Embroidering Fashion Words on Shidong Miao Woman’s Clothes

Abstract

According to Ulrich Lehmann, fashion does not just reflect social change but it is a social force in its own way. If fashion is a social statement and a force, what are the contents and appearance in borderland people? This paper tries to answer the question of why illiterate Shidong Miao women access Chinese characters, Mao’s slogans, and alphabetic characters, and embroider them onto clothing. Why, in different historical contexts, has it been fashionable for Shidong Miao women to incorporate text into their embroidery. Through fashionable design, a Shidong Miao woman makes a statement about her own circumstances. 
In accounting for this special characteristic of Shidong Miao women, this paper takes the Mao Era (1949 to 1978) as an example to explore the use of text in embroidery. It is interesting to ask the question of why did Shidong Miao women consider ‘words’ as fashionable to put into their design? Based on my ethnographic field work in 2006-2007, I discovered that fashion in this borderland could be seen as evidence of social force that unified the homogeneous segments of Miao’s heterogeneous situation at the time. Also, I have discovered that collective fashion reflected on clothes plays a significant role in changing the ideological meaning of culture.
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Introduction
Far from being simply a global or modern subject, fashion is the supreme expression of society. It not only reflects the contemporary spirit, but is also a statement of borderland minority people, such as Shidong Miao people. Shidong Miao women’s clothing reveals a stylized form of expression which displays and begins to define who the Shidong Miao people are, what kind of place of Shidong is, what culture they have. It also reflects the particular situation of a specific time, and can even express what a nation is. In the Shidong Miao concept, fashion is expressed through woman’s clothing.
Making clothes in Shidong is not just about producing an object, but is also further related to personhood. The weaving process produces the skeleton and gender of the cloth. The idea of making fabrics for a female’s clothing demonstrates the inter-construction process of both females and males. The dying process is making the raw fabric into a cooked, mature fabric. For Shidong people, the dying processes include: indigo dying, beating, reddish dying, adding cow glue to polish, and finally steaming the fabric. In other words, they are making the mature, well-educated ‘flesh’ of the clothes. Without indigo dying means that it is a raw person. The pale and bloodless ‘flesh’ is considered an immature person. Shidong people consider that the pattern of embroidery is the ‘skin’ of the human body. Moreover, Shidong people consider that silver dress is the biggest female gift in Miao society. Also is the ‘face’ of the family (Ho 2011a: ch.5~6).
Shidong is a port town on the Qingshui River which winds its way through the Eastern Yun-Gui Plateau which is located in Taijiang County, in the upper part of Qiandongnan. Officially it comes under the jurisdiction of the Qiandongnan Miao and Tong Autonomous Prefecture (qian dongnan miaozu dongzu zizhizhou 黔東南苗族侗族自治州). According to the Fifth Population Census (2000), the population of Shidong is 12, 332. More than 94.9% are ethnic Miao;
 the remainder of the population is Han, Tung-Chia (Dong) or Chung-Chia (Buyi). Most Miao here speak the Eastern Guizhou dialect.
Historically, Shidong Miao were classified as Hei (Black) Miao. Economically, life in Shidong was dependent on agriculture and trade. Politically and culturally speaking, Shidong was at one of the barbarian, “raw” Miao areas outside the reach of Imperial China.
 Following Qing Imperial rule, from the founding of the Republic of China (1911-1949) to the Second World War (1937-1945), Guizhou Province experienced advanced progress in trade and industry. When the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) took over China in 1949, the Mao Era (1949 to 1978) was marked by a series of violent movements.
 Shortly after Reform and Opening (Ch. Gaigekaifang 改革開放 starting in 1979), marked the beginning of the era of tourism in Shidong, which started in full in 1982. The practice of leaving Shidong to find work in cities began in 1992. Through these changes, social boundaries began to change and shift dramatically (Ho 2011b:1-32). Nevertheless, embroidery is still an important means for Shidong Miao women to access dignity and identity in their social context.
Charles Baudelaire, in his “Le Peintre de la vie moderne” (1859-1861), was the first to interpret ‘fashion’ and is the originator of the concept. From modern art and modern life, Baudelaire defines ‘fashion’ as evidence of ‘modernity’. In Baudelaire’s argument, at first, fashion does not comprise the core issue of his theory of modernity, but fashion does create an evolutional change from ‘past’ and ‘present’. Also, the body it clothes is given a new look each season which becomes evidence of social, insatiable change. Accordingly, while fashion appears self-evident on clothes, Baudelaire considers that the ‘poetic’ and ‘eternal’ elements bring out the aesthetics quality through appearance, which makes ‘modernity’ visible (Lechmann, 2000:4-10). 
Baudelaire’s static concept of historiography has its limits; fashion is an underestimated social force. It functions effectively not only as an economic colossus but also as a means of engineering social practices. This interplay of consumer tastes, social habits and personal identity was noted by Thorstein Veblen in his nineteenth-century analysis of the new American bourgeoisie and leisure classes (1994). Sociologist Joanne Finkelstein examines the meaning behind fashion as a social force (1997). He takes anthropologist Jonathan Friedman’s research in the African Congo, in the 1970s and 80s, and recounts a story of fashion obsession (1992). Congo is politically unstable, economically depressed region, despite being poor, mainly from the lower class, and chronically unemployed, the young Congolese devoted themselves to dressing well, in particular, in the labels of Parisian haute couture, because these were the symbols of refinement. Young men educated through the state school system into believing in the promises of French modernity, developed a common desire to consume the luxuries of European civilization. In this material desert, clothes had become a currency of identity. By using luxury goods, the Congolese youth was existentially equal to his European master (Joanne Finkelstein, 1997). 
It is too simple to explain the meaning of fashion by saying that human beings have a need to become homogenized in a heterogeneous world. Ted Polhemus, a media anthropologist and curator of the Victoria and Albert Museum’s fashion exhibition, Streetstyle: From Sidewalk to Catwalk, 1940 to Tomorrow (1994), gives an account of fashion similar to that offered by Alison Lurie; fashion is an inherent feature of human sociality, it is a means of securing a social identity. 
Different from Ted Polhemus’s example, the need for securing a social identity in Shidong is a case to talk about how the power of violence could create fashion in the community. During the Mao Era, Shidong people were forced to participate in different types of movements. In this context, women used the slogans of the Chinese Communist Party, Quotations of Mao, and Chairman Mao’s poems to make the decorations on embroideries of clothes. As Ted Polhemus said, fashion is an inherent feature of human sociality; in Shidong the unique means of fashion served to provide political and cultural protection against violence.
What Fashion Means in Shidong
Fashion lies at the very heart of persons, their sense of identity and the communities in which they live. For a Shidong Miao woman, the Mao Era (1949 to 1978) was a dramatic change. As the same time, the standard of beauty and style was driven into a different concept. The Struggle Sessions and the Cultural Revolution reversed the orders of social classes and imposed new social ideals; I argue there that they even became a force in fashion.  

