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This workshop will bring together anthropologists and historians to discuss their respective 

approaches to the Yunnan and Guizhou provinces—a highland area often eclipsed by the 

broader term “southwestern China,” despite its distinct history from that of Sichuan (see Yang 

Bin and John E. Herman). This region, shaped by the existence of influential multi-ethnic 

kingdoms until the 13th century, will serve as the starting point for our collaborative reflection. 

Our goal is to highlight the narratives and practices of local populations, designated as 

“minority nationalities,” who inhabit this geographical space. 

We will focus on how these communities themselves articulate their local histories, as 

expressed through diverse sources and mediums, including ritual and textual materials. 

Concurrently, we will examine these narratives with their representation in official Chinese 

historiography, which employs a distinct form of historical narrative. 

 

9h Accueil des participants et mot d’ouverture de la journée d’études 

9h30-10h15 

ZHONG Dalu (Heidelberg University):  

Politics of “Forgetting”: Joseph Rock, Tourism Imaginaries, and the Regulation of Excess in 

Lijiang 

10h15-11h 

Benji Fleischhacker (University of California, Los Angeles):  

Do Nasu Scripts Say the Same Thing? Variation and Local Memory in Nasu Scribal Tradition 

11h-11h30 Pause café 

11h30-12h15 

Béatrice David (Université Paris 8/UMR LAVUE, CECMC) :  

Local memory of Sui social and ritual space in cosmogonic and anthropogenetic songs, 

confronted with new official narratives. 

 

12h30-13h30 Pause déjeuner 

 

13h30-14h15 

Aurélie Névot (CNRS, CCJ-CECMC):  

Ritual Writings, Territorial Cults, and the Memory of Former Chiefdoms among the Nipa and 

Lolopo 

14h15-15h 

GUO Jingheng (CCJ-CECMC):  

From Official Narratives to Local Histories: Territorial Memories and Ancestors among the 

Lalopa in Weishan (Yunnan)  

15h-15h30 Pause café 

15h30-16h15 



Florence Adrover (CCJ-CECMC):  

The Yi through the lens of French imperialism in Yunnan (1895-1915). Explorations, 

Anthropology and Photography on the fringes of Chinese Empire  



Résumés des interventions 
 

ZHONG Dalu (Heidelberg University):  

Politics of “Forgetting”: Joseph Rock, Tourism Imaginaries, and the Regulation of Excess in 

Lijiang 

 

This paper examines the recent institutional suppression of Joseph Rock in Lijiang as a case of 

regulatory forgetting triggered by symbolic excess. Since the 1980s, Rock has been repeatedly 

mobilized in tourism and heritage discourse in southwestern Chinese borderlands, closely 

intertwined with the Shangri-La imaginary, as an external guarantor of authenticity and global 

recognition. Through sustained repetition, site-naming, and commercial narration, his scholarly 

persona became increasingly exaggerated and autonomously circulating, detached from 

academic contexts and institutional oversight. In contrast to previous research that emphasizes 

cooperation among state policies, market forces, local actors, and global representations in 

borderland tourism—such as the work of Åshild Kolås—this paper focuses instead on unstable 

“memories” and emerging fractures between multiple actors. 

Based on fieldwork in Lijiang, including observations of the removal of Rock-related 

publications from public library shelves, the permanent closure of Rock’s former house and 

museum, and interviews with local scholars, officials, and tourism practitioners, this paper 

argues that Rock became politically problematic not because he was insufficiently remembered, 

but because his memory became overheated—too productive, too scalable, and too widely 

instrumentalized. His banning reflects the subtleties of contemporary Chinese nationalist 

politics and the sensitivities of borderland ethnic identities. The ensuing bans, renamings, and 

silences constitute an attempt to regulate this excess and reassert control over heritage narration 

and cultural authority. Notably, while such measures effectively cooled tourism-oriented 

discourse, they also generated resentment among local scholars and enthusiasts whose place-

based and affective attachments to Rock were rendered illegitimate. This case suggests the need 

to rethink forgetting as a mode of symbolic governance aimed at managing surplus meaning 

rather than erasing the past. 

