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Author Eric Johnson’s wife, Susanne,
and a Nong Zhuang friend wearing a Noangz
Daej Zhuang costume in Fazao Village in
Guangnan County.

many daily actvities. such as marketing.
transportation. medical care. etc. But in the
central and northern Nong areas. such as in eastern

Yanshan County and southern and central
Guangnan County. there are large areas of hundreds of Nong Zhuang villages with very
few non-Nong mixed in  (e.g. Zhetu district. Guangnan. is over 90% Zhuang, mostly
Nong Zhuang), and here the Nong language can be used for most daily functions except
for situations in which Chinese is explicitly required. such as when reading government
or party policies or in elementary or middle school classes.

Clearly the Nong Zhuang language will remain a living language in the rural areas
at least for some time to come. Like speakers of other languages, Nong Zhuang living in
larger cities such as Kaihua and Kunming seldom find themselves using their mother
tongue and their children don "t usually become fully fluent in Nong.

Though we did not spend as much time evaluating the vitality situation of the Yei
Zhuang, through various personal comacts and wvisits we know that the Yei Zhuang
vitality situation is similar to that of Nong Zhuang. While there is some shifting to
Chinese among urban Yei Zhuang people, in the hundreds of rural Yei villages the Yei
Zhuang language is the primary one used whenever non-Yei are not present or when the
situation does not require Chinese (such as reading party or government regulations or in
formal schooling). Most of the Yei Zhuang areas in Qiubei County. northermn Guangnan
County and Funing County are townships and districts where Zhuang form a majority,
and as in the northern Nong areas, Yei Zhuang can be used at markets. on buses., ete.
As Nong is the largest single Zhuang language group in Yunnan, there are many Yei
Zhuang living near Nong areas who are bidialectal in Nong Zhuang. However, we are
net aware of Yei villages switched completely over to speaking Nong Zhuang as their
mother tongue. and there is no official effort in Yunnan to standardize all the Zhuang
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dialects toward either Nong Zhuang or toward Wuming Northern Zhuang. Although the
bilingualism level in Chinese is rising in pace with increased educational opportunity
and Zhuang mvolvement in both local and non-local economic activity. the Yei Zhuang
language does not look immediately threatened by Chinese or any other language.

Though none of the Yunnan Zhuang languages are immediately endangered. and
in most village areas Zhuang children currently grow up leaming a Zhuang language as
soon as or before they learn Chinese, nonetheless, as we consider the increasing effects
globalization and modermzation have had on minonty languages in other mdustriahized
socigties around the world, we cannot say for sure that the Zhuang languages will
always remain vital, spoken languages. The need of the Zhuang people to be proficient
in their national language. Chinese, is clear to all. The guestion is whether the Zhuang
will be able to remain bilingual in Zhuang and Chinese as an increasing percentage have
the opportunity to study and work in Chinese-speaking environments. The ability to
speak two or more languages well, bilingualism, has been shown to be a factor leading
to greater success intellectually as well as economically. as the bilingual brain is able 10
think more creatively and solve problems more easily. If the Zhuang are able to master
the Chinese language while retaining their own. it will serve to strengthen their cultural
and societal development. as well as enrich their nation. The continued preservation of
the Zhuang language ultimately comes down 1o the transmission of that language 10
children—if parems and grandparents are spending quality time with their children and
grandchildren and speaking to them frequently in Zhuang aboui a vanety of things. then
the language will continue.

11, Orthography
Starting from Tang and Seng Dynasty (960-1279 AD) times. Zhuang have used

square Chinese-style characters to write the Zhuang language. This system is ofien
known as “Square Zhuang Characters” (Fangkuai Zhuang Zi, J7 A7), It made use
of existing Chinese characters for their meaning (ie. the Chinese characier has the
semantic meaning of the Zhuang word it represented) or for their sound (i.e. the Chinese
character as pronounced in the local Chinese dialect sounded similar to the Zhuang word
it represented, even though the original meaning of the Chinese character was not the
same as the meaning of the Zhuang word). The Zhuang also used the radicals and brush
strokes of the Chinese characters 10 create Chinese-style characters unique o0 Zhuang.
These characters were traditionally used o record Zhuang folksong lyrics, Zhuang
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traditional opera. and history. as well as traditional religious writings such as
incantations and fortune-telling books. Although these character systems are not
standardized across Zhuang dialects and villages and most Zhuang cannot read them,
raditional religious practitioners continue 1o use these characters.