Traditionally, in Shidong Miao’s native terms, there is a word, ‘jax,’ which is often translated as ‘fashion’. This word also implies aesthetic, moral qualities as well as wealth. Aesthetic terms include beautiful ‘sangb’ （美）, colorful ‘nios’ (花), and fresh ‘niul’(生). ‘Sangb’ is a word to give a compliment for splendid appearance. ‘Nios’ is a word meaning ‘motif’ or ‘pattern’, particularly if a man dressed up showily, and his clothes are decorated with plenty of patterns. ‘Niul’ is identified as being either “raw” (Ch. sheng 生) or something fresh, someone young that has not yet become sophisticated. 
Also, diligence is also considered a moral quality, when Shidong people describe the fame or value of a person, they use the word ‘vut’ (好) for ‘good’ and ‘fortune’. So, different from the word ‘sangb’ which describes appearance ‘vut’, rather, is used to comment on or critique someone’s moral standard. Plentiful ‘not ’(多),  precious ‘jas ghat’（貴重）, and wealth ‘dlas’ （富）are the important terms for Shidong people that take account of the value of money. This kind of consideration can ‘sum up’ the term of ‘fashion’ and incorporates ideas of beauty, morality and wealth into the appearance of one person as a traditional value. 
Fashion is closely related to the relationships of social hierarchy. Shidong people consider that it is only a wealthy family that can afford to be fashionable and have luxury objects. Basically, Shidong people divide society into two major groups, first is the ‘Big House’ khat hliob（大戶）, and the other is the ‘Small House’ khat yut（小戶）. Moreover, the classification of houses as wealthy ‘jas vut’(得福）, new rich ‘jax ghad’（花俏）, bewitch ‘jab qeb’ or ‘gu’（富蠱）, poor bewitch ‘jab qeb’（窮蠱） poor ‘hxad’（窮戶） and ghost ‘dliangb’ （釀鬼）is a hierarchical relationship between different groups that practice marriage exchange. Only when a household becomes famous, wealthy and makes a good exchange in marriage, can they stand on their own feet in the category of ‘big house’ ‘khat hliob’. 
However, the attitude of members of a ‘Big House’ is to have a performing, playful, and enjoyable mind. In Shidong’s words, they will say that making clothes is a toy ‘humb jangd ait zangd’, dancing and performance are also making fun ‘ait zangd’(做玩意). For Shidong women, whether when living in the present world, or enjoying the afterlife, they are always said to be dressed beautifully and going to the drum stage ‘sux gax sux niel’ （踩鼓） for dancing and playing music. In other words, dressing in newly embroidered clothes to perform their fashionable look at public occasions is a unique way for Shidong Miao people to interact as a social force.

