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A Field Study on Defining Oral Genres:

Xa3*pa®! in Yuanjiang Hani People as a Case

Abstract

The present thesis consists of five parts: introduction, three chapters, and conclusion. There are
26 pictures as illustrations, bibliography and excerpts of field interviews, field report, fieldnotes
as appendices.

In introduction, the author mainly discusses the followings: 1) problematic issues of the study; 2)
perspectives of field study and case study; 3) descriptions of fieldwork process and
documentations. In order to avoid underlying risks, considering limitations of the topic and

field sites, the author also specifies the coverage of the thesis.

Chapter one is entitled “Overview of Xapa Studies in China.” The oral genre Xapa, as one of the
most important verbal arts among the Hani people, has always been in lacking for semantic
analysis by scholars. As a result, the Chinese academia has not yet reached an agreement on
which genre it should be attached to. Meanwhile, there are scarcely scholars focusing on Xapa
outside Chinese academia. Considering it, the author tries to find out defects of previous
researches by tracing back the short twenty-year history of Xapa studies from today to early
1980s in China. The result shows that, most prevailing issues are rendered in early 1980s, and
since that, nearly all issues fall into the same pattern; in addition, Xapa genre has been
categorized as folk music or folk quyi among the Hani people, instead of a specific oral tradition
in past decades of scholarship.

The title of chapter two is “Semantic Analysis of Xapa.” This chapter deals with interpretations
of the word Xapa (previous interpretations given by a Hani language translator is not
convincing and far from theoretical generalization). Based on semantic element analysis
developed in linguistics, as well as theories of pragmatics and Ethnopoetics, the author tries to
interpret the key word Xapa in ethnographical context of folk-discourse system, traditional
knowledge, and indigenous terminologies. However, on account of the interpretation is a
systematic work which requiring ethnographic situated study in relation to the process of
defining Xapa as a whole, the semantic analysis certainly will be extended to local notions of
oral genre and its taxonomy.

In chapter three entitled “Boundaries of Xapa as an Oral Genre”, the author attempts to give
further interpretations of Xapa as an oral genre. Through panoramic views of oral traditions in
Yuanjiang County, applying the “SPEAKING model” developed by Dell Hymes, the author
takes oral genre Xapa into accounts in terms of local system of categorizations, notices that the



genre could be categorized into different genres according to different performing contexts;
furthermore, it also contains the following subgenres --ballads, folk songs, narrative songs,
ritual songs, etc. Given a fact that the genre Xapa covers all singing traditions in Yuanjiang areas,
the author inclines to define the genre as a whole, or as an inter-genre conception—to define
Xapa as a conception against the narrative tradition, namely “oral songs” which bore by local
Hani people, then, use the locally and popularly used word Xapa to refer to this special literary
tradition. At the end of chapter three, the author defines Xapa as the following formulation:
Xapa=the Hani people+rhyme+ traditional and cultural rules+singer, audience, performing
context and free limitations of performing sites+no accompaniment.

In conclusion, the author invites reflections on classification of oral genres. As the present thesis
indicates, there have been controversies on classification of oral genres in academic world to
extent that the uncertainties of knowledge itself seem to be problematic. Moreover, the
theoretical system of oral genres not only failed to cover perplexing existence of ethnic oral
genres, but also lacked for a holistic analysis of working out taxonomic principles. However, the
author urges us to make clarity between two fundamental issues: 1) determining folk song or
folk quyi as our object of research? 2) formulating our judgments on local terminologies or
academic terminologies? The author claims that, only discovering the tie between orality and
music, we could approach the original form of oral traditions according to ethnographic data,
and then we could build up a channel between academic expressions and indigenous folklore.

The genre Xapa is one of the most important verbal arts of the Hani People. Due to shortage of
written sources in Hani society, and variations of verbal arts in the process of transmission,
some basic aspects in defining Xapa still remain unclear, no matter in traditional communities or
in academia. Rooted in indigenous oral traditions, the thesis focuses on a case study carried out
in Hani traditional villages in order to probe into the notion of local genres, discusses mainly on
boundaries of Xapa as a cross-genre and deal with the long existing difficulties over it. The
thesis devotes to bridge the gap between academic canons and indigenous ideas through
interpreting issues derived from Xapa, and re-examining academic classification over oral
traditional genres in China. All explorations and reflections over taxonomic approach of
verbal genres unfolding in the thesis might provide a helpful case study for ethnic oral tradition
studies as a discipline.

Keywords: the Hani People-oral tradition-Xapa-field study-semantic analysis-boundaries of
genre
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