Lattimore notes that Manzu legends indicate an original northward, downstream 

migration foIIowed by a second southward, upstream migration (described in historic records). 

He infers that the Tungusic peoples of the region were involved in a constant cyclic movement 

between "forest-and-river tribalism " and "dynastie and imperial politics." By this argument, the 

people who came to be known as Manzu were entirely accustomed to movement both physical 

and cultural in nature. It may even be the case that concepts of ethnic identity were equally fluid. 

The Tungusic people in the area, to the extent that they differentiated between themselves, were 

known by the region in which they resided. Thus, the Hurka, who for many years opposed the 

Jurchen expansion northward until they were incorporated into the banner system, lived in the 

region drained by the River Hurka and by their own account had at one time been organised into 

a highly urbanised kingdom. Yet they followed a tribal and nomadic existence at the time of the 

Jin expansion under Nurhaci and Hong Taiji. Deliberate choices were made on a constant b a i s  

about what aspects of Tungusic culture and activity would be emphasised in establishing an 

identity and ethnic affiliation with other neighbouring groups. 



Lattimore argues that the Manzu were exceptional because their forest derivation 

provided the social knowledge needed to handle the forest peoples they incorporated and their 

familiarity with Chinese influences made it easy to handle both the Chinese and the part- 

Chinese, part-Mongol, part-Tungus, steppe fringe people who made up the Jianzhou Jurchen 

federation (1962: 129). In addition, there were many different ideas of  what it meant to be 

Manzu depending on social status and origin. Being Manzu came to mean a compromise 

between clan cohesion based on personal leadership, and the identification of the leader not with 

a clan but with a territory. By creating a standing army organised into "banners" Nurhaci 

instituted an important change in the identity creation process(ibid.: 13 1). As Crossley points out 

( 1997) the banner system resolved this tension by defining the meaning of being Manzu as an 

elite military slave of the emperor. 

As the Chinese Manzu became more important, the Manzu enlisted more Tungusic forest 

dwetlers as ice manchu (New Manzu) to balance the Manzu ethnic mixture within the banners 

(Lattimore 1962: 135). This had the likely effect of strengthening the modem Dongbei Manzu 

identification with the forest. While the emperors did in a sense create the Manzu identity and 

had their own ideas about what it meant to participate in k i n g  Manzu, the actual meaning of 

being Manzu was dialogic in nature. 1 use the terrn dialogic rather than contested, because 1 

accept Lattimore's contention that the Nikan (Chinese bannerrnen) saw their interests as lying 

with the Manzu, and thus their incorporation was more willing than otherwise. Many of the 

Mongols came in for their own protection from other Mongol groups. It seerns that this process 

of incorporation was ongoing from earlier periods for the Tungus clan members. The process 

took place over an extended pend (from 1582, when the Jianzhou recognised Nurhaci as beile 

(headman; bogiya in modem Manzu) until the late 19th century, as Tungusic and Mongol people 

moved into Manchuria in response to Russian expansion). The evidence suggests that the 

Tungusic peoples could move quite readily dong  a culturai continuum, so that while the 

continuum may have taken time to develop, once it was established it was readily accessed- 

Thus, even during the pre-Qing dynastic period we find the Tungusic peoples interacting with 

state entities to negotiate an ethnic identity, beyond their toternic o r  clan identity. This is the sort 

of relational process Gladney has demonstrated for the Hui, and it seems that in the past and 

present the Manzu experienced it as well. The progress of Nurhaci himself fiom beile, to khan to 

emperor symbolised in one individual the evolving ethnic consciousness that was to reach a sort 

of pinnacle in the creation by the state of the Manzu identity. 



The 'Manchu' in the Late Nineteenth Centuw 

An English officer, H.E.M. James, stationed in India, made a journey through Manchuria 

in the 1880s. His observations provide valuable insights into the country and how the Manzu 

conceived of themselves at that time. One is struck by how readily his descriptions relate to the 

contemporary Manzu. It was apparent to James that the Manzu consisted of numerous groups, 

including Solon, Sibo, Gilyaks, Goldi and Orochen (James 1968: 24), and that while they 

considered themselves to be different from each other, they still referred to themselves 

collectively, and distinguished themselves from the Chinese commoners. The collective term 

used was qiren, meaning bannermen, and not Marzzhou. The terni bannermen included Mongols. 

Koreans and Chinese as well as Tungusic members. This is nevertheless the beginning of a 

collective identity, and as Crossley argues (1990; 1997), it was the beginning of the ethnic 

identity of the Manzu, which coaiesced dunng the tribulations of the 19th century. The ability to 

easily incorporate outsiders within the collectivity is evident, as is cohesion in the face of 

competing collectives. The dichotomy between the extemal face of the Manzu and the intemal 

faces of the Manzu is clear to James, who notes the diversity in religious practice arnong the 

Manzu in various locales (op. cit.: 109) and the competition for loyalty between the court and the 

clan (ibid.: 156). 

James notes that the population of Manchuria in 1888 was 20 million, and of these one 

million are Manzu (ibid.: 107). He goes on to write that the number of accual bannermen in 

Manchuria numbered only 183'000, plus additional farnily members and dependants. 

Nevertheless, many more Manzu referred to themselves as bannermen than were actually 

actively enrolled in the banners (ibid.: 123). This seems to be because the banner identity 

constituted more than merely military service. It was a form of self-identification in opposition to 

the rninren (commoners), a term which designated the Chinese in Manchuria, and which indeed 

the Chinese used to describe themselves. 

Another traveller in the region, Alexander Hosie, offers similas observations. For 1895, 

he claimed a population of 17 million for al1 three provinces of Manchuria (Fengtian [modem 

Liaoning], Kirin [modem Jilin] and Heilongjiang), but states that no more than 10% were Manzu 

in the sense of being bannermen. While the numbeis do not entirely agree, the minonty position 

of the Manzu is clear, as is their multiple ethnic makeup. At the sarne time both Hosie and James 

saw in the banner identity what we c m  identiS as a kind of nascent or inchoate ethnicity. 

Hosie mentions the difficulty he encountered in distinguishing between Manzu and 

Chinese (1 980: 156) while James states quite the opposite. Interestingly, Hosie indicates that he 



had no trouble distinguishing Manzu women from Chinese, for the Manzu were distinct not only 

in not having bound feet but also in carriage, coiffure and dress, and "independent beaiing and 

sprightliness" (ibid.: 156). Hosie alsc indicates the extent of Chinese colonisation of Manchuria 

in 1895. Thus we Iearn that very little of Heilongjiang has been cultivated by the Chinese, while 

50% of Kirin remains untilled. Even Fengtian is 304% undeveloped. This information is 

important in indicating the penetration of the region by assirniiating influences, and thus in 

understanding the nature of Manzu culturai survival in Manchuria. 

Lee's The Manchurian Frontier in Ch'inpr Historv is a seminal work which considers the 

"reaction of the indigenous population to the intrusion of Chinese culture" (1970: 2). After the 

conquest, garrisons were established not only in China but also in the frontier region of 

Manchuna. In fact, the Guan of Yi Lan Gang tell of how they were moved from the region 

around Jilin City, Jilin to Ninguta (now Ningan). Ninguta was the administrative capital of the 

frontier from 1653 to 1676 (ibid.: 9). It is tempting to assume that this movement away from the 

conquered territories would have fostered cultural conservatism. However, Lee argues 

convincingly that this was not the case. 

Before the conquest, when the Jianzhou Jurchen were vassals of the Chinese, they were 

actively absorbing from the Chinese and Koreans details of technology and material culture 

(ibid.: 7), and likely much more. Under Nurhaci, the Jurchen came to control a sizeable Chinese 

population. Nurhaci and his son Hong Taiji were obligated to evolve a feudal and bureaucratic 

state in order to organise the conquest, counteract the influence o f  shamans and clan leaders? and 

finally to undermine the feudal prerogatives of the banner rnasters through the bureaucracy. Al1 

of this made the maintenance of a separate Manzu identity (an imperid priority both before and 

after the conquest [ibid.: 8 J), difficult even on the Manchurian frontier. 

The frontier garrisons had aiready been exposed to Chinese culture, and the local tribal 

Tungus were d s o  familiar with the advantages of trade with the Chinese. Indeed, many enjoyed 

more than a passing farniliarity, for as noted above these people moved easily between different 

ways of life. Many memben of the frontier Tungus groups had lived in the agriculturd regions, 

served in the army and even travelled into China itself. Additionally, the Chinese had penetrated 

even the most remote regions before the conquest as trappers, traders, bandits and ginseng 

collectors (ibid.: 22). Finally, those Chinese taken as slaves were a powerful influence in a 

society where slavery was a malleable institution (remembering that to be Manzu was to be a 

military slave of the emperor) and most slaves were eventually adopted into the family (ibid.: 



The tribal origins of groups absorbed into the banners were obscured, and they were al1 

known as New (ice) Manzu. But even the fedoro or  old law Manzu were a mixture of Jurchen 

and other Tungus groups d o n g  with Koreans, Mongols and Han Chinese who had identified 

their interests with the Manzu and gone over before the conquest. Many Chinese took Manzu 

narnes and were largely assimilated into Manzu culture while helping to invent the very essence 

of that emergent culture (ibid.: 34). 

Lee's thesis is that the Qing authorities forbade Chinese immigration to Manchuria in 

order to: 

1) preserve an ancestral homeland and traditional Manzu values and way of life; 

2) safeguard the Manzu right to exploit the resources of Manchuna (Le. ginseng, fun, 

pearls); 

3) prevent the kind of alliance between ethnie groups which the Qing created to 

overthrow the Ming from forrning again by minirnising contacts between groups; 

4) maintain a pool of military reserves (ibid.: 20-21). 

By maintaining control of the region and isolating it from China, the Qing administration 

was intent on preserving a Manzu identity for its own recondite purposes. Efforts were also made 

to promote Manzu identity among the garrisons within China, and in fact the government both 

before and after the conquest carried out the organised invention of Manzuness. Thus, while Lee 

suggests that "[ijt was only on the Manchurian frontier that the possibility of keeping alive the 

'original' Manchu ways of life existed" (ibid.: 9), it is probably more fair to say that the 

govemment was continuing policies which had been in place for a long period, and which were 

not lirnited to the frontier zone. As far as promoting the traditionai Manzu life, while this was the 

avowed aim of the government, the Qing was hardly unaware of the mixed nature of Manzu 

ongins and of the fact that they had invented both the name and the definition of Manzu. 

Therefore, while Lee is quite correct in his summation of Qing motivations in isolating 

Manchuria, he may perhaps have missed the mark in his understanding of their method. 

Lee contends that " b ] y  elevating the martial skills . . . as the paramount virtues of  the 

frontier Manchus, the emperors, in effect, ill-prepared them to resist the peaceful encroachment 

of Chinese ideoiogy and material culture" (ibid.: 14). Yet, Lee notes that the leadership in the 

frontier was by bannermen with deep exposure to Chinese culture, and that the frontier banners 

often served for a time in China, and then brought Chinese influences home with them. The 

martial skills of the Manzu, and the identification of the importance of the forest life ând 

sharnanism, were only parts of the diverse concept of Manzuness. It also included the many 



aspects brought to the Jurchen by the Koreans, Mongols and Chinese. While the Qing wanted to 

avoid the enculturation of the Manzu in China, it did not mean that their object was to maintain 

tribal culture or to somehow retain a resewe of "Tatars" in the forests of the north-east. 

Lee argues that the frontier M a z u  lived a Spartan iife devoid of inteltectual or  artistic 

embellishments and that there was no native intellectual tradition to oppose "sinicization" (ibid.: 

22). Yet, there wûs indeed a native intellectual tradition that was found in a number of different 

repositories. It existed among the educated Manzu who could read and write in their language, as 

well as Mongol, Mandarin and Korean. It certainly existed in the vigorous communities of tribal 

Manzu and Tungus, with their own oral histories and legends, and their own traditions of 

political organisation, warfare and conquest. The idea that these people were simple savages 

existing in a creative void, as Lee seems to suggest, is untenable. A visitor to China today may 

find evidence of their artistic and intellectual brio in the museums and archives of the minority 

groups. The beauty o f  their decorative arts and the robustness of their handicrafts, tools and 

weapons al1 demonstrate a vibrant culture. Finally, the sharnans existed as central repositories of 

epic poetry, spiritual activity and specialised knowledge about the environment in which the 

people 1 ived. 

Certainly, the frontier Manzu wanted to participate in the benefits of the conquest, but 

this did not represent a whotesale surrender to Chinese culture. On the contrary, while the 

garrisons and fugitive Settlements becarne centres of Chinese culture (ibid.: 1 1 3), the frontier 

clan villages remained as separate and autonomous entities. The banner system served to 

organise the garrison comrnunities on the frontier so that there, too, the Manzu were encouraged 

to maintain a separate identity in a context where that identity conferred upon them elite status 

and special considerations. At first, there were no strong incentives to participate in sinicization, 

while there was opportunity and reason to resist it. It is important to keep in rnind that not al1 the 

Manzu population consisted of garrison comrnunities. Villages were long-standing population 

centres that served to isolate and preserve the essence of clan-based cultural identity more 

effectively than any decrees of the emperors. It was these people whom Shimkogoroff was to 

encounter in the early part of this century, and he found them still to be the most traditional of 

the Manzu. To  be a traditional Manzu was to be innovative and not consewative. in examining 

the history of Manzu culture, it is evident that they were rnasters of variation and departure. It 

was only when confronted with the problems of rule, and later violent opposition to their mle in 

China, that they attempted to reify the meaning of k i n g  Manzu. 



There is some rigidity in the scholarship penaining to the Manzu. The fluid nature of the 

Manzu identity is dealt with extensively by Crossley (1990), but her work does not encompass 

the experience of the Manzu who remained in the north-east afier the conquest of China in the 

mid- 17th century. This rigidity is especially evident when considering the Manzu who are of 

Chinese origin, as opposed to Jurchen, Korean, Mongol or Tungusic origin. Despite their Han 

Chinese origins, these bannermen were Manzu in any meaningful way. Yet according to 

Crossley (1990, 1997) in the majority of historical works it is clear that they are treated as 

Chinese who have gone over to the enemy, and as such, as traitors. This is an oversimplification. 

This argument is found in the traditional attitudes towards Wan Fu Gui, and also the Three 

Feudatories. Wan was the Chinese general who allowed the Manzu forces through the Great 

Wall and the Three Feudatones were Chinese generals who first went over to the Manzu and 

later rebelled against the Manzu. In al1 these cases they were in fact tied to the mix of north- 

eastern cultures from which the Manzu emerged. Their shift in allegiances ought to be 

understood as the manifestation of a change in emphasis, rather than a betrayal. It is also made 

manifest in Western works from the last 120 years and more, which frequently characterise the 

liarr/'un (Chinese martials) as merely mercenaries (see for example James 1968 and Hosie 1980). 

Many were originally of Jurchen or Tungusic descent, had taken on extensive Chinese culturd 

elements and then later become Manzu. Other hanjun were Han Chinese who identified with or 

saw their interests as best served by the Manzu khans. 

Still, this is not a satisfactory explanation of what it meant for these people to join the 

Mcmzu, for this implies that to become Manzu one simply had to join the forces led by the khans 

of the Aisin Gioro clan, regardless of ethnicity. On a certain level it is fair to suggest that the 

meaning of Manzu (as much as the term has any meaning) is something like "rnilitary servant of 

the khan" (later ernperor). However, the term also involved the attribution of certain culturd 

traits, a cornrnon social organisation and system of social relations and a sense of exclusivity and 

separateness. There was also a sense of character that was especially expressed by the term 

piaohan, which is translated most fully as "brave and agile, quick and fierce". This bears directly 

upon the modem Manzu's conception of themselves and their distinctive ethnic identity. It is 

important to note that the cultural traits that were accepted as k i n g  Manzu were to a significant 

extent derived from Jurchen (Le. Tungusic) ongins. There is ample evidence that the Manzu did 

not conceive of themselves as long separated from their Tungusic cousins who still lived in the 

forest and by the hunt. ïndeed, it was and is a point of pride arnong the Manzu that they are in 

origin a hunting people, whatever their present sedentary and agricultural circumstances. Thus 



we may look to the various Tungusic peoples and the forests of Siberia and Manchuria in order 

to improve Our understanding of what it means to be Manzu. 
5 

The Manzu language is part of the Tungusic group of languages, and falls within the 

Ural-Altaic language farnily. "Manzu" refers to a language descended from the dialects of the 

Jurchen peoples who inhabited Manchuria as far back as the last century BCE (Crossley 1997: 

16). These people were exposed to Chinese culture directly and indirectly, and also to the 

influences of Korean and Mongol (especially the Kitan Mongol Liao dynasty) cultures. This is 

an important consideration, since the tendency has been to consider Manzu culture in terms of 

the effects of Chinese influence exclusively (Crossley 1990: preface). It is perhaps more 

reasonable to suggest that the Jurchen people were a product of various influences and 

circumstances which brought about the consolidation of loosely constituted bands into an ethnic 

entity with a sense of self and a definite sense of the other. 

This consolidation is largely cornprehensible in terms of other Tungusic peoples with 

whom the Jurchen/Manzu share many similarities, as they themselves recognise. The Jurchen in 

their primordial fonn consisted of hunting groups who inhabited a specific range that they 

exploited systematically not only for edibles but also for useful items that they could trade with 

the numerous others that they encountered. This apparently included furs, pine seeds and later 

ginseng, pearls, deer antlers and other items. It is apparent from this period that the Jurchen were 

not known to the other peoples they dealt with as a distinct group, but rather as unconnected 

small bands who shared common cultural traits and similar languages, but no  common political 

or ethnic identity. At this point, the Jurchen were not distinct from the Hezhe, Oroqen, Evenki or 

Sibo who are now considered to be the other Tungusic peoples of China. It appears that it was 

only as these latter came into contact with the Chinese, ethnically conscious Manzu, Russians 

and others that they developed a consciousness of identity beyond the clan level. By the same 

token, the Jurchen emerged as a distinct ethnic and political entity as a result of their experiences 

with the others that surrounded them. 

For example, the Puyo kingdom of northem Korea and southern Manchuria led directly 

to the emergence of the Mohe people in Manchuria. The Puyo in turn emerged in response to 

Chinese military domination in northem Korea during the Han dynasty (see Appendix A for a 

list of Chinese dynasties and coinciding dates). Prior to this point, the Tungusic peoples of the 

region had subsisted by a rnix of nomadic pastoralism and sedentary hunting and fishing, with 

5 ~ o r  sirnplicity 1 have chosen CO refer to the langage as Manzu. ûthenuise the term would have to be Manwen (for ihe written 
language) and Manyu (for the spoken language). 



some agriculture in southem Manchuria (Crossley 1997: 17). There was no evidence of prior 

poIitical organisation other than that which was imposed by the Puyo and by the Chinese in the 

western part of Liaodong (the most south-westerly portion of Manchuria, east of the Liao river, 

and colonised by Han Chinese beginning in the Tang dynasty period). As previously noted, these 

scattered groups did not conceive of themselves as part of a larger ethnic group. They tended to 

identify themselves in terms of the region that they inhabited. But not only did the Mohe ernerge 

in the wake of the Puyo (after the Puyo dissolution in the 5th century A-D-), but two important 

polities can be trace to this period, one k i n g  the northem Heishui Mohe, and the other the 

southern Sumo Mohe. Other Iesser Mohe p u p s  are also referred to in the records from this 

period. These latter are the unorganised bands that persist throughout Tungusic history; however, 

outsiders identiQ them and the Iarger Mohe groups as associated with the Mohe. This 

identification was inherited by the Jurchen and later the Manzu and served to maintain a sense of 

themselves as forest-dwellers and hunters par excellence which persists as an important part of 

the understanding of the meaning of k i n g  Manzu. 

The Liao Empire ( 1 1 th century) of the Kitan nomads c m  be seen as having played a 

major role in the crystailisation of the Jurchen people. It was after the Liao conquered the 

Heishui that the Jurchen people emerged from within the northem Mohe. Crossley explains t h :  

[Flrequent skirmishing with the northem Mohe forced the Liao empire into a 
carrot-and-stick policy . . . for Heishui Mohe willing to declare themselves neutral 
-- or, better, accomplices - in the Liao imperiai enterprise. In this scenario the 
Mohe, the forest-dwelling peopIes north of Parhae, increased their influence . . . 
(ibid.: 20). 

From within the influentid Mohe emerged a group cailing themselves the Jurchen at the 

beginning of the 12th century. in a short time the Jurchens had overthrown the Kitan Liao 

Empire and established an empire that took in parts of Korea, Mongolia, Manchuna and China 

north of the Yangzi River. 

This is not to suggest that the creation of an ethnic identity depends upon the organising 

influence of foreign politicai domination, aithough in the case of the Manzu it is a relationd 

process that is being described. Rather, the evolution of the idea of being Manzu was preceded 

by a number of other ethnic inventions, ail of which were a result of the dialogic process of 

negotiation of meaning. The understanding of the identity Mohe was not universally the same. 

The Tungusic groups which emerged as powers in the region (Heishui and then Jurchen in the 



north, Sumo and then Parhae in the south) were identified with al1 of the Tungusic peoples in 

contact with the ethnic other, such that they were al1 conceived of as Mohe. The hunting bands 

so identified did not necessarily subscribe to this designation, just as the Oroqen of China did not 

until recently see themselves as members of a rninority nationdity called Elunqunzu, and as 

many of the Evenki of China still do not identify themselves as Ewenkezu. Other Tungusic 

people did come to an agreement about this identification which allowed them to participate in it 

in such a way that they attained a political identity and influence upon the other political States 

within the region. 

As these people were organising themselves for imperial exercises or negotiating 

authoritatively with the leaders of empires and kingdoms, they did not necessarily distinguish 

themselves in any immutable fashion from the other Tungusic peoples in the region. They were 

able to negotiate a certain identity in their relations with the ethnic others that surrounded them; 

at the sarne time they maintained flexibility in their relations with the Tungus peoples who did 

not participate in their national projects. The same ethnic mobility that they had exhibited before 

they emerged in regional politics as Mohe, Jurchen or whatever continued even as clear 

definitions of ethnicity were invented for interactions with non-Tungusic groups. The Manzu 

were willing to incorporate other Tungus peoples, or to allow thern to exist as forest-dwellers 

under only nominal Manzu suzerainty. This is why other Tungus groups remain available to be 

subjected to the inflexible, scientistic categorisations of the Communist regime in China. 

The problem is how to integrate the two concepts. While the Tungusic peoples did not 

necessarily think of themselves as a tightly knit ethnic group, they did nevertheless conceive of 

themselves as sharing certain common traits which were exclusive to them and distinguished 

them from others. This effectively entails a conception of themselves as "people", as opposed to 

those who are not (comrnon throughout East Asia), and does not necessarily extend to any 

organising capacity or loyalty to an identity. At certain times, certain Tungusic groups came 

together for special purposes and identified themselves in certain terms to facilitate their dealings 

with outsiders. This idea is important if we are to understand what it meant to be Manzu when 

that identity emerged, and why what it means to be Manzu today is so different from what it 

origindly meant. 

The meaning of being Manzu today retains a strong similarity to the past in the suong 

identification with the culture of other Tungusic groups in north-east China. Although the Manzu 



6 
today are almost entirely sedentary and agricultural , they demonstrate an immediate and vivid 

remembrance of their forest traditions, and consider these to be an important marker of their 

identity. By the same token, they tend to identify strongly with the other Tungusic peoples in the 

region, seeing them as representative of what they once were. Even though the majority of 

Manzu do not speak Manzu, many of those 1 met were aware that Evenki and Manzu were 

almost identical and mutuall y comprehensible languages. 

Beyond the matter of language is the cornrnemoration of a hunting lifestyle in the rituals 

that the shamans carry out on behalf of the clan. This will be deait with in detail in the following 

chapters, but it needs to be considered here in order to comprehend the meaning of an important 

category of behaviour that the Manzu treat as a salient marker of their identity. This is the 

concept of piao han, perhaps the defining characteristic of what it means to be Manzu. This is 

not just a characteristic that applies to Manzu men, but has cross-gender significance and is 

manifested in a number of ways. The implication of the tenn is a highly developed toughness 

and self-reliance, or even a kind of ruggedness that allows the Manzu to stand outside the 

standard self-characterisation of north-east Chinese culture traits. 

Piao han is understood as it relates to the hunting life, the conquest heritage and the 

shamanic tradition. The Manzu of the Guan clan exhibit a certain social nonchalance and a lack 

of reticence in cornparison with their Han, Korean and Hui neighbours. It is manifested in 

quotidian social intercourse, but it is more powerfully expressed in the sharnanic rituals that they 

maintain. The very act of sharnanising is of itself piao han, and not just a tribute to the seventy 

of the ancestors. The grace of the dancing, the power of the music and the chant, the danger of 

the interaction with the ancestral and natural spirits, al1 require bravery, agility, strength and 

fierceness. The idea of shamanising is an expression of the core meaning of Manzuness. 

While it is true that the Manzu of the Guan cian in Yi Lan Gang do not hunt, ride or 

practice other martial activities (although the sport of pearl bail might qualify as a substitute), 

nevertheless they are still piao han. Most significantly, they actively think about and discuss the 

meaning of piao han and whether they still manifest the complex of traits that the phrase 

represents. We also need to bear in mind that the Guan use their written genealogy to determine 

who is and who is not entitled to inclusion in the clan and therefore identification as Manzu. 

6~here are a few Manzu who still Iive by herding reindeer in Jilin and Heilongjiang. fewer still (numbered in single digits) who 
live by hunting and trappinp. Yet. these few holdouts tend to be popular subjects in the underpround videos that circulate among 
the Manzu peasants. dong with the videos depicting shamanic activities. 



As noted above, the understanding of what it means to be Manzu is derived from the 

Tungusic heritage that the Manzu share with other Chinese minorities. It extends beyond that 

since it  is obviously also a part of the imperial project undertaken by the Jinzhou Jurchen 

federation under the leadership of Aisin Gioro Nurhaci and his descendants. This is not simply a 

matter of saying that Nurhaci's son invented the Manzu (or Manchu) when he declared that they 

were to be so narned. Just as the Jurchen before them came into k i n g  as a result of a Tungusic 

response to interna1 and extemal circumstances, so too is the emergence of the Manzu a result 

not of the will of one individual nor simply of geopolitical impetus, but rather of the ability of a 

number of groups to come to an agreement about how they would understand their relations with 

each other in terms of group identity. 

In order to comprehend this relational process we need to pick up the thread of history 

with the rise of the Jurchen people and the creation of  the Jin empire. Within a relatively short 

time the Jin were swept away by another coalescent force, the Mongol empire, which came to be 

known in China as the Yuan. This did not result in the destruction of the Jurchen identity, nor for 

that matter were the Jurchen excluded from the imperial project undertaken by the Mongols. In 

fact they were participants, dong  with other Tungusic peoples, in the Mongol conquests. This 

had two apparent consequences. One was that the Jurchen were able to maintain a sense of unity 

that again stood in opposition to a number of distinctly different others. The other was that the 

martial and irnperial impetus was not extinguished among the Jurchen, but was kept alight by 

their participation as junior partners in the Mongol's empire-building. 

Ethnicity as a Chinese Problem 
Pursuing the theme of dialogic interaction with rival polities and the ethnographie other 

leads us to the idea that the experiences of the late 19th and early 20th centuries had a profound 

impact not just upon the fortunes of the Manzu but upon the very idea of what it means to be 

Manzu. The suffix zu means race, nationality or ethnic group, and in the latter sense is the mosr 

appropnate understanding in the context of this discussion. In the extreme, the change of  narne 

from Manchu, with its dl-encornpassing ambiguity, t o  Manzu, a limiting and arbitrary ethnic 

designation which carries with it the implication that the "Man" are just one nationality within 

the larger Chinese polity, both reflects and helps to create the contemporary conception of 

Manzuness. Ethnicity in China is fraught with arnbiguity and menace. Issues of identity have 

been dealt with either as problerns for the Chinese state (e.g. Dryer 1976, Gladney 1991. Wu 

1990 j or as classic questions of ethnic identity (e.g. Blake 198 1, Cohen 199 1). Blum ( 1992) 



provides an elegant illustration of the problem and demonstrates that for the most part the Han 

Chinese are not interested in other Chinese ethnic groups except as a "Modal Ethnic Other" 

which can be contrasted with the Han. As 1 have suggested in the preface, the Han marginalise 

thcse from outside the bounds until they adopt Han attributes. This is c h e d  on under the 

Cornmunists whose mission is to raise the sociaiist consciousness of the minorities. Since the 

Han are assumed to have the most highly developed consciousness, they serve as the model for 

the minorities, just as in much of the past. 

Blum suggests that the state guides stereotypic thinking about rninorities to emphasise 

certain characteristics which can be contrasted with the "Modal Han Self' (ibid.: 268). This 

contrast is used to unite the Han. who are intemally diverse. under the leadership of the state. 

The result is that certain groups are over-represented in Han thinking about minonties white 

others are essentially absent from the minds of the vast majority of Han Chinese. Colourful, 

friendly and sexy minorities (usually from the south-west) and violent and dirty minorities (the 

Muslims, the Tibeians) loom large, while others are blotted out. At one time, especially dunng 

the late Qing and Republican periods, the Manzu loomed largest of al1 as the despised ethnic 

other. That period is long past, and while anti-Manzu sentiment was revived somewhat dunng 

the Cultural Revolution, today it is only among the Manzu themselves that a reputation for 

ferocity survives. 

Duara approaches the problem of ethnicity through an attempt to understand the growth 

of the modem Chinese nation out of its historical antecedents. while at the same time reconciling 

the Chinese undentanding of their history with Western historiographie approaches. The 

author's purpose is to "see the continuities without falling into the trap of the evolutionary model 

of the continuous nation" (Duara 1993: 25). This is required in order to refute the view that 

Chinese nationalism is a "modem phenornenon" (ibid.: 2). However, he tends to treat the social 

actors involved as automatons, so that he cites the fact that after the 191 1 revolution the 

revolutionaries who had advocated a racialist Han China reverted to the old Qing boundaries that 

brought into the state many non-Han peoples. This, Duara suggests, is due to the nationdists 

choosing to build a nation based on political universalism. It seems more parsimonious to 

suggest that this reversion was motivated by hegemonism, econornics, security concems and 

personal ambitions. In sum, Duara's desire to advance his thesis causes him to neglect other. 

al temative, explanations. 

Duara also develops the idea of the awareness of the people of China of their multiple 

identities in t e m s  of relations to each other and the state. This point is extremely important, for it 



allows Duara to argue that the pre-modern Chinese were politically self-aware. This is a 

reasonable assumption since the Chinese had in the past demonsuated national cohesion in the 

face of Jurchen and Mongol invasions, not to mention the prolonged and popular resistance to 

the Manzu conquerors in the form of secret societies. What is neglected here is the essential 

point that multiple identities also mean that the Chinese people were largely divided for much of 

the time. It is tme that Punti and HaWra are equally Han. Nevertheless, a case can be made for 

considering them as ethnically distinct, and certainly ambivalent, if not antipathetic, toward each 

other. Introducing this division among the Han will contribute to our understanding of the place 

of the Manzu in contemporary China. The effort to unify the Han under the Republican and 

Communist regimes, at least partially, accounts for the persistent vilification and often violent 

treatment of the Manzu long after they ceased to be a threat to the Chinese state. 

The crux of the matter is found in Duara's distinction between culturalism and 

ethnocentrism (ibid.: 2-4). He maintains that racial identity is separate from cultural identity and 

that the Chinese had shifted at various times from one to the other. He admits that it is difficult to 

distinguish between the two. A better analytical approach is that ethnicity is a constantly shifting 

entity, open to negotiation and restructuring at ail times. While Duara argues that ethnic identity 

emerges in China in various forms at various times, stimulated by crisis or the elite, it is in fact 

continually emergent and in play at the microlevel. Ethnic groups are not based on extended kin 

groups, but rather are determined by dialogue, circumstance and transmission. Ethnoçentrisrn 

arises out of ascription and self-ascription, not descent groups. Yet, crisis points do emerge and 

must be accounted for, as Duara indicates. Understanding the situation of the modem Manzu 

depends upon recognising the validity of Duara's argument. 

For Duara, history is a discourse, a manipulation of information in order to promote a 

specific agenda or vision. This is certainly tme, but history is also a dialogue between groups and 

between individuais that allows for contested views, as Duara suggests, albeit somewhat 

obliquely (ibid.: 11). History is not just invented but is a playing field where the flow of play 

shifts constantly at the levels of individual and group social life. Duara maintains that social 

science views history as either primordiaiist or instrumentalist. He proposes an alternate view in 

which "a plurality of sources of identifications in a society -- which do not necessarily harmonise 

with one another" are the source of history. Plurality is not a new idea, yet it is significant 

because of the conclusion to which it points: there is no such thing as a national Chinese 

identity. The obvious problem is of course the national minorities. The Tibetans, Mongols and 

others do not see themselves as Chinese in a nationalist sense. In peasant society, the ethnic 



distinctions of the local community are of far greater importance than the national identity. and 

constitute the essential definition of ethnicity. Certainiy, there are many people who see 

themselves as Chinese in an ethnic sense, but few are Chinese in a nationalist sense. There is 

little ethnic loyaity to the political entity of modem China. Among the Han, the peasantry cannot 

afford the luxury of nationalism, while in the cities regional divisions make a mockery of  

nationai unity. A paramount Chinese nationalism does not exist for the vast majority of Chinese, 

Han or rninority. 

Siu starts out with the assumption that "'Chineseness' is not an irnmutable set of  beliefs 

and practices, but a process involving emotions and k ing"  (1993: 19). She ernphasises the 

fluidity and negotiation of cultural identity and is particularly concerned with understanding in 

terms of those who are asserting the identity. This is particularly important since it implies that 

she will attempt to analyse 'Chineseness' as the people she studies conceive of it. She goes on to 

raise two questions: is Chinese identity "an intensely unifying and differentiating experience" 

which always relies upon a master narrative, and; "what are the analytical implications for 

cultural autonomy and criticism" (ibid.: 20)? 

Siu provides a well illustrated description of the nature of "Chineseness" in the 

Guangzhou-Hong Kong region or "nexus", as she terms it. The choice of the word nexus is 

important since it irnplies a connection or tie that is of profound importance. It is clear that the 

author's analytical orientation is towards the diversifying nature of identity negotiation. She 

presents a concise synopsis of the historical r w t s  of culture in South China. She indicates that 

this history revolves around a "cultural definition of being Chinese" (minzu), legitimacy of a 

regime (guojia), a d  den@, or state apparatus. 

From the outset we find that Siu is concemed with the deep structure of culture. Her use 

of the tems minzu, guojia, and zhengfu seems to indicate that she views culture in terms of ideas 

which are expressed in symbols. In this sense, traditional ideas and their attached values form the 

core of culture. There is also the emphasis on fluidity and negotiation which indicates a more 

Parsonian approach to culture as consisting of interaction between individuals, the social system 

and the ideological system, which are not reducible to each other. There is something of a 

contradiction in her approach. Siu wishes to include the individual as an agent of social change 

within her work, but ultimately tends to treat social actors as puppets of their class o r  other 

symbolic orientation. The m e n t  immigrant to Hong Kong is always disoriented, while the 

middle classes are driven by their education to move abroad or support democratisation. 



Siu's argument is that the negotiation of cultural identity has always been a pan of the 

nature of "Chineseness". She makes this point very convincingly. A problem arises with her 

suggestion that the same situation prevails today: "[als in the past, the negotiation of culturd 

identity and the politics of difference in the 1 WOs are sustained by tensions in the public sphere 

as much as in private lives" (ibid.: 36). in the past, the central government benefitted from the 

diversity in China due to the weaith it generated (ibid.: 26) and tolerated difference. But this 

tolerance conflicts with the Marxist ideal o f  the withering away of ethnicity in the socialist state. 

As the author notes herself, diversity is now viewed as subversion (ibid.: 37). NI of this would 

seem to indicate that the process today is not identicai with the past, and that different outcomes 

may be expected. While socialism itself may have k e n  abandoned in practice. the assimilation 

of minorities is still policy in theory. Nevertheless, the argument presented by Blum does 

demonstrate that Siu is right in suggesting that the state still recognises some usefulness to 

diversity. It seems evident that the tolerance of diversity is limited to the benefits that accrue to 

the central state. The willingness of the centre to engage in negotiation with any group is likely 

so  limited. 

The problem with Siu's approach should caution us against treating the Manzu as puppets 

rather than actors. It is suggested here that fluidity and negotiation are the key to understanding 

the Manzu, and that ethnicity is crystallised and actuated through symbolic means (geneaiogy 

and shman ic  ritual). It is easy to fa11 into the trap of reducing ethnicity to a set of symbois which 

dictate the response of the social actors and become more important in the theoreticai eye than 

for the actors themselves. The importance o f  Siu's emphasis on the negotiation of cultural 

identity through syrnbols should not be ignored. While this work builds a case for the prevaience 

of negotiation and reinvention among the Tungusic peoples and especially the Manzu, this 

process was reinforced rather than diminished by contact with the Chinese. If the negotiation or 

reinvention is carried on in modem China as Siu maintains, then the opportunity should remain 

open for the Manzu as well. While Blum points out that these symbols can easily become 

stereotypes, they are also powerful tools wielded by Manzu individuals and groups. The efforts 

made by Crossley to debunk the myth of  sinicization (1997) reinforce this idea since the 

negotiation of identity undertaken by the Manzu would not be merely a subset of Han identity, 

but something, or rather some things, quite separate: 

Certainly, the traditional cultures of Manchuria had their reflection in the imperid 
culture of the Qing. On the other hand, to characterise the inner culture of the 
Qing court as an unmodified survival of ancient cultures of unconquered 



Manchuria would be a serious mistake - as bad a mistake as the previous 
depiction of the Manchus as "Confucianized", "sinicized, empty epigones of the 
great Chinese empires that had gone before them. "Manchu" identity and the Qing 
state revolved around one another, in a mutuai gravitationai pattern that was not 
broken until the last decades of the empire ( 1997: 13). 

The historic relationship with the Qing court remains today a factor in the creation of the 

Manzu's identity. 

Gladney (1994) responds to the issues raised by Siu to establish that there are clear 

cultural and ethnic differences between the various ethnic groups of China and most importantly 

within the dominant Han Chinese. He details the diversity of the Han, and meditates upon the 

political significance of this diversity. Unlike Siu, he seems to mdce a distinction between 

ethnicity and cultural difference. Gladney presents a very convincing anaiysis of the politics 

involved in officiai recognition of ethnic status. The crux of his argument is that the Nationalists 

and Cornmunists felt a need to forge a sense of nationhood within China through the 

identification of a unified history, culture and social life. This required that the majority be 

incorporated into one rninzu, the Han, but still left room for the recognition of other groups 

precisely because they stood in opposition to the Han and thus helped to define who and what are 

the Han. That is, Gladney provides a ciassic explanation of definition of Self in relation to the 

Other. This works well, but where Gladney fails to provide an adequate account is in his 

explanation of the governments present motivation for recognising nationaiities. He traces it  

back to promises made during the Long March and the struggle with the Nationalists. He also 

mentions the need for a "united ethnic front" (1994: 179)- which is perhaps still somewhat 

relevant today, but fails to discuss the difference between securing the loyalty of minorities in 

border regions and submerging ethnicity in the Chinese heartland. It is not, 1 think, naive to 

suggest that the pst-Cultural Revolution exhaustion motivated the political leadership to 

essentially give everyone a chance to recover in their own ways. Finally, he neglects the simple 

explanation that the desire to mobilise the economic initiative of the Chinese peoples to an extent 

cornpels the govemment to liberdise its attitudes towards self and group expression. 

Gladney makes an especially telling point in noting that few scholars question how the 

Han came to be considered the typical Chinese. That this is a recent phenomenon, and that the 

inclusion of other nationaiities in the Chinese nation (as opposed to the state or  empire) is even 

more recent, is a significant problem for scholarship. Gladney's main concern is in explaining the 

unity of the so-called Han. He argues that it is a result of "the power of the Chinese state and the 

fear of foreign domination" (ibid.: 182). Obviously, the foreign domination perpetrated by the 



Manzu was a major factor in this development. The deveiopment of a Manzu identity in concert 

with the development of a Chinese and nationdistic Han identity, both as recent phenomena, is 

especially powerful as a transforming element in the invention of ethnicity. 

Townsend critiques the culturalism-to-nationalism thesis which he describes as 

"underlying . . . the academic literature on China" (1992: 97). His main argument is that 

nationalism, whether of a state or ethnic variety, is not as important in modem China as is often 

maintained. He does not suggest it is imlevant, but rather that its role has been exaggerated, 

especially in the pst-Cultural Revolution period, and that it exhibits weaknesses which require a 

less dogmatic approach to the question of Chinese nationalism. 

The strengths of the thesis are summarised by Townsend as having two main aspects. The 

first is the change in "elite belief and official doctrine about the nature of the Chinese community 

ruid its place in the world" (ibid.: 122) (note the use of the term cornmunity as somehow 

equivalent to the nation, on which more later). The old style "culturalism" was incompatible with 

the ernerging "nationalism". The former was based upon the superiority and incorporative nature 

of Chinese culture, which ailowed foreigners to participate in Chinese society and even allowed 

the rationalisation of foreign dynastic rule in China. The latter emphasised the territorial nature 

of the state, the vdidity of altemate cultural and political approaches and an international 

comrnunity of States, and the rights and duties of citizens within a state. The second strength is 

the intellectual change among the elite that accompanied the emergence of nationdism. 

Townsend maintains that this psychological conception is valuable as a tool of analysis, even 

though it may overstate the case somewhat. 

Townsend then goes on to examine the weaknesses of the thesis, which he summarises 

nicely as exaggerating " . . . the totality and clarity of the change in question. Tt overstates both 

the dominance of culturalism and the weakness of pre-modem nationalism in imperial times, as 

well as overstating the eclipse of culturalism and triumph of nationalism in modem times" (ibid.: 

123). Townsend is on the right track, and a cogent extension of his argument is that so-called 

culturalism and nationalism are not in competition. Townsend recognises that they are not 

rnutudly exclusive, and that culturalism c m  "lend support" to nationalism. What he fails to note 

is that the ethnic community and the national community operate on entirely different levels. 

Nationalism should be treated as it relates to state policy (or state formation) and elite 

formulations for mobilising the ethnicity of the population, dong with other aspects, such as 

resources, manpower and art, to pursue poiitical ends. Ethnicity, however, is the conception by a 

cornrnunity of what defines its nature. 



We must at this point consider the question of community mentioned above. That a 

Chinese ethnic community has existed for a considerable length of time is really beyond serious 

debate. However, comrnunity is a flexible conception, as demonstrated by the continued 

resurgence of Han chauvinism throughout Chinese history. Moreover, "elite belief and official 

doctrine" represents one sort of community, but this state-sponsored community must not be 

conflated with local communities. It is in its dialogues with the local community and the state 

community that Manzu ethnicity is invoked and created (largely by local elites, but certainly al1 

social actors participate in this). The activities of the Manzu in defining and defending their 

ethnic identity do not equate with nationdism. This is why it is possible for the people in Yi Lan 

Gang to live as both Chinese and Manzu without sensing a contradiction. In fact, loyalty to the 

state was manifest in the community, and working under both Han and Manzu leadership does 

not now appear to be seriously problematic. This has been true since the Qing, when the official 

doctrine of Mazu ethnicity at court was a distant voice in the dialogic negotiation of Manzu 

identity in Dongbei that reflects upon the Manzu to this day. 

Crossley (1997) discusses the relations between the court Manzu and the Manzu in 

Manchuna. She raises the issue of what it means to be Manzu and indicates that it was a category 

with dubious ethnic significance, at least during the Qing. She acknowledges that the "ruling 

lineage may indeed have k e n  Manchu - giving due consideration to the elusiveness of this as an 

ethnic title - but the conquest elite compnsed peoples of many origins . . ." (ibid.: 9). The 

important point here is that she is discussing the court, and the conquest elite. The ethnic 

identities for the common bannemen in the garrisons, and again for the Manzu left behind in 

Manchuria, deveIoped in different circumstances and alternative directions. In fact, she wntes 

that Manzu culture in Dongbei showed "marked fundamental continuities with traditional life in 

north-eastern Asia" (ibid.: 15). Crossley also writes that geographic dispersion and cultural 

diversity meant the old name of Jurchen no longer had meaning. While there is some validity to 

this in terrns of politicai considerations, this diversity was always a part of k i n g  Tungusic and 

there is no reason to suggest that it was incompatible with the pursuit of a new imperid project. 

On the contrary, the continuities that Crossley acknowledges included a flexibility in ethnic 

identity that might be termed a kind of ethnic mobility. This mobility is what allowed the 

Tungusic peoples to consolidate under the JidQing leadership and create the banner system that 

proved so effective. The desire to control the banners on the part of the Aisin Gioro khanate, a 

political motive as Crossley mentions, was the main impetus for the new identity. 



The creation of the Manzu by the Aisin Gioro khanate under the name Manchu or  

Manzhou was an attempt to create a new and unified identity for the bannennen in allegiance to 

the khan. This was an inclusive invention that the JidQing leadership consciously pursued in 

order to consolidate their power. In doing so they deliberately undermined the Tungusic clans 

which had originally served as a source of rnilitary organisation for the banners. The "court had 

attempted to emasculate" (Crossley 1990: 30) the clans, even though the individual Manzu saw 

the clans as "the limits and the substance of Manchu identity" (Crossley 1990: 3 1) and they saw 

Manzuness as mediated by the survival of the clans, as they still do today. It is ironic then that 

dunng the reign of the Qianlong emperor Hong Li (1736-95), an attempt was initiated to restrîct 

membership in the Manzu ethnic group based on genealogy. Originally, Manzuness was 

determined by language, religion, occupation and place of residence. Under Hong Li, in response 

to a perceived movement away from traditionai Manzu values and behaviour, there was a 

deliberate effort to restrict the Manzu identity to those who expressed the Manzu ideals most 

effectively. This effort was based on the publication of four works: "General History of the Eight 

Banners" (1739); "Comprehensive Genealogies of the Clans and Lineages of the Eight Banner 

Manchus" ( 1745); "Ceremonies for the Manchu Worship of the Spirits and of Heaven" ( 178 ! ): 

and "Researches on Manchu Origins" ( 1783). 

The purpose of these compilations was to provide a basis for the officially sanctioned 

emphasis upon a clearly defined and artificially constructed authentic Manzuness. The 

importance of this process should not be underestimated, for it involved not only the strict 

definition of Manzu cultural traits and activities, but it was also used to delineate membership in 

the ethnic group. Being Manzu was converted from a broadiy inclusive category to an exciusive 

and inflexible elite. The effort to reaffirm the Manzu traits was specifically motivated by the fear 

that the bannemen were taking up Han customs (Crossley 1990: 23). It seems that the effort to 

restore purity was extended genealogically to elirninate any possible perceived sources of 

contamination. This had a direct and significant effect on attitudes towards and the practice of 

sharnanism. This issue will be dealt with in following chapters. 

As already noted, the Jurchen were diverse and the political and martial activities of the 

Latter Jin (or Qing) leadership served to bnng unity with diversity. While the multivaried Manzu 

shared numerous sirnilarities in clan organisation, spirituality, ritual and oral tradition, the 

recognition of division as well as connection was fundamentai to the meaning of k i n g  Manzu at 

this tirne. This was an extension of the flexibility of Tungusic life in Manchuna. It was in fact a 

strength because it allowed the people to maintain a place in the social world despite the 



fluctuations of frontier existence and military contest. The modem Manzu and traditional Manzu 

easily integnted because of the recognition of a kinship with the woodland hunters. Did the 

Jurchen conceive of themselves as a nationality or an ethnic group? Probably no more than did 

the Mongols or even the Chinese, or for that matter the Koreans and the Tungusic bands found in 

the area. The concept of nationality is a highly modern one, of course, but the Chinese empire 

itself did not exist in terms of a national consciousness. 

It was through the clans primarily that the individual Tungus was able to retain a sense of 

social place (Crossley 1990: 34). in tum, it was through shamanic ritual that the cohesiveness of 

the clans was largely maintained. It is necessary to ask, do the Manzu in late-20th century China 

exhibit the flexibility of their ancestors in terms of incorporating diverse socio-culturai traits 

within a Manzu identity? If the answer is yes, then the result has been the continued evolution of 

a Manzu identity that has emerged in the present as an ethnic identity. Yet this is only the latest 

manifestation of a continually emergent process. It is not the end of identity for the Manzu. 

Returning to a consideration of the problem of ethnic theory, there is a tendency in Western 

social science to treat modem ethnic groups as the end result of a process, rather than the most 

recent formation which will continue to transform itself and be transformed in conjunction with 

extemal and intemal forces. The Manzu remain flexible because they have maintained a belief in 

the possibility of transformation that is illustrated and reinforced through the trope of 

shamanism. 



Chapter Two: Understandinn Shamanism 

In this chapter, the various approaches to the shamanic complex are considered with the 

objective of placing the research presented here within a larger theoreticai context. What is 

important is the realisation that ritual is the key to understanding. Shammism as it is practised in 

Yi Lan Gang is more than a mode1 for the cornmunity, and it is not sirnply a reflection of social 

structure. It (that is, the practise) is engaged in the creation of ethnic identity in a diaiogic 

fashion. Shamanism functions on numerous levels, many cf which have been attributed to it by 

researchers, but integration of these concepts reveals that it is profound and creative. Shamans 

operate as originators of social life and identity, and not merely as a reflector. They are not of 

course the sole source of society and culture, but they are profoundly important contributors to 

the creation of ethnic identity and social life. An attempt to understand shamanism depends on 

the ability to find analytic categories within the practice of shamanism. 

Underlying this is the question of the role of trance in shamanism. For some theorists, the 

essence of shamanism is trance. I have found that for some contemporary Manzu trance is not 

required. The issue that 1 am attempting to resolve about Manzu sharnanism is how the rituai 

functions without trance. 1 feel that a profound description of the nature of shamanism must 

corne from the Manzu themselves, illurninated by the theoretical approaches of the scholarly 

community. Trance cenainly had a purpose for the Manzu sharnans, but in the present instance 

shamanisrn still functions socially without trance. Therefore, sharnanism can be understood 

socially, but it is necessary to place the phenomenon within a larger theoretical context. I carne to 

the field expecting to find classic north Asian (ecstatic) shamanism arnong the people who 

invented the word. As was the case for Maskarinec in Nepal, the more time 1 spent the less 1 was 

concemed with proving theory and the more cornfortable 1 becarne with concentrating on 

relatively small aspects of the events that surrounded me (1995:234). In writing this dissertation, 

1 have been slowly moving away from a concem with shamanism as a category of 

anthropological discourse. My intention is to sirnply describe what the Guan, and other clans like 

them, cal1 shamanism and account for it theoretically as a part of their lives. Nevenheless, in 

order to be meaningful andytically, it is helpful to examine other methods of considering 

shamanism. 

Approaches to the problem of shamanism in anthropology have often arisen out of the 

conceptual framework of the researchers, rather than that of the sharnans ando r  their audience. 

