
CHAPTER 1 

HUMANITY AND THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 

 

China is a multi-ethnic country, constituting of 56 official ethnic groups. The Han 

people, with the largest population, are distributed all over China. While the populations 

of the other 55 ethnic minorities are relatively small, most of them live in the frontier 

areas. In China’s long course of history, the different natural environments and social 

lifestyles helped developed their economies and cultures. Meanwhile, in various social 

economic formations and social practices, each ethnic group has evolved its own 

religion, customs, lifestyle, architecture, traditional clothes, art and festivals. All of the 

above are important components of the long history and the splendid culture of China.  

Yunnan is the province with the largest number of ethnic minorities in Mainland China. 

Among all of the ethnic minorities, the Dai (傣) is a group that particularly loves water. 

They have a deep-rooted relationship with water that affects all aspects of their daily life. 

Xishuangbanna (XSBN) is the home of the Dai in Yunnan, and it is well- known for its 

rare tropical rainforest, unique geography and individual regional features. The Dai 

ethnic minority there has a glorious culture and they are particularly famous for the Dai 

calendar, the Dai language script, the colorful literature, art and water festival. Therefore, 

the Dai ethnic minority in XSBN gives the most typical example and it is worth 

exploring. 
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1.1  Dai History and Geography 

Dai History 

Since the Dai are an important group in the ethno-history1 of southwest China, their 

origin has long been a subject of debate. “Dai”, have had different names in the past. 

The Dai history can be traced back to the Han-Jin(漢、晉) Dynasty. The Dai were called 

"Dianyue" people(滇越人), who dwelled in the southern and southwest China at that 

time, and the areas in which they lived was called the " Elephant- Riding Country”.2 

Chinese ethno-historians link the ancestors of the Dai to the "Dianyue". It was part of 

Yue(越) or ‘‘Baiyue’’(百越), meaning “hundreds of Yue”. Hence, the Dai ethnic 

minority are the descendents of the Baiyue group which had a long rice culture history.  

Yue got another name “Baiyue”, because the word “Bai” means a hundred or a lot in 

Chinese. “Baiyue” is a general name for many tribes, not a name of a certain single 

group. In the Yuan(元) and Ming(明) Dynasty, the Dai were called "Baiyi"(百夷) 

descendants of the same ancestors as the ancient "Baiyue" people. Therefore, the Dai 

ethnic group has strong connections with other groups such as Zhuang, Bouyei, Shui, 

Dong, Liao, Li, etc.3 In these different groups, they have many of the same customs. 

Furthermore, one of their old names - Jinchi Beiyi (金齒百夷) reflected a particular 

custom of the Dai; to dye their teeth gold, silver, or even black. The word “Jinchi” 

means golden teeth in Chinese. The traditional names "Baiyi" or "Jinchi Beiyi" were 

                                                 
1 Ethno-history is the study of ethnographic cultures and indigenous customs by examining historical 

records. It is also the study of the history of various ethnic groups that may or may not exist today. 
2 Jiang, Jian- Bing, Bai Yue Min Zu Wen Wua, Xiao Lin Press, 1988, p.1. 
3 Yan, Feng. Dai Zu Wen Hua Da Guan, Kunming: Yunnan Minzu Press, 1999, pp.7,9,11-12. 
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used to refer to the Dai people before the establishment of the People’s Republic of 

China (PRC).4  

 

Table 1: The Development and Evolution of the Dai’s Names 

 

Dynasty Names 

Early Qin Dynasty 先秦 Baiyue (百越一支) 

Qin、Han Dynasty 秦、 漢 Shan(撣)、Dianyue 滇越 

Jin Dynasty 晉 僚(Liao)、鳩僚(Jiuliao) 

Tang Dynasty 唐 

Heichi Man(黑齒蠻) Jinchi Man(金齒蠻)、

Yingchi Man (銀齒蠻)、Mang Man(茫蠻)、

Xiujiao Man (綉腳蠻)、Xiumian Man(綉面

蠻)、Baiyi(白衣)  

Song Dynasty 宋 Baiyi(白衣)  

Yuan Dynasty 元 
Jinchi Beiyi (金齒百夷)、Baiyi(白衣)、 

(白夷)、(百夷)、 

Ming Dynasty 明 Baiyi(百夷)、Boyi(僰夷) 

Qing Dynasty 清 Baiyi(擺夷) 

Present     現今 Dai ethnic minority (傣族) 

 

Data source: Constructed by the Author from Dai’s history Data 

                                                 
4 Zheng, Peng. Brief introduction of Xishuangbanna, Kunming: Yunnan Minzu Press, 1993 p.24. 
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The Dai and related groups dwelled throughout southern and southwestern China and 

Southeast Asia. They established a powerful kingdom over this area and conquered 

local groups such as the Benglong (De'ang), Blang, Hani, Lahu, Achang and Jingpo, 

and thus the Dai became the most powerful group in the area with a population of more 

than 1.2 million people.5 In Yunnan Province, in southwest China, the Dai people who 

live in the frontier regions of Jinping, XSBN, Dehong, Gengma, and Malian are called 

the Frontier Dai.  The Dai live exclusively in Yunnan Province, mostly along the 

Yunnan-Myanmar (originally Burma) border. Over 55 percent of the population lives in 

the XSBN Dai Autonomous Prefecture, Dehong Dai - Jingpo Autonomous Prefecture, 

about 7 percent live in the border areas of the Lincang County. The rest have spread 

throughout south and southwestern Yunnan, leaving a very small number of them in the 

north of the province. 

