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he Tovvnsr;ip of Bixng-bz-honglué of ‘
TNorth Western Yunnan Province
boasts 823km? of beautiful natural
scenery, human settlement as well as
bio-diversity. It lies at the bosom of
two snow mountains - the Gaoligong
and the Biluo. The former’s peak, the
beautiful and mysterious Gawagapu,
deemed sacred by the local people, is
5,128m above the sea level and the latter
peaks at 4,500m. Nujiang, the “angry
river”, roars through it and becomes
the Salween River when it reaches and
nurtures the banks of Myanmar. The
villages of Bingzhongluo are nested
in the triangle of Myanmar, Tibet and
India. As separated from the rest of the
world as it seems, it stands as one of
the most important post of the famous
Tea-horse Trail. For hundreds of years,
salt, yak butter, tea bricks, herbs, cloth
and even shells (for decoration on Lisu
women’s apparels) were transported on
the backs of horses and mules.
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The first loop of the Nu River (courtesy of Zhao Guo)
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Since December 2008, | have been
doing ethnographic research among the
peoples of Bingzhongluo. To my surprise,
| discover that we “modern” people living
in the increasingly globalized world have a
lot to learn from these “primitive” peoples,
as what tourists and main stream media
tend to describe them. Bingzhongluo is
a multi-ethnic and multi-religious place.
Given its geographic location and the
trading necessity, people here have had
a long migration history and learned
to live with differences. How do they
live with differences peacefully? There
have been minimal ethnic conflicts in
this area and very few religious conflicts.
In four years | had been to repeated
research trips which help me to solve
the puzzle: secret lies in making porous
boundaries between “us” and “them”,
and in non-essentializing identities that
draw artificial boundaries between one
and another.
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According to the 2011 census of the township
government, there are 3,275 Nu people living in
Bingzhongluo, 2,015 Lisu, 540 Tibetans, 413 Dulong,
152 Han and 66 “other” minorities. These groups
are officially recognized groups according to the
National Ethnic Classification project of the 1950s.
However, the local people are able to transcend
the boundaries set by the national classification
system by various means. First of all, everybody is
multi-lingual - most adult villagers are fluent in Nu
and Lisu, some are fluent in all four languages: Nu,
Lisu and Dulong and Tibetan. Moreover, everybody
can perform the “ethnic” songs and dances of all
different groups. Many tourists who fully subscribes
to state’s notion of ethnic classification complained
that they felt cheated when the “Nu” performed
Tibetan dances for them or the Lisu performed Nu
songs for them. They are actually not insincere. The
truth is, ethnic categories do not mean the same
thing for them as they mean for the state or the
main stream media. Ethnic categories are regarded
as merely performative roles to satisfy state’s need
to manage the population.

Second, there are so many intermarriages
amongst the so called ethnic groups that it is hard
to find anyone who is “purely” any group. Anni is the
daughter of a Dulong father and Lisu mother. Each
time when | tease her about her ethnicity, she often
forgets and has to search for her official ID card to
find the answer. She does not speak much Dulong,
but speaks Nu and Lisu. Her husband is also vague
about his origin - born of a Nu mother but a father
who might be Tibetan or Nu. He speaks all the four
major dialects fluently. It is a challenge to figure out
people’s ethnic identities here and it is common for
brothers of the same parents to register as different
ethnic groups. My host mother who is registered
as a Lisu tells me that her father is Lisu but mother
is Han. Her husband is Bai but later changes his
registration into Han since he is able to go to school
and become a school headmaster. She has two
sons, one registered as Lisu and one registered
as Han, but later on she wants to change their
ethnicities to Nu, because the Nu has better policy
coverage as it is one of the smallest groups in China.
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A Tibetan granny dressed in her

daily Nu style clothing
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While this can be considered strategizing, they are
not being insincere - in the minds of the local people,
the ethnic category is not an operating tool for daily
interactions. Young children are especially confused
about their ethnicity before their school education
implants the idea. One six-year old boy says to me:

“| belong to the Bingzhongluo zu ethnicity.”
Thirdly, in terms of clothing and housing
style, almost all the traditional village houses are
constructed in the Nu style and most of the elderly
dress in the Nu style clothing, regardless of their
ethnic registration. The Nu also has a particular food
called Pipa Pork: taking out the intestines and fat of
a pig, stitching it up with herbs inside the stomach,
mouth and nostrils, laying flat above the fire place
for a few weeks before serving. That is also eaten
in all households regardless of ethnicity. Moreover,
all the local women keep the habit of weaving - in
Nu or Dulong style patterns. That might be because
the Nu was the first to arrive in these villages and
named after the Nu River. These habits are more of
reflection of locality than of ethnic culture. Although
each group knows very well through state education
what is the proper ethnic clothing and weaving
style or dietary habit for each group, again, it is
only put on for a show for

either the tourists or state
officials. Their daily living is
much more characterized by
the place rather than by the
ethnic group.
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A Tibetan woman weaving
Nu style textile and her Lisu
husband chopping firewood
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The Tibetan Buddhist Puhua Temple