Scholars have tended to look for parallels between different shamanic practices and Western 



approaches to heaiing and psychotherapy, or have k e n  concerned with specific elements of the 

shamanic cornplex, rather than treating it holistically. Thus, typical understandings of sharnanism 

are centred on Western modes of analysis and consequent analytical categones. This has led to 

extremes such as the emphasis on psychopathology in the "Arctic hysteria" approaches or Kehoe 

and Gilettii's (198 1) calcium-deficiency hypothesis (which 1. M. Lewis amusingly characterises 

as "extraordinarily unconvincing"). To understand shamanism in this instance, 1 do not apply 

fully preconceived anaiytical categories or theory (Maskarinec 1995: 12). 1 have identified a 

particular social phenomenon, sharnanism without trance, and attempt to explain what it does. 1 

want to know what the Guan clan of the Manzu is doing with the practice that they refer to as 

snnian jiao (sharnanism). 1 do attempt to incorporate an indigenous expIanation into the broader 

theoretical construction of this essay. 1 aiso suggest that understanding what has happened in this 

case c m  provide insights into the nature of shamanism more generally, or at least for northem 

and eastem Asia. 

Shamanism is a gestalt that can be effectively understood via a thorough engagement 

with dl aspects of its functions and roles. Examining other attempts to define shamanism will 

contribute to our understanding of the phenomenon as a whole. The intention is not to dismiss 

other approaches or definitions, but to appreciate the insights that they provide. Shamanisrn is 

not readily comprehended in a particularistic fashion, but requires a phenomenological approach. 

Suffice for now to suggest that shamanism is not a collection of knowledge or facts used for a 

specific purpose, but rather an accumulation of procedures for discovery (Townsley 1993: 453). 

The object of utilising this aggregation of techniques is not specifically to l e m  methods o f  

healing or divination, but to gain insight of a more general nature. For the Guan clan shamans 

what is leamed is the meaning of k i n g  Manzu. Thus, sharnanic practice is a way of corning to a 

profound understanding of ethnic identity that can be dernonstrated to the members of the 

community through syrnbols of cultural identity. The repetition of known techniques is 

secondary. The shaman operates at al1 times within a social milieu, and while the mediative 

aspects of shamanism have been considered as epiphenomenal, it will be argued hem that the 

social role is in fact the primary impetus behind the shamanic vocation arnong the Manzu of Yi 

Lan Gang village. The shamans of the Guan clan create an authentic expenence for the clan 

members to strengthen their identity as Manzu. This activity has become more important in 

response to the ideological role of the Chinese govemment. 

One approach that relates to this argument focuses on the creative aspects of shamanism. 

Andreas Lommel provides an example of this concept. He begins with Findeisen's (1957) 



ctssumption that in shamanism in various parts of the world, the spiritual essence of hunting is 

concentrated as a gestalt ( 1967: 23). He develops this to argue that hunters view al1 living things 

as having a spirituai and physical aspect, and that the physical parts individudly retain a link 

with the spiritual and thus power over Iife. Trance represents a deliberate attempt to peneuate the 

spiritual world. Lommel's approach is an attempt to generalise about shamanism, rather than 

treating each case within its sociocuiniral context, but it is usefui insofar as it points to 

similarities in shmanic practice. Lommel goes on to suggest 

that shamanism on a psychological level is 'a technique in which imaginings are 
transposed into images and then played off against one another,' an activation of 
otherwise unreachable levels of the rnind where 'the essence of this process of 
seIf-healing consists in imposing order and form upon these confused and chaotic 
images, which threaten to overwhelm the individual' (NOWA and Durrant 1977: 
I l ) .  

The importance of his suggestion is the idea that the shaman imposes order over chaos and that 

he strengthens the col1ective psyche through the integrative nature of the shamanic performance. 

Nowak and Durrant state that, "Few other works deal directly with the concept of the shaman as 

creator, intimately involved in the artistic process" (ibid.: 12). Though reductionist in a 

sociological direction, Lommel's insight is central to the understanding of the shaman, and 

indicates the importance of shamanism to the community. This is helpfuI in formulating ideas 

about the importance of shamanising to group identity. 

Conceptuai Bias 

In order to cany this argument foward it is necessary to establish that some sort of 

conceptuai bias exists within anthropology that affects the study of sharnanisrn. That the term 

sharnan is of venerable usage is clear. One of the earliest references in Western literature is 

found in the writings of E. Ysbrant Ides, a Dutch diplomat who accompanied a Russian embassy 

to China from 1692 to 1695. He described a Tungus shaman (using the term) in a 1698 

pubiication (Laufer 19 17). The term came to be used with increasing frequency from this time 

forward until the present (see Grim 1987, Hultkrantz 1977, 1985 and Nowak and Durrant 1977 

for discussions of this history). It is worth noting the initial characterisation of shamanism as 

primitive and bizarre, which is reflected in modem scholarship through its treatrnent as either the 

Ur-religion (in the first case) or psychopathology (in the second case). 

The main consequence of this Western (over)farniliarity with the term 'shaman' is that it 

has corne to be treated as a generai rubric for many different forms of healing and spirituaiity. 
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This is problematic for a number of reasons. First, shamanism tends to be used to describe, as 

similar, a number of disparate phenornena that are reaily quite different. Treating them as one 

thing leads to a false understanding of their natures. Second, the long-standing debate has tended 

to become polarised dong certain iines which have prevented the developrnent of an 

understanding of shamanism as sornething other than the evidence of theoreticai constructs of 

Western sociological inquiry. Essentially, the dispute centres on the question of whether the 

sharnan is disturbed or well adjusted and gifted (Kennedy 1973: 1 149). This leads to a situation 

where most have been unable to see the forest for the trees, as they concentrate on this issue at 

the expense of understanding the larger pheriornenon. Finally, the nature of East Asian 

shamanism as a system of knowing through voluntary spirit mastery has escaped most 

researchers because of the failure to differentiate this from spirit possession. This is not to 

suggest that spirit possession is not aiso episternological, but rather that the differences and 

similarities between possessicn and mastery need to be explored. 

The problems of shamanic scholarship are well iilustrated by this extract from an article 

by Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney: 

Sakhalin Ainu shamanism focuses on the diagnosis and cure of diseases. tts 
central concept is that the shamans are at the mercy of the spirits which enter 
them. Individuais do not become shamans of their own volition; the spirits decide 
to possess them. Even an evil sharnan who engaged in sorcery is believed to be 
unaware of his actions until he is later informed of them by the evil spirit 
responsible. 
. . . [Tlhe shamanic ritual nevertheless embodies, through a rich assortment of 
symbols, many of the central concepts of the Ainu world view (1973: 26). 

In this work the author conflates shamans with both medical practitioners and spirit mediums. 

The lack of volition ascribed to shamans denies their exceptional abilities and treats them simply 

as healers. Her conclusions are inconsistent with her own description of Ainu shamanic ritual, 

which involves spirit helpers (ibid.: 16), and not possession, as well as active exorcism of evil 

spirits by a shaman who seerns to main self-control (ibid.: 21). This article epitomises the 

confusion that has arisen over the nature of sharnanism. The idea that shamanism embodies the 

Ainu worldview is helpful, although the author ignores the possibility that the shaman is privy to 

an exceptional shamanic worldview. Yet in stating that Ainu shamanism is focussed on diseases, 

the author neglects the significance of shamanisrn as recapitulating and contributing to the 

Ainu's complex of symbolic self-representation. 



The greatest problem with the conflation of shamanism with other related phenomenon is 

that it contnbutes to a confused picture of what kind ~ > f  experience shamanising entails, for both 

the shaman and the audience. Whether they are d l  the same phenomenon or not remains to be 

seen, but greater care needs to be taken in order to avoid over-simplifying, as in the example 

given above. Taken to an extreme, this has led to the characterisation of shamanism as an 

unsophisticated or debased religious experience. This is most evident in earlier works that 

presented shamanism as essentiaily a degenerate form of higher religion that made up in fury for 

what it lacked in sophistication or elaboration. It is not far from this to the characterisation of 

s hamanism as psychopathology, which originates with Bogoras ( 1904) and Jochelson ( 1905). 

A Question of Etvmologv 

The word shaman or saman is related to words involving movement or raising and refers 

to a person who is excited or jumps upwards. A great deal of print has been expended upon the 

etymological origins of the word shaman itself. The two most important theories have k e n  that 

it  is rooted in the Sanskrit srumuna or the Turko-Tatar kam. While it is certainly valid to research 

etymology to find dues  to understanding a tradition, the fact that shamanism is a dynarnic 

process tends to obviate the importance of distant origins. More than this, the concentration on 

origins is intended to illuminate the underlying structural destiny of shamanic practice. If it is 

Buddhist inspired, then it must be this, if Mongol, it must be that. We find that from the outset 

scholarship is directed towards understanding shamanism as an outcorne: rather than as an 

originator. The fault is in the idea that, as Nowak and Durrant wryly note, "if only the ultimate 

origin could be proved and traced, the phenomenon could then be understood" (1977: 4). 

Beyond etymologicai debates lies a more centrai conceptual issue. The problem lies in 

the acceptance of the term shamanism as a gloss for many forms of transcendent methdology. 

This has made it very difficult to appreciate the distinctive nature of shamanism. We find for 

example that Hultkrantz recognises that sharnans ana medicine men overlap in their occupationai 

areas (1985: 514), but finaily argues that they are distinct because the shaman is an ecstatic 

voyager who sometimes heals through supernatural means, while the medicine-man is a healer 

who sometimes employs ecstasy in his work: "What matters here is that both shamans and 

medicine-men take over the medical control when there is supernatural interference . . . In so 

doing, they are medicine men and, when they are able to fa11 into a deep trance, shamans as well" 

( ibd.:  5 15). Hultkrantz makes a worthwhile differentiation between the two, while at the same 



time he recognizes that they are very close to each other. It appean to be a difference in 

emphasis, but this difference is crucial. 

There may be a fundamental difference between mastery by and mastery of. To be 

mastered by something is to gain a certain type of experience, different from the experience of 

the master. To be the master or mastered still means that one is involved in the negotiation of the 

visionary experience. Both sides create and control the arena of thought. Shamans and mediums 

both use trance, and may use it for divination, sorcery, healing, heroic feats or epic journeys 

(which we may term shamanising). However, it is likely that the two systems (shmanism and 

mediumship) do not produce identical experiences or understandings. This is not a question of 

profundity or importance, but of kind. However, it is reasonable to suggest that the social 

purpose of possession is to heal the community (see Boddy 1994). The analysis of Guan clan 

shamanism presented in this work emphasises the social role, and this is similar to the social 

purpose of possession described by Boddy. The relationship between spirit possession and 

shamanism does cal1 for further examination. 

A ~ ~ r o a c h e s  to Shamanism 

An important early trend in the attempts to understand the nature and ongin of 

shamanism is that of evolutionism. This approach is related to the etyrnological method in that it 

directs its energies to understanding shamanism through its history, and not in terms of present 

practice and meaning. Nowak and Durrant discuss Zelenin's attempt to uncover the evolutionary 

determinants of shamanism in totemism. Zelenin concluded that the shamans are in fact totems, 

and successors of totem anirnds (1977: 5). That is, the shamans are the living embodiment of the 

ancestral spirits of the clan. The idea of shamanising then is seen to arise out of a concem with 

contacting ancestral spirits. This is a non-reductionist approach that concentrates on the spiritual 

aspect of the phenomenon. That the shamms are the embodiment of the ancestors is a bold 

assumption, and does not significantly inforrn shamanism as practised within the context of 

contemporary peoples. However, it is valuable to our consideration of the body of scholarship 

because it is an early indication of the treatrnent of shamanism as a primitive religion that has 

survived as an anachronisrn. 

The contrat  with the idea of primitive religion that is found in sorne other works is that 

shamanism is in fact a recent development and has arisen out of the great religious traditions of 

Asia. This is usually presented as having come from either Buddhism via the Chinese, or Hindu 

mysticism via the Mongols and Turkic peoples. However, the essential bias remains, for this 



approach treats sharnanism as a degenerate o r  debased form of a more sophisticated religion. 

This is not satisfactory for a number of reasons. First, the mechanism of transmission is neither 

documented nor convincingly explained, but appears merely as a postulated sequence of possible 

Iinks. Second, the assumption that it is degenerate fails to explain the how and why of its 

degeneration. Finally, we are provided with a tautological reduction that says more about the 

theoretical inclinations of the writer than shamanism as it is experienced within a society. 

Schmidt's work in particular illustrates the problems inherent in speculation about 

degenerate religions. Using diffusionist principles, he postulated that the shamanism of central 

Asian pastoralists is a reaction against the original sharnanism that arose arnong agrarian people 

( 1955: 6 1 7). This is used to explain the existence of black (chthonic/agrarian) shamanism and 

white (ce1estiaYpastoral) shamanism. The argument against this is that many shamanic 

complexes include both types. Moreover, Schmidt relied upon inductive reasoning to arrive at 

these conclusions, formulating his theory first, then finding evidence that fit. Schmidt's main 

contribution to the debate is his insistence that there is no need to place shamanism at the most 

primitive level in the unilineal evolutionary progress of religion. By recognising that so-called 

primitive societies could evolve sophisticated religious concepts he freed the study of shamanism 

from the shackles of hierarchical classification. 

Another approach to shamanism is found in Roberte Hamayon's article "Les Heros de 

Service" (1978). We may cal1 the approach "Functional." Based on pre-1917 Buryat practices, 

Hamayon defines shamanism according to five principles: 1) the crossing of boundaries between 

categories (by spirits and shamans) is the cause and the remedy of misfortunes; 2) these 

categories are not defined in the absolute but progressively and empirically (the order is revealed 

only through disorder); 3) the model of disorder is sociological (it reflects the social reaim); 4) 

the otherness of the shaman is a model for individualities (he is an epic hero); 5) the world of the 

living is dorninated by the world of the spirits. The shaman is the ultirnate mediator because he 

represents both worlds to each ofher and crystallises al1 values to d l .  

Hamayon's conception is clearly dominated by the principle of the occurrence of 

misfortunes and their remedies. She comes closest to dealing with epistemology in point number 

two. She defines shamanic knowledge as progressive and dynarnic and her assertion that it is 

reactive knowledge (arising out of disorder) limits the creative aspect of shamanism. But she 

essenriall y ignores the possibility of shamanic knowledge as transcending applied purposes. 

Hamayon concentrates upon public performance and the consequences of those acts. While her 

approach provides a useful summary of the social aspects of shamanism, a more holistic 



approach would be helpful. Beyond this, Hamayon's assertion that spirits dominate the living is 

not supported by the evidence available regarding classic Siberian shamanism of the kind 

discussed above in relation to spirit possession, and practised by the Buryat (see Balzer 1987, 

Czaplicka 19 14, and especiaily Mikhailovsky 1894). 

Hamayon's description of the shaman as a model for individuaiities is deserving of a 

closer look. She p s i t s  the idea that the shaman is the archetypai Buryat, and that his behaviour is 

the embodiment of an actualised Buryat worldview (Hamayon 1978: 87).. The shaman is in 

essence the perfect Buryat. This suggestion is of value far two reasons. First, the shamans 

receive special training directly from the spirits of shamans while living on the margin of Buryat 

society. This means that they are instruments of continuity. Second, the sharnan utilises a unique 

and trope-iaden vocabulary that has little or no meaning for the average Buryat (see 

Mikhailovsky 1894). The training that the shaman receives is not carried out in the public sphere, 

nor is it associated directly with public functions. The shamans emerge as heroes worthy of 

emulation by the other Buryat. In fact, the shamans epitornise what is admirable and virtuous in 

the Buryat world view. T o  suggest that the sharnan is a model for Buryat behaviour in some 

idealised sense is to confuse the public actions of the shaman for the internal motivations, which 

for the Buryat come frorn contact with shamanic predecessors. The integrative activities of the 

shaman serve as a model for Buryat sociai life, and in this sense the shaman functions as an 

important archetype. 

The Shaman and the Stmcturalist 

Among the most highly influentiai works on shamanism are Lévi-Strauss's discussion of 

the story of Quesalid and his analysis of the effectiveness of shamanism ( I963a, l963b). Lévi- 

Strauss is concerned with understanding the effectiveness of shamanising as a therapy for 

psychological disorder. He is not really interested in understanding shamanism as an 

epistemological enterprise in and of itself. He is concerned with the applied results of 

shamanism, but in this he aspires to describe the ûue nature of shamanism. In sum, Lévi-Strauss 

treats shamanism as essentially a heaiing tradition. Shamanism often has healing consequences, 

but it is doubtful that it is either the primary focus or the main motivation for the enterprise. 

Lévi-Strauss also takes up the theme of order and chaos. In the "The Sorcerer and His 

Magic" (1963a) he takes a psychological approach, proposing abreaction as an explmation (a 

strong emotional reaction to an image or s p b o l  which leads to understanding or  revelation). in 

the "The Effectiveness of Symbols" (1963b) he argues that the sharnan provides the sick person 



with a language to express psychic States which are otherwise chaotic. Releasing the psychic 

state alleviates the physical symptoms. in this regard Lévi-Strauss rnakes his most significant 

contribution to the understanding of shamanism by providing effective support for the creative 

aspect of shamanic practice. It is the desire to push the boundaries of knowledge, to explore in a 

patterned fashion, which is central to the epistemologicai project of shamanism. 

Lévi-Strauss suggests chat the sharnan is a shaman by virtue of his ability to heal, and that 

the healing power comes from the public's investiture of the role of shaman in an individual, and 

a belief in the healing power associated with that role. But as H u l t h t z  points out, while not al1 

sharnans heal(1985: 5 15), nevertheless, they are still shamctns. In fact, they are recognised as 

shamans before they begin to shamanise (public healing, divination, etc.) by virtue of their 

exceptional abilities and behaviour. These latter do  not constitute a public service, nor does the 

general populace understand these things in a profound way. A shaman who does not heal, 

perhaps because he is prevented by injury or  external forces, does not therefore Iose the status of 

a sharnan, although he rnay not be able to fulfil the social role of sharnan. That is, the title and 

rights or duties (status) of the sharnan still accrue to an individual despite their present inability 

to perfom certain functions that are associated with the role of sharnan. It is the knowledge that 

imbues status, while the actions merely establish a role. The two aspects rnay be made manifest 

in one individuai, or the role rnay be absent. Someone who does not also obtain to the status 

however cannot presumably perform the role of sharnan. When the Manzu imitate the shamans 

during the performance of rituals, their actions have no affect and are not taken seriously by the 

other Manzu present. 

Lévi-Strauss is concerned with establishing a structural correspondence between the 

shamanic rites and a physiological reality (1963a: 188), which is in fact a mythical anatomy. 

This, he says, mobilises the belief of the patient and explains the healing efficacy of 

sharnanising. The problems with this approach are that, first, it assumes a coherence in the rites 

(especially the songs) for the patient which rnay not exist; and, second, it assumes that 

shamanism merely expresses mundane knowledge in an obscure way. As shamanism is not 

necessarily concemed with worldly problems, it rnay not be expressing mundane knowledge, but 

rather something genuinely transcendent. Lévi-Strauss's structuralist approach provides insight 

into one aspect of shamanism. It rnay help to explain why the healing rituals are effective, but the 

parallel with psychoanalysis that Lévi-Strauss develops does not encompass the entire 

phenomenon. This is not a problem when restricted to concems with healing, but it is necessary 



to be careful not to understand this approach as applying to al1 shamanisms, or ail aspects of 

shamanism. 

Jane Atkinson offers an elaboration of Lévi-Strauss's approach in her analysis of the 

mabaimg ceremony of the Wana of Sulawesi, indonesia (1987). She suggests that the 

therapeutic efficacy of the ceremony depends upon the shaman's appeal to the entire community, 

not just the individuai. The shaman is required to attract an audience, and thus in Atkinson's 

formulation is akin to a performer or  a faith healer. There are problems with Atkinson's decision 

to focus on the competition for attention. She does point out that the Wana shaman does not offer 

a geographical parallel to the anatomy, and that the Wana do not understand the shaman's chant 

(ibid.: 344). However, she aiso emphasises the shaman as a cultural ideal (like Hmayon)  or 

hero (following Levi-Strauss), and as relying on reputation (effective fulfilment of a d e )  to 

establish status as a shaman, when in fact it is the status which enables the role. 

Atkinson touches upon the nature of the shaman, but then seems to glide directly past: "in 

the mabalong the shaman leads his spirit cohort in a stniggle against the forces of illness. In 

everyday life, it is the shaman who presses beyond the limits of ordinary experience to engage in 

hidden sources of power" (ibid.: 345). This suggests that power over illness is the object of 

shamanism, rather than knowing, and consequently must confuse what is paramount in 

shamanism by placing healing above moving beyond the ordinary. It is probably the case that 

Atkinson has emphasised the ritual performance of the shamans at the expense of the entire 

complex. For the cornmon Wana, shamanising is what shamanism is about, and so Atkinson is 

correct insofar as her analysis extends to the perception of the shaman within the community. 

However, as an understanding of what occurs for the shamans, and especially of what she 

perceives as competition between the shamans, there is room for other interpretations. Yet, while 

Atkinson is dealing with a specific case, her emphasis on the effect of the performance upon the 

audience is important. This suggests an important idea about how the sharnan creates an 

impression that will inspire the audience in some way. 

Psvc holo,oical Avproac hes 

Psychiatrie approaches to shamanism, as has been noted above, are quite widespread. 

Philippe Mitrani, quoting Hamayon and Delaby (1977: 8), notes that "'the tendency to attribute a 

pathological source to shamanism, and to reduce its manifestations to the manipulation of 

epileptic and psychotic episodes' appeared simultaneously with the publication of the first studies 

on the subject" (1992: 145). Some theorists, such as Bogoras (1907), Czalipcka (1914) and 



Ohlmarks (1939, cited in Mitrani 1992), have attributed shamanism to Arctic hysteria, and 

related illnesses. In these views, the shamans are either ill/deviant themselves or a necessary 

function to treat the illnesses of others. Wallace attributes the illness to an identity crisis while 

others (Ackerknecht 1943, Gillin 1948, Boyer 1964, Nadel 1965, and Sasaki 1969 (al1 cited in 

Mitrani 1992)) characterise the shaman as suffering from chronic and intense neuroses. 

Silverman (1967) and Devereux (1970) treat the sharnan as a paranoid schizophrenic, but the 

former sees the shaman as effectively reintegrated into society while the latter assumes that while 

remission is possible, cure is not because the sharnan lacks access to the root of his conflicts. 

Two problems are readily discernible. First, the theorists are actually writing about a 

number of unrelated phenomena, once again falling into the trap of treating shamanism as a 

catch-al1 category, "the sole end of which is comparative speculations" (Mitrani 1992: 149). 

Mitrani notes that "the sharnan has often been equated with al1 sons of religious guides; with 

miracle-workers, curanderos, marabouts, sorcerers, bone-setters and . . . others" (ibid.: 148). 

Unfortunately, this brings unnecessary confusion to the investigation of shamanism. Second, 

there is a great disparity of viewpoints about the causes of shamanism. This can be attributed to 

the uncertainty of transcultural psychological endeavour, the extrernely hypothetical nature of 

psychiatry itself and a lack of understanding of the cultural context in which the shmans 

operate. This last cause is not merely a matter of social milieu, but the specific cultural context of 

the sharnans as cultural specialists. This must be understood as treating al1 practitioners as 

equivalent in doctrine, method, etc., when they are in fact remarkably diverse even on the 

individual level. 

Mitrani, in his assessment of psychiatric approaches, asserts that most of the data used 

"cornes from societies that are either somewhat acculturated or are in the process of an extremely 

rapid cultural transformation" (ibid.: 150). The circurnstances are marginal, he concludes, not the 

shaman. But, as many studies have shown (Atkinson 1987, Balzer 1987, Boddy 1994, Eliade 

1964, Grim 1987, Heinze 1992, Kendall 1996, Lewis 1989, Nowak and Durrant 1977, Townsley 

1993), shamanism is not simply a product of cultural transformation, it is an important tradition 

in itself and the shaman is marginal to an extent. The practice of the shaman and the 

understanding s/he has are far beyond the comprehension of the laity. Though well integrated 

into society, the sharnan is not always or precisely the embodiment of society's ideals, although 

the work s/he produces and hislher public role are very important. It is true that the shaman helps 

to produce the important ideas and categories of the cornmunity, but she  works far beyond these 

communal mundane and spiritual issues. Mitrani is rïght to assert that the question of madness is 



actually irrelevant to the nature of sharnanism, The creativity and genius of the shaman is such 

that they have the potential to play an especially important role in a cornmunity at a time of 

"rapid cultural transformation." And while this is a manifestation of the integrative aspect of 

sharnanising, it d s o  functions as an important clue to the intemal sense of the shamans 

themselves. We may glimpse in the shamans' invention and reinvention of social life a clue to 

their epistemological undertakings. That shamans are effective social psychiatrists is due to their 

wide-ranging knowledge, cenainty about who they are and habituation to confronting and 

resolving perplexities. 

The more conceptually biased psychological hypothesis about sharnanising, the 

psychopathological approach, assumes that the individual is expressing an extreme form of 

mental illness or is epileptic. It is also sometimes posited that it is an environmental adaptation or 

a type of arctic hysteria operating as defence mechanisms grounded in a cultural system: (e.g. 

Aberle 1952 and Foulks 1972). Eliade summarises Ohimarks' idea that great sharnanising with 

full trance is found in the dark Arctic regions where the environmental pressures are greatest and 

small sharnanising, with artificial or imitative trance, in the subarctic. This represents an 

intriguing distinction, but the problem rernains that Ohlmarks (1939) argues that the only 

difference between a sharnan and an epileptic is that the sharnan can deliberately enter into a 

trance (cited in Eliade 1964: 24). This is further reduced for the Iesser shamanic tradition, which 

is represented as essentially a degenerate form. 

That shamanism has a psychiatrie role is the thrust of Shirokogoroffs work, in the sense 

that the sharnanic tradition is an adaptive response to group and individuai dysfunction (1935: 

259,268). For Shirokogoroff, sharnanism itself is not a psychopathology, but its treatment is the 

practical aim of shamanism (1935: 422). In the end, shamanism is a method of restoring 

equilibrium in the face of external pressures of various origins, such as environmental 

catastrophe or colonisation. While this is a valid insight into one aspect of shamanism, and 

perhaps even its origins, it is too limited in scope, as with the entire psychological schooi. It 

would seem that while shamanism may have emerged as a form of problem solving related to 

practical issues, it has grown fat beyond that. Besides, Shirokogoroff s conviction that it is a 

recent development and an off-shoot of Buddhism adapted to overwhelming environmental 

pressures is unsatisfactory for it treats the Tungus peoples as ciphers who merely respond rather 

than create, and because it rests on too many unproved assumptions about the transmission of 

Buddhist doctrine. 



The classic discussion of shamanism and psychosis is Julian Silverman's, "Sharnans and 

Acute Sc hizophrenia," ( 1967). He discusses extreme psychosis arnong shamans, and concludes 

that it is an alternative to more drastic forms of deviancy (ibid.: 25) in response to an extreme 

threat (similar to Shirokogoroff, Foulks and Aberle in the latter aspect). Silverman attempts to 

place it within a cultural context as far as understanding how the deviancy dlows the shaman to 

function within society, but he reduces it to western notions of psychopathology, rather than 

appIying native cntena, and fails to go beyond these assumptions to examine the overall mental 

abilities and social role of shamans, both of which are formidable, and tested constantly by the 

other members of the shamans' communities. 

The issue of the cognitive abilities and mental stability of shmans is a difficult one to 

resolve. The problem has ofien been that researchers have started with the assumption that 

sharnans are operating at a reduced capacity and have attempted to explain shamanism within 

that context. However, no proof has been offered that shamans are in any way rnentally defective 

or pathological other than arguments by analogy based on the cultural referents of the 

researchers. That is, shamans seem like people that we consider in the West to be pathological, 

therefore they must be pathological too. This is a fallacious argument that should cal1 into 

question the rationality of its proponents, and not shamans. As no proof is offered, it hardly 

seems necessary to disprove the argument. However, since the idea has been proposed, it is 

necessary to offer some refutation. 

The effectiveness of sharnans in fulfilling the needs of their comrnunity in an holistic 

fashion (Heinze 1992), and their widely acknowledged ability to attain altered States ar will (see 

Nowak and Durrant [1977: 281) for a surnmary of sources on this point) seem to offer ample 

evidence of the exceptional nature and self-control of shamans. Furthemore, it is demonstrated 

in Manzi: sharnanic epics such as "The Tale of the Nisan Shamaness" what a remarkably diverse 

and extensive vocabulary the shamans command. Balzer (1987, 1996) and Townsley (1993) both 

attest to the self-possession and dignity of the shamans they encountered, while Kendail (1996) 

describes the savvy and contemporary relevance of modem sharnans in her article about Korean 

shamans. 

An interesting counterargument to the psychopathology hypothesis that also attests to the 

ordering abilities of the sharnanic mind is found in Shweder's (1972) paper on Zinacanteco 

shamans. Shweder compared responses of shamans and nonshamans to photographs in varying 

degrees of clarity. The results confirmed the Zinacanteco's own thesis that shamans have 

exceptional cognitive abilities: 



"They are imposers of form on diffuse sense data. Second, shamans are more 
productive in their responses; they are more generative of different responses. 
Third, shamans seem to have available to themselves their own constructive 
categories and remain relatively insensitive to the alternative câtegories provided 
by the experimenter" (ibid.: 402). 

Shweder's efforts represent an innovative conception that links with research that suggests that 

shamans are creating art and imposing order on chaos. Furthemore, the attempt to understand 

shamanism through a hypothesis put forward by the Zinacantecos, rather than the social scientist, 

is an approach worthy of imitation. 

in sum, while the psychopathology approach is not irnmensely useful, it does draw 

attention to the important differences between tme shamans and those with genuine mental 

disturbances who superficially resemble shamans. In addition, the psychiatric approach, while 

limiting, does affinn the social role of the shaman and leads us to a greater understanding of the 

effect that sharnanic performance has upon the audience/clan. We must remember that the 

sharnan is not primarily concemed with ireating individual illness, and that healing itself is an 

aspect, but not necessarily the motivation behind the shamanic vocation. 

Comprehensive Approaches 

A seminal work on shamanism is Eliade's Shamanism: Archaic Techniaues of Ecstasv 

( 1964). He is concemed with deciphering and revealing the meaning of religious phenomena 

through analysis, interpretation and comparison. He is not a phenomenologist, but a historian of 

religion and as such he compiles even when he cannot explain. His central theme is that ritual 

ecstasy allows the sharnan, as mediator, to reinstate the primordial connection between this 

world and the world beyond. It has been noted that Eliade's approach "might have the same 

limitation that charactenses the diffusionist school: an overemphasis on morphological and 

sequential considerations in data gathenngM(Nowak and Durrant 1977: 15). He is also deeply 

concerned with the desire to classify within a sociohistorical schema rather than explaining its 

function. The breadth of his scope prevents Eliade from bringing socioIogicai focus to his study. 

The strength of the work, its comprehensiveness, is also its weakness. 

Eliade's work is widely regarded for the approach to the problem of shamanism that he 

proposes. He is primarily interested in providing a diagnostic account of shamanism. Eliade is 

certain that "any ecstatic cannot be considered a shaman" (ibid.: 5). The obvious problem is what 

type of ecstatic is also a shaman. Eliade considers the difference to be that the shaman controls 



the spirits and is not controlled by them. In other words, the sharnan qua shaman, is not subject 

to spint possession. This is a significant insight and is confimed by the work of Shirokogoroff. 

Interestingly, Lewis disagrees with this assessment and attempts to establish that since the 

shaman possesses the spirit in a controlled fashion, this too is a forrn of spirit possession. Lewis 

uses evidence from Tungusic peoples in proposing this argument (1989: 48). He develops the 

argument by considenng that the initial ecstatic experience is uncontrolled shamanic sickness 

which later "can be turned on and off at will in shamanistic séances". Furthemore, illness can be 

caused in others by spirit possession. Lewis presents an argument which is intended to be 

contrary to the view of Eliade, but the essence of Eliade's theory, that the key to understanding 

sharnanism is that the shaman is the masterhnistress of spirits. still holds true and is upheld by 

Lewis. 

Eliade notes that while shamanism has two roles, one in the general religious life, and 

one in the realm of ecstatic experience and magic, the sharnans seem more at home in the latter. 

Hcwever, this is not, we are told, a matter of "two wholly different religious universes" (ibid.: 

12). Rather, the difference lies in the intensity of the religious experience. This argument is 

noteworthy because it fits with the Guan shamans' own apperception of their practice. However. 

Eliade chooses to concentrate upon the mystical aspect, and in essence treats shamanism as 

separate from generai religious life. That the sharnan is at home in both roles is a helpful idea 

when considering sharnanism without trame. If we can accept that shamanism is not solely 

manifested through the ecstatic, then the circumstances in Yi Lan Gang becorne more readily 

comprehensible. The ideal type of sharnan as ecstatic and mystic, largely derived from Eliade, is 

not necessarily accurate as a generalisation, as even Eliade indicates. The shaman as 

representative of social institutions is a reasonable concept, in contrast to Weberian oppositions 

of priest and prophet. 

A key distinguishing factor for Eliade is that, in North and Centrai Asia, shamanism is 

not a religion, though it "dominates the religious life" (ibid.: 7). This seems to be a fine 

distinction and one that Lewis at least disagrees with (see below). What Eliade argues is that the 

shamanism of the Arctic, Siberian and Asian peoples is not the producer of religion but the 

product. Lewis maintains that shamanism is a social institution of centripetal import. in this 

matter 1 will attempt to demonstrate that in the case of the Manzu it is Lewis' thesis that is 

supported by the evidence in the literature and the research 1 have conducted. The fault in 

Eliade's reasoning arises out of the desire cornmon to shamanic studies to determine the origin of 

shamanism. Eliade's location of a Buddhist influence (1964: 498) upon shamanisrn leads him to 



the position that shamanism is a product of the larger religious milieu. The truth of this assertion 

is not under consideration here, but rather Eliade's neglect of the possibility that shamanism 

itself can become a shaper of religious thought in a dialectic process. In addition, Eliade, as 

noted above, sees shamans as marginal because they are of the elect (ibid.: 7). This concept, in 

combination with the concern with origins, precludes the consideration of sharnanism as a social 

institution. Shamanism by itself is not socially valid in this view, but is dependent upon 

incorporation into a larger historico-religious milieu for validation (ibid.: 504). 

For Eliade though, it is not Buddhism that is the source of the core of sharnanism - its 

"primary phenomenon". Eliade maintains that the centrai element in shamanism is the ascent to 

the sky. This, he holds, was incorporated into the historico-religious milieu to emerge as 

sharnanic practice. The source of ecstasy, then, or the celestiai ascent of the shaman, represents 

the survival of an archaic ideology centred on faith in a celestial supreme being (ibid.: 505). This 

is the conclusive argument in Eliade's work. The approach taken by Eliade led him away from 

the possibility that sharnanism could come to play a central role in contemporary religion. The 

Iogic of Eliade's argument is that the core of shamanism is ecstasy, which is an archaic survival 

imported into the religious context of Buddhism, although the ecstatic trance originated before 

and outside of Buddhism. Therefore, Eliade concludes, it is not possible for shamanism to 

function as a social institution, that is as a religion. Yet if a shamanism survives without ecstasy, 

as in the present instance, then what is at its core? Eliade is quite correct in advocating that 

shamanism must be understood within what is essentially a social milieu. But it i s  not as a 

liminal element that the sharnan functions. Rather, sharnanism is a central force that validates 

and is validated by the larger soçiety. We can accept Eliade's argument that shamanism is 

intimately connected with social life without agreeing that the origins of sharnanism are such that 

the phenomenon must remain marginal. Rather, shamanism cari be understood as a social 

institution within which social actors engage in dialogic negotiation of its meaning in relation to 

other aspects of culture, such as ethnic identity. 

1. M. Lewis is an important advocate of what can be described as a holistic approach to 

the study of sharnanism, although he would perhaps quibble at the use of the word holistic. In 

what he prefers to term a sociologicaI approach, he attempts to place sharnanism and its 

meanings within the larger social context. Lewis wntes that "the peripheraiity, or centrality, of 

possession cults can only be adequately assessed when we take into account the total social and 

political circumstances in which they occur" (1989: 128). And he defends the relevance of 

psychological approaches when he notes that "al1 social phenornena which exist in the minds of 



men have a psychological dimension" (ibid.: 1 1). However, he does not advocate a deterministic 

approach, sociological, psychological or  biological. 

What Lewis does propose is that students of shamanism c m  learn from the work of social 

anthropologists in the study of witchcraft who focus "on the social nexus in which sorcery and 

witchcraft accusations are made" (ibid.: 33). Aside from the problem of imposing etic categones 

and the refusal to believe on the part of anthropologists (which he acknowledges) Lewis gets to 

the cmx of the matter by insisting that the central question is, "How does the incidence of ecstasy 

relate to the social order?" Lewis demonstrates a key element through his insistence that the 

moral force of ecstasy is grounded in society. Without the legitimacy that is granted to the 

shaman through social relations, sharnanic activity would remain peripheral. This insight offers a 

way out of the trap of preoccupation with the ongins of shamanism and takes investigation 

beyond considering only such elements as healing and mediumship. 

Using a comparative approach, Lewis attempts to establish an opposition between 

possession cults of the masculine ancestors that are directly concemed with public morality and 

peripheral spirit possession illness cults which are dominated by women (ibid.: 13 & 12 1). In the 

case of the Manzu and other Tungus, this argument does not hold up in some regards. Antique 

shamanic epics and oral tradition al1 treat women as central to shamanism, and shamanism as 

socially important at the sarne time. The male establishment did not traditionally dominate 

shamanism until after the Qing conquest of China, when the influence of patriarchal 

Confucianism was strongest. After the collapse of the Qing, women retumed to a role within 

shamanism, at least among the Manzu of Heilongjiang province. Today, without a doubt, 

shamanism is not a male-dominated enterprise. 

Lewis provides a "'catalogue" of sociological preoccupations in the study of possession 

by social anthropologists: 

1 > the social role of the shaman; 

2 )  religious ecstasy as the basis for authority; 

3) the evasion of responsibility through recourse to the gods, and; 

4) the employment of revelations to conserve social order or authorise change. 

Lewis rightly wishes to move beyond this to questions about the social order, and to 

understanding the social motivations and benefits of ecstatic possession (ibid.: 23). Yet he 

follows in the footsteps of other researchers in that he remains focussed upon possession - the 

"seizure of man by divinity" (ibid.: 15). But what happens when there is sharnanism without 

ecstasy? As Lewis himself notes, shamanism can become a "cenual religious institution" which 



fulfils a wide variety of functions (ibid.: 119). For the Manzu of Yi Lan Gang, sharnanism 

operates as a social institution that does not require the element of ecstasy to retain its centraiity. 

even in terms of relations with the spirits. By examining non-ecstatic shamanism an 

understanding of the institution of shamanism in Yi Lan Gang as it relates to the social order is 

possible. Lewis points us in this direction when he bnefly considers the various Tungus groups 

under Russian rule: "possession became the vehicle for Tungus cultural nationalism and protest 

against the policies of their new masters. in this setting, shamans joined forces with the kuiak 

clan leaders as agents of local resistance and disaffection" (ibid.: 141). While Lewis refers to 

possession as the vehicle, the insight lies in the reaiisation that sharnanism can act as a focus for 

disaffection. or relational negotiations (in this case contested in nature). Shamanism as the 

symbolic locus of ethnic identity among the Tungus is not unprecedented then, and this is the 

case for the Guan clan as well. 

The work of S. M. Shirokogoroff is essential to any study of the Manzu. Shirokogoroff 

produced an encyclopaedic body of scholarship on the Manzu and the various other Tungusic 

peoples found in Manchuria and Siberia. In addition, he atternpted to place his research within a 

larger theoretical consuuct that revolved around his theory of ethnos. No attempt will be made 

here to assess the entirety of his work, but we find his influence throughout the literature on 

shamanism. Shirokogoroff surnmarised his theory of Tungusic shamanism in eight points: 

1. "Anirnism . . . is among the Tungus tribes a prirnary condition for the existence of 

shaman ism"; 

2 .  Shamans possess spirits, but "the characteristic peculiar to sharnanism consists in the 

recognition of the special rites, clothing, instruments, and the peculiar social position of the 

sharnan"; 

3 .  "Although, during the performance of the sharnan, the consciousness of the shaman is almost 

suppressed, nevenheless the influence of the shaman un the people and his superior knowledge 

got by special tneans, unusual for the present ezltnographical milieu. are highly developeJ': 

4 .  Sharnans must be physically and mentally sound; 

5.  Shamans protect the clan from psychic maladies and as such "shamanism . . . is a kind of clan 

self-defense and an apparent aspect of its biological functions"; 

6 .  The shaman is a very influential member of the clan; 

7. Shamans can become ineffective and refuse to perform their social duties; 

8. Shamanism "cannot be considered as a religion in the ordinary sense of the w o r d  

(S hirokogoroff 1923: 364-366). 



When we consider these characteristics, il becomes evident that some are of particular 

relevance. The first point still holds tnie today. Many Manzu do accept the idea that the world 

around them is animated by spirits, while at the same time they reject the Chinese spiritual 

pantheon which had worked its way into the shamanism practised by their ancestors 

(Shirokogoroff 1982: 128). And these spirits are still controlied by shamans today, either through 

trance o r  through rituai, but it is the social role of the shaman in particular that is noteworthy. 

The first seven points will come under closer scrutiny in the following chapters, but for now the 

main concern is the eighth characteristic, that sharnanism is not a religion. 

Shirokogoroff maintains that the sole basis of shamanism is the ability to influence 

individuals by mystical means and thus treat "nervous maladies and psychopathological cases" 

( 1923: 366). Yet he also maintains consistently that the shaman has a signifiant social role and 

is responsible for maintaining the social equilibrium of the entire clan by acting as a safety vaive. 

Furthemore, we learn of the different kinds of sharnans, including the bogun shaman who 

manages the dead and regulates the ancestor worship that is so central to the clan system (1982: 

2 lû). Shirokogoroff maintains that they are not shamans but priests, although he States that the 

institution "received its particular f o m s  owing to the original Manchu conceptions" while in 

many clans the bogun shaman takes on the role of the ecstatic as well (ibid.: 2 18). Among the 

Mmzu today shamans may fulfil both roles. 

As noted above, Lewis suggests that the centrality of shamanism as a social institution 

compels us to understand it as a religious institution. Shirokogoroff also writes that "the 

sharnan's aim is not the same as the medicine man," but rather it is social: the regulation of 

psychomental complexes, and the treatment of individual and mass psychosis, not the treatment 

of diseases or physical ailments (ibid.: 359). Shamanism, as practised among the Tungus 

(including the Manzu), is largely concemed with the stability of social units (ibid.: 275), while 

the sharnans assume a special social position associated with the clan organisation. Furthemore, 

Shirokogoroff maintains that sharnanism might be styled as a systein of philosophy. Yet, despite 

al1 this, he holds that it is not a religion because it lacks an ethical element. In al1 other respects, 

he does not deny the possibility of its functioning as a religious system. Shamanism as practised 

in Yi Lang Gang may be considered to include an ethical element because it fùnctions to 

emphasise the importance of ethnic identity and loyalty to the values of the ancestors. 



Models of Shamanism 

Nowak and Durrant present an analysis of a widely known and important ~Manzu 

shamanic epic, "The Tale of the Nisan Sharnaness" (1977). The tale reveais the centrality of 

mediation, particularly "the mediation of a mundane problern and a supernaturd solution" 

through trance (ibid.: 29). But this epic also involves mediation between the world of the living 

and the dead, rnediation of polarised social relationships, mediation of order and chaos, and of 

nonsense and meaning. Al1 of these connections depend upon the ability of the shaman not only 

to accomplish the ecstatic journey but aiso to present the results in a socially acceptable and 

convincing fashion. This is why at the end of the epic the shamaness must give up her practice. 

for she cornes to represent the accommodation between Manzu ways and Chinese ways (ibid.: 

1 18). She is a rnodel for the future and the past, and yec this transition is predicted within the 

course of the shamanic journey and thus validated as well. 

In Nowak's interpretation the following characteristics are presented as typicd of 

shamanism within a holistic context in north-east Asia: 

"(1) a trance or ecstatic state that the shaman is able to induce himself (unlike 
epileptic seizures); (2) a group-held belief that some non-physicai component of 
the shaman's being either "leaves" or "empties itself' so that the shaman can serve 
as the instrument of sorne other dimensional reality; (3) a period of training, 
initiation, or near madness prior to public acknowledgement of the shaman's 
status; (4) a social, rather than an individual motivation for achieving a trance 
state; and (5) a fundamental concern for righting something that has gone awry, 
that is, a reaffimation of cosmic or rnicrocosmic order over whatever form of 
chaos is threatening to overwhelm the group or individuai concerned" (ibid.: 28). 

The last three points are not problematic. The first two warrant reconsideration, if we can 

consider what the Guan shamans practise as shamanism. If the fourth and fifth characteristics are 

tme, then it may be helpful to question whether the first and second are necessarily universal. 1s 

shamanising about trancing? 1s my desire to respect the people 1 work with preventing me from 

acknowledging that their practise has been transformed into something other than shamanism? 

For the Manzu who live in Yi Lan Gang, what is important to them about their shamanic 

tradition has been retained. To suggest that they are wrong to cal1 it shamanism (which they 

certainly do) would be the worst kind of analytical arrogance. But we will also see that the Guan 

shamans acknowledge that their shamanism has changed from what it used to be, and they are 

well aware that other Manzu clan shamans still practise trance. Simply put, they do not care 

about that because that is not the focus of their activity. As for this work, 1 am attempting to 
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describe what the Guan clan refer to as shmanism and understand what that means for them in 

order to help to generate useful anaiytical categories regarding shamanism and cultural identity. 

My focus has evolved from an attempt to redefine shamanism, and 1 have come to redise that 

what matters most is not whether the Guan sharnans are "real" sharnans (as they wouid term it) 

but what they are doing and why they do  it. 

Besides, even if these shamans d o  not trance, they are still exceptional members of the 

comrnunity. While members of the community are familiar with the performance, the shaman 

utilises a language (both oral and visual) which expresses their specialised knowledge in a way 

that transcends the comprehension of the laity. In fact, the average Manzu has a vocabulary of 

about 5000 words while the Manzu sharnan employs a 20,000 word vocabulary, and utiIises it in 

a tropic style (Fu 1989: 242). This generalisation does apply to Guan clan shamans, who are 

involved in mastering specialised knowledge. Traditionall y, the shaman is highl y innovative and 

able to cope with changing circumstances in a radically creative fashion. Thus the sharnan is able 

to express information which is helpf'ul to the clan in adjusting to changing circumstances, 

redefining their identity and reconstmcting the nature of shamanic practice itself within the 

community. It is not surprising to find that even sharnans without trance retain the responsibility 

to assist the clan in redefining themselves. 

Humphrey presents an important critique of Eliade's method. She points out that the 

latter turns shamanism into a "timeless mystery" (1994: 192). Humphrey emphasizes that this 

sort of religious practice must be analysed and understood in context. Shamanism, she suggests. 

is not a coherent ideology but a collection of representations that appear in the cultures of 

norîhem Asia as a product of a discourse in contexts of power arising in different historical 

situations: 

Sharnanism has changed over these centuries or, to be more precise. the aims of 
inspirational specialists and therefore the content of their practices have responded to the 
different configurations of power in changing historical circumstances . . . In this kind of 
discourse, preoccupations with kinship, ancestry, and geography colored the traditional 
cosrnic imagery of shamanism, and 1 will show that it had different registers in the center 
and periphery of the Manchu state (ibid.: 194). 

Humphrey goes on to demonstrate that the elements of shamanism were constrained by 

political considerations and that shamanisrn was always engaged in representations that were 

contested by other practitioners of symbolic representation of the social group (ibid.: 198). These 

insights are crucial to the understanding of shamanisrn used in this work. By drawing attention to 

how shammism interacts with politics to reproduce particular f o m s  of society, and arguing that 
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the people involved in this process are aware of hegemony, challenge and independence, she 

points to a consideration of shamanism as a product of agency and discourse. However, as the 

au t hor herse1 f writes, she provides a "sketch y suggestion", and "[alctuai shamanism depends on 

the concerns of the participants, both patrons and shamans, and on the point of view from which 

they act" (ibid.: 224). We are still left with the problem of generating appropriate categories for 

anal ysis. An understanding of shamanism requires a syncretic approach. Baizer envisions this as 

"merging anaiysis of its social roots, symbolic significance and changing contexts" (1987: 1085). 

In the examination and deconstruction of the public shamanic rituais such a project can be 

carried out. 

A mode1 for this analysis can be found in Turner's Return to Eden (1989). Turner 

describes his experience with "laughing waves" and the realisation of Wave-form "over and 

above the individual waves (ibid.: 172). In this, Turner came to understand the meaning within 

the mstaphor of Aboriginal songs. Later, he describes the reaiisation of the nature of categories 

arnong the Aboriginais. In a discussion of the kinds of sharks, he recognises that "the very idea 

of 'al1 inclusiveness', of unity on a universal level, was an anathema to these Aboriginal people" 

(ibid.: 186). Categories always include some element of something else, a part of one given up to 

the other. Thus he eventually came to recognise the songs as a metaphorical expression of the 

connections and renunciative nature of Aboriginal society. This was achieved through patience 

and taking seriously the message of the songs. That is, Turner proceeded from the songs to a 

sociological analysis, rather than imposing an analysis upon the songs. Turner's is a mode1 for an 

approach to shamanic ritual as well. Shamans and their shamanising, and the laity, must be 

treated as the source of andysis, not just data for analysis. Turner's approach directs us to ask not 

how and why it works but rather what is done, who does it and what its consequences are. This 

involves anaiysing al1 aspects of the rituai performance and its context and accepting that our 

preconceived analytical categories are inadequate. This represents a tnily syncretic approach, 

invoIving "emic" anaiysis, that must be carried out to uncover consistencies within the shamanic 

product that c m  be expressed in terms comprehensible to the outsider. Conclusions should 

incorporate the perceptions of the shamans and be confirmed by them. 



This chapter is intended to familiarise the reader with the Manzu as Shirokogoroff 

described them most comprehensively in the past and as 1 encountered thern in Yi Lan Gang and 

a few other sites in the 1990s. Cornparing them diachronically (from the 19 10s to the 1990s) will 

help to illustrate the nature of the pressures that have k e n  brought to bear u p n  them and give an 

indication of the success of their attempts to maintain their identity and revitalise their culture. 1 

have also attempted to describe the general village life of the Guan, other Manzu and non-Manzu 

villagers to allow the reader to understand the general milieu. There is little ethnographic 

information on Chinese peasants living in the mainland in the era of economic reform. 

Cornparisons with pre-Liberation Han peasants or peasants in Taiwan are not particularly 

meaningfui since their history, experience with the state and cultural complex are actually very 

different. Thus, the best cornparisons are diachronic and with their felIow villagers. 

As my researches with the Manzu began, 1 was working with local scholars through the 

Liaoning Academy of Social Sciences in an atternpt to detennine the best approach to the 

problem and select an appropriate field site. 1 was informed that shamanism was still practised by 

the Manzu and other Tungus, mostly in Heilongjiang, but also in some parts of Jilin and isoIated 

pockets of Liaoning province. Heilongjiang held out the most promise, but 1 decided to take 

advantage of rny connections in Liaoning to get an idea of conditions in that province as well. 

