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“Does the government want development of people in the highlands?
Or development of people outside, based on what they can get out of the
highlands?” Himalayan farmer

As the pace of development accelerates in mountain regions, more often driven by the needs of
urban, lowland populations and industry than by highland communities, so the social and
physical environment is changing. The implications for the wider world are likely to be significant. 

Panos has been working with community-based environmental, cultural and development
organisations to record the oral testimony of local people, and to communicate their
experiences and their understanding of the challenges ahead. 

The project has involved local people as both interviewers and narrators. Ten collections have
been gathered: in the Himalaya (India and Nepal); the Karakorum (Pakistan); the central
Andes (Peru); the Sierra Norte (Mexico); Mount Elgon (Kenya); the highlands of Ethiopia
and Lesotho; southwest and northeast China; and the Sudety mountains (Poland). Each
booklet contains a selection of the interviews gathered in that locality. The full
international archive holds the views and experiences of some 350 individuals, and
represents a wealth of material – vivid, challenging, full of human detail and variety – to
complement and illustrate other forms of research into sustainable mountain development. For
more information on the themes, projects, participants, and the unedited but
translated transcripts, visit www.mountainvoices.org.

Each collection is a snapshot, and does not claim to represent an entire mountain community.
But the range of individual voices provides a remarkably comprehensive picture of highland
societies, their changing environments, and their concerns for the future. The challenge is to
meet national development needs without further marginalising mountain peoples. They are
the custodians of diverse – sometimes unique – environments, essential to the survival of the
global ecosystem. Further erosion of mountain people’s ability to care for those assets will be
the world’s loss, not just theirs.
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The Panos Institute exists to stimulate debate on global environment and development issues.
Panos’ main offices are in Dakar, Kampala, Kathmandu, London, Lusaka, Paris, Washington.

Voices from the Mountain is a series of booklets published by Panos London’s Oral
Testimony Programme (OTP) as part of its international Mountains project. The OTP has
been working through partners with a variety of highland communities for several years,
involving local people both as narrators and interviewers. The aim is to explore the changing
environment and culture of these regions through the direct testimony of those who live
there; to raise awareness and understanding of the accelerating impact of development; and
to communicate people’s experiences and perceptions of the changes—social, economic and
environmental—taking place as a result.

The OTP Mountains project has been primarily funded by the Swiss Agency for
Development and Cooperation (SDC), with additional support from Novib, NORAD and
Sida. The China collection and booklet received specific support from SDC, Oxfam Hong
Kong and the Body Shop Foundation. Extracts may be reproduced with acknowledgement.
Please send cuttings or reviews. 

Booklets are free to the media and resource-poor non-governmental organisations in
developing countries. Copies otherwise are £5.00; bulk discounts available. For copies or
further details, please contact oraltestimony@panoslondon.org.uk.
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INTRODUCTION
“Since almost all the men have left the village, with only the old
and the young at home, all work in the fields is left to women,”
explains 28-year-old Diao’er. She lives in Huanglongsi, a mountain
community in China’s Hebei province. For much of the year it is
women who look after the family, livestock and agriculture, while
the men do contract work in the nearby cities. Many men complain
of being cheated or underpaid by their employers. Thousands of
miles to the south, in the mountains of Yunnan, Guizhou and
Guangxi, home to many of China’s minority groups with their
distinct languages and cultures, the story is similar. Almost all
families rely on the men finding casual, unskilled work. But they
are even more vulnerable to exploitation by employers, as their
own languages are not spoken on the plains or in the cities. Some
men seek work over the border, in Myanmar or Laos. 

China’s market-oriented economic reforms have produced some
remarkable results at the national level, but deep poverty remains,
especially in rural areas. The poorest of the country’s poor live in
the mountains. This booklet features interviews from two
contrasting mountainous areas: with minority peoples in the
southwest, and with the majority Han in the northeast. Almost all
interviews were with women, who, as the quote above
demonstrates, have become the main labour force in many rural
areas. 

The first collection (see pp3-28) was gathered by members of
Oxfam Hong Kong’s Kunming office (coordinated by Wylie Liu and
Li Bo) and of the Yunnan Minority Gender and Development
Group (coordinated by Professor He Zhonghua). Interviewers from
the same minority groups as narrators spoke to Yi and Miao in
Weining county of Guizhou province, and Luquan county of
Yunnan province; to Yao in Bama county of Guangxi autonomous
region; and to Wa and Lahu in Lancang county, Yunnan (see map,
p4). All the minority groups have their own customs, practices and
language, but share common concerns, not least the struggle to
maintain their identity and culture while taking advantage of
modern life. 

Weaving and sewing traditional clothes remains a prized skill,
for example, but these are time-consuming tasks. Some young
people prefer to use that time to earn money and buy ordinary
(“Han”) clothes; others see traditional craft skills as a source of pride
and satisfaction in lives that are otherwise filled with little but hard
labour. Low literacy levels and limited access to information, as well
as residual prejudice against minority peoples, make life even
harder. Yet almost without exception the narrators—in both
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Erguai CHINA 10

Erguai, 72, is Wa and lives in Xuelin village, Lancang county. She observes
that people’s lives are less tough than in the past but that the concern to make
money has led to new problems including livestock disease and destruction of
natural resources. “I’m a dying person but I’m still thinking about the
mountain and water… How can our children farm the land in the future?”

I was trained to be tough… Today’s women, from courtship to
marriage, and when they have children, are much happier than us.
Their health should be better… [In my day] people kept having
children till they got a son. If family planning had been promoted in
our time, how nice it would have been! The women of our time
diced with the god of death [in childbirth], it was too horrible. Now
people cannot have more than one or two children… When they
grow up [and have children], they don’t look like mothers… My
daughter-in-law is a mother…but looks like a young girl.

In the past, it was tough for people to farm the land, especially
ploughing new land. Trees were thick and weeds were tall. The
hoes…were thicker and narrower, which made it tough for us
women to plough. Now the hoes are easy to use, wide and light;
both men and women can use them. And the land has been farmed
for many generations. It becomes easy to plough and plant… Weeds
are no longer pulled up by hand but killed by pesticides. If crops
don’t grow well, people can use chemical fertilisers to boost the
yield. A lot of labour has been saved… [People] don’t have to cut
big trees and tall grasses…[but] don’t you see that every mountain
is barren?

“Forests are not managed well”
It’s because there are too many people. Forests are not managed
well. More people need firewood, but trees won’t grow in one year.
Now even the cogon grass doesn’t grow… Not to mention the next
generation, even this generation doesn’t have enough grass to
thatch its roofs. Only a few people keep some growing around their
houses… If the state didn’t produce asbestos tiles, what could we
ordinary people use to cover our houses? If they don’t manage the
forests well now, people won’t have firewood any more. Now there
is almost no pasture for the cows…

Our place is not like other places. The water and soil in other
places are warm, and grain can be harvested twice a year; in our
place, the water and soil are cold, we can only harvest once a year.
If we don’t manage the forests well, people in the future may have
difficulty growing crops. I asked my son to plant trees around the
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collections—talk of expanded opportunities to earn money since
China’s economic reforms took hold, and express a preference for
the new system of working for oneself rather than communally. But
school fees remain beyond the reach of some families, and most
people are too poor even to be considered for bank loans. Family
networks remain a crucial source of support, financial and practical. 

Medical facilities are too costly for some people, and often
limited, especially for reproductive health. This, combined with
women’s heavy workload, means many of the narrators suffer
constant ill-health. This was also a key concern in the second
collection (see p29 onwards), gathered by the Women’s Studies
Centre of Tianjin Normal University, and coordinated by Professor
Du Fangqin. The narrators are all Han Chinese, and live at the
eastern foot of the Taihang Mountains in Huanglongsi, a collection
of hamlets scattered over 10 valleys in Mancheng county, Hebei (see
map, p29). In the late 1970s, the first electricity supply was set up; in
1981 the first motorised water pumps brought clean drinking-water
and the possibility of mechanised irrigation; a year later the first
paved road was built; and in the 1990s families began to get their
own water taps.

The same decade saw significant visible and invisible change:
visible, in that people have been planting barren hillsides
(previously denuded for fuel) with fruit and other trees; and less
visible as a result of massively increased migration to urban areas
for work. Some returned migrants have started development
projects and introduced new ideas. But major obstacles remain:
women’s hard work in the fields still produces only just enough
food and if the harvest is reduced, they need relief food from the
state. The afforestation project is a long-term investment; in the
meantime, wage labour is crucial. 

Most adults have had little access to education; 70 per cent of
women in Hebei are classified as illiterate or semi-literate.
Conscious of how this limits their ability to learn new skills, most
families place great emphasis on education for the new generation.
With assistance from outside organisations, they have built a new
school. Symbolic of their “farewell to ignorance”, the school may
also turn out to signify farewell to the mountain; many parents
expect their children will work in the cities and leave Huanglongsi
for ever. Their aim, however, is to build up a core of educated,
capable villagers whose concern is to make life in the mountain an
attractive, viable option.



fields. Some…were secretly cut down by other people… The area
that was allocated when the household responsibility system
started is getting smaller: half the area has been occupied by the
construction of the Nanban road. There is no more area to expand. 

“They have never tasted hardship”
Drinking-water was the most difficult thing [to get] before the
government installed water taps. At that time, we went to fetch
water when the rooster crowed for the second time. If you didn’t go
early, you couldn’t have clean water for drinking. Now the tap
water in front of my house runs every day… I do not need to worry
on rainy days or in the evening, because water is always there… I
often blame girls who don’t take care to close the tap after they
have finished using water… When I see the water running, I feel
heartbroken… They turn to me and say, “What are you afraid of?
We drink and don’t have to pay.”  I feel very sad when I hear that.
Maybe because they are not the same as us, the older generation,
[and] have never tasted hardship, they don’t know how to value
the things they have.

4 VOICES FROM THE MOUNTAIN

“People want to make money” 
In the past, we did not run many businesses; most of the business
was opium-trading… We didn’t spend much money… People rarely
ate meat…today, people slaughter and sell [animals] freely… But
these days chickens get sick and die easily. Our two chickens died of
disease and there are no more left. There are too many people
engaging in the business. People want to make money and they
don’t care whether the chicken is sick or not. They sell them in the
market, and the bacteria is easily spread to other places… 

There are more ways to make money [today]. Like my
daughter-in-law, she often weaves bags to sell, and can earn 200 to
300 yuan a year. My son helps others to build houses; in one year
he can earn several hundred yuan!… We make more money and
spend more. Now it seems that money is not being valued as much
as in the past.

Yeai CHINA  9

Like some other older narrators, Yeai, 52, has vivid memories of extreme
poverty and hunger. She attributes improved living standards to political
changes, adding “we are just afraid that the policy will change in the
future… We have a fear of experiencing hunger again”.  Yeai is Wa and
lives in Xuelin village, Lancang county, earning her living from farming
and weaving (she sat weaving throughout the interview).

[When I was young] I only remember that we were short of grain;
we poor people worked in the landlords’ homes but they gave us
only 6 jin of cereal per day… I used a special bench and stood on it
so that I could reach up to pound the rice. Life was very difficult.
Now when I recall it my tears are ready to fall…

My husband’s family was also very poor. They had only a pot, a
ragged bamboo mat [to sleep on] and a small bowl… Two years
after liberation, because our family were poor peasants, those Han
people (the army) asked my husband to be the head of a militia and
gave him 20 yuan as salary each month. [But] they haven’t given
him [the allowance] since the Cultural Revolution… At that
time, they said that something he did was incorrect… You ask me
why was it so? I cannot tell even now. I didn’t know what the
reason was at the time, and we never asked…

I thought it was good that he was [no longer] the militia’s head,
so we could go to the mountain to work together every day. At that
time, I wished to have two things: a tobacco pipe made of silver,
and a bracelet… That year, we had a good harvest. However, I
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didn’t expect—even in my dreams—that my dad, who had run
away and left my mum and me when we were short of grain,
would bring back the children he had with his second wife. Because
my mum had gone away, he had no place to go, and could only
come to live with me. Both eating and living were difficult. The
grain my husband and I worked hard for throughout one year was
all consumed by that time… In June and July, we had to go to other
places to dig up roots to eat. It’s another tragedy—so I still cannot
afford to buy the tobacco pipe and bracelet.