Dai subgroups: 

The Dai people are valley-dwelling rice cultivators of China's southwest frontier. The 

name "Dai" has been legally recognized as the Dai ethnic minority to replace "Tai" or 

"Thai" by the PRC since 1953. The Dai also have a close relationship with the "Shan," 

"Tai," or "Thai" in Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, and Vietnam.6 Dai is the name of the 

ethnic minority, which means "peace” and “freedom- loving."7 The Dai people tend to 

be of a gentle disposition with an open-minded perspective on life. Most of them are 

                                                 
5 World Culture Encyclopedia, Dai History and Cultural Relations 

http://www.everyculture.com/Russia-Eurasia-China/Dai-History-and-Cultural-Relations.html 
6 http://www.everyculture.com/Russia-Eurasia-China/Dai-Orientation.html OCT26,2007 
7 Xishuangbanna Daizu Zi Zhi Zhou Gai Kuang , Kunming: Yunnan MinZu Press, 1986, p.23. 
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self-identified as “Daile” in XSBN, “Daina” in Dehong region, “Daibeng” in Lancang 

and Gengma region, and “Daiya” in Xinping and Jinping region.  

Chinese scholars commonly think that the Dai language with its dialects is a 

Zhuang-Dai branch of the Zhuang-Dong group of the Sino-Tibetan language family. 

According to their dialects and script, there are four groups of XSBN Dai: “Daile”, 

“Daina”, “Daiya”, and “Daibeng”.8 

Daile:  who used to be called "Shui Baiyi"(水擺夷) and "Shui (Water) Dai" (水傣) 

by the Han people. Most of the Dai peoples in XSBN live in bamboo 

houses near water, so they are also called the Water Dai and speak the 

Daile dialect. 

Daina: means Han Baiyi (漢擺夷) or Han Dai (漢傣). Because Daina are very 

closely connected with the Han people, so they are called Han Dai. It is 

rumored that Han Dai (漢傣) is Dry Dai (旱傣).9 The Dai people living in 

the Dehong area are Daile subgroups and speak the Daile dialect. Daile 

and Daina both have their own written forms. The written language was 

derived from Devanagari and differs from region to region. Dai people 

have their own written language that is still in use today. 

Daiya: means Huayao Dai ( 花 腰 傣 ), with their traditional clothes being  

bright-colored tunics. Within each subgroup there is a regional unit such 

as Daide, Daila, Dailian, and Pudai. Daiya is an integrated subgroup with 

                                                 
8 Xie, Yun- Qiu, Yunnan Jing Nei De Shao Shu Minzu, Beijing:Minzu Press, April 1999, p.146. 
9 The Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China, Available at: 
  http://www.gov.cn/test/2006-04/14/content_254139.htm 
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the Daile and Daina, so Daiya people speak both the Daile and Daina 

dialects. 

   Daibeng: The Daibeng dialect is spoken in Menglian and other regions. Daiya and 

Daibeng are both ancient languages, but are not commonly used in the 

society today.   

The Han people are usually divided into “Han Dai” and “Water Dai". These are based 

on the Dai’s different customs and locations.10 They all speak the Dai language, which 

is quite similar to Lao and northern Thai dialects. 

Table2: Dai groups and names 

 

Pinyin  Chinese Conventional Area(s) 

Dǎilè 
(Xīshuāngbǎnnà 
Dǎi) 

傣泐 (水傣) 
(西雙版納傣族自治州) Tai Lü, Tai Lue Xishuangbanna Dai 

Autonomous Prefecture 

Dǎinà 
(Déhóng Dǎi) 

傣那 (漢傣) 
(德宏傣) 

Tai Nüa, 
Northern Tai, 
Upper Tai, 
Chinese Shan 

Dehong; Myanmar 

Dǎibēng 傣繃 (花腰傣) Tay Pong 
Ruili (瑞麗), Gengma 
(耿馬),along the Lancang

Dǎiyǎ 傣雅 (花腰傣) Tai Ya, Tai 
Cung, Cung, Ya

Yuanjiang (元江), 
Xinping (新平),Jingping 

(金平) 

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dai_people and  

Yunnan Jing Nei De Shao Shu Minzu11 

 

                                                 
10 Yan, Feng. 1999, pp. 1-2. 
11 Yan, Feng. 1999, pp. 147 
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Social Organization 

During the Yuan Dynasty, the Dai area was subordinate to Yunnan Province and the 

system of appointed lineal chieftain from among the ethnic minorities was instituted. 