A phonetic orthography for the Zhuang of Guangxi and Yunnan was first
introduced in 1955, under the name “Zhuang Orthography Proposal (Draft)” and was
ratified by the State Council of China in 1958. This orthography was based on the
Northern Zhuang variety of Wuming, in Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region.
However it made use of some Cyrillic-style characters which were inconvenient to type
and print. A revised orthography was introduced in 1981, known as “Zhuang
Orthography Proposal - Revised Plan.” which requires only the Roman characters
found on a conventional keyboard with no diacritics  (tones are marked by syllable final
consonant characters), and seeks 10 conform to the Pinyin Romanization used for
Putonghua (Mandarin) Chinese as much as possible.

In order 10 successfully use this orthography. speakers of Nong and Dai Zhuang
must modify the orthography a bit. as the phonologies of their languages are so different
from that of the Yongbei Northern Zhuang on which the national orthography was
based. Zhuang linguists from the Yunnan Province Language and Orthography
Commission have been working to adapt this orthography for the major Zhuang
languages of Yumnan, following the policy of keeping as close to the national
orthography as possible and also with an aim of facilitating users’ learning of Pinyin,
the Romanization scheme for Mandarin Chinese. There are plans for early elementary
bilingual education in Chinese and Zhuang in the Wenshan Prefecture area using this
orthography.

In addinon to the work on developing a practical Zhuang writing system. the
Wenshan Prefecture radio station has also broadcast several daily programs in Nong
Zhuang since 1980, as well as in several other minority languages. These radio
programs include news, culwral items, health information and agriculture traming.

12, Future Development of the Zhuang Languages in Yunnan
While the Yunnan Zhuang languages are not immediately endangered. m order to

continue to be a vital representation of Zhuang culture and 10 serve as a wol for the
culiural, economic. social and spiritual development for the Zhuang people. further
language development needs to take place. Many Zhuang themselves feel the need to be
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able to write and record their own languages in order to preserve folk 1ales. epic songs,
and other wraditional literary forms which may be lost when the older generation who
leamed these orally passes away. As today’s generation of young Zhuang people have
grown up more connected to the national culture than previously. we observe the
culwral methods of transmitting information changing. Though the Zhuang have not
had a purely oral culture for more than one thousand years. as both writings in Fanghna
Zhuang Zi, or Zhuang Square Characters. and in standard Chinese characters have
played an important role in Zhuang community life both for religious and governmental
matters, nonetheless in many other domains, the Zhuang, like many other ethnic
groups, traditionally had a culture in which much information was transmitted orally
from elders 10 younger people. Increasingly. though. information is transmitted via
writing or elecironic media, such as television, DVDs, computers and mobile phone
text messages. Many Zhwuang feel that in order to preserve and pass on their cultural
heritage it is important 1o be able to commit the literary works to writing and/or
electronic audio and video recording. While some significam work has 1aken place 10
accomplish this by the Zhuang Studies Associations at the provincial, prefectural and
county levels. the provincial language commission, Yunnan University. and provincial
and local television stations, there remains much work to do in this area. Expanded
bilingual lneracy efforts for both adults and children would go far in this direction,
allowing local rural Zhuang themselves o record literary works they have inherited or
created. as well as personal histories and other information of importance to them in
either the national language or their traditional languages.

Another need the Zhuang feel is the need to develop economically in their home
areas without having 10 migrate 1o factory cities in the east of the country or 10 destroy
the local environment in non-sustanable natural resource exploitation. The Zhuang as a
nationality have a history of environmental preservation, placing a high value on
protecting forest areas and water sources, and thus the Wenshan Prefecture area remains
to this day filled with sparkling, clean sireams and lakes and pristine forest areas. The
continued wise development of the prefecture s ethnic ourism industry will go far both
to help the Zhuang develop economically and to preserve of the unique and beautiful
cultures and natural environments of Wenshan.
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VI. Appendices

Appendix One

The Urgency of Protecting Wenshan
Zhuang Cultural Heritage

A Report on an Investigation into
Wenshan Prefecture s Zhuang Cultural Heritage.