“We were too pigheaded”
[My son] failed the [entrance] exam for high school. The teacher
said that he had five marks lower than the requirement. My son
asked us to let him repeat the class…[but] we didn’t agree… So
sometimes he blames us. We were too pigheaded. We thought that
by finishing middle school, his knowledge would be sufficient to
use. And we worried that we would not be able to afford his tuition
fees in the high school. Now when I think about it, I’m really
regretful. If we hadn’t been so stubborn and had been willing to
support him to study, he’d probably be a university student now…

[Now he earns a living.] He found a broken tape-recorder. He
opened it and studied it, then fixed it. Gradually, he mastered some
basic things. He wrote to a factory and bought some materials and
some spare parts… He studied slowly… He was thinking about
strengthening his theoretical knowledge, but as the tuition fees
were too high, he couldn’t afford it. Finally he said, “Forget it. I
studied by myself for several years and I know how to do repairs.” 

“Now it’s all up to you”
Who still wants to live the life of the past? [Under] the collectivised
commune system, some people worked slothfully, and the grain
you worked hard for one year was not sufficient to eat… We had to
dig up roots, cut edible wild plants and the stems of banana trees for
food. Now I have persistent stomach-ache. It’s because I ate too
many wild plants and banana stems. When I look back at life in the
past, my head aches…

Now, it’s all up to you how hard you want to work and how
much you want to eat. Grain is not in short supply… Now we have
the household responsibility system… We ordinary people like
it more, but are just afraid that the policy will change in the
future… [Before], we were often in debt. I’m scared to death even
when I think about it now… In the past—even the salt we ate, it
was so difficult to get as we could only go to Shangyu to buy it. It
took us several days… And we were scared on the way, because

We had to dig
up roots to eat
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there were many bad people. If you encountered them they would
rob [you of] all your stuff and you would have nothing… Everyone
has freedom [now]. If we don’t violate the law, we can work
peacefully. No bad people come to threaten us. Why wouldn’t I say
the present society is good?…

Now…we work for ourselves. We can make money from
[livestock] breeding and cultivation. But my family has not been
successful in raising buffalo, pigs and chickens… The year before
last, we bought a buffalo which cost 2,620 yuan. I raised it for only
four months, then it got sick and died. I was so sad that I cried for
three days. The more I think about it, the madder I become. It took
much hard work to get the 2,000 yuan. Later, we bought pigs and
chickens, but, all the same, they all got sick and died… When the
pigs were ill, I asked [the vet] to come quickly and give injections.
They…gave injections for three days, but finally [the pigs] died.
And it cost me tens of yuan for the treatment. I feel puzzled. Why
did the buffalo, pigs and chickens get ill and die so easily? What’s
the reason? I don’t know whether the vet used expired medicine, or
if God in Heaven doesn’t want us to be rich?…

If the pigs and chickens did not so easily get sick and die, I could
often take them to sell. I can raise them well. Besides this, my
husband can weave bamboo mats to sell… [He stops] just because
there is no light when it gets dark… As to having a small business in
the market—we can’t make money from that…[though] we’ve
tried…  My son [also] had a rice business; he lost money and was in
debt. Since then, he hasn’t done any such business… 

We have a fear of experiencing hunger again. [My husband and
I] work together when we are not sick… He is not like other men,
wandering around all day and just chatting with other families. He
would rather work hard for the family… We eat rice every day now
and are reluctant to eat coarse grain any more…We eat more meat
than before, but less than people…like you who receive a salary
and have meat at every meal. [As for preparing the
food]…everything is milled by machine. Don’t you see our pestle
lying on the ground that shows that we don’t pound rice any more?

Now we work
for ourselves
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Guangzhen (45 years, Yi), farmer CHINA 24

[We grow] corn, potatoes, buckwheat… You can grow vegetables only if you work hard. If you
don’t grow them well, you won’t be able to eat. You have to seize the season, because in this cold
mountain area, the frost is heavier. If you plant it late, you’ll have no yield. Frost comes even in
August and September. 



Xuefeng CHINA 12

Xuefeng has been working in maternal and child health care in Luquan for
more than 20 years (she is 41). Miao female doctors like her are rare. Miao
women come to her and her colleagues because, she says, “we are kind to
them in all respects”, and there is no language barrier. She expresses real
sorrow at the destruction of the forest and calls for efforts to “plant trees all
over the mountains and turn them green”.

I mainly work on gynaecological and obstetric diseases, family
planning and things like that. Generally, Luquan women like to
come to me… There isn’t a Miao woman [doctor] in the county
hospital. There are some male doctors…but they don’t work on
women’s health… There isn’t a Miao female doctor on the family
planning committee. Now there are two nurses…but they don’t
know many people. I’ve been here for a long time. The old and the
young—people mostly know me. We are really here for those
women… I feel they are very pitiful. Just because they don’t speak
Han, they can’t communicate with other people around and are
afraid of being scolded… Our attitudes are good and we can treat
the diseases well; we are kind to them in all respects…

It’s not common for Miao women to have women’s diseases…
Usually they will come when they have pain…after they have had
an IUD put in… Probably [they are healthy] because they live in
the mountain area, the water is cleaner—and they wash their
clothes in running water. They are different from those who live on
the plain [and] fetch water from a standing pool… I have a disease
and come to wash; you have no disease, I’ll spread the disease to
you… Every year we conduct a general investigation into women’s
diseases in those [lowland] areas: 85 per cent of the women there
have diseases… 

Of course, we Miao people have poor living conditions…[worse
than] in the town… But now one family can get at least 2,000-
3,000 yuan per year from selling tobacco. So their clothing, food,
and housing are all better now…

[My hometown] has changed so much! My family and my dad,
they worked very hard. We had many sisters and brothers. My two
elder brothers both worked outside [our area] and all my uncles
worked in other provinces. So my dad raised us alone… At that
time…there was not one tiled house in the whole village… Later,
after the household responsibility system was introduced, more
and more new houses were built…even roofs of the [animal] pens
are built with tiles…

They don’t
speak Han:

they can’t
communicate
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The Cultural Revolution had some impact. We paid more
grain tax to the state… I remember clearly bringing the grain to the
government’s storehouse. We were children—about this tall at that
time [gestures]… There was no road…people spent a month over
the delivery… We harvested a lot of corn, but one family could only
save a little [of this] for themselves—not enough to eat for a year…
[Under] the household responsibility system, we only…deliver
some in the Big Spring, not in the Small Spring… 

During the period of collectivisation, people used buffalo to
plough and plant, that’s all [laughs]… Now people in the
countryside cultivate according to scientific methods… The potatoes
and other things are good, because we have enough chemical
fertilisers… Only one or two families still eat corn. Corn and
potatoes are used to exchange for rice to eat. 

CHINA 9

“We Miao people have poor living conditions”

Guangzhen (45 years, Yi), farmer CHINA 24

The hospital is far away… If a seriously sick person needs to go to the hospital, it takes at least 15
or 16 people to carry him or her… In this place, because there is no road, living conditions are
worse. Everything needs to be carried by people. There are potatoes but they are too heavy to carry.
If there is no horse, you cannot carry them by yourself.



“Those mountains were beautiful”
In our place, when we were young, trees were everywhere. They
were so many that you couldn’t get through them… I went [home]
twice this year. I felt such sorrow when I saw the mountains. It was
as though they had been cut by a sickle—not one tall tree left. I was
so sad. I said when we were children, those mountains were so
beautiful!… Three years ago when I went there they were still like
that… [Now] they have been turned into fields…[people have]
planted wheat and corn on them…

The trees were planted by us when we were young. I remember
we went with the  adults to plant the pine trees… The change is too
big. I feel it isn’t the place I used to live in… And the water… Down
there in our place in Hanpai were two big ponds… They have dried
up now, probably because the trees are cut down… The water was
so deep that the buffalo could drown in it…

We planted those trees; those were our mountains… When
people came [from the plains] and cut [the trees], our people were
angry… People here thought: if you who live on the plain can cut,
we can cut too. People from the forestry centre were there to check,
but they never stopped [them]. In the past, they only stopped us
Miao, but they didn’t stop those who came and carried the logs
away in truck after truck at midnight… 

After the forestry centre went there, they built that road… The
road’s convenient for us…[but before,] people came to steal only
one or two trees…each time… Now one truck can carry 10
people—at night trees were easily taken away on the truck…

You think about it—[I’m] 41 now, we planted them when we
were only eight, nine or 10 years old—the trees were more than 30
years old… The impact is not good—the air, and all other aspects…
[Now] there isn’t a good tree left—either for firewood or building
houses… People are rich, but the resources are used up.

“They tend to hurt mountain people”
[In the past] we didn’t lock the door whenever we went out. You
trusted me and I trusted you… Now there are hardly any people
who don’t lock their door…because…there are many thieves
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now—just the people from the plain, [not local people]… Miao
people have one good quality, that’s unity…

People on the plain…tend to hurt mountain people, especially
Miao. The number of people in the Miao areas is small, [so]…if
someone comes to steal…we can’t overpower them. So they tend to
bully us… In the past, people were poor, so they were looked down
on by other people from outside. Now you are rich, people still
come to steal things from you.

“The older generation was kind”
I remember when we were young, my dad and my mum were
religious. My dad had a very good temperament. He never offended
anyone in the village…  He did things well, worked very hard, was
very kind to people. After he died, many people from the village
office came to see him. They said it was a loss. 

My dad and my mum [taught me to] be kind to people… With
those people who come for medical treatment, I won’t lose my
temper with them… We have seen the old generation who were
kind to people and to things—they never offended others. So I
followed them; I chose to believe in Christianity because of that.

My dad always taught us in secret… Although [he] was
religious, he was never against the policy [of the time]. So during
the Cultural Revolution, when people criticised and denounced
those religious people, they never did that to my dad; instead, they
respected [him]… Besides, he never [tried to] spread the religion.

Development needs
In our place, water is needed most… We pump some from the
pond, but the water [pressure] is too weak… It will be good if the
TV aerial can be connected to our village, or to our village office, so
that the whole village can…follow the information shown on TV to
improve their living conditions…[and] follow the changes in
society…

We should plant more trees…and manage them well. We should
allocate a specific area for planting. If you allocate it, the villagers
will plant trees… If every family can have a plot to manage, it can
be managed… It’s better to plant—plant trees all over the
mountains and turn them green.

People came
and cut down
the trees
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Xiuzhen (30s, Miao), farmer CHINA 13

In Chairman Mao’s time it was good that there were no thieves, people didn’t look down on you
when you walked by. Since the reform (the change to the household responsibility system),
people eat well and have better clothing, but then they look down on other people.

Yeai (52 years, Wa), farmer/weaver CHINA 9

The firewood is usually collected by me. In the past, we had regulated seasons to gather firewood.
If it was not the permitted period, you couldn’t collect any; otherwise the village head would scold
you. Now people don’t care any more, they just go to collect it whenever they want to. Some people
even cut the green wood, but no one is punished.



Xiuying CHINA 11

Xiuying, 34, of Cuihua village, Luquan county, is Miao.  She has a husband
who drinks, and fights between them are frequent. What emerges clearly
from her story is the extent to which the sadness and social stigma of
childlessness has exacerbated the friction between them.

