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Background and Purpose of Proposed Research

Great social and natural transformations have taken place in China since 1949. Xishuangbanna, a tropical mountainous prefecture of Yunnan Province, China, bordering with Myanmar and Laos to its south, is not an exception and has become the second biggest locus for natural rubber production in China at the expense of its rainforests since the 1950s when the People’s Republic of China established ten state-run rubber tree plantation farms. The state appropriated the most fertile lands that had been used for shifting cultivation by the indigenous groups in this area, which forced these people to farm on more marginal and less desired lands. 

The purpose of my research is to describe and analyze the dynamic changes in natural resource management (including land-use practices in agriculture and forest management) by the Akha people in Xishuangbanna during these transformations. The Akha, a Tibeto-Burman speaking group, formerly practiced subsistence shifting cultivation until recently; they have now taken up intensive cash cropping and settled agriculture. 

Research Questions and Methodologies

I will start my research by investigating the Akha traditional resource management systems. Using the cultural ecological approach, I will examine the Akha traditional knowledge of animals, plants, soils, forests, environments, and climates. I am particularly interested in examining how the Akha, as animists and ancestor worshipers, represent their knowledge in their worldview which in turn shapes the ways they interact with their environments. I want to see what kinds of ceremonies were involved and what their role was in resource management.

My next step is to examine how and why the Akha became cash crop farmers and intensive agriculturalists and what the environmental and social consequences of these changes are. Using the political and historical ecological approaches, I will investigate the political relationships of the Akha with other groups in this region as they have changed over the past fifty years. How have the Chinese policies on natural resource management and ethnic minorities changed since 1949? Particularly I am concerned with impacts of the rubber tree plantations on local environments and the lives of the Akha. My specific interest is landscapes and their interaction with belief/worldview systems and resource management. By “landscape” I mean the modified, created, and/or perceived environment (after Sauer 1925). People may know very little about their environment (biophysical), but by definition, the landscape is what they see, know, and interact with (Anderson 1996). Different patterns of resource management will result in visually distinctive landscape transformations, which should be "explained" (in the eyes of members of the local culture) satisfactorily by their worldview. For example, the disappearance of local forest areas has led to a belief by the Akha in the disappearance of forest spirits; meanwhile, Han Chinese have come to be considered “wandering spirits” with whom the Akha have to deal. 

Thus, I am interested in how the Akha perceive and/or construct culturally meaningful landscapes over time and space, how this relates to their worldview and their resource management strategies, and how Akha’s landscapes have contested with those of the state. For example, at the beginning, the Akha had a hostile, and even fearful, attitude toward rubber trees and rubber tree plantations because they represented a landscape of the hegemonic power of the state and/or the Chinese Han (for the Akha, the two are often interchangeable), and thus of  “Others,” as of spirits. But such an attitude changed when the Akha started to grow rubber trees as their main cash crop in the early 1980s; in other words, rubber trees have been “domesticated” and thus have become a part of the Akha’s landscapes. The Chinese Government has tried to stop the local people from expanding their private rubber tree plantations since the 1990s as they have realized the negative environmental consequences of the plantations, but these efforts have not been successful because rubber trees have become the favorite cash crop for most local people including Akha. I interpret this as a form of resistance of the peasants, as elaborated by James Scott (1985) in his Weapons of the Weak.  Now the Akha use rubber tree plantations in a counter-discourse to the state's colonialism. 

I will compare two Akha villages, Mengsong and Baka, both of whose villagers practiced self subsistence shifting cultivation fifty years ago but now have quite different agricultural patterns. Mengsong is located far from any state rubber farms. It now practices modified and intensified shifting cultivation. Baka, which is located next to one of the state rubber farms (Dongfeng Farm), became primarily dependent on rubber tree plantations. How do the strategies that the two Akha communities have adopted to respond to inside and outside socio-political-economic pressures differ? What are the different impacts of state farms on these two villages? How do the Akha explain physical transformations of their environments caused by the state’s projects such as collectivization movements during the 1950s through the 1970s, and the development of the state rubber farms within their old worldview? If their old worldview failed to provide explanations, how are they adjusting or reviving their worldview in order to explain the changed world and thus justify their changed behaviors accordingly? And what are the environmental and social consequences of different resource management strategies in these two villages? What lessons can we learn from them?

Regarding methods, I will 1) mine governmental archives and interview relevant officials regarding changes of national policies and their impacts on local/regional social and environmental situations; 2) collect second-hand data and maps about the social and environmental (including climatic) changes in Xishuangbanna since 1949; 3) interview village-based key informants (such as village heads, religious specialists, folk botanists, folk zoologists, folk herb and/or medicinal specialists, and other specialists) for information on Akha traditional ecological knowledge, resource management systems, institutions, worldview, and landscapes; 4) interview focus groups (based on gender, age, kin, occupation, among other factors) to examine general community knowledge and how they talk about themselves, their environments, and national policies, how these change over time from their point of view and how their management strategies change accordingly; 5) observe (including participant observation) all major resource management activities; 6) use questionnaires and statistical analyses to collect and analyze data on economic variables, knowledge distribution and transmission links; 7) participate in relevant meetings, observing and taking notes on who participates, how the discussion flows, how decisions are reached, from whom the decisions flow, and how others react to decisions; 8) have (and keep notes on) ordinary conversations with villagers about relevant issues; 9) keep full field note records of what I hear and see; 10) collect botanical specimens of relevant plants and get specialist help in their identification; 11) take photos (especially of ecologically relevant scenes--both scenes that I identify and scenes that local people point out as particularly illustrative or significant) and videos(especially of ceremonies); 12) encourage people to draw their agricultural calendar and maps; 13) collect origin myths and stories about plants, animals, and humans by using a tape-recorder; 14) collect life histories of some key informants; and 14) keep a journal. 

Significance of Proposed Research

In general, this study of Akha resource management, combining traditional cultural ecology with political ecology approaches and the newly emerging landscape studies field, will contribute both theoretically and methodologically to current discourses in these fields. The Akha in China are perfect for addressing and dealing with this issue because 1) they interact with their environments and manage natural resources through landscapes they perceive and construct (physically and/or psychologically); 2) they regard these certain landscapes as part of their cultural identity; and 3) the Chinese state has imposed its hegemonic influences on both environmental transformations and Akha identity construction (Wang 1998). 

Moreover, I think that documenting the detailed Akha traditional ecological knowledge is not only necessary, as Dove (1999:290) argues in saying that “…the detailed descriptions of vernacular technology and knowledge central to early ecological anthropology can now be read as politically empowering counterdiscourses;” but also urgent because the last Akha generations who possess this knowledge in some reasonably complete form are in their 60s and 70s now. This orally transmitted knowledge will be gone forever if it is not documented in the near future. I believe that traditional knowledge, as Berkes (1999: 179) put it, “is complementary to Western scientific knowledge, and not a replacement for it”; as such it remains important. 

Finally, through evaluating the ecological impacts of different resource management strategies, this study will draw some lessons for China and the rest of world concerning how to construct sustainable resource management regime, what conditions need to be taken into account, and how the state and/or a society can produce such conditions. These lessons should be particularly applicable to the Southeast Asian highlands (of which the Akha area is a part) since this geographically connected but politically separated region and its indigenous people, who are traditionally shifting cultivators, have been undergoing similar social and environmental transformations under the influences of different nation-states’ development programs and of economic markets of capitalist globalization during the last decades (Padoch 2004). 
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