The relation between fashion and local hierarchies is obviously seen on clothes. Shidong people believe that the fashionable, aesthetic and ethical quality of objects reflect people’s social status. Moreover, woman’s clothes show her family’s economic and cultural standing. They value objects, especially embroidery, as a means to represent a family’s identity within their social context. Embroidery is a means for people to make a pattern, ‘hmub’. There are generally two systems of making ‘hmub’, one is from the market, and the other is passed from mother to daughter. There is also a third way to make a design; women can create additional designs by asking words from literate men, and this is where a Shidong Miao woman gets the characters to be used as the decorating motif in her embroidery.
Shidong Miao consider words to be precious; words embroidered on woman’s clothes show her fashionable expression in both economic and cultural terms. Shidong Miao women have incorporated Han Chinese written characters into their embroidery since late Qing and through the early KMT era, when it became a significant means for establishing self identify within the shifting cultural boundary. However, the meaning of using words was quite different from that during the Cultural Revolution era (1966-1976). In order to show people’s loyalty and be classified as having a good class status, one of the tactics for women in struggle meeting was to embroider slogans. Through this method, women gained entry into the protection sphere 
from Class Struggle Sessions. 
When the cultural values changed from that of wanting too preserving the “old tradition” to the goal of “becoming civilized,” this was also demonstrated in the standard of fashion. Reading and writing became fashion. Singing Mao’s songs, reading Mao’s book, being Mao’s good soldier all became the most fashionable activities. Nevertheless, when Shidong women began to “read” the words on embroidery during the 1990’s, they were shocked and ashamed of their previous innocence, illiteracy, and the ‘incorrect strokes’ of words that had been embroidered during the Mao era. So, they have abandoned ‘words’ on the embroidery from that time on. Since the 1990s, words have fallen out of fashion.

How Mao’s Words Became Fashionable in Shidong
The purpose of this paper is to take Shidong Miao embroidery as example to reveal and clarify the significance of ‘words’ as fashionable in the Shidong Miao cultural context. When the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) took over China in 1949, the Mao Era (1949 to 1978) was marked by a series of violent mass movements that resulted in profound social, political, economic and ideological impacts. During the late KMT period and through the CCP era, especially after 1960, the slogan was a unit for forcing Shidong Miao people into the project of civilization. Slogans replaced single characters and became the new fashion of culture.
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Photo 1: Ib ait sleeve embroidery, 1950s (Private Collection)

The first example, photo 1, taken from embroidery that was a part of a sleeve decoration on woman’s jacket, made about 1950, was embroidered with the slogan of the Dr. Sun Yat-Sen's doctrine; Three Principles of the People 三民主義, Five Powers Constitution 五權憲法. Xiaomei told me that there were a lot of men who became soldiers as a means to change their social status in Shidong during the KMT era. During this period, Zhang Zhuo was an important general under the command of Chiang Kai-shek. I was told that a Shidong woman embroidered this slogan, not because she supported the KMT, but because she had a family member in service of the KMT army. In this way, ideology of political concern and embroidery are linked together. 