[Because we have no child] people in this village look down on me,
and my family looks down too. [My husband and I] often quarrel
because of this. I said that I heard something on the radio…[about]
a doctor in Beijing who can do some treatment for the problem…
He said, “Ai, we’d need several thousand yuan.” I said, “it’s worth
it, even if it costs 4,000 to 5,000 yuan…”

I think it’s better to have a child, so that the people in the village
won’t bully us, and the family won’t have fights. My eldest brother
had one child that exceeded the family planning quota. He gave the
child to us to bring up. After that, we didn’t have these frequent
quarrels and fights. Later—just recently—the little child had
diarrhoea and died… [He was] three, just three. He was always
running around everywhere… He couldn’t get well by taking the
herbs. He couldn’t get well by taking Western medicines either… I
carried him [to the hospital] every day… He died on the fourth day.
I went alone. My husband stayed at home and didn’t go.

Every day he says he wants to divorce me… I used to like
dancing and singing…but my husband once said to me that he
would give up drinking if I gave up dancing and singing. I listened
to him. I not only gave up dancing and singing but also stopped
going to church. In fact, I have stopped doing anything for myself,
but he is still drinking.

It’s not only me he beats. He even beat my mother- and father-
law…[when they tried] to protect me… Two years ago, I said that
because we didn’t have many people in our family…we could live
together [with his parents]. One of us could take care of the
livestock; one could stay at home to feed the pigs; the other two
could go to work in the field. Five days after the Spring
Festival…we moved into one house to live together. My parents-
in-law had bad luck that year: both of them were sick for over a
month… When my husband was drunk, he said he didn’t want
[them] to live with us [any more]… From that time onwards, his
dad and mum haven’t spoken to him [or lived with us]…

[Is he] foolish!… When we went to the market, I asked him to
do the calculations; he was not able to calculate. I said, “If you
divorce me I can make a living. I’m afraid you won’t make [a living

12 VOICES FROM THE MOUNTAIN

on] your own.” [People] said that in my family I was the one who
managed [everything]… I worked out what kind of fertilisers
should be used for which variety of corn. He only knows about
smoking today and drinking tomorrow.

Of course I have to assign him work… He doesn’t know what
work to do today, what to do tomorrow. You see, today I asked him
to sieve the earth to fill the nutrient bags. He said he was going to
harvest the wheat. The wheat is still green. We have to fill the
nutrient bags [with soil, nutrients and seeds] first. We could go to
harvest the wheat two days later…

I do the same [work] as him, such as collecting firewood… The
housework? We Miao old women do more work… If I am not at
home, he will cook. When I was sick, he would cook. When I trim
the tobacco, because he doesn’t know how to do it, he will stay at
home and do the cooking…

“He’s a man so he has authority”
He’s illiterate. I went to primary school up until grade three. I
cannot read and write [but] as I have been managing the money
matters of the family all these years [and] have to go to the market,
I learned how to count and read [money]… If I didn’t hide [the
money] well, he would take it to buy cigarettes [laughs]… He does
[go with me to market]. But he just asks for money to buy one
packet of cigarettes… He’s a man so he has authority. If he wants to
buy something that I disagree with, he’ll insist. I can’t stop him…

He didn’t drink alcohol before; he would scold people who
drank… [When he doesn’t drink he’s] very kind. He won’t scold
me…he won’t oppose me even when I scold him. After he drinks,
he’ll come back tottering. If I laugh at him, he’ll scold me. My
mum-in-law has such a problem. Whenever she sees he is drinking,
she feels such a weight on her heart. 

I don’t know what’s wrong these days. We old women chatted
and found that everyone had been beaten… There are many
[men]—Miao, Han, Yi—all beat [their wives] when they get drunk. 

Many men
beat their
wives when
drunk
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Meng Meixin (45 years, Yao), farmer CHINA 2

My husband always said, “Get rid of the illiterate! Wipe out the illiterate!”  Meaning me – I didn’t
know how to read… He said that, and I was mad at him… I said, “The Secretary General still
wants the illiterate…Without me—this illiterate—would you have anything to eat?” I was so
mad. I had spent my whole life supporting these children…[And] my husband was not as clever as
I was when we went to market… I was the one who reared the pigs, not him… I did some
bargaining and got 125 yuan for one pig.



Mingchun CHINA 18

Mingchun, 27, is one of the few male narrators—a Miao, he is an Oxfam
extension worker in Zaishu village, Weining county. The interviewer, Xiao,
felt it was important to get a man’s perspective to compare with women’s
attitudes towards “women’s issues”. The two of them reflect on several
topics, including domestic violence and the value of maintaining traditional
skills and custom.

Mingchun: We Miao people live in remote and backward
mountain areas. Although we have had some development in these
years, there is still a big gap between us and other peoples…
Throughout history, the Miao have had less power.

[In] Zaishu village…there are more than 400 people in 100
households, among which there are five or six Yi households and
three or four Han households [whose living conditions are] much
better…  Basically, 80 per cent of this village doesn’t have enough
grain… [School] tuition fees increase more and more; students’
enrolment rate drops. [People] don’t have the money to pay. It’s
mainly because of the grain shortage.

“Her time for rest is short”
No matter whether they have enough money or not, [women] all
want to make traditional clothes… They sell eggs to buy the yarn…
They buy wool for knitting, and…white cloth to make clothes with
patterns on… To make a set [of clothes]…the materials cost at least
70 or 80 yuan. It costs more than 100 if you include the manual
labour…

I always think that [making] these Miao clothes costs too much
time… After [a woman] finishes the day’s work, she can’t go to bed
early at night. She has to spin the flax or do something else… She is
tangled up in those small tasks of making costumes all day long…
Thus her time for rest is short… It affects her physical and mental
health. I think they could make just one set to wear in our Miao
festivals in remembrance of our tradition… And it lowers the living
standard of the family. There is no money for emergencies, no
money to spend on living. When one does anything, one needs to
consider whether it can make money…
Xiao: I have some opinions on this issue. From the interviews I did
with some women, I think women’s lives are too harsh. From
morning till evening, all they do is work, work, work! They have no
time to rest. So I think making these clothes allows them to have
something to put their spirit and thoughts into. It creates a small
corner of their own, which belongs to their own private world…
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Besides, it embodies part of their value system in life. I think if there
were no such activity for them, they would have no support for
their souls, and then women’s lives would be too harsh, too bitter. 

CHINA 15

Miao woman in traditional costume. “Women’s lives are too harsh… Making these
clothes gives them something to put their spirit and thoughts into”



“Quarrels are normal things”
Mingchun: Cases [of wife-beating] exist…the proportion is small.
There are only one or two cases in a hundred households.
Xiao: But in the interviews I conducted today, the women didn’t
say that! The women said that in 60 per cent of the families the
husband beats the wife. Another said it was probably 80-90 per
cent. That’s a big difference from what you said. Is it because you
are a man in this village and you want to protect the men?
Mingchun: No. I think fighting between a couple can be divided
into different categories. Some are fighting to divorce; some have
quarrels and fights all the time. When I said there were very few
cases I meant when the man beats the woman for everything all the
time. What the women described in your interviews included all
kinds of quarrels and fights in a family… 

[In] only 10 per cent of the families [do men beat the women
for everything]. I have exaggerated the number even by saying this.
There are many things to quarrel about in a family. Only through
quarrels can things be achieved. Otherwise, you do your thing and
I do mine... Quarrels are normal things.
Xiao: The women reflected on the nature of quarrels too. If it’s only
a quarrel, women dare to argue with men; but if it’s a fight, women
would not dare to fight back because they are physically weaker.

“It takes a big sum of money to go to hospital”
Mingchun: We Miao are especially poor, so we are not able to take
care of the women… When a woman gives birth to a child, they
just throw a bunch of grass in a corner—it’s damp and infectious.
Grass hides bacteria and will easily cause infection. Another
common health problem…is prolapse of the womb… 

[People] don’t go for a doctor mainly because of their poor
economic condition. It takes a big sum of money to go to the
hospital. Only when people are very sick will they go to the
hospital… [Women’s health problems] are especially serious in the
case of difficult deliveries. Some women have experience in treating
[this]. For example, if the foetus is in the wrong position,
experienced women can feel it and correct the position by touch…
[I think] this is a good technique. But not everyone knows it. They
can only be treated under the instruction of the old women. 

We use ordinary scissors [to cut the umbilical cord]… But the
women are experienced. They put the scissors into boiling water to
sterilise them. I always feel that women here are tough. They are
shy to speak out if they are sick. They feel shy to tell even their
husbands. If [a woman] has a disease, she’ll bear it by herself.

16 VOICES FROM THE MOUNTAIN

Xiuzhen CHINA 3

The interviewer describes Xiuzhen, a 26-year-old Yao trainee teacher from
Wenqian, Bama county, as frank and confident. At an early age she realised
her father loved and valued his sons more than his daughters. Concerned
about girls still being denied their rights to education and opportunity, she
feels that “we need the whole society to press for changes”.

I studied [at middle school] for three years… But I failed the
[entrance] examination to the high school, just a few marks too
few… My dad said to me, “It’s good enough for you to finish middle
school. We don’t have the money to send you to study any
further…” At that time I wrote to one of my friends and said, “My
home is like a fortress. There is no
freedom.”… I really hated my mum and
dad at that time…

[Some people] asked my dad, “Do
you agree to let your daughter be a
substitute teacher in Kaqiao village?”
My dad didn’t reply to them directly
but said, “If you want her to go, you
can go to my house to test her
qualifications.”… [But] my dad came
back drunk one day and told me he was
afraid we [young women] were not firm
enough to reject men and would be
seduced by bad guys… Later my dad
went to tell them that I didn’t agree to
go, so they didn’t test me. And I lost the
chance to leave [home] again…

Later they asked me to help in sales
in the cooperatives [laughs]. [My
parents]…said, “Can you do that? You
don’t know about accounting or auditing… It’s better you don’t
go.”… I kept my mouth shut… My dad is that kind of man that
when he says one, then it’s one; [when] he says two, then it’s two.
You could never add any opinion of your own.

“Boys are more valuable than girls”
If I were a man, my dad would certainly love me a lot. At least, he
would send me to university… I didn’t care when I was young. I
knew too, when we had my younger brother, my dad, my mum
and my grandma loved him very much. They called after him
wherever he went. They worried that he would fall down into the
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Miao children playing near a new school;
many walk long distances there and back. 



pool, or when he climbed trees with others… Later my fourth sister
was born… At that time, my grandma was still alive. She said,
“We’ve got only one boy. Ask [her] to have one more. It’s worth it
even if we have to be fined several thousand yuan.” But the fifth
child was a girl again. Ya! My dad and the others all went mad…

Not long after my sister was born, she got seriously sick and nearly
died. My dad was not at home, and my mum was not at home either.
It was my aunt in Nongxue who came. There was a clinic in our
village. We carried my younger sister there for an injection. After
that, she became better. Later, I gave my sister a name. I thought if
my sister had been a boy, she would not have been so pitiful…[and]
looked down on by my parents. I named her “nan” which carries the
same sound as a male [in Mandarin]… My dad didn’t know why I
gave her this name… I used it to show the repugnance [I felt] for my
dad. [This] sister didn’t get any share of land.

“I couldn’t stay here any longer”
[I felt] my dad didn’t care about me… I couldn’t live in this
mountainous area! I could not stay any longer…! My aunt had the
closest relationship with me. I told her everything… My aunt said
to me, “Why must you leave here?… Here [in this area] is a man
who likes you. If you are willing, live with me as a family. It’s fine.”
Later, my aunt…asked him to visit. Originally I thought nothing of
him… Later we got to know each other better…

We got married… I went to Dongshan to live with him. We had
a child there… Later, a person in the education department said [to
my husband], “It’s good to make you headmaster of Wenqian
school and you can bring your wife with you.” That was how we
came here!… My child was nine months old when we came. Our
life was harsh… It’s better now. The salary has increased a bit. 

