
Abstract 

How do people deal with the constant uncertainties and threats caused by external 

disturbances in the form of natural and social impacts, while retaining their own sense of 

being? What strategies do they follow? During the past century (1910’s-2010’s), the 

inhabitants of Yanwo Village, located in the Sino-Tibetan borderland of northwestern Sichuan 

in the People’s Republic of China, have continuously been forced to respond to impacts 

caused by political, social, economic unrest, disruptive state modernization projects, as well 

as intermittent natural hazards and disasters. 

The disturbances began with the mining and opium boom in the 1910s-1940s, largely 

driven by invading lowland Han Chinese and warlords. Next came the republican era, with 

two civil wars between Nationalists and Communists and the anti-Japanese war, and then the 

Democratic Reform and the Heishui Revolt which resulted in the decline of the local 

population. After being incorporated into the People’s Republic of China, Yanwo Xxmi were 

officially identified as Qiangzu and went through the socialist transformation that reshaped 

their society and nearly exterminated their religion. After China’s new, open policy 

commenced in the late 1970’s, the state continuously implemented policies on forest 

extraction and conservation and the redistribution of grasslands. The policy to promote ethnic 

identity and “culture” for tourism also affected Yanwo’s Qiangzu. Without exception, all 

these had an impact on the Yanwo social structure, perceptions of nature, ownership system 

of the natural resources, kinship, power relations, basic subsistence and economic production. 

When dealing with the externally provoked impacts, they would behave in accordance with 

their traditional cosmological, moral and ownership system, which are embedded in local time 

and space. This encouraged them to always try to reinterpret the new ideas and practices to 

suit their own purposes, by combination, negotiation, reinvention and integration. They 

ascribed local meaning to the integrated elements in order to realize everyday goals. In this 

way, the Yanwo adapted to uncertainties and found ways to obtain a more stable, secure and 

fulfilling life. The Yanwo thus demonstrate their ability to react to external influence in a 

resilient and adaptive manner. Although many unexpected changes have also occurred, the 

Yanwo have managed to exist as a distinguishable group without losing their social and 

cultural core.  

Based on nearly fourteen months of fieldwork, I shall argue in this dissertation that as a 

borderland people, the Yanwo Xxmi constructed a sense of self under precarious 



circumstances by flexibly incorporating values and practices from the neighbouring Tibetan 

and Han into their own meaningful world rather than resisting them. Yanwos’ ability to deal 

with uncertainties of a precarious life while retaining their sense of being within the 

community is a manifestation of resilience and adaptations. By addressing contemporary 

anthropological theories of resilience, religion and Sino-Tibetan borderland studies, I analyse 

the Yanwos’ responses to the state’s impact on their religion, landscape and ethnic identity. 

My discussion addresses four questions: (1) What were the major external events that the 

Yanwo has gone through during the last century? (2) What were the Yanwos’ pre-socialist 

ideas of cosmology, the human-nature relationship, causality and resource ownership, the 

relationship with surrounding peoples before the strong state’s pervasive force made itself felt 

in the mid-1950’s? (3) How do the Yanwo legitimize their actions when they stand between 

old and new moral and cosmological perceptions of nature on the one hand, and their own 

benefit on the other? (4) How do the Yanwo change their adaptation strategies when facing 

state- and market-induced constraints and opportunities? 

This thesis is an analysis of how the Yanwo employ, reinterpret and manipulate 

traditional and new knowledge in the context of local history and concrete circumstances, to 

reinforce and reconstruct their local meanings. The thesis portrays how Yanwos, usually 

treated as weak, marginal, passive minorities, utilize their agency to actively deal with 

uncertainties and threats and create a better and more stable life. In addition, my research 

contributes to a wider understanding of the process of modernization, local survival and 

development of many similar villages located in the Sino-Tibetan borderland of northwest 

Sichuan in southwest China.  

 


