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Yunnan and Its Surroundings
Editor’s Note

[samu YAMADA *

Ynnnan is one of the provinces in the south-western part of China. From the point of
Southeast Asian area studies, there are several important characteristics of this area, which can

be summarized as follows:

1) Yunnan is geographically bordered by Myammar, Laos and Vietnum. Most of her area
covers the same latitude as Myammar. People, landscape, custom and culture are basically
very similar to those in monsoonal continental Southeast Asia. But, thus far, Yunnan is not
included as an area of Southeast Asia. The reason to edit this topic in this Journal of
Southeast Asia is to reconsider the territorial area of Southeast Asia. We are proposing that at
least half if not the whole the Yunnan province should be included in the Southeast Asian
territory. Also the title, “Yunnan and Its Surroundings,” implies that we are not dealing with
one state or province but a wider range of area which exhibits similar characteristics.
Irrespective of political or national boundaries, we could classify this whole area as one single

eco-cultural unit.

2) The second point is the necessity of urgent research on the area. There have been many
studies concerning continental Southeast Asia, most of which are focused on Thailand. There
are thousands of scientific work done in Thailand alone. It is true that because of this high
concentration, Thai studies have therefore been more advanced. On the other hand, research in
areas other than Thailand has been lagging behind, although we understand that there are many
political difficulties impeding such field research. Recently, Yunnan and its surrounding
constitute one of the most unknown areas of which conditions have become favorable for field

research.

* UK, Center for Southeast Asian Studies, Kyoto University
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This special issue deals with Yunnan itself and Laos, Thailand and Mongolia and its
surroundings.

The Center for Southeast Asian Studies of Kyoto University has long been interested in
this area since before 1980 when T. Watabe began to organize research groups in the Center.
But the first field work by our group came later, sometime in 1990 through H. Furukawa's
project, entitled “Historical Perspectives of Agro-ecological Development and Human Mobility”
which was sponsored by the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, Japan. An integrated
research group which included ecologists, anthropologists, agronomists, historians made
extensive survey of the area.

After several individual surveys were made, another research group was started in 1995,
headed by I. Yamada on “Comparative Intercontinental Studies of Men and Forests” which was
undertaken for three years and supported by the same sponsor.

The main focus of this joint research project was on the study of the people’s attitude
towards forests in the various parts of the world. The first year focused on Asia, the second,
on Europe and Africa and the third, on America. The main field of the first year was Yunnan
where H. Furukawa, K. Abe, Guo Yanchun, E. Mushiake, K. Azuma and I. Yamada joined from
Japan, and Yin Shaoting and several members of Yunnan Museum of the Nationalities and Luo
Erhu from China also joined the party. Y. Hayashi made a survey in Laos. In the second year,
K. Abe, Guo Yanchun, M. Ichikawa and I. Yamada continued their joint research with Yin
Shaoting.

The longest fieldwork was done by K. Abe and Guo Yanchun, while other members made
extensive survey of the area. Most of the reports shown here were based on the surveys
during those two years. Besides these activities, Y. Hayami, an anthropologist, who had long
been working in Karen villages in northern Thailand, contributed an article on the subject.
Hers was a significant contribution because there had been no reports on the area since S.
lijima. S. Yamasaki, a livestock farming specialist, submitted a paper on Mongolian eco-cultural
background based on his long experience in Mongol. Those reports on the northern and
southern extremes of the area are essential so as to provide information of the range and limits
of the area’s characteristics. The historical background of the area was written by Luo Erhu.

Through the above series of reports, the editor and writers hoped to show the diversity of
the eco-cultural attitude among the populace and how it is related to the present Southeast
Asian region.

During the field research, the assistance and support given by the Chinese authorities
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including the Yunnan Museum of the Nationalities, the Yunnan Academy of Social Science, and
the Forestry Department were highly appreciated. Last but not least, we are very much
obliged to Mr. Yin Shaoting for his cooperation and wide knowledge and experience of Yunnan.
Without his efforts, the field research could not have proceeded so smoothly and with such

success.
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