I had my child in the hospital. I don’t want to have a second
child even if it is allowed…  I had serious post-natal sickness. I got
better when I took the medicine but some time later I had a relapse.
[It’s a] pelvic infection. Now I have had an IUD put in. I often have
pain… I have been ill but I can’t blame my husband. He’s very kind
to me…[whereas often] here, when women get sick, men don’t
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care much… So there are many people who are sick. They become
old very quickly, and easily get tired. Many men in our village don’t
work much; women work more…

We are equal in this family… We didn’t love each other when
we got married but afterwards…we got closer to each other…
People often swear when they quarrel but we never did that. We
argue with each other but that’s all; nothing more serious than that.

Learning for change
I feel [my job as a substitute teacher] is all right. If I had stayed at
home, I would have forgotten all I learned… You have a long-term
memory only if you use it frequently. I am fulfilled in this way… I
have enrolled for the distance-learning course [to become fully
qualified]… We are learning many things about the methodologies
of teaching…

One needs knowledge even if one stays at home. Now people
feed pigs and chickens using scientific techniques. If you don’t go to
school you can’t understand…about scientific pig-feeding… I think
we ethnic minority women have a low level of education; we do
not know what to do and how to change our lives. I don’t feel it’s
possible to change by individual effort [alone]. I feel we need the
whole society to press for changes.  

Zhonglan CHINA 25

Zhonglan, 40, is Yi.  She lives in Fale village, Weining county, and is the
local women’s officer. Although she approves of the system of working
individually rather than collectively, she feels there has been a loss in
community spirit: “Interaction between villagers became less. Women
seldom contacted each other. No activities were organised.”

There is no development in these places. Really, except for raising
livestock, there isn’t anything else here… We have to make the
place more convenient. We have no road…

When there is too much rain, the mudflow comes down from
the woods on the mountain slope. That mud spreads on the fields…
It wasn’t serious when there were many trees on the slope, not as
serious as it is now. We remember when there were thick groves of

Now people
are using
scientific
techniques
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Xuefeng (41 years, Miao), doctor CHINA 12

A few families that have many sons are [finding things more difficult]. When they take [wives], the
sons divide up all the land. The plots of land become smaller… This year a son takes some [land];
next year another one takes some… For other families, with more girls and fewer sons, the girls
get married and leave, so their life is better.

Guangzhen (45 years, Yi), farmer CHINA 24

In the past, that whole area was for grazing. That…area was allocated to us. But now the goats in
this village are all taken there. Now it’s difficult to find a place for grazing… When you take the
livestock to pasture, even if you only have one animal, you have to stay there to keep watch.



trees… Because our financial situation was not good, we had to cut
down the trees and we took them to Maguan to sell. We sold them
to the factory… If a person didn’t cut down some wood to sell, what
could he eat?… If you blamed him because of this and prohibited
him from doing so, he would have had no food to eat… Now we
have a better living standard; we ourselves plant trees.

Transport? In the past, we were longing for it. Last year, this
small road was built, we were very happy about it… The
government paid some money, and we provided the labour… My
husband was the team leader; he led the villagers in building it…
No one was excused… Once it was built, people who had better
living standards bought horse carts… When the bus comes, groups
and groups of people surround it and look at it… In the past if you
wanted to build a house, trucks could not come in and we didn’t
have tractors. We had to go outside to buy the cement and tiles, and
then use horses to carry everything back…

Clothes, and many other things have changed a lot. In the past,
the old people wore only one big pair of trousers, wide trousers…
They didn’t have underwear and shirts. We heard this from the old
people. Everyone wore clothes made of flax. People worked in the

We used to
long for

transport
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daytime, and made the clothes at night… [Now] we barely
remember how to use cotton and spin. There isn’t [the need] now.

Women and work
Men only help with the work when it’s the busy season for
planting. At other times, all the work is done by women. Men go
out to other places to work… [Women] are not just hardworking;
they work themselves to death [laughs]… If you don’t work hard,
what will you eat?… They have to fetch a bucket of water before
other people get up. As soon as other people get up, they go to fetch
another bucket of water. After breakfast, they go to work in the
fields. When she comes back home in the evening, when there is no
other work, [the woman] has to take the bucket to fetch water
again… She doesn’t sleep at night. There’s no pen; all the livestock
are being kept and watched by the door. She needs to get up to
check them at night…

The household responsibility system is good. You labour as
[much or as little as] you like, and you get richer if you work
harder… What you do is yours. Everyone earns more. In the past, a
group of people worked on the same piece of land. You dug on the
piece of land and I would not labour more than you did. People
didn’t want to work hard. Like, when we grew the potatoes, we just
threw them there and didn’t care if they grew well. Now you grow
potatoes, and you will get the yield. 

Nala CHINA 14

The interviewer described 30-year-old Nala, who is Lahu,  as “a cheerful
person”. She was a little shy, “so the first night we didn’t record anything;
we just chatted casually”. The next evening “her mother really encouraged
her” and an interview was taped in which she speaks of her difficulties as a
disabled person and her hopes of raising enough money for treatment.

I make Lahu clothes and bags. I saw other people doing that and I
too tried and learned… Sometimes I sell [a bag] for 20 yuan, but
sometimes I can get 30 yuan. I might only sell four to five bags in a
year… Sometimes my feet ache when I work long hours at the
sewing machine [laughs]… I have no time to rest. I sew from
morning to dusk… [But today] I’ll help others to do farm work.
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Dingzhen (54 years, Yi), farmer CHINA 26

Our lives will be better after the road is built and the electricity connected. You see, everything has
to be done manually…if we had an electric grinding machine, life would be much more convenient.

Natuo (80 years, Lahu), farmer CHINA 1

In the plains, there are large plots of paddy, while in the mountains the plots are mostly fragmented
and small… In the plains, whatever you plant, it yields; while in the mountains, it’s harsh for any
planting, the land is infertile. Some labour and get food; some labour in vain. I’m still thinking that
we stay here because this is where we belong.



That family helped me do some work earlier, so today I’m going to
return the labour…

[The agricultural technician] didn’t come and see us [about
planting hybrid rice] because our land is far away. When I went to
exchange labour, they taught me and I learned immediately. We
went to see how others work and we learned.

“I can’t work like the others”
First there were sores [on my legs], then they became like this…
[They’ve been painful for] about 20 years. It’s difficult going up and
down the slope. I can’t catch up with the others… I’m fine if it’s not
muddy when I plant the rice seedlings. [But] I’m not afraid of
difficulties…I’m afraid of having nothing to eat…

My parents didn’t take me to hospital. I just took some herbal
medicines… I feel regretful! I still think about it. If they had taken
me to the hospital, I would not be handicapped. But my family was
very poor. They had no money to take me to see a doctor. I’m still
thinking about having some treatment… I can’t work like the
others… I can carry one child. It’s fine to go up and down the slope
with a child on my back. It’s difficult to carry firewood. But I need
firewood; I have to carry it no matter how difficult it is…

When I had my second child, the interval [between them] was
not enough… It was the village leader who allowed me to have a
second child… [He] said, “We would not agree if it was somebody
else. But because you are handicapped, we agree that you should
have another child.”… I have done nothing [about contraception].
I may put in an IUD later. Now the workload is heavy [so I am
unlikely to conceive]… 

I wish [someone] would help me to earn some more money. If I
have money, I want to buy more pigs and chickens to raise and sell.
I’ll pay them back after I sell the livestock… All those that grazed
outside died, so I thought about raising them in sheds. I think I can
raise them and sell them…

I hope that when [my legs] are healed I can work like the others.
Doctors from Kunming asked me to go [there] for treatment. So I’ve
been thinking about going to Kunming but I’ve got no money… I
made some Lahu bags, sold them and made some money. I spent

They had no
money to take
me to a doctor
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the money to buy some chickens to raise but they died. The pigs
[too] died from illness… We also pick tea leaves [from our own
bushes] to sell. [As for rice], we have just enough to eat.

Natuo CHINA 15

The interviewer comments that everyone in the village of Mengba (in
Lancang county) had electricity except Natuo: “I’m old, I can’t see clearly.
It’s unnecessary to spend money on lighting.” Natuo is 80, has been
widowed twice and has one son living with her. She still works in her own
and others’ fields, exchanging labour, and says wryly, “it’s the old people
who still get up early to fetch water and prepare meals”.  She is Lahu and
has much to say about her people’s culture and beliefs.

Today I have been to help people plant rice seedlings… This time I
help them; then later when there is water in my paddy, others will
come to help me… One person is not able to finish cultivating a plot
of land; several people working together finish it quickly. Doing it in
a group heightens your motivation, so we exchange our labour…
[In the same way] I borrow from other people who have excess
grain. I repay them when mine ripens…

I have been [sometimes] to help Han people and they gave me 6
yuan—some only gave 5 yuan. They didn’t provide meals but they
gave you a small amount of alcohol… Sometimes the whole village
would go [to work as hired labourers]… Sometimes [when] I go to
help with the work of other people, or by picking tea leaves to sell,
I can buy 5 liang of meat to eat—enough for a meal for my son and
me. I set off [for the market] at dawn, and can arrive back home at
dusk. Sometimes I have nothing to sell, so I just go to buy some
salt…and pick up some firewood on the way back home…

[Years ago] when the cooperative scheme was promoted, we
went into the mountains to pick wild herbs to eat… We boiled them
with 1 liang of rice as soup... The same wild herb plant would be
picked three times. I picked the first time, she picked the second
time, and then I picked it again. You couldn’t pick any more from it
after the third time as you had reached the roots. We lived like that.
Later came the commune system; we worked together and
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Xuefeng (41 years, Miao), doctor CHINA 12

[When] Miao people…get very old, or one of the elderly couple has died, [only then] will they come
to live with their children…It’s rare that young people lack a conscience... Like in our village, there
wasn’t a single case where the children didn’t support their parents. If the parents are alive, the fields
are all farmed by the sons. After the harvest, they carry the grain to the parents’ place.

Dingzhen (54 years, Yi), farmer CHINA 26

When I was young…the barefoot doctor visited the village from time to time. There is no one
now. When people are sick, they have to go to Yancang and Lushan. We have nowhere to go if it’s
an emergency… Local doctors cannot treat serious cases. They are not as good as the doctors in the
national hospital. Their practical experience is not enough, nor is their training.



shared food, and eventually we had rice to eat…
In the past, we went out to fetch water before dawn and hadn’t

come back even when the sun was high. Nowadays the water is
pumped directly into the house. In the past, we got up to pound the
rice before dawn. Now, we don’t have to pound rice any more, we de-
husk it beforehand and keep it till morning for cooking… Young people
sleep more, and think that they can eat whenever they get up…
However, it’s the old people who still get up early to prepare meals…

Old people passed on [the tradition of] the Spring Festival…
Others are the New Rice Festival, the Fire Torch Festival and the
small New Year [festival] on the 15th day. Now we don’t celebrate
the Moon Festival… The 15th day of the eighth month of the lunar
calendar is when food is offered to the sun and the moon. We
cooked melons…peeled pears…gave pineapples [and]…bananas as
an offering. We don’t see people celebrate this festival any more…

[There] is a place for burning joss sticks…to the god of your
house. This ritual is passed on to us from the older generations…
Even when we have no pain and no disease, we still have to burn
the joss sticks in the direction of sunrise. All the traditions passed on
by the older generations—we have to maintain them…
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It’s not only me who knows how to do jiaohun (“calling the
spirit”); there are three to six other people who know about it. I also
learned from others…I followed what they said. I asked the dead
ancestor… to drink and eat, then take back its spirit. I told it that its
children and grandchildren were not well, they could not sleep
well, could not live well... I asked it not to bother its descendants…

When the old people sewed, I learned from them… Now the
price of thread is very high and most people wear Han clothes. Han
clothes aren’t as warm as Lahu ones. The old generation wears only
Lahu clothes. [They] are better than the Han’s. If you wear [a Lahu
garment] and go to plant rice seedlings, it keeps your knees warm…
One by one [women who can sew]…are getting old and dying…

Most of the young people now don’t know how to weave cloth.
You just have to labour for others for four to five days, then you
can buy a piece of clothing to wear…

[Before, women] who had the whole set of skills of printing and
drawing on cloth, spinning and weaving, who were skilful at
sewing, were productive and worked hard, who were…good at
budgeting, were hardworking and thrifty, and kept the family in
harmony—these kinds of women would be regarded as capable…
[Nowadays, those] willing to look after their father- and mother-in-
law, who are able to maintain a harmonious relationship between
husband and wife, who can do field work well—these wives would
be regarded as good…

Lahu songs          
The young people like to listen to the people who sing well. They
listen from time to time and learn… Now most people don’t know
how to sing the songs of the Spring Festival. When people work
they sing work songs. When young women and men go out to have
fun, they sing love songs. When people send off the spirits, they
sing spirit songs. When people die, [others] sing laments… People
sing best after drinking…  [She sings a song.] 