Before 1949, the land ownership was held by the Chaopianling (召片領) – see below 

for more information. In the Dai society in XSBN it formed the chieftain system and 

carried out a set of suzerain economic policies. The hierarchy can be divided into three 

classes: the chieftains, the nobles and the commoners. This was based on their blood 

origins. Each class had several ranks. The hierarchy is as below:12 

1. Chaopianling 召片領:  Chaopianling, in the Dai language, means “lord of the 

region”, hence is also called the chieftain. The chieftain is the key figure in XSBN. 

The position of the chieftain, who controls great power, is based on lineal. The 

chieftain is the owner of the lands, forests, hunting areas, rivers and collects tax 

from the commoners. Generally speaking, commoners gave half of their crops to 

the chieftain. Some of their hunting or fishing earnings also had to be given to the 

chieftain. Only the nobles were entitled to hold fiefs and offices, whereas the 

commoners were all serfs, engaging in different occupations in accordance with 

their status. This shows how powerful the chieftain was in this system.  

2. Chaomong (召勐): There are more than 30 “Mong ”(勐) (“Mong ”, Dai language, 

meaning district) under the realm of chieftain. Each district has its own dynasty 

called “Chaomong” , The name "Chaomong" is " the lord of the district".  

 3. Commoners: Commoners have the lowest social status and are obliged to pay tax 

to Chaopianling. They have to make their living through hard working.  
                                                 
12 Zheng, Peng. 1993, pp. 31-32. 
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The history of the hierarchy system of chieftains in the XSBN Dai Autonomous 

Prefecture lasted over 600 years from the Yuan to the Qing Dynasty. The chieftain 

system used racially oppressive policies of feudal social. This is what the Dais 

chieftains used to govern the people. The hierarchy system of the Dai society had its 

own features.13 The manorial lords established a set of political institutions, and had 

their own troops, courts and prisons to facilitate their plunder and strengthen their realm. 

The chieftain enjoyed the highest political status. He, as well as the Emperor of the Han 

Dynasty, had hereditary positions. Besides, the lords of the district also had hereditary 

positions. China annexed XSBN in 1899 and allowed the Dai people to continue 

governing themselves until 1953. When the last Dai king abdicated the throne, these 

different classes were abolished.14 XSBN Dai Autonomous Prefecture was established 

after the foundation of the PRC, with the small, vibrant town of Jinghong as the 

prefecture capital.  

Xishuangbanna 

The whole of China has 30 autonomous prefectures15 and XSBN is one of them. It is 

famous for its tropical rainforest and the ethnic minorities who inhabit the area. 

Furthermore it straddles the Lancang River which has 158 kilometers flowing through 

XSBN.16 The prefecture has an area of 19,700 km. Its capital city is Jinghong, which 

means "the City of Dawn" in the Dai language.17 It is the largest settlement in XSBN. 

                                                 
13 Song, En-Chang, Xishuangbanna Dai Zu She Huei Zong He Diao Cha(一), Kunming: Yunnan Minzu 

Press, 1983, p.66. 
14 Zheng, Peng. 1993, pp. 31-32. 
15 http://big5.china.com.cn/ch-book/20050228/3.htm 
16 Xishuangbanna Dai Zu Zi Zhi Zhou Gai Kuang , 1986, p.2. 
17 Zheng,Peng and Yang, Sheng-Neng, New Xishuangbanna Fong Wu Jhih, Kunming: Yunnan Ren Min 

Press, 1999, pp.2,8,.149. 
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Historically Jinghong has also been known by the names Jinyong, Jinglong and Cheli.18 

More than 10 ethnic groups inhabit this area, such as the Dai, Hani, Bulang, Lahu, Yi, 

Jinuo, Yao, Wa, Hui, Bai, Miao, Jingpo, Han and other minorities who have been living 

there for generations.19 Among them, the Dai has the largest population. XSBN was 

once called “Monbalanaxi” which meant a beautiful and mysterious land. The area 

under the Dai jurisdiction was divided into 12 feudal – tribute paying units in 

A.D.1570.20 

Like many border regions in China, XSBN is not a traditional Chinese place. 

“ Xishuang” means twelve, “ Banna” refers to a paying －tribute unit. In fact, it refers 

to the twelve regions that are under its administration. The native name literally means 

"twelve thousand rice fields". Since that time, XSBN has been cited as the name of this 

territory by historians.21 XSBN has a long history. It was called Mengle(勐泐) in 

ancient times until Ming Dynasty called it XSBN. 22After the PRC was founded in 1949, 

XSBN Dai Autonomous Prefecture was set up on January 23, 1953.23 It is composed of 

Jinghong city, Menghai county, and Mengla county.24 

Administrative Subdivisions: 

Xishuangbanna governs 1 county-level city and 2 counties. 

