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Daoism and Ritual Specialist Traditions in Western
Hunan’s Miao Regions: Preliminary Observations

Paul R. Katz*, Tingyu Chen™*
Abstract

This paper draws on historical and ethnographic data to assess the reverberation
between Daoism and ritual specialist traditions in Miao £ areas of Western Hunan
(Xiangxi Jf]7E). It does so by considering the roles that Daoist masters (daoshi &
+) play in communal life (mainly performing mortuary rites), as well as Daoism’s
impact on Western Hunan’s diverse types of ritual specialists. In considering
these phenomena, I have utilized two concepts pertaining to cultural encounters
associated with ritual. The first, translation, features mechanisms generally
employed by the state or elites who supported it to introduce external traditions
(including religious ones) and enable them to blend with indigenous cultures.
However, translation overlooks the fact that not all processes of cultural interaction
may be purposeful, a problem that can be resolved by means of the second concept,
hybridity. Hybridity allows for unintentional forms of acculturation or assimilation,
which in the case of Western Hunan’s Miao regions involved the lasting effects of
Han Chinese migration, with aspects of Chinese culture (including rituals) being
integrated into indigenous traditions without necessitating intervention on the
part of the state or local elites. In order to give justice to these complex forms of
reverberation and their impact on the historical development of Western Hunan’s
religious life, I have chosen to coin a new term, “trans-hybridity”.
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