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Women, Pollution and Village Identity: Stories of Poison Cats
in the Upper Min River Valley

Ming-ke Wang
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

This paper analyzes stories of poison cats, a wide current belief among mountain
villages in the upper Min River Valley, northwestern Sichuan. Based on data gathered from
within these villages, I explain why women, as outsiders in an isolated village, were
believed poisonous and dangerous, and were blamed for many sudden illnesses or deaths.

I start with presenting the oral data of the poison cats. Then, I proceed to explain the
social background of the belief: the allotment and competition of natural resources among
villages, the concept of purity in blood and in sexuality, and women’s role in family and
marriage. Against this background I explain that it is the fear and hostility toward outsiders
of various levels that makes the purity of blood (family and village) and of sexuality
important to villagers. Women coming from other families, villages, or valleys broke
through the distinction of insider and outsider and brought in physical or moral barbarism;
thus, they were considered dangerous, and were scapegoated for many misfortunes
occurring in the society.

I further suggest a theory of the mutual induction between “the inner poison cats”
(neighbors, women) and “outer poison cats” (barbarians, foreigners), as both facts for and
imaginations of the people, interpreting a general mode of origins of hostility and
confrontation among human groups. Based on the data drawn from this case, the
relationship between myth, history and personal experiences in oral tradition, and how they

work together in a society, is proposed in final section.

Keywords: scapegoat, ethnicity, identity and distinction, the Qiang, women
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