1 travelled to Xiu Yuan county, near the border with Korea. This is an area known for its 

jade production and is also a Manzu Autonornous County. It had originally been suggested to me 

as a possible research site, but my investigations dissuaded me. Clan structure was barely 

present, and spirit connections existed pnmarily as mediumship practised by the Han. Local 

people said that there were Manzu in the county who also practice shamanism. Interestingly, 1 

discovered that they work solely as heaiers, and without clan affiliation. This wuwate or bogan 

shaman was described by Wu as having appeared Iater than the clan shamans did and "at the 

time of the disintegration of tribal society" (1 989: 263). Healing in Xiu Yuan was the only 

activity of the Manzu shamans, and there were few of these types of shamans. As they had no 

clan affiliation, they were unconcerned with ancestral spirits. This represents another change in 

the practice of shamanism by the Manzu, and an intriguing contrast to developments in Yi Lan 

Gang. Apparently, even arnong the Manzu of the north-east, a variety of reactions to social 

change and the intrusion of the state developed. Further investigation is required, but Xiu Yuan 

is heavily urbanised, closer to Korea and to Beijing, and has better transportation routes. The 



county actually has 1 1 different nationalities within its borders, and the Manzu rnake up 25% of 

the population. Perhaps these and other factors are important to the development of sharnanism 

in this district. The Manzu 1 met expressed interest in but little knowledge of the subject and 

were unable to give a coherent account of their clan affiliations or what they did that 

differentiated thern from the Han. In fact, most stressed the similarities between themselves and 

the Han. 

A noteworthy manifestation of Manzu influence in Liaoning was the Qing dynasty era 

dancing in Shenyang, that people characterise as "Manzu-style." Many of those who participate 

are in fact Manzu and d o  this as a way of expressing their sense of ethnk identity, but these are 

urban Manzu who have few other opportunities for participating in their ethnic milieu. Most 

participants are not Manzu, however, and use it rnainly for exercise and fun. These dance troops 

started small and now have three groups of 350-400 dancers, who meet in parks in the early 

morning. 1 also saw such groups in Beijing. One Han male that 1 spoke to said that he did not 

know much about it but that he thought that this minority folk dancing was great exercise. The 

dress ranges from Street clothes to elaborate Jing l u  (Beijing Opera) costumes that reflect the 

Qing dynasty origins, as does the opera music. They dance in a snaking line for about two hours 

and perform stylised moves and wave cloths, fans, canes, pipes, etc. They also socialise and chat 

with each other and audience members. Many people just come to watch. The vast majority of 

participants were over 50, with none under 30 years of age. The main import of this activity was 

for the urban Chinese, and it has little to do with the Manzu identity. It was interesting because it 

was popularly characterised as of Manzu origin. This is a nice example of the ethnic other 

introducing an element into the cultural identity of an ethnic group. The rural Manzu 1 am 

familiar with certainly d o  not accept this dancing as valid, but as urbanites attempt to resurrect an 

identity they may draw upon this as a device to demonstrate their difference. 

Within Shenyang, capital of Liaoning province and former capital of the Manzu empire 

(prior to 1644), one cm still find urban Manzu populations concentrated around the Imperid 

Palace and in Bei Shi Chang district. The Lama temple in Bei Shi Chang was the traditional 

Manzu and Xibe farnily temple. It was originally founded during the Tang dynasty. Al1 the 

monks there today are Mongols but it was visited by the emperors and is frequented by Manzu 

worshippers. Two of the buildings are memorial halls for the families that use the temple. One 

was tom down during the Cultural Revolution and subsequently rebuilt. The temple was closed 

during the Cultural Revolution and to reopen it they had to bring in Mongol monks. The monks 

do not think of it as a Manzu site. Between the Guomindang (GMD) and the Red Guards the 



tcniple suffered a great deal in the past. In the grounds of the temple are the mined foundations 

of the old temple buildiiigs that were destroycd by Red Guards. Also. the temple used to house 

famous gold statues that the GMD took to Taiwan. However. the temple today rippears quite 

prospcrous. They have a shop selling Buddhist paraphernalia, and you have to pay to get in. 

Thcy cnjoyed frequent worshippen, especially on festival days. and the memorial halls were full 

of tablets. The temple was most significant in that it demonstrated clearly that the urbnn Manzu 

Iind taken up the spirituality of the Chinese, including anccstor worship with the assistance of 

Buddhist monks. 

In October 1993- 1 interviewed a young student at Shenyang Agriculturd University 

nnnied Wong Mei. She was representative of  many urban Manzu that 1 met. She was from a 

place called Feng Huang Cheng, which was soon to become the Manzu Autonomous City of  

Long Hai. She was part Manzu on both her mother's and father's sides, but for her ethnic 

idcntity was mostly manifested in the food that they ate. such as salt cabbage soup, rongzi (corn- 

flour noodlcs) and sa qi ma (a pastry). Yet they eat dog now. which was traditionally taboo 

bccausc a dog once saved Nurhaci. She also said that many of them sti11 Wear the quiltcd vcsts of 

the Manzu, but now sometimes without any trim. She knew something of her ancestry: "1 am a 

descendant of the yellow banner. the most important branch of the Manzu. During the Qing 

dynasty. most governors were from the yellow banner." She also understood that each banner has 

its own customs. In this she was almost certainly confusing the banners and the clans. 

Wong did not think that the Manzu were very different from the Han. in terms of social 

li fe. she tended to focus on birth, death and marriage. The only difference for her was that in 

death a small cloth of banner colour is used to cover the deceased's face while the body is 

displayed in the house. Otherwise, in these three areas, she thought the Han and Manzu were 

identical. These criteria are not her own, but are defined for her by the education she has 

received. She said, "1 don't think 1 am very different from Han. Manzu nationality has not been 

cmphasised." In Pxt, it has been portrayed as a negative, for, "When foreigners corne they d o  not 

like to work with minorities because they are poor. The Manzu are just like the Han." 

While her giandfather believed in the importance of their ethnicity, she did not agree. She 

fclt that the young people were not interested in these traditions, just the old people. Her 

grandfathcr said that the Manzu have two layers of  nail on the little toe, o r  the nail is split 

unevenly (1 never heard of this from anyone else). But Wong is not like this because of the Han 

admixture. She does not intend to teIl her children that they are Manzu, because it does not 



mütter. "1 think it is not important to me. We don't think we are different from oihrr 

nationalities. The nationality is just like the name of a person. It means nothing." 

By contrast, an older man, Dr. Song Zhen Qing, was much more knowledgeable and 

proud of his origins. He was from Beizhen County. For al1 his knowledgc. he still tended to 

characterise Manzu in stercotyped ways: "Manzu like dancing and song. They will dance and 

sing day and night during the holidays. The women dance with F a c e  and tranquillity. T w o  men 

will dance together. Young women like to dance very much." He also cited the tliree unusual 

things of the north-east: 

1 .  Window paper is pasted on the outside; 

2. Women smoke vcry long pipes: 

3. Children are placed in a cradle that was hung from the nftrrs and rocked. 

Hc also discussed the national costume, but distinguished between the Beijing opera style 

Qing dynasty dress and traditionai Manzu dress (although in his home county nobody today 

wcars either). He rnentioned the fact that Mrinzu women never bound thcir feet, and that this was 

a good thing. In terms of socialist consciousness, Manzu tend to emphasise the relative freedom 

of Manzu women in imperial China. This was manifested in the absence of foot binding. 

womcn's smoking. the political rote of women in the court and in the clans, and ~ h c  impoïtancc 

of women in shamanism. He was also aware of  the complexity of Manzu kinship and the 

difference between terms of Han orïgin and Manzu ongin. 

In March and April of 1994, 1 interviewed six self-idcntified Manzu students at Shenyang 

Agricul tu r d  University, in Liaoning province. The topics covered included knowledgc of  Manzu 

anccstry (banner and clan, 1 ineage history, migration history), language ability. culturaI practice 

and custorns and traditions. 1 intcrviewed half a dozen students, both male and fernale, and the 

typicd picture that emerged was of an individual of mixed Han/Manzu descent (or in one case 

RussirinRvlanzu) with a Manzu father, from an area of predominantly Manzu population (from 

50% to 90%). Al1 of  the students were in their early to mid-20s. Most of them had some 

knowlcdge of Manzu customs, usually revolving around foods and costumes. They spoke of  

wcaring Manzu costumes to be photographed. o r  for weddings o r  holidays, although the holidays 

wcrc Chincse holidays (Qing Ming or  New Year) and the weddings were not Manzu style. Only 

two individuals had ever seen a traditional Manzu ceremony, though in both cascs they had 

wi tncssed shanianic rituals. For them the shamans made the "festivals" more exciting and renao 

(lively), and whiIe they appreciated them as children, they did not feel strongly about thern now. 

Four out of six had practised Manzu folk dancing as children, but did not keep it up. A 23 year 



old veterinary student named Lu Jun who said. "For me, Han and Man customs are equally 

iniponant. and both make an important contribution to Chinese culture. 1 care most about modem 

culture." best summed up the attitude of these urban young people. 

1 was able to examine a number of publicaiions on Manzu cornmunitirs in discrete 

districts of Liaoning province. A typical work was Li's work on the Beizhen county Manzu. 

Emphasis \vas placed on the massive economic development after liberation: production has 

exprinded 66.4 times since liberation and they have experienced average annual growth of 1 1.4% 

( 1990: 220). It was fairly obvious that there was a heavy element of propaganda in the book. 

Therc w3s little consideration of social change or  the impact of development on social 

orpnisation. Ethnographie elements involved extensive discussion of elaborate social rituals of 

greeting and respect. rtlthough it is acknowledged that these are largely archaic, while some 

rcmain (ibid.: I 55). The traditional costume is also described: cuffed gown, men's short coat. 

vest and Cotton trousers (for old people), but i t  is noted that they are now r e s e ~ e d  for forma1 

ceremonies today (weddings, funerals) (ibid: 156). 

According to Li, the Manzu of Beizhen still hold to the idea that you cannot m m y  Han 

Chinese except those within the banners and that you should not marry someone from your own 

clan (ibicl,: 159). In 1990, many people still avoided marrying Han, while some young people 

werc breaking the prohibition. This restriction was not maintained by the Manzu clans in the 

villages around Ning An. The arrangement of maniages and the use of professional go-betweens 

was not uncornmon in Beizhen (ibid.: 16 1). It is also still quite common in Ning An. The other 

traditions still followed in Bcizhen include the presentation of gifts by the groom ris part of the 

counship, and the presentation of foods for good fortune. These are presented by an old man of 

the groom's clan, who stands upon the victory pole of the groom's famïly (laid horizontai) and 

recites a prayer for good fortune while presenting a bowl of rice and a bowl of meat. The bride 

and groom then throw these on the roof. The bride also predicts the gender of the first child by 

choosing between two covercd bowls, one containing dumplings (a boy) and the other containing 

noodles (a girl j. 

Aftcr Liberation, the burial customs were greatly reduced from the former practices. The 

family stays home for thrce days. On the first day relatives and clan members comc to the house 

to be greeted by the farnily of  the deceased. That night the children stay up to kecp t h e  spirit of 

the dcccased Company. O n  the second day, at noon, they place the remains into an iron box. 

Neighbours and relatives give the family wreaths and imitation money. The family wrïtes an 

epitaph on a cloth and displays the banner in the yard of the deceased's home, d o n g  with the 



uwriths. A farewell ceremony is held for the deceased. A sharnan who honours the ancestors and 

asks them to accompany the deceased leads this ceremony. Offerings of cakes and liquor are 

made. and the prayers said are to thank the ancestors for their previous aid and to encourage 

them to assist the spirit of the deceased. This is a small scale ritual and. while not private. does 

not usually involve a large portion of the community. This depends on the prominence of the 

deceascd within the clan and within the community. The ancestors propitiated are the mythicai 

anccstors and animistic spirits, not the historical ancestors honoured by the Han. On day three. 

tticy take the body to the cremation site. The ashes are then buned in a tomb. usually on a 

hillsidc. preferribly facing West and over looking water. After 7 days. the family holds a 

mernorial service at the tomb, during which they offer wine and bum paper money. Food is also 

usually left at the site, and those present consume some. After 39 days (the scventh seventh day) 

and 100 days. and on the subsequent anniversaries of the death of the individual, memorial 

scrviccs arc also held. 

The description of the history of Xin Ben Autonomous County is typical of the problems 

friccd by many Mmzu in Liaoning and Jilin provinces during this century (Anonymous 1986). 

The Manzu population in the area declined after 19 1 1, rebounded somewhat during the 1920s. 

but had plummeted again by 1949 (ibid.: 1 1 ) .  By 1985 the population of the county had 

recovered to pre-revolution levels, What is interesting to note is that the population in 1985 was 

64% Manzu, while in 1906 it was 62% Manzu (ibid.: 29). Thus, the proportions have not 

changed significantly, and yet it is commonly held that the Han are steadily displacing the 

Manzu in the south of Dongbei. This at least represents prima facie cvidence to contradict this 

claim. Yet, the history of the county is that the bannerrnen sold their land and fields during the 

Iate Qing and became servants and peasants, or  moved on to homestead in the mountainous 

regions (fiid.: 30). The Manzu of the county wcre largely impoverished and struggling, but they 

were also evidently very conservative, and considered themselves to be tme Manzu. They 

maintained the queue and the qian ci (a kind of hair piece for women) long after the fall of the 

Qing empire. They justified this by arguing that they were honouring their parents. They also 

continued to Wear the paofir (the long coat for men) and the qi pno (the full length woman's 

dress), which was still popular in Xin Ben county in 1985. They still maintain clan exogamy, and 

somc of the elaboratc greeting ceremonies involving the kou tou and other f o m s  are still 

prrtct ised. 

By the Liberation, 66% of the people had no land and were forced to surrender much of 

their harvest to landjords. Somc refonn was instituted under the GMD regime, but the communal 



reforms of the Communists were the main r e f ~ r m .  This took place in 1917. and took the form of 

Irind redistribution and the formation of CO-operatives (ibid.: 80). The communes were 

cstablished in 1958. There was a bad famine in 1948, partly due to a Iack of  labourers since s o  

niany Manzu went to fight with the People's Liberation Army in the civil war. Despite this 

contribution, the Manzu were treated as enemies of the people, and were often excluded from 

fuIl participation in the communes o r  denied access to good land and equipment. The Manzu 

suffcred the humiliations, depredations and atrocities of the Cultural Revolution. and were 

largely excluded from governrnent and Cornmunist Party membership. The reforms after 1979 

incIudcd the formation of a nationalities committee in Beijing. This led eventually to the 

cstriblishmcnt of Xin Ben as an autonomous Manzu county. However, there is still an emphasis 

on Han pany cadres. although an attempt has been made to redress the balance. On the other 

hand, the local hcad of the Communist Party is always a Han Chinese. while the district directors 

undcr his control are ofteri members of a minority (ibid.: 86). Even in this latter regard, the 

Manzu rire stilf deprived, for they constitute a majority throughout the county. but d o  not control 

ri majority of the districts. 

The Manzu Then and Now 

Shirokogoroff conducted the majority of his research in the A i p n  district of 

Heilongjiang (not far from the site of my own fieldwork) and supplemented this with 

investigations of the Manzu in Shenyang and Beijing. He felt that his work could be applied to 

the Manzu throughout the north-east (Shirokogoroff 1924: 5) .  The Manzu of Ning An (Ninguta) 

district, which incfudes Yi Lan G a g ,  living in close proxirnity to the Manzu of the Aigun 

district. may certainly be cornpared over time with Shirokogoroff s portrayal of the Manzu. 

In 1904 thc Qing govemment changed its policy and the obligatory language of 

instruction for schools was ordered to be Manzu, but the Republican government banned the 

tcaching of the language. In south Mancliuria, the Chinese language was already dominant. while 

in the  Ninguta district in which Yi Lan Gang lies, the "use of Manchu was already limited in the 

first half of the Iast century and almost disappeared" under the Republic (ibid.: 4). Today, there 

arc only two people in the village who can speak and read Manzu, Guan Yu Lin, who is 73, and 

Guan Jia Sheng. 66. These two are also leading shamans and local experts on Manzu history, 

cul turc and ritual. Guan Jia Sheng went to Beijing during the course of my research to study the 

Manzu language (or Mariyu) at the National Minorities Institute. Otherwise, most of the people 

know ri little Mnnyir, even the young children, but none approach fluency at al]. However, they 



rire exposed to the language, and not just in the sharnanic ntual. In the homes of the youngest 

sons, their aged parents are usually responsible for child care, and the home often functions as a 

day-carc for the al1 the grandchildren in the extended family. Many of the grandmothers sing 

songs. particularly lullabies, which contain a mixture of Mandarin and Manzu words. and whose 

content is distinctly Manzu in nature. These lullabies tend to deal with topics such as being 

orphaned in war, and the importance of not crying while the family is travelling through the 

woods. cither for the hunt or to war. 

Swing, swing zha, babuzhe 
Swing, swing baby slecp! 
Baby cries, corne baby; 
Little child sleeps wrapped in a qujlt. 
Baby sprout. don't you cry; 
Grow up to bc an adult and study- 
Studcnt studying, closed up the book; 
Embroidering girl rolled up hcr thread. 
Wolf came. tiger came, 
Goblin jumped over the wall. 

You , you zha, ba bu zhe 
You you bao bei shui jiao la! 
Bao bci ku, lai  ba bu 
Shrio hao shui gai huar bei. 
Brio bei ya, ni bie ku 
Cheng ren zhang da hao nian shu. 
Nian shu de xue sheng he shu ben le 
Zha hua guniring pan rong xim le. 
Lang lai-le, Hu lai-le 
Ma hou tiao guo qiong lai-le. 

As this Iullaby was cxplained to me, it contains three themes. The first three couplets are 

pexeful, the fourth is hopeful, and the last couplet threatens the child. These were seen as 

illustrative of the Manzu way of life. Guan Jia Kai told me about a lullaby in which they sing 

about the baby rising to high rank through practising traditional Manzu martial skills from an 

early age. The Manzu ideals are contained in these songs, and everyone in the village knows 

thern. 1 found in fact that the men in the village remembered them more clearly than the wornen, 

prcsumably because the men had heard them from childhood, whcreas rnany of the women 

originatcd from outside the clan, and learned them as adults. 



Social Life 

Yi Lan Gang has 1 10 households and a total population in the village of 430 people. This 

is neither large nor small compared to other villages in the area. The closest neighbouring 

village. which is cdled Jiang Fu and is dominated by the Manzu clan Zhao, has only 100 people. 

Across the river is a larger village of about 600, while the district seat at Ning Xi has close to 

1000 people. In the summer, they swim and bathe in the Mu Dan (Peony) river along the brinks 

of which the village lies. In the past, the women caught fish in the river but today few fish are to 

be had there. Fu, Xu, Guan, Yang. Zhao and Shen are the Manzu clans represented in Yi Lan 

Ciang. although Shen is only present through the marriage of  a Shen woman to a Guan man. 

Slightly more than half the population of  the village is M a n u  (dthough the exact number vanes 

dcpcnding on  what kind of a mood some people are in when you happen to ask them their 

cthnicity). and of  these the Guan number about 200. 

During meals, the men and women usually eat separateiy. At most meals there is a guest 

present frorn one of the other Guan houses, so  the men eat together and discuss their business. 

The children and women eat separately. with the wornen serving. in some households, the men 

and women eat together, if there are no guests present. They will press their guests to eat and 

drink more. and in al1 the time I was there 1 always received this treatment, never progressing 

beyond the status of a guest in the household. However, at other times, Guan Jia Kai, the head of 

the household, enlisted me as a secondary host, so that 1 was pouring drinks and placing food on 

0 t h  people's plates as a way of showing respect for them. 

Guests and neighbours generally feel free to drop by at anytime after sunrise. As for the 

Iriteness of the hour, as long as  you can see a light on inside, it is perfectly acceptabie to "split the 

door" as you see fit. Often, neighbouring men will drop in to discuss business o r  just gossip over 

a breakfast of steamed buns, leftovers, preserved and fried eggs and pickled vegetables. This is 

usually washed down with hot water and a glass of baijiu (hard or "white" Iiquor). At the same 

time. the female neighbours often come by to visit in the kitchen and share food, discuss plans 

and gossip. It was difficult for me to determine what the women talked about because Shimu 

(Mother Teacher - my hostess) would chase me out of the kitchen, or  send me away if 1 tned to 

accompany her to somcone else's place. But it appeared that the primary topics of  conversation 

were the same for both men and women. These were mariages, farming, and children. Dunng 

rny time in Yi Lan Gang, there was avid discussion about new strains of potato that were reputed 

to do quite well in the local climate and soil, and of new types of tobacco that had been imported 

frorn Ontario and were being pushed by the county administration. However, there were many 



occasions when the topic of identity was discussed. This was often in the context of upcorning 

events o r  rituals, and will be discussed in detail in chapter four. 

Card playing and story-telling are very popular with the Manzu and Shirokogoroff 

indicates this as well (ibid.: 149). The Manzu like to play cards as a family game, and do  not 

have much interest in gambling today. This is seen as a Han Chinese activity, and a foolish vice. 

In the past the mokun or  village would usually have a "semi-professional story-teller," but today 

the stories are known by elder members of the community, who take tums to mite tales. The 

Manzu were characterised by Shirokogoroff as enjoying inviting guests to dinner parties (ibid.: 

149). This is cenainly tme today, but dmnkenness is more tolerated now. This indulgence and 

occasional general over-consumption is partly explained by the Manzu as a reaction to the 

Cultural Revolution. 

Dunng meals, the Manzu in Yi Lan Gang usually put out four bowls of condiments 

which contain preserved tofu, pickled vegetables, sesame paste and garlic cloves. These are 

placed at each corner of the table and are intended to represent the rocks that held down the 

corners of the hide they laid their food out on when they were nomadic hunters. The old men 

took great pnde in explaining this to me and 1 later witnessed the same care taken in explaining it 

to children. Now, since they are sedentary, they still memorialise their ancestors thus and 

regularly maintain before themselves a symbol of where they came from. 

Shortly after 1 arrived in Yi Lan Gang, a meeting was held at Guan Jia Kai's house with 

the leading shamans in the village to discuss my research and determine how I could best carry it  

out. This was due to the influence of the local authorities, and ultimately to my network of guan 

.ri. While this surprised me at the time, 1 do  not believe that it compromised my work. for there 

was no conflict or suspicion in the dealings between the local govemment and the people. On the 

contrary, the leading party cadre in the village helped to organise the major ceremony that they 

held that fall, and at least two of the shamans' helpers that 1 know of were also party memben. 

While we were chatting before the meeting, getting acquainted, Guan Zhong Xing, who 

was 70 at the time, decided to explain to me about the three distinctive customs of the Manzu. 

These have already k e n  described above (Manzu women smoke, the Manzu paste paper on the 

outside of their windows, and they hang their cradles from the ceiling). 1 listened patiently, 

although 1 had read of this in books, Chinese tourism brochures, and heard it from almost every 

Manzu person that 1 had ever interviewed. What becarne clear to me was that even here, in the 

Manzu heartland, these seemingly stereotypic attributes were considered as indicative of the 

unique nature of Manzu culture. An examination of the elements reveals a deeper meaning. The 



paper was placed on the outside of the windows, before the advent of glass windows, which 

stands in opposition to the practice of the Han Chinese, who pasted the paper on the inside. But 

the reason is that the snow in the north-east would accumulate on the window-si11 and then melt, 

dissipating the glue and ruining the seal. By placing the paper on the outside, the snow can not 

accumulate. By holding up this action as an icon of Manzu culture, the Manzu are emphasising 

the extremity of the environment in which they thrive. This refers to the harsh nature of their 

traditional life and that they are piao han, which in this context means they are physicaily tough 

and readily adaptable to any exigencies. They are emphasising a difference between themselves 

and the Han that serves as a meaningful trope. 

The hanging cradle also is a reminder of the nomadic past, and as such is an important 

symbol for the Manzu. It is not just that the cradle is hung from the ceiling and rocked, but also 

that the ability to make these cradles is lirnited to a few specialists. The same is tnie of the drums 

the Manzu use in their ceremonies. Today. few people are able to make the drums properly, and 

the ones that are produced are generally inferior and prone to warping. The Manzu point to this 

with some wistfulness, and yet 1 sensed not resignation but determination. Deficiencies such as 

this were emblematic of the urgency of their efforts to preserve their cultural identity. Those who 

still have cradles use them with great care, but use them consistently. They are not merely 

artefacts. During the time 1 was in Yi Lan Gang, there were three craftsmen - spanning three 

generations of the clan - engaged in experirnental attempts to successfully reproduce drums and 

cradles. They choose to emphasise the importance of these items because they are perceived as 

unique but also because they are reproducible. By contrat, the "three luxuries" (san bao bei; 

ginseng, marten skins and insulating grass - wu la cao) are not discussed by many Manzu and 

were only mentioned to me once or  twice in passing, although they are sometimes referred to in 

the literature. These items do not require any particular expertise to produce and are now within 

the economic domair? of Han, Koreans and ethnic Russians arnong others, in addition to the 

Manzu. 

The top village Communist Party cadre, a Han Chinese named Qin, had two altars in his 

home, one for the kitchen god, and one for the god of commerce. He also set off firecrackers to 

frighten the spirits and sacrificed a chicken when the village dredger was started up. These sorts 

of altars are not present in the Manzu homes, and they do not offer such sacrifices or  attempt to 

deal with or propitiate any spirits except through the offices of the clan shamans. This includes 

offering to plagie gods, even in the event of an acute illness to a child. In the hills surrounding 

the village, I came across evidence of sacrifices to healing spirits, including an effigy of the 



stricken child, eggs and liquor offerings and a small altar with ashes from burning incense. Han 

Chinese villagers left these items. The Guan sometimes turn to shamans to deal with health 

problems, and mainly rely on Chinese and Western medicine. Perhaps most importantly, the 

Manzu in the village do  not have ancestral tablets honouring recently deceased ancestors in the 

manner of Han Chinese ancestor worship. The honounng of the ancestors that is led by the clan 

shamans is focussed on distant, mythological and even non-human ancestors. 

Many people know how to play er hu (Chinese violin) or  la bu (suona, or Chinese 

cornet). They greatly enjoy music, but these seem to be the only instruments they play. although 

they are widespread. They know a few Manzu songs, but most of the songs they play are Han. 

Most people have their favourite songs but do not really know which are Manzu and which are 

Han. However, what they seem to enjoy most is getting together and playing these songs in large 

gatherings, especially during the winter months. Yet, when 1 stood outside at night and walked 

through the sueets of the village under the cold moon, what 1 usually encountered was not strains 

of music but the pale, flickering glow of the television sets that are found in 90% of the village 

households. 

Zhu qiu (pearl ball) is a modem sport invented by Manzu in Harbin and popularised 

throughout Dongbei in the past few decades. It is only played during the summer while they are 

awaiting the harvest. Since it is played out of doors, it also requires suitable weather. It is played 

on a field the size of a basketball court, and requires that the offensive players strike the ball with 

paddles. past the defenders. passing the ball to an offensive goaltender who catches it in a hand- 

held net to score. The name was chosen to represent one of the famous products of the region. 

freshwater pearls. It is usually played in tournaments at ethnic minority games. The Manzu of the 

Ning An region are quite enthusiastic about it. They acknowledge that it is played by other 

nationalities but maintain that the Manzu are the best and that it is really their sport. It represents 

the deliberate construction of a symbolic act designed to maintain a sense of ethnic identity. 

Anthropologicaily it is problematic because the govemment heiped introduce it as a harmless 

distraction, but it has become a meaningful trope. For the Manzu it represents strategic acumen 

and physical prowess, which are two characteristics that they claim as their own. Zhu qiu is a 

tool used by the government to reduce ethnicity to quaint activities. The Manzu in the Ning An 

district have succeeded in keeping other aspects of identity while adding peul  ball to their 

repertoire, and interpreting it as part of a much larger complex, in which it plays only a minor 

role. 



Qin, the village cadre, who organised and coached the team, enthusiastically endorsed 

pearl bdl. He saw it as a way to unite the Manzu and the Han villagers in a common activity. 

While the village is responsible for itself in ways unprecedented until recently, Qin is still 

required in his role as party cadre to promote the development of socialist consciousness. As 

ethnicity is officially a manifestation of class differences he is still charged with promoting the 

disappearance of ethnic identity. This means that he has, by himself, to figure out schemes to 

unite the people within his village. In addition to this he is primarily responsible for producing 

plans to develop the village, to improve infrastructure and to raise the standard of living. Al1 this 

for an individual with limited information and experience whose education ended in rniddle 

school. His job is complicated further by the fact that he is dealing with his neighbours and 

friends. Not only that, but sometimes the measures he takes to develop the village tum out to be a 

dou ble-edged sword. 

The designation of the village as an officially recognised Manzu village is a case in point. 

In order to be installed as such, the participation of the Guan clan in the petititioning process was 

an absolute must. Qin elicited their CO-operation by convincing them that the village would 

benefit economically but also that the clan leader would be supported by the local party (both in 

the village and the district) in their efforts to strengthen the Manzu identity. The result is that 

now Qin is constrained from his duty to help eradicate ethnicity by his duty to support the 

Manzu. Yet the village has benefited economically, as will be discussed below. The 

contradiction between the desire to treat minorities fairly, unlike the previous regimes, and raise 

socialist consciousness, is irresolvable. But there are other methods that may be ernployed to deal 

with minorities. in Yi Lan Gang, pearl bal1 is one such method. However, the majority of players 

on the tearn are Manzu, and, as noted, the sport is taken as consistent with their cultural identity. 

Regarding the benefits that come from being a Manzu village, the decision to emphasise 

the r d e  of the state or the clan and ethnic group is an individuai matter. That is, some view the 

govemment as the main benefactor of the village, while others give credit to the Guan clan 

because without their presence the village would not be designated. A persons thinking in this 

matter naturally depends on where their loyalties lie, but also on their attempt to manipulate the 

situation for their own benefit. Thus, the elders of the clan were able to press Qin for assistance 

with their rituals by pointing out that the village owes its status to the clan and therefore the clan 

should be rewarded. On the other hand, some of the more entrepreneurid villagers tend to stress 

the role of the state in economic Iiberalisation. Thus, the question of what plays the most 

significant role in the lives of the cian members is contested, even though it may appear that the 



state holds al1 the cards. in fact, now that the state has withdrawn from the means of production, 

i t  fal!s most heavily upon the clan to organise CO-operative activities (see below). 

The larger comrnunity also challenges the clan for the loyalty of its members. Those who 

have relatives in Harbin may travel there once every few years, but otherwise it is only visited in 

cases of medicd emergency. This is surprising since Harbin is reaily only a one or two day trip 

away. However, the destination of choice is the nearby Jingbo Hu, or Minor Lake. This is the 

original home of the Guan, before they moved to Jilin and Chmgbaishan, from a period long 

before the rise of Nurhaci and the founder of the Guan power, Niyahana. Today, Jingbo Hu is a 

small resort centre, with hotels and boat tours. 1 was able to visit the site and what surprised me 

was that the villagen can afford to come there. For a couple to make an ovemight trip would cost 

half a yean income, with transportation, a rmm. a boat trip and meals. Yet most of the villagen, 

Manzu and Han, have been there at ieast once. Combining this with the presence of televisions 

and other electronics in so many of the houses caused me to doubt the income figures provided 

to me by Qin and so often quoted by other villagers. It seems likely that many are more 

prosperous than they claim. 

When their children move to town this is welcomed by clan members because it means 

they have a good job and have opportunities for a better life. Yet, 1 met people from Yi Lan 

Gang who were working in the town at only part time or low paying jobs which did not represent 

an improvement in their living at d l ,  especiaily after the additional expenses of city life took 

their share. The people in the village also feel that moving to the city means that their children 

and grandchildren are distanced from the well-spnng of their identity and that the nsk of adults 

and children Iosing touch with their traditions is greater. However. the situation at this time is not 

one of massive migration to the cities, especially since the lot of farmen has improved. Also, the 

grandchildren often come to live with their grandparents before they begin school and even 

during the early school years. This helps to perpetuate traditional enculturation. 

Guan Jia Kai ofien insisted to me that the Guan who remained in the villages were quite 

happy and more fortunate than city-dwellers. Yet he aiso told me that his son was trying to get 

him to move into town. Not everyone agreed that the country life was better. Guan Jia Kai was 

not apparently troubled by the contradiction between these two reaiities until 1 queried him about 

it, and yet he did not seem surprised by the contradiction when 1 pointed it out to him. Life in Yi 

Lan Gang is g d ,  and they do want to preserve their traditional ways. but they also know that 

change occurs constantly and ail around them. 



A cornmon event was neighbouring villagers corning over to borrow some plant cuttings 

or tools. They are privatised in the village but the spirit of mutuai assistance is still very much 

dive. One morning, Shi Mu's nephew and two Guan's came over to help Guan Jia Kai stack up 

his corn stalks (saved for fuel) and clean up nis yard in preparation for planting bis seed-beds. 

Later that day, in the afternoon, they returned for a meai and drinks. However, this was not, as it 

was explained to me, a payment for assistance. Rather, the help given in the moming and the 

meal in the afternoon were both motivated by the connection that existed between the individuals 

involved (Shi Mu and her nephew, Guan Jia Kai and his clansmen). The significance of these 

actions was seen to be in their affirmation of a relationship. The desire to be alone, or to want to 

do things on one's own, does not make sense hcre. In fact, such a desire is seen as aberrant, 

although benign. 

Relations within the village tend to be quite harmonious. 1 certainly never witnessed open 

conflict, and discussions at meetings, whether concerning village or clan affairs, were never 

charactensed by rancour. Of course, this is not to Say that problems did not arise. Shortiy before 

my arrival, a man had been arrested for theft and dealing In stolen goods. He had been stealing 

from other villages, and was not accused of malfeasance within Yi Lan Gang. He was also a 

Han. Clan members assured me that no Manzu would ever commit such actions. By and large, it 

was felt any troubles in the region were caused by migrants who came up from south China, 

ostensibly to look for work, but in reality to seek out opportunities for easy gain and exploitation 

of the local population. South China people, it was universally agreed, could not be tnisted. Even 

when 1 appeded to Communist ideals of solidarity, the people of Yi Lan Gang were not willing 

to extend their forbearancc to the southern Chinese. 

Various informants maintained that they did not discriminate between clan members and 

non-members. However, when 1 gave a specific example of a situation where they would have to 

make a choice Guan clan members tended to respond differentiy. When asked who they would 

first help with getting in the harvest, most were willing to admit that they would choose a clan 

member over the non-clan neighbour. Furthennore, it was stated to me frequently that the Guan 

did enjoy a speciai kind of guan xi with each other, which transcended other considerations. This 

was not a matter of a calculable obligation, but rather an acknowiedgement of sharing a 

particular and compelling connection. That is, they are quite conscious of the clan connection 

and ultimately are loyal to clan members first. Most of those 1 asked explained this in terms of 

primordial factors, for they simply stated they were inclined to be loyai to the clan and its 

members. But most of the informants 1 asked aiso indicated that they were aware of the 



instrumental aspect of this mutual support. And they were able to articulate this in a sophisticated 

way. They were conscious of the importance of guan xi in China, and were eager to take 

advantage of an opportunity to develop it. Sometirnes discussions of guan xi led to a discussion 

of the relationship between the Manzu as a group and the Chinese state. The adversariai nature of 

this relationship and the need to pull together as a group was acknowledged. The clan members 

tend to band together and assist each other through contributions of labour, goods or money and 

through mutual advice and protection. Shirokogoroff found that the clan memben feel obligated 

to ensure that al1 members improve socially and materially. He attnbuted it to the desire to 

uphold the clan honour (ibid.: 59). 1 think that it is reasonable to suggest that today part of the 

motivation for clan ioyalty is the sense that al1 members of the clan will lose face if one member 

is allowed to fail in some way. This is essentiaily the same as what Shirokogoroff was 

describing. As Shirokogoroff notes, 'The Manchus can exist as an ethnical unit, it seems to me, 

only by being united by the clan organisation" (ibid.: 61). 

When people in Dongbei meet, regardless of ethnicity, a fantastic sparring takes place as 

they attempt to determine whether they enjoy a pre-existing social relationship. That is, they are 

attempting to establish their p a n  xi. This is not motivated by a desire to gain advantage. It takes 

place in al1 circumstances: strangers on a train; patients in a doctor's waiting rmm, or; reporters 

at a press conference. People work assiduously to ferret out a connection. through school (the 

same teacher, but IO years apart) or some other place, through mutual friends, or by being related 

in sorne obscure fashion. For the Manzu 1 encountered, this is facilitated by the very fact of k i n g  

Manzu, or part-Manzu. This is a signifier in its own right, as is a shared Mandarin derivation of 

the patronymic. even if the Manzu clan narne is different (e.g. Guarjiya and Guwalgiya are two 

separate clans, but both are denoted as Guan in Mandarin. When two non-clan Guan meet, it is 

still identified as a potential for guan xi identification). in my experience, the circumstance under 

which two or more Manzu meet is considered to be appropriate for a discussion of Manzu 

history, an examination of clan affiliations, and the interclan (or interbranch) comparison of 

traditions and customs. There is a genuine joy in these discussions, and in the construction of 

guan xi. This helps us to understand that guan xi is about human sentiment (ren qing) most of d l .  

The feeling of being connected, of having a place in the larger world, is the desired end. This is 

also one aspect of the prominence of Manzu identity and the development of signifien for that 

identity. In Yi Lan Gang and other villages. the Manzu identity provides a sense of 

connectedness, of guan xi which is humanising in a way that membership in the Chinese empire 

was and is not. 



This Manzu identity is not simply a matter of existing in opposition to Han identity or 

Chinese identity. it is a matter of meaningfulness for those who participate in that particular 

identity. While conscious of a meaningful difierence between themselves and other Chinese, 

which they carefully maintain, they do not conceive of themselves as separate from other 

Chinese or the rest of China. They also have guan xi relationships with those out there in the rest 

of the world, which are d s o  based on real human sentiment. When the Guan participate in their 

cultural identity, in both its clan and ethnic forms, they are not rejecting a Chinese identity. The 

two ideas at this time are not mutually exclusive, aithough they were at tirnes. When the Qing 

dynasts attempted to separate the Manzu from the rest of China's population, or when the 

Repubtican and Cornmunist regimes ostracised the Manzu, it was at least possible for Manzu 

people to conceive of themselves as not just different but excluded or excluding. Naturdly, no 

one in the village has any memory of imperial times, but many remember the periods of 

disruprion in the 2 0 ~  century. 

Guan clan members who lived through those periods are not reluctant to discuss them, 

which surpnsed me somewhat. By and large it was a time when they were forced to use their 

ingenuity to survive the physical and social attacks upon them. Yet today, they feel that the 

relations between the Manzu in the village and the other villagers are quite harmonious. What 

occurred in the past, and what that meant in terms of their identity, was a consequence of the 

action of the state. Even though dunng the 1940s and 1950s, and again in the 1 9 6 0 ~ ~  they were 

severely criticised by their neighbours and condemned as feudalistic and reactionary, this 

differentiation was a product of the time. This ability to set aside the past excesses is not limited 

in China to the Manzu in Yi Lan Gang. What is notable is that they were criticised not only for 

econornic or political faiiings, but also for k i n g  labelled with a specific ethnic identity. 

Villagers with whom 1 discussed the issue attributed the local harmony to the following 

reasons: 

1 ) many of them are part of the same clan, and they leam to put the clan and harmony 

within the clan first; 

2) the other villagers have been here a long time and are also very much members of the 

cornmunity; 

3) they have learned from working to thwart the Japanese and the teachings of the 

Cornrnunist Party to work and live together CO-operatively and supportively, and; 

4) the clan elders can intervene in disputes. 



Sometimes, as 1 observed, individuals get dmnk and fight, but these incidents are not 

taken seriously and are irnmediately forgotten. It is obvious that the clan is an instrument of 

social order, but not to the extent described by Shirokogoroff. since the Party and the State have 

taken over much of the judicial function of the clan elders. The Guan clan relies most heavil y 

upon moral suasion and the ability to socially isolate the maleficent or recalcitrant. "As shown, 

the major part of crimes and civil cases are submitted to the clan jurisdiction. But sometimes the 

clan is not able to exercise jurisdiction over its members and is obliged to require governmental 

intervention" (ibid.: 143). Clan organisation was required to yield this function to the state. 

However, the situation is not so straightforward. 

Social Organisation 

From 1898 to 1900, a movement known in the West as the Boxer Rebellion, supported by 

the Qing regime, moved against the foreign presence in China. The Boxer period brought great 

hardship to the Manzu population. When the Western powers moved against the Boxers, the 

Russians took advantage of the situation to seize parts of Manchuria. Many thousands of Manzu 

were driven south and when they eventudly retumed they found that the foreign troops had 

destroyed their villages. As a result, some Manzu clans lost not only their ancient paraphemalia 

but also their clan lists. Without these, they were unable to re-establish the relationships of the 

clan members (Shirokogoroff 1973: 4). This had the affect not only of disrupting their social 

organisation but also of severing an import link with their heritage that was then painstakingly 

reconstructed, often with only partial success. The decline that the Manzu experienced at this 

tirne apparently inspired a cultural revival movernent. Shirokogoroff contends that: 

the Manchu have corne to redise that the cause of their present state was the 
unnecessary imitation of the Chinese so they are now becoming nationalistic. 
Therefore, at the present time they follow the ancient social and shamanist 
practises and are carefully collecting written Manchu documents and strongly 
regret the loss of their indigenous customs (ibid.: 5). 

These clans lost not only their clan lists, but dso  the sirus for the spints and the shamans 

were destroyed. The people did not know the text of the shamanic chants or the names of the 

spirits, and the rites were performed silently to unknown ancestors. Shirokogoroff wrote that the 

people knew that what they are doing was not adequate and that these rites were not sufficient to 

stave off the assaults of the harmful spints of their clan. At the time of Shirokogoroff s 

researches, the clan members were losing their sense of connectedness and they appeared to be in 



decline (ibid.: 62). Certainly, the clans that Shirokogoroff referred to, and that he never identifies 

specifically, can be found in Dongbei today. The Manzu 1 encountered in Xiu Yuan and Xin Ben 

were likely members of such clans. Whatever the process that led to their present state of cultural 

identity, they stand in marked contrast to the Guan clan. Yet in other regards their lives resemble 

that of Yi Lan Gang. Largely involved in agriculture, with similar income levels, identical state 

structures (including designation as Manzu Autonomous Counties), educaiion and access to 

infrastructure and technology, the main differences seem to be the absence of clan lists, attendant 

elaborated hierarchical kinship terms, and some sort of sharnanic rite involving ancestral spirits. 

But as noted, dong  with those differences there is a lack of strong ethnic group affiliation. 1 

cannot suggest that the one has resulted in the other. It is suggestive of a link, but requires closer 

study of the clans in these other districts. 

The Manzu today, as in the past, divide themselves into the Ancient Manzu (fe doro 

nranzu), the New or Modern Manzu (ice nranzu) and the Mongol-Manzu (mongo-manzu). This is 

a long-standing system that predates the conquest of China. As such, it is important to note that 

the three groups have divergent customs, traditions and practices. To be more precise, they have 

different ideas about what it means to be Manzu. This variance is important because in Q i n g  to 

determine how culturally conservative a group of Manzu is it is necessary to be careful about not 

confusing the divisions. As in the past (ibid.: 12), the Ancient Manzu emphasise that they are 

pure Manzu or true Manzu, and have a stronger da im to association with the hentage, history 

and conceptions of Manzu power and distinctions. The divisions do exhibit differences in the 

way that they sacrifice, so that the ice manzu do not use singing and dancing. The Modem 

Manzu also do not use the elaborate clan lists, but practice Buddhism and Confucianism 

(particularly ancestor worship). This was determined by Shirokogoroff (ibid.: 14), and my own 

investigations yielded identical information. The Guan clan of Yi Lan Gang never practices 

ancestor worship and adjures Buddhism (even while using Buddhist terms to descnbe their 

shamanism when speaking Mandarin). This was also tme of the Fu who lived nearby in another 

village. However, the Modem Manzu Wu clan, who no longer practice shamanism and live in a 

village only 500 metres from Yi Lan Gang, practice Confucian ancestor worship and at least 

some of thern have travelled to Buddhist temples in Harbin. The contemporary Ancient Manzu 

are aware of these differences and still point to them. 

The essence of the Manzu rnilitary organisation was the eight banners, which were 

organised early in Nurhaci's reign to supersede the traditional Jurcheflungus rnilitary smcture 

based on clan affiliation. The banners gave direct control over the fighting men to the monarch 



and his lieutenants, and provided a mechmism for incorponting desirable assets who lacked clan 

membership, such as Chinese artillerymen, Russian and Mongol horsemen and Korean soldiers. 

Every Manzu was associated with a banner, and this has carried on today. Even the most urban 

and "sinified" Manzu today will often know his clan and his banner. Shirokogoroff found that 

this military organisation "did not influence very much the original social organisation" of the 

Manzu (ibid.: 15). While his judgement in this regard is tnistworthy, it aiso seems evident from 

the durability of the affiliation that the banners did profoundly affect the idea of what it is tu be a 

Manzu. It is confusing when discussing with Manzu their sense of identity and belonging 

because reference is frequently made at the outset to the banner connection. Funher discussion 

may lead to an emphasis on the clan, but part of the cultural identity of the clan is dways its 

banner affiliation, even though the banners do not operate in any way at al1 today. 

Shirokogoroff informs us that life outside the clan was impossible, since the clan 

controlled al1 important social phenornena (ibid.: 15). This is certainly not the case today, and 

participation in the clan could be avoided. The social pressure to confonn and participate is 

strong, but there is no coercive element remaining which allows the leaders of the clan to impose 

their will upon clan members. One of rny neighbours In Yi Lan Gang, Manzu on both sides and 

the son of a sharnan's helper, was adamantly opposed to participation in any clan events. He 

neither attended clan meetings nor contributed money, labour or materials to clan events. He had 

no interest in sharnanic rituals and felt that they were a waste of time. There was no apparent 

animosity between him and other clan members, and in fact he was a frequent visitor in my 

host's home. However, his recalcitrance was a subject that no one else in the clan was willing to 

discuss with me. 

Today many Guan clan mernbers marry Han Chinese who are not banner members. Land 

is owned and distributed by the state, and contributions to clan rituals are difficult to collect 

because no one is compelled to pay. Nevertheless, the essence of the clan as defined by 

Shirokogoroff remains intact: 

The Manchu clan is a group of persons united by the consciousness of their 
common origin from a male ancestor and through male ancestors, also unitcd by 
the recognition of their blood relationship, having common clan spirits and 
recognizing a series of taboos, the principal of which is the interdiction of 
rnarriage between the members of a clan, i.e. exogamy (ibid.: 16). 

A concern of functioning Manzu clans is keeping track of the members of their clan and 

their relationships with each other. For this purpose clan books and clan lists are kept hidden in 



someone's home. Originally, the lists were kept in the clan altars, which were openly erected in 

the home of the clan leader. Since the destructive excesses of the Chinese revolution and the 

Cultural Revolution, those clans that have retained or reconstructed their lists tend to take 

precautionary measures to protect them. Many urban clans or branches keep multiple copies in 

various households. The Guan clan of Yi L m  Gang kept the old copies of their lists after the 

Liberation, rather than throwing them in the river as prescribed by tradition. During the Cultural 

Revolution they tumed over these copies to the Red Guards who came to their village, and 

actively participated in their destruction, feigning great enthusiasm. Apparently, the villagers 

made such a good impression that they were left alone for the remainder of the ascendancy of the 

Red Guards. Happily, they managed to convince the Red Guards to dispose of the lists in the 

established manner - they were thrown in the river. 

Shirokogoroff found chat the original clans, the hala, were broken up by the garrisoning 

of China, so that siibdivisions called mokun were created to assume the functions of the clan 

within a compact temtory. They retain the sarne name as the clan (e.g. Guan) but for practical 

reasons function as if they were separate clans. When two members of the same hala but 

different mokun meet, they would behave as clansmen (ibid.: 18). Today this hiving off is no 

longer necessary, and the clan members who live far away are still able to remain connected 

thanks to mail, telegraphy and telephony, and modem transport technology. However, the mokun 

that developed after the conquest rernain divided, so that you c m  have two members of the sarne 

hala living next to each other in Qingdao, Shandong province who retain their allegiance to 

distant mokun and have a weakened connection to each other. 

The Guan of Yi Lan Gang is cdled in Manzu the Guwalgiya cian, which is Gora in 

spoken Manzu. It is a fe doro manzu clan and has four branches. According to the Guan, they 

originated in Jilin, near Jingbo Lake. Today they do not know what their name means, but 

according to Shirokogoroff, it translates as 'The ditch around the kitchen garden" (ibid.: 21). The 

clan functions as the locus of organisation of socid relations. Shirokogoroff devotes extensive 

attention to the description of the ranked relationships within the clan (ibid.: chapter II passim) 

and Lévi-Strauss has attempted to demonstrate that the Manzu kinship system suggests a 

regression from generalised exchange to restricted exchange (Levi-Strauss 1969: 379). While the 

problem of Manzu kinship is beyond the scope of this work, a brief overview is important to 

understanding its devance  to the retention and reconstruction of ethnic identity and the role of 

shamanism therein. 



Relationships are divided into three generational classes, based not on age but on 

standing in relation to ego? That is, an uncle of the same age is still senior, while a much 

younger cousin remains within the same class. The kinship terrns used to refer to them indicate 

the nature of the relationship. Thc class is the b a i s  of the classificatory system, and while the 

direct progenitor is distinguished from other members of his class, the system is otherwise 

consistent throughout. However, the system has appropriated many ternis of Chinese origin 

(Shirokogoroff 1924: 44), and this Shirokogoroff attributes to a shift from a matriliaeal to a 

patrilineal system in the recent Manzu past. The patrilineal terms used are predominantly 

Chinese. The significance of these classificatory relations is summarised by Shirokogoroff: 

The family is not only a group of persons united for the purpose of continuity of 
species, but it is also an economical unit, which is very closely connected with 
agricutture; it is an organisation differentiated on the principle of the family 
members' utility and on the other hand it is differentiated on the principle of the 
degrees of relationship (ibid.: 1 27). 

Al1 women who marry out of the clan (as they must) become members of their husband's 

clan, and are refemd to by a specific kinship terni (wuna) within their new clan. They refer to 

their old clan as their mother's clan, and must transfer their prirnary loyalty to their (husband's) 

clan, A woman who becomes a sharnan does so within her clan by marriage. The Nisan 

shamaness was punished at the end of the tale because she attempted to retum to her mother's 

clan. However, the class organisation is not limited to the patriline, but the same system of 

classification (with different terms in primarily the Manzu language) is also applied to the 

mother's clan (i.e. the natal clan) and to clans related by marriage. When two people from the 

same hala meet they wiII f m t  determine if they are of the same mokun. If they are of the same 

rnokun they will then ask their interlocutor's class. W f e  this may seem like stereotyping, 1 

remind the reader of the description provided above of guan xi relations and the importance of 

establishing a connection. The reality is very close to what I have described, for Manzu 

throughout the north-east. 

Shirokogoroff summarises as follows: 

1. The clans are divided into classes (dalan) and relationship is based on this 
division; 

2. The division into classes are conserved better in the clans of materline 
filiation; 

See AppendUr 3 for a diagram of the relationships. 
% 



3. The relationship terms resulting from marriage, i.e., my relationship with my 
wife's clan and the clans in which the women of my class were taken, usudly 
are of Chinese origin; 

4. The subdivisions within the classes are designated by the terms of Chinese 
origin or  by descriptive terms (Le. have no special designations) (ibid.: 48). 

Shirokogoroff argues that the original division within the clan was by class and sex. 

