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Languages, Cultures, and Ethnic Identities of the Black River Tibetans
Prof. Wang Ming-ke
Abstract

Lying on the northeast edge of Qinghai-Tibetan Plateau, the high mountains and
deep valleys area of the basin of the Black River, one of the tributaries of the Min
River, have always been the point of confrontation between China and Tubo kingdom
since the Tang dynasty. Thus in modern times while people living at the lower reaches
of the Black River are deeply influenced by Han culture, people at the middle and
upper reaches are more influenced by Tibetan Buddhism. During the Qing Dynasty
and the early stage of the first Republic era, people living between Luhua (i ) and
Waboliangzi (X # £+ ) were called Xifan (& #) or Bolozi (J% #= ) by Chinese
people.

The dominant ethnic group in this area speaks the “Qiang language” which is a
member of the Tibeto-Burman language family. However, for the people themselves,
the local dialects are extremely varied. Thus, the language of rGyalrong Tibetans was
once the lingua franca of local chiefs. Many of their culture and traditions are similar
to the Qiang people living in the area below Waboliangzi. In the first half of the
twentieth century the people living at the middle and upper reaches of the Black River
are notorious for being brutal and savage. There are often violent fights and killings
among themselves. Therefore during the first half of the 20™ century, no any ethnic
group in the neighboring area would consider the “Bolozi” as “our people.” After the
“Nationality investigation” in the modern time and especially the nationality
identification campaign between the 1950s and 1960s, people living between Luhua
and Waboliangzi of the Black River are classified as Zhang people (or Tibetan
people).

This paper aims to take the “Qiang language speaking Zhang people” in the east
of the Black River as an example to explore the connection of language, culture, and
religion with “nation” and the multiple boundaries of “Tibetan Culture”. This paper
also tries to explain that the modern ethnic and cultural phenomena we have seen in
this area are the products of historical and social changes based on the local niche of
human ecology; under the modern concept of “nation” and nationalism, they thus

become the proud “Tibetan people”.
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