Take the cotton; use my hands to weave clothes. 
We wear them and we feel warm. 
Wearing the robe, our necks and shoulders feel warm. 
Wearing the clothes, we feel warm.
Covering our head with a veil, we are beautiful. 
Now you come here, crossing thousands of rivers and tens of
thousands of mountains ranges. 
You come to bring us old people sweets and alcohol.
You are the good ones.

People sing
best after
drinking
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Weaving and embroidery are women’s work: China’s minority peoples are famous for
their richly coloured and decorated clothing.



off the poverty level, and our life would be much better… It would
be great if the animal husbandry project had extension workers. It
would be great if we had our own people to give inoculations to
pigs and chickens, because pigs can now be sold at a good price.
We’re not afraid of working hard; working hard won’t kill you.

If they develop more with animal husbandry, they can sell cows,
pigs, chickens…and have money to build tiled houses, buy chemical
fertilisers, chemical weedkiller, and have more food. Women’s
labour could be freed for handicrafts and food-processing…

There isn’t a processing factory, otherwise they would do some
food-processing or some related thing. Bangli village can do it, so
why can’t we of Mengba village do it? … The villagers could get
great benefits from it. It’s good to do pig-fodder processing, or
[have] a grain mill, then you can ask for whatever price you like.
Some want a fertiliser-processing factory… [People want] a factory
making…Lahu clothes and bags…

“Without education they are backward”
We Lahu people have had no chance to receive education, we can’t
read newspapers and we don’t know about the farming experience
of other places. As for technical training, we can only understand
some of it… We all have low literacy.

When people are sick, they don’t
go to the hospital—they kill a pig [to
get rid of troublesome spirits]. So the
pigs and chickens are used up in this
way, and life in the village becomes
more difficult… They do that because
they don’t have scientific knowledge.
When people perform jiaohun
(“calling the spirit”), some people get
well but some don’t. It doesn’t bring
any benefits… 

Some parents support [education].
They realise that if they don’t have
education they are backward; if they
are backward they can only depend on
others for their living.

But schoolbooks are too expensive.
Parents have no money to pay for the
books… People who are in that kind of
situation won’t allow their children to
go [to school]…

People want a
factory
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I sang that you are not afraid of crossing thousands of rivers and
tens of thousands of mountain ranges to come to see us here in
Muga, you chat with me, and buy alcohol [and food] for me, I
could die of happiness!

Ah CHINA 16

Ah, 22, talks enthusiastically about her work, promoting hybrid rice-
growing. She regrets her low level of literacy and that of Lahu people
generally, believing them to be disadvantaged by a lack of “access to outside
information”. But she has many ideas about development potential,
including the introduction of processing facilities. Her village is Mengba in
Lancang county.

I promote hybrid paddy… The training cannot just be theoretical.
Because Lahu people are not literate, you have to demonstrate the
skills on the fields and teach them step by step…

When preparing the paddy-field, one has to find a fertile field
for nurturing the seedlings, the soil has to be finely ploughed, water
put in to wet the soil, and then the dikes made. Soil dug out from
the dikes has to be put back onto the field, the field covered with a
thick layer of pig and buffalo manure, then flattened and smoothed
and left for sowing the next day… Women have to make the
frames; the plastic film is also mostly put on the frames by the
women… We do the demonstration first, then we ask the villagers
to do it. We teach them again if they’re not able to do it properly… 

The seeds are soaked after being mixed with nutrients… [Then
they are] washed in clear water… If they are sowed too closely,
they won’t grow shoots. After sowing, people have to fix the frame
and plastic film… This process takes four people…[then] they make
sure the film is covered with water to a depth of one inch. 

The villagers said, “We’ve never heard of or seen people doing
this [before]… Oxfam HK supported us with this project, and we
learned the technique. Now our problem is that we don’t have
money to buy fertiliser. But in the future, we will have to buy it. A
technique like this is the best.”  

“We want to learn”
Some people like to buy chicken and meat from other places, so the
pigs and chickens in this village easily get ill [from infectious
diseases]… We want to learn how to inoculate pigs and chickens…
We are most in need of practical skills. If we could learn the
techniques of breeding and rearing [livestock and poultry], we’d be
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Wa woman making terraces.



“It’s better to stay in your hometown”
There are women who didn’t study well and went to [work in]
other counties. Because of the financial difficulties in the family, my
elder sister went too… An older female classmate encouraged her to
run away with her… My sister’s life was difficult. Later, she came
back and said that she was wrong to listen to others. When she
came back she saw Muga township had changed a lot, and
people’s living conditions had improved… She said it’s much better
to stay in your hometown…

Probably more than 10 [girls have done this]…they mistakenly
trusted other people, who said you don’t need to work [if you] live
with the Han, you can just cook at home, knit sweaters, and you
won’t get wet from the rain… Fewer Han men come to take the
women [nowadays]…

Many [Lahu men seek jobs elsewhere]—such as building
houses, digging roads. Some people go with a friend or relative.
Some young men from team 1 and team 2 went to a foreign
country (Myanmar or Laos) to work. There was a foreigner who
came to marry a Lahu woman. When he came to take his bride, he
took our men back with him to work [there]… Those who migrated
made money and sent some back to their parents. And their parents
paid for others to help them in the fields here.

“If we can live as well as the Han”
People who live on the plains wear better clothing; they have more
access to outside information and have a better life. People who live
in mountain areas, because they don’t have access to information,
they cannot see what others do—they appear to be more foolish.
Wage labourers have knowledge, they can think out ways to make
their living, they are clever… It’s good if we can live as well as the
Han do. When people come to visit you can’t just speak in the Lahu
language, people won’t understand you…

I want to learn practical skills. Although I am a woman, I want
to learn how to drive. I want to drive and I want to build houses. If
someone could support me [to do it], I want to buy a truck. I would
repay the money. If someone could support me for one year, I
would raise pigs…improve my technical capacity. I want to learn
more skills. My thoughts cannot catch up with the Han—my
literacy level is low and I have poor technological knowledge… I
want to learn calculation, what kind of insecticide should be
applied… If I could learn more techniques, I could teach more
things and teach the farmers better.

We lack access
to information
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Fengying CHINA 30

Fengying, 40, is village head of Huanglongsi (see map above). She is
unusually well travelled and has seen for herself what can be achieved by
cultivating barren mountain slopes.  She is determined to do the same, and
to motivate others in her community, believing that only such long-term
investment in their environment can get “rid of poverty in the long run”.

After graduation I became a middle-school teacher in my village.
[For two years] I taught Chinese and was in charge of a class…
Then two projectionists were needed in the township. They were
supposed to be educated and eloquent… I was happy to go to work
in the township, but my parents were reluctant to let me go, for
they thought a teacher could have a better future and being a
projectionist meant a lot of hard work. At first I would not listen to
them. But later I experienced all the hardship of this job. 

In the daytime, I had to learn the skill and maintain the
machine. In the evening I rushed around showing films. Often I did
not get back home until one or two at night…and I missed the
chance to take part in the entrance examinations for college… We
didn’t have any vehicles at all. Wherever I went I went on foot,
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carrying the projector on my shoulder. Often I had to climb up and
down the mountains to different villages. But I didn’t feel tired;
instead I liked my job. When I got married I was still doing this job.

“I must change my life” 
When my son was only three years old, I had to walk 5 km to do
farm work on a piece of land of only 2 fen, big with millet. At
lunchtime I couldn’t go back home, so we just had the food I
brought with me. My face got burnt by the strong sunshine at noon
and became as red as a piece of red cloth. And often I was too tired
to move at the end of the day… I always doubted whether this
small patch of land with such a low yield was worth my hard
labour… I had a poor harvest, for millet is not a high-yield crop… I
thought to myself, “Shall I be poor all my life? No, I have been
educated and I must change my life by using my knowledge.”
Senior middle-school graduates were rare and precious in those
years in my village…

In 1993, I had some chances to attend meetings outside our
place… I met a Party secretary who’d cultivated a hill…just like
ours, with a very thin layer of soil. He hired a lot of people to help
with blasting away rocks and then had trees planted. This year his
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net income from the trees is 20,000 yuan. That year we were called
on to follow his example—to cultivate the mountains and get our
bread from them. The best way is to plant trees. But at first the
villagers doubted it would work. “Will trees really grow on the
stony hills?” No matter what they said I was determined and full of
confidence, for I’d seen others’ success with my own eyes. I talked
with my husband Guoqing: “For the sake of future generations,
we’d better lease a hill.” He said… “It’s up to you. Anyway, I must
go out to earn some money.” I bid with a man who was the head of
another production team. The price went from 60 yuan up to 280.
Finally I won. At that time I was penniless… So I borrowed money
from relatives and neighbours. Finally I got the contract signed.

Tree-planting for profits and pensions
My husband was away from home then… Some villagers laughed
at me, “Without her husband, a woman wants to transform the
mountain, she must be out of her mind!” I tried to persuade my
husband to help me. “You’d better come back to give me a hand
with cultivating the mountain,” I said to him. “What I am doing is
beneficial in the long term. You see those workers in the city have
their pension; where do you get yours when you are old? From the
hills, of course. They will be an endless source of wealth. It won’t
take long before the trees grow up and we will benefit a lot.” I
talked with him many times, telling him what I had seen and
suggesting that he go to see those successful examples with his own
eyes. At last he was persuaded…

Last year all the 100 plum trees we planted bloomed…like white
clouds on the hills. Not until then did the villagers realise that we
were doing promising work. Now they look at us with envious eyes. 

A lot of people helped me. The head of the Forestry Bureau of
the county sold me 400 saplings at a very low price, and those were
the first saplings we planted on the hills. Unfortunately there was a
drought for two years, ’93 and ’94. To save the trees we had to carry
water all the way up to the hills… My husband [sometimes]
quarrelled with me. However, despite the quarrels he worked hard
to share the heavy burden… Finally the villagers were moved by
our painstaking labour. They said, “We can come to help you so
long as you can provide some porridge to satisfy our hunger.” I
knew they really meant to help. Folks came to help for a week.
Later we ran out of everything: flour, rice, meat, oil. We were really
hard up then... But I would not give up halfway—never!

In 1995, we had 1,000 more trees planted. Last year we had
chemical fertilisers but not enough water because of the drought.