 

Benji Fleischhacker (University of California, Los Angeles):  

Do Nasu Scripts Say the Same Thing? Variation and Local Memory in Nasu Scribal Tradition 

 

Nasu texts from Zhaotong and Bijie pose an interpretive problem: texts locally understood to 

transmit similar content often diverge radically in written form, as Bimo scribal practice relies 

on graphical variation and homophone-equivalent character substitution (see Nevot 2017). This 

raises basic ontological questions about what constitutes a “character” and how communal 

knowledge has been maintained and exchanged across the region despite textual diversity. 

My presentation explores how these challenges gain heightened relevance in digital contexts. 

Recent attempts to digitize the Nasu language have struggled to account for the dense relations 

among character form, sound, and bounded meaning that structure scribal practice. I will 

introduce a database I have designed to map this diversity rather than normalize it. Instead of 

enforcing canonical character forms, the database records individual character appearances as 

instances related to broader character groupings through semantic, phonetic, and visual links. 

In the first section of my presentation, I outline the problems the Nasu writing system poses for 

conventional data architectures and show how the structure of my database responds to those 

constraints. Rather than treating variation as error to be resolved, the database makes visible 

how character form, sound, and meaning are related in practice, and what is lost when such 

relations are collapsed by standardized models of digital representation. 



The structure of this database supports a wide range of historical inquiries. In my dissertation 

project as a whole, I use patterned variation—both in how characters are written and in which 

characters are used to represent particular sound–meaning pairings—to examine the formation 

and differentiation of Nasu scholarly lineages during the gradual incorporation of Guizhou into 

the Chinese imperial order.  

In the second section of this presentation, I will share initial lessons drawn from the database, 

focusing on how different genres and periods distribute interpretive latitude: where character 

choice is tightly constrained, where substitution is acceptable, and where variation itself 

functions as a meaningful marker of authorial agency. 

 

 

Béatrice David (Université Paris 8/UMR LAVUE, CECMC) :  

Local memory of Sui social and ritual space in cosmogonic and anthropogenesis songs, 

confronted with new official narratives. 

 

The songs of cosmogony and anthropogenesis are among the places where local memory 

nestles. Th ritual recitation of this mythic narrative during seasonal festivals and family 

celebrations (weddings) maps out the contours of the social world as the Sui – speakers of a tai-

kadai language in Southern Guizhou-- themselves conceive it. The first part of this presentation 

will focus on variants of two myths: the first traces the boundaries of Sui territory through a 

demiurgic figure named qoŋ-en ; the second delineates the territorial limits of marriage 

alliances. We will then examine how the state appropriates and reinterprets the mythic figures 

of this local cosmology and anthropogenesis, reinventing qoŋ-en as a commun ancestor of the 

lineages confederation that form the Sui, as one of the 56 nationalities of the Chinese 

plurinational state. 

 

Aurélie Névot (CNRS, CCJ-CECMC):  

Ritual Writings, Territorial Cults, and the Memory of Former Chiefdoms among the Nipa and 

Lolop’o 

 

This presentation examines the articulation between ritual writing, territorial cults, and the 

production of local histories among the Nipa (Shilin County), in comparison with the Lolop’o, 

as ethnographically documented by Erik Mueggler (Chuxiong County). Rather than treating 

writing as a passive medium of transmission, it is analyzed as an active operator embedded 

within ritual practices that structure both memory and territorial authority. 

Focusing on ritual texts and scripts produced by ritual specialists called bimo, the study 

highlights their role within territorial regeneration cults, through which relationships to land, 

lineage, and political authority are periodically reaffirmed. These cults function not only as 

ritual dispositifs but also as key sites for the preservation and reactivation of the memory of 

former chiefdoms. 

Among the Nipa, the annual designation of a village chief through divination, attributed to the 

founding ancestors, does not establish a permanent position of authority but assigns a temporary 

ritual responsibility. The chief, together with a bimo, is entrusted with ensuring the fertility and 

cohesion of the community. This system finds its ritual culmination in the midje cult, a 

territorial regeneration ceremony performed after the harvest, during which the village is 

conceived as a living entity requiring cyclical renewal. Within this framework, ritual writings 

and chanted formulas play a central role. Their recitation does not merely accompany ritual 

action but actively contributes to the transmission of local memory, including the remembrance 

of former chiefdoms. These past political formations are not preserved as fixed historical 



narratives; rather, they are reconfigured through ritual performance, where ancestral authority, 

territorial anchoring, and collective identity are continuously renegotiated. 