■ County level city: Jinghong (景洪市)  

■ Counties: Menghai County (勐海縣) ; capital: Xiangshan (Xiangshan Zhen 象山鎮) 

                                                 
18 http://xsbn.bn163.net/bngk/jhs.asp 
19 Xishuangbanna Dai Zu Zi Zhi Zhou Gai Kuang , 1986, p.22. 
20 Xie, Yun-Qiu, April 1999, p.150. 
21 Song, En-Chang, 1983, p.1. 
22 Xishuangbanna Dai Zu Zi Zhi Zhou Gai Kuang , 1986, p.16. 
23 Xie, Yun-Qiu, April 1999, p.151. 
24 Zheng, Peng and Yang, Sheng- Neng, 1999, p.5. 
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           Mengla County (勐腊縣); capital: Mengla (Mengla Zhen 勐腊鎮) 

XSBN is the largest ecological system and the best preserved tropical rainforest in 

China. The well-preserved biological environment, the bright and colorful minority 

customs, and the unique regional features have not only helped XSBN to become a 

biological home where humans and nature can coexist harmoniously, but also 

contributes to the vital communication line of international passage between China and 

Southeast Asia. 

Geography and Climate 

The XSBN region is located on a lower altitude than most of Yunnan. It borders Laos 

and Myanmar to the east, west, and south. The Lancang (Mekong) river, which is also 

known as the “Oriental Denube,” flows out of China from here and through Laos, 

Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam. 
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Map1:  The Lancang (Mekong) River in China and Southeast Asia                                       

Source: http://www.dbr.nu/data/pubs/thesis/figs/map1.jpg                                           

XSBN lies in 21° 10–22° 40NL, 99° 55–101° 50 EL. It is the best- preserved oasis on 

the Tropic of Cancer on the Earth and with the ground sloping from the north to the 

south. The area has a tropical and subtropical climate with plentiful rainfall and fertile 

land. Most of the Dai regions are river valleys and pocket flatlands between the 

mountains covered with tropical or semitropical monsoon forests. With very few 

exceptions the people live at elevations of 500 to 1,100 meters above sea level.                      

The climate in XSBN has the characteristics of a continental climate and a maritime 

climate, with both influencing each other. The average rainfall is between 1200–1900 
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millimeters, the average annual temperature is 18°C–22°C, , and the annual frost-free 

period is about 300 days. Each year is usually divided into two seasons, the dry season 

is from November to April and the wet season is from May to October25, it is not too 

cold in the winter and not too hot in the summer.  

XSBN is a good base for geographical and geological research. An initial investigation 

of XSBN 's geological structure shows that it is located where the Eurasian plate and 

the Indian plate combines. There is a fault zone in the depth of the Lancang River, and 

the traces of glaciers are found in many places. For this reason, the underground 

mineral resources are very rich and waiting to be exploited.26 

Natural Resources   

XSBN has the richest and the most varied biological species in China, it is often called 

“the Kingdom of Animals” and “the Kingdom of Plants”. XSBN is endowed not only 

with superior climatic conditions for the growth of rice, but also with abundant water, 

multitudinous wild animals and plants, land, forest, minerals, and geothermal resources, 

etc. Its natural resources are described in detail below: 

Water Resources: XSBN has sufficient rainfall and many rivers and lakes. Since 

antiquity the Dai people in XSBN have built many water works by taking advantage of 

the local geological conditions. They have also developed a very sophisticated system 

for the management of water resources.27 The rich water resources offer abundant 

hydro-energy.  

                                                 
25 Zheng, Peng. 1993, p.1- 4.  
26 Cited at http://www.chinapages.com/yunnan/xsbn/sright2.htm November 2007 
27 Guo, Jia-Ji, Xishuangbanna Dai Zu Dao Zuo Wen Hhua Yan Jiu, Kunming: Yunnan College Press, 
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Agricultural Resources: For a long time, the Dais have grown rice as their main crop. 

They have developed a rather complete, intensive farming system and gained rich 

experience in irrigation. An abundance of rice won for XSBN the title “barn of south 

Yunnan”. Dai's main products are rice, sugarcane, bamboo, Pu’re tea, various medicinal 

plants, as well as coffee, hemp, rubber, camphor, and various high quality fruits. 

Geothermal Resources: XSBN is rich in geothermal resources. It ranks second in 

Yunnan and it is inferior to Teng-Chong(騰衝). There are 149 places of mineral spring 

and hot spring.  

