Preface

I REMEMBER VIVIDLY the sense of calm and comfort that settled over me as I made
my way alone, cradling a hen in my left arm and a bag of rice in my right,
along the mountain basin path in darkness. The hen was submissive; its low
clucking consclingly answered my weeping. I had just returned from visiting
a friend who had fallen seriously ill from AIDS. He had been bedridden for a
week, and struggled to sit up when I arrived. Upon seeing him, I uttered the
most common Nuosu greeting, “Is your body well?” He replied with the usual
courteous response, ‘I am well” But he was not well at all. Knowing he would
die soon, I had notbrought a gift for this visit. I had learned to be pragmaticin
this impoverished area. Instead I gave money to his family and asked them to
buy whatever he liked to eat or use. Privately, I knew this was my condolence
money for his funeral, my small effort to try and help the family prepare for
his departure. I did not stay long because I felt bad for my friend, who insisted
on sitting up while I was there. So I bid him a reluctant final farewell and left.
Tust as I was taking off my shoes to wade across the stream on the way back to
my residence, my friend’s young son caught up with me. He handed me the
hen and the bag of rice and said these were from his grandmother, my friend’s
elderly mother. I politely declined them because I knew that even a hen was
of great value to the poor seven-member household. But the boy insisted and
repeatedly expressed his family’s appreciation to me. I finally accepted the gifts
and carried them home, The warm little hen was the only living being I could
lean on just then, when I was wanting a comforting touch. This was not the
first time, nor the last, thatI would fall sad at seeing or hearing about afriend’s
surrender to AIDS or other drug-related illness. But the local people’s courtesy,
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generosity, and resilience taught me not to become defeated or depressed in the
face of life’s hardships.

In one important sense, I consider this book to be a memorial to the end-
less suffering the Nuosu people have endured. I am deeply indebted to the local
people of Limu who have helped, cared for, befriended, and taught me over the
course of my sometimes emotionally challenging yet rewarding periods of re-
search and writing, which stretched from 2002 through 2009, My heart belongs
to all whose names cannot be listed here in consideration of their privacy. They
are always on my mind. My fervent hope is to have recaptured and vividly por-
trayed their lives, suffering, and dreams in this ethnography.

Colleagues at Columbia University have been my most crudal mentors;
they have advised and helped me in numberless ways. My deepest gratitude
goes to Myron Cohen. Without his timely advice and guidance, I would not
have been able to complete my research, writing, and publication. The enor-
mous support and encouragement I received from Lesley Sharp, Carole Vance,
and Kim Hopper have also been indispensable to my intellectual growth and
professionalism, and I cannot thank them enough. I am also grateful to other
faculty at Colwmbia University—Lambros Comitas, Ellen Marakowitz, and
Mark Padilla—for their timely assistance with my research. Stevan Harrell,
at the University of Washington, has always provided insightful advice and
criticisim concerning the Nuosu that I study. Several people have read differ-
ent versions or parts of my earlier work and given me ideas for improvement:
Swati Shah, Chiang Fei-chi, David Griffith, Andrea Sankar, Mark Luborsky, Ben
Blount, Todd Nicewonger, Brian Harmon, Kerim Friedman, Hsieh Lili, and Sun
Yanfei. I am grateful for their insighttul comments. In New York City I have re-
lied on the following people for friendship and intellectual inspiration: Brnesto
Vasquez del Aguila, Wang Pin, Tung Chien-hung, Tan Ui-ti, Charles Ma, Chen
Xixi, and Marcela Fuentes. They rescued me from my acadermic solitude over
the course of what was long and sometimes lonely research.