Later, the need arose to divide the classes into two groups when the Manzu adopted a patrilineal 

system. The Manzu then borrowed the Chinese classification or used descriptive terms. By this 

system, the position of each clan member relative to others is exactly fixed. This involves a 

complicated system of 3-4 agglutinated terms, but it is k i n g  replaced by a simplified system 

using Chinese tenns. According to Shirokogoroff, this will lead to the annulment of the ancient 

clan organisation and its replacement by the family and the state (ibid.: 50). My observations of 

l i  fe in Yi Lan Gang do not bear out this conclusion. Yet, in the village today the exact definition 

and full terms are usually only used in dealing with the most serious affairs of clan life when the 

strict delineation of rights and duties is required. 

Shirokogoroff provides an in-depth discussion of the role of the mokun in social 

organisation: "in the cornpetence of the rnokun are included the fotlowing affairs: marriage, 

affairs of justice, home affairs, intennokun affairs, administration, financiai and econoxnical 

questions" (ibid.: 5 1). Broadly speaking, this is still tme for the Guan clan today, but there is 

cornpetition in many of these matters from the state. The clan cannot dictate to its members, but 

pressure and moral suasion may be brought to bear. They must have a generai meeting that d l  

mokun members attend not less than once in three years. The clan meeting may be postponed due 

to extraordinary events, such as wu, sornetimes repeatedly. Al1 men from the oldest down to the 

boys of 5-6 years of age attend. This is proceeded by a clan rite and sacrifice to the ancestors, 

followed by a dinner. 

This is when they select the clan chief (mokunda), from candidates who are wise and 

educated, honest and tactful, and capable. Usually the mokunda is a young man, although over 

25 years of age (ibid.: 52). The mokunda presides over the meetings, is a judge, supervises clan 

affairs and clan rites, upholds morality, authonses marriages, oversees inhentance and the 

division of families, keeps the clan Iists and books, and acts as advisor to al1 clan members. Since 

the fa11 of the Qing, some Manzu attempt to ignore the mokunda and appeal to the Chinese 

authoïities. Shirokogoroff believed he detected a slow but ineluctable decline in the status of the 

mokunda. 



The nlokunda is obliged to be present at al1 important events. The clan chief maintains his 

influence by consulting with the senior members of the mokun (ibid.: 54). The mokunda's power 

was absotute and he treated al1 members aiike. The women had no part in these matters, and had 

to use the mokunda as an intermediary when presenting matters to the clan. But the women had 

their own meetings and attended to their affairs without recourse to o r  influence by the men. 

They would select a hehe mokunda. When affairs concemed both the men and women, they 

would hold a joint meeting. Shirokogoroff was not able to attend the women's meeting or gain 

mucli information about the women's organisation. 

In Yi Lan Gang the Manzu still select a mokunda, and they refer to him either by the 

Manzu title or the equivalent Mandarin: hu zhong. At the time of my research the Guan mokunda 

was Guan Fu Zhe, a man of 74 who lives in the nearby village of Da Mu Dan. He was elected to 

his position in 199 1. He enjoyed life tenure, although he could be impeached for incornpetence. 

The cnteria applied to his selection were that he had to be clear thinking and have understanding, 

and that he must be considered capable of leading. As in the past, age was not a factor. However, 

it may have a de facto influence since generally only older men are interested in the position. 

while younger men are busy making a living and pursuing material advantage. 

It was also stressed to me in conversations with the male members of the community that 

he had to be elected by the male heads of the households. The women did not consider his 

position to be as dignified as the men indicated. Nevertheless, the women also treated him with 

respect and deferred to him in most matters. At the time of my research, the women did not have 

a formal1 y appointed female equivalent, dthough S hirokogoroff indicates that this was the case 

in the past. Certainly, the mokunda's status has declined when compared to the importance of 

Comrnunist Party cadres, thus accelerating the declining trend that Shirokogoroff identified. 

However, it appeared that he was still treated with respect, and that he was very active in 

promoting traditional activities and respect for the ancestors. In this regard it was evident that the 

role of the mokunda had evolved dong  with other clan institutions, and that rather than fading 

into irrelevance, the role of the clan leadership had been redefined. It is no coincidence that the 

mokunda was also a shaman and a particularly sincere believer in the efficacy of spiritual 

intervention. It was Guan Fu Zhe who sponsored a shamanic ceremony for his ailing grandson, 

whom he was groorning to become a sharnan. 

Guan Ling Qi is one of Guan Fu Zhe's deputies. He was elected to his position from one 

of the three active branches of the Guan clan. Thus, each branch elects its own deputy or fu. The 

Guan clan in the Ning An area has three large branches. Each branch has as many subdivisions 



as there are homes included within the branch. These should not be confused with mokun that 

derived from the original hala, but are ancient branches of the Guan clan which share the same 

spirits and are thus unable to interrnarry. The three branches are the da rai ye zhi, the ba rai ye 

zhi, and the jiu rai ye zhi. In this context da means number one, while bu indicates nurnber eight 

and jiu, nurnber nine. That is, the branches present are the first, eighth and ninth, although the 

numbers are not indicative of a hierarchical relationship. The branches numbered two through 

seven were separated from the remainder of the clan "a long time ago". It is presumed by most of 

the Guan that the separation occurred when they were moved up to the Ning An area as a 

garrjson by Nurhaci while the six other branches joined the invasion of Ming China. While these 

divisions are known to date from the time of the clan founder, Niyahana, they are not presumed 

to be descended from Niyahana's sons or other relatives. No origin story was offered for the 

branches. 

Today, the branches of the clans do not have much of a role beyond the ritual aspects of 

their lives. It is the m o h  that is important. The branch deputies organise the people for 

ceremonies, meetings and the copying of the genealogy, but they do not play a role in planning 

projects or economic activities. Lf the Guan decide to build a ritual hall, this would be something 

that thefiî and the mokunda would direct. The mokun is similar to the Han Chinese zu (lineage) 

in that it is based on descent from a common ancestor, uses ancestral rites, kinship terminology, 

a genealogy and has an interest in maintaining the "welfare and prestige of the group" (Hu 1948: 

14). However, the traditional tu is more important than any family or individual, while the 

nzokurz is today at least not nearly so important. 

It is difficult to compare the mokun with contemporary zrî in the mainland, since the latter 

no longer function. In Hong Kong and Taiwan they function essentially as in the past. One 

important difference is that the mokun is an autonomous division from the hala. This fissioning 

occurs frequently and easily. The zu may divide into separate lineages, but this happens rarely 

and great efforts are usually made to keep the zu intact even over long distances (ibid.: 14). Hu 

also notes that the ur is often absent or very weak in the north of China, and especially in the 

north-east, where migrants from the south have settled. Another point of comparison is that the 

zu is divided into lines of descent called fang, while the mokun is divided into branches. Yet the 

branches of the mokun are mainly inactive, and are not divisions that are based on lineal descent- 

The fang are houses descended from "the sons of the cornmon ancestor who first settled in the 

locality" (ibid.: 18). The responsibilities of the uc and social relations within the zu are organised 



from within the fang. The head of the zu has responsibilities sirnilar to those of the mokunda in 

the past, but the powers of the mokunda of the Guan clan today are severely straitened. 

Shirokogoroff maintains that the "the most significant expression of clan unity is found in 

the clan list - in Manchu - veceku i temgetu, i.e., 'the grandfathers ancestors' seal' . . . or dapu, 

borrowed from the Chinese" (ibid.: 56). Whether this is true or not will be considered in the 

following chapters. The lists date back to before the Conquest, and also include a biography of 

the legendary founder of the clan, usually a cornpanion of Nurhaci. The clan Iist is secret and 

usuaily is not shown to outsiders. They assiduously recopy it when it is wom and dispose of the 

old copy in a large river. In the past, only one copy of the clan list was kept, dong with the situs 

for spirits (pictures, ribbons, sculptures), in boxes on the clan altar. The text of clan chants is also 

kept with it, and is forbidden to foreigners. In Yi Lan Gang the present situation, which will be 

described in detail in the chapters to follow, has changed a great deal in recent years. 

The clan lists are net just genealogies, but also register the relationships between 

members of the clan. This means that the possibilities of confusion about a person's rank, rights, 

obligations, cornpetence and duties are obviated since the list is treated as authoritative and 

unimpeachable. Insofar as the list's infallibility is concemed, the disruptions of the past one 

hundred years have rendered some lists of dubious authenticity, but the fiction of their continuity 

is maintained for the sake of the clan. Certainly, the relationships of living members of the clan 

are well enough defined today that any doubts about ancestry are largely irrelevant. While 

certain clans rely upon reconstructed lists, and maintain their integrity, other clans lack clan lists 

altogether. The village neighbouring Yi Lan Gang contains such a clan, and a comparison of the 

state of the two clans is instructive. 

The Wu who live nearby have lost aimost al1 vestiges of clan affiliation. They select 

neither a clan leader nor branch deputies, they have no shamans and never have meetings to 

discuss or CO-ordinate clan affairs. While they are aware of their clan affiliation, they do not 

observe marriage exogamy and, in consequence, do not take an interest in maintaining the 

integrity of their clan. They have little conception of their classificatory relationship to each 

other within the clan, and thus the clan does not provide them with a sense of connectedness any 

stronger than what obtains to their residence within the village. On the other hand, in terms of 

other aspects of their lives, there is no appreciable divergence. in fact, they are if anythmg 

slightly better off for the villagers have pooled their resources to successhlly operate a 

commercial enterprise. Among the Guan, traditional forms of social organisation are much more 

in evidence. Al1 the males of one generation usually use the same first given narne. This 



establishes which age cohort they belong to and thus ensures that they are able to determine 

readily where they stand in relation to each other. For the wornen this is not an issue since they 

will become rnembers of a different clan. 

Having spirits in common also unites the clan rnembers. Every clan has its g o u p  of 

spirits peculiar to the clan. The natures and names of these spirits are secret, known only to the 

cIan s harnans, and are never revealed to strangers. According to S hirokogoroff, the Manzu Say 

that there are as many systems of spirits as here are mokun (ibid.: 58). The common interests of 

the clan members are expressed through the "ceremonies resulting from the worship of ancestors, 

sharnanist practices and so forth" (ibid.: 58). The individual is bound to the spirits through the 

clan and can only gain their aid through the intervention of specialists and with the support of the 

clan, since the cerernonies involved require an expensive outtay. Other traditional responsibilities 

of the clan, such as regulating marriage, propeny, domestic disputes and morality are presently 

varied in their subordination to the clan. 

The Manzu in the village tend to marry about the age of 21, though sometimes the 

women are a few years older before they wed. Since the clan arranges the marriage, a clan with 

unmarried males over the age of 21 is assumed by others to be deficient or in decline. The 

purpose of maniage is not just to wed but to introduce a new productive member into the 

household. The prohibitions on marriage are three: an absolute restriction on marrying within the 

clan; a facultative restriction on marrying members of a clan that has a relationship or connection 

with ego's clan (e.g. a cornrnon clan ancestor). This operates at the mokun level, and the 

restriction is detennined by whether or not one has different clan spirits. Thus, the rnembers of 

the same hala may many if they come from two mokun with their own spirits. In Yi Lan Gang, 

of course, the Guan are al1 of one mokun. There are also numerous incidental restrictions that 

Vary with circumstances. Their purpose is to uphold the class divisions within the clan by 

lirniting the possibility of marriages between members of different classes (ibid.: 67-69). The 

result is summarised by Shirokogoroff as: "al1 my class women belonging to other clans are my 

facultative wives" (ibid.: 69). However, clans prefer to exchange women in marriage. This saves 

both clans on organising the bride price and relies upon the facultative connection between 

classes of the two clans. However, this method restricts the development of relations between 

clans through matrimony, and this drawback is acknowledged (ibid.: 7 1). At the time of 

S hirokogoroff s writing, marriages between Manzu and other ethnic groups were quite comrnon, 

but particulariy nikan Chinese and other Tungus. He observed that the Manzu brought women of 



other ethnic groups into their clans but tended to have their women marry within the Manzu 

nationdity whenever possible (ibid.: 72). 

The Manzu at Yi Lan Gang now generally do  not quibble over whether the men many 

Manzu, nikan or Tungus, or  non-banner Han Chinese. in fact, it is quite common for a Manzu 

male to marry a Han Chinese. Yet still today, it is less cornmon for a Manzu woman to marry a 

man who is Han Chinese, unless he is from a nikan clan. There is still a great deal of social 

pressure for women to marry within the banners, but nevertheless some wornen do marry outside 

of these strictures. In these cases they are again no longer members of their mother's clan, but 

the loss is felt keenly, where it would not be if the woman had married into another Manzu clan. 

On the other hand, the women who marry into the clan, whether Manzu or of another ethnicity, 

are fully incorporated into the clan structure. In fact, in the following chapters will we see that 

many Han women now play a prominent role in Manzu shamanism. 

A complex including matchmaking, payment of the bride-pnce and then the wedding 

precedes marriage. Matchmaking in the past might have taken place before the birth of the 

engaged couple. The matchmakers help to negotiate the bride-price, but if matrimonial relations 

already exist between the two families this is (and was in the past) only a formality. Before 

making an offer to a family that is not well known, the matchmakers investigate the father's 

character, wealth and property and so on. After the initial agreement, a celebratory dinner is held, 

during which the details of the bride-price are determined. Later, the date of the wedding is fixed 

when the graom's clansmen visit the father. The bride's father pays for the wedding, and the 

costs will exceed the bride-price, so there is no profit in it for the woman7s clan. A poor man 

may work for his father-in-law for 3 to 10 years to pay off the bride-price. Much of this complex 

was suppressed dunng the twenty lost years, but it is k i n g  revived in Yi Lan Gang and the other 

villages of the Ning An district today. Yet today, these matters are still much simpler. 

Matchmakers still help to arrange marriages, and bride-price and dowry still exist in a modified 

fashion. The fiancé gives gifts of money to his fiancée, and her family also gives her money. Al1 

of this money is used to purchase household items and clothes for the fiancée. The wedding is 

still paid for by the bride's father, and it will be quite an elaborate affair. The groom and his 

friends will fetch the bride from her home. Often, a horse and carriage are still used and a large 

caravan will accompany her to the groom's family home. There, gifu will be given and feast 

held. No one may enter the house without first paying a bnbe to the younger siblings of the bride 

and groom. 



Arranged mamiages are still quite common in the village of Yi Lan Gang. In the 

countryside, there are few opportunities to meet others, so introductions are necessary. Even if a 

couple meets on its own, they have to use a marriage broker to make arrangements and negotiate 

such matters as where the wedding will be held, where the couple will live, parental approval 

(definitely still very rnuch required) and house construction. The go-between also arranges 

opportunities for the prospective couple to spend time together, observed by the matchmaker, so 

that they c m  determine if they get dong well enough to live together. It is considered very 

important that the two understand each other and get dong. Now that the exogamous Manzu are 

irnrnersed in a sea of Han and other nationaiities, it is difficult to find another Manzu whom you 

rnay marry and whom you actudly want to marry. This has led to special altowances k i n g  made 

with regard to who is eligible to become a shaman, as we will see in the next chapter. This also 

increases the importance of the matchmaker if the prospective bride o r  groom (or their parents) 

are set upon a Manzu fiancé(e). As for the go-betweens, they are not paid for the efforts but do it 

as a matter of friendship. 

Once the engagement is agreed, the groom and his family may not see the bride before 

the wedding. Traditionally, during this time the bride made dozens of  pairs of shoes as presents 

for her future in-laws (ibid.: 76). This is no longer the case. The wedding day is calculated 

according the determination of Chinese astrologers who fix upon an auspicious time for the 

event. The date is written on red paper and fixed to the walls of the families involved as an 

announcement. The entire clan participates in the preparations for the feast, which may involve 

hundreds of guests. The eleventh day after the wedding the young couple visits the bride's 

mother's house. They do not visit for long and, for this visit only, rnay not stay ovemight (ibid.: 

89). Five days after this the bride goes to visit her mother's family again, usually alone and stays 

for 15 days. This custom is still followed today. 

During the marriage, the wife's mother's clan has no particular role to play, but relations 

with them are close. They visit often and are treated with respect. The villagers say that even if 

one of them came to visit wearing a dog-fur hat, they would still be a member of the mother's 

clan. They must be treated as a close reIative even if they committed such an outrageous insult to 

the clan spirits as wearing dog-fur. Divorce is extremely rare, and is only available to the 

husband. If the wife leaves her husband without his divorcing her, she cannot retum to her c h ,  

because her spirits are now the spirits of the husband's clan, and she has lost her connection with 

the spirits of her mother's clan. The divorce laws in modem China are liberal, although general 



morality is not. 1 do not know of any cases of divorce in the village, but 1 was told that divorce 

was frowned upon, even for men. 

The Manzu at the time Shirokogoroff worked among them generally lived in extended 

families descended from the paternal grandfather. This unit was referred to as a gargan, or 

branch. As such, they lived in a branch compound that consisted of a number of structures built 

around a courtyard. However, the members of the gargan al1 lived together in the main house. 

This structure invariably had a door in the middle of the south wall, opposite the gate. The 

eastern house was the granary and the western house was the mill. The main house had windows 

on the south, West and east walls, but not the back. The front hall opened ont0 several rooms, and 

also contained a stove or usually stoves, the flues of which heated the sleeping platform (nahan 

(Manzu) or kang (Mandarin)). While slightly altered, the houses today are similar. An important 

difference is that the main room had a kmg  dong the north, east and south wails. Today most 

Manzu have a kang dong the north wall only. The kitchen stove is used to heat the kang, and the 

auxiliary houses are not usuaily constmcted to accommodate people. Guests and residents al1 

sleep on the same kang, with the men and women lying facing away from each other. 

In the past, a large gargan may have had more than one main house. Also, the various 

gargan of a mokun tended to cluster together. While today the Manzu do not live as gargan, the 

members of the gargan do still cluster together, as does the mokun. The nature of Manzu housing 

today is partly due to the impoverishment subsequent to the Boxer Rebeltion and may also be 

ascribed to the affects of collectivisation and the pressure to give up "feudalistic" social 

organisation. 

The eldest members of the family are treated with great respect, and are the most 

influential members of the household. They are honoured and their seniority acknowledged, and 

they are served the best food at their own table. The members of a younger class never refer to 

their elders by their names, but use their classificatory designations. The elders by contrast are 

permitted to address members of a younger class by name, at least until the younger individuals 

become married. The lower ranked are restricted in their behaviour arnong elders, such as not 

sitting without leave, and speaking quietly in their presence. Correspondingly, the elders might 

not speak to or have any sort of contact with the wives of the men in the junior class. While these 

sexual restrictions are more complex than described here, for our purposes it is enough to note 

that "the principle idea of these restrictions and prohibitions is: to prevent the young women to 

conceive from old men, but not to obstruct their conceiving from young men" (ibid.: 103). 



Economic Activitv 

Agncultural production is the main source of income and the primary manner in which 

the Guan participate in the emerging market economy of China. They function within the 

constraints of the personal responsibility system instituted by the government. This means that 

they are entitled to Iifelong leases on a certain limited amount of land in exchange for a minimal 

fee. in addition, they are charged with the annual production of a certain measure of grain that 

must be tumed over to the public stores. This may vary from year to year. Otherwise, under this 

system they are free to produce whatever crop they choose in whatever quantity they deem 

fitting. 

The people in Yi Lm Gang plant seed beds while there is still a possibility of late frost. 

They build mini-green houses with clear plastic tarps and wood, but the weather in the spring is 

so variable that a killing fiost is still possible, even with the plastic covers. This is the risk 

referred to below. This could prove disastrous, for the cost of the seed would be a serious burden- 

Those caught out by the frost would also end by getting their crop in late, which would mean that 

they are late getting produce to market, or  that an early faII frost would destroy immature crops. 

This would be a hardship when they are existing on the last of their resources from the winter, 

and are largely dependent on market gardening for their income. Cash crops include peppen, 

eggplants, cabbages, carrots, radishes, leeks, onions, apple pears, apples, strawberries, chives, 

flowers, tomatoes, potatoes, squashes, watermelon, cilantro and garlic. They also grow staple 

crops including corn, soybeans, millet and some rice. These latter crops are for quota purposes 

and crop rotation. 

They are able to sub-let their land, or pool it with othen in the comrnunity, which they 

often do. Usually, they tend to engage in CO-operative ventures with clan fellows. However, it 

would be a mistake to believe that they are averse to engaging in partnerships with other Manzu, 

or ethnic Koreans, Hui (Chinese Muslims) or Han. At the very least, since their fields are laid out 

side by side, it is in everyone's interest to work CO-operatively in establishing boundaries, 

restoring and clearing ditches and sharing equipment. tools and animals, as well as the cost of 

renting special equipment. The villagen also identify this as hu xiang bang zhu, or mutual 

assistance. This is a sociaiist value much stressed by the party, which has origins in the older 

Confucian ideals of harmony, genemsity and the middle way. It is aiso farniliar to the Guan as 

members of a m o h .  It is still seen as a good to work collectively, however the emphasis is now 

on forwarding private aims, rather than the community's advancement. 



Some members of the community undenaice additional entrepreneurid activities. The 

village owns one separator for processing soybeans, which is rented out at cost. Presently the 

production of beans outstrips the capacity of one machine to process them before the winter sets 

in. One of the Han villagen bas purchased such a machine with a loan from the village 

government, and rents it out at a profit. He was able to repay the loan within two years. In the 

past. the mil1 ownen allowed other members of the community to use their equipment without 

charge. This no longer penains with regard to mills or other equipment. One of the Guan 

clansrnen operates a vehicle repair yard and aiso rents out a heavy duty tractor that he has 

purchased. He also works as a metal smith. The village contains one fairly large business, a 

piggery, owned by a Han, which usually contains about 50 adult pigs at any given time. The 

proprietor uses the former collective piggery, which he leases from the village. There are three 

stores in the village, two owned by Han and one by a mixed Manzu-Han family. These stores sell 

basic household goods, beer and snacks. They also sell some of the worst chocolate 1 have ever 

tasted. Still, these items were not available at al1 up until a few years ago, and more goods 

become available d l  the time. 

Yi Lan Gang's population is about 400. although this varies somewhat as people 

sometimes take in their grandchildren, and then send them back to their parents who live in 

another village or town. There are 1 0 4  separate households at the present time, although single 

males who actually spend most of their time at the homes of their parents or  siblings occupy 

some of these. The households of the Han Chinese are often smaller, due to the restrictions on 

reproduction to which they are subjected. Thirty-eight of these households are Guan clan 

farnilies. The villages is laid out in a regular fashion dong a grid system of intersecting roads 

(although some of the roads barely qualify for the narne). The river mns nearby and there is a 

good road leading from the village to the main road that runs from Ning An to Ning Xi. At the 

time 1 lived in Yi Lan Gang, they were paving this road. Telephone service has reached the 

village and a number of the households have phones. Electncity is provided twenty four hours a 

day, but water still cornes from wells and must be boiled before drinking. 

The average monthly income per person is 300-400 RMB per month. This is the same as 

the pension earned by Guan Jia Kai, my host. This is not to suggest that these people live in a 

state of anxiety or possible collapse, but thïs problem is an issue in their lives that drives some 

people, some years, to take a caiculated risk in planting. These people have no other resource to 

fa11 back on. The f in t  spnng 1 spent in Yi Lan Gang came early and was very w m .  The 

farnilies greeted this with relief and optirnism. The family unit performs most of the work, 



whether collecting wild plants for making brooms or chaff to be burnt and ploughed back into 

the soil. Even though each member of each household has their own land (no matter how young) 

and the extended families live in separate homes, it is the extended famiiy that colIectively 

undertalces al1 production. Occasionally, neighbours work together on matters of shared interest, 

or the village leadership organises collective work parties. However, even when using the bean 

processors, the family does the majonty of the work, while those awaiting their turn only lend a 

small hand. This lends a tremendous advantage to the Guan, who can and do cal1 upon more 

distant clan members in time of need. Based on the one harvest season 1 observed, it seemed that 

the Guan of Yi Lan Gang got their crops in sooner and were more likely to engage in leisure 

activities such as ma jiang parties or trips to their ancestral home at Jing Bo Lake. For this reason 

too perhaps it was always Guan whom 1 discovered engaged in extra moneyrnaking activities 

such as broom-making, fishing and pickling and selling rnedicind oils made from wild plants. 

Labour was traditionally divided within the gargan. Outdoor work and especially heavy 

work were the duty of the men. Older men cooked the meals for weddings and other ntuals and 

also sometimes sewed and repaired their and their children's clothing. The women tended the 

livestock and cooked and sewed. The married women carried out the principle work, while the 

unmarried women spent much of their time preparing their trousseau. The women helped the 

men in the garden, but it was pnmarily the obligation of the men to carry out al1 agricultural 

work. 

According to Shirokogoroff, in the spring the women would go into the fields and forests 

and collect wild plants, although generally they had a Iarge store of preserved vegetables on hand 

(ibid.: 123). Today the village Manzu still occasionally prepare soup from wild vegetables, 

although the Han Chinese do  not. Women are responsible for al1 kitchen work, in particular the 

ongoing task of preparing salted vegetables, which is a mainstay of their winter diet. In the past, 

the women would also fish using various techniques, dong  with some old men. The adopted 

women, or  wurta (i.e., women who married into the clan) were responsible for most of the work 

in the household, and were obliged to look after their husband's parents needs. Sometimes they 

were treated badly by their mother-in-law, and could not complain. However, her original clan 

could intervene if the situation was abusive (ibid.: 125). Generally, the woman was inferior to the 

husband, and subject to his will. Also, she enjoyed no property rights of any kind (ibid.: 126). 

This is very different from the situation that pertains today. Al1 women are assigned their own 

land. Women tend to be quite assertive about their rights. The precedence of men in eating meals 

first and separately from the women is maintaineci. Yet the woman is tmly a member of the clan, 



with a right to attend shamanic ceremonies and become a sharnan herself. And her welfare is the 

responsibility of the family and clan. While harsh treatment was a possibility, it was not the rule. 

ln her dotage, the woman could expect to be well cared for, both because it was the duty of the 

heir of her husband and because the clan's public image would suffer if they appeared incapable 

of doing so. 

Labour that was once strictty divided is now blended. Thus the care of swine and fowls 

was once women's work, but now the men generaily care for the swine (particularly as they 

comprise a commercial enterprise) and both men and women look after the various ducks, 

chickens and geese kept in the separate households. Likewise, the entire family shares the 

agricultural work, and both parents undertake the care of children. Housework and sewing are 

still the domain of women, as are carpentry and construction the domain of men. On the other 

hand, it was not unusual to see a wife and husband working together to cstrry out home repairs. 

Shirokogoroff does not discuss trade because it formed such an insignificant part of the 

Manzu economy. Today it is highly important to the Manzu, not least because they are able to 

sel1 their crops on the free market. Many Manzu engage in other business activities, such as 

commercial livestock and renting agricultural machinery. These are invaiiably men. Many 

younger Manzu are educated at a secondary and tertiary level, and work as engineers, teachers, 

merchants, bureaucrats, mechanics and so forth. These individuals are both male and female, and 

represent a separate phenornenon from their agricultural kin in many regards. Their situation will 

be considered below. 

The Manzu traditionally lived in villages, rather than isolated farms (ibid.: 139). This is 

due at least in part to the desire to keep the mokun physically connected. The Manzu village of 

today consists of a few rows of houses dong a few s e t s ,  close to a river, just as in the past. The 

land was occupied and utilised without registration or dispute. The Chinese introduced such 

practises, and al1 land is strictly delineated now to the extent that the Manzu take the utmost care 

in laying out their furrows when planting crops, so  that an error of even a few inches is not 

tolerated. I became something of a joke in the community for my inattention to such maners, and 

it was known that I could not be trusted in such an important task despite my willingness to help. 

Of course, al1 land is still officially owned by the state, but it is leased on a long-term basis to 

every individual, from birth. The Manzu traditionally kept some land in common, although an 

individuai could lease this, and the lease was heritable. Thus the present individual responsibility 

system is not entirely unfarniliar. Nor is the communal system that was previously instituted 

under the Cornmunists, since the Manzu were communal with the gargan and m o h .  The 



animais, instruments, equipment, land and household were al1 held in common (ibid.: 139). The 

greatest impact of the pst-imperial systems was the deliberate degradation and deprivation of 

the Manzu at the hands of their neighbours, since they were reviled throughout the Republican 

and Cornmunist eras as oppressors and feudal remnants. This is not a topic that the residents of 

Yi Lan Gang are eager to discuss, although they are willing to do so. 

The division of the gargan would take place if the members felt it was necessary to 

resolve economic or domestic issues. This was carried out in an orderly fashion with the 

assistance of the mokunda and other clan leaders. Today, this is the usual, rather than an 

exceptionai, practice. This is because the eider brothers in a family usually move out and the 

youngest son is the one to inherit the patemal household. This is consistent with past practice, for 

now as then "the house and kitchen garden are usually transferred to the youngest son. His duty 

consists in the care of his old father and the payment of a half of al1 family debts" (ibid.: 140). 

Today the youngest son still stays in the home to look after the aged parents. The other sons 

move out when they get married, and at this time their parents build them a bouse of their own. 

This will be a srnall but well built house, with at least one out-building also provided. The 

parents provide the materials, but the home-owner directs the construction, which is carried out 

by the mernbers of the clan. When Manzu children move out, in theory they are expected to be 

independent and build their home. This is their opportunity to personaiise their home. But in 

reality everyone in the clan comes together and helps to build the home and gets the young 

couple started. Interestingly the Guan tend to characterise Han children as dependent and 

decadent. 

Hunting with falcons was always an aristoçratic pursuit. However, the distinctions of 

aristocracy are meaningless among the contemporary Marizu, and while those who still practice 

the art are certainly descended from the Manzu elite, their economic circumstances are generally 

more straitened than the average Manzu peasant. These individuals tend to be among the most 

conservative of the Manzu, and they have suffered for their conservatism. They were restricted 

from the practice during the Cultural Revolution and they also were sometimes verbally and 

physically attacked for their desire to maintain their skills and the identity that those skills 

symbolise. The hunters' equipment and birds were destroyed and they were forbidden to train 

others. Shirokogoroff States that hunting as a trade among the Manzu had ceased to exist (ibid.: 

128). This, as it tums out, is nearly but not entirely true, and a resurgence of interest in the 

hunters' activities has recently emerged. There are no hunters in Yi Lan Gang, but they are 

interested in their activities, and have video tapes of them that they watch at clan gatherings.This 



interest is due in part to the belief that al1 Manzu were at one time hunters. The appeal of these 

few fdconers as emblematic of the spirit and meaning of Manzu is powerful. Happily, the Red 

Guards could not elirninate the wild falcons and hawks from arnong which the hunters obtain 

their animals. These hunters also suffer because they prefer to follow a traditional Manzu 

lifestyle in regard to economic activity, which means that they engage in agriculture only, and do 

not attempt to participate in the market economy. They tend to be among the most impoverished 

of their people, although well dressed for the winter. The conservatism they display makes h e m  

even more powerful as tropes that the Guan find significant. 

Shirokogoroff wrote that "there is no branch of commerce or industry in which the 

Manchus are to any degree successful" (ibid.: 129). During the time of his investigation, 

manufactures and trade were not pursued nor developed by the Manzu, and they considered this 

son of activity as fit only for the inferior classes and peoples, such as the Han Chinese. Today, 

the young Manzu engage in al1 sorts of these activities. Every Manzu child has the opportunity to 

pursue an education and enter into a trade, or at least to find work in a factory. This is rather 

complicated, as the economy in the north-east, reliant upon heavy industry, sputters and heaves 

from crisis to bankniptcy. However, those Manzu who are highly skilled do  very well. 

In some Manzu counties, industry is the dominant occupation of the Manzu. Li describes 

massive industrialisation in Beizhen, in Liaoning province. As noted above, production in 

Beizhen has increased 66 times since Liberation, and the county has enjoyed an annualised 

average growth rate of 1 1.4% (Li 1990: 220). This region is highly industrialised and has a 

highly educated population with weH-developed access to domestic and international markets. 

The Manzu who live in the county participate at al1 ievels in the local economy. It should be 

noted that this sort of information is not d i a b l e  because of govemment censorship and because 

the north-eastem economy relied too much on heavy industries which were begiming to fail in 

1990 and have subsequently done so in distressingly great numbers. Thus, today many of the 

factories in Bei Zhen are bankrupt. During my time in the northeast 1 encountered innumerable 

unemployed workers looking for any sort of temporary employrnent. This bas led to the 

migration of many people from the north-east to other regions of China and ernigration outside 

of China. Research 1 have conducted in Palau (1999) has revealed that the large numbers of 

Chinese (not including Taiwanese) workers and entrepreneurs in Palau are from the north-east. 

While 1 have not met any Manzu here, 1 have met individuals from Beizhen. 

Li makes the point that despite the relative education and prosperity of the Manzu in 

Beizhen, they still maintain respect for the clan relationships (ibid.: 155). This is especially 



evident during festivals, when the clan members use a series of graded greetings for the purpose 

of acknowledging hierarchical relations. He describes the range from bowingkurtseying, to 

kneeling, to the full kou tou. However, in daily life these are not used. This was also the case in 

Yi Lan Gang. Despite the fact that they are largely uhanised, the Manzu of Beizhen still 

maintain their clan affiliations and are exogarnous to their clans (ibid.: 159). 

Shirokogoroff emphasises that "their poor economic state is the results (sic) of their 

extraordinary conservatism in the techniques of agriculture and on the other hand of their social 

organisation" (ibid.: 137). It seems that under the Communist regime much has been done to 

boost their agricultural production. During Shirokogoroff s researches, the Manzu were poor in 

cornparison to the nikan Chinese. This is still relatively true today in some areas of Dongbei. 

However, Shirokogoroff ascribes the difference to their general conservatism and "the habit of 

dreaming of their former political influence" (ibid.: 138). This is cenainly not the case today, 

when the p s t  glory of the Manzu seems as distant as Genghis Khan does to the Mongols. That 

is, the past is honoured, even revered, but is not an object of nostalgia. Rather, we must look to 

the contemporary situation to determine what restricts the lives of the Manzu today. Does their 

desire to conserve their identity restrain them from accepting innovation? Rather more likely is 

that their allegiance to a distinct identity has, as discussed above, often made them the target of 

political charges. They have been held back more by the policies of the present regime than their 

own actions. 

Attempts to organise collective industry are still led by the Communist Party. The 

difference today is that no one is required to participate, although there is strong social pressure 

to do so. Interestingly, it is the clan that applies this pressure. When the local cadres decide to 

promote a scheme to establish some sort of enterprise, they tum to the leaders of the clan, some 

of whorn are also members of the Party, to promote the plan among the villagers. Thus, the 

leaders who are most respected are used to pressure their clan fellows. This is of limited effect, 

since their power today is strictly dependent upon moral and rhetorical persuasion. However, 

they are more readily able than the cadres are to gain the ear of the clan members. Collective 

activities are limited at present to operating a dredger for the purpose of replenishing the fields 

with fresh mud from the river. However, the incumbent lead cadre is attempting to organise a 

more arnbitious programme of attracting investment so that the village can build some sort of 

factory, or possibly a small hydroelectric dam. They are also examining the idea of constmcting 

a Manzu traditional village for tounsts. None of these ideas were moving forward at the time of 

my fieldwork. 



Individual f m s t e a d s  keep fowl, usually chicken and geese with some ducks as well. No 

one keeps pigs privately because they are easier to buy and the meat is inexpensive. They also 

keep numerous sheep and goats, and every f d l y  owns one cow, often more. Some also keep 

bullocks for transportation and animal traction. However, many families own small single wheel 

tractors, or a small truck. 1 counted and found that fûlly 50% of the households have some sort of 

tractor, even if it is only the one wheeled hand tractor (shoufi ru0 luji), which resembles a 

rototiller with a trailer jack. Motorcycles and motorscooters are popular with the young men who 

often go in to Ning An to work for limited penods of time, especially in the winter. The 

ubiquitous vehicle is the bicycle, and every farnily keeps at least one in working order, with 

numerous broken down bicycles and parts on hand. The roads in the area are quite rough, and the 

bicycles are heavy iron-frarned monstrosities. 

On Fridays there is a market in Ning Xi. On Sundays there is a market in Ning An. 

Everyone goes to town whenever they Iike, and they go especially on the market days to deal in 

produce and livestock. Both markets are essentially the same in t e m s  of goods available, and the 

only real difference is that the Ning Xi market draws on populations that include those for whom 

Ning An is too far. The markets feature durable goods and household items, and both are 

abundantly stocked. The Ning An market also has many used items on offer, particularly 

equipment and vehicles. This is not surprising considering the amount and uncertainty of 

peasant incorne and the need to save money. in the surnmer and fall the villagers go to Mu Dan 

Jiang to sel1 tomatoes, potatoes, eggplants, peppers, p a s ,  watermelons, and sweet potatoes. 

Farnilies that own tractors or hand tractors will travel to Mu Dan Jiang to sel1 produce. Those 

with only animal traction or bicycles go as far as Ning An for marketing trips. Young people 

often go there to buy clothes and leather goods, and also to pass the New Year. People from 

outside also often corne to the village to peddle various items, hcluding ice cream, tofu, breads, 

popcom, fertiliser and cloth. Between the local stores, the markets, trips to town and the 

peddlers, the people of Yi Lan Gang have regular access to a wide variety of goods. Outside 

elements intnide on their lives on a daily basis, either through market forces or Cornmunist Party 

functionaries. 

Conclusion 
Shirokogoroff concludes that the Manzu clan is isolated and not subject to foreign 

influence (ibid.: 146). By this he seems to  mean that the clan organisation of the Manzu is a 

conservative institution which reflects ancient usage. Thus, the clan is a bastion of Manzu 



identity. While it seems unlikely that the Manzu clan was "absolutely isolated as Shirokogoroff 

argues, my research confirms that in Yi Lan Gang the clan played the cenual role in transmitting 

Manzu customs and identity. Furthermore, the clan was the primary factor in most aspects of 

social life and therefore would be seen as inviolate and unchanging as long as it was accepted as 

legitimate. This may be the source of Shirokogoroff s *Anking, for he sees the clan as the only 

source of unity for the Manzu. However, there is another source of unity which, while closeIy 

bound with the clan, operates independently of it. That is Manzu shamanism. While the clan acts 

to rnaintain tradition, shamanism is innovative and leads the reinvention of tradition. 



Chan ter Four: Ceremonid Activi ties 

Sharnanism and Ancestor Worshi~ in China 

The fact that the Manzu Guan clan, and in fact al1 active Manzu clans, focus their 

ccrnmunal ritual activities on ceremonies honouring the ancestors may create the appearance that 

the clan rites are equivalent to generalised Chinese amestor worship. An examination of the Han 

practice is necessary to clarify this matter. Nelson's work at Sheung Tsuen village in Hong Kong 

will provide one source of comparison. There the Han keep ancestral tablets to which they make 

sacrifices in honour of their ancestors. This is the responsibility of senior members of the 

lineage. and not of priests, shamans or any other ritual specialist. Furthermore. the ancestors to 

whom they sacrifice are both founding ancestors and more immediate ancestors. In any case, 

they are all known by name and their history is recorded in the genealogies of the lineage. The 

practices of the Han are "al1 focused in some way on the dead forebears of the present members 

of the lineage" but, "although genealogies seemed to be recorded in meticulous detail, the 

relations between groups in the village appeared confused in the extreme" (Nelson 1974: 253). 

By comparison, the Manzu are not concemed in their ritual with the forebears of the present clan 

members, but with ancestors so distant that some are not even human. Only the shamans know 

the ancestors* names and they are not recorded in the genealogies. 

Nelson also contends that the structure of the lineage is determined by political and 

economic relations of the people who are living in the village (ibid.: 253). In other words, the 

members of the lineage manipulate their burial practices and iineage records in order to maintain 

or establish links between farnilies and individuals. If the genealogies were strict1 y maintained 

then the putatively close links between members of the lineage would be revealed as quite 

distant. By placing their dead in areas where the buriai pots are easily destroyed by natural forces 

and dlowing gaps to appear in the genealogies the inhabitants of Sheung Tsuen are able to 

maintain the idea that they are closely related "village brothers" (ibid.: 273). Nelson found that 

the lineage members were actually very vague about their exact kin relationships to one another 

because this allowed them to behave as close kin, and use close kin terms in cases where the 

genealogical relationship was quite distant. Exact records were not kept precisely because they 

were not needed. 

The Manzu geneaiogies as recorded by Shirokogoroff were precise records. These 

documents were lost or disrupted in many cases, including the Guan clan. They have been 

reconstmcted as best as possible and are strictiy maintained for recent generations. Furthermore, 



every Guan knows how they are related to other clan members and the proper term of address 

they should use when speaking to or  of them. The relationship that binds them closely together is 

the membership in the clan and descent from both Niyahana and other much more distant 

sharnanic ancestors. The Han as described by Nelson pare down the ancestral lis& through their 

entombment practices, which involve individual selection of who is entombed (ibid.: 274). The 

Manzu practice in Yi Lan Gang is to entomb al1 ancestors and as we shall see their names are 

recorded in the genealogies while they are still children. In both cases genealogy is used to 

establish relationships that have a functional aspect. The method of achieving this end is really 

quite different, and the religious aspect is almost compleiely different. As time goes by the 

ancestors that are honoured in Han ancestor worship change. For the Manzu, this is not an 

option. 

The ancestors are usually worshipped twice monthly by the Han who have such altars in their 

homes in Yi Lan Gang. According to Hu (1948: 3 1), "the souls of the dead derive comfort from 

the rites rendered to them by their descendants, while hungry ghosts, that is those without 

offspring, or those forgotten by their descendants, are much to be pitied." This is also the custom 

described by Feuchtwang in his sîudy of worship in Taiwan (1974: 108). The Manzu villagers 

have no such altars, and do not engage in such worship. The shamanic dealings with the 

ancestors are to entist their aid, not to benefit the ancestors. The result of Han ancestor worship is 

to place an obligation to the lineage upon the individuai. The result of the dealings with the 

spirits of distant, sylvan ancestors in Guan clan shamanism is to bring benefits to individual 

petitioners from within the clan. 

Feuchtwang also describes the communal temples typically found in villages in Taiwan, most of 

which are branches of temples once found in mainland China. By far the majority of the temples 

in China were destroyed or converted to other uses. Thus, few communities today have local 

temples at which they may worship. Worship is k i n g  revived at the surviving temples that are 

usually found in towns and cities. Because of this circumstance, it is difficult to make 

cornparisons between Manzu practice and contemprary Han practice anywhere in China. I 

certainly was not able to find any temples in the Ning Xi district. Yet, this is not surprising since 

this is an area traditionally inhabited by Manzu who practiced shamanism and did not participate 

in Han folk religion. The Han who are now their neighbours are relative newcomers who would 

not have had the opponunity to build many temples before the Japanese occupation of 

Manchuna. 



Feuchtwang suggests that the gods worshipped in the communal rituals and at pnvate 

aitars are "metaphors for the system of authority, the state" (ibid.: 127). Lf anything, as we shall 

see, the shamanic rite is a signifier for the: clan, and in response to the intrusions of the state. 

Also, among the Han the spirits of the dead must appeal to the gods and the ancestors for 

salvation, and it  is these gods and ancestors who are worshipped publicly, not the immediate 

ancestors. It is the duty of the living to assist the dead by worshipping gods and ancestors. in the 

Tale of the Nisan Shamaness (Nowak and Durrant 1977) it is clear that the Manzu conceive of 

the afterlife quite differently. There is no sense that souls are punished or redeemed, and the gods 

that exist are immune to the appeais of the living but must be dealt with by shamans who make 

epic journeys into the netherworld. Presently, the Guan clan sharnans do not undertake these 

journeys, but do intercede with the mythologicai ancestors. While Guan sharnanism has changed, 

it is not legitimate to conflate it with Han ancestor worship since the practice today (see below) 

is different and its origins are aiso quite different. 

Another important parallel is the shamanism practised by the Han and other ethnic 

groups.8 1 was able to observe instances of Han shamanism in Liaoning province. In these cases, 

the spirits were traditional inhabitants of heaven, and members of the divine bureaucracy. That 

is, they are not ancestral or nature spirits but are drawn from Chinese folk religion. The shamans 

do experience trance and spirit possession, but the focus of their activity is healing, fortune 

telling or other services. They do not act as servants to a cornmunity or clan, but will serve al1 

those who ask and are able to pay. The clan shamans of the Manzu work only for the clan and its 

rnembers. Potter (1974: 207) indicates that Han sharnans also speak with the spirits of the 

deceased members of families. The Nisan sharnaness also undenakes this task. Other shamanic 

feats are shared in kind by Manzu and Han shamans, such as heding, and protecting children. 

Obviously, in the instance of the Guan clan, where trance is absent, the protection and heding is 

accomplished through appeals to the ancestors through prayer, and not through the mastery of 

spirits. This is a crucial contemporary difference. More generally however, the most striking 

difference between the shamans of the Han Chinese as described by Potter and the Manzu as 

found in Shirokogoroff and Nowak and Durrant is that the main function of the Han shaman "is 

to deter these discontented and dangerous beings9 from wreaking their vengeance on the living 

villagers" (ibid.: 23 1). The task of the Manzu clan shaman, particularly in the case of the Guan 
-- - 

We must be carefd not to confuse the shamanism practised by nik-an Chinese clans, which is derived 
from Tungusic shamanism, with the shamaniçm of Han C h i n e  who have migrated to Dmgbei from 
other parts of China in more ment times, bringing their own shamanism with them. 



clan, is to solicit the aid of the ancient sylvan ancestors. There are similarities between these 

types of shamanism, and 1 am not attempting to argue that the Manzu variety is unique. Since the 

main focus of this work is a species of shamanism without trance it is difficult to make 

comparisons. Potter suggests that the Cantonese shamans provide an outlet for social tensions 

(ibid.: 230), and this is an iaea not far distant from Shirokogoroff s ideas about psychomental 

maintenance of the clan by its shamans. Since, however, my primary concern is with the social 

role of clan shamans, 1 will simply acknowledge the possible similarities between Han and 

Manzu shamanism and move on. 

Local Knowledge 

in the research conducted in China by some scholars of Manzu shamanism, there are four 

distinct topics of study: ancient Cfe doro) sharnanism, modem (ice) sharnanism, northern Manzu 

shamanism and southem Manzu shamanism. Many of the people conducting this research are 

Manzu themselves, and even practising shamans in some cases. Further, they are not necessarily 

influential or even published scholars within China. The priorities that they identiQ are reflected 

in Manzu cornmunities, where concems with tradition and authenticity stimulate an interest in 

the distinctions between the ancient and the modem, as well as regional variation. While detailed 

anal ysis of these thematic categories is largely beyond the scope of this work, it is important to 

be aware of them as indigenous categories that will be used to assist in understanding the 

significance of Manzu shamanism. 

The above mentioned categories were described for me by local scholars in Ning An. For 

them, Ning An was the place to study Manzu, for it has many active shamans, extensive 

retention of social customs, active folk traditions and extant clan-based social organisation. They 

had thus identifiai criteria for the legitimisation of Manzu culture. The cnteria for shamanism 

were also carefully conceived. The ancient/modern division is concemed with issues of 

legitimisation, since the ice Manzu are sometimes acknowledged by the fe doro Manzu to 

practice "real" shamanism still. The fe doro practice highlights the question of manipulation and 

extemal influences that speak directly to the contemporary Manzu's concems about maintainhg 

identity. The southem style is seen as having k e n  heavily influenced by Korean shamanism and 

Han Chinese folk religion. In turn, the Han are thought to have adopted many elements of Manzu 

practice. It is cenainly the case that the particulars of shamanism as described by Li for Beizhen 

The ghosts of the viliagers, the most unsuccessful of whom become the most malevolent of spirits. 
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county in Liaoning province, which is southern Manzu, betray many elements of Han folk 

religion and the Buddhist and Daoist elements which it contains. 

The shamanic sacrifices Vary greatly among the Manzu. The different clans have their 

own style and method, and variety also exists between locdities within clans. Furthemore, the 

relative wealth or poverty of the clan affects their ability to make sacrifice and thus the elements 

of the sacrifice can vary for a branch of a clan depending on external factors. The most important 

offerings are those made to the ancestors, for the ancestors have become deified. Traditionally, 

every home had an altar to the ancestors mounted high on the West wall of the house, in the main 

sleeping chamber. The altar consists usually of a shelf with dishes for offerings and a votive box 

whose contents Vary from farnily to farnily. Sometimes it would contain the genealogy. or 

representations of the ancestors such as figurines, strips of cloth or dolls. It might even include 

photographs of more recent ancestors. Each clan clairns to have originated in one of the valleys 

on Chang Bai Shan (Ever White Mountain), and the number of offering plates used reflects that 

number, so that a clan from the second valley woald use two dishes, and so forth. There is also 

variation between Manzu and Han bannermen, but this is not relevant for the purposes of our 

discussion. 

The votive box is not opened except for the purpose of removing the ancestral figures 

when rites are to be performed in their honour. For the most part, offerings were made to the 

ancestors on a regular, if not daily, basis. This did not involve elaborate ceremony, and the box 

remained closed. The Guan clan does not presently conduct such daily sacrifices. Dunng the late 

Qing, when shamanism was used by the government for social control, and Han Chinese 

attitudes towards women were being incorporated into Manzu thought, women could not be 

present when the box was opened. This meant, of course, that women could not practice 

shamanism. This conception of women as ritually impure was imported into Manzu shamanism 

from China. However, this is not a simple matter of sinification. As noted, the govemment used 

shamanism as a way of regulating Manzu life, especially among the garrisons in China and 

Manchuria. The relative independence and importance of Manzu women in the decision-making 

process constituted a social institution that countered the hegemony of the court. As discussed in 

the previous chapter, Manzu women had, and still may have, their own independent decision- 

making body in each clan and branch. Further, their influence was given weight by the 

significant role of women in shamanising. While the men were more strictly brought under 

control by their obligations under the banner system, the women maintaineci a degree of 



independence that was attractive under a conquest regime, but was problematic under a settled 

administration. 

The altar used for sacrificial rites was also erected in the main chamber of the house. It 

was usually set up to look as large as possible by extending its length with a p a p a  cover. A large 

aitar was intended to show greater respect for the anceston. It was flanked by paper cut-outs 

which included the phrase "Always receive the emperor's help" and words for happiness, 

harvest, long life and good fortune. These were pasted on the wall and after the institution of the 

banner system used paper the sarne colow as the banner of the clan. It seems likely that this was 

an innovation that pst-dated the conquest and the spread of literacy among the Manzu. They 

also adopted the character fu from the Chinese which, when displayed both right side up and 

upside down, is a visual pun that means happiness is coming. This was widespread and the Guan 

of Yi Lan Gang indicated to me that they also did this at one time, but in m e n t  years dropped it 

from their ritual canon as inauthentic. Tt seems that there is a striving to determine what is 

authentic or "real" shamanism in Yi Lan Gang. This issue is discussed below with reference to 

videotapes of shamanic activities (see chapter five). This may be understood as part of the larger 

concem with emphasising and maintaining the cultural identity of the rnembers of the Guan clan 

as Manzu. That is, the idea of an authentic shamanism is tied up with ideas about what it means 

to be Manzu. If sharnanism fùnctions as a trope, then it must be consistent and defined according 

to well-delineated criteria. As there is a revival of Manzu identity and the Guan are participating 

in that, they are having to redefine what constitutes their shamanic practise. This is especially so 

since they lost much of their shamanism over the last one hundred years. Thus, they are 

compelled by the prominence they give to shamanism to understand it as a "sacred symbol" in 

the Geertzian sense (1968: 79). The concern with authenticity reveals a central tension in the 

lives of the Guan clan members as Manzu. They participate in the larger Chinese society, and 

share many cultural traits with their Han, Korean and Hui neighbours. Yet they seek to identify 

elernents of lifestyle, ancestry and heritage. The Manzu in the village avoid dog meat, and refer 

to dog Ieather whips and dog fur hats in daily conversation (al1 of which are forbidden to an 

"authentic" Manzu) as symbols of strong feelings or attachments. A man might Say that he would 

rather Wear a dog hir hat than do something he finds objectionable. This emphîsis on 

authenticity is a way of polarising relations with the larger Chinese society, in an almost 

Durkheirnian sense. That is, the Manzu have been vilified in the past, and by emphasising what 

they feel is admirable and proper in their culture ("sacred"), they are tuming the tables on the 

Han and rendering the things that the Han do bbprofane." 