Trees will be
an endless
source of
wealth
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Junrong (36 years, Han), farmer CHINA 39

Generally speaking, the mountains are greener than before. People used to cut all the trees on the
hill for fuel. Now there is better conservation of water and soil.



To solve the problem of water shortage was of the utmost urgency.
I borrowed money from my husband’s brother. He is a state
employee… As the saying goes, when everyone adds fuel the flame
is high… With the money I bought the saplings and paid the
labourers we’d hired to build a pool on the hill… But now we still
owe them 2,000 yuan. That year we sold a pig, but all the money
went towards clearing the debt… The weather is dry again this year,
so I borrowed another 10,000 yuan to buy a pump and pipes. For
many days I spent most of my time on the mountain watering the
trees. Sometimes I was so tired that I would fall asleep. The moment
I woke up I would go on with the watering. 

I have applied to the Mountain Development Office for a loan.
Whether I can get it depends on the profits from my hills. The bank
won’t lend you a penny unless you have certain financial
capacity… I often think that when I get rich I will give a hand to the
poor. I’ll be happier if everyone in my village lives a better life…

[Now] more people are eager to lease a hill, for they saw the
profit I got from planting trees. Also, villagers are interested in
raising domestic animals, goats, pigs, cattle, chickens, rabbits, etc…
Domestic animals can bring you profits quickly, within one year.
For the funds to start this, we will raise some money by ourselves
and also try to get help from the government. If our plan can be
carried out, it will help us to get rid of poverty quickly… We [also]
have a plan to establish a fruit-processing factory… You know we
are 45 km from the town and there can be a lot of trouble with the
fresh fruit, which easily rots. With this special use for the [apricot]
kernel, we don’t need to worry about the long transportation… We
also plan to build a wholesale fruit market in the township… It is
still a plan. Lack of funds is still the problem. 

“Migration is no solution”
Most of the men from the mountain area have no skills and can
only do manual labour [when they work outside]…the wages are
very low. Also they have to come back to help at sowing and
harvesting times, which means they earn less. The worst is that
many don’t get a penny for their three or four months of hard
labour… Those bosses are very foxy… Take my husband for
example. In 1991, he worked at a construction site as a cook for
three months. Altogether they owe him more than 1,000 yuan as
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his wage. But he got nothing. On the contrary, he spent about 60
yuan on train tickets to the city trying to get back his money…

Many people think [men migrating for work] is the only way to
earn money, especially to get the money for children’s schooling. I
don’t think so. I don’t think it is a solution for getting rid of poverty
in the long run. That’s why I would rather borrow money for
cultivating the mountain than let my husband go out to earn
money. If we exert our efforts on production at home, we will
certainly get long-term benefits. That will also be the guarantee for
our old age.

Qiaoyun, Yongchun and Junrong CHINA 39

Qiaoyun, 65, and Yongchun, 74, are mother and father respectively of
Fengying (see p.29). Junrong, 36, is Fengying’s sister-in-law. Like many
narrators, they mention instances of children being adopted by childless
relatives, or because poverty has forced parents to give them up to another
family.

Yongchun: My family was very poor… I went to join the army and
before long my father died… Life became even harder after my
father’s death. My mother remarried and brought my youngest
brother with her. Later he was given to a family who needed a
child… He was still a little boy of six or seven at that time… 
Qiaoyun: [My husband] is good at all kinds of housework… We
used to make all the shoes and clothes ourselves. He could stitch
soles. He used to go to a meeting with a pair of soles and finish
them by the time the meeting was over.
Yongchun: I learnt it when I was in the army.  At that time
conditions were hard.  We had to rely on ourselves for the supply
[of shoes].  I learnt spinning and knitting, to knit socks, gloves…

[Our daughter] Fengying was adopted by her uncle and she is
still supporting him and living with him. [He never married]
because he was poor… Let me tell you the story. It was the eve of
the Spring Festival after my mother-in-law had died; there was
only my father-in-law and brother-in-law. So I asked my daughter
Fengying to go to make dumplings with them, the traditional meal
for celebrating the Festival. When she came back from their home
she said, “My grandpa and uncle were so sad that they didn’t even
want to have a meal, let alone dumplings. I must go to live with
them, to take care of them.” I told her that to tell the truth we were
reluctant to let her go. But since she had offered, which was really
very good-hearted of her and we did appreciate that, we agreed.

Now people
are eager to
plant trees
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Cuiying (41 years, Han), farmer CHINA 33

[We plant] mainly persimmon trees. We can’t plant other trees, because the transportation was
inconvenient… Plums and apricots easily rot, but persimmons can last the winter.



“No one wants to be left behind”
Qiaoyun: Now the land is divided, and contracted to every
household. We have some free time. But in the past we had to work
everyday to earn work points—every day, all year round. Junrong
and her generation didn’t have the experience of making a living
by earning work points. 
Junrong: But we experienced the 10-year chaos, when people did
not take schooling seriously during the Cultural Revolution…

In the past we would feel quite satisfied if we had enough food.
But now things are different. To tell the truth, we feel the pressure
greatly… Suppose you already have a black-and-white TV set, you
are thinking of having a colour one… No one wants to be left
behind… If your home is decent and comfortable while mine is
shabby and poor, how can I stay untouched? However, if you want
to change you have to put in a lot of hard work. Oh, I do feel very
tired. The competition we have now is different from that in the
past. Before, if you had earned more work points, I could catch up
with you simply by working harder. But now working hard without
using your brain will not bring you more money… Even children
are competing at school. No family wants to be inferior to others. If
a child is in school and wants to go to college, then you have to
work hard all the rest of your life to support the child [laughs]…

Not so many women as men [seek work outside the mountain
area]. And most of them are young girls right after graduation from
middle school. We do not think there is anything improper [about
this]. These mountains shut us off and there may not be much
room for further development. It is good that the young people go
out to see the world, finish their schooling and gain experience and
knowledge. Also they can earn some money to help their families…
Most men leave the village to earn some money in other places.
Otherwise we couldn’t even afford to buy fertiliser. We can hardly
make a living on the little land we have…

Most men work on construction sites… Girls usually work in
restaurants and other public places. On the whole they are not able
to find really good jobs. There are so many people working
outside… They all come back home after some time. [And] most
men will come back to help with harvesting, then they go back after

Men leave the
village to earn

some money

34 VOICES FROM THE MOUNTAIN

finishing the work in the fields… Women are somehow confined.
They work at home, take care of the kids, while managing to raise
some domestic animals to earn money. They are shouldering a
heavy burden…

There is a woman [from here] who is no more than 30. She is
an ambitious woman working in Beijing. She has a job there and is
learning to drive. She wants to settle down there. She said she
won’t get married until she’s bought a house of her own. We
admire her for her ambition and ability… [But] on the whole
women depend on men here…they can’t be economically
independent, especially if a woman is not in good health… 

My father-in-law [is in charge of money]. He is the head of the
family. It’s the way to show respect to the older generation… So we
must hand over the money…

The natural conditions here are so poor that I don’t think there
is much we can do. We have no factories. This is a rocky mountain
with a thin layer of soil and there’s often a drought. It’s very difficult
to plant fruit trees. Everything depends on the weather… This is not
a promising place.  

Diao’er CHINA 38 

Diao’er is 28. She stays in the village with her little daughter, farming their
land, while her husband works in the city. Her neighbour Suping joins the
conversation and they discuss some of the hardships of their lives. Suping
ends by saying she hopes her children will study hard “so they can leave this
poor mountain area”.  

Diao’er: My husband is the only son… [His] family was very poor
and his natural father was ill. Besides, there were several sons in
the family, so the family had my husband adopted… [The
relationship with my in-laws is] not very good. Actually the
problems are not from my husband’s family, but from the
relatives… They always accuse us of not treating my parents-in-law
well enough, always try to find fault with us. Sometimes I feel so
upset and angry I go back to my mother’s home for a few days… 

When I first came to [my husband’s] family I really tried my best
to treat [his parents] as my own parents. I would not say a word

These
mountains
shut us off
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Cuiying (41 years, Han), farmer CHINA 33

Every family has a TV set. [Before] when we wanted to see films…we had to walk 7 or 8 li to
Wanxian county…[and] scramble up the hills. Now no one would take the trouble.

Fengying (40 years, Han), village head CHINA 30

There is mutual concern among villagers. If a family is in difficulty, others will come to help; if
someone becomes ill, people will come to visit to express their concern. Maybe it is because people
are living a better life now.



[against them] even when I was not in a good mood… [We left to
live on our own] when my daughter was one year old. Actually I
did not want to do this… We were afraid that other villagers might
blame us for not being filial, for trying to avoid the responsibility of
taking care of the elders because my husband is an adopted son…
Here the family won’t break up if there is only one son in the
family… My husband knelt down to beg them not to divide up the
family, otherwise others would laugh at us, but they insisted.

“The harvest is just enough”
[Our income] is at most about 2,000 yuan—the small sum of
money he earns by working in other places. I stay at home to take
care of the child while working in the field. The harvest is just
enough for our food… Usually my father and my brother [help in
the busy season]. My sister…also comes to help.

I have never asked [for a bank loan]… I have no special skills.
Even to raise pigs and rabbits you need skills. Without skills you
cannot be successful. What would I do if I failed and could not pay
back the loan? So I dare not ask for a loan… [We borrow] from my
mother’s family? Or we can go to the neighbours. But unless really
necessary we won’t borrow money from others. 

Since almost all the men have left the village, with only the old
and the young at home, all work in the fields is left to women…
[Suping comes in and joins the conversation.]
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“We are not afraid of hardship”
Suping: Spring is the time to get the land ready, and to prune the
trees. Then it’s time for sowing. As the seedlings come up, the
hoeing starts. We need to hoe several times, and then it’s time for
spreading manure and watering. When there’s a drought we have
to carry water up to the field. That is the most exhausting work.

Autumn is the busy season for harvesting. After [that] we have
to make the land ready again for planting winter wheat. When the
wheat is planted, the work in the field comes to an end. But even in
winter we women cannot have a rest. We have to go up the
mountains to collect firewood, to save some money on coal. Often
we collect enough firewood for the whole year during the
wintertime. That will keep us busy till just a few days before the
Spring Festival. Then it is time to prepare for the New Year, killing
a pig, preserving the meat to make it last the whole year. Life is
hard and exhausting for us women all the year round. We are not
afraid of hardship. The key problem is we do not have the money to
start with. If the government can allocate us funds, we will certainly
make good use of the money…to get rid of poverty…

A large part of the money that men earn by working in other
places has to be spent on things like [irrigation]… [Medicines?]
Now someone is running a clinic in the village. But for ordinary
people the medicines are too expensive… Most women suffer from
some illness because of overworking, such as aching back and legs,
and women’s diseases are common. The worst thing is we usually
cannot get the treatment.
Diao’er: Very rarely [do pregnant women get check-ups]. No one
takes it seriously even after half a year of pregnancy, let alone checks
every two months. [Women give birth] at home, and no one helps
with the delivery. [When] I had…my baby I just found a piece of
thread to tie up the umbilical cord. The scissors were not sterilised…

We borrow
from family
and
neighbours
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“Life is hard for women all year round…even in winter we women cannot rest”

Shuling (40 years, Han), farmer CHINA 31/32

We [four women] have cultivated 2 mu of the barren hill and planted 100 persimmon trees since
the beginning of last year. We did the planting and grafting ourselves… We don’t have a leader.
Whatever we do, we discuss the matter together… [Sometimes] we say…”When the fruit is ripe
we may be too old or too tired to pick the persimmons.” It doesn’t matter. What we are doing now
will benefit future generations…

If I have some spare time I will climb the hill and collect medicinal herbs, such as chaihu,
chuanshanlong, yuanzhi, dahongpao, huangfeng, baizhi, jigeng. People from other places come
here to purchase these herbs. I can earn 5 or 6 yuan for a day’s collection. The money is enough to
buy a week’s meals for my children.