BRYRKRZL AHREERRAE=EFAEN
RECURFRERRETROEELGRE - HEHK
AHNAHLEREEARTE —tt=FELEEE

tF AREREEMERIMNE-—NBEHRTF 58
NEEHRBEBRATE T AEA-BRIFTEHE
RTAELERARILE  TEQB KRR ERER
BREFEABEXIHE REHBENNBA-KEH
HRENXENTEASERTARAEHRLK.
AE-THLOBPERREBEEARN  REFAF
BEANEFHAE - N\BEFLE -BARZRE
BHIRREREERKBNAGREEHESZ M2
BAlth REEARBER -

Oé HONG KONG E4hEiF
DISCOVERY Vol.76

On Tuesday 28 January 2013, a
tragic event happened. One man killed
another man in the same village while
drunk and later the killer turned himself in
to the police. To my surprise, the funeral
went peacefully without any quarreling. |
was the only person who inquired about
the ethnic backgrounds of the two people
involved. All the villagers feel that ethnicity
was utterly irrelevant. It was merely a
tragedy caused by drinking, instead of
an “ethnic conflict” which might be easily
interpreted by outsiders. Therefore, | echo
the renowned Norwegian anthropologist
Fredrik Barth and the famous Yale political
scientist James Scott, in asserting that
all identities, including ethnic identities,
are constructed. In lieu of all the ethnic
conflicts that abound in the world today,
the way people of Bingzhongluo deal
with differences might offer something
enlightening.

Besides ethnic diversity,
Bingzhongluo hosts three institutionalized
religions together with indigenous healing
practices. The Tibetan Buddhists came
to proselytize in the 18" century and
established the Puhua Temple in 1773.
Now it is the only Tibetan Buddhist
Temple of the entire Nujiang Prefecture
of Yunnan province and 2,600 people
register as Tibetan Buddhists. The
Catholic missionaries of M.E.P. (Société
des Missions Etrangéres de Paris) came
to the region in the late 19" century and
converted Tibetans and Nu alike. Now
there are 5 Catholic churches in the
township, and around 800 Catholics. The
Protestant missionaries of China Inland
Mission and Assembly of God, having
failed to evangelize the Tibetans, met with
huge success among the Lisu in the early
20" century. Now there are 8 Protestant
churches in the township and around 800
Protestants. Even though each religion
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New year’s celebration in Puhua Temple (courtesy of Master Jiangde)
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seems to have clearer demarcation
marks compared with the vague lines of
ethnicity, they are not mutually exclusive
groups either.

The religious groups also enjoy
porous boundaries. Conversions in and
out of any institutionalized religions meet
with little discrimination. Intermarriages
among people of different faiths do occur
quite frequently, but a single household
usually belongs to the same religion out
of convenience. For instance, a pair
of Catholic sisters married a Lisu man
and a Bai man respectively. Both men
converted to Catholicism before marriage
after a period of studying within the
church. One Protestant woman married
a Tibetan Buddhist man and stopped
going to the church. When | asked her
why, she said, “I am ashamed of sitting
in the church now that | have to clean
up my husband’s bottles. We also have
to make offerings to the gods before
eating. That makes me feel no longer fit
to be a good Christian.” The Protestant

ETREHE
The Catholic Church of Zhongding Village
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A Catholic Tibetan woman (Courtesy of Chen Jie)
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The shamanistic healer (the one on the left) attending a funeral
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Inside a Protestant Church

missionaries strictly forbade drinking and
smoking for the believers. Furthermore,
ritual activities and collective village labor
cut across religious boundaries. Although
cash economy has been introduced to
the villages, any labor intense village
work such as construction of a house,
cultivation of the fields, weddings or
funerals are done collectively. Each
household sends at least one family labor
to work together with other villagers with
no pay. The host family only provides
food: normally meat and drinks (soda
or tea for Protestants and alcohol for
non-Protestants). Moreover, relatives
from other villages also contribute labor
on weddings and funerals, cutting
cross territorial boundaries. Therefore,
the collective labour provides channels
through which people of different villages
and religious groups collaborate and
cooperate peacefully. What a remarkable
mechanism! Different from places full of
conflicts resulting from religious, ethnic
or territorial differences, the villagers
here do not essentialize these identities.
Therefore, they are more able to exercise
empathy when they come into interact
with one another.
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This empathy extends beyond the limits of the villages.

With an annual average income of less than HKD2,000 per
household, most villagers live in utter poverty. Apple (Zhao
Guo), owner of a small hostel in Bingzhongluo, has been
leading a grassroots organization called Gawagapu Alliance,
in order to help students from extremely poor families to stay
in school. With the help of friends from all over China, the
Alliance has also recently set up a library that is open to all the
students and other residents. Having lived there for the past
eight years, Apple has come to appreciate the local ways of
life, “Many outsiders think people here are poor and primitive.
But | do feel that this is a paradise.” ¢
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Apple, the owner of a hostel, also

helps to fund students in need

(Courtesy of Zhao Guo)
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The local library set up by Apple and other donors
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