Ritual Variations 

The most important ceremony is the da ji or great ritual. Its performance varied in 

frequency, depending on the wealth of the clan. in most instances it was held every three to five 

years, but some clans, particularly the imperial and noble clans, held the ceremony every year. 1 

was able to witness the Guan's da ji (which they cal1 gong j i)  in the winter of 1997, the first tirne 

that they had held the ceremony in five years. According to some sources, the ceremony was 

held on the first day of the lunar new year (Li 1990: 165). However, Shirokogoroff writes that 

the ceremony is held following the completion of the harvest, which is also the custom of the 

Guan. This seems to have more to do with the availability of goods and funds to gay for the 

ceremony than anything conceming a strict ritual calendar. Other sources indicate that the 

ceremony is meant to take place at the beginning of winter (Anonymous 1986: 44). 

There are many elements in conunon throughout the Manzu clans' ritual procedure. The 

beginning of the process is the proper cleaning of the hall or room dedicated for the ceremony. 

The altar board and altar table are also cleaned and arranged. The sacrifice of a pig and the 

division of the pig into 8 parts are essential. Eight is associated with g d  fortune because in 

Mandarin the word ba (eight) sounds like the word for fortune. Obviously, this is a latter 

introduction from contact with the Han. The pig is offered on the alrar, then slaughtered and 

cooked. After k i n g  offered again, the entire clan consumes the meat and blood sausage. 

Another important comnion element is the offerings placed on the clan's "Victory pole" 

(also cailed the goddess pole). This pole is set up outside the gate of the clan compound, 

traditionally on the left side of the gate (from the intenor). According to Manzu tradition, the 

pole originates in the tool that Nurhaci used to dig up ginseng on Chang Bai Shan when he was a 

penniless adventurer. He and his closest cornpanions also used their digging sticks as weapons to 

fight their enemies, and won many victories. Dunng the pst-victory celebration, Nurhaci 

discovered that his companion Wu had thrown away his pole because he thought he did not need 

it anymore. Nurhaci became angry and said, "YOU are a useless person without a pole". After 

this, the raising of the poles began. The food that is offered on the poles is intended to be eaten 

by the ravens, who are messengers to heaven and saved Nurhaci's life. The pole and yard are 

first cleaned, and then either a box or some other method is used to raise the viscera of the pig up 

on the pole. A public meal of rice or millet and meat is held after this. It seems that Nurhaci first 

erected this pole at Hetu Ala in Xin Ben county. Liaoning province in order to institute a worship 

of heaven that did not previously exist in Manzu spirituality. 



On the third day of the ritual, offerings are made to the goddess, Fotuomama. It is an 

offering to the Breast Mother for thanksgiving and fertility. It is also intended to protect the 

people from illness and danger. According to Li, the altar holds a bag that represents the 

goddess. Inside are 5 different coloured threads wrapped around a miniature archery set (1990: 

166). This is in keeping with the coloured cloth used by the Guan, although they do not use an 

archery set. However, the stress upon the nomadic hunting Iife of the ancestors that is found 

among the Manzu in their rites seems to be consistent with the symbolic weapns .  

In daily life, the Manzu traditionally conducted minor ceremonies for weddings, births 

and other happy occasions. During times of misfortune, they reportedly prornised offerings to the 

spirits. They would present the offering on1 y if circumstances improved (Li 1990: 166)- Thus, in 

case of illness, a threatened harvest or other calamity or misfortune, the Manzu were able to 

bargain with the spirits for a successful resolution. That is, there was not a prescribed set of 

actions that must be taken, but rather their spirituality was fluid and negotiable. in their daily life, 

the many Guan clan members rnake informal offenngs on the altars in their homes, or at the clan 

altar. These consist of a flour cake and a quick bow and prayer. The understanding in this 

circumstance is that they are maintaining the benevolence of the spirits. The spirits are 

understood to be likely to change their attitude towards their descendants if they are not treated 

witti the proper respect. This reflects a theory of spirituai life as negotiable and fluid. 

Shortly after 1 arrived in Yi Lan Gang 1 was fortunate to witness a minor propitiatory 

ceremony which was undertaken to thank the spirits of the ancestors for their assistance in curing 

the illness of a clan member. The mechanics of the ceremony were essentially the same as those 

that take place in the major ceremonies. That is, the core of the event is the offerings to the 

ancestors and the chanting, dnirnming and dancing of the shamans. 

1 have aiready mentioned that scholars of shamanism were interested in recording the act 

of shamanism itself. ln fact, the emphasis seemed to be on saivage recordation of a disappearing 

remnant of an archaic custom. The majority of research involves traditional life, and the Manzu 

past, as  noted in chapter two. Thus, when the people of Yi Lan Gang have a researcher in their 

commuriity, they expect it to be when a ceremony is taking place, and not for extended periods. 

There was a certain arnount of confusion, and certainly surprise indicated, when 1 f m t  arrived in 

the community and it was established that 1 wished to conduct extended fieldwork over a number 

of months. The fact that a ceremony was intended to take place within the first two weeks of my 

arriva1 was mentioned to me by numerous individuals, and 1 was often asked if 1 was happy to 

get to see what 1 had corne for without having made pnor arrangements. 1 found the entire 



situation to be perplexing, for 1 was left with the impression that the importance of shamanism 

was in the representation of the Manzu as defmed by outsiders. It was only later that 1 learned 

that the ceremony was supposed to take place the following week, but that they had hurried to 

mount the production for my benefit since they did not believe 1 would be staying more than a 

few days. 

Things became more complicated when some members of the clan told me that they did 

not exactly believe in propitiating the spirits of the ancestors, but rather that they are just 

honouring their ancestors and remembenng their past. 1 was told that they did not believe that the 

sharnans' souls travelled outside of the body, o r  even in the spirits at dl. Others told me that they 

did not believe in sou1 migration, but that the shamans did act as intermediaries between the 

spirits and the living. Yet others stated that they believed in the spirits and the powers of the 

sharnans, and had in fact been cured by the shamans or had their fortunes improved after making 

promises to the spirits. Thus, 1 had two research problems delineated from the outset. First, what 

is the understanding arnong the Manzu of sharnanism's role in the context of their society? 

Second, what do  the Manzu of Yi Lan Gang believe about shamanism in relation to the manes, 

the deified souls of the ancestors?lO 

In conversation with Guan Jia Lun, Guan Zhong Xing and Guan Hai Shan about 

shamanism, 1 was told that they do not hold ceremonies very often and that when they do it is a 

big social event with people coming from al1 over. A leading shaman lives in a nearby village 

(Da Mu Dan) and they decided that I shoufd meet him. This was Guan Fu Zhe, the clan 

rnokunda, whorn 1 was to rneet shortly. 

One night, in the storage room attached to Guan Jun Tai's house, a brief shamanic 

ceremony was held. Before the event, the numerous shamans resident in the village (six were 

present that night), their helpers, and sundry hangers on and interested bystanders gathered in the 

parlour to watch videotapes of shamanic ceremonies. This aspect of the evening will be 

discussed in detail in chapter 5. Before we watched the tapes, Guan Jia Kai stood up and called 

for attention. He then made a long introductory speech about me, explaining who 1 was, where 1 

was from, and where Canada is located. He then explained that unlike other researchers, 1 

proposed to stay in the village for an extended length of time, and that 1 was interested in 

Io The Guan do not have a specific tenn for the mythological anceston that are honoured and negotiated 
with in their ceremonies. They refer to them as ancestors, but they use the same term for the ancestors 
recorded in the genealogies, who are not part of the shamanic ritual. in order to avoid confusion, 1 have 
used the Engiish word manes to designate the ancestors who are treated with ritualisticaiiy, as it is the 
most succinct translation of the phrase the Guan sixunans use to refer to the deified souls of the ancestors. 
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leaming about the contemporary Manzu, not just their ancestors. He then explained that he 

would be helping me and teaching me about Manzu sharnanism. Afterwards, the head party 

cadre in the village, Qin Yue Tai, made a protracted speech in which he explained how 1 came to 

be there, and that 1 was there with the blessing of the village and district leadership. He 

admonished those present to CO-operate with me and answer al1 my questions. He camied on in 

this vein for quite some time, but the majority of those present seemed more interested in the 

problems they were having with the VCR. Eventually, after several attempts to regain their 

attention, Qin's speech ground to a halt and he went to see if he could help repair the tape player. 

By this point a large crowd, including many teenagers, had gathered and they were al1 

attempting to crowd into the parlour. At the same time Guan Fu Zhe was laying out the various 

implements and instruments used by the sharnan on top of the kang. This of course meant there 

was even less r m m  available for people. Yet everyone remained good-natured throughout, and 

more than that there was an air of excitement and celebration about the evening. 1 was introduced 

to Guan Fu Zhe, who showed me the c h  cher, or clapping sticks. These provide a rhythrnic 

counterpoint to the drumming, and when struck the musicians beat triplets over a 4/4 k a t .  At the 

same time the sharnan and other helpers beat the hand drums with a 414 beat punctuated by a 

triplet on the third k a t .  1 was shown the platform drum or rai gu, which is used to lay down the 

basic 414 beat. This is the most important instrument because the rai gu player is responsible for 

maintaining the rhythm throughout the performance, and is the horse for the sharnan. The hand 

drum that the sharnan uses is not his horse, as one might expect, but rather contributes to the 

syncopation that establishes the path for the joumey, whether musical or ecstatic. But it is the 

platform drum and the assistant who plays it that are essential to a successful performance. While 

we waited for the VCR to be repaired in the parlour, one of the clan members used the tai gu as a 

pillow. 

The final instrument is the beIt of brass cones that the shamans Wear around their waist. 

This is called the yao Ling zi, which literally means the bel1 collar, but is also understood as a pun 

meaning to want or need to listen. This is because the manes are atuacted to the beautifil sound 

of the belIs, and Ling (also second tone) has the additional meaning of exquisite. The shamans 

must make themselves attractive to the spirits, and the costumes and music are as much a part of 

the offerings as the food and drink. The cones provide a rhythrnic and tonal counterpoint to the 

other instruments, and emphasise the chanting of the shamans. 

After the VCR was repaired, we went next door to a storeroom that doubles as their 

sacred precinct. When used for this purpose it must be cleaned carefùlly, and fresh inscriptions 



are posted on the wall to rededicate the room. The two altar boards for the clan, with votive 

boxes and offering dishes, are kept there at al1 times. The altar boards are raised up on the wall 

about eight feet, flanking the space for the main altar. The incense bumers, boxes containing the 

ceremonial cioths and banners (representing the ancestors), plus the frame for the screen from 

which the banners are hung, al1 rest up on top of the altars when not in use. The main altar sits 

below, and is a wooden table raised up on a stage. It sits about .5 meters above the stage on four 

legs. On each side are red paper banners with ca l l i pphy  in Chinese characters and Manzu 

script. 

They placed porcelain bowls with buming incense on the high altars (called fo ye11). 

Then they laid out the porcelain and brass cups and decanters on the main aitar and then wooden 

block incense burners. The incense îhey use is a wild plant that grows locally and which they 

gather and dry. The incense is cailed an chu xiang. 1 went up into the hills with Guan Jia Kai in 

his capacity as shaman's assistant, to gather the plant. When we anived at the spot where he 

intended to gather, he was surprised to find that there were very few plants about. He speculated 

that the reason was that their cattle had been browsing on the shmb. 1 suggested that they were 

faced with a conflict, for they value cattle, yet also wish to preserve the plant. He concurred, but 

then brightened considerably and said that it was not a problem because there is still lots of it 

growing throughout the hills in the region. 

Unlike the full ceremony, not ail the shamans present were to perform. In this instance 

only two of the shamans donned robes and performed. The rest of the shamans acted as assistants 

and played instruments. Before they started they set up a stage using sacks of grain topped by 

boards and covered with a voluminous cloth. The two shamans almost forgot to put on their 

robes, and then suddenly they began when the two shamans faced the altar, knelt and bowed 

three times (the kou tou) and then stood up and began chanting. They then backed away from the 

altar white they continued to sing and began beating their hand drums. They then danced a full 

circle around the space in front of the altar and advanced to the altar again. They performed with 

evident seriousness and concentration that at times seemed almost to indicate strain. The music 

increased in tempo and built to a crescendo then tapered off again. 

At this point the shamans handed off their dmms and took up the cups and liquor pots 

that had been set by. They offered these to the ancestors by pouring out drinks and setting them 

l l For this term they use characters identical with those used to designate the Buddha but the rneaning is a Manzu 
tcrm of respect that may be translated as old grandfather. By extension, fo ye refers to the mancs. However, it is 
strong evidence o f  the influence o f  Chinese folk religion, as the Manzu have adopted the Chinese ierm that rnost 
ciosely reflects their sense o f  the importance of  the ancestors. 
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on the altar. Plates of boiled grain formed into cakes followed these. The shamans performed the 

kou tou after each offering was made. Then they knelt in front of the dtar  while the elder shaman 

chanted a prayer to the ancestors. Later I was able to learn that both the prayer and the chants 

were intended to praise the ancestors for their past achievements, ask them for guidance and 

assistance in the future and thank them specifically for their help in protecting the members of 

the clan from illness. In their songbook the shamans have specific chants dedicated to various 

crises or problems, such as famine, flood, war, illness and fertility. However, the specifics of the 

chants are unknown to the shamans because the songs are in Manzu and the Guan no longer 

speak that language. Or so 1 was told. It was only much later that 1 learned that some of the elder 

shamans do in fact know Manzu. if they are not fluent, they know enough to differentiate the 

words of the chant and are familiar with the specifics of the chant itself, as in the case of the 

oldest sharnan Guan Jia Lun, and the mokunda and head shaman Guan Fu Zhe. Others, such as 

Guan Yu Lin and the apprentice to the head shaman, Guan Jia Sheng, speak and read Manzu 

well enough that they understand the chants perfectly well. The implications of this situation will 

be discussed in the following chapter. 

Next, they took up their drums and repeated the sequence of chanting, drumming and 

dancing described above. This was the entire extent of the cerernony. It was confûsing to me 

because 1 had only a vague idea of what motivated the performance and at one point was under 

the impression that they were doing it solely for my benefit and as a demonstration only. Later 1 

discovered that Guan Fu Zhe, whose grandson had been seriously ill, had sponsored it. After 

another crescendo and tapering off, the rite ended as abruptly as it had begun. We al1 went inside, 

after taking a few memorial photographs, to smoke and watch videos of the rites of other Manzu 

clans. 

Another important aspect of this particular event was the audience itself. Aside from the 

six shamans and five assistants, there were about 30 people present who just watched. Most of 

them were in their teens or early twenties. Before the ceremony 1 observed some of them fooling 

around with the drums and clappers, but this was apparently not considered disrespectful. In fact, 

the shamans encouraged this familiarity. During the actual rites, the attitude of the spectators 

seemed to be one of respect and genuine interest. Before the commencement of the performance, 

most people chatted and joked quietly, but then were quiet and attentive as soon as they began 

the performance. As soon as the ritual concluded, the entire audience disappeared quickly. 

Some scholars 1 met stated that there is a lot of Han shamanism practised in the north- 

east, but that it was of a type derived from Manzu shamanism. Whether it is denved from the 



Manzu or from Han traditions, the presence of this sharnanism raised a nuniber of questions, 

including the issue of whether shamanism played a clifferent social role among the Manzu than 

arnong the Han. A similar social practice can certainly be interpreted variably. The real issue 

rnust be whether the shamanism 1 encountered is focussed on a particular object, the clan, while 

it is not for the Han. The evidence seems to suggest that this is so. Beyond this, 1 was informed 

that Han shamanism today is about divination, healing and talking with spirits. The sharnanic 

epic trance joumey is no longer undertaken, and they do not perform heroic feats, such as the 

mountain of knives or  the hot iron shoes. However, this betrayed more about urban Han 

prejudices than anything else, for not only do Han engage in these activities, but also more 

directly, the Manzu still do. These experts had very specific ideas about what shamanism entails, 

and by their judgement the Manzu no  longer practice it. This is because they believed that 

shamanic trance no longer uses the dmm and cone M t ,  and because they understood shamanism 

now to be pnmarily concerned with healing and fortune telling. 

Professor Fu Yu Guang is a well-known student of shamanism, both within China, and 

throughout Asia and Europe. 1 went to see him at the Jilin ïnstitute of Ethnic Studies in 

Changchun as part of my preparations for my planned fieldwork. He shared with me his own 

thoughts on the nature of contemporary shamanism, and they offer an interesting counterpoint to 

the practices of the Guan clan. What he told me is summarised in the next few paragraphs. 

According to Professor Fu, shamans exhibit exceptional physical strength. Presently, the 

only shamans that exist are those attached to a clan. There are no independent shamans. The old 

court religion had written rules, but these applied only within the palace. Each sharnan could and 

can do as he/she wants. 

Fu stated that Manzu shamans have no myths of genesis, only stories about the origins of 

society and the creation of links with spirits. There are new spirits now as society develops, such 

as the spirit of the wheel. In wedding ceremonies they now honour the car spirit. There is no 

word in Manzu for electricity so they can't honour the electric spirit (because of the decline in 

the population of Manzu speakers). Only the emperor had electncity at the end of the Qing. A 

leather spirit and then later a silk spint were established within living memory. 

Fu argued chat to become a shaman you have to be nominated by the famiiy and then one 

of the nominees is chosen by the sharnan. The candidates can be women or men aged 16 to 26, 

and may be married or single. The successful candidate must be honest, clever and of sound 

mords. The young people must read the testaments of shamans in order to prepare for their 

training. If the clan has lost these writings then they cannot train the shamans. No disabled 



persons may become shamans, and the candidate must demonstrate the ability to comrnunicate 

with the spirits. Scriptures corne from the spirits, and if they have lost these, then they just 

worship at the shrine without understanding. 

Fu also discussed the categories of shamans. Most shamans only perform rituals and 

pray. A speciai kind of shaman, the spirit catcher, performs healing, spirit projection, and heroic 

feats, and is very respected. O d y  a few of this type still remain, and are found in Heilongjiang 

province. The sharnan apprentices to learn the traditions, rituals, songs and techniques of the 

shaman. Then, the shaman undertakes a spirit quest for 9 days. At the end, the other shamans 

examine them in public to see if they have succeeded in their quest. If they pass, they must then 

go on to lean about other things, like agriculture, traditions, history, and stories. They are "the 

tutors of the nation." A good sharnan is always learning from other shamans, and keeps learning 

until he dies. 

Shamanism in Yi Lan Gang 

The shamans of Yi Lan Gang are womed that eventually their traditions will disappear. 

They want to do whatever they can to counteract this tcndency but they do not really know what 

to do. This is why they want to build a ceremonial hall, to focus the attention of the community 

and of the clan memkrs  living elsewhere on the sharnanic traditions. They also try to make sure 

everybody comes back for the ceremonies. They are quite conscious of what they are trying to 

accomplish. When they are young, however, they do not have time for worrying about Manzu 

traditions because they have to earn a living and raise a farnily. 

Some members of the clan who are shamans live in Mu Dan Jiang, Beijing or Harbin and 

return to Yi Lan Gang for important occasions. They do not actually have shamanic ceremonies 

very often and when they do it is a major social (jiaojide) event with clan members travelling 

from a great distance to attend. However, when 1 first arrived in the village and it became clearer 

to my hosts just what 1 wanted to accomplish, it becarne a priority that I should meet with the 

other shamans. 

Of course, the Guan are not easily characterised as cultural conservatives, despite their 

concems about their traditions. Innovations such as vide0 cassette players, satellite television and 

dragline excavators are easily accepted. One of the scholar-shamans 1 met maintained that 

studying shamanism without videotape was not a worthwhile undertaking. Yet at the sarne time 

many young people undertake to study shamanism. Overall there is a strong emphasis on the 

importance of traditions and knowledge of Manzu customs, whether they are actually still 



practised or not. They take great pride in their knowledge and in their ability to pass on that 

knowledge to younger individuds. 

Guan Fu Zhe first told me that the clan believes in the manes that they honour. He wished 

to emphasise two points. F i t ,  he maintained that most clan members do in fact believe in the 

existence of the manes, despite what 1 might be told by others in the village who were 

constrained by their participation in the Communist Party. He d s o  wanted me to understand that 

they honour the ancestors when they perfom sacnficial rites, but they do not worship them. He  

said that shamanism is not ancestor worship, but respect that is reciproçated in the help and 

protection that the manes can provide. Guan Fu Zhe said that al1 sharnans, including the youngest 

ones, believe in the spirits of the ancestors. They have to believe, he said, because if they do not 

then their sacrifices are ineffective. Yet, when 1 interviewed some of the young male shamans, 

two of them indicated to me that they did not believe in the spirits, but merely practised the rites 

for the sake of clan unity. However, 1 was told this during interviews in which my host, Guan Jia 

Kai, who is also a party cadre, accompanied me. At that point in my research, Guan Jia Kai was 

still introducing me to people, and my rnastery of the local idiom was weak, whiIe Guan Jia Kai 

was educated and often had to explain what 1 was saying to other people in the village. When ï 

went back to interview these same two shamans privately, one of them maintained the same 

attitude towards the manes, while the other said that in fact he really did believe in the spirits, but 

wanted me to understand that he honoured them and did not worship them. These second 

interviews took place towards the end of my fieldwork, when my linguistic cornpetence was 

vastly improved. 1 decided to recheck this aspect afier the performance of the ji si (major rite o f  

sacrifice to the ancestors), which had been preceded by an intensive period of preparation, study 

and training for the shamans. This had included discussion of the role of the ancestors and the 

proper attitude towards them by the shamans. Thus, shamans find themselves involved in a 

negotiated understanding of their shamanism that resul ts in varied outcornes. 

Another example of this is Guan Jia Kai himself, a man who was considered to "have 

culture," to be sophisticated and have well-developed socialist ideals. He expressed his 

understanding of shamanism as both important to the cohesion of the clan and as a remnant of 

feudalistic thinking. He seemed conflicted in his loyalties. He told me in private that he had no 

doubt that the manes were not r d ,  and encouraged me to believe that the Guan clan members do  

not believe that they exist. When a television news crew from Mu Dan Jiang came to the village 

to interview both the villagers and me about my research, they asked Guan Jia Kai whether or 

not he believed in the ancestral spirits. He knew that he would be seen on television by the rest of 



the clan members al1 over the county, and also that as a member of the party he was expected to 

profess atheism. But finally, he stated that he did believe in the spirits. 1 did not pursue the matter 

of this apparent contradiction. It was manifest later that he was deeply involved in organising the 

ceremonies of the community, and that he represented two separate images of himself in 

different circumstance-S. 

Guan Fu Zhe explained that the only spirits that the clan sharnans of Yi Lan Gang 

concern themselves with are those of the ancestors. This came up in the context of a conversation 

about the nature of the manes. He spontaneously volunteered the statement that "we don't have 

anything to do with other spirits. We don? know anything about them. The only spirits we 

comrnunicate with are the ancestors-" This appeared to be at variance with traditional Manzu 

shamanism that had dealings with animal spirits and spirits of heaven. It was only later that 1 

discovered that they still have dealings with nature spirits, but they are also defined as ancestors. 

That is, the manes include the spirits of forest creatures that are classified as ancestors due to 

their role in the life of the Manzu when they were forest nomads. The idea of what constitutes an 

ancestor takes on new significance in this context. 

Although the shamans and others in the village are generally Iirnited in their direct 

knowledge of the Manzu to what they have experienced in the Ning Xi district, they tend to 

generalise to the Manzu as a whole. This is because they understand their cultural identity as not 

simply members of the Guan clan, or  inhabitants of Yi Lan Gang, but as a Manzu identity to 

which they c m  speak with authority. Thus when I am relating the sharnans' impressions of 

Manzu sharnanism, 1 write about the Manzu, not just the clan, because that is the way that the 

clan shamans relate such information. When the members of the community discuss such topics 

as ideal cultural characteristics, they also speak in terms of the Manzu. Overall, the clan 

members in the village do not discuss such matters on a daily basis, but when they do they tend 

to speak in general terms. 

Each sharnan that 1 was able to spend a significant arnount of time with at some point 

took pains to explain to me that the Manzu sharnans are not wu pe, which translates as witch or 

sorcerer. On four separate occasions this was explained, and that the Manzu never had such 

people in the past. The Manzu practised nature worship in the past, but this has evolved into 

honouring the ancestors. The Qian h n g  emperor issued standardised rites that emphasised the 

deification of the ancestors and discouraged the trance performance. Nevertheless, this latter 

aspect had been retained to a degree, nght up until before the Japanese invaded. The shamans of 

Yi Lan Gang knew that other clans still practised the trance, and I was told later by one retired 



shaman that he and some of the elder Guan shmans did once enter into a trance while dancing 

and drumming, but had given it up. Of course today the ancestors are not worshipped, but rather 

honoured and propitiated. The distinction is an important one to the shamans, as was the denial 

of sorcery. They acknowledge that past shamans had remarkable powers, but this was not sorcery 

because it came from the ancestors and was only used for good purposes. Furthemore, most wu 

pe are said to be swindlers who have no reai powers, or if they do will only use them to cheat 

people. 

During the Japanese occupation, the colonial govemment forbade gatherings of more 

than a few people. In addition, the Manzu clans were impoverished by the occupation and thus 

were unable to sponsor lavish and complex rituais such as the ji si. Then, after the withdrawd of 

the Japanese the Communist regime brought education and propaganda to raise the socialist 

consciousness of the Manzu. This undermined their belief in an already weakened institution. 

Finally, the Cultural Revolution had a devastating effect upon the shamans themselves, and the 

entire sharnanic complex. Yet many still believe either in shamanism or in the tradition of 

shamanism as a defining characteristic of their ethnicity. They are impelled by a desire to 

mernorialise the ancestors (ji zu xian). Ultimately, their ceremonies are intended as a sacrifice to 

Nurhaci and his devoted followers, including the ancestor of the Guan clan. By so doing, they 

are remembering themselves. The trance is not necessary to the achievement of this end. 

The ceremonies they hold are to celebrate the benevolence of the ancestors at times of 

mariages, births of sons, burnper harvests, success at work and so on. They cm aiso be held to 

celebrate the good health of children and elders. Or they may be held to ask for any of these 

things. There is no fixed caiendar for these types of ceremonies. Rather, an individuai can 

sponsor them at any time. Permission of the head of the clan must be sought before sponsoring 

such an event. Today, he may not refuse permission, whereas in the past he might have. When 

the entire clan comes together to sponsor a ji si they cal1 this a gong j i  The date and purpose are 

in theory decided by the mokunda. In reality, he consults with his deputies and the shamans, who 

in tum canvas the comrnunity for enthusiasm and willingness to contribute. This is different from 

the situation pnor to the Japanese occupation. At that time the mokunda still had great power 

over the clan. 

Guan shamans are go-betweens for the people and the ancestors. They ask for aid in 

tirnes of drought, illness or other troubles, or to bless a joumey or suppon and inspire their 

leaders. People cannot individually comrnunicate with the ancestors, but only through the 

shamans. I was told that they are necessary to protect the ancestors from the living by filtering 



out al1 the nonsense. If the people could talk directly to the ancestors then they would do  it al1 the 

time. and continually pester them with petty requests and complaints. On a more practical level, 

the Guan today believe that the ancestors have to be spoken to in Manzu, and as most rnembers 

of the clan do not speak it, they need the sharnans to speak for them. Each prayer, chant or  Song 

they use has a specific purpose or theme. Even the young shamans whose understanding is 

limited are able to comrnunicate with the ancestors through the medium of Song because they 

know the set purpose of the chant or Song they use. It is the intention and the method that are 

important. The Guan shamans today do not concern themselves with the individual power of the 

shaman as they do  with the power of their words to influence the manes for the benefit of the 

community of which the manes are an active part. 

In the past the sharnans were chosen when they showed signs of sharnanic illness, from 

which they recovered on their own (by mastenng a spirit). They also administered a test of those 

who through shamanic sickness or other signs indicated a possible suitability for apprenticing as 

a sharnan. It is important to note that even with the successful mastering of a spirit, the candidate 

was not necessarily selected. Character and reliability were considered. The shamans also 

administered a test in which they secluded the candidate in a tent in which they burned large 

amounts of incense. If the candidate had a striking reaction this was a supernatural sign of their 

suitability. The reaction was characterised by euphona, exhilaration and disorientation. This 

method is still used today and the present shamans describe it  as like being drunk. The ancestors 

have selected them and actually touched them so that they must become shamans. This event. 

which is called the xurz xiang is still used by the Guan today, although the process is slightly 

different. The leading shamans and clan elders select potentid candidates and interview them to 

determine if they are interested and suitable. If they are suitable then they undergo the xun xiang 

to see if they are acceptable to the ancestors. The elder shamans recruited a group of apprentices 

in 1992. They were al1 seated in a circle inside a tent and smoked with incense for about 10 

minutes. Then, when they emerged from the tent those selected by the ancestors were formerly 

accepted as apprentice sharnans. 

In March 1997 Guan Jia Kai and 1 went to Guan Jia Lun's to see the genealogies. We 

discussed the qiao pu (recopying ceremony), which involves displaying the scrolls for the whole 

clan to examine. This is supposed to be done in the sacred precincts or  ceremonid hall. Guan Jia 

Lun, who is responsible for taking care of the j i a  pu, raised the issue of constructing a building 

dedicated strictly to the j ia ji. The hall they use now is privately owned and is actually someone's 

storage facility for seeds, feed, surplus harvest, equipment, etc. It is used for ail kinds of events, 



such as weddings, funerais, and whatever needs people have. Guan Jia Lun was quite agitated 

about the issue. My sense is that they genuinely feel a need for it, which means that they invest a 

great deal of importance in these two pillars of their culture - the ji si and the jia pu. 

But they are womed that eventuaily their traditions wilI disappear and they are al1 

concemed about this and want to do whatever they c m  to counteract this tendency. But they do 

not really know what to do. This is why they try to make sure that everybody cornes back for the 

cerernonies. They are quite conscious of what they are trying to accomplish. When they are 

Young, 1 was told, they d o  not have time for wonying about "Manzu traditions," because they 

have to e m  a living and raise a family. When they are old and retired they can spend more time 

on studying and researching their history and cuiture and making an effort to pass it on. 

On March 25th, 1 was invited to visit with Guan Yun Tai, who was acknowledged as the 

expert on sharnanic dress and decoration. He acted as the tailor for the clan. He explained that it 

is necessary for the elder members of the clan to make the costumes that the sharnans Wear ,  as  an 

indication of respect for the ancestors. Later, when he was gone one of the younger people would 

be required to take over as tailor. The clothing that the shamans Wear when they are perfonning 

their rites consists of a colourful shirt and a dark skirt decorated with two distinctive zhuang shi 

pin (ornaments): the yuan-zi gou (fringe hook), and qun-zi bian (the trim along the hem of the 

skirt). These decorations are considered to be unique to the Manzu, and the Guan state that they 

are not used by other peoples, even their Tungusic cousins. These ornaments can be used on any 

item of Manzu clothing or  furniture, but are not as frequently employed as in the p s t .  They do 

not Wear any sort of head gear, as many other contemporary Manzu and Tungusic shamans still 

do, and as was done in the past by Guan shamans. The head gear ws lost early in the turmoil 

surrounding the I946- 1949 Civil War. 

The clan also prepares special foods and drinks to offer to the manes. The f m t  crop 

widely grown in Dongbei by the predecessors of the Manzu was millet or xiao mi. Therefore, the 

clan shamans make a point of offering huang jiu, grain alcohol made from millet, dong  with the 

more cornrnonly available bai jiu. They also offer miIlet cakes, rice cakes and pig to the 

ancestors. The offering of incense is also very important. This is because it attracts the ancestors 

and creates a more pleasing environment for them, which is a central objective of the ji si. 

Guan Jun Tai is an aged and experienced shaman, well respected within the dan,  due to 

his age but also to his fierce cornmitment to the clan and the ideals of Manzu ethnicity. He feels 

that shamanism is most of al1 a clan oriented institution. They want everyone in the clan to corne 



back because if they do not then they wi1I forget who they are. But honounng the ancestors is 

also very important. 

He toId me that they actually have a number of different sacrificial rites that they should 

perform but they cannot do them al1 because it would involve too much trouble and expense. The 

individual responsibility system, the memory of impoverishment dating back to the Boxer 

rebellion, and the pressure to cast off feudal remnmts and adopt soçialist thought al1 make it 

difficult to motivate people to contribute. Otherwise they would be mounting ceremonies to 

honour important leaders, holding the Ba Bu Shen (the shorter ceremony) and many others. Guan 

Jun Tai believes that the ancestors are not spirits but nevertheless do exist as entities that are 

worthy of respect. This may seem like a curious distinction to make. but in fact it is motivated by 

fifty years of anti-religious propaganda. The Guan have k e n  told by the state that they should 

not believe in spirits because this is feudalistic and primitive. Therefore, they do not believe in 

spirits, but they still believe in the ancestors, who are able to help people, give them good luck 

and hopefully assist them when they are il1 or  have problems. In this discussion he drew a 

deliberate distinction from the understanding of the ancestors in Chinese folk religion. He argued 

that the Han Chinese believe that the ancestors participate in a heavenly hierarchy, and that they 

are only a few of innumerable spirits that can aid or hinder mortals. The Manzu, by contrat.  

believe only in ancestors that exist in a realm beyond the living, but act in concert with the 

living. Some of these ancestors are in fact animal ancestors - not nature spirits, but rather the 

forest ancestors of the formally nomadic and hunting Manzu. This idea is an extension of the 

totems or power animals of the clans. Al1 of these ancestors are able to help people, give them 

good luck and support them when they are il1 or have problems. 

He was aware that the Fu and Xu clans also conduct shamanic ceremonies in the vicinity. 

Each clan has a large population in one village and that is where they have ceremonies. They use 

basically the same methods, although the content of the ceremonial songs is different. Guan Jun 

Tai has never seen any of the rites of the other clans in person. He would like to go to see them, 

but has never had the opportunity. Part of the reason for this is that he has never met any 

sharnans from other clans. However, this is not typical, for many of the shamans in the area, 

particularly the scholar shamans, have a wide network of shamans with whom they associate. 

The Guan of Yi Lan Gang and environs are somewhat isolated, and yet many of the shamans and 

shamans assistants in the village have met with other shamans. Guan Fu Zhe in particular has 

made an effort to discuss technique with non-clan shamans, and attend and study their 

ceremonies. In addition, at least twice in the recent past that Guan Jun Tai could remember, 



sharnans from other clans have been present dunng the gong ji of the Guan clan. Guan Jun Tai, 

like al1 of the shamans in Yi Lan Gang, had seen many videotapes of other shamans. He said that 

he found them interesting as history, but did not think that they were relevant to the role of 

shamanisrn in his clan. 

Young: Shamans 

1 was fortunate to meet and get to know a young shaman named Guan Zhao Ming. His 

generation (Zhao) stood in relation to Guan Jia Kai, my host, as a grandson. He was 3 1 years old, 

was married to a Han woman named Zhu Jing Lian, and had one son. His best fnend, Guan 

Feng, d s o  lived with him, and they worked their land together. 1 helped them on occasion with 

their work, and was judged a poor hand at best. 

Guan Zhao Ming had graduated from junior high school, and this education, dong with 

his dedication to family and work and also his outgoing demeanour, made him an ideal candidate 

for apprenticing as a shaman. He wished to perform properly as a shaman, as in al1 other aspects 

of his life. He was always embarrassed to discuss shamanism with me because he knew so little 

about it. He felt that at this time in his life, shamanism was basicaily best understood as 

obedience to his eiders and the ancestors. He was a shaman only to do as he was instructed and 

help to keep the traditions dive. He did not mean that shamanism was beyond his conceni, for he 

toId me that it was a matter of interest to the entire clan. Yet, he feIt that the religious or spiritual 

aspects of shamanism were best ieft to the elders to consider. When he was older and knew and 

understood more, he said, he might feel cornfortable discussing these things. 

When 1 discussed the different eiements of the rites with him, he often was not certain 

about their significance. He was not really clear about why they offered liquor, grain and meat to 

the spirits, because he did not really believe that the spirits came to the ji si when the shamans 

invited them. In fact, he was not convinced that the spirits existed at d l ,  and was unclear about 

the nature of the spirits and the Victory Pole: 

I'm not sure why we use the pole, or what we do. I've only seen the ceremony once so 1 don't 
know much. 1 forget. 1s Fotuomama a friend of Nurhaci's from the mountain? 1 forget. The old 
shamans know tbose things and 1 have to study it more. 

For him, the ceremonies were important as a way of reuniting the members of the clan: 

To be Guan is important, and that is why 1 am a shaman. And it is important to me to be a 
member of the clan because 1 am a shaman. 1 studied shamanism because it is important to our 
clan. It was something I chose because 1 wanted to and 1 like it. 



I think everybody appreciates the shamans. Everybody comes out to the 
ceremonies and they d o  not have to. They decide this on their own. And they 
aiways come and are very happy and excited. The ceremony is very renao 
[convivial, buu ing  with excitement; literally "hot and noisy"]. 

In this discussion Guan Zhao Ming indicates the dual nature of his activities as a sharnan. 

The shamans are important and necessary, but this is so because the clan is important, and the 

s hamans provide au t hentic experience for the clm.. The people participate because they choose 

to, just as they choose to believe that being Guan is important. But when they come to the rites, 

they are happy and excited, so that there is pleasure in k i n g  a part of the clan rites. Guan Zhao 

Ming is a shaman because it is important for the clan, but he also has come to enjoy what he is 

doing, and this reinforces its value for him. 

The female shaman I came to know best was Xue Ping, the wife of Guan Zhao Bin. 

Obviously, she was not born a member of the Guan clan, and in fact is ethnically a Han. 

However, when she taiked about the clan and about the Manzu, she always referred to herself as 

a member, and talked about "us". Her decision to redefine herself as a Manzu led her to the 

decision to attempt to become a shaman. She told me that, "Because we are a minority. 1 felt that 

i t  was important to maintain our ceremonies and keep our traditions dive." She maintained that 

there are no differences between male and female shamans. This was an issue about which she 

became quite agitated when 1 raised it. She told me that in modem China men and women are 

equal in al1 things. 1 spoke to her about the past when many of the shamans were women and 

were renowned as healers who travelled aqd shamanised for al1 sorts of people, not just their 

clans. She was unaware of this history, but she told me that in their training and in their practice 

they do everything that the men d o  and do  it in concert with them. The only difference she could 

see was that the leading shamans made al1 the decisions and they are al1 men. in the future, Xue 

suggested that the women would have more influence, although a woman could never be the 

mokrtnda. But, she said, that really did not worry her. Her concem was that her children should 

know about both the clan's and Manzu history and be brought up as Manzu. Xue and her 

husband discussed this question before they got marrïed, and even though it was an arranged 

maniage it was understood that they would only marry if they agreed on the ethnicity of their 

children. 

She was invited to study shamanism by the clan rnokunda, when the clan shamans 

realised that they had no young shamans. She was considered to be qualified because she is 

educated, well behaved, respecthl and an upstanding member of the community. Her formal 
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apprenticeship lasted only five days. It was preceded by the incense test described above, which 

is administered to al1 potentid shamans. The shamans here are distributed through the five living 

generations. This is a deliberate strategy employed to ensure that their shamanism does not die 

out with the death of the elder sharnans. Therefore, they have adjusted their approach to 

apprenticeship to allow young people to more readily accept and participate in the cornplex. 

After the xun xiang, the training began with the study of the Manzu language in order to 

allow the apprentices to study the songs, prayers and chants. How much the apprentices lem 

beyond the minimum necessary for their training is a matter of individual choice. Some shamans 

have chosen to study the language more intensively, and work with two of the older shamans to 

improve their facility. The next step was to leam how to use the free-standing dmm (rai gu). In- 

depth training involved studying the stages of the ceremony, the drurnming and dancing 

technique, the words of the songs, the use of the other instruments, the protocol of the 

ceremonies, the preparation of the food and how to proper!y offer the incense and food and 

drinks. They do not practice the method at other cimes outside of this specid period because the 

ancestors would not approve of this. Whenever a ceremony is held. the apprentice shamans are 

al ways closely supervised and perforrn their portion of the rites in tandem with one of the 

experienced sharnaiis. The only thing that the apprentices may do to practice is to sing the songs 

they have learned on their own in order to help memorise them. 

The system of allowing non-Manzu women to become shamans is a reform instituted 

relatively recently by the present rnokwuia and his deputies. This reform is not necessarily the 

practice of Manzu clans in general, or even of other clans in the vicinity. The nearby branch of 

the Fu clan follows this practice, but the Xu do not. This reform is justified by the Guan through 

recourse to history. They point out that the Manzu were traditionaliy able to incorporate 

individuds from other ethnic groups into their ethnicity. They reason that there is no significant 

difference between that and the present circumstance. Since women were sharnans in the past, it 

is only reasonable that they should be now, even though there was an interval when the emperors 

discouraged shamanesses. 12 That suppression is not compatible with modem China or with 

Manzu traditions. Finally, in the past when a Manzu woman married outside her clan, she took 

the name of the clan of her husband, and effectively becarne a member of his clan. Although now 

they do not change names, the idea that they are still equivalent members of the clan is still 

extant. Previously, a woman who shamanised was not usually a clan sharnan, but dealt pnmarily 

l 2  An important suggestion is that the fernale shamans of the past were independent and powerfui. whereas today 
they are incorporated into the clan structure and are not threatening. 
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with nature spirits, since she most likely learned to shamanise before marnage and thus had 

access to neither her own clan spirits nor those of her husband's clan. Today, the situation is not 

entirely consistent with the past, but the Guan shamans de-emphasise this inconsistency and 

focus upon the pragmatic. 

Planning - the Gong Ji 

In March 1997, Guan Jia Kai told me thitt Guan Fu Zhe expected that they rnight have the 

gong ji in the coming winter. Apparently the crops had been bountiful in recent years and it 

looked like another good year ahead. A few weeks later 1 had a meeting with Guan Jia Kai, Guan 

Hai Shan and Guan Yu Lin to discuss the plan for holding the ji si. They had aiready contacted 

Guan Fu Zhe and he had given them the go ahead to begin organising. These four individuals 

were to be responsible for planning and organising the event. We began the first stage by 

discussing the timing and extent of the rites. 1 was concerned about the date because 1 knew that 

1 did not have enough money to last until the New Year, and the other question was whether 1 

could contribute enough toward the cost to afford the full gong ji. The situation was interesting 

because the clan had not held a full gong ji in about five years, and so the pressure to do so was 

great. Despite the optimism of the mokurrda earlier in the year, the leadership had found that 

many of the clan members were not eager to make a contribution to the cost of holding the 

ceremony. Although the average cost per household would have been about Y100, this was about 

one-third of the monthly income for the most prosperous. In reality, many could not afford this 

amount while others would have been obligated to contnbute a great deal more to make up the 

balance. There was a degree of uneasiness within the clan about the problem of financing the ji 

si. 

in reality, this was only the first step in the negotiations, and nothing would be settled, 

nor was it expected that it would be settled. 1 did not redise this at the time, and so 1 was anxious 

about how 1 was handling the situation. They wanted to know if 1 wanted to sponsor a complete 

ji si, or just a bebe shen. 1 wanted to avoid influencing their ritual as much as possible, and so 

insisted that it be up to them to decide. 1 stated baldly that 1 wished to minimise my affect upon 

their village, but they responded that 1 was a guest and a fnend, and that 1 should not feel that 

way. It was evident that they were as concerned to maintain my engagement as 1 was to maintain 

my distance. They were working very hard to get at how much 1 was willing to spend. This was 

demonstrated in the conversation, for they kept asking how much 1 was willing to spend while 1 

was asking how much the full rite would cost. 1 said that at most 1 would contribute Y2000 



($325). 1 wanted to know if this was enough to do the entire ritual, but there was confusion 

because 1 wanted to find out how much it would cost while they wanted to find out how much 1 

was willing to spend and then decide what they could do. There was a sense of trying to 

outmanoeuvre each other and get the other to commit fmt. 

As it turned out, the four of them were also trying to figure out how much they could get 

out of the village Communist cadre. And they were also factoring in a small fee for themselves 

for organising the event. After we discussed these matters, they suddenly decided that they 

wanted to go to talk to Qin Yu Cai (the cadre) about the matter. They did not tell me why and 

they did not invite me to accompany them. Later Guan came back, and it was evident that they 

had had a few celebratory drinks. This was presumably part of the planning process. They had 

discussed matters with Qin for two and a half hours, drinking steadily throughout. The result was 

that the village cadres had agreed to contribute partidly to the cost of staging the gong ji. 

This seemed a startling development to me. Guan Jia Kai anticipated my surprise and 

provided an expianation. In 1992 the village was designated a Manzu village. This means that 

the village has an obligation to assist the Manzu, and specificaily the Guan clan, who make a 

special contribution to the village. The village receives special pnvileges and funding because it 

is the seat of the Guan clan. Therefore the village leadership c m  cal1 upon the municipal 

Minorities Affairs Cornmittee for funds to assist in the staging of a complete ceremony. 

According to Guan Jia Kai, they had managed to get Qin to suggest that they ought to hold a full 

gong ji with two boars, and that if necessary the village would solicit fun& for that purpose. 

The next day Guan Jia Kai and 1 travelled to Da Mu Dan to see Guan Fu Zhe to gain his 

approval for holding the ceremony. He was very receptive. but wary. We did not discuss any 

details, but talked about the dates, my contribution, and whzt had transpired with Qin the night 

before. Guan Fu Zhe said that my help was quite welcome and that he hoped too that they could 

hold the full ceremony. They decided that they needed to consult further with Guan Yu Lin, so 

we retumed to Yi Lan Gang. Guan Yu Lin was very considered in his approach. He expressed 

nei ther enthusiasm nor reservations, but pondered our words without comment. They reiterated 

the points that had been discussed over the previous days: who could come, when they should 

have it, the practicalities of putting up guests, whether they shouid hold a full gong ji, and the 

role that the village cadres would play. 

Finaily, Guan Yu Lin interceded to insist that if they held the gong ji, it was to be done 

properly and include al1 eight parts: 

1. wash graidpress nce (day one); 



2. make cake/da gao (day one); 

3. moming ceremonylshang wu j i  (day two); 

4. aftemoon ceremony/xia wu ji (day two); 

5. bei deng ji (day two); 

6. sky ceremony/ji tian (day three); 

7. change locksihuan suo (day three); 

8. tree spirit ceremony/ji shen shu (day three). 

Before Guan Fu Zhe left they agreed that Guan Hai Shan, Guan Yu Lin, Guan Jia Kai, Guan 

Zhong Xin and Qin Yu Cai should meet that evening to discuss the details and begin the 

planning. Most of the practical planning was carried out in meetings involving these individu& 

to which 1 was usually not invited. It was not that 1 was deliberately excluded. Rather, they 

considered these details to be too pedestrian and boring. They usually had the meetings while 1 

was out doing other research, and 1 would not find out about them until after the fact. 1 believe 

that this has something to do with their understanding of folk research conducted by Chinese 

scholars, who in their experience did not concentrate on the process or the sociai dimension. 1 

had to ask repeatedly to be allowed to observe these meetings. Invariably, 1 would attend one, 

and then they would not let me know about the next one. 

In one of the first meetings they dealt with the final decision about whether or  not to hold 

the ceremony. In the course of the discussion, they put forward arguments, and settled upon a 

number of points as their justification. These were necessary to involve the clan and solicit 

whatever contributions they could from the households. They aiso wanted to justify the use of 

public funds, and promote the event among distant clan members, thereby promoting their 

participation. The fint point was that the clan is obligated to have the ceremony twice every five 

years. They should have the bebe shen after t h e  years, and the gong ji at the five year mark. 

Thus, it was time for the gong ji. The fact that the Minorities Affairs Comrnittee's funds were 

available gave them added impetus. The village had benefited in the purchase of equipment with 

an interest-free loan from the committee, and so  the village leadership wished to express their 

appreciation to the clan by soliciting funds. They also argued that it was important to hold the 

ceremony while their international friend, who wished to l e m  about them and share the Guan's 

culture with the outside world, was present. Finally, they felt that by staging this ceremony and 

inviting guests from outside the clan (that is, leadership from the municipality) they would 

benefit the clan and village in the long mn. Thus they marshalled the rhetorical arguments 

necessary to justify the staging of the rituai. 



Guan Yu Lin says that the reason that they d o  not use the sharnanism that masters the 

spirits is that shamanism is not about superstition. Besides that. when people need help now they 

use medicines, or  machines o r  science. Sharnanism is really, and always has k e n ,  about telling 

the ancestors about important things that happen and celebrating these things. Originally, the 

shamanic trance was mainly celebratory, and not about power. S o  it does not matter whether they 

choose shamans through shamanic illness o r  another method. This is why it is irrelevant that 

Guan Fu Zhe's grandson (Guan Ying Tao) had shamanic sickness. His suitability as a shaman 

still depends more on other factors. Although Guan Fu Zhe declared that his grandson's illness 

(which was treated as meningitis by the physicians in Ning An) was evidence of sharnanic 

tendencies, the boy stiH had to be accepted by the other sharnans as a candidate for shamanic 

training and initiated by the cloth and incense method like d l  the others. He could not begin his 

studies until the initiation was complete, but now he is accepted as an apprentice. 

Guan Fu Zhe told Guan Ying Tao that he was a shaman, but Guan Ying Tao still decided 

on his own whether he wanted to  apprentice or  not. This is in stark contrast to al1 of the elder 

shamans, who were identified because they exhibited signs of shamanic sickness and were told 

by their parents that they should apprentice as sharnans. They had no choice in the matter, for 

they were only children of seven or eight years old when it happened. Today, the shamans decide 

on their own as adults. 

Guan Fu Zhe was trying to reassert the primacy of the old method of selecting shamans, 

but met with resistance from the other shamans, particularly Guan Yu Lin. The latter keeps a 

written version of the meanings of the different aspects of the ceremony which he compiled 

hirnself. This combines with his facility in wntten and spoken Manzu, along with his grave 

demeanour, to lend him an extensive degree of authority in disputes of this nature. He has 

successfully converted the authority of the shaman in an oral tradition to the authority of the 

scholar in a written tradition. This is also the case with the other shaman/scholars 1 met, such as 

Fu Cha Ren of Ning An and the internationaily prominent Fu Yu Guang of  the Jilin Institute of 

Ethnic Studies. 

Just prior to the ji si, a large meeting was held to go  over the schedule. Al1 the sharnans 

and most of the assistants for the clan were in attendance. In total there were 17 men and 5 

women there. When 1 came in 1 could sense a certain electric anticipation in the air. The meeting 

consisted of Guan Jia Kai distributing the schedule and g o i ~ g  over it. Occasionally, he would 

single someone out and admonish him or  her for not paying attention, which was an uncommon 

assertion of authority. The nature of the event gave him the authority to discipline that would not 



normally exist arnong the members of the community. Guan dwelt at some length upon the fact 

that Song De Yin, a scholar from the Mu Dan Jiang Normal College, would be attending. 