For the professional assistance and information sharing I received during my
research in China, I gratefully acknowledge the following scholars and friends
in Beijing and Chengdu: professors Zhang Haiyang and Hou Yuangao at the
Central University of Nationalities, who made my initial visit to Liangshan pos-
sible, and Wang Mingming, professor at Peking University, as well as Xu Xinjian,
Xu Jun, and Shi Shuo, professors at Sichuan University, who helped me obtain
permission for my year-long field research. The late professor Li Shacming and
professor Li Xingxing, at Sichuan Institute of Nationalities, taught me about
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Liangshan and its history; Bai Shige, Bagie Rehuo, and Ma BEr, all Nuosu schol-
ars at the Liangshan Institute of Nationalities, generously shared their insights
on the Nuosu and helped me settle in the field. I also thank Wan Yanhai, an
AIDS activist who helped introduce me to Chinese scholars in the field of AIDS
research. Weng Naiqun, anthropologist at the Chinese Academy of Socal Sci-
ences, Wang Jianmin and Pan Jiac, professors at the Central University of Na-
tionalities, Zhuang Kongshao, professor at the Chinese People’s University, and
Ma Linying and Qin Heping, professors at the Southwest University of Nation-
alities, all were extremely generous in sharing their knowledge with me.

For their gradous help and warmhearted reception during my fieldwork
in Liangshan, I cannot adequately express the depth of my appreciation to the
following friends: immu Aluo, He Ying, Zhang [tanhua, Zhang Guifang, and Luo
Qingzuo.

Ower the long process of writing and then working through the publica-
tion process, [ am grateful to the following persons for sharing their experience
and advice: Sara Friedman, Gardner Bovingdon, Lan Pei-chia, Huang Shu-min,
Angela Ki ChiLeung, Anne Routon, Fred Chiu, Cheng Ling-fang, Ting Jen-chieh,
and Anru Lee. I also thank Daniel Rivero and Madge Huntington at the Weather-
head Bast Asian Institute, Columbia University, for their help in making this
book part of the WEAT publication series. My gratitude also goes to the three
anonymous reviewers for their supportive and constructive comments for im-
proving the book. Stacy Wagner, Jessica Walsh, and Carolyn Brown at Stanford
University Press are extraordinary editors who provided exemplary professional
assistance as it was needed throughout the publishing process. Without their
help, this bock would have taken much longer to see the light of day. I must also
express many thanks to my assistant, Shannon Shen, whose help with proofread-
ing and other tasks requiring painstaking attention to detail has been invaluable,
Finally, there are almost certainly other people to whom I owe gratitude but who
have not been mentioned here owing only to my own oversight.

The research and writing of this book were made possible by various grants
and fellowships from the Weatherhead East Asian Institute, Columbia Univer-
sity. I also benefited from fellowships from the Chiang-Ching Kue Foundation
and the American Assoclation of University Women. A two-year grant from
Tatwan's National Science Council enabled me to write this book. Certainly the
generous funding support, time allocation, and academic inspiration I received
from Academia Sinica have been indispensable to my intellectual growth and
the writing of the book,
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Finally, this bookis dedicated to my family. My mother, Peng Mei, has toler-
ated my incessant demands for freedom and independence, demands that were
certainly unusual for a Taiwanese female of my generation. She has had to live
with deep concern for my personal well-being as L have chosen to live and work
in difficult areas and take on challenging tasks. My brother and sisters not only
took care of my parents and grandmother while I was absent but have also been
my most loyal supporters whenever I was frustrated and needed emotional en-
couragement. My adorable grandmother with bound feet, who left us at the age
of 101 during the last phase of my long graduate work at Columbia University,
had always encouraged me to see and experience the world beyond my familiar
horizons. And my father, Liu Yi-huai, who left us nearly two decades ago, did
not live to see his youngest daughter awarded a Doctorate of Philosophy. He
would never have imagined that his Hunan accent, which I was accustormned
to hearing from childhoed, helped me pick up Sichuanese so quickly for this
research. His reminiscences about his hometown in China and his compas-
sion and caring for the mainlanders without families in Taiwan made a deep
impression on me and taught me to always keep my eyes open to people’s suf-

fering while pursuing hope in life. This book is an embodiment of his legacy.