WANG Mingfu

In this anicle, [ will focus on the grim situation of the current state of preservation
of the ethnie folk cultural heritage of Wenshan Prefecture, with the goal of encouraging
every level of government to strengthen its leadership in this area. in order to bring
about effective preservation and continue development.  According 1o the spirit of the
Prefecture Ethnic and Religious Affairs document entitled “Wen Zu Fa [ 2007 | No. 3,"
the Office of Ancient Manuscripts has organized each county’s Ethnic and Religious
Affairs Departiment to advance focused research ito the traditional folk culure of the
Zhuang, and has already received reports on Zhuang folk culture research from Funing ,
Qiuber, Guangnan, Maguan, and Yanshan Counties. This office has also semt
specialists out to do folk cultre research and has already elicited a large quantity of first
hand data. Through analysis of this data. the cultural heritage of the Zhuang has been
divided into iwo types: tangible and intangible cultural heritage. Tangible cultural
heritage includes: carving, Zhuang embroidery, weaving, pottery, papermaking,
sugar-extraction, rice paddy agriculture. smelting and casting of metals. architecture,
ancient villages and towns, temples. and culwral and historical sites. Intangible
cultural heritage mcludes: folk lhiterawre. dramatic arts, vaditional handicrafis,
traciitional festivals and ceremonial rites, hifestyle and hivelihood customs. Thorough
research in each of the prefecture s eight counties has shown that the Zhuang people still
possess a rich culwral heritage, but a heritage that is being threatened by the trends of
globalization and the progress of modemization. The cultural heritage passed down
through millennia by the ancestors of the Zhuang i1s now faced with accelerated
disappearance and thus the rescue and preservation of our prefecture s precious cultural
heritage has become an urgent need.
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A. The Cultural Heritage of the Zhuang Passed Down through the Ages:
Vast and Profound

Wenshan Prefecture is an old and mysterious land: long ago in prehistory humanity
flourished in this area. In 1937, Bian Meinian ( F JE %) and Jia Lanpo (9 2 8L)
excavated manmade flint tools. burnt bones, and cultural amifacts in Qiubei County’s
Qinglong Cave. These have been dated to the Miocene Epoch of the Cenozoic Era, that
is around 20,000 years before the present. Excavations in 1965 and 1973 in Xichou
County's Xiaren Cave discovered Late (Upper) Paleolithic Homio sapiens teeth fossils,
indicating that the “Xichou Man” lived in this area up to 50,000 vears before the
present. Neolithic sites have been discovered at Maguan County’'s Xiaohe Cave.
Wenshan County’'s Huituzhai Village. Qiuber County's Xiaochen Mountain caves,
Xichou County's Jinzhong Mountain, and Guangnan County’s Yujia cliff caverns. At
these sites were found a large quantity of stone adzes and imprinted pottery shards used
by the Baiyue ancestors of the Zhuang. At eleven different locations 170 different cave
paintings were discovered dating to 4,000 years before the present. These paintings
consisted of 400 images covering an area of 5,430 square meters. By the Bronze Age.
the ancestors of today's Zhuang. known in Chinese history as the “Dianyue”and the

“Luoyue,” were the original inhabitants of the anciemt kingdom of Gouding. a

civilization which would go on to create the world famous Gouding bronze drums. To
date. 138 drums of eight different types have been excavated within the confines of
Wenshan Prefecture. During the four hundred years from the Qin-Han period (111 BC)
to the Xipu peried (316 AD), the Gouding ancestors of the Zhuang maintained an
autonomous kingdom. For more thana thousand years, through the Tang (618-907 AD),
Song (960-1279 AD). Yuan (1271-1368 AD). Ming (1368-1644 AD) and Qing
{1644-1911 AD) dynasties, the Pu Nong. Pu Xiong. Bu Yi. Bu Yui. Pu Ha. Bu Yei.
Bu Dai, and other Zhuang ethnic groups. although being affected to varying degrees by
the Han Chinese culture emanating from the Yellow River valley, nonetheless
maintained their traditional style of life and passed down their unique Zhuang culre.
According to 2004 statistics. the Zhuang population of Wenshan Zhuang and Miao
Autonomous Prefecture totaled 1,002,641 people living in 210,800 households, each
of which passes on the Zhuang culture 1o greater or lesser degrees. According 1o my
research. the Zhuang people of Wenshan Prefecture still possess vast and profound
cultural heritage.
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