From this example, it is clear that Shidong Miao have obviously incorporated Han Chinese characters into the Miao cultural system. The morpheme is a unit that migrates easily between two languages when they come into contact. It was readily perceived as symbolic capital with which people could consolidate their social status within Shidong Miao society. When the regime changed from KMT to CCP, Shidong Miao continued to incorporate slogans into the Miao cultural system. 
From that time on, Shidong people began to be deeply impacted by political slogans. The first political slogans were the so called ‘Three Flags.’ Three flags referred to the Overall Road (Ch. zong luxian總路線), the Great Leap Forward (Ch. dayaojin大躍進), and the People’s Commune (Ch. renmin gongshe人民公社), all of which were part of major social and political movements. Other movements were the Land Reform Movement (Ch. tudi gaige土地改革) (1952-1966), Class Struggle Sessions beginning in 1966 (Ch. jieji douzheng階級鬥爭), and the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). Many of these movements resulted in a series of struggle sessions (Ch. pidou dahui批鬥大會) which continued to be held until late 1970s. 
Informants told me that during the era of the Land Reform Movement, the Great Leap Forward and the People’s Communes (1952-1966), they had to survive from food shortages; no one had energy for doing embroidery at that time. Struggle Sessions always contained a dialectical argument of ideology and action at the same time. The movement to Purge Revolutionary Elements (sufan yundong肅反運動) and the Rectification Campaign (zhengfeng yundong整風運動; a part of the Anti-Rightist campaign) started on January 4, 1957 all over Taijing County. The ferocity and scale of the discontent that was revealed severely shook Shidong people, as many people were punished as part of the Anti-Rightist Campaign. 
On July 19, 1966, working teams of Cultural Revolution were stationed in the Taijiang County Educational Bureau, in secondary schools and teacher training schools, and at Chengguan Elementary School. Forty-two representatives of the Revolutionary Red Guard (Ch. hong weibing紅衛兵) and Revolutionary Students were summoned by Chairman Mao to Beijing on October 6 of the same year. Also during this year, young students, both male and female, took advantage of the right “to link up” (Ch. dachuanlian大串聯), meaning student members of the Red Guard were encouraged to drop out of school and travel across the country to meet other young people. During the Cultural Revolution era, worshiping Mao became fashion. Slogans such as “Read Chairman Mao's books, listen to Chairman Mao’s words, and be Chairman Mao’s good soldier” were popular at that time. Shidong Miao people even embroidered these sentences on their sleeve as a design (Photo 2).
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Photo 2: Ib ait sleeve embroidery, 1970s-80’s (Private Collection)
Contradictions grew in breadth and in depth during the Cultural Revolution era; slogans asked people to have unity through struggle. Moreover, people had to show their will by promoting production; building up the country and fighting to win with no complaints. During my fieldwork, I still heard people say “Be determined, unafraid of sacrifice; beat all odds, strive to win” to describe their spirit and will toward everything. However, slogans like“To rebel was justified”did not appear on embroidery. During that era, most of the informants did not understand the political back-stories behind the slogans, such as“combat selfishness and repudiate revisionism” which was aimed specifically at Lin Biao, 
a CCP leader who has fallen out of favor with Mao in 1971.   

Chairman Mao died on September 9, 1976. The Cultural Revolution ended in 1977. The Four Modernizations campaign (Ch. sige xiandaihua 四個現代化), i.e. the modernization of agriculture, industry, national defense, and science and technology, became the major theme of campaigns throughout 1978-79. Deng Xiaoping proclaimed that it was necessary to carry out the policies of reform and open the door to others. Under the guidance of Deng Xiaoping, the new goal of socialist reconstruction aimed at establishing an independent and integrated modern economic system. 
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Photo 3: Ob ait sleeve embroidery, 1980s (CTCCC Collection)

The key issues of The Four Modernizations campaign included ‘civilization’. School education became more popular at this era; girls were forced to attend elementary education by law. By the Open Door Policy, students start to learn English and Romanized alphabets. The example of photo 3 forces us to decide whether these alphabetic characters are images or words. Some informants consider these characters to be words even though they have lost their verbal quality. Others consider these alphabetic characters to only have an image quality through their curves and strokes. However, as indicated by the examples above, using characters of Romanized script to decorate clothes is not a new invention or new fashion, but a reflection of a new social and cultural context. 
The Power of Fashon in the Borderland
During my field work, I saw local women still dressed in clothes with slogans worked into their embroideries. I took photos and made records of those words. After interviewing local informants, there is reason to believe that Chairman Mao’s texts, as they were embroidered on the clothing of Shidong Miao women, were more than fashion or simple decorative patterns. Therefore, I argue that these words, representing ‘civilized fashion,’ were endowed with the power of protection. Through the excuse of civilization, Chairman Mao’s words revealed the power of politics and the manner of assimilation as well as resistance.
During the Class Struggle Session era, beginning in 1966, in order to show people’s loyalty to the party and demonstrate their good class status, men had the tactics of participating in struggle sessions where they could criticize and be criticized, struggle and be reformed of any unhealthy tendencies. Without men’s speech and writing powers, women presented their loyalty through performance. By singing, dancing and embroidering slogans, women sought to protect themselves from becoming the victims of struggle sessions. 