Suping: [We want] to find ways to get rid of poverty…the most
practical way, I think, is breeding [animals] so we can make money
while taking care of the family.  It’s not likely that we can go out [to
find work elsewhere]. I want to learn the necessary skills…

Benefits [of living in the mountains]? Yes, fresh air, that is good
for your health. And people here are warm-hearted… [But] we
have to go up and down the hills all the time. That is really very
tiring… It’s hard to transport goods if you want to do business. Even
going to see a doctor is difficult. Being confined in the mountains
makes me feel so restricted. How nice it would be if I could have a
chance to go out to have a look at the outside world… [Our
children?] Make them study hard so that they can leave this poor
mountain area… We often tell our children, “See what a hard life
we are living. You should not have the same life as us.”

Cuiying CHINA 33

Cuiying is 41.  Encouraged by Fengying’s example (see p29), she too has
planted trees on a previously bare hillside. She talks of the hard work
needed to grow enough food, but also of generous family support.

I planted trees on the barren hill. There was farmland at the time of
the production teams. Later, because every family was provided
with some land, no one wanted to work there. They thought it was
a remote place. Little by little it became barren. 

At first, five or six people joined the partnership, but later they
all gave up. Now I’m working alone… [People] said, “If you succeed
you will live in ease and comfort. You’ll be more fortunate than us.
But you’ll see it’s not easy work”… We grafted the young
persimmon trees ourselves… When it’s time to graft [more] trees
my brother and brothers-in-law will come back to do the work.

Later my husband left home to [work in] the town… Nothing
worries me when [my husband’s] at home… [He doesn’t stay] very
long… The husband from every family has to work outside. If they
don’t they won’t make money. Buying fertiliser costs a lot…

I’m confident [that the mountain area will develop]… I have no
choice but to work hard. We buy lots of chicken muck from
Mancheng and carry it to the field little by little. [A bag is] not very
heavy—about 40 or 50 jin. It’s all right if I can eat enough. But if
I’m hungry I have backache. I got the illness at the time of
childbirth, because at that time I couldn’t eat well. In rural areas if
a woman has just given birth she must eat as much as she can, but
I couldn’t… Now when I work my wrists and ankles will be aching.

It’s hard to
transport
goods for
business
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In spring, after the first lunar month, I begin to dig the land. [In]
March…I plant maize and potatoes. Later I usually plant some
sweet potatoes. Next I hoe the soil. As soon as I’ve loosened soil for
the maize I have to harvest the wheat…[then] I must apply some
muck and get rid of the weeds. Then it’s time to plant cabbages.
Next I must harvest autumn crops. In the eighth lunar month,
when everything is settled, I begin to dig the ground and cut chaste
tree twigs. I must plant wheat around the seventh or eighth lunar
month… I don’t have any free time.

Supporting family and neighbours
We send my parents-in-law some meat every year. They plant crops
themselves. Each son gives them 10 or 20 yuan every month…
[Then] there’s my father. He’s the only one I’m concerned with.
He’s 73. My brothers have divided his land. He asked each son for
20 jin of meat and some flour every year. In addition, each son gives
him 75 jin of wheat. My father plants maize, millet and potatoes
himself and he never asks for these things…

[My husband’s] sister is going to build a new house, I will lend
her some money. I don’t expect her to pay back…  She doesn’t have
much money. Besides, she often gives me a hand… In winter
people come to borrow money [from us]…

People go to burn incense in the temple on the first or the 15th
day in every lunar month… [There’s] San Wang Miao (the temple
of the three kings) Lao Mu Miao and Quan Shen Miao (the temple
of the god of the spring)… I ask [the gods] to bless and protect
people in the village. Call it superstition, but my feeling is it’s good
to keep the faith… I pray to them for peace and calm. I’m not
particular about saying certain words.
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Sumei (62 years, Han), farmer CHINA 36

[In the past] we ate vegetable gruel, pancake made of Chinese yam, little bitter vegetables.
[Nowadays] I eat congee for breakfast and flour buns, cakes for lunch and dinner. I buy some
vegetables when my relatives come. And we have meat to eat on New Year’s Day. We would kill pig,
chicken, and buy fish. There is enough [grain]. My family has enough to eat.

Shuling (40 years, Han), farmer CHINA 31

Those who are well-off usually kill a pig and preserve the meat with salt. Those who are poor have
to sell the meat.

Shuqing (62 years, Han), farmer CHINA 34

I have raised a pig. Since my life is getting better, I don't have to sell it. I save it for consumption.



Fengxian CHINA 40 

Fengxian left the mountain as a young woman to find work in Beijing.
After a couple of years her parents called her home. They wanted her to
marry a man whose sister would in exchange marry Fengxian’s brother,
whose poverty had made it difficult to find a wife.  She recalls her grief at the
prospect and her long struggle to accept her marriage. 

I believed that my life would have no promise because I had little
education… Radios became my good friends during those days that
I worked at home… [Then] the trend of reform came to the
country… Many people went to towns and cities to make money…
I wanted to work as a children’s nurse in a big city… [I obtained]
my father’s consent… I was too excited. It was the first time that I
had left my remote mountain village…
[She is exploited by her first employer but well treated by the second] 

[At my third employer] the whole family regarded me as one of
its own members. One day…we visited the Imperial Palace, BeiHai
and Jing Shan… Life had brought much happiness to me… We
visited the Temple of Meng Jiangnu and the Number One Pass of
the World. We saw sunrise at the Nest of the Pigeon. I was proud
that I could go to this place…

I received a letter from father one day, asking me to go home
immediately… [My employers] said, “You’d better go home. If
there is nothing wrong, you can come back here.” In this way, I
parted with the [family]. My eyes were full of tears. I seemed to
have a feeling that I would never come back to Beijing… When I
arrived at home mother [just] said, “There’s nothing wrong. Your
brothers are not at home, and a lot of work hasn’t been done. So we
wrote to you to come back to do the work.” I didn’t say anything…

[One day] some aunts dropped by and one of them…[said], “I
know a man [you could marry]. Do you want to make a huanqin
for one of your brothers...?” I interrupted her and said, “Thank you
for your kindness. But that is not a voluntary marriage… If there is
no attachment between the couple, they’ll quarrel with each other
the whole day…I will never agree to it.”

Father was not happy when I drove the go-between away. He
made me stand in front of him and said, “Fengxian, tell me the
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truth. Do you want to make a huanqin so as to exchange a wife for
one of your brothers?” I answered angrily, “Never!” Father got
angry: “Your brothers are all nearly at the age of 30… The girls in
the village all go to the cities except those [who agree to] huanqin…
If none of your brothers has a wife, our family will have no
offspring. If you’re willing to [do this]…I will be able to close my
eyes in my grave (rest in peace). What’s more, exchange marriages
are not new. It has been a tradition for all these years.” Seeing my
father’s tears, I felt as if a knife were piercing deep into my heart. 

At night, I couldn’t go to sleep… If I didn’t agree to the
exchange, I would let them down and I was unworthy of their love
and care. But if I agreed to it, the happiness of my whole life would
be ruined. I wept out my grief to the heavens… In order to please
my parents and my brothers, I at last agreed to exchange a wife for
one of my brothers… Women want to seek happiness with their
whole being but no one can run away from these rules…

Married life
We were different by nature… We often quarrelled. After 20 days of
marriage, he went away. He was going to work to pay off the debts
for the wedding… At the end of the year, my husband came back.
He paid off our debts and gave some money to his parents. The
remainder was 300 yuan. We decided to borrow money and build
our own houses. A few months passed and our new houses were
set up. But once again we had debts of more than 3,000 yuan. The
sum was too much for us…

In a while, my first baby was born… I was very pale for I was
bleeding freely… I lost consciousness… [When I came to] my
husband…smiled at me. I asked him, “Where is my baby?” He said,
“It’s here. Look, it’s a son.” I nodded and closed my eyes again…

At the beginning of the spring, he left home once more. He had
to earn money to pay back our debts. My life was even harder. I did
the farm work while carrying my son on my back. When I fed the
pigs, he was sprawling on the ground. I often had no supper…

[I quarrelled with my parents-in-law.] I was furious and tears
ran down my face. Why was life so difficult for me? … I thought
about death but I hated to part with my son. I could leave this place
with my son and I was sure that I could raise him alone…

Once again
we had debts
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Cuiying (41 years, Han), farmer CHINA 33

One of my brothers got married on condition that I marry his wife’s brother… I had no choice. My
mother was sad because my brother couldn’t find a wife. We were poor at that time. I wouldn’t have
done so if it had been five years later. He might have bought a wife. 

Fengying (40 years, Han), village head CHINA 30

There is almost no divorce in the countryside. Perhaps people still have a feudal mentality. They
would rather live unhappily together than divorce and lose face before others.



[Fengxian then decides not to leave her husband.] 
We had our second son. We worked hard to raise sheep for a

whole year but a disaster came in the spring. An epidemic spread in
the sheep… We lost 30 sheep all at once, and some lambs.
Misfortunes dropped from heaven…
[The marriage remains unhappy and this time she decides to leave.]

I sorted out some clothes and came back to my parents’ home,
taking one child by the hand and carrying the other in my arms. I
said to him before I left, “I can no longer bear this kind of life. I’ll
divorce you.”

I sent my application for divorce to the leader of the production
brigade. [My parents] got news of this… Mother said to me… “You
should continue to live with him for the sake of your children. Can
a divorce solve your problems? One child belongs to you and the
other belongs to him. Which one can you spare?” My heart was
torn into pieces by mother’s words. My mother was right. These
two children were my life’s hope. I came back to my home. 

The leaders of the production brigade came to make peace
between us and criticised him [for drinking]. The knot in our heart
disappeared and we began our new life. We didn’t complain even
though our life was much harder than before.

After the autumn, we sold our sheep and lost almost 6,000
yuan…we ran into debts of almost 7,000 yuan. I was extremely
worried and he left home to earn money again in the spring. Each
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day that passed was like a year. But whenever I saw my two young
sons, I felt that life was still hopeful. I didn’t wear a sad face any
more… I thought that I could overcome all the difficulties… I now
had a strong will.

Shuqing CHINA 34

A widow of 62, Shuqing is Fengxian’s mother. The interviewer describes the
scene on entering Shuqing’s yard: “There were two quilts being aired…and
a large basket with half-crushed red beans on the ground. Her grandson
was climbing the tree; several chickens were pecking the earth.” Shuqing
speaks of the difficulties she had getting wives for her sons, and recalls her
own arranged and successful second marriage.

I was 17 years old [when I married]… One of my brothers-in-law
was the matchmaker… I didn’t want to go, but it was no use; I was
obliged to… I gave birth to a boy in the second year of my marriage,
but he died a short while after… I divorced my husband three years
after our marriage. It was I who demanded a divorce. I didn’t want
to live with him because he swore at me and beat me every day. 

After going through the formalities of divorce, I went to my
sister’s home…and then I was…matched with another man. He was
an ex-service man. Two of us shared only one ration of grain… He
was 18 years older than me…[but] he had a good temper [and] I
didn’t mind his poverty or his being advanced in years… I never
quarrelled with him. He never blamed me, and he never beat me or
swore at me.

Altogether we had four sons and one daughter… After the birth
of my fourth child, my husband was ill. He was [then]…55 years
old. I looked for medicinal plants for him. We were too poor to raise
the family. Our fourth child had to be adopted by another family in
Longtang village… There was no other way. We owed a lot of
money to the people’s commune every year… We didn’t have
enough food to eat.

