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Louisa Schein” s study of cultural production in post-Mao China begins and ends with
the Miao, one of China's 56 officially designated minority nationalities. As she points
outin herintroduction, however, “this book is about China as much as it is about the
Miao” (p.2).Indeed, this book is very much about the complementary and
indispensable relation that each bears to the other.

Schein's focus is on cultural production, and much of the text consists of a close
examination of representation ﬁractices through which  “Miao” hasemerged as a
historical and ethnic identity. The Miao live scattered across seven provinces in
southwestern China and four southeast Asian nations, speak dozens of mutually
unintelligible dialects and refer to themselves with a variety of names, although
“Miao” " is not among them. Nevertheless, Miao, originally a derogative imposed by
outsiders, has become an official standard and an accepted self-description.

Schein begins by sketching the continuous but unequal relationship between Miao
and Han from the late imperial period through the 1990s. Over this period, the Miao
have been brought under increasingly tight political, economic, and cultural control by
the Chinese state. This trajectory of political and cultural power is reflected in a series
of discourses and ﬁractices through which the Miao have been constructed as Other. In
the 19th century, the Miao were depicted as exotic, dangerous, and promiscuous in
popular picture albums. During the Republican period, the Miao were pressured to
assimilate, often enduring humiliation and physical coercion. After 1949, a sincere
effort to account for ethnic diversity within the new nation-state was first interrupted
by the Great Leap Forward and then effectively negated by the conformist pressures of
the Cultural Revolution. In the post-Mao era, as markets have overtaken mass
movements and top-down policy declarations, new opportunities as well as
challenges to Miao cultural agency have emerged.

After the founding of the People's Republic in 1949, China's new leaders sought to
realize the state as “a social order of national multiethnicity” (F. 73). Transtorming
newly fixed ethnic categories into functioning social and political units relied, in part,
on the work of young minority men and women who were recruited into trainin
schools called ™ “Nationalities Institutes.” Some were groomed as political cadres and
sent back to their communities; those with aEpropriate talents were trained as artists
and performers. Schein's poignant profiles of aging members of this cohort provide
valuable insight into the personal and collective struggle entailed in interpreting and
accommodating unpredictable shifts in state policy and economic conditions. Once in
%reat demand for their value in promulgating the message of ethnic unity and socialist

evelopment, these now-faded stars were highly skilled and well-trained performers.
As state-sponsored cultural professionals, they developed highly stylized, sanitized
repertoires that combined such elements of traditional Miao culture as courtship
songs and shamanic dances with the techniques and aesthetics of ballet and other
Western art forms,

With the advent of the post-Mao economic reforms, however, these stylized
representations were rejected as artificial and inauthentic by both Chinese consumers
and global markets. Although the most successful performers still enjoyed the prestige
and privilege of an elite status in their adopted urban milieu, most found themselves
eclipsed by rough-hewn rural troupes who were better able to satisfy the fantasies of
urban Chinese consumers and foreign tourists.

The marketization of ethnic images entailed the emergence of new forms of



exploitation as well as new opportunities for cultural agency. Schein's descriptions
make it clear that neither trend dominates the current process. For instance, the
commodification of authentic, ethnic, female Miao bodies certainly serves to reify
ethnic and gender relationships, reproducing the asymmetries of power among Han
and Miao, male and female. Many Miao women are distressed by the indignity of being
subject to the yearning, idealizing, and sometimes sexualizing gaze of the consumer.
Yetin the interactions between some Miao women and male Han tourists, officials, and
other expectant consumers of exotic, Miao femininity, Schein discerns creative
attempts to reclaim individual and collective agency. In one of the most insightful
passages in the book, she describes how some young Miao women respond to these
potentially exploitative situations. When recruited by Han photographers to appear in
traditional festival garb, some opt out entirely, whereas others have become
habituated to the point that they are able to manipulate the procedure and dictate the
terms of remuneration (p. 211). In one case, young women made their own
arrangement to sing privatel% for an amateur Han folklorist, defying (and ultimately
drawing a reprimand from) their elders. Here, Schein shows that Miao women have
been able to subvert both the expectations of their own communities and the “urban
gaze” of Han tourists. By taking control of the commodification process, their actions
transcend mere resistance to domination.

In Minority Rules, Louisa Schein skillfully combines theoretical debate with detailed
and engaging description in a work that is as intellectually insightful as it is
ethnographically informative. As a study of the Miao and of the dialectics of gender,
power, and representation in the post-Mao era, Schein's book is an important addition
to the ethnography of the minority peoples of southwestern China and should interest
all anthropologists of contemporary China. Yet this work ultimately deserves a broader
audience; this is a significant contribution to the theory of cultural production.
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Louisa Schein, Associate Professor of Anthropology at the University of Rutgers, She
received her PhD from UC Berkeley.
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culture is a pursuit of our total perfection by means of getting to know, on all matters
which most concern us, the best which has been thought and said in the world.
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