Therefore, it was very important that they al1 do a good job of presenting the ceremony. 13 He 

also emphasised the importance of this opportunity for the younger shamans to l e m  how to 

properly perform a M l  gong ji. Then they arranged training sessions and practice sessions for the 

junior shamans to be held over the next few days at Guan Yun Tai's and Guan Jun Tai's. Al1 that 

was left was for everyone to make sure that his or her costumes were ready and in order. The 

meeting broke up and the shamans began working on their costumes and comparing the 

decorative elements, sewing strips of royal blue cloth ont0 the pants and reinforcing the buttons 

on their shirts. 

The Ceremonial Round 

For any ceremony the shamans must provide mi jiu, bai jiu, clean water, loaves of millet 

cakes (bebe in Manzu). Millet is not wideiy planted today, so they often must use rice straw for 

the jie gar and nian mi (glutinous rice) for the cakes and other offerings. Just as there are specific 

songs for certain purposes, so there are a number of different types of cakes to be used depending 

on the requests made of the manes. These cakes are used according to the purpose of the 

cerernony. Thus one ceremony will oniy use one kind of cake. Today the Guan clan shamans use 

the following types: 

small thrown and s temed cakes made from millet (Mandarin: sao gao; Manzu: firshehen 

efen): to be triumphant, to have a good journey; to have peace, to get rich or to be promoted; 

large cakes made by hammering on a board with heavy mallets (Mandarin: da gao; Manzu: 

tuime efen): for farnily peace and secunty, heaith for ail family members, and a good harvest; 

stearned millet kernels (Mandarin: huang mi zheng fan; Manzu: lala buùu): to prevent 

disastrous accidents, promise rewards to the ancestors and restore order out of chaos 

(previously used as the offenng on family aItars in private homes); 

perilla seed sheets (Mandarin: suri ye; Manzu: apudah efen): to rnake the family prosperous, 

to ensure that their property is well stored and protected; 

boiled, bean paste filled, millet balls (Mandarin: shui tuan de bebe; Manzu: tou huoli efen): 

to promise rewards to ancestors if children are i11; 

Boiled millet balls (Mandarin: tai shi ma bebe; Manzu: taishima efen): these are only used 

for apprenticeship training, and not for real rituals. They contain no filling. 

'3 As i t  happened, a number of academics made flying visits to attend the ceremony. 
14 1 



7. Millet cakes mixed with cooked beans (Mandarin: dou mian juan bebe; Manzu: jiapulala 

efen): this is aiso used during the apprenticeship period, for sacrifices made to ask for help 

from the manes by the apprentices. 

The public ceremony requires every family in the clan to contribute to defraying the cost, 

especially the purchase of the pigs. Since everyone in Yi Lan Gang is poor, they can only afford 

the ceremony every three to five years. If they kill a pig they make a sacrifice to the "pig spirits" 

and do the appropriate ceremony, but if they use only cakes, they appeal only to the "cake 

spirits" and perform the suitable rite. It took me some time to understand this &ter it was first 

explzined to me. 1 was finaily brought to understand that just as the cakes are for specific 

purposes, so the sacrifice of the pig has a specific purpose. The spirits that are appealed to each 

time a certain cake is used to achieve a different goal are not necessarily the sarne as those which 

are a propitiated with a different cake. Just so, a pig sacrifice appeals to the most powerful of the 

manes and is the most important of al1 the rites, for its purpose is to benefit and protect the entire 

clan for the next five years. The pig spirits (zhu shen) are the most primai of al1 the manes, and 

exclusively include the ancestral power animals, dong  with (according to some) Nurhaci and 

other founders of the Manzu power. The bebe shen (cake spirits) are more recently identified 

manes of human origin. Only the pig sacrifice is considered to be a gong ji (communal sacrifice), 

while al1 others are identified as jia ji (family sacrifice). 

The jia ji is what a private individual can usually afford if they want to sponsor a 

ceremony. They are relatively rare today because no homes have their own altar. Because their 

homes are much smaller now, they do  not feel they have room for an altar. If they want to use the 

clan altars this increases the cost. The jia ji can be expensive and today most of the families are 

still too poor to afford them. Also, due to the influence of socialist education, people's ideas 

about these things have changed. The impacts of the Cultural Revolution and other upheavals 

have also eroded the interest of many families in this sort of activity. 

Only the gong ji uses a ceremony called the bei deng ji (hide from light ceremony). This 

ceremony remernbers the past when the Manzu lived in dark caves. o r  dug underground pits 

dong  riverbanks and gullies. Another reason given for this aspect of the ceremony is that 

Nurhaci once hid underground and was helped to dig his hiding place by seven moles sent by 

Fotuomama. Some assert that this sacrifice is particularly directed towards Fotuomama, as well 

as for the individuals attending to honour their parents. Presently, most of the young people tend 

to believe more in the former, historicai explanation of the story than in the latter spiritual aspect 

involving Fotuomama. However, the reason for turning out the lights is more complicated than 



either of these two explanations. According to the leading shamans of the Guan clan, the 

darkness is also intended to hide the activities of the shamans during this rite. It is for this reason 

aiso that it is not perrnissible to videotape the bei deng ji. 1 was d s o  told that in the past it wâs 

during this ceremony that the shaman experienced the most profound and extended trance. 

Usually, the bei deng ji takes over an hour, during which the room is plunged in total darkness 

and the shamans produce an intense and compelling cimm k a t .  

A jia ji takes one day, whiIe a gong ji takes 3 days. On the first day of the ceremony, in 

the late morning (after 10 a.m.), they take a bundle of millet straw (jie gar) about -5 meters long 

with the circumference of a baseball, and wrap it in red string. To the bottom is attached a 60 

mm by 3-5 mm strip of red cloth. This is called the biao shi and is hung outside of the home 

where the ceremony is k i n g  held. For a jia ji it is always hung outside the house of the 

sponsoring family, while for the gong ji it is hung outside of the family compound which 

contains the sacred precincts of the clan. if the sponsor's home is too small, he can borrow 

another person's, and then the biao shi is hung outside that location. 

After the biao shi is hung, people wearing hats made of dog leather, or other items of dog 

fur or leather, or bearing whips, may not enter. This is because a dog once saved Nurhaci's life, 

and the Manzu thus revere dogs greatly. Whips are seen as disrespectful because of the 

imputation that they might be used to whip human beings. Also, widows may not come into the 

sacred hall, unless they are elderly widows whose children are ail adults. This is because the 

young widow may potentially remarry, and thus she would become part of another clan. The 

same stricture applies to young unrnarried women who have had their menarche. In fact, neither 

of these restrictions on women is enforced at al1 during any of the ji si, even though it is 

announced at the beginning of the rite, as are the restrictions on clothing and whips. However, 

the prohibition of whips and dog products is taken very seriously. in addition, people wearing 

mourning clothes may not enter the hall. Once people have entered, they are expected to behave 

in a solemn and respectful fashion. This is not invariably enforced either, for while people are 

waiting they wilJ gossip and joke. But if a sacrifice is k i n g  perfonned, the onlookers are 

expected to be quite sober. 

In the evening they start washing the millet. The women of the clan do this usually, and 

other people come to watch. This is a very festive event, and while they are washing the millet in 

a large vat of water, they dance around it, along with the onlookers. The day before the ji si 

begins the clan members play with the instruments and joke and laugh. But the ancestors' 

pennants are still in the votive boxes so it does not disturb or  insult them. They will carry on until 



12 am., but at the first stroke of midnight, ail people who are not shamans must stop dancing. 

Up until that point, everyone can dance, except unmanied women who will be leaving the clan. 

This is strictly enforced. This dancing is a Guan clan tradition, but as far as 1 know it is not 

common to al1 the Mazu clans, though some others also practice it. It appears to be a form of 

"purposeless play" (Cage 1961) not intended to get order from chaos or teach them how to 

create, but simply to awaken the clan memben to their role in the upcoming rites as the audience 

that will experience the meaning of their caltural identity. 

In the late moming they have a ceremony involving 6 ancestors from the south altar.14 

Strips of coloured cloth that are hung on a wooden frarne set up on the central dais represent 

these ancestors. The stnps or banners are aiso caiied fa ye, but as this rnay confuse the reader 1 

will refer to them as banners. They are from north to south white, gold, green, red, yellow, and 

blue. These banners resemble gonfalons, as they are about 70 cm. long and 15 cm. wide, with the 

top half coloured and the lower half grey, and are hung form the cross piece of the frarne. The 

wooden frarne is about 1.2 meters high and 2.3 meters wide, with two legs and top and bottom 

crossbeams. The top beam terminates in dragonheads at either end, and is covered with an 

orange broadcloth that provides a backdrop for the ancestors. The Guan say that these colours 

resemble the clothing wom in ancestral times, and that they will please and attract the ancestors. 

When the banners are laid out on the crosspiece this is the qing fo ye (invitation to the ancestors). 

The ones who do this are young shamans referred to as qing nian (qing is to invite and nian 

indicates youth). The colourful cloths attract the attention of the manes that then corne to reside 

in the cloths. The cloths are considered to be the fo ye themselves, but it is not considered that 

the manes reside in the cloths except when they are surnmoned by the shamans. The work of 

sharnanising is still to master the spirits, even in the form practised by the Guan. 

The next step is the placing of offerings, or bai gang. Two altars are erected on the dais. 

On the south side is a small square table on which, it is said, are placed offerings to Fotuomama 

and to one's own parents. On the north side is a long rectangular table, which holds the bowls, 

cups and incense burners for the six ancestors. This is in keeping with Manzu hospitaiity, for 

guests would be placed on the kang on the north side. They always offer Fotuomama two cakes, 

while the ancestors get one. This is because of the great esteem in which Nurhaci held her. The 

shamans first offer the bowls of food, and these are followed by shots (zong) of liquor. The odd 

numbered ancestors get mi jiu while the even numbered ancestors get bai jiu. 

l4 The altar boards are mounted on the West wall o f  the building. one to the left (south) and one to the right (nonh). 
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During this whole period, there is no music and no  one should be talking except the 

elders who give instructions to the younger adults who make the offerings. This is to make sure 

that they learn the proper method. The qing nian and the ones who make the offerings must still 

be inducted shamans, although they are inexperienced. 

The third step is to offer the incense, which the Guan cal1 an chu xiang (an chu means 

incense in Manzu, while xiang means the same in Mandarin). Three burners are set out on the 

large altar only. This is not incense that may be purchased. Every year, on the seventh day of the 

seventh month of the lunar calendar, a shaman, clan leader or person sponsoring a ceremony 

goes up into the hills to collect the plant used for incense. It is then put up to dry in a private 

location hidden frorn the Sun. It is important that it dry by itself, without the intercession of the 

sun's rays. The plant used is called by the Guan dazi xiang, and is commonly known as 

yingshan hong (azalea). 

When the s h m a n s  want to use the incense they crush it into powder, then separate out 

the chaff using a mesh screen. They then place horseshoe shaped strips of incense on the incense 

burners (Manzu: xiang pielie. Mandarin: xiang lu). At the order "miao xiang" from the head 

sharnan, the young sharnans place the three burners on the main altar. The horseshoe shape has 

no particular meaning, but is only intended to ensure that there is enough incense to keep buming 

until the end of the ceremony. 

At this point al1 the people in the hall kneel and kou toul5 to the altars and the sharnans 

recite a prayer to the ancestors in Manzu. Two shamans pronounce the prayers: one, usually the 

elder shaman, for the large altar; and the younger shaman then speaks the prayer before the altar 

of Fotuomarna. This is a preliminary prayer and is part of the invitation to the ancestors. The 

content is always the same and is essentially as follows: 

We have chosen a propitious16 day; we have provided many things; we have 
prepared these things because we h o p  the ancestors can use them. We eamestly 
hope that you will ailow those named Guan to have good health, food to eat, 
clothes to Wear, that you will not allow us to become ill, that everyone has peace. 

l 5  The kow-tow is the usual English phrase for the stylised bowing used by the Manzu. There are actually three 
different styles, the ketou. the kou tou and the koushou. Al1 three phrases translate directly as "knock head". In fact, 
the ketou today involves touching your head to the ground only once and is only used at a funeral. The kou tou is 
used to refer to touching your head to the ground three times. and is the standard practice. The koushou is also called 
the son bai jiu kou (three ceremonious nine times kow-tow) and as that name implies involves touching the ground 
nine times. It is never used by the Guan o f  Yi Lan Gang. 
l 6  They choose the day by consulting a shamans calendar book rhat tells them which days are propitious. Yet. they 
also always have the ceremony on a weekend for convenience. 
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After the prayer, d l  the people kou tou at the command of the head shaman. Then the young 

sharnans put away the banners and everything is finished for the morning. The shamans and the 

orher members of the clan retire and take a meal and a rest. The shamans, and sometimes other 

clan members, consume the cakes and the Iiquor that have been offered once this stage of the rite 

is completed. 

In the distant past, the incense bumers were presented resting upon the blade o f  a knife, 

and then set upon the altar. The knife that was used was an ancestral weapon that was used by 

the cornpanion of Nurhaci. Thus, the knife cannot be replaced o r  dupIicated. The Guan clan took 

it when they moved down to Jilin. When the Guan of Yi Lan Gang were separated from that 

division and moved back to the Ning An, the knife stayed in Jilin. They lost touch with the Guan 

in Jilin during the Japanese occupation, and so it has k e n  over 70 years since they have had 

contact. It is probably now possible for the Guan to reconnect, but it is a very difficult thing for 

poor, relatively isolated peasants with no memories of  their distant relatives to re-establish a link. 

This is yet another example of the disruption of sharnanism for the clan. 

How d o  the clan members respond to the loss of knowledge regarding their sharnanic 

traditions and methods? For the comrnon people, much is unclear because the sharnans do  not 

iike to tell them the meaning of everything. As for the sharnans today, they are not certain about 

the meaning of everything simply because they confuse things o r  do not rernember. The loss of  

facility in the Manzu language, the social disruptions of the past 100 odd years, and the political 

upheavals before and after the Second World War have al1 taken their toll. Since today the 

ceremonies are relatively infrequent and the apprenticeship period is so  short, the transmission of 

ideas had become somewhat problematic. As the rites of the clans were disrupted by extemal 

factors for so many years, even the eldest members of the cornrnunity have not seen many 

ceremonies performed, especidly the full gong ji. They are in the midst of a process o f  

reconstmcting their traditions much more explicit than the idea of reinventing or negotiating the 

meaning and significance. They are engaged in these latter two processes as well, but they are 

also trying to resurrect their traditions as if it were a building, razed to the ground, which they 

must reconstmct. Yet they have only seen the building bnefly, and at a distance, the blueprints 

are incomplete, and they are not in agreement over the function of the structure or who might 

reside there. 

The afiemoon ceremony celebrates the manes of the north fo ye. The south d t a r  

represents the supporters and cornpanions of Nurhaci, while the north altar represents the 



imperial clan of Nurhaci, the Aisin Gioro. 17 Out of the votive box on the north altar board are 

brought the suolun tiao (Mandarin: si tiao), or  silk strips. These consist of nine groups of suips 

of coloured cloth, using the same colours as those from the south altar. Each stnp is 30 cm. long 

and about 6 cm- wide. Ten offerings of cakes are made, one to Fotuomama (with two cakes as 

before) and one for each of the suolun tiao placed on the i nah  altar. Nine shots of liquor are also 

set out on the main altar, but the side altar does not receive any. Again, the odd numbered manes 

receive mi jiic, while the even numbered are given bai jiu. These are followed by the presentation 

of three incense bumers in the same style as described above. 

Everything about the aftemoon ceremony proceeds identically, except in term of the 

number and type of manes. However, the prayer that is recited at the appropriate point in the 

ceremony is specific to the situation that has prompted the staging of the jia ji. After the prayer is 

finished the shamans perform the tiao shen (spirit dance). After that has been completed the 

young shamans put the cloths away and dismantle the frame, which is also stored on the altar 

board. This is the conclusion of the bebe shen. if they are performing the gong ji, then they must 

perforrn the zhu shen. This means that d l  those involved will stay up al1 night for the ji si 

continues. 

At two or three o'clock in the aftemoon they have to catch a black boar. This pig must be 

gelded, because it is what the shamans teach that the sylvan Manzu ate by preference. If they 

offered the manes an ungelded boar, this would be disrespectful and they would not participate in 

the ceremony. The boar must be black, to recreate the coiour of the animals that they hunted in 

the forests. However, it c m  be difficult to find a black boar in these times, and very expensive. 

Therefore, it is acceptable to paint the boar black. It is important that a thorough job of 

disguising the animal's tme pigment is done. It does make a bit of a mess when they scrape the 

bristles from the slaughtered animal. Also, as Guan Jia Kai once pointed out, it had better not 

rain. 

The boar's front legs are tied together and it is pIaced on the ground at the south end of 

the main altar, with its head facing to the West. In fact, as 1 observed in both photographs and 

videos and as an eyewitness, they are fairly casual about where and how it is placed. The animal 

is very large and is distressed and struggling when they move it, so it is not necessady placed 

exact1 y in the prescribed position. At this point a pair of sharnans, one young, one old, and 

preferably male and female, perform the tiao huo zhu shen (pig spirit capture dance). This is 

l 7  Which is not to Say that these are the ancestral spirits. The manes are separate, but the offenngs are made to 
honour and promote the imperial cul& as well as to propitiate the spirits. 
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danced in a circle around the boar, with hand drums and a chant to welcome the ancestors. 

Another pair of shamans usually follows them, if there is enough time. The complete dance 

usually takes about 30 minutes, but sometimes longer. 

Before al1 this. the young shamans have set up the frarne and displayed the suolun ria0 

from the north altar. The audience kou tou, the shamans offer cakes and liquor, and the ancestors 

are invited and prayed to, just as before. Then the pig is captured, presented and the dance 

performed. After the dance, the shamans remove their ceremonial clothing, preparatory to the 

butchering of the boar. This is for two reasons. First, they simply wish to avoid soiling their 

costumes. Second, the costumes are intended to be attractive to the ancestors. As they are present 

during the butchering process. whether the costumes are actually stained o r  not, the shamans 

wouid bring the association with slaughter back into the rites if they did not change clothing. The 

shamans stress that they must be attractive to the ancestors. Anything that is redolent of cruelty 

(such as whips or butchery) is not attractive. It is for this reason that the shamans designate a lay 

member of the clan as the ceremonial butcher (na guo). The na guo is never a shaman, and may 

not act as a sharnan's helper or participate in any other aspect of the ceremony. We may express 

this as an attempt to lirnit the intrusion of the sacred upon the profane. For the clan, it is simply a 

matter of maintaining good relations with a very important section of their community. 

The boar is placed on a low table with its body paralle1 to the dais and its feet facing 

north. One of the older shamans pours cold bai jiu into the pig's eaï. When the pig shakes his ear 

to get the liquor out, the G u m  understand it to mean that the ancestors agree to the sacrifice and 

wish to eat the meat. This is called the Ling sheng (live M l ) .  Some other clans explain its 

significance as  offering the liquor to the spirits by spraying it into the air. The n a  guo must use 

his left hand to hold the knife (assuming he is right-handed), stands behind the boar and stabs it 

directly in the rniddle of the throat. 

A number of basins have been prepared, and when the blood drains from the animal, it is 

set aside in these containers to be used to make blood sausage, once the animal has k e n  

butchered and the intestines removed. The na guo catches the blood, and passes it over to other 

men (not the sharnans or their assistants) who will be responsible for producing the sausage. 

Once the animal has died, and al1 the blood has drained away, the shamans take charge of the 

sacrifice once again. They take the carcass outside and place it in a very large wooden trough 

filled with boiling hot water. This is to scald off the bristles, which are then scraped away. 

Shamans and their helpers al1 help to accomplish this task, and it is compieted very quickly. 



The carcass is removed to the sacred precinct, eviscerated and cut up into eleven pieces. 

This is done to provide the usual division of the sacrifice: two pieces for Fotuomama and the rest 

for the nine manes of the north altar. The meat is taken to the kitchen of the family compound 

being used, and cooked in boiling water. Meanwhile, the viscera has been cleaned and prepared 

by lay members. The intestines are stuffed with blood, and the sausage is boiled in the vats after 

al1 the meat has k e n  cooked, dong  with the organ meats. At this point, the meat is stacked up on 

the main altar, rearranged in the shape of the animal, with the blood sausage and organs draped 

over top. The young shamans arrange the sacrifice, and also place the three incense burners and 

nine shots of liquor on top of the pig. 

Once it is dark enough to see the stars, the sharnans continue with the sacrifice. The 

sharnans and other clan members gather in the hall o r  outside in the counyard as the time draws 

near. There is a great deal of anticipation and joking, as the men and women smoke cigarettes 

and discuss what will happen next. This is the time when the intensity of the event begins to be 

feIt, and those who have been absent previously are present. Not only local people, but many 

who have made the journey from other communities and other municipalities have al1 arrived by 

now. The youngaharnans take some teasing from their peers, but the elder shamans are busy 

overseeing last minute preparations or locked into quiet discussion among thernselves. 

When it is time to begin, the offertory process descnbed above is repeated once again. 

After the invitation and prayers, the shamans perform a chant asking for general blessings and 

prosperity. Then, the leading shaman and one of the young shamans take up their hand drums 

and dance, accompanied by the other instruments played by their assistants. They dance 

backward away from the altars, and then forward to their starting point. They then dance side by 

side in a circle, moving clockwise, drurnming and swaying their hips rhythmically (to activate 

the 48 cones of the yao Ling zer). After completing a circuit and dancing backward and forward 

again, the shamans trade off with another pair, while the music keeps on playing. They take turns 

dancing until 1 1 p-m., always dancing in pairs, and only completing one circuit at a time. By the 

time they finish each shaman has compteted a number of circuits and they are both exhausted 

and exhilarated. Everyone present kneels, the Iead sharnan reads a prayer from the shamanic 

prayer book appropriate to whatever special concerns they wish to address, and al1 kou tou. 

Everyone stands up and the young sharnans put away al1 but one of the ancestors. Only the 

shamans know who the ancestors are, and only sharnans know why this one ancestor stands 

alone. Nevertheless, the ancestor must stay out for the performance of the bei deng ji. As noted 

above, the ceremony supposedly honours Fotuomama and the parents of those attending. 



However, this ancestor is aiso singled out for the honour, and while 1 do not know who or what it 

represents, 1 was told that it was not Fotuomama, who of course has her own altar. 

Before the bei deng ji begins d l  of the children are sent home. This is because they 

cannot be trusted to sit still and be quiet for the length of the ceremony. Al1 the others who wish 

to stay - and many have gone home to bed by this point - must be still and quiet throughout. 

Curtains are put up to cover the windows and doors. This is done with great care and is attended 

to and checked by the senior shamans. They put three fresh lines of incense, dong  with two mi 

jiu and one bai jiu on top of the boar. The young shamans place these in a reverentid manner, 

with an invitation to the ancestors, just as in al1 previous sections of the rite. For this part of the 

ceremony, a small lantern is lit. Once they finish the invitation and offering, al1 present sit on the 

floor, and the final light is extinguished when the leading shaman shouts "bei deng!" Two 

shamans rest the yao ling zer on their laps, and beat them against their knees. Two others ring 

hand bells, and one of the shaman's helpers plays the large drum They do not use the hand drums 

for this ceremony. Al1 of the shamans chant the special bei deng ji ger, the meaning of which is 

secret and may not be described even generaily. They play and sing for an hour straight. 

When the leading shaman judges that the proper time has expired, he gives the order for 

the lights to be lit (or tumed on). Ali chanting and playing cease imrnediately. To be brief, the 

meat is distnbuted among the clan members and guests and al1 assembled eat meat and snacks 

and vegetables, and drink copious arnounts of bai jiu. These are the only occasions when women 

are free to drink abundantly, although none that 1 observed actually did.18 The feast continues 

until dawn, and it is perfectly acceptable to get dmnk, but not to fight. Many of those who 

skipped the bei deng ji retum for the celebration, including children, if their parents wish. If clan 

elders of importance or considerable prestige are unable to attend, others will take food to them. 

It is important to try to consume al1 the meat. If they are unable, the na guo must dispose of it by 

throwing it into the river, dong with the bones and the offaf. By dawn the 1 s t  few stragglers 

have made their way to bed, and the rites are finished for the time being. 

After the strain of the sacrifices and the bei deng ji, the feast is characterised as a 

necessary release by the Guan shamans. The intensity of the performance builds throughout the 

day, and by the time the lights go  out some of the shamans have become intensely focussed, 

although they do not trame. They become increasingly difficult to talk to, and their attention is 

l 8  But then 1 did, so  1 probably do not really know. 1 asked about it afterward, and was told that they do not really 
drink much even in these instances. However, 1 cannot offer clear eyewitness testimony. On the other hand, I feel 
that 1 made a positive impression on the men with whom 1 ate and dnnk, which improved my rapport. Besides that 1 
had a good time. 
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completely focussed on the gong ji. Whether any of them go into a trance or not during the bei 

deng ji is impossible to ascertain. 1 was unable to learn much about the ceremony, and the lay 

members provided no insights. 

The next day the clan members gather in the yard of the compound where the rites have 

been held, for the ji tiun. The shamans have prepared the Victory Pole (Manzu: sumu ganr, in 

Mandarin i t is called the shen ganr or  spirit pole) and the paraphernalia required before dawn 

chat day. Al1 the items required, knives, a spoon, a straw whisk, are placed in a sieve. They have 

a large platter and a bundle of straw to hand, three watermelon size rocks, fuel and an immense 

cooking pot. They also have made a tripod with three w d e n  poles, which is covered with a 

new, clean blanket. This is intended to represent the tents that the nomadic ancestors lived in. 

The Stones are arranged to create a tripod to support the cooking pot, and kindling is placed 

beneath it. The shamans have also prepared a new Victory Pole, which is only used for the 

ceremony and no other purpose. 

The ceremony usually begins some time after sunnse. The strains of the previous evening 

meant that in fact it did not begin until late in the morning. Inside the hall, the elder shaman leads 

everyone in a kou tou to the ancestors, but there is no prayer said. The young shamans bring 

another casrrated boar that is placed on a platform set up in the counyard to which al1 have 

retired. The pig is laid out facing W e s t  and slaughtered, as before, by the na guo. The blood is 

caught in a bowl, and the tip of the pole is dipped in the blood. The pig is skinned and divided 

into 18 pieces (the people of Yi Lan Gang say that it is for Nurhaci and his 8 companions - one 

and eight: 1819) and the viscera are removed and c!eaned. A portion of the interna1 organs and 

some of the meat are boiled together in the pot. The straw bundle is wrapped around the pole, 

and the cooked meats are inserted into the bundle. The bundle is traditionally tied on with a strip 

of the bladder, a strip of the gall bladder, and the tail. However, at the ji tian I witnessed they 

used three lengths of red yarn. 

The pole is erected, traditionally in a Stone or brick base. The Guan have lost this, and 

now use a table, tying the pole to one of the legs and using the table as the altar. The reason for 

no< constmcting a new base seemed somewhat conhised. 1 was told that they intended to build a 

permanent rituai hall, with a permanent base for the pole. Therefore there was no need for 

making a base that would only be temporary. Other shamans told me they were not well 

organised, but that they should build a base. 1 believe that the fundamental debate was about 

whether they would constmct a ritual hall or  not. 



The skin of the pig is laid out on the ground in front of the altar table, and the meat is 

placed on top of the skin, The kou tou is performed, led by the head shaman. On the table they 

place one incense bumer and one bowl of non-glutinous millet (xiao mi) cake. Three glasses of 
\ 

water are also offered. These are al1 offerings to the sky spirit, and not to the manes. Then the na 

guo cuts the pig up into many srnall pieces, the size depending on the number of people 

attending. They pick up the skin, which is loaded with meat, and transfer the meat inro the sieve. 

They nnse the hairs off the meat chunks, and place them in the pot of boiling water. Xiao nti is 

also added to the pot, and salt is added for flavour. Then everyone present joins in the repast, 

using twigs for chopsticks, and sharing cups and lids to substitute for bowls. Again, this is 

intended to recapitulate the nomadic conditions. It is for the this reason aho. that they are not 

allowed to Wear hats during the ji tian, no matter how cold it is. This is to emuiate the piao han 

and hardiness of the ancestors. 

The ji tian is an offering to heaven, but the purpose is disputed. Since the sharnans o d y  

deal with ancestral spirits, they are not supposed to make offerings to other spirits. Thus, some 

Guan shamans explain its purpose as helping to ensure that the people go up to heaven when 

they die. and not to hell. Other shamans say that this is not a Manzu idea, but that it is imported 

froin the Han Chinese. These shmans  acknowledge that the spirits of heaven can help them, but 

state that these spirits are a form of manes as well. Sirnilar ideas surround the ji shen shu (tree 

spirit rite). Some say that the tree spirit offering is necessary because when you die, the sou1 

must climb a tree before changing into a raven and ascending to heaven. The offering is to 

petition the assistance of the tree. Other sharnans acknowledge this possibility, but told me that 

they believed that it was because of the connection with the ancestral life in the forest that they 

made offerings to the tree spirits, just as the ancestors had done. Some of the young sharnans did 

not believe either supposition was correct, but maintained that the purpose was to remind people 

of their past, and of the importance of nature to society. This seemed to be a reflection of an 

incipient environmentalism, which would have had more of an impact upon younger people, who 

are generally better educated than their elders. 

After this, they begin the ji shen shu. They take a table and the Victory Pole out to the 

clan's spint tree. in Yi Lan Gang, they have reserved one large old tree on the outskirts of the 

village to act as the spirit tree. They set the table under this tree as an altar and set out three cups 

of bai jiu upon it. Then they put millet and meat up in the forks of the tree and hang white paper 

(the colour of celebration for the Manzu) from the branches. 1 was told that white is the colour of 

l9 But 1 8 is also a number associated with good fortune in Chinese folk religion. 
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the clothing that the Manzu wore when hunting in the winter. By this point in the ji si there are 

few people still participating. Most go  home to rest afier the exhilaration of the ji rian and the 

heavy meal. Al1 of the shamans were present, and the shamanic helpers, plus a few other clan 

members, mosily local people, as the visitors have gone off to visit with their close relatives. 

Finally, the group moves down to the river and without any apparent ceremony one of the 

shaman's assistants climbs down the nverbank and throws the Victory Pole into the river. Then 

the people return to their homes. Tt is not the custom to discuss the events of the previous days 

after they have taken place. Anything that needs to be discussed should have k e n  discussed 

beforehand. 1 knew this, but hoped that if 1 waited several days people would be willing to 

answer my questions about the specifics of what had taken place. 

While the laity were willing to talk about their thoughts of what they had witnessed, they 

were reluctant to discuss the actual events, and constantly referred me to the shamans. The 

shamans and their assistants were willing to discuss sharnanism in general, but refused to discuss 

anything about the ji si. If 1 asked a question refemng to something 1 had seen or  heard, 1 was 

told, politely, that it was not the custom to discuss it. Perhaps 1 should have pressed the issue, but 

1 was reluctant to risk angenng my teachers and hosts. It may well be that 1 need to retum to Yi 

Lan Gang in the future. 1 found that the shamans were willing to discuss past ji si, so  perhaps 

they will be more forthcoming with the passage of time. Unfortunately, two weeks after the 

ceremony I was forced by nurnmular constraints to quit the field. That is, 1 had barely enough 

money to buy a ticket to Harbin. There, 1 got a cash advance on my credit card, and telephoned 

Canadian Pacific to book my seat home. 1 took the train to Shenyang where 1 freeloaded off a 

friend while hunting for a black-market train ticket to Beijing. 1 managed to arrive in time to 

rnake my flight, with just enough money to pay my departure tax and donated the equivalent of 

one American dollar to the Red Cross. It was time to go home. 

Dissenting Opinions 

The only sharnan in the village who is fluent in spoken and written Manzu is Guan Yu 

Lin. He is also acknowledged as the expert in al1 aspects of ritual and spirituality. He  comports 

himself with a remarkable and palpable dignity and gravitas that seems completely natural to 

him. During my second p e n d  of fieldwork in the village, after having spent six months in Yi 

Lan Gang during the first trip, he finally consented to discuss shamanism with me. This was in 

the faIl of 1997. I had by this point interviewed a number of shamans and their assistants, dong 

with other members of the clan. 1 had spoken with Guan Yu Lin about other aspects of village 



life and history, and often at some length. However, he becarne reticent about shamanism 

whenever 1 brought up the subject. Finally, he told Guan Jia Kai that 1 was to corne to see him 

shortly before the gong ji. 

Guan Yu Lin had decided to talk to me about the Manzu and their spirituality. He told me 

that the Manzu are wujin, Manzu for forest. Not that they were simply people of the forest, but 

that they were forest, for they are intimately connected with the spirits of the forest. This, he 

said, is the real reason for the strong connection with the trees, and not because their spirits climb 

trees to get to heaven. The tree needs to be a very ancient tree, the oldest in the district and thus 

presumably a survivor of the ancient forests that once covered the region. The idea of going to 

heaven or hell is strictly a Han idea, and has no place in what he termed real shamanism. The 

Manzu do have a concept of three levels in the universe, but these do not correspond with Han 

concepts. He felt that these foreign elements originally came from Korean ideas about the 

netherworld, which he referred to as youming jiao. For the Manzu, the netherworld is not a place 

to which the souk of the dead are consigned, while they await redemption by their living 

relatives. Nor is it a place for purification before reincarnation. Rather, it is a place where one of 

the three souls resides after death. The living may journey here to cornmunicate with the manes 

and with other powerful spirits, including the spirits of nature and Fotuomama. Or the shmans  

may bring the spirits forth. This is the place where Nurhaci and his companions reside, not in 

heaven. The upper world is simply the abode of other spirits, some benevolent, some malicious, 

most ambivalent unless petitioned or aroused. There is a cycle of reincarnation for one of the 

three souls, while the third part merely passes out of existence. 

There was much in what Guan Yu Lin told me that was familiar from other descriptions 

of sharnanism. He told me that he had learned some of what he knows from elder shamans. He 

also stated that he had read about shamanism in the works of Chinese researchers, and had 

integrated that with what he knew to create a more complete picture of the tmth about their 

practices. He knew that different people had told me different things, and he wanted to correct 

the mistakes that people had made. He asked me to describe what I had learned and pointed out 

the errors that he perceived as I read from my notes. 

Guan Yu Lin explained that the offenngs on Fotuomarna's table are to al1 the p s t  Manzu 

people of every clan that is or has k e n .  Fotuomama represents the general honounng of al1 

ancestors, as opposed to the specific ancestors honoured on the other table. Fotuomama, while 

identified as an individual in the legends about Nurhaci, is in fact the collective manes who 

supported Nurhaci and al1 the Manzu throughout their history. Fotuomama is the ancestors 



before the time of Nurhaci, and even farther back to the time before the Manzu existed. 

Fotuomarna was claimed as an associate of Nurhaci by the Aisin Gioro clan as a part of their 

strategy to establish an imperial cult. Through legislation, they imposed this interpretation upon 

the clans. 

He also said that al1 of the coloured banners, both the set of six and the set of nine, 

represent specific ancestors, predating Nurhaci and his companions. They are ancient beyond 

knowing, and some of them are in fact ancestral animals. Al1 of the banners have individual 

names, which are known to the sharnans alone. They may not tell these names to other members 

of the clan, and certainly not to outsiders, even if they are sharnans from other Manzu clans. 

They collect the incense on the seventh day of the seventh month of the tunar calendar. 

The significance of this date, according to Guan Yu Lin, is that it is the day in the Manzu 

calendar for honouring the spirits of the departed. This is a day when ghosts are found travelling 

throughout the earthly realm and so it is very respectful to collect it on this day. They dry it in 

the shadow because if they dry it in the Sun it does not have any fragrance. Although it is a beige 

colour by the time the process of converting the plant into incense is complete, it is originally 

green. The spirits observe this and are pleased because green is an aesthetically appeaiing colour. 

The bei deng ji is actuall y a ceremony to honour the ancestral mothers. That is, i t is a 

mernorial to the women who have given binh and thus continued the Guan clan. The ceremony 

remembers the birthing process, although it is not a metaphorical rebinh. However, the ceremony 

does symbolise a regeneration of the community. As such, it is the most powerful and important 

of the elements of the gong ji. Guan Yu Lin stated that he did not experience trance, but he 

believed that in the past the shamans of the clan were most likely to go into a trance dunng the 

bei deng ji. 

By conuast, the renowned shaman of the Fu clan, who lives in Ning An, Fu Cha Ren, 

spoke somewhat differently of the bei deng ji. Fu is widely known not only for his sharnanising 

but also for his research into the nature and origins of the Manzu rituals. He said that the bei 

deng ji is to honour and remember the manes. However, the ceremony has changed so that now it 

is used to ask the manes for protection from disorder o r  calarnity. The sharnans ask the ancestral 

spirits particularly to protect the clan members' health and to assist them in their labours. In the 

original f o m ,  the darkness is necessary because the spints they are invoking are originally spirits 

of the north, from whence the Manzu originaily came. For these spirits, light of any kind is 

dangerous, and they are afraid of it. Thus they will not come when called upon by the sharnans 

except in darkness. This is because the abode of the spints in the north has long periods of 



darkness in the winter, when the ceremonies are held. Though the shamans may not trance 

during the ceremony, they are still calling down the spirits and in a sense mastenng them 

because they gain their assistance and protection. 

Fu argued that the interpretation that the rite is a memorial to the mothers is an innovation 

of the Qing dynasty and specifically the Aisin Gioro imperial clan (the Gold clan). The spirits 

that come are actually the common spirits of the northern forest. Two forest spirits in particular 

are the male nadan weilu and the female narhun xian chu. They represent the men and women of 

the old Manzu way. When they were nomadic hunters, they would have big feasts to celebrate 

their successes, and everyone would be very happy, dance, sing and drink a great deal. Then the 

men and women would pair up and go off into the woods to have sex. Afterward, they would 

corne back to the camp and be recognised as a couple. 

Fu stated that the ceremony is also to remember the Pole Star, which the Manzu used as a 

guide when they Iived in the northem forests. The study of astronomy was once very important 

to the sharnans, but now they do not study it because of restrictions that were imposed during the 

Qing dynasty. Fu tended to emphasise a great deal the changes brought about by the imperial 

government in Manzu shamanism during the Qing dynasty. 

Fu agreed that some of the coloured cloths that represent the manes are in fact the animal 

spirits that were worshiyped by the ancestors. Others are definitely human. While he would not 

narne the human spirits, he revealed that the animal spirits of his clan are the tiger, hawk, wild 

pig, snake and deer. The Fu clan only have five and seven sets of manes, rather than the six and 

nine of the Guan. Fu Cha Ren explained that al1 the clans had different numbers of spirits that 

they worked with and honoured. However, he claimed that the animal spirits that he named are 

cornmon to al1 the Manzu clans, for these are the spirits that may come and enter the body of the 

shaman to be mastered in a trance. 

While the Qian Long emperor forbade the spirit mastering rites, they still exist, but only 

in the da shen (great spirit) rites. There is no spirit mastery in the zu xian (ancestor) rites. This is 

consistent with the situation as 1 found it among the Guan. Fu also explained that the zu xian has 

seven parts, four of which are still practised and three of which are extinct outside of his clan. 

The four extant parts are the wu qian, wu hou, beideng, and ji tian. The huan suo, ji ma, and ji 

xirzg he claimed were only practised by the Fu. However, the huan suo is practised by the Guan. 

The shu shen is a separate rite that Fu claimed is extinct, even arnong his own clan. Yet 1 

witnessed the very rite among the Guan. Thus, there is a tendency to define the clan's legitimacy 



and authenticity through shamanism and the denial of those same characteristics to other clans to 

bolster the native cian's sense of unity. 

The issue of who is concerned with shamanism is still unclear because Fu agreed that 

young people today do not believe in it like they used to but traditionally it was a matter for 

everyone. Yet, it is not something the people could do on their own: "Before, everybody believed 

and respected the shamans, but now how can there be respect when people do not believe?" 

Fu Cha Ren stated that what his and the Guan clan do  today is not real sharnanism. He 

was talking about the tiao da shen practised by some Han today. He maintained that the methods 

they are using are essentially Manzu methods, and that it is the element of spirit direction that 

makes it sharnanism. What the Fu clan does is simply a way of maintaining a link with the past 

and with the ancestors. "Real" shamanism , as practised during the Qing dynasty, consisted of 

three parts: 

1. linghun futi (spirit possession); 

2.  wu ge (ritual dance and song); 

3. sherl ming (spirit narnes - the ability to identify and narne spirits. By naming them, the 

shaman could contact and work with them, but not control them). 

Fu believes that the people who practice these three skills today, whether they are Manzu 

or not, are closer to the nature of traditiond shamanism than what the Fu and Guan practice 

today. When you see people climbing knives, or being possessed for a long time, andor  taking a 

long time to recover, that is probably fake. Real linghun futi iasts for a brief time, perhaps five 

minutes, and the shaman recovers quickly. The spirit cornes, identifies the illness or answers the 

question, and goes immediately. This was reai shamanism, but Fu ended by saying that the most 

important aspect of their religion has always been the connection with the manes. 1 later raised 

these matters with Guan Yu Lic. He said that their ritual is about telling the ancestors of 

rnarriages, births and other significant events. It is important to tell them these things for the 

future of the prosperity of the clan. These make up much of the content of the prayers that the 

sharnans offer. Today, he said, they do not believe in linghun futi, and feel that there is no worth 

in concerning themselves with it. "Real" sharnanism involves spirit direction or mastery, but 

their belief is focussed strictly upon the ancestors. They do not feel a lack or a deficiency in their 

practices. They are perfectly aware that shamanism bas changed, and that it is due to the 

decisions of the Qian Long emperor, the interference of the Japanese, and the repression under 

the People's Republic. Yet, they have retained what is for them the core of their belief system 

throughout these times. 



Chapter Five: The Process of Identitv Maintenance 

Why does the Guan clan of Yi Lan Gang continue to practice what they refer to as 

shamanism? What is the motivation behind this activity, and what do they understand that they 

are doing while they are doing it? in order to address these questions, it is necessary to return to 

the ceremonial activities described to consider what else took place while the Guan were 

planning and carrying out their rites. Some of the meaning of shamanism for the clan should be 

revealed in the behaviour surrounding seminai events. 

By examining behaviour engaged in by the shamans and their assistants, their attitude 

towards saman jiao is indicated. When this information is combined with observation of the lay 

participants, a picture of contemporary Manzu shamanism in Yi Lan Gang can be built up and 

subjected to anaiysis. The elements of the sharnanic ritual itself must also be considered closely 

to determine what sort of symbolic meaning the celebrants and others invest in the various 

aspects of the ritual. Particularly relevant to understanding the meanings of the ritual are the 

various innovations and interpretations applied by sharnans from the Guan clan and other clans. 

An additional imponant expression of cultural and ethnic identity is the genealogy that is kept by 

the clan. This added dimension of the clan's cohesiveness helps to further explicate the 

maintenance of identity within the clan. Finally, by placing these elements within the context of 

modern China, we c m  understand the role of shamanism for the contemporary Manzu of Yi Lan 

Gang village. 

In chapter four, a generalised and idealised description of the Guan clan's ji si was 

presented. In this chapter a closer examination of the rituai described in chapter four will be 

undertaken, to highlight the behaviour that takes place around the rituai. The object is to describe 

what the Guan understand about their ritual, and how they interpret their shamanism. Some 

aspects of the ritual that were not outlined in the previous chapter will be described and analysed 

here. Close attention will be paid to the attitude of the members of the clan, and how they relate 

their shamanism to the Iarger social context of China. 

Preparations for the Ritual 
The shamans and assistants were concerned about keeping things clean and mnning 

smoothly throughout the three days of the ceremony. People were constantly sweeping out the 

room, sweeping off the aitar or testing the drums. The two brothers, Guan Jia Sheng (the sharnan 

who was preparing to take over as head shaman) and Guan Jia Bin, were especially busy and 

even anxious at times to make sure that everything was organised and that everyone knew what 
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they were supposed to do and was ir: their place. Yet at the same time no one ever lost their 

temper in my presence, and 1 never saw signs of impatience. While at times people ignored the 

imprecations of the brothers, or Qin's attempts at speech making, it was never done in an 

insulting way. People just failed to respond, and Qin and the Guan brothers seemed to quickly 

redise that they were out of bounds and either step back or make a joke out of it. 

The mallets the shamans used for kneading the dough to make the cakes are an 

iIIustrative example. Several individuals at various times tested the mallets to make sure that the 

handles wou!d not corne off when they were k i n g  swung. One individual would test a mallet, 

and then some one else would inspect the same mallet within moments of the first test. Often two 

or more of them would examine a mallet and discuss it together. There appeared to be no 

criticism implied regarding the ability of the first person to determine the reliability of the 

instruments. Rather, this activity was about their desire to participate and contribute. These 

smaller exercises helped build a sense of camaraderie and mutual concern for the main 

objectives. 

Throughout the duration of the ji si they were constantly sweeping the floors. They gave 

the hall a particularly good cleaning prior to the Commencement of the events, which was 

necessary since the hall was actually a storage room for one of the clan households. This was a 

symbolic act in itself, for the shamans were demonstrating their cornmitment. They did not pay 

close attention to the walls, and just pnor to the beginning of the ceremonies realised that there 

were three swallows nests at the juncture of the ceiling and the wall. This caused a stir of 

interest, as they feel that swallows are ji xiang (auspicious), and they decided to leave the nests 

in place. 1 asked if this was a Manzu idea, or if it was typical of shamanism, and was told that it  

was a common Chinese idea, and not originally Manzu. 1 had known this before 1 askeci, but 1 

was hoping to understand the process whereby the Manzu adapt their shamanism. 1 do not think 

that this represents such an instance, for while they were incorporating Chinese folk religion into 

their own worldview, it was not k i n g  treated as an element of shamanism. As in the past, the 

sharnans as ritual specialists formulate an ideology independent of the community. This does not 

mean that they are separate, but rather they are autonomous because they are reflexive about 

their beliefs. They recognise that shamanism is made up of certain elements which reflect a 

particular sense of the world, the Manzu and their place-in the world. That is, their identity relies 

upor, certain ideas, and these are the core ideas of their shamanism. The members of their clan 

may take up other beliefs and practices in their quotidian existence, but their existentid 



conception relies upon certain consistently held beliefs that are expressed through their 

shamanism. 

They had a last meeting of the elden of the community at Guan Jia Kai's on the moming 

that the ritual was to commence. Guan Hai Shan told everyone not to dnnk at lunch, or between 

one o'clock and five o'clock. Earlier, they had agreed to start at 5 p.m. They had originally 

planned to start much earlier, but they disagreed because some of the elden, particularly Guan 

Jia Sheng, were womed that those coming from outside the village would not be able to make it 

in time for the fint  ritual. He became quite angry and threatened to leave. Guan Jia Kai's wife 

intervened to calm him down and convinced him to stay. After this they cornprornised on the 

start time of five in the afternoon. Guan Jia Sheng was preparing himself for the role of leading 

sharnan, but he and his brother are both somewhat clownish by nature. They are the most 

voluble, the most emotional, of the men in the village. They are often drunk. and as such they are 

often crossing lines and breaking down social barriers within the community. They are 

something of a lightening r d  for tensions within the clan, and when there is a conflict, one of 

them will Say or do something outlandish in order to distract people and allow them to back 

down. Because of this, Guan Jia Sheng has a difficult time gaining the respect he thinks is owed 

to him as the heir to Guan Yu Lin. Yet, he is most suitable for the role of shaman, because his 

energetic and outrageous character epitomise the ideals of a Manzu banneman. He should be 

plainspoken and honest, brave, agile and fierce, a man of simple tastes and suaightforward ideas. 

Most of d l ,  he should be certain about his ideds and passionate about upholding them. In Yi Lan 

Gang the Manzu ideal is that of the reliable, stalwart yeoman, not the subtle courtier. 

The hand drums were also objects of particular interest to most of the people gathered for 

the ceremonies. Individual shamans and shamans' assistants were constantly picking up the 

drums and testing them checking the quality of the sound and feeling them to see if they were 

getting too cold. The oldest drums that they have are said to be over two hundred years old. The 

other drums dated from various periods, including some that the local shamans have uied to 

make recently. However, the new dmms are unusable because they warp out of shape. This is 

because none of the present shamans know the proper technique for making drums. They are 

experimenting with them to try to recapture the method, based on the partial information they 

have regarding the manufactunng technique. Throughout the ceremonies, they were rotating 

drums in and out of the hail as they became cold and lost their tone. As with sweeping the hall 

and testing the mailets, the particular attention paid to the drums is a manifestation of the 



assiduousness of the villagea. They are constantly demonstrating their dedication through their 

close attention to detail. 

After the moming meeting of the elder clansmen. the sharnans and their helpers al1 

gathered to discuss the rota of performers and make revisions based on the preparedness of the 

junior shamans. They discussed who remembered the chants and elements of each ritual, and 

who knew the stages and the steps of each stage of the rite. People were also forthcoming and 

honest about what they did not know, or at least doubts that they had about their reliability. 

There was no sharne in this and they expressed their reservations in a straightforward and simple 

manner, as befits the villagers' ideal of a Manzu. This was to their individual benefit and to the 

benefit of the clm. The shamans matched the experienced and confident with the inexperienced 

and hesitant. There was no differentiation of roles based on sex, except that a fernale shaman had 

to hang a bag containing the narnes of those who had been bom since the last ji si from the altar 

because women give birth. 

The process was constrained somewhat by outside factors. This is indicative of the 

adaptation to modem circumstances, because they were waiting for the videographers to arrive 

before raising the biao zhi. The biuo zhi are the red banners that are hung outside of the entrance 

of the village, and also outside the family compound that contains the ritual hall, to warn visitors 

that a ceremony is in progress and that they should not enter if they do not belong. The biao zhi 

were made by Guan Jun Tai himself, in whose compound the ntuals took place. This is important 

because the responsibility for this traditiondly falls upon the head of the family. Guan Jun Tai 

emphasised the point with me because he wanted me to understand that he was serious about his 

charge and that the Guan clan is traditionai in its approach. 

The biao thi was raised first at Guan Jun Tai's and then at Qin Yu Cai's. These elements 

marked the beginning of the ji si and the transformation of the village from a secular space to a 

sacred precinct. The villagers, both Manzu and others, gathered outside the home of Guan Jun 

Tai to witness the ceremony, and then the people paraded to the home of Qin Yu Cai, whose 

home is close to the road leading into the village. As they walked over, many other people, 

especidly children, joined the procession, and the event took on a festive aspect. 

Qin Yu Cai's house was chosen for a number of reasons. Normally, the house of the 

mokunda would have been used, but since he lives in another village, this was not appropriate. 

Since Qin is the village leader, most people corning to the village would go to his house first and 

so would be more likely to see the biao zhi. This was especially the case since his house is 

located near the only approach to the village. Notices were aiso posted on Qin's gate, in both 



written Manzu and Chinese characters, informing visitors that a Manzu ritual was taking place in 

the village and asking people to see the village leader (Qin) before entering the village. This was 

done to give face to Qin, as the top Communist cadre in Yi Lan Gang, but was also a practical 

recognition of the changed circumstances in the cornmunity. What was formerly a Manzu locale 

now operated in the light of other ethnic groups and the political power of the Han in particular. 

Much of the former power of the mokunda now rests in the han& of  the village leader, and the 

placement of the biao thi was tacit recognition of this. 

After the biao zhi were raised, it was time for the preparation of the millet. Once again, 

the videographers, who had not yet eaten their mid-day meal, influenced the Pace of events. A 

meal was prepared for them, and they were given time to eat and rest before the da gao began. 