Mineral Resources: XSBN is not only rich in visible earth resources, moreover, the 

hidden resources are also abundant. It is rich in, copper, zinc, manganese, lead, rare 

earth, tin, tungsten and manganese among others.28  

Forest Resources: In 1997, XSBN forest covering had reached 59.26%. The forest 

products are quite rich. In recent years, the local people put emphasis on forest 

protection. XSBN owns the largest quantity of tropical wildlife in China. Wildlife is an 

important component of nature's ecosystem and a kind of natural resource that can be  

rejuvenated. Humankind has a long history of exploiting wildlife and XSBN prefecture 

is rich in wildlife resources.29 

XSBN has abundant resources, as mentioned above. It is provided with great conditions 

and resources to develop the economy. By utilizing all the resources carefully, 

progressive achievements will bring in many ways prosperity. 

                                                                                                                                               
   1998, p.32. 
28 Xie, Yun-Qiu, April 1999, pp. 159-160. 
29 http://www.xsbn.gov.cn/situation/resource/200603/2693.html May 15, 2007 
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1.2 The Dai’s Lifestyle 

The traditional culture of a group represents its historical heritage. The Dai people in 

XSBN have a long traditional culture, which is embodied in various aspects of their life 

and exerts much influence on their development in various ways. The lifestyle and 

traditional culture of the Dai people will be addressed in more detail including 

traditional architecture, folk dance and costumes, elaborated in the following sections. 

 

Traditional Architecture  

The Dai take natural factors into consideration when they build their houses. Hence, 

Dai’s tradition architecture shows the connections between daily life and the community. 

Also, it embodies the concept that human beings can be well integrated with nature. 

Dai’s traditional dwellings are called “built on stilts”.(杆欄式)30 The houses are either 

wooden house, bamboo house or bamboo and wooden house, all for individual 

buildings. 

Wooden house: The rich families and the ruling class owned the wooden houses in 

the old days. The highest ruler’s house, built with planked floors, walls and a tile 

roof, upwards of 120 pillars.   

Bamboo and wood house: This is the commoner housing. The wood logs are used 

as pillars and the walls are built by using wood or bamboo. 

Bamboo house: Bamboo is the primary building material due to the lush bamboo 

forest in the vicinity of Dai communities. The bamboo house is designed based on 

                                                 
30 Gao, Li-Shi, Xishuangbanna Dai Zu Zhu Lou Wen Hua, No.2, 1998, p.75. China Academic Journal 

Electronic Publishing House  http://www.cnki.net 
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local conditions and is made entirely of bamboo. The rafters are made of bamboo 

poles, the walls and floors are made of bamboo mats, and the steep pitched roof is 

thatched. This is the house for the poor.31 Particularly, the structure of the steep 

pitched roof is advantageous to water drainage.32 

These buildings generally are built on stilts. Some of the houses are square, with two 

stories. Its main room is on the second floor. The inner part acts as a bedroom while the 

outer part is a living room. The stove (火塘) in the living room near the entrance serves 

as the kitchen. In a traditional Dais house, the kitchen is important in daily life because 

the stove is a household center for cooking, warming and gathering. While the 

downstairs, which is used to store various household supplies, farm tools, raise livestock 

and poultry, is built without walls. It is a clean, light and well - ventilated design. The 

Dai have been practicing agriculture for centuries with animal barns around the 

residence, reflecting a stable agricultural lifestyle. 

 

 

 

                                                 
31 Dao, Shi-Xun, “Ethnic Unity: Dai Zu De Min Ju”, No.9, 1997, p.51. 
32 Na, Qi. South-West China Cultural Studies, Kunming: Yunnan Minzu press, 2004, p.130. 
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Photo1: Dai’s house is built on stilts 

Source: Author, Ganlanba (橄欖壩傣族園) in Xishuangbanna, 2007 

 

Dai buildings are the integration of the geographical environment and the ecological 

environment. Dai dwellings are generally low in elevation, high in temperature, rainy, 

moist, near rivers, flood frequently and easy to be destroyed by worms. However, the 

architectural structure of rising above the ground has functions of waterproofing, flood 

prevention, limit animal attacks and keeps people off the damp earth. Warm in the 

winter and cool in the summer, it is a very effective and practical house.33 Through 

architecture, we can understand a certain cultural environment, climate, customs, and 

living habits. Architecture and people’s livelihood within a society are very closely 

connected. It has also recorded the movement of each generation. It serves as the visual 

memory for the history of their ancestors, what conditions they lived in, and what 

cultural changes they lived through. 

 

                                                 
33 Gao, Li-Shi, 1998, p.75. 
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It is worth mentioning that, due to urbanization, it is difficult to see the traditional Dai 

houses inside Jinghong city nowadays. They can be seen only in the rural areas.  

Folk Dance  

The ecological environment is the main foundation of Dai culture and dancing. Due to 

the climate and natural environment, there are many peacocks in the Dai region which 

along with the beautiful scenery and religious consciousness are reflected in their 

dancing.  