In order to avoid punishment, they considered Mao’s words to be sacred texts and sources of authority. In these circumstances, words have a clear boundary from images, even though some characters were made suggesting an incorrect stroke order, they are words nonetheless. ‘Be worldly, wise and play safe; seek only to avoid blame’ was the best policy for living under the conditions of the revolution. Moreover, people must be ‘modest and prudent’ (Ch. jia zhe wei ba zuo ren夾着尾巴做人). Another informant said, ‘Revolution is dangerous; struggle sessions were even more dangerous. We could not even refuse to say what we thought and did not think.’ People learned: ‘Long live the proletariat, holding the quotations (from Chairman Mao) in their hands (wansui bulikou, yulv bulishou萬歲不離口，語錄不離手)’ as a means to protect themselves from violent punishment. 
Sam Meibao told me that CCP officials loved to come to Shidong; the women of Shidong could play basketball, perform modern revolutionary operas, and sing revolutionary songs. Moreover, Shidong women could ‘read and write.’ Of course, their reading and writing abilities were exaggerated or simply not true. However, the embroidery of slogans and Mao’s texts became a fashion during this era. Meibao said, ‘We women, even though we could not read, we had to hold the Little Red book, wave our hands, and show off our words on embroidery to show our respect and loyalty. If you did not follow others in doing this, you were in trouble.’
Conclusion
In explanation of why Shidong women use incorrect strokes in making words on embroidery, Long Lin commented ‘our women don’t have culture; they can embroider well, but they cannot turn embroidery into writing.’ This echoes a remark often heard from the local women; ‘Sorry, we don’t have culture.’ However, these statements are very much at odds with what I heard in Shidong Miao songs, saw in their delicate craft, and read in the history of this area.
Based on my fieldwork, I understand this Shidong Miao cultural phenomenon of incorporating Han Chinese images and techniques into embroidery as representing the symbolic capital of a local Miao land-owning class during late Qing to KMT era and as a means to consolidate their position in Miao society. Nevertheless, this changed during the Mao era as the incorporation of slogans did not have the same meaning as in the past. This particular case presents an entirely different view of what fashion is, reinterpreting the slogans on embroidery as evidence of civilization.
One informant told me that to be a civilized person, with the ability to make money, is considered a sign of success. He suggested that traditional notions of civilization for Miao men were: 1) being educated; 2) being able to read, write and sing; 3) serving in government; and 4) doing business. The criteria of civilization for women, in contrast, were: 1) being trained in fine skills such as embroidery, weaving, dying and making cloth; 2) singing and dancing; 3) speaking and telling stories; and 4) doing business. It is important to note that the definitions of civilization and literacy have different aspects. The notion of civilization consists in having household skills and modes of communication which represent the local knowledge system. In this regard, knowledge of literacy by women was profoundly shaped by non-formal schooling. For Shidong Miao woman, doing embroidery was a means of studying literacy. The concept of literacy is not considered only from the perspective of whether people could read and write Han literature or not. What the embroidery really meant to Shidong Miao may be a matter of identity.
In this paper, an examination of embroidery reveals that violence can be a kind of social force. Despite Shidong Miao people being poor and short of material resources, they were able to use ‘words’ as fashion to create a sphere of protection from social movements. When the cultural value of fashion changed from ‘aesthic, moral, wealthy’ to ‘becoming civilized,’ it also broke down the connection and the relationship between society and culture. Nevertheless, embroidery has become a means to display a ‘story’ to attract outsiders in the tourism era. Again, the festivals, such as the Sisterhood Festival, have become part of Shidong’s official tourism program. Today, slogans have fallen out of fashion as they do not fit the “Open Door” atmosphere. 
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� In this essay, I use the term “Miao” to refer specifically to the Shidong Miao population. My argument in this paper and usage of the term should not be misunderstood as referring to the entire population of eight million people identified as “Miao” by the PRC. It is true that the Miao form one of China’s major ethnic groups, but we should remember that this is the result of the ethnic minority policy (Minzhu Shibei) that the PRC government has been pursuing since the 1950s.


� In Imperial China, the non-Han populations were referred to generally as “barbarians” and specific groups were identified as being either “raw” (Ch. sheng 生) or “cooked” (Ch. shu 熟) depending on how much Han culture they had absorbed. 


� Those events included the Land Reform Movement in the 1950s (Ch. Tudi gaige土地改革), the Great Leap Forward beginning in 1958 (Ch. Dayaojin大躍進), the Struggle Sessions beginning in 1966 (Ch. Jiejidouzheng階級鬥爭), and the Cultural Revolution in 1966-1976 (Ch. Wenhuadageming文化大革命).


� Further information about slogan, see my article “The Prudish and Civilized Fashion: Embodying Mao’s Political Power in the Embroidery of Shidong Miao”, which was presented at the East Asian Popular Culture Association Inaugural Conference in Taipei, Taiwan. September 1-4, 2011.





�Is this a theoretical term you are using? If so, should it be cited? If not, I would change the sentence to read, “Through this method, women were able to protect themselves during the Class Struggle Sessions.”


�Be sure to fill these in.


�Here too!
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