As noted, the male and femaie sharnans are equal, and in the discussions and meetings the good- 

natured joking between the shamans cut across sex lines. For the preparation of the millet, only 

the male sharnans actually wielded the mallets used to pound the seeds into flour. The female 

shamans, by contrast, made the flour into cakes without any participation by the males. Neither 

of these tasks was beyond the physical o r  mental ability of male o r  female shamans. When 1 

asked Guan Jia Kai about this he said that this was the traditional way, although of course they 

did not believe in the old values which subordinated women. 1 was reminded of conversations 

that I had had with other villagers, both Manzu and Han, in which the husbands stated that 

women should be obedient to men, only to be corrected by their wives and reminded that such an 

attitude is incompatible with modem socialist values. Although 1 have stated that the male and 

female shamans are equal, and was told this by shamans of both sexes, there is a differentiation 

reflecting ideas of traditional usage. 

The sharnans always carry out the ceremony in male/fernale pairs in order to create an 

attractive appearance for the ancestors. There is no significance attached to the actual place in 

which the different sexes stand. The shamanism of the Guan does face a conflict. It serves to 

reinforce the ethnic identity of the Manzu and provide an "authentic" experience of a traditional 

way of life. At the same time these traditions are not always compatible with the values and 

ideals of the larger society, such as de-emphasising gender difference. in theory the very fact of 

ethnic identity is not arnenable to the development of socialist consciousness. Even as small an 

act as the making of millet cakes becomes charged with symbolic meaning through the tools 

used (hand made wooden mallets reminiscent of the forest), the type of grain (millet as a 

traditional food), the type of cakes produced (understood as unique to the Manzu)and the 

ultimate purpose of the cakes as an offering to the ancestors. The cakes are placed in eighteen 



separate bowls for each part of the sacrifice, plus three smaller bowls to be used for the offerings 

to Fotuomama. The cakes are never simply cakes, but are consecrated as offerings from the 

outset. 

Import aiso lies in the mock dancing of the laypeople that takes place after the making of 

the cakes. Al1 those who wish to, including outsiders, may take up the drum and Wear the 

sharnan's belt, and dance in the shamanic style while the others beat the platform drum and other 

instruments. Elders, adults, juveniles and children, male and female, take part in the play. Some 

express reluctance but d low themselves to be convinced. Some are hesitant and embarrassed 

while others are quite accomplished and take their turns very seriously. The embarrassment of 

some is due to their perception of sharnanism as old-fashioned. Some members of the clan 

expressed to me that they were not particularly interested in the ji si or any other aspects of 

sharnanism. Yet, some of these same individuals came to the da gao and allowed themselves to 

be cajoled into taking a tum with the drum. Others did not participate at d l .  This was more the 

case with those living outside the village. There was not as much pressure on them to participate. 

But even within the village not every clan member contributed to or  participated in the 

ceremonies. 1 only noted two people from the village who did not participate, although there may 

have been others. Of these two, my neighbour Guan Lin Tai stated bddly that he thought it was 

al1 nonsense and a waste of time. 1 believe that this attitude was not cornmon, but many in the 

community did doubt the spiritual aspects of the ritual. Rather, they were more interested in 

sharnanism as a syrnbol of Manzu identity and a unifjing factor within the clan. As stated in 

chapter four, 1 believe that this activity allows the audience to begin to feel that they are involved 

in the fitual process. It awakens their involvement, although it does not act as a specific signifier. 

The Ji Si as Ritual Performance 

Every element of the ji si was carried out with discussion beforehand and then following 

Guan Yu Lin's commands. In addition, it was al1 written down so that the younger sharnans 

could rehearse it in their rninds and get it nght. Guan Jia Sheng acted as the officiant throughout, 

but only proceeded at Guan Yu Lin's command. He hesitated frequently and was prompted by 

Guan Yu Lin. A songbook was discreetly laid out on the altar, and the old shamans advised the 

young sharnans dunng their chanting and offered a critique of their performance after they were 

finished. 

Guan Fu Zhe, as the mokunda, gave the order to begin the ji si and it was his 

responsibility throughout the three days to enforce order and quiet. He also instmcted people 



when and how to koutou, and told them how many times to do it. It takes some time for the 

process of koutouing to become cornfortable and familiar to the people, and so during the first 

day Guan Fu Zhe spent a lot of time getting after people. For instance, when the incense was 

being offered many of the laypeople present were talking or fmling about, while some of the 

young shamans chatted nervousty. Initiaily, the incense burners were placed on the stage and lit. 

Then they were lifted up by the shamans and waved in a clockwise direction before being placed 

on the altar. During the invocation, the third incense burner for the main altar went out and one 

of the shamanesses intewened to light it while the chant continued. To do sol she was forced to 

step between the officiant and the altar. After the invocation was finished, the drums started up a 

beat, and three different shamans came fonvard to place the burners on the altar. Two of the 

shamans described the circle in a counter-ciockwise direction and had to be corrected. For the 

second invocation at the end of the cerernony, Guan Fu Zhe yelled at everyone to koutou and to 

be quiet. This tirne, even the children complied, and the youngest watched the adults closely in 

order to irnitate the koutou properiy. Afterward, the young children were laughing and smiling at 

each other. Even though they did not fully understand, the children appeared to be absorbing 

something frorn the events that they witnessed. 

As the ji si progressed, more and more people turned out to watch. This was a good thing 

from the perspective of the clan leaders. One consequence of this was that the rnokunda spent 

more time telling people to be quiet. There was a persistent problem getting people to behave 

respectfully. It is not that they were continually misbehaving. Rather, they were quiet for a while 

but then forgot thernselves and had to be rerninded. Individual audience members tended to pay 

more attention when their friends or relatives were performing. Then they became excited and 

talked about the performance they were witnessing. This was somewhat disruptive, and if it got 

out of hand then Guan Fu Zhe intervened. Yet, he allowed it to go on for some time if he could. 

The older shamans recognise that the clan members are more interested when peopie they a e  

close to socially are performing. The experience of witnessing the ji si is more meaningful 

because there are people from al1 of the age cohorts participating actively, not just watching the 

elders perform an arcane and outdated ritual. it is a vital event and the young laypersons can 

identify with their peers who are also shamans. This may lead to a greater appreciation of the 

shamanic rite, and thereby reinforce the sense of their Manzu identity. 

This is a prwess involving not just the reinvention (i.e. redefining what the traditions are) 

of tradition but the recreation (Le. attempting to rebuild tradition based on what is remembered 

of the past) of tradition - hence the hesitancy, the coaching and consultation and the general 



busyness. They recognise the importance and the tenuous nature of what they are doing and this 

affects their performance. Thus, Guan Fu Zhe and Guan Yu Lin extended the portion of the rite 

during which the pig is dedicated to the ancestors in order to give more of the younger shamans 

the opportunity to participate and practice. Guan Fu Zhe kept a close eye on the tirne, but they 

also carefully built up the drama of the event by allowing the less practised shamans to go first, 

while the more accomplished perfonners danced and sang at the end of the dedication. The 

slaughter of the pig, when it came, was contnved to be the climactic moment of this element of 

the ji si. Al1 the clowning, whispering and gossip ended when the moment arrived, and the 

audience was breathless and awed. Whle  it may seem as if the sharnanism of the Guan clan has 

lost many elements of the traditional fom,  they still understand well how to Iead the audience 

and create a powerful experience. 

During the rest period, while the pig was cleaned and prepared to be placed on the altar, 

they watched a video of the last time they had the ji si. The bei deng ji has already been 

discussed. What happens irnmediately after this element is completed is of interest in its own 

right. The banners, frame, and altar for Fotuomarna are compietely broken down and put away. 

The incense bumers, bells (used only for the bei deng ji) and other instruments and utensils are 

also taken away and cleaned and stored for the night. After everything had been cleared away, 

Guan Jia Bin (acting as a shaman's assistant) set out a pair of chopsticks and a bowl of soy sauce 

on the d t a r  table. Then, he cut a piece of meat from the pig and offered it to the rnohrnda, Guan 

Fu Zhe. 

Writinn Ethnicity 

Qin Yu Cai's eldest son, whose mother is Manzu, is considered by the govemment and 

his neighbours to be Han. His mother said it is because he cannot speak Manzu and because his 

father is Han. This statement seemed odd since most Manzu cannot speak Manzu and the fact of 

Han paternity does not prevent others from proclaiming their Manzu identity. Then young Qin 

said that he could be Han or Manzu, and that it did not matter if his mother or father was Han or 

Manzu. People are free to decide this on their own. They may identify their own ethnicity and 

officially designate a choice. However, for him his patrilineal ethnicity was the paramount 

deciding factor. He also felt that k i n g  Han would be more advantageous in the long run because 

it would make it easier for him to gain advancement if he were not identified as a minority. This 

is consistent with the govemments expressed desire to advance socialist thinking among e t h i c  

groups. Ethnic identity is an expression at odds with the extinction of class barriers. However, 



many other Manzu expressed the advantages of minority status, in terms of exceptional 

privileges, extra funding, special schools and relaxation of the one child policy. 

I inspected the bunal sites of the Guan clan to determine if they showed evidence of Han 

influence. First, it should be noted that there is a prohibition against burials in the district, and 

they are required to cremate their dead. Thus, the oldest burial I found was from 1990. This 

certainly has a direct effect upon their customs. However, 1 also noticed that for the extant 

burials they clearly followed fengshui prescriptions, by k i n g  on a hiliside, oriented towards the 

south and facing water. Yet, they were heavily overgrown, which they should not have k e n  if 

they were cleaned up for the Manzu Qing Ming Jie, which is held around July 15th. 1 had noted 

that the tombs were cleaned at the beginning of April, around the time of the Han Qing Ming Jie. 

It is clear that in this regard the Han heavily influences the Manzu. Being Manzu or Han is not 

always clearly delineated as a choice or in terrns of behaviour. Yet, the Manzu look to certain 

concepts and behaviours as indicators of their identity. 

The Guan rewrite themselves when they come together for the ji si or to write the jia pu. 

Qiao pu means to transcribe the geneaiogy. This is done every 5 to 10 years. It was last carried 

out on December 16, 1995. However, this was merely an addition to the jia pu. The present 

genealogy was originatly completed on January 20, 199 1. When the next generation of children 

cornes dong, their names are added to the genealogy, which is why they wait five or more years. 

It is entirely recopied only according to need, as the present working copy becomes damaged, 

worn, illegible or crowded. 

Eventually, 1 was told by my host that the clan leaders had decided that I was to be shown 

the clan's genealogy, or  jia pu. That moming Guan Jia Kai accompanied me over to Guan Jia 

Lun's home, where the j ia pu is kept. He had it hidden in a secret location, and we waited in the 

parlour while he went to fetch it. He returned with a red, wooden box about the size of a 

briefcase that was wrapped in thick plastic. The colour red was used because it signifies good 

fortune in China, although originally not for the Manzu, for whom white was the happiest colour. 

Inside the box, the genealogy is kept wrapped in yellow cloth, representing the banner in which 

the Guan were enrolled. 

The genealogy itself is folded heavy paper, which folds outwards and is about four feet 

from top to bottom. It is not a bound book, but a long and broad sheet that displays the branching 

of the clan like a poster. This allows the entire genealogy to be beheld at one time when it is 

displayed for viewing by the clan. The record is in tree form, beginning with Niyahana and 

Ieading down and out to the most recent generations. They attach more p a p a  to the bottom of the 



sheet when they update the record. It is an impressive document, carefully wntten by the best 

calligrapher in the clan. It is treated with reverence, and is somehow awe-inspiring. As you 

unfold it, more of the genealogy is revealed, so that the first page merely States that it is the jia 

pu of the Guan. The text is in wntten Manzu (properly called Manwen), and was done by Guan 

Yu Lin. It starts by explaining that the Guan originally came from Jing Bo Lake, and then moved 

to the valleys around Chang Bai Shan. Finally, they settled in their present location, which was 

once known as Ninguta and is now called Ning An. 

Al1 the males of one generation use the sarne given name so when people meet they know 

how they stand in relation to each other. When the clan meets to recopy or add to the genealogy 

(qino pu) they decide on the new names for future generations. Although they recopy the entire 

genealogy every five to ten years, they keep the old copies and store them separately. The 

niohtnda keeps the obsolete copies at his home. During the tirne of the Japanese, the genealogies 

were not kept up properly, and part of the records was lost. The Guan traditionaliy would dispose 

of old genealogies by throwing them in a sacred river, such as the Hurka, Amur or  Sungari, or  

taking them up into the mountains. After the Japanese period the clan leaders decided to keep the 

old copies in case they should be visited with another catastrophe. Their wisdom was revealed 

during the Cultural Revolution, when the clan was able to give the Red Guards an outdated copy, 

and retained the most accurate records. 

They set the new generation narnes three generations ahead. These generation narnes are 

chosen from a list that was generated by the leaders of the clan at the beginning of the irnperial 

period, in consultation with the emperor. Since the Yi Lan Gang branch is now cut off from the 

rest of the clan, they have no way to generate new names for the list. However, the original list 

contained thirty names, and they have used eighteen of them so far, meaning that they still have 

twelve generations to go, or over two hundred years. As the generation names are chosen, they 

are added to a !ist that is kept on the left side of the record. The history of the clan is also 

included in this section. The rest of the pu shu (the actual document) contains the jia pu (the 

genealogy). This contains the record of the relations of descent of the clan members. 

The Manzu script (Manwen) was not invented until 1599, and so, the Guan state, they 

were not able to keep genealogies before that time. In fact, the Manzu did use Chinese characters 

prior to this, but this knowledge was not widespread. Manwen is much easier to leam than 

Chinese, being a syllabary based on Mongol script, but modified to reflect the spoken Manzu 

language. Literacy became much more widespread after its introduction. The official promotion 

of the genealogies and the veneration of the ancestors were facilitated by this innovation. 



The Guan genealogy is extensive, containing names of men and wornen born into the 

clan (or married into it) and dating back to the late 16th or early 17th century. However, there are 

some extensive gaps between the beginning of the jia pu and the more recent dates. This is 

perhaps due to various disruptions throughout the last 150 years. It is only beginning in the ninth 

generation that there is complete genedogical information. For the first eight generations you 

only get a few ancestors noted. Of course, it is possible that further information was never 

available for the earlier periods, but the Guan believe that this information was lost. 

What they do still have from the ancient times are notations about the different branches 

of the clan from whom they diverged early in the imperial penod and with whom they no longer 

have contact. It seems likely that if they had this information that they would have had more 

genealogical information for their clan as well. On the other hand, one wonders why they were 
C 

able to preserve this information but not greater details about their direct ancestors. These 

notations are historical in nature, rather than geneaiogicai. They describe when the branches 

divided and why, and indicate where they were sent or resided. They do not know who the 

descendants of the other branches were after they separated and the Ninguta branch Ieft Jilin. 

This occurred during the third generation and so we may conclude that they came north at that 

time. 

The pu stzu is a beautiful document containing impressive calligraphy. It is obviously 

produced with great care and concem for the preservation of the heritage of the clan. It is strong 

evidence of the focus on the ancestral connection and the pride that the Guan take in their 

history. It may be seen as evidence of a primordial aspect to the clan rnembers' conception of 

their identity. However, this is probably a recent development, since they have been more 

flexible about ethnic identity. As they develop their ethnicity in response to the state, they are 

becoming more primordial in their understanding. As we were examining p u  shu, word spread 

that it was on display, and by the time 1 finished my examination the room was crowded with 

onlookers engaged in animated discussion about both my interest in the jia pu  and the history of 

the clan. 

The pu shu also contains a surnrnary of the history of the clan. This is included in the 

book so that the children will knaw their own history. It reads as follows: 

The Manzu used to be known as the Sushen. Now we are called the Manzu. We 
are also one of fifty-six Chinese nationalities. We have a long-standing history. 
The Manzu have lived in Dongbei over 1000 years. They have worked 
prosperously here. Before that time, our ancestors still lived here. During the Xia, 
Shang and Zhou dynasties, the Sushen lived here. The history books al1 agree on 



this. Why are we cdled Guejiashi? Because in the past we lived in Gulidian. 
Gulidian is near ~ u ~ a n s h u i . ~  

After 1420, Our ancestors moved south from Gulidian to Chang Bai Shan in Jilin. 
They were living there in 1601, when Nurhaci declared formation of the Jin 
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2hou2', then after the Manzhou Ji.-- At this tirne we were mernbers of the fan 
23 24 

banner. In the sixth year of the Shunzhi reign, the emperor commanded that 
the Guan should be stationed at Ninguta. But we lived in Jiaoluo Wuzi [near to 
Ning An]. During the fifteenth year of the Kangxi emperor, a clan leader named 
Bahai was stationed in Jilin, with a large portion of the clan. The ones who 
remained behind are the Guan of Yi Lan Gang. We were transferred to the Yellow 
banner. 

One use of the jia pu  and associated pu shu is to respect and honour the ancestors, and to 

remember the history of the Manzu and the Guan. This is strongly associated with Confucian 

ideals of filial piety. Guan Song Tai told me that filial piety is still very imporiant to the Manzu. 

This is why it is important to maintain traditions and hold the jia ji. The jia pu extends beyond 

this to a sense of identity through participation in distinctive events. The Guan feel that the role 

of their genedogical traditions is to bring everybody in the clan together for the qiao pu, so that 

they al1 know each other, and maintain their ties. Furthemore, in this way they know in what 

relations they stand to each other and this allows them to maintain proper behaviour. in many 

ways, the pu shu heips them to remember who they are. Part of the desire to consmct a 

ceremonial hall comes from the need to have a proper place to display, study and wnte the pu  

One of the main concerns expressed by the leading shamans in Yi Lan Gang is recruiting 

new shamans in the younger generations. The sharnans are distributed through five generations. 

This way, they hope to prevent their traditions from dying out any time soon. The five 

generations are those associated with five separate generation names. It is not necessarily a 

question of age, for there can be quite a disparity of ages within generational grouping. At 

present, the youngest generation name that has k e n  recruited is Zuo. If this is treated as ego, or  

ziji, then the previous generation, with the name Zhao, is called fomu. Pnor to that generation are 

the yeye (grandfathers), who share the narne Tai. Jia is the narne of the zeng zu generation that 

Io  Or Jing Bo  Hu in Mandarin. it is a lake located near the border with Jilin. and was formerly a part of Jilin 
province. The site of Gulidian was located on the north side of the lake. 
y This is the latter Jin dynasty, which became the Qing Empire. 
11 -- This is the Manchu (now Manzu) nationality. 
73 Blue. with dragons. 
24 This is the reign name of the first Qing emperor to mie China. 
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includes my host and mentor, Guan Jia Kai, who is 66. It also includes the keeper of the pu shu, 

Guan Jia Lun, who is 84. 

The great-great-grandfathers, or gao zu, are the Ji. 1 met few of them, but Guan Ji Uie is 

now 80, and while old and deaf, maintained a remarkable clarity of mind. He well remembered 

the ecstatic performances of shamans when he was a youth. He alerted me to the crucial 

difference between the tiao jia shen, dances held to honour spirits that did not involve trance, and 

the tiao da slien, which are the trance inducing dances no longer performed in Yi Lan Gang. 

Guan Yu Lin, the most erudite and cornrnitted of the clan shamans, does not have a 

generation name. His parents did not want him tc have one because they felt it was an outmoded 

custorn. Nor does Guan Fu Zhe, the mokunda. The generational division narnes are not 

mandatory. Today, as in the past, some parents choose to use them, and some d o  not. There is no 

great pressure to use them. It is entirely dependent upon the attitude of the parents. Presently, 

forty two per cent of the men in the clan have generation names. There is no marked difference 

between the generations. Even those bom during the Cultural Revolution mainly avoided the sort 

of patriotic slogan/names that were cornmonly given to children at that time. 

The process of collectivisation and the Cultural Revolution were supposed to replace the 

CO-operative clan connections with work tearns and production brigades. There was a deliberate 

attempt to undermine the influence of the clan and dismantle people's reliance upon it. This 

succeeded to a degree, and now there is something of a void, for the members of the clan may 

not turn first to the clan for assistance and are sometimes as reluctant to give assistance to fellow 

clan members as they might be to anyone else in the village. Sometimes, it is mainly through 

immediate farnily connections and affinal relations that, CO-operative work is carried out. 

Ritual innovation 

The clan leaders are attempting to reassert the importance of the clan. T o  do this they are 

turning to the traditional rites of the shamanic complex to establish in the minds of the young in 

particular that they are inextricably tied to the clan and the ancestors of the clan. In this regard 

the leaders are not simply following in the way of the ancestors, but are being innovative in their 

approach in a number of ways. First, as already noted, they are actively recruiting from among 

the younger generations for both shamans and shamans' assistants. They have disposed of the 

demand upon the apprentices to display signs of shamanic sickness or other evidence that they 

are chosen shamans. 



In the rites themselves, they do their best to encourage the attendance of al1 members of 

the clan. They have compiled a reference book that contains the address and phone number of 

every clan member whose whereabouts they know, throughout China. In addition, they have 

appointed wardens in the larger cities who are required to keep track of clan members who live 

in their area and are supposed to encourage people to retum to Yi Lan Gang for important 

ceremonial occasions. The clan expended a great deal of effort to bring the clan home for the jia 

ji. They met with modest success, but were satisfied with the tumout. 

There was an absence of exactitude in enforcing some of the restrictions on who rnight 

attend. Young widows were allowed in the hope that they would bring their children, and the age 

of some of the children who were allowed to attend the bei deng ji was remarkably low. The 

question of the role of women who marry into the clan has k e n  resolved in a fashion that 

encourages both these women and their offspring to feel Manzu. On the other hand, while the 

children of a Manzu woman and her non-Manzu husband are recognised as Manzu by the 

government, the clan still regards them as non-Manzu. They would be tolerated at clan 

ceremonies, but would never be considered eligible to become shamans. 

Spontaneous dancing and playing of the shamans' instruments traditionally accompanies 

the cake making. This has been expanded by the Guan clan to become an event unto itself. It is 

expected and encouraged that anyone present will take advantage of the opportunity to don the 

sharnan's belt and take up the drum and drumstick. Rather than playing in this manner while 

preparing the cakes, they wait until the cake making is complete and then set up the platform 

drum and take turns dancing and playing. The younger shamans supervise and direct the lay 

members in their dancing, encouraging them to imitate the steps followed by the shamans as 

closely as possible. Some of the people were embarrassed but others were quite g d  at it and 

concentrated on mimicking the sharnanic style exactly. Some expressed reluctance but allowed 

themselves to be convinced, while the children were induced particularly. The play continued for 

over an hour, and al1 that were present and wished to participate had the opportunity. People 

began to drift off as the hour grew late, and the event ended without any formal 

acknowledgement. 

This event provides an opportunity to start off the ji si for the lay members, while the 

shamans are involved in their own preparations. 1 gathered also that this kind of play contributed 

to the creation of an atmosphere of conviviality and joy. It is difficult to describe the 

anthropology of fun, but it seemed that the purpose of the communal cake making, the dancing 



and the feasts was to have fun. What is the point of having fun? It must be to make the event that 

much more memorable and meaningful for al1 the participants. 

These elements - playing and feasting - have been recorded for the Manzu ji si since 

from the end of the Qing Empire (see Anonyrnous 1986, Li 1990 and Shirokogoroff 1935). In the 

past, they were lesser aspects incorporated into other elements of the ceremony. The 

reinforcement of the significance of the event through the appeal of these elements has been 

strengthened in modem times. The pressures of social change, the physical separation of the 

clan. and the activities of the state (both undermining ethnic identity and recognising and 

defining ethnic groups) have affected the judgement of the shamans in considering how much to 

emphasise these events. 

The feast after the sacrifice of the first pig was not a stand-up affair held within the ntual 

hall with a few side dishes, as was described to me as traditional by Guan Jia Kai. in reality, it 

was a seated banquet with the clan members eating in shifts, and a special room set-aside for clan 

leaders, guests and dignitaries. 1 was included in this privileged group. It was unfortunate in a 

way, because 1 was cut off from the goings on in the main hall, where the regular clan members 

were gathered with their recently returned relatives for a reunion. 1 did make an effort to move 

among the crowds, but it was difficult as 1 had social obligations to fulfil, and was rather caught 

up in the rounds of speeches and toast-making until, as noted in the previous chapter, 1 was so 

drunk that 1 was barely able to navigate a return to my home. Fonunately, aside from a sharp 

headache and general lethargy, baijiu hangovers are remarkably benign. 

As in most other things, Guan Jia Kai guided me through these events. It is not my 

purpose in this work to paint a portrait of this gentle man in any detail. That his existence was 

filled with potential oppositions is evident: school principle and shaman's assistant; Comrnunist 

Party cadre and clan leader; famer and scholar. If these were not contradictions, then they were 

carefully balanced opposites that could and did at times slip out of balance as an excess of one 

role or another developed. Nevertheless, he was skilful in his ability to move arnong these 

various roles. He was also skilful in his ability to direct me in the ways he hoped to see me move. 

He wished above al1 else to see the Manzu and particularly the Guan clan flourish and prosper. 

The image that he wanted me to convey to the outside worfd is that of a vibrant and confident 

people, who are not afraid of the future. 1 think that is a reasonable image. 

The banquet involved inany dishes besides the prescribed pork and pickled vegetables. In 

fact, they served Manzu specialities like Sour cabbage soup and three flavoured vegetables, dong 

with nuts and other snacks, bread and rice, and delicately sauced fishes. The banquet was an 



opportunity for the clan members to corne together and share their resources, to welcome home 

their absent sons and daughter, and to create an event which was impressed on the mernories of 

the participants, not only through the sights and sounds of the ji si, but also through the flavours 

and odours of the banquet, and the joy of the reunion. Al1 of these elements helped to create an 

experience that fulfilled the explicit requirements of the clan for k i n g  tmly Manzu. 

Changing the Locks 

As noted in chapter four, the Guan of Yi Lan Gang have reiained an element of the ji si 

known as h a n  suo, or changing the locks. Between the slaughter of the second pig and the ritual 

during which it was consumed outside (see chapter four), a ritual was performed that symbolised 

the importance of the children to the future of the clan. This is called the huan suo because the 

children will be the guardians of the clan. This rite recognises the children as the hein of the 

future and asks the ancestors to protect them. 

Before the actual ntuai, the young shamms prepare a box of coloured suips of paper and 

a large cutting from a tree. The box was stored in the hall, and when it was k i n g  brought in the 

man carrying it dropped it and the contents were scattered across the floor. The reaction of those 

in the room was very good-natured. Rather than expressing anger or indignation, everyone 

present laughed, including the culprit. Those present included senior sharnans and clan leaders. 

Despite this, the ceremony itself was quite important. This incident merely served to illustrate the 

communal nature of the events, which were for the people of the clan living and dead. It was 

inappropriate to exclude anyone through censure or anger, and these rninor incidents were taken 

in stride, rather than treated as blasphemous or disrespectful. 

The h a n  suo took place while the pig was k i n g  prepared for the offering and 

subsequent consumption. The rite was not as heavily attended as the other ceremonies. 1 inquired 

about this and was told by Guan Jia Kai that this portion was something that the clan was 

reviving, although it had not been performed at previous ji si for many years. However, they felt 

that it was important because it emphasised the importance and role of the younger generations. 

Fu was partly correct in claiming that the h a n  suo is no longer held, for the Guan had ceased to 

use it. He maintained that the original purpose of the h a n  suo was to cal1 upon Fotuomama to 

protect the children from death after someone within the clan had died. The Guan were using it 

to protect the children and the future of the c h .  This seems to represent a subùe shift in the 

understanding of the nature of the rite, which may be explained in terms of the entire focus of the 

Guan sharnanism upon identity and "authentic" ritual elements and behaviour. This is not a 



radical departure, however, for the identity aspect of shamanism is not new. Rather, it is now 

more prominent than in the past. 

In the han suo, only the altar for Fotuomma is used. The offering does not include 

liquor, but only incense and cakes. A whole cooked fish was also offered. This is the only part of 

the entire ji si that used a fish. 1 was told that the fish was emblematic of the ancestral life as 

well, for the Manzu often caught fish. Why it was used at this particular juncture, and only this 

one, was never explained to me in a satisfactory manner. 1 suspect that there was no clear reason 

for the fish still known to the Guan. They did offer the idea that it was because fish symbolise 

good fortune, but this is a Han Chinese concept, and almost certainly is not the original reason 

for the presence of fish in this ritual. 

The items were offered afier those assembled had koutoued, and then the presiding 

sharnan made a prayer. In this case, there was only one sharnan officiating, Guan Yu Lin. He 

informed me afterward that the reason for this wâs that the elders were passing on their duties to 

the new generation. After the prayer, two pre-school boys were brought forward. They were told 

to kneel in front of the altar. To their left the cutting had been set up with many coloured ribbons 

of the sarne colours as the ancestors' banners hung from the branches. Guan Yu Lin took two 

lengths of white string and tied one end of each to the right wrists of the children and the other to 

the branches of the tree. The children were asked their narnes, where they live and what they do. 

Then they were asked what clan they belong to. One boy answered by saying Guan, but the other 

boy, who was somewhat older, gave the name Gue jiashi, which is a transliteration of the narne 

of the clan into Mandarin. Both boys were wide-eyed and overawed throughout the event, and 

the audience was quiet and serious for the short duration of the rite. At this point, Guan Yu Lin 

and the two boys koutoued toward the aitar and then Guan Yun Lin untied their wrists. 

As soon as the string was removed from the children's arms, the people in the audience, 

both young and old, rushed forward and grabbed the fish and cakes from the aitar and ribbons 

from the branches. There was a complete free-for-dl, with people bumping into each other and 

pushing slightly to get within reach of the ribbons. The reason for this was simply that they 

wanted the nbbons and food for good luck. Again, there was no objection by the shamans or the 

elders, and in fact the few who were there seemed to enjoy themselves and some even took part 

in the msh. However, it was mostly young adults and children who joined in. Eventually 1 

l e m e d  that they had k e n  encouraged in advance to take the sacrifices at the end of the 

ceremony. They were k i n g  given the opportunity once again to feei more connected with 

events, although in these instances they were not directly involved in the ritual. It is certainly tme 



that the sharnan represents the community in the rituals that they perform. Sharnanism is also for 

the comrnunity to come together and achieve their own sense of identity and power directly. and 

not just through surrogates. Many aspects of the ji si promote this aspect. 

'Real' Sharnanism 

Through the ji si and the jia pu  the Guan clan finds ways to emphasise the importance of 

the clan to its membenhip. They are deliberately and consciously setting out to enable their 

people to identify thernselves as part of a worthy and attractive hentage. What are the 

consequences of this manipulation for the clan's sharnanism? It seems evident that the practice of 

shamanism within the clan is subservient to the needs of the clan. Shamanisrn does not transcend 

the importance of the clan, rather the existence of the clan is paramount and the shamanism, 

which serves the clan, cannot exist without the clan. This is consistent with much of what we 

know about sharnanism. Kendall's (1996) description of the adaptability of Korean shamanism 

demonstrates that East Asian shamans are able to adapt to suit the times. The question this raises 

is whether the shamans are changing in an essential fashion or are merely altering superficiai 

elernents. 

Considering Shirokogoroffs description of the social role of sharnans will help to address 

these issues. He argues that the sharnan is central to the existence of the clan: 

Apart from shamanism the Manchu clan organisation cannot exist and. k i n g  up 
to the present time unreplaced by any other philosophical and religious system, it 
protects the clan frorn final decomposition. Thus, the clan organisation has not 
only its genetic basis in shamanism, but shamanism ais0 serves as a support for 
the social organisation ( 1973: 154). 

The matter of replacement by other systems of religion or philosophy is especially germane, for 

as 1 have already suggested, the present regime has not replaced clan organisation with socialist 

organisation, and the ideals of Communism, while successful where compatible with traditional 

mores. have largely failed to take root. Since Communism as anything more than a system of 

cronyism has k e n  abandoned in China, the Manzu in Yi Lan Gang at least have added reason to 

maintain their clan organisation, since it provides a sense of identity and helps to regulate social 

Iife in the absence of state sanctioned social control. 

The Manzu early on identified and understood the function of the clan, and narned it. 

dong  with its subelements (aiman, hala, gargan, and mokun). The idea of the clan was clearly 

undentood and had meaning as a source of identity beyond the military/administrative aspects 



associated with the Qing Empire (Shirokogoroff 1982: 99). The shamans themselves assume a 

special position within the clan organisation, and they must be recognised in their role as 

sharnans by the clan (ibid.: 274). The shamans cannot exist without the support of the clan, 

unless they become peripatetic professional amban saman, who lack credibility among the laity 

and lose personai influence (ibid.: 374). It is the bogun samun, the clan shaman who manages 

relations with the ancestors who are intimately connected with the clan system. In many clans, 

the bogun sriman takes on the role of the great shaman and becomcs a master of spirits (ibid.: 

2 17-2 1 8). S hirokogoroff also tells us that the sharnan acts as a clan safety valve, and chat their 

function is the regulation of psychomental complexes, and the treatment of individuai and mass 

psychosis, not the treatment of diseases or physical ailments. Finally, Shirokogoroff argues that, 

Shamans are observers, coilectors of facts which they analyse . . . . The 
adjustment of new cultural elements to the existing complex is a real creative 
work continuously carried out by "good" shamans . . . . The acquiring and 
transmitting of knowledge is a function of " g o o d  shamans, who naturally must 
have broader knowledge in generai than the average Tungus . . . . In fact, most 
shamans are always interested in acquiring new knowledge. . . . (ibid.: 375). 

The sharnanic quest is a quest for knowledge. However, the shamans do operate within a 

social context that puts imrnediate demands upon the individual practitioners. There is no such 

thing as non-applied shamanism, for the quest is always driven by the social responsibility of the 

sharnans. The sharnans are stimulated by their vocation to seek understanding and to innovate in 

the face of change. In the p s t ,  this meant naming and identifying spirits. Today, it means finding 

ways to organise the ntuals of the sharnanic complex to allow them to involve as many members 

of the clan and community as possible in order to maintain the cohesion of the clan. 

Nevertheless, the presence or absence of trance is a profound change. Trance should not 

be characterised as epiphenomenal, for it was the most important instrument used by Manzu 

sharnans in their investigations. Today, however, many shamans do not use trance at d l ,  while 

others use it only to a much more Iirnited extent. There has been a paradigrn shift in 

methodology. The contemporary shaman pays more attention to social phenomena. The 

vicissitudes of life in China have meant that the sharnans have had to find ways to maintain their 

practice and the existence of the clan in the face of conflict and opposition. One way that they 

have done this is to seek knowledge of how to manipulate social relations in order to enhance the 

vitdity of the clm. The concept of connections and relations has become more important as the 

outside world has intmded upon the clan. The question of guan xi and how to manipulate it is 

now the concern of the shaman. This is not inconsistent with the traditional role of the sharnan as 
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master or mistress of spirits. The shaman still has the role of connecting with external forces that 

c m  adversely or beneficially affect the clan. What is different is the function of shamanism as 

being more directly concemed with mediating the affects of the mundane, rather than the 

spin tual. 

Shirokogoroff also noted that the sharnans traditionally had great influence over the 

people, both consciously and unconsciously. This is especially so when the shaman is acting as 

the "safety valve" for the clan in the presence of a crowd, and "[hle not only has great influence 

over members of his clan but also sometimes over people outside füs clan" (Shirokogoroff 1923: 

247-248). The influential role of the sharnans, in leading the community in the maintenance of its 

identity and in dealing with and influencing extemai agents, is wellestablished by precedent. 

Furthermore, it is consistent with the traditional activities and influence of the shamans as 

described by Shirokogoroff for a pend eighty years ago. There has at the very least been a 

persistent growth in the influence of the shamans and maintenance of their role up to the present 

time. The role of the shamans has waxed as well, on average, so that today they are able to 

function as naturd leaders of the clan to an extent not seen in the past. Whereas in the past they 

were marginal and identified by outlandish behaviour (still the case among more traditionai 

shamans as descnbed in Bdzer 1987), today they are recruited en masse, exhibit only minimal 

signs of their vocation in most cases, and function pnmarily as conveyers of a cultural tradition 

which is seen as central to the Manzu identity. Compare this with pas< attempts to control 

sharnans by the Qing, the Japanese and the Communists. Nowak and Durrant (1977: 1 18) explain 

the epic tale of the Nisan shamaness as an attempt to reconcile shamanism with the controlling 

forces of the cornrnunity. Ultimately, the shamaness is forced to recognise that her activities are 

inconsistent with the demands of society, and gives them up. Today, shamans CO-operate with 

the Cornmunists and in some cases are party members themselves. 

The shamans of the clan Guan do not trame. It is hard to avoid the question of whether 

they practice shamanism or not. As noted in previous chapters, the shamans themselves have told 

me that what they do is not "reai" shamanism. W a t  they mean by this is that they are not 

practising tiao da shen (dancing the spirit) and experiencing linghun futi (possessing a spirit). 

This does not mean that they do not consider themselves to be sharnans or that they are not 

faithful to the traditions of their ancestors. They are certain that what they are doing is valid and 

apposite. As they believe that the shamans' primary purpose is to serve the people and ancestors, 

the shamans of the Guan clan are certain that they are carrying out the most important functions 

of their role properly. 



Another question that arises is the matter of who within the clan is directing this 

manipulation of their shamanism. As noted by Shirokogoroff, traditionally shmans  had a great 

deal of influence through their activities. Now the leaders and shamans of the clan are the same 

individuais. As they function only as bogun saman they are directly concerned with 

communicating between the lay mernbers of the clan and their manes. The leadership role 

fulfilled by these individuals operates in three spheres. They are shamans and their assistants, 

they are traditional leaders (rnokunda and his deputies) and they are village administrators and 

C o m u n i s t  Party members. The female shamans in the clan do not hold positions in the other 

spheres. They seem to have influence in other ways that require future investigation. 

There is an integration of responsibility by the leaders of the Guan clan. This has the 

result that the status of the shamans is enhanced by their additional roles, and vice versa. The 

influence of the shamans is increased by their other roles, which they were able to take on in part 

because they were already seen as leaders in the community due to their shamanic vocation. Not 

al1 of the viliage cadres are shamans, or Manzu for that matter. The leading cadre is Han 

Chinese. This is typical of Chinese minonty villages, because the government considers the Han 

to be more advanced than most minorities. Of course, a substantial portion of the population in 

Yi Lan Gang is neither Guan nor Manzu at d l .  Yet, the village is an officially designated Manzu 

village. For the Guan, this means that their freedom of action is significantly constrained. In 

addition, they have learned the lessons of the persecutions and upheavals of the past. Clearly, for 

the Guan, the survival of the clan depends on their ability to mitigate external threats and 

alleviate the consequences of challenges to the integrity of the clan which are posed by their 

social context. They have taken on these roles in order to marsha1 al1 the resources possible to 

benefit their clan, as well as the entire village. 

Coping with Opwsition 

Considenng the contemporary influence of the shamans, it may appear that the Manzu 

are expenencing a revitalisation movement. The differences between the Manzu's maintenance 

of ethnic identity and typical revitalisation movements are fairIy distinct (see Aoyagi 1978, 

Davenport and Coker 1967, Laracy 1983). Revitalisation movements usually have a recognised 

leader who could be considered a founder and prophet. Manzu shamans of the Guan clan do not 

operate individually, but as part of a group leadership, and they are not acting as prophets 

bringing a new revelation. Revitalisation movements tend to a i s e  in opposition to a colonial 

power. Shamanism certainly arose long before the f d l  of the Qing Empire and the eventual 



intrusion of the Han or the Communist regime. While it does function to oppose acculturation, 

this is consistent with long-standing functions of shamanism and is not a novel aspect. 

Revitalisation movements corne to serve as vehicles for addressing grievances against 

colonial powers in a collective manner. In the present circumstance the shamans are helping their 

clan to mediate against the affects of sinification. However, this is part of an historic process of 

the negotiation of relations between the Han and various Tungus groups, recently manifesting 

themselves as Manzu. Unlike a revitalisation movement, shamanism as it is conducted today 

takes place in the presence of outsiders and foreigners, and does not operate in secret. in a sense, 

the sharnans faced opposition from Cornrnunist missionaries and were subject to detention during 

the  Cultural Revolution and other periods, and shamanism has incorporated elements of Chinese 

folk religion and Buddhism. However, shamanism arose in very different circumstances and 

rather thm prophesying the end of the present world or the overthrow of the dominant power, the 

shamans work to find an accommodation with the government. Shamanism has not become a 

social movement or a force in the political life of the people. 

The more pertinent issue that must be addressed is whether there is external opposition to 

the process of identity maintenance. As Susan Blum wntes, "When one says 'minority', Han 

think 'costume and festival"' (1992: 27 1). Views of minorities by the Han tend to emphasise 

extreme positive and negative characteristics. They tend to idealise and romanticise the aesthetic. 

At the same time there is a tendency to exaggerate or ridicule the more dangerous or dispxaged 

dimensions of minority cultures. The image of minorities is contested in China and is 

complicated by myths about various selves and others. The government uses minorities to create 

a clear-cut primordial other that contrasts with the ideal Chinese nationai identity (Blum 1992: 

268). There is concurrently a counter-hegemonic discourse in place that is carried out by the 

various official and unofficiai minorities. 

Relations with ethnic minorities have frequently played a significant role in China's 

history (Gladney 1994; Pye 1975), and various contemprary factors ensure that ethnic groups 

remain engaged with the government in the negotiation of their identity and China's. Modem 

communications technology has raised the stakes in the contest over ethnic identity. Official and 

unofficial versions of minority culture c o m p t e  for attention and prominence in minority 

communities. By using the media to present competing representations of the Manzu minority, 

the government and the Manzu attempt to control the negotiation of identity. 

Due to the place of minorities on the political frontier, with ethnic brethren in 

neighbouring States, and the issue of ethnic or regional separatism throughout the country 



gaining in prominence, the govemment's efforts to control the formation of ethnic identity and 

use ethnicity to further its own agenda has increased in urgency. The state's ultimate goal is the 

sinification of the minorities which is expressed as raising their socialist consciousness and 

advancing their technological development with the aid of their helpful elder brothers, the Han. 

This project has a higher prionty in China than in the past because the normalisation of China's 

relations with the West means, "ethnic and cultural differences within China have become more 

salient" (Gladney 1994: 17 1). That is, these differences are more noticeable as China's 

government opens the nation to the West, Ioosens restrictions on its people and ceases to 

represent China as having a single face. 

The application of serniotic theory to ethnographie problems helps to demonstrate the 

importance of signs or tropes in the invention and reinvention of ethnic identity (see Bentley 

1987, Clifford 1988, Galaty 1982, and Landsman 1985). By emphasising that identity is also 

constituted through symbols, and not just as a by-product of materialistic concerns, we can corne 

to understand how groups of people attempt to manipulate the politics of identity in modem 

China. While this semiotic approach has been cnticised for ignoring material factors, in the case 

of the Manzu of north-east China it is possible to discem the subtie interplay of pragmatic and 

symbolic actions in the stmggle for control of identity through the use of visual media. The rural 

Manzu use the media to promote a certain view of themselves which is opposed actively by the 

govemment, which uses the sarne media to represent the same social phenornenon with a 

si p i  ficantl y different interpretation. 

Han, ethnic Koreans and Hui (Muslim Chinese) are considered by the Chinese 

govemment to be modem or modemising. Al1 others are regarded as culturally and econornically 

backward, or pre-modem. Official Chinese ethnography uses Morgan's typology of savagery. 

barbarism and civilisation as the cornerstone of ethnology and the archaeology of the Chinese 

Neolithic. This is due in part to the reliance upon Stalin's formula for defining an ethnic group, 

which is in turn derived from Marx's reliance upon evolutionary theonsts like Morgan, Tyler and 

Frazer. 

This dual usage of typology apptied to both Neolithic peoples and modem minorities 

identifies contemporary peoples with cultures from 4 millennia ago and emphaticalty 

distinguishes them from their categorically more advanced Han neighbours. Obviously this is a 

hierarchy, and in keeping with China's feudal foundations and patriarchy. But it is a spatial and 

temporal hierarchy. as well as social. The Han are the advanced core, while minorities exist at 

the geographical, social and technological periphery. This supposedl y scientific approach to 



culture functions identically to Confucian moralism by exoticising and pnmitivising the cultural 

other and thus absolves proponents of socialism of moral culpability by proposing a naturd order 

of culture. By applying cultural materialist rationales, the government is able to appeal to the 

folk understandings of the Chinese people without k ing  guilty of feudalistic (Le. Confucian) 

thinking themselves. Thus, they remain morally correct by continuing to follow the path of 

sociaiist thinking. This is important because al1 political programmes in China are still justified 

in terms of socialist ideology (the "socialist market economy with Chinese characteristics" being 

a notot-ious example of such doublethink). 

The official criteria used to classify nationalities in China are those outlined in Stalin's 

definition of a nation: 

A nation is a historically evolved, stable community of people, based upon the 
comrnon possession of four principle attributes, narnely: a cornmon language, a 
common territory, a comrnon econornic life, and a comrnon psychological 
makeup manifesting itself in common special features of national culture. (Stalin 
1953: 349). 

kaving aside the many evident problems with the Stalinist criteria, it is sufficient to note 

that in China they are applied in an uneven and arbitrary (almost capricious) fashion. For 

exarnp!e the Naxi of south-west China are treated as an ethnic group by the govemment but by 

self-identification are separate and refer to each other as two distinct groups, the Naxi and the 

Musuo. In the case of the NaxiMusuo, they inhabit contiguous but distinct territones. They 

speak mutually unintelligible languages which Chinese Iinguists refer to as dialects. Their 

economic activity is virtually identical with other local ethnic groups, although in a Mancian 

sense of relations of production the Naxi and Musuo are radically different, with the former 

patrilineai in which major property is controlled and inherited by men, while the latter enjoy 

matrilineal descent and inheritance. Only the Musuo traditionally had a slave class. 

In lumping together different groups what are claimed to be ethnological classifications 

are redly Iegitimations of folk categories or pre-Liberation Confucian scholarship. This 

facilitates the use of minorities as a primordial other, as mentioned above. It is in the interest of 

the government to perpetuate stereotypes through the various media, while professing the need to 

"thoroughly extirpate residual feeiings of Han chauvinism" (Minorities Instinite 1985: 54). 

Apparently, most of the problems are a result of the "havoc wrought by Lin Biao, Jiang Qing and 

their followers," and are k ing  dealt with by "stepping up ideological work among the Han, [and] 

pushing fonivard econornic and cultural development in the minority areas" (ibid.: 56). That is, 



the best way to deal with Han chauvinism and popular images of minorities as Iicentious, diny 

and violent is to get them to be more like the Han, and less licentious, dirty and violent. 

E thnographic research tends to be directed by state sanctioned ideology. 

The motivation for stereotyping minorities is twofold: to create a mode1 for the 

population to disparage and rise above, and to morally justify the assimilative practices of the 

State. The Han are neither culturally nor politicaily unified themselves, and thus it is useful to the 

"great purpose of unification" to ernphasise the difference between the Han and the minonties 

(see Duara 1993; Siu 1993; Townsend 1992). And, since the minorities are "backward and 

"primitive," it is that much more important that the Han provide unified leadership. The two 

motivations are linked. In fact, the whole problem of Han nationdism and the process of ethnic 

identification are inextricably bound together in the thinking of the government. The issue of 

Chinese nationdism has been linked with ethnicity for some time: resisting foreign invaders 

(Tibetan, Uighur) and conquerors (Mongol, Manzu), and convincing geographically dispersed 

and 1 inguistically diverse groups that they are d l  in fact Han Chinese (see Anderson 1983; Blake 

198 1 ) has meant that much thought and energy has been devoted to the problem. The Cornmunist 

Farty has inhented this way of thinking about minorities, and the idea that minorities are 

threatening and must be controlled has an inertial force that seemingly transcends political ideals 

and worldly realities. Ln other words, the ingrained prejudice against minorities underlies and 

distorts the application of a Marxian dialectic to the analysis of the problem by Communist Party 

ideologues. 

There is another aspect of the role of the state that should not be ignored. Using the 
Stalinist criteria referred to above the state designates certain groups as minorities and 
excludes others. Gladney suggests that "the interaction between ethnic and national 
identity has led to the invention of some identities, the resurgence of others, and the loss 
of many" (1998: 48). The Chinese govemment has a great deal of influence through its 
socio-economic activities. The government gives special privileges to some groups and 
assists and supports these groups that they recognise in maintaining their culturai identity. 
This may or may not mean that an ethnic group survives in China, but it certainly 
facilitates the development of cultural identity as ethnic identity and eases the process of 
defining an ethnic group by social actors. This crucial role of the state needs to be 
recognised. The state is not only a representative of the cultural other, but plays an active, 
even positive role in defining ideas about Manzu identity. However, they may not be in 
accord with ideas that the Manzu develop about their identity. 

Competinn Discourses on Manzu Ethnicity 

Culture may be understood as that which is signified through discourse in a concrete and 

publicly accessible fashion (Urban 1991). The Chinese government attempts to use the metonym 



of Manzu folk culture to manipulate the Manzu conception of their own ethnicity while at the 

sarne time presenting an acceptable version of the Manzu to the Han majority. in this way they 

intend to permit the Manzu an identity of their own only in response to the colonising/dominant 

other (see Carpenter 1974: 94). This response is very much like one employed by MGM Studios 

in California and discussed by Carpenter (ibid.: 8 1). An African designer who went to work for 

MGM was told CO design costumes, sets, music, language and dance that were to look "African" 

without being attributable to any particular Afncan culture. The resulting films were so 

convincing that the Africans who saw them modified their art to fit the images projected on 

screen (ibid.: 8 1). This is the goal of the Chinese govemment with respect to a national culture. 
25 

The corollary is to represent a feminised and exoticised Manzu culture that is diminished to the 

point where it lacks value or meaning for the Manzu themselves. As Carpenter writes, "We use 

media to destroy cultures, but we first use media to create a false record of what we are about to 

destroy" (ibid. : 102). 

Undertaking a comparative analysis of the videotaped programmes produced by the 

Chinese govemment and the underground videos circulated by the Manzu provides a clearer 

understanding of the manner in which the contest over Manzu identity is played out in modem 

China. Using content analysis techniques as a model, points of cornparison can be identified in 

both types of video, and then subjected to a critique. 

The exoticisation of the Manzu is iilustrated in a govemment documentary film about a 

Manzu autonomous county, Xin Ben, in Liaoning province. It is typical of the sort of 

programming depicting rninorities in China. The media uses language refemng to the " w m  and 
26 

flinatious expressions" of Chinese rninorities who are presented engaged in folk dancing or 

absorbed in benefiting from instruction from benevolent Han elder brothers and sisters. The 

M a z u  readily view this type of programrning, thanks to the penetration of television to even the 

most remote parts of north-east China. Their cultural life is reduced to costumes and pageantry, 

and this emphasises Manzu traditions as they existed at court during the late Qing dynasty. 

In the documentary in question, which was first broadcast in 1993, a group of putative 

Manzu explores the natural and historic sites around the county. The men are dressed in the 

costumes of Qing bureaucrats while the women Wear the dress typical of the Qing court. The 

25 Or at least we may say folkways. Generally, minorities are not acknowledged as having culture (wenhua) but 
rather have fengsu. which may be translated as folk customs or social customs. Meanwhile. Han culture is often 
referred to wiih the very term (wenhua) denied the minorities. Therc is an implication of legitimacy and hierarchy 
contained in these contrasting terrns. 



first portion of the programme is concemed with the history of the area, especiaily since it was 

the site of an early capital of Nurhaci, the founder of the Manzu power in East Asia. 