The place XSBN is titled “homeland of the peacock”. The Dai people revere peacocks 

as a symbol of good fortune, happiness, beauty and kindness. The Dai people believe in 

primitive religion with awed. Religion consists of various rituals — prayers, songs, 

dances, offerings, and sacrifices — through which people try to manipulate supernatural 

beings and powers to their advantage.34 Therefore, Dai traditional dance are mostly the 

religious ritual dance. Dances are used chiefly to honor the village god, mong god (勐

神), mountain god, tree god and the water god among others. These dances original 

intentions are to amuse the gods, to obtain their blessing. 

The formation of the Peacock dance comes from their totemism. In the clan society, 

nearly each tribe all has its own totem. The totem no doubt comes from the initial nature 

worship, but the most important aspect is to protect the tribe members and help them 

overcome difficulties, along with obtaining plentiful of food. 35 In the sacrificial 

                                                 
34 Haviland, William A., Anthropology, Saunders College Publishing, 1991, P.563. 
35 Wang, Song. “Dai Zu Wen Xue Tao Lun Hui Lun Wen Ji: Dai Zu Zhang Shi《Zhao Shu Tun》Zong 

   Heng Tan”,Zong Guo Min Jian Wen Yi Press, 1982, pp.250-251. 
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ceremony, singing and dancing are the main items. Thus the Peacock dance is their 

most popular folk dances.  

The peacock dance imitates the movement of birds and animals as the main 

characteristic. Madam Ma, Wen-Jing (馬文靜, 2007 interview),36 explained that the 

performers of traditional peacock dance wear clothes with peacock patterns which 

imitate peacocks with spreading wings, lively spreading their tails, with flexible and 

graceful movements.  The dance is a popular part of the Water Splashing Festival 

(W.S.F).  Dai people treat peacocks as their spirit symbol. The Peacock dance 

expresses their desire and dreams of celebrating a happy life. Therefore, villagers must 

perform the peacock dance during the W.S.F.  Nowadays, the dance has become the 

exquisite stagecraft used by dancers. The performers are no longer in clothes with 

peacock patterns.  

 

 

 

 

Photo2: Peacock Dance is a popular part of the Water Splashing Festival  

Source: Author, 2007 

                                                 
36 Ma, Wen-Jing (馬文靜), a will-known Chinese Dance Artist. She has the dual roles as a visiting 

professor of Beijing dance institute and Chairman of Association of Kunming Dance Artists at the 

national level, April 2007. 
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The main features of Dai Peacock dance are its agility, plainness, energy and emotional 

inwardness. The movements have with three curves in the squatting legs, the bending 

body and arms.37 These aesthetic features come from the geographical environment, the 

social condition, religion and customs of the Dai people. It is one of the most 

representative dances of the Dai people. 

Traditional Clothing and Decoration  

Dai female clothing have a variety of styles. In the XSBN area, women like to wear 

silver adornments; narrow-sleeved blouses, with buttons on the right or with buttons 

down the front; a long tight patterned skirt made of a single piece (tube-shaped skirts筒

裙) of cloth with beautiful designs on them, and then fastened with a silver belt around 

their waist.38 The bottoms of the skirts are loose, which allows them to walk freely and 

keeps them cool. Despite each Dai subgroup having its own traditional clothing, Dai 

women largely wear tube-shaped skirts. As far as practicality is concerned, due to the 

Dai ethnic minorities residing mainly in tropical areas, the tube-shaped skirts can draft 

and cool easily. It is quite handy for bathing.39 The Dai people especially those of the 

Water Dai branch pay close attention to hygiene. They like to bathe in a river three 

times a day when it is hot. 

All women of Dai wear their hair in a bun, putting combs and flowers in their hair for 

decoration. Dai women love flowers, and they usually pick flowers to stick in their hair. 

                                                 
37 Su, Tian-Xiang, shi lun Dai zu wu dao de fa zhan yan bian he xing shi feng ge, China Academic 

Journal Electric Publishing House, 1994-2007, pp31-33. Cited at: http://www.cnki.net 
38 XI, Zhi-Nong, Distinctive Dress and Ornaments of the Dai, China Academic Journal Electronic 

Publishing House, 1994-2007, P49. http://www.cnki.net  
39 Ai, Ju-Hong, Dai zu shui wen hua zhi yan jiu, Central Ethnic Collage, 2004, p47. 
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It makes them look noble and smell fragrant. When Dai women go out, they like to take 

with them colorful barrel-shaped bags, and a delicate umbrella. There are concrete 

significances for each barrel-shaped bag. For example, the red and green colors are 

memories of their ancestors, the patterns of peacock express luck and happiness, and the 

elephants show a year of a good harvest.40 All of the patterns display the Dai people 

pursuit of an immensely happy life.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo3: Dai women usually putting combs and flowers in their hair for decoration 

Source: Author, Manting Park (曼聽公園), 2007  

There are differences between clothing for daily life and for special occasions. Casual 

clothing are generally plain colors, and clothing for special occasions are a splendid 

mixture of red, green, yellow and blue colors. A variety of accessories such as topknots, 

earrings, etc are largely used by the Dai. With the emergence of new kinds of dazzling 

clothing, Dai women’s dresses have become more colorful than before. Dai men in 

XSBN they wear collarless short jackets with the opening at the front or along the right 

                                                 
40 http://www.ljyyz.com/minzu/dzjj.htm, 2007 
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side, and long baggy trousers. They wear white, red or blue turbans around their heads. 