Money and marriage 
[My daughter Fengxian] agreed to a huanqin for [the sake of] her
second elder brother. She worked away from our village at that
time. We wrote to her and called her back. Our neighbour said,
“Your son can’t afford to get married, and [without a wife] no one
will look after the old people. Let Fengxian get married to exchange
a wife for her brother in return, and also to find a person to look
after the old people in the future.” I agreed with them…

We were too
poor to raise a
fourth child

CHINA 43

The interviews gathered with minority peoples by Oxfam Hong Kong and the Yunnan
Minority Gender and Development Group, and those collected with Han women by the
Women’s Studies Centre, Tianjin Normal University, were published in China in
complementary volumes entitled Daughters of the Mountains.



It didn’t cost us any money when my second son married because it
was an “exchange marriage”… We [only] told [Fengxian] after she
came back [from Beijing]. She didn’t know what to do; she was
cheated… [But finally] she agreed… Her life was all right after
marriage. At first the young couple didn’t get along very well. They
quarrelled. But now they get on very well… 

We spent 3,100 yuan on a wife for my eldest son… We gave the
middleman 3,100 yuan. My God! She was taken back by her
parents in the end. We couldn’t [find a wife for him in the village]…
He was too stupid and too poor, and also ugly—although he worked
well…

[Finally] he married [another] girl… She was introduced to my
son by a person in our village… We spent 1,650 yuan on this
marriage…someone [else] provided 1,800 yuan… She hadn’t
divorced her husband, and she had a daughter left in her home…
Her family didn’t know she was here. When she came here, she was
pregnant… [And yet] she didn’t want to go back… She said her
mother-in-law was very severe with her and never did housework
at home and never cooked. She said her ex-husband always liked to
play mahjong and asked her to hold the bowl for him when the
meal was ready. She didn’t want to go back and she didn’t divorce
him. She did the marriage registration with my son and then they
married here…

My third son lived apart from us before he married… When we
divided our property, my first two sons were given the houses. And
each of them gave 300 yuan to my third son to build a house. Later,
my third son went down to the lowlands, repairing watches for
others, and didn’t come back.

“I like this mountain village”   
[Now I am alone] each son gives me 30 jin of millet, 70 jin of
wheat, 80 jin of corn, 15 jin of meat each year, and 5 yuan for each
month… Now I can still dig up some medicinal herbs to [sell]. How
could we live if I didn’t do that? 

I like this mountain village. No matter where else I might go,
such as Mancheng, I would miss this village, and the people here.
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Li CHINA 35

Li, 29, left her village in the southern province of Guizhou (see map, p4), on
the pretext of an offer of employment but was later married to a man from
Huanglongsi. The family paid the middleman 2,500 yuan. Li has been
happy with her husband Erfa and they have two children. Erfa is a contract
plasterer in the city but was home at the time of the interview. 

Li: In 1987, some strangers came to my village, asking us to go to
Guangzhou. We stayed there for half a month. It was too hot and
the living conditions were too bad. We knitted sweaters there. The
young girls were crying all the time… Then a…man came and said
to us, “Let’s go to ‘so-and-so’ company which makes medicinal
materials. You can earn more than 100 yuan a month.” So we three
girls followed him. We went to Baoding city. While we were having
our meals [in restaurants], the man asked us to keep silent, being
afraid of being recognised as a “trader in wives”. But we didn’t
listen to him. We spoke deliberately. 

[Later] we took to the road again… We arrived at a village called
Qinggou and met my [future] husband’s sister-in-law. She
betrothed one of us to her brother and betrothed me to her
husband’s younger brother. I agreed.

At that time I was 20 years old and my husband was 21. His
family paid 2,500 yuan… My husband’s sister-in-law, and his
parents made the arrangements for our wedding. My father-in-law
is the branch secretary of the Party in the village. He said that if I
ran away they would not expect to take back the 2,500 yuan.
Anyway, he wished us to make a good life together. We lived with
the whole family for two years… 

We went back together… [to see my mother]. She likes [her
son-in-law] very much, but he…took our children back [to the
mountains] stealthily [and] my mother was very cross. He was
afraid that I would not return to him [in the mountains] any more.
When I went back to my hometown, I thought it would be fine if
we settled down there in Anshun. But he said “No.”... He feared
that I would apply for permanent residence for our children in
Anshun, so he stole our children. He wanted to raise them to
provide for his old age. 
Erfa: Nowadays many southerners come here to the north. All
kinds of people. Life is good in the south. There are lots of
vegetables, but I can’t get used to the life there. I couldn’t
understand the dialects so I came back. Later I apologised to my
mother-in-law for what I had done…

Personal
connections
are very
important

CHINA 45

Sumei (62 years, Han), farmer CHINA 36

The family of the bridegroom steam the big baozi. If you have relatives in the bride’s family you
should present baozi with the word xi (happy) on it… We steamed 60 buns when my son was
married. I presented some to his wife’s family and I kept some for ourselves. I also presented some
to my relatives, such as my brother, my uncle…



We mainly depend on the farm work. I have some skills so I can
work as a plasterer [in the city], earning 800 or 900 yuan a month.
Sometimes I earn 1,000 yuan a month. But the head of contract
labour often cheats us right and left. He hasn’t paid me yet. He
doesn’t have the money, because he can’t get money from above…
[The contractor] has hidden away since last Spring Festival away. 
Li: This year we may have a poor harvest of maize due to the
drought. It would be fine if we could get a yield of 500 jin. Usually
we can harvest over 1,000 jin… If I had some money I would buy
pigs and chickens to raise. I wouldn’t buy xiao wei han yang (short-
tailed sheep) because I don’t have time to graze them. Our children
must go to school. Now we are raising 20 chickens and one pig that
weighs 100 jin. Pigs raised [in my home area] in the south are very
clean… [People] often give the pigs a bath. Like human beings, the
animals love to be kept clean. However, pigs raised here are
extremely dirty... I’d like to raise them in my own way…

Personal connections are very important. It’s not easy to get a
loan from the bank. You’re better off borrowing from your relatives
or neighbours who have a good relationship with you… [At home]
in Guizhou, no matter how much you borrow you must sign your
name, because they fear that you can’t pay back the money;
besides, they will charge you interest…

Every evening [people] have a chat at the threshing ground.
There are men and women. We talk about the children, the crops
and the things that have happened in the village. 

Now I’m used to the life here [in the mountains], but I don’t like
eating millet gruel. I like rice. I often go to Mancheng to buy some
rice... When my husband came back from Mancheng he bought a
bag of rice for me. Look, this is what he bought!
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Fengying (40 years, Han), village head CHINA 30

When the hybrid maize on irrigated land was first introduced, few people believed it would work…
They refused to try. I was the first to take the risk… Some people laughed at me… That year we
had a very good harvest. My grandfather was still alive then. When he saw carts loaded with corn
come home one after another, he got very excited… "My goodness! How could you get so much?"

Diao’er (28 years, Han), farmer CHINA 38

[Ideas for development?] Of course, the building of roads, and then to develop [livestock] breeding.
With the money [you make] you can buy a vehicle, and that makes it possible to transport your
goods out of the mountains to sell them directly without being exploited by the dealers.

GLOSSARY
Every attempt has been made to gloss all the terms in the
testimonies but finding the meaning for all the words has not
proved possible.

baozi 
barefoot

doctor

Big Spring

chaste tree

cogon grass
collectivisation/

commune
system

congee
Cultural

Revolution 

fen

household
responsibility
system

buns (each weighing 1 jin, or 0.5 kg)
medical practitioner providing a free service at
village level. Local people were given a basic
training in primary health care, using traditional
and Western medicine. Introduced under
Chairman Mao, the policy reached its peak in the
early 1970s when over 2 million barefoot doctors
were trained; since the introduction of a user-pay
policy in the 1990s the system has disintegrated. 
late January/early February, depending on the
lunar calendar
a deciduous tree with flexible branches and twigs,
which are often used for basket-making
a tough grass used for thatching  
introduced by the Communist party in the 1950s.
The country was divided into settlement areas
(communes). People worked collectively, all
produce was pooled and shared out according to
the number of heads in a household as well as
work points earned. Replaced by the household
responsibility system in 1978.  
rice dish
nationwide movement from mid-1960s to mid-
1970s. The aim was to destroy the “four olds”—old
ideas, customs, cultures and habits—and “build
the new China”.  It was a period of political
purges, in which Mao’s Red Guards (youth
movement) targeted “reactionary intellectuals” in
particular. Rival factions fought each other, there
was widespread suffering and much of China’s
cultural and intellectual heritage was destroyed. 
the smallest unit of currency (10 fen = 1 jiao; 10
jiao = 1 yuan); also a measurement of land area
(10 fen = 1 mu) 
introduced in 1978 by Deng Xiaoping. Every
household is allocated its own piece of land and is
free to work it as it chooses. Households keep
most of their own harvest but hand over a certain
amount as “tax” to the government.
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huanqin

interval

jiaohun 

jin 
li
liang 
liberation

mahjong
middleman

middle school  
mu

nutrient bag 

small New Year

Small Spring

Spring Festival

state
[-produced]

substitute
teacher

team 

township

trader in wives
women’s

officer

work points

yuan

a form of arranged marriage, in which two
families effectively exchange sons and daughters,
hence known as “exchange marriage”. Both
families have a daughter and a son. The son of
family A marries the daughter of family B; the
son of family B marries the daughter of family A.
Huanqin remains a tradition in some rural parts of
China.
In 1991, the policy of one child per family
(instituted in the 1980s) was amended. Couples in
certain minority groups are now allowed two
children providing the second is born after an
interval of five years (or, in some cases,
four—administrative areas are permitted some
discretion). If the interval is less, the family can be
fined. 
literally, “calling the spirit”; traditional Lahu
practice through which ancestors’ spirits who are
troubling their surviving relatives (causing illness,
for example) are persuaded to leave their families
in peace. 
weight measure (of corn, meat etc); 2 jin = 1 kilo
measurement of distance; 1 li = 0.5km
a measure (of rice, meat etc); 1 liang = 50 grams
Certain areas were “liberated” from the control of
the Nationalist party (the Guomindang) by the
army under the leadership of the Chinese
Communist party. The People’s Republic of China
was established in 1949, when most of China was
under Communist control; “liberation” could
have taken place any time from the late 1940s to
the early 1950s. 
popular Chinese board game
The practice of “trading in wives” is now
considered a crime.
usually for ages 12-15
measurement of land area; 1 mu = 666.6 square
metres 
small bag filled with nutrients and rich soil to
nurture seedlings. Once the seed has germinated,
the bag is cut open and the seedlings are planted
in a field.

The big New Year is the lunar new year, the first
day of the lunar calendar; the small New Year is
the 15th day of the first month of the calendar.  
late February or March, depending on the lunar
calendar.
major annual national festival which takes place
in January or February, depending on the lunar
calendar
used by villagers to mean mass-produced, not
hand-made, since all factories were formerly
owned by the state
someone not yet qualified and filling in a position
in areas where the government cannot recruit
enough qualified teachers. The salary is lower
and the position much less secure than that of
qualified staff.
cluster or group, made up of several households,
within a village or community; a unit under the
government’s administrative structure.  
Administrative units in China are, in descending
order of size: state; province; district/prefecture;
county/city; township; administrative village;
natural village; cluster/team; household.
see middleman
One woman in every administrative village is
appointed as the women’s officer, responsible for
coordinating all the government’s assigned tasks
among women; she may or not be paid a small
allowance. 
The work-point system was implemented from
the late 1950s to late 1970s as part of
collectivisation. All farmers in the same unit
shared responsibility for production. Produce was
pooled and shared out according to each farmer’s
work score. The more hours worked, the higher
the number of work points earned. Men earned
more work points than women. 
unit of currency; 10 jiao =1 yuan
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