The action then moves to the presentation of various supposed folk dances of the Manzu. 

While some of these dances are drawn from Beijing Opera, which was highly popular with the 

Manzu in Beijing during the Qing dynasty, they are not at al1 typical of the Manzu of Xin Ben, 

either historically or in the present. In a11 of the dances presented, the performers are females, 

and an officiai from the county told me that none of them are actually Manzu. One of the dances 

takes place outside of the tomb complex of Yong-ling, buna1 site of Nurhaci's ancestors. As a 

sacred site, this is an entirely inappropriate locale for any kind of dance. It appears at first that 

the site was chosen simply to showcase an architecturai highlight of the county. A closer analysis 

indicates deeper motivations. The site was not traditionally used for entenainment, and has been 

venerated by the Manzu for many centuries. However, beginning with its desecration by the Red 

Guards during the Cultural Revolution (who used the Aisin Gioro irnperial clan's spirit tree there 

for firewood), there has been a tendency to diminish the importance of the site in various ways. It 

is now promoted as a tounst attraction and the association of the site with officially sanctioned 

folk life furthers the aims of the government to reduce Manzu ethnicity to little more than an 

attraction. The dancing is in accord with the popular Street dancing discussed in chapter one. The 

representation of the Manzu suits the ideas that are held about them in popular culture more than 

it does the definition that the Manzu in Yi Lan Gang have of themselves. 

There is a counter-discourse to the image of the Manzu that is popularly constructed. 

Videotapes of the performances of clan shamans are representative of the image that the Manzu 

are creating of themselves. Shamanism is not illegal in China for the minorities but it is not legd 

for the Han Chinese to practice shamanism, and for that reason among others you do  not see 

documentary programming showing real shamanising in the popular media. Since the Manzu 

have supposedly given up sharnanism it was unlikely that the Manzu would be documented 

performing ceremonies that officidly no longer take place, even though they are technically free 

to do so. Yet, as ever in China, it is always possible to get things done through the back dwr .  On 

my last trip I sponsored a thanksgiving ceremony and aiso helped to pay for a video crew to tape 

the events. The crew memkrs  were mwnlighting from their jobs at the state owned television 

station. This is indicative of the Iax attitude at present towards religious activity, as is the fact 

that the village party cadre helped organised the videotape 1 sponsored. If this seems 

26 Actual wording from a billboard which greeted arrivais a[ Haikou airport in Hainan province. The billboard 
depicted a rather corpulent and bearded foreigner, complete with video camera. next to a costumed minonty woman. 
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contradictory, it appears so because it is. The Communist Party system is rife with contradictions 

that may bring change, but in the meantime can be exploited by the enterprising. 

These sorts of tapes are widespread throughout the Northeast. The first time 1 saw one 

was in the home of a friend who is part Manzu and lives in the city of Shenyang. The tape was 

being circulated throughout the substantial urban Manzu cornmunity, and while these city folks 

referred to the ceremonies and trance as superstition, there was also an element of ethnic pride. 1 

was told that the shamans were really piao han, or brave and agile, quick and fierce, which is the 

essence of k i n g  Manzu. 

Following Weber's ( 1986: 1 1) approach to content analysis in comparing the two types of 

tapes, particular attention is paid to variations in both narrative form and narrative focus. Weber 

achieves this through theme coding apphed by element. Usudly, this is applied to semantic 

elements in a subjectlverb/object form (ibid.: 22). This mode1 can be reworked and applied to 

elernents of visual content in order to focus attention upon content categories that highlight 

contrasts in the objectives of two producers. That is, in formulating the analysis the goal is to 

demonstrate that the content of categories common to both texts are different in a way that 

reveals variant agendas. In this instance, the agendas of the govemment and the clans are at 

variance from each other. The categories examined should not represent the Manzu in ways that 

compliment each other. Rather, in order to support the hypothesis that the governrnent is 

attempting to manipulate Manzu identity, the categories of interest should represent the Manzu in 

a directly contrasting manner. 

In this case, a number of categories common to both tapes have k e n  identified, and their 

content (e.g. sex: male or female) is compared to determine how these elernents are manipulated 

as signs intended to convey an analogical message about the nature of Manzu ethnicity. If rny 

hypothesis is correct (that the government attempts to influence Manzu identity through the 

medium of videotapes while the clans work to strengthen it through the same medium), then the 

various elements examined should al1 show evidence of the agenda of the producers (govemment 

or clans). There should be consistency of message within the tapes examined. One would also 

expect to find that the tapes do not show evidence of an identical agenda for the two producing 

agents. 

The government documentary includes a stylised rendition of a shamanic ceremony, and 

the costumes and rnovements are intended to rnirnic a shaman in a trance, but in a non- 

threatening and entertaining fashion. While the narrator tells us that the dance is a recreation of 

shammic ceremonies, there is no opportunity for the audience to compare what they are seeing 



with the real thing. Therefore, with the "shamans" represented by Young women in revealing 

costumes who dance to music played on traditional Han instruments, rather than Manzu drums. 

clappers and tambourines, the idea of shamanism is represented as devoid of spintual meaning. 

The narrator of the video informs the viewer that shamanism is "already a part of history", that is 

to say it is not a part of the life of the modem Manzu. Yet, the costumes and even the makeup do  

recreate in a debased fashion the manner in which the Manzu shamans make themselves 

beautiful to honour the spirits with whom they interact. Even the cones suspended from the belts 

of the dancers rnimic those that comprise a crucial part of the costume of an actual shaman. 

There is an attempt made to achieve a degree of verisirnilitude that will allow the target audience 

to believe that what they are seeing is traditional. However, the dance takes place outside of the 

context of a living Manzu comrnunity, and cannot be taken seriously by the Manzu who view it. 

Most striking is the fact that the dancers are al1 femaie. This creates a less threatening 

image, thus perhaps combating Han chauvinism, and at the same time ferninises the other, and 

thus diminishes their significance in pauiarchal China. This also flies in the face of reaiity, for 

the contemporary Manzu shamans are predorninantly male, and almost exclusively so in the 

older generations. The dance performed in the government production is not energetic and piao 

Ilan. but rather is balletic and stylised. The dancing takes place out of doors, and on a nverbank. 

There is no indication of habitation anywhere nearby. This removes the dancing from any sort of 

meaningful social context, disconnecting it from the vibrancy of life in the clan villages. It atso 

contnbutes to the image of the Manzu folk culture as exotic, by placing it outside and in the wild. 

In the clan tapes, the shamans are found performing in the courtyard of a traditional Manzu style 

house, and inside the ritual hall. They are thus placed within a context that surrounds them with 

familiar implements of peasant life that would be familiar not only to the Manzu but to almost 

any Chinese citizen. Even though the sharnanic performance is energetic and impressive, it is not 

rendered unfamiliar. 

The documentary contains a number of dances. Al1 of these are very brief. The longest is 

three minutes and the average length is just over two minutes. The "shamanic" dance is actually 

one minute and forty-three seconds in duration. By cornparison, the videotapes of the clan 

sharnanism are very long, often following one shaman through a performance of tmly epic 

proportions. A number of separate elements of the ritual (those described in chapters three and 

four) are documented. These two approaches create very different impressions of ihe intensity 

and significance of the performance. A viewer of the latter performance has the time to form a 

powerful impression of the shaman, his audience and the piao han nature of the performance. 



The former performance gives the viewer a fleeting impression of sornething insignificant and 

slightly silly. 

The costumes of the clan sharnans are elaborate, and include polished bronze rnirrors and 

other iron or bronze costume elements. The costumes are reputed to be so heavy that an ordinary 

person could not stand up in them. The costumes usually include a heavy and unwieldy head- 

dress that resembles antlers and rnay be hung with numerous coloured scarves. This costume sets 

the shaman apart from the other members of the community and makes him or her more 

attractive to the spirits. In the Xin Ben county documentary the costumes of the dancers are light, 

tight and revealing. No head-dress of any sort is present as this would not be attractive to the 

target audience of Han Chinese. As for the other target group, the Manzu themselvesT the chief 

objective is to show the Manzu as not piao han, but as insubstantial and docile. 

In many of the clan tapes, the preparations undertaken by the shamans are al1 shown. 

That is, we see the shaman getting into their costume and going through the minor propitiation of  

the spirits that proçeeds the trance performance. This is another way in which greater context is 

provided for the ritual. In addition, we are able to hear the chanting and prayers of the shamans. 

It is obvious that the performance is purposive and not simply for entertainment. Even though 

much of what is said is in Manzu, and thus not understood by the audience, the chanting still 

provides a context. For the documentary, the only context is the voice over narration that 

explains that the dances are based on extinct traditions and are performed for entertainment only. 

We do not l em anything about the dancers or their community's reaction to the performance. 

We do not get to see the dancers before or after they dance. They appear on the screen briefly, 

and then are gone. 

What we do see in the documentary is eight female dancers, d l  young and pretty, dancing 

in a row on the riverbank. As noted, they perfonn a number of different dances. The women, in 

matching costumes, will perform one dance, and then there is a cut and the women reappear in a 

different costume and perform a dift'erent dance. The narrator explains the meaning of each 

dance. Usually it is only a brief description (e-g. this is a traditional wedding dance; this is a 

traditional hanest dance). In the clan tapes the focus is on one or sometirnes two sharnans, who 

perform individuaily and are followed throughout the ritual as they koutou, pray, make offerings 

and chant, and go into trance. The former performance creates an impression of a fragment 

without any extended meaning, while the sharnanic performance is holistic. There is no narration 

of any kind in the latter tapes. The camera is pointed at the shaman and whatever sound is 



avaiiable is recorded. There is almost no editing of the tapes, other than to stop taping and start 

taping again later. 

The fact that the language used in the clan ceremonies is still Manzu, while the narration, 

lyrics and subtitles of the documentary video are al1 Mandarin is problematic. The use of Manzu 

gives the performance an air of legitimacy for the audience because the language is essentid to 

communication with the spirits. Yet at the sarne time, 99% of the participants present do  not 

understand the exact words, including many of the shamans. The ail-Mandarin tape, by contrast, 

is more readily understood. However, much of the underground tapes' content relies not on 

dialogue or narration but on the images presented. This is a crucial insight, for as noted below, 

the shamanic performance's appeai is mainly on a visual level. in al1 the elements considered 

(gender, style, music, instruments, language, context and audience [see below]) there is a striking 

contrast in the representations of Manzu shamanism and Manzu culture in general. 

Manzu to whom 1 showed a copy of the official video were dismissive of its content. The 

reaction 1 most commonly noted was not of scorn or anger, but rather of indifference. I was told 

that, "This is just for visitors," or that, "This is Manzu, but not from the North-east. It must be 

from Beijing." When 1 pointed out that it was putatively from a county in the North-east, 1 was 

toid that it still was not reai Manzu, but something else, although what that something else was 

remained unclear. 

What purpose do these sorts of videotapes serve? It seems to rest upon the determination 

of the government to expunge ethnicity and ethnic nationalism from the state, replacing it with 

an all-encompassing Chinese nationaiism. While drawing minorities into the socio-political and 

economic sphere of the Han, they act to replace their ethnic signifiers with new symbols that can 

be easily shared with other Chinese and that reduce ethnicity to a performance which is trotted 

out once in a while to maintain the illusion of a separate identity. However, "one cannot 

generally define the individual meanings of each unit in an analogic system by looking them up 

in a dictionary. Nor can one be nearly so precise about how they must be combined to make 

sense" (Forsdale 198 1 : 16 1). in other words, the systematic approach of the Chinese government 

is not paranteed success due to the complex way in which signs are enacted and interpreted by 

both the encoders and the decoders. The Chinese government wants to create an insubstantiai 

ethnic identity that will mollify the minorities, allowing the minority cadres who represent the 

state to point to "folk customs" as evidence that their minority rights are k i n g  respected. 

Analogic information is understood intellectually and emotionally, with the use of 

multiple senses. The true shamanic performance, as with many other elements of ethnicity, is art, 



and "art is analogous to states of feeling that we experience in our lives" (ibid: 167). Analogies 

work partly because they have an appeal to the audience on a rhythmic level. Synchrony is 

important to the function of metaphor because signals of synchrony are important to Our sense of 

well-being and connectedness (ibid.: 175). In viewing a video, one picks up on the same subtle 

signals as those experienced by the audience. tf there is no audience, then the sense of synchrony 

is diminished, for one senses both the synchrony and the audience's response. Just as powerful 

c m  be the viewers' sense of a lack of synchrony. o r  even worse, a lack of synchrony with the 

audience. This is why the govemment propaganda cannot have an audience inctuded in the 

action, because it would undennine the effect of the new analogy. But the power of the media 

also lies in its pervasiveness, such that it c m  replace traditional rhythms. The object of the 

government programme is to eradicate the old rhythms, and replace them with the rhythms of 

Chinese popular music. Yet, the underground videos c m  counteract this insistence upon change 

with an equally pervasive reinforcement of longestablished synchronous tropes. 

Sharnanism, Lies and Videotape 

One night, in the village of Yi Lan Gang in Heilongjiang province, 1 witnessed a private 

thanksgiving ceremony sponsored by a family whose son had recovered from an illness. After 

the rather bnef performance, we retired to the home of one of the sharnans' assistants. Many 

more people who had not attended the ceremony joined us until the house was completely 

packed out. A VCR was produced and I was told that we were going to watch videos of 

performance. This was near the beginning of my first stint of fieldwork in the village and 1 was 

not conversant in the local idiom at the time. 1 was initially under the impression that it was a 

tape of their shamans. 

Attempts to play the tapes were unsuccessful and again 1 was confused by the 

conversation going on around me. People came and went and eventually a young man retumed 

with tools. They opened up the VCR and ran it while discussing what was wrong. A lot of people 

offered advice and prodded at parts of the machine with dust flying about and getting into the 

machine. 1 was convinced that if it did not work before it certainly would not now. They kept 

trying different electricai leads and then the sarne young man left, only to retum with a s p l  of 

twine. He tied a length of string into a loop, replaced a pulley and restored function to the 

machine. 1 was suitably impressed although no one else seemed to think much of it. 

1 was surpnsed to find that the tapes were actuaily of other shamans in other villages 

performing ceremonies both similar to and dissimilar from the one 1 had just witnessed. Based on 



tapes that 1 viewed (both in Yi Lm Gang and in Ning An with the sharnan Fu Cha Ren) the mosr 

important differences 1 identified are as follows: 

1) the use of trance by clan shamans; 

2) the presence or absence of costume elements, in particular the shaman's headgear, 

3) mles of the sacrifice, including which hand is used to slaughter the pig and whether a 

genuinely pure black animai must be used; 

4) other items of shamanic paraphernalia. 

In terms of the totemic ancestors and the colours that represent them, the association of 

the black b o x  with the nomadic hunting life in the boreal forest and many other elements, the 

ceremonies are essentidly the same, especially in enueating the support of various spirits. But it 

is in the social role of these public ceremonies that the sirnilarities are most evident. The 

cerernonies act as a tool for the constant reinvention of the Manzu identity in the light of 

competing ideologies. In this case, the underground tapes act as a counterweight to the image 

propagated by the state. 

The audience t w k  advantage of the opportunity to compare their ceremonies with those 

of other clans. They were particularly interested in the differences, and discussed them at length. 

While the lack of trance in the Guan clans own ceremony struck me as significant, the Guan 

sharnans did not treat it as such. They noted it, and even talked about how they had once 

practised trance. Al1 agreed that the performances they witnessed on the tapes were "red 

shamanism," yet rnany also stated that they did not necessarily believe that the shamans were 

really controlling spirits. What was explained to me by the elder shamans was that it was real 

because it was "redly Manzu style," in dress and form but most of ail in attitude. That is, it was 

genuinely piao han. The comments 1 heard most frequently were things like, "That is the real 

shamanisrn" or, "That is really Manzu style." Most of the conversation centred around the 

shamans technique, and whether his movements were correct, or  his singing powerful. 

Sharnanism Eunctions as a metonym that stands for the whole of Manzu culture. It does 

not seem to matter if there are differences as significant as the presence or absence of trance. The 

people of Yi Lan Gang told me that what they saw on the tapes was "real shamanism," and even 

more reai thm their own version. 1 had similar experiences with videos in other villages, and 

sometimes the tapes were about traditional Manzu hunters and faiconers, who are also piao han, 

and even rarer today than shamans. The selection of the metonym is clearly crucial, since from it 

the Manzu perceive the unknown remainder of reality. Metonyms are powerful conveyors of 

reality because they work as arbitrary signs of reality. Much of Manzu life is indistinguishabie 



frorn that of their Hui, Han or ethnic Korean neighhours. Many villages lack shamans entirely, 

while few villages are involved in reindeer herding, ginseng harvesting, or pearl gathering, al1 

traditional Manzu econornic activities. Yet arnong these people the popuiar images are of just 

these activities, and screenings of underground tapes are always greeted enthusiastically. The 

actual showing of these tapes is not particularly secretive, and how underground these tapes are 

is debatable. Perhaps we can Say that they circulate just below the surface. 

The question of metonym is important because it forces us to ask why one trope is 

affective and appealing while another is at best dismissed or at worst violently rejected and 

drives the viewer in the opposite direction from that intended by the creator of the images 

viewed. What allows certain signs to signify in an overarching fashion in this case has as much 

to do with the signed as it does the signifier. While the research as presented begs the question of 

whether videotapes and television broadcasts in fact constitute the same medium, an answer to 

the question of why one use of the medium is more effective than another is suggested here. The 

elements of the sign cm,  as Lévi-Strauss wntes, "translate even the finer shades of the whole 

range of sense experience" (1975: 14). When properly chosen, signs "speak to the signified as 

music, and when poorly chosen, are out of synchrony with the audience. 

Peirce, in a classic outline of serniotics, identifies three types of signs and three types of 

temporality. For "icons," the sign and the represented object (or signifier and signified) are 

linked by their formai resemblance, and the "icon" is oriented towards the past because the sign 

has meaning without the actual presence of the object represented. Another category of sign that 

relies upon propinquity for its meaning is grounded in the present, and Peirce terms this an 

"index." Finally, Peirce uses the term "symbol" to refer to that type of sign which signifies an 

object only if a fürther signifying action endows that representation with a link. Consequently, 

symbols are associated with the future since "the being of a symbol consists in the real fact that 

something surely will be experienced if certain conditions are satisfied" (Peirce 193 1-35,4: 447). 

The insight that Peirce brings to the study of signs is that while al1 classes of signs function to 

bear culturally endowed meaning, the ciass chosen indicates what the relation is between the 

spatial and the temporal aspects of the sign. The temporal aspect indicates what the object of the 

spatial operation might be. This in tum is indicative of the relationship between the encoder and 

the decoder, and helps us to understand the efficacy of the sign. 

Considering the present example, the signs transmitted by the Chinese govemment are 

icons and indexes, but not symbols. This is because the government uses the media to code 

historical consciousness and their pervasive presence gives them the power to determine the 



significance of historic events by controlling the evidence and information available to the 

public. They not only control the evidence, but the very discourse itself is shaped for ideologicai 

purposes that are inherent in the information provided. The concem with history means that the 

information is onented towards the past and represents an ideological interpretation of the past, 

and functions as an icon. The past is restricted to the Qing court and the imperial heritage. Thus, 

the anaiogy of Manzu "folk customs" is a relic of the past and not relevant to the future. This is 

why shamanism is officially presented as having k e n  shaped by the decrees of the Qianlong 

emperor, when in fact the dynamic shamanic tradition of the Dongbei Manzu transcends the 

court shamanism. At the same time that these signs function as icons, they code an essentiaily 

Marxist ideology constructed with the purpose of promoting an irnrnediate agenda. That is, they 

are anchored in present experience and present discourse as indices. The discourse reflects the 

extemal socialist and nationalist agenda of the Chinese govemment, as noted above, and the 

action is ai 1 oriented towards the contemporary interpretation of folk culture, rather than 

traditional understandings. 

The most significant contrast is in the function of the signs as symbols. For the Manzu, 

the information encoded in the videos of shamanic action do more than merely represent the past. 

This is because the shammic metonym is not only a sign that records and classifies events as 

history, but also an actionable trope that is present in social life and interpreted by social actors. 

They are guideposts to the future and the pas. This is why they are efficacious in comparison to 

the signs presented by the govemment. The Guan Manzu can discuss the differences between 

them as an indication of the way that they have changed while still maintaining a sense of being 

Manzu. While a pervasive medium can be used to displace traditional ideology, it cm only 

succeed if it is able to present a credible alternative. Because the governrnent propaganda 

concentrates on diminishing the importance of traditional Manzu culture, rather than replacing it 

with something more attractive, it is not a powet-ful metonym. The Manzu in Yi Lan Gang, 

despite what official ideology dictates, are in fact modern and advanced enough in, not sociaiist 

consciousness, but self-consciousness that they can absorb the effects of a modernising China 

without losing their traditions. 

The categones exarnined within the elements of interest meet the requirements of 

convergent and discriminant validity. There are consistent contrasts between the image that the 

govemrnent wishes to project upon the Manzu and that which the Manzu themselves are 

constructing, both generally through the videotapes and specifically through the discourse in Yi 

Lan Gang. The agents steadily contest the elements that they manipulate as tropes for a Manzu 



identity. None of the elements examined support the idea that the villagers and the Chinese 

govemment agree upon the nature of ethnicity or the Manzu identity. 

The villagers have access to two competing images of themselves. One is as a harmless 

and exotic feudal remnant that wants modernisation and underlines the unified nature of the Han 

people. The other image is of a brave and fierce people with distinctive and ideologicall y 

significant traditions that illustrate who they really are. Both images are created and recreated 

through the normal ideological process of signification. Both are made possible by sophisticated 

technology and the occasional bit of string. The question is one of currency. Cm the Guan 

maintain the use of these signs that reinforce the myths and values of their cuiture in the face of 

the power of the State? At this point the control exercised by the state appears to have been 

relaxed. Thus the villagers have the opportunity to use frequently in communication (among 

themselves, with other Manzu and with the ethnic others) these signs and thus establish their 

ethnic identity. These appear to be the key elements in the signification of Manzu identity: the 

ability to find cornmon elements despite the obvious differences, and to identiw tropes that 

signify effectively as icons of the past and symbols of the future. 

The negotiation of the fluid Chinese identity is maintained by tensions in the public 

sphere. Since China is a multinational empire, these tensions are predictable. The Manzu that 1 

encountered are attempting to negotiate their identity on terms that are not entirely dictated by 

the govemrnent They are engaged in a dialogue in which their own voices are becoming 

progressively louder. However, they are in cornpetition with the empire that they ironically 

helped to create and within which the modern State seems intent upon fixing them. The 

realisation that signs operate in competition with other signs, and in harmony with still others, is 

helpful in explaining how it is that many of the Manzu, who in many ways have been 

acculturated to the Han Chinese culture, still maintain a strong sense of separate identity and are 

able to integrate shamanic practice into the modern sense of what it means to be Manzu. 

The villagers contest the nature of their identity with external actors and at the sarne time 

attempt to work with outside forces to protect their ethnicity. That is to Say, they are engaged in a 

dialogue involving constant negotiation of their ability to control the rneaning of k i n g  Manzu. 

The shamans and other members of the community are conscious of the process they are 

engaged in, and of the fact that they are manipulating their shamanic compiex to accomplish 

certain ends. The function of shamanism is not to maintain ethnicity, or to cure psychomental 

dysfunction, or to allow the practitioner to gain access to esoteric knowledge. It involves al1 of 

these things, but it cannot be understood sirnply in those terms. Shamanism is a complex that is 



acted upon for different purposes by different actors, in response to circumstances and agendas 

that are tbemselves subject to change. Natunlly, shamanism has changed in many regards. But 

the suggestion that it is somehow not shamanism because it does not involve trance, or some 

other element, is mistaken. As has k e n  noted, what the Manzu mean by real shamanism is not 

that it involves trance, but that it is piao han, and thus powerfully emblematic of Manzuness. The 

ecstatic trance is an accomplishrnent of the brave and agile, but so is the training of a hunting 

bird. To be piao han is not the exclusive domain of the shaman. Rather, shamanism is a subset of 

a Iarger domain of ethnicity that for the Manzu is understood in explicit terms. 

That the Guan and other Manzu recognise that the shamanism that they practice nas 

changed provides an important insight to the understanding of shamanism in Yi Lan Gang. 

Shamanism, whatever it may once have been manifested as, has retained its cenuality. What is 

important about shamanism for the community may have changed significantly, but not in every 

aspect. The integrity of the c h ,  which is central to the members' sense of belonging and sense 

of place, is still maintained through sharnanic activity. 



Cha~ter Six: Conclusion 

Cultivating Guan Xi 

At the same time that the Guan stmggle to counteract opposition to the retention of their 

ethnic identity, they attempt to manipulate individuals and circumstances to help protect their 

clan. When they held the ji si, the Guan leadership made a point of inviting a number of 

outsiders. The Guan use these occasions to exert influence on the powerful in the district. A 

number of academics attended, from Mu Dan Jiang and Harbin. Additionally, representatives of 

the local media were invited to attend and even record certain elements of the ritual. Finally, 

members of the local municipal government (from Ning Xi) were invited to attend as guests of 

the village and the clan. These included members of the Bureau of Cultural Affairs, the Public 

Secunty Bureau and the Minority Affairs Cornmittee. Both the clan and the village purposefully 

inviied them. As guests of the village, the cadres who attended were not exposing themselves to 

criticism for supporting an outmoded feudal remnant. At the same time, the clan was able to act 

as host, and therefore develop ganqing (sentiment) and renqing (human feelingslfavour) with 

these highly influential guests. 

The reason for inviting academics and the media was essentially to expand the network of 

grian xi developed by the clan leaders for the clan and the village. The hope was to create a 

favourable impression so that they would be represented in a positive fashion to other outsiders, 

and to store up favour with potentiaily influential people for future use. These guests al1 have 

their own agendas, whether cadres, academics or the media. The redity of China today is the all- 

pervasive influence of the state. Quite by accident 1 was able to make the acquaintance of 

joumalists from Mudanjiang who later came down to Yi Lan Gang for the ji si. They explained 

to me at one point that everything that they wrote was closely edited before it was published. 

This was no surprise, but beyond that they were sent to report on the ceremony only because of 

my presence there. 1 did not see the significance of this beyond assuming that they were doing a 

human interest story about a foreign researcher in the district. They went on to explain that the 

main theme of their story was to be the oppoctunities for foreign investment in the Ning Xi 

district. That there was greater interest in the region was demonstrated by my presence. The two 

reporters were quite forthcoming in adrnitting that the story was written in advance and they 

were just gathenng details. This incident illustrated the changing priorities of the regime in 

China. But it also demonstrates the extent of control and level of interference. This power is used 

to actively intervene in the creation of the cultural identity of the minorities in China. 



These occasions also provide an opportunity for the Guan to display their ethnicity in a 

public forum, thus asserting their identity and demonstrating the vitality of their traditions. It 

appears that the clan leadership is developing confidence in the durability of the reforms of the 

Iast twenty years and now feel free to indulge in very public displays of their ethnic affiliations. 

Another reason for inviting al1 of these friends and strangers is to help the clan demonstrate that 

they are authentic in their status as a minority group and ctius entitled to the special privileges 

and considerations they receive. These include preferential placement in SC hmls, relaxed famil y 

planning guidelines and funding for special projects. Finally, the presence of government 

officiais and party members demonstrates to the members of the clan that their status as Manzu is 

not a detriment to their prospects. Children of mixed parentage, Manzu and Han, who must 

choose their ethnic designation, are encouraged to choose Manzu when they see that this identity 

is accepted and even approved of by representatives of the state. Finally, the Guan leaders who 

are also party cadres are clearly cultivating connections for their own individual purposes. 

The shamans who are cultivating guan xi are îùnctioning in a manner very similar to their 

traditionai activities. There are parallels between treating with the ancestors and gaining their 

support and developing feelings of sentiment between people that lead to guan xi. The key in 

both cases is establishing a connection and manipulating or  mastering the relationship. Feasting 

is the primary mechanism in both cases, and in both cases there is not simply an expectation of 

immediate retum, although this is possible, but also or perhaps solely an interest in developing a 

strong sense of connectedness which may be described as empathy or fratemal feeling. 

Creating Manzuness 

The clan members are engaged in the production of ethnic identity, which they conceive 

of as fluid, based upon fixed or agreed upon elements of cultural identity. The constructions of 

ethnicity and social organisation are both ongoing and complementary processes. The shamans 

and other villagers engage in the negotiation of ethnic identity within a larger social and political 

context, while cultural identity drawn from the clan and enacted in various ways is used as a 

method of engaging that identity. The interesting element in China is that the state is also 

deliberately and consciously engaged with the identities of the numerous ethnic groups. The 

process is not oniy circumstantial, and it is not reducibie to a situation of manipulation by social 

actors who take on an identity. There is another social actor, the state, which promulgates 

policies based on an explicit agenda that are intended to constmct the identity of ethnic groups. 

Ethnic identity is produced through participation, and is not just dependent upon descent or 



interpretation. Participation allows the sharnans to be creative about who they are. Acting upon 

identity allows the members of the clan to be reflexive and to conceive of themselves actively. 1 

do not believe that the Guan are actually developing the analysis 1 am presenting, but they are 

aware of the role of the state and while they present a primordial conception of their identity, 

they are also aware that at a cenain level - the ethnic group - identity is contested. 

The idea of participation retums us to the idea of meaning within the metaphor discussed 

in chapter two. The attempt to generate emic categories must be carried out in a consistent 

fashion. The focus has to be upon the concems that preoccupy the social actors. Questions of 

trance, or  whether Guan shamanism is a product of past interference by the imperial court, were 

not considered in detail. Following Turner's (1989) approach, the focus of research was the 

attempt to understand ail aspects of the phenornenon as potential expressions of the underlying 

social theory of the Manzu. Shamanism was placed within the larger context of social life as 

understood by the Manzu, and analysed based upon Manzu conceptions. By sharing their 

insights about the social significance of their shamanism with me, the Guan helped me to see the 

larger analytical picture that could be melded with Western concepts of ethnicity to create a 

syncretic understanding of shamanism. 

Sharnanisrn, without trance, remains central to the Guan clan of Yi Lan Gang because the 

shamanic rites are used to reinforce the sense of identity by demonstrating in various ways the 

core elements of the idealised Manzu character. Being a shaman engages one in the stniggle to 

understand what it means to be a Manzu. The shamans are encouraged by their vocation to be 

clan leaders and examine closely the nature of the clan identity. The end result is that they 

constmct Manzu ethnicity through the rituals and indeed reinvent it in response to changing 

circumstances. But while they are engaged with identity they are aiso aware of the diaiogic and 

relational aspects of the construction of identity. Even if they are not clear about what the 

elements of their cultural identity are, they do behave in a manner that demonstrates that they 

understand the imrnediacy of the contest that they engage in. Victor Turner describes how the 

Ndembu struggle over control of the mukunda and the assignrnent of the roles associated with it 

(1967). Yet, despite the rivalry this entails, the rite itself will and does come off. The participants 

are able to separate the aspects of the ritual so that the one does not endanger the other. This is 

also true of the shamans and clan leaders in Yi Lan Gang. The demonstration of fierceness and 

other virtues does not redly have much to do with using the event of the ji si to improve the 

situation of the clan in some way. At the same time there is an intersection, for in attempting to 

create a relationship with the representatives of the state the clan leaders do find that they must 



respond to the state's explicit aims regarding minority ethnic groups. These aims are antithetical 

to what the Manzu in the village believe must be included in their national character. There is a 

paradox here, and it is irresolvable. The best that can be done is to achieve a balancing act, wait 

for more change and hope that it is change in the right direction. 

In chapter two, sharnanism was described as unpredictable, nsky and creative. The 

shmans  are individuais, with their own ideas and abilities. Shamanism is unpredictable because 

it  depends on individuals. As we have seen, the sharnans of Yi Lan Gang disagree about the 

meaning of the symbols that they represent to the clan. They disagree about whether the spirits of 

the ancestors have real power, or what their nature is, or whether they even exist. Some of the 

sharnans are grave, some are irrepressible, and others are callow. Their pnorities and 

understandings differ, and not least because sorne are male and some female, some young and 

some old, some more educated than others, some born Manzu and some born Han. Thus, the 

nature of what it means to be Manzu, which they help irnmensely to create, is represented 

differently as they present thernselves. As they respond as individuals to changing circumstances, 

so the nature of Manzu ethnicity re-emerges. The recreation of the Manzu idectity is 

unpredictable. However, because it is epitomised in the ritual, variously interpreted by both the 

audience and the shamans, there exists a consistently agreed upon canon of ideas that are the 

quintessence of Manzuness. These are the symbols chat are acted upon by individuals. They are 

shared symbols that can be acted upon in concert and in opposition to both the ethnic other 

(primari1 y Han) and the political other (the government). 

I have suggested in previous chapters that the Manzu throughout their history have k e n  

involved in an ongoing process of redefining themselves as an ethnic group. Through the 

incorporation of ethnic othemess, and the response to extemal culturai influences, the Manzu 

have constantly shed old identities and emerged with new ones. The latest change has been from 

Manchu to Manzu. This is the process that they are engaged in right now. One of the leading 

groups in these ongoing changes is the shamans. This was understood well by the Qianlong 

emperor, who attempted to c u h  their influence not because he feared spiritual or political 

opposition, but because he knew that his attempts to redefine the meaning of Manzuness would 

be undermined by the countervailing influence of the shamans. It is reasonable for the Manzu to 

expect their sharnans to take the leading role in the present situation of fluctuating ethnicity. The 

symbols employed in shamanic practice help sharnans and others to define themselves. 

Sharnanism as practice has a variety of meanings for the shamans and for the laity. The 

sharnans themselves, even within the Guan clan, do not agree entirely on what shamanism is. 



The young shamans have yet to formulate a complete picture of sharnanism. They do not simply 

regurgitate what they have been told by one elder or another, but are sometimes uncertain about 

what they are ready to accept. This protracted series of negotiations, among shamans and others. 

results in more than the construction of cultural identity at scheduled events. The various actors 

reinvent Manzuness according to their own experiences and interpretations of ritual and extemal 

events. The practice of shamanism is not the Manzu identity but it is a highly productive test 

ground out of which the Manzu identity in Yi h Gang emerges. 

Often, the ideas of shamanism conflict with the ideas of Comrnunism, and the shamans 

are actively attempting to resolve this contradiction. As noted, the resolution for some of the 

older shamans is to accept that there is a contradiction that cannot be resolved readily. They 

work to find an accommodation and have achieved some success in gaining the support of the 

local govemment. This addresses the question of the mediative aspects of sharnanism. if Lommel 

( 1967) and others are correct, then the shaman is concemed with mediating between order and 

chaos. The Guan clan shamans are neither able to resolve every contradiction, nor impose order 

on al1 situations. However, they have made the transition from resolving spintual conflicts to 

dealing with worldly ones, as the general focus in this case has shifted to the mundane. The 

shaman understands the situation or social context, and leads the community in its response. As 

noted by S hirokoporoff, shamans are leaders within the cornmunity par excellence. The shamans 

may derennine that the best way to respond to the threat to the clan is through strengthening the 

clan identity. 

In the case of Yi Lan Gang, the shamans do  indeed attempt to find a way to work with the 

surrounding cornmunity. They manage at times to CO-opt the local or district leadership, as in 

establishing the village as a Manzu community, and even gain their active support and co- 

operation, as they did when they convinced the village cadre to help sponsor the ji si. The 

shamans support the clan in three distinct ways. First, they help to bring meaning to the cosmos, 

producing order out of chaos, by helping the clan members to retain an identity that makes sense 

while the Pace of change accelerates around them. Second, they represent the corporate group to 

the government (a potentially dangerous external entity) and gain its CO-operation and support. 

Third, at times they actively present information or symbols that oppose the idea of the Manzu 

promoted by the government and by the dominant other with which they interact on a quotidian 

basis. The Han Chinese society that surrounds the Manzu has a long-standing history of 

opposition to the Manzu, and as was discussed in the previous chapters, the general attitude 

towards minorities, both officiaily and socially has been consistently unfavourable. Presently, 



therc is both conflict and CO-operation with the govemment, and the shamans must be able to 

deal with both possibilities. 

The fact that the Manzu rely to such a degree upon their shamans is risky. If the shamans 

cerise to errist, then one of the most important pillars of the clan will be removed. The Guan 

recognise this. and so have made an effort to incorporate the mothers who could potentially be 

the thin edge of the wedge of Han acculturation more thoroughly into the clan and the Manzu 

identity by recreating them as shamans, in a way that is new and unexpected. The elders have 

nlso niride an effort to spread the sharnanism through the generations by recruiting from al1 the 

iigc grades and working closely with the inexperienced shamans to improve their technique and 

k i r  knowledge. These examples represcnt a conscious effort on the part of the leaders of the 

clan. But the risk they face is that these new shamans will not involve themselves deeply enough 

in the  shamanism to become a force in the maintenance of the clan. By making shamanism more 

dcmocrritic, more easily accessed, they risk losing the powerful influence that the shamans have 

on the comrnunity. The power they have comes from their exceptional ability to present ri 

convincing construct to the audience. Will the new shamans. doubtful and inexperienced, be able 

to carry on? The elders are garnbling that the answer is yes. 

The shamanism that the Guan practice is creative in adapting to changing circumstances 

and in rnaintaining the unity of the clan. The very process of spreading the sharnanism through 

the gcnerations is a highly creative response to the pressures brought to bear on their shmanism 

and their clan over the last one hundred years. The shamans of the Guan cian create a ceremonial 

cxpcrience for the clan rnembers to strengthen their identity as Manzu. This activity has become 

more. not lcss, important as direct intervention by the state has waned in the era of economic 

rcforrn. Every time the shamans perforrn a rituai, they are involved in a creative act. The fact that 

tbey have performed the ritual before, once or many times, does not lessen the creative nature of 

the act, because it is always performed for an audience, or rather two audiences. The first 

audience is rhe ancestors, who must be appealed to and satisfied if their help is to be secured. 

The second audience is the living clan members, who also have expectations. These expectations 

tire r,ot as explicit as those of the ancestors are understood to be. Nevertheless, they constitutc an 

cqually important focus for the shamans. They expect to see a dcmonstration of something 

powerful, regardless of whether it involves spirits or not. The laity must bc moved by what they 

expcricnce in order for it to create an impression upon them. They are also expecting to learn 

something about themselves. They are conscious of the didactic nature of the shamanic 

performance, and understand that the relationship with the ancestors is what makes them special. 



They are more than just Chinese, for they are the scions of a distinguished Manzu clan. But they 

are there to be reminded of what the identity of the clan represents - the character of the Manzu. 

At the same tirne the ritual is creative in the sense that they are re-establishing what it 

means to be Manzu. They are creating the Guan and Manzu identity over again in light of the 

issues that they face at the time of the performance. The shamans must be sensitive to the 

situation within the clan, and the pressures from outside the clan. The shamans are aware that the 

attitude towards shamanisrn has changed, and that belief in the manes has weakened. They know 

that many of the members of the clan now live in other cornrnunities, often far away, and that 

these people are especially vulnerable to losing interest in their Manzu identity. They pay 

specific attention to distant members, and make an effort to incite them to return to the village 

for ri tud  performances. 

If Not Trance. Then What? 

Townsley States that, "Yaminihua shamanism cannot be defined by a clearly constituted 

discourse of beliefs, symbols, or meanings. It is not a system of knowledge of facts known, but 

rather an ensemble of techniques for knowing" (op. cit.: 452; italics added). I have indicated in 

my discussion that in this case shamanism is precisely a signifier of identity (although I do not 

mean to suggest that it is only that). Nevertheless, 1 do not feel that 1 have diverged significantly 

from what Townsley suggests because shamanisrn as a syrnbol is the function of shamanism, yet 

shamanisrn is more than merely fùnctional. It operates through specialised techniques that 

prepare or train the practitioners for responding to exigencies and discovering solutions to the 

problems encountered by the community. The clan sharnans grow in experience, confidence and 

knowledge over time. They become better at k i n g  shamans who are responsive to change and 

are able to present shamanism as an actionable trope central to the constitution of a Manzu 

identity. The shamans are not merely some sort of therapists (puce ShirokogorofT) for they do not 

conduct their activities simply to alleviate social problems or ameliorate the condition of the 

clan. However, the search for knowledge and the understanding of what it means to be Manzu 

are developed within the social context of the clan Guan. When this process is identified as 

didogic, it means the shamans respond to the community in the application of the ntual, and the 

community understands its ethnic identity partially in terrns proposed by the shamans. But it also 

rneans that the shamans in their private discussions and reflections are responding to the situation 

in which they find themselves, and are seeking knowledge in categories that are partially defined 

by extemal elements (the laity of the clan, the literature on shamanism and Manzu history that 



they read, and the larger Chinese socio-politicai context) including a state that wishes to actively 

define identity. 

One aspect of shamanism is to create and control the arena of thought. This is not 

necessarily carried out in the public sphere. To this day, the shamans of Yi Lan Gang retain 

secret knowledge, and share this knowledge with the apprentices only in private. The knowledge 

of the meaning of the chants and prayers is never h l l y  revealed to the community, and the extent 

of the ability of the shamans to read and understand the written and spoken Man language is 

deliberately obscured by the sharnans. The purpose of their ceremonies, and the strategies that 

sharnms ernploy to gain leverage over outsiders, are developed in private discussions among the 

rnokrcnda, his deputies, the sharnans and their assistants. 

What seems to have taken place in Yi Lan Gang is that the shamans have used their 

creative abilities to recreate the nature of what it means to be Manzu. Their responsibility is to 

understand that which occurs around them. They must play close attention to the worid, in which 

they live, and actively consider the consequences for their clan of what they encounter. They are 

still engaged with the cosmos in a process of discovery. The comparisor. between the spintual 

universe and the various levels that it entails with the mundane concems of the clan may seem 

specious. However, the shamans remain occupied with the pursuit of knowledge in the service of 

their clan. The comparison k i n g  made is not really between the otherworldly and the mundane, 

but rather it is a comparison of the function of the sharnans demwcated by the presence or 

absence of trance activity. The shamans still seek to gain insights of a more general nature, and 

they do tend to be the most sophisticated inhabitants of the village. The result of this is that they 

are able to adjust the ritual presentation to make it more attractive to the laity (e.g. by expanding 

the feast, reintroducing the huan suo or extending the millet-pouding dance). Trance is a 

significant indicator of the change that has taken place, but its absence should not lead us to 

conclude that the practice of the Guan clan is sornehow not sharnanism. 

The clan leaders are attempting to strengthen the role of the clan through the most 

appropriate medium at their disposal: sharnanic rituai. Thus, even though the spiritual aspect of 

sharnanism is insecure in the minds of some, and trance is no longer practised, sharnanism as an 

expression of identity retains its relevance. The ancestors are piao han, and they expect the 

rituals and the shamans to be so as well. They specifically look for bravery and agility in the 

dancing and singing of the shamans. This is also why the slaughter of the pigs is absolutely 

central to the performance. It is not simply to hmk back to the nomadic times, but to demonstrate 

that the spirit of those times still lives in the contemporq  Manzu. Identification with the 



ancestors must take an active form that the clan members can readily access, and this is the 

accomplishrnent of the sharnans. 

No one who is a part of the clan in the village ever refers to it by the name Guan. They just 

say we or they, and it is expected that their interlocutor will understand the reference. There is 

strength in the identification with the clan, even today. Despite the weakening of the clan over 

the past decades, the identity remains. Throughout this work 1 have referred to both the clan and 

the Manzu ethnic group as the identity of the Guan. Just as the clan cannot exist without the 

shaman, so the Manzu cannot exist without the clan. To be Manzu means to be a member of a 

clan - traceable through the geneaiogy, with ancestors whose memory is cherished and whose 

substance is emulated. The two identities are inextricably tied together, and both depend on the 

shamans for their explanation and confirmation. 

The Manzu are aware that they are engaged in a struggle over their existence as an ethnic 

group. They are neither dupes nor victims. In responding to this threat, they turn to shamanism. 

Now it is about identity, more than it is about spirituai power derived from knowledge. 

Nevertheless, the sharnans still have the power to affect and benefit their community. It is the 

responsibility of the clan shamans to explain how and why they are Manzu. The shamans 

through the rituals that they carry out teach the heritage 2nd character of the Manzu. The sharnan 

is not the living embodiment of Manzuness, rather the rituals themselves are an enactment of it. 

The struggle is complicated by the problem that the Manzu do  not necessarily themselves 

believe in the existence or the power of the ancestral spirits. The sharnans are faced with the 

question of how to make their shamanism effective as a tool for reinforcing the clan identity. The 

method they employ is to emphasise the charactenstics of the ancestors as both admirzble and 

present in the living Manzu. The ritual as the embodiment of the ancestors does not require 

trance for two reasons. First, the living audience may not believe in the power of the spirits to 

enter the sharnans during uance. Second, the shamans today are not the living embodiment of the 

ancestors through spirit mastery. Rather, they are the exemplars of the idealised traits of the 

Manzu national character, which are drawn from the knowledge of the ancestors that the 

sharnans bear. It is the character of the ancestors that is venerated today, not onty the ancestors 

themselves. The shamans teach that character, demonstrate it, and provide an opportunity for the 

laity to participate in it. This is how the Manzu maintain the relevance of shamanism and the 

influence of the sharnans. And this is why trance is no longer necessary. 

Many attempts have k e n  made to categonse or  characterise shamanism, whether 

extemally imposed (arctic hystena, group hypnosis, ecstatic trance, real shamanism) or intemally 



generated (fe dom, ice, northem Manzu, southern Manzu, 'real' shamanisrn). Reviewing the 

literature, as noted in chapter two, indicated that the many approaches to the understanding of 

shamanism usually have ment and can make a contribution to our understanding of the shamanic 

complex as a whole. While it seems evident that none of the attempts to explain shamanism 

(either in terms of what it is or what it is for) have been entirely successful, the very complexity 

of the phenomenon requires that the various approaches to the shamanic complex be considered. 

The majority of the works examined and my own research indicated that the rituals are the key to 

understanding that shamanism is engaged with social life in a creative, dialogic fashion. The 

emphasis that is placed in Yi Lan Gang upon the ritud performance confirms this understanding. 

S hamans are profoundl y important contributors to the creation of ethnic identity and social li fe. 

We do not know what it was like to attend a ji si one hundred years ago. Shirokogoroff s 

descriptions do not pay attention to details such as how often they swept out the ritual hall, or  

how free people were to criticise the behaviour of others. It is difficult to Say whether or not the 

way in which Manzu identity was affinned then is the same as now. It is not unreasonable to 

suggest that the Manzu children in 1900, while the Qing Empire still survived, were surrounded 

with evidence of their ethnicity at al1 times and that the symbolic resonance of the ji si was 

irnmediately evident to them. Today, the symbols that are employed are not necessarily 

comprehended by the laity. They require demonstration, reiteration and explanation by the 

sharnans in order to be certain that the message gets across to the audience. This accounts for the 

hiphly demonstrative behaviour of the shamans and assistants described in chapter five, and for 

the emphasis placed on lay participation whenever possible. 

One of the most striking aspects of the ji si of the Guan clan was the overall lack of 

solemnity involved. There was a festive atmosphere throughout the t h e  days of the rituai. The 

cerernony presented a positive aspect of Manzu identity, and provided entertainment for the clan 

members. This is no small thing. The eiectronic age has corne to Yi Lan Gang, with videotapes 

and satellite television. The competition from the governrnent for the attention of the clan 

members is intense. The appeai of the shamanic practice is that it is entertaining and festive, but 

also provides an emotional release, a sense of identity and a sense of security. These appealing 

aspects at present outweigh the appeal of the electronic media for the loyalty of the clan 

members. Whether or  not this can last is impossible to determine at present. However, this 

apped presents an opportunity to teach the values of the cIan through the demonstrative 

behaviour of the shamans and assistants throughout the ceremony, both during the actual rites 

and the surrounding activities. The assiduousness, frankness and fierceness of the shamans are 



al1 demonstrated through symbolic actions that are constantly repeated over the course of the 

three days. 

The idealised characteristics of Manzu identity are not always compatible with the vaiues 

of modem China. In fact, the very desire to hang ont0 their ethnic identity is typically 

characterised as feudaiistic o r  bourgeois. The idea of k i n g  fierce is especially problematic, since 

it unacceptable in the light of the Manzu's past history as conquerors of China. Despite this, the 

experience of life in Yi Lan Gang shows that these values are still rnaintained and actively 

promoted. The Manzu are offered an alternative set of values and characteristics, but by and 

f arge t hey reject them in favour of tradition. 

On the cloths hung beside the dtars used in the ji si it says in the written Manzu language 

"sabingga," which means propitious or auspicious, on one side, and 44hururi," which means good 

fortune, on the other side. This is also written in Chinese characters, for the benefit of the 

rnajority of the clan members. The Chinese characters that are equivalent to these words are 

traditionally displayed on the ancestral altars of Han Chinese families. Yet, these are considered 

to be traditionally Manzu in Yi Lan Gang. 1 cannot suggest what the origin of these wntings may 

be, or who influenced whom. Nor does it particularly matter, to the Guan. They are perfectly 

aware of this overlap in traditions, dong with many others. These do not represent 

contradictions, for the Manzu feel that they know what it means to be Manzu- The sharnans 

remain focussed on the clan that they serve, and without which they cannot exist. 

The leaders of the Guan clan, and other Manzu clans as well, have decided that they must 

actively promote their ethnic identity. They know that much of what was distinctive about their 

ethnicity has passed into history. Yet, they believe deeply that they are piao han, and that this is 

what they must be to survive. The essentiais of bravery, fierceness, agility and quickness are 

powerfully expressed for the Manzu within the shamanic rituals that honour the characteristics of 

the ancestors. Through their genealogy they estabIish their sense of connectedness, their guan xi. 

The shamanic performance is a powerful trope that allows the members of the clan to focus upon 

their own idealised nature and provides an image of what they should be. The shamanic quest, 

not to gain power but knowtedge in service of the clan, continues. 

To this point, the shamans seem to be succeeding in their quest, and the Guan clan may 

even be enjoying a renaissance. Yet the forces arrayed against them are powerful and pervasive. 

The Manzu do not present a unified front in the face of adversity. Many have concluded that they 

are finished, that their decline is terminal. Still they persist, and in quick and agile fashion adapt 

tc the circumstances they confront. They m a t e  themselves again. 
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Appendix 2 

Dynasties of  China 

Xia 1990-1557 B.C. 
Shang 

Zhou 

Spring and Auturnn 

Warring States 

Qin 

Former Han 

Xin 

Latter Hm 

Three Kingdoms 

Western Jin 

North & South Empires 

Sui 

Tang 
Five Dynasties 

Song 

Liao (Khitan Mongol) 

lin (Jurchen) 

Yuan (Mongol) 

Ming 

Qing 

Republic of China 

People's Republic of China 

1557-1050 B.C. 

1050-22 1 B.C. 

722-48 1 B.C. 

481-221 B.C. 

22 1-207 B.C. 

206 B.C.-A.D. 9 

9-23 

25-220 

220-280 

280-3 16 

3 17-588 

589-6 17 

6 17-907 

907-960 

960- 1279 

907- 1 1 19 

11 15-1234 

1279- 1368 

1368- 1644 

1644-191 1 

19 1 1 -present 

1949-present 



Idealised Kinship Chart: Ego's Clan 

Terms given are used today in Yi Lan Gang Manzu Village. 

Senior kin are always to the left; junior kin are always to the right. 
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