The pattern of the male cloth is simple.41 

1.3 Religious Beliefs and Customs 

Indigenous Beliefs 

Religion maintains a wide influence throughout the ethnic minority areas. We must 

understand Dai religion and religious thinking if we want to understand the Dais 

traditional culture and ethnic spirit.  

At the early stage, the Dai people believed in animism.42  

  The Englishman Sir Edward Burnett Tylor (1871/1958) was a founder of the 

anthropology of religion. Religion was born, Tylor thought, as people tried to 

comprehend conditions and events they could not explain by reference to 

daily experience. Tylor believed that our ancestors － and contemporary 

non-industrial peoples － were particularly intrigued with death, dreaming, 

and trance. In dreams and trances people experience a form of suspended 

animation. On waking, they recall images from the dream world. Tylor 

concluded that attempts to explain dreams and trances led early humans to 

believe that two entities inhabit the body, one active during the day and the 

other － a double or soul － active during sleep and trance stated. Although 

these entities never meet, they are vital to each other. When the double 

permanently leaves the body, the person dies, Death is departure of the soul. 

From the Latin for soul, anima, Tylor called this belief animism. Tylor thought 
                                                 
41 Jheng, Peng. 1993, p.47. 
42 Kottak, Conrad Phillip, Anthropology: The Exploration of Human Diversity, Von Hoffmann Press, 

1994, p.386. 
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that religion had evolved through stages, beginning with animism. Polytheism 

and the monotheism came later, 

Dai people believe that everything has its own spirit that influences people’s lives. 

Generally speaking, the Dai people divide supernatural phenomena into several kinds. 

Some are for praying for a good harvest, and some are for the souls of the dead. These 

spirits must be worshipped. Through the sacrificial rites, Dai people pray to the gods to 

protect villagers. It is possible to generalize three aspects from these sacrificial rites.43 

(1) To protect the livestock and the villagers and to wish them health. 

The Dai people believe in and hold in awe ancestral spirits. The dead souls of their 

ancestors are believed to be a form of supernatural power to protect villagers.  

  (2) To pray for a good harvest 

The Dai people hope for a good harvest of corn, supplying the villagers with 

ample food and clothing to improve their lives. 

  (3) To pray for peace and stable 

     In ancient times, war was frequent and human life was threatened. Therefore, the               

Dai asked for the god help to chase the enemy away. 

Traditionally the Dai people believed that all natural things have a living soul, which 

also dominates the human fate. Later, the animistic practices begin to wane and since 

the introduction of Buddhism, Dai people began to believe in Theravada and it plays a 

very important role for Dai people in XSBN.    

 

                                                 
43 Yang, Guang-Yuan, Journal of Yunnan University of the Nationalities, Vol.19, No.1, Jan. 2002, p.72 
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Buddhist Influence 

Nowadays, most Dai people believe in Theravada Buddhism. But Huayao Dai is an 

exception among the Dai’s subgroups, as they believe in animism but not Buddhism.44 

Theravada was introduced into the Dai region more than a thousand years and there are 

many Buddhist temples and pagodas are in every village. 

For the Dai people, there are three reasons to let a boy become a monk. The first is to 

release the souls of their ancestors from hell. The second is to repay their parents for 

raising them. The third is to help the boy could learn the Dai language, the traditional 

knowledge of their race and the knowledge of Buddhism.45 It is a common convention, 

especially in XSBN, to send young boys to the temples to learn the Buddhism scriptures, 

as a form of schooling. In the past, there were no schools in Dai areas. Hence, the only 

opportunity for education was to be a monk. Every boy at the age of seven to eight has 

to stay in a monastery for some time in order to acquire the knowledge of Dai culture 

and Buddhism, so that he will be able to be respected and able to obtain his social 

position.  Being a monk might take a long or short duration as there is no fixed course 

schedule for such a school. Furthermore, during the harvest season, they are even 

allowed to help the family cultivate the fields. If they do not go to the temple to practice, 

people will look down upon them. After staying at the temple for a period of time, the 

boys can choose to become monks or resume a secular life. The majority chooses to 

return to the secular life. While staying in the temple, they have to do all kinds of hard 

                                                 
44 Zheng, Xia-Yun, “Hua-Yao Dai Culture and its Current Changes in Red River Reaches”Globalization 

and Ethnic Cultures, Beijing: Zhong Guo Shu Ji Press, 2004, p.279 
45  Ceng, Zheng-Xiong, A Study of Buddhism Education System - For Example of the Dai Ethnic Race in 

Yunnan Province, Master’s thesis, 2001. 
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work, and the Dai people have to bear all the financial burden of the temples. Though 

women dispense with a life in seclusion, they are all devout Buddhists. 

During the Cultural Revolution, XSBN 's temples were desecrated and destroyed. Some 

were saved to serve as granaries, but many of them have recently been rebuilt from 

scratch now.46 Temples are also recovering their role as village schools where boys are 

accepted for religious training as monks. 

Buddhism has becomes weaker since the invasion and influence of the Han and other 

foreign culture; henc, secular public schools are set up in all Dai regions of XSBN. 

Nowadays, Dai people living in urban area or serving as government officers no longer 

send their kids to temples as monks.47 Even so, Theravada still has wide and deep 

influence over the Dai people in XSBN. 

Customs  

Customs are followed by people as part of their historical development. Different 

customs reflect on the traditional culture, psychological characters, moral and religious 

views of various ethnic groups. These become the most significant symbols to 

distinguish themselves from others. Below are some interpretations of the Dai’s 

customs: 

Tattoos: 

Dai’s tattoos are the result of the dual development of the primitive religion and 

Theravada. Tattoo is also the way to protect themselves according to both primitive 

religion and Theravada. Dai people tattoo their bodies as a way of displaying their 
                                                 
46 Guo, Jia-Ji, 1998, p.128 
47 Ceng, Zheng-Xiong, 2001. 
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fortitude, courage and beauty. The technique of tattoo was passed down from generation 

to generation, colorful body tattoos were considered attractive. Tattoo is the most typical 

feature of the Dai people which are a mark of adults or insiders. Men can get tattooed 

between 12 and 30 years of age,48 which means they are viewed as adults. Male have 

their limbs, chest, back, arms, and lower legs tattooed, while women have tattoos on 

their wrists. Men without tattoos will be rejected by others and they will be faced with 

difficulties in courting or marrying tribal women. 

Some Dai men tattoo their bodies and limbs with designs of animals, flowers, 

incantations, people or the Dai written script. It is believed to bring good luck. Tattoos 

are also a symbol of beauty and can be used to ward off evils. The Dai people also 

believe that tattoos are a mark by which ancestors can identify their descendents. Dai 

people think the monkey tattoo resembles clever, men who can climb trees quickly; the 

tiger acts as camouflage; the peacock tattoo show beauty; the script and incantations can 

ward off evils; the dragon pattern can protect them, when they go down into water, 

crabs and water-snakes will be scared away. In a word, they think that all the tattoo 

patterns have the defensive functions. Tattoos are not merely used as a decoration to 

display the pride and beauty of men but to tell the Dai history. To sum up, the unique 

body ornamentation of the Dai created a special sense of beauty. 

Dyeing Teeth: 

Dyeing teeth is the main process for Dai’s females to become adults. When females 

reach 15 years old, they will dye their teeth to represent a mature woman.49 The author 

                                                 
48 Ai, Ju-Hong, 2004, p.48 
49 Song, En-Chang, 1983, p.119. 

25 



had an interview in 2007 with the local people and learned that the material used for 

dyeing teeth is mainly their local plants. Dai people think dyeing teeth represent beauty 

and to help prevent teeth decay. 

Besides, betel-nut chewing is popular in Dai area. Some Dai women also chew betel 

nuts to deepen the color of their teeth. Many Dai youngsters get their teeth capped with 

gold; otherwise they are considered ugly. 

Matrimonial system: 

All the groups in XSBN have their own unique ways of courtship and wedding 

ceremonies. For example, the Dai have the freedom to arrange their own marriage, and 

the men and women enjoy equal rights. The youngsters seek for lovers by attending the 

festival activities. After married, the husband moves into the wife’s home and the female 

dominates the family affairs and property. Hence, the structure of Dai’s society is the 

matrilineal system. 

Furthermore, in the wedding ceremony, red cotton thread is used to tie together the 

bridegroom and the bride, which means to bless them while binding with their minds 

and souls together.50 This is an important process during the Dai wedding ceremony. 

Dai’s staple food: 

Due to the abundant natural resources, the Dai have developed a rich culinary culture. 

Rice is the Dai’s staple food. The Dai people in Dehong prefer dry rice, while those in 

XSBN like sticky rice. Brown glutinous rice (紫糯米糕) , a famous Dai staple, is made 

from steamed rice. Dai people love sticky rice and hot and sour dishes. Brown glutinous 
                                                 
50 Yan, Wen-Bian, Yang, Sheng-Neng, Wu, Xian-Neng, Luo, Ting-Zhen, Li,Qing. Beye  Wenua, 2001, 

pp.76-77. 
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rice, an indispensable food served in traditional ceremonies and is similar to the rice   

cake eaten by the Han people. In addition to beef, chicken and duck, they also enjoy fish 

and shrimp. Cabbages, carrots, bamboo shoots and beans are among the popular 

vegetables. The Dai people also love wine, liquor, and betel nuts.  

 