A comparative perspective with the Lolop’o highlights both shared structures and local 

variations in the ways memory is ritualized. In both cases, territorial cults and rotating forms of 

authority point to a mode of remembering that is not primarily archival but performative, rooted 

in ritual efficacy and cyclical regeneration. This comparative perspective suggests that Nipa 

and Lolop’o ritual practices point to the existence of a broader, shared system of chieftaincy, 

whose underlying principles—linking territorial cults, ritual efficacy, and rotating authority—

continue to be transmitted through differentiated local expressions. 

  



GUO Jingheng (CCJ-CECMC):  

From Official Narratives to Local Histories: Territorial Memories and Ancestors among the 

Lalopa in Weishan (Yunnan)  

 

Focusing on Weishan County (Dali Prefecture, Yunnan), this presentation examines how local 

Lalopa people, officially classified as “Yi nationality,” articulate their own histories through 

ritual sources and how these materials intersect with, diverge from, or are reframed by official 

Chinese historiography. Situated within the Yun-Gui highlands, Weishan County is today 

frequently presented in county-level heritage narratives as a key site in the historical territory 

of the Nanzhao Kingdom (737–902). The aim of this presentation is to compare official 

discourses with local ritual practices. 

This presentation analyzes the representation of “local memories” through local and official 

narratives. On the one hand, county institutions and heritage-making initiatives mobilize 

museums, tourism development, commemorative events, and textual materials (local 

gazetteers, inscriptions) to connect the Nanzhao Kingdom to a standardized ancestry of the 

Lalopa people. They also situate the local past within a Sino-centric historical frame despite the 

complex relations with the neighboring empires, especially the Tang Empire (618-907) and the 

Tibetan Empire (618-842). On the other hand, at the local level, not all residents adopt this 

officially promoted ancestry. While some Lalopa claim descent from Nanzhao rulers, others 

foreground a different ancestral figure and perform territorial rituals dedicated to Mikuzedi, a 

founding ancestor whose name can be translated as “Child of the Earth.” 

 

 

Florence Adrover (CCJ-CECMC):  

The Yi through the lens of French imperialism in Yunnan (1895-1915). Explorations, 

Anthropology and Photography on the fringes of Chinese Empire 

 

The aim of this intervention is to question the relation between anthropology of non-han 

populations, developed on French side at the end of the XXth century on the fringes of China 

with the contributions of Christian missionaries and laic explorers, and the photography applied 

by these different actors in this region. 

In the context of the Break-up of China, submitted by occidental forces, the Yunnan is the center 

of the attention. At this time, French Indochina is developing its administration and its economic 

equipment. The completion of the pacification of Tonkin and the new economic conjuncture, 

which the Shimonoseki treatise marks the beginning, give impulse to public works policy, of 

whom French Yunnan Railway is an example. In order to achieve the colonial conquest and in 

order to better understand the administered territory, several reconnaissance missions are sent 

across the French colonial domain. This exploratory movement is pursued at the turn of the 

century, and it overflows the boundaries of China. 

French explorers want to better understand this people and get closer to the “purity” of their 

“race” for several reasons. They want to survey Chinese market and prospect commercial 

opportunities for French products. Their purpose is also to know one’s neighbours and gauge 

their intentions towards strangers, and more particularly towards French people. Finaly, it is to 

collect and gather topographical and anthropological knowledges on border dwellers. 

Among the investigated populations, the Yi, named “Lolo” by the European, draws attention 

for the resistance they oppose to Chinese people (Han). The Yi represents a double alterity, 

embodying the Other not only for European but also for Chinese people. Perceived as a divided 

group, as independent or subjected, the Yi arouse interest of Occidental people, aware of their 

ethnic complexity. 



But, beyond the anthropological study and the economic and political issues, that must also be 

taken into account, I especially want to explore the way the encounter with the otherness is 

unfolding. The photographic medium is a precious witness to these encounters. It brings visual 

testimonies about the way people are represented and perceived by others. Despite the 

mechanical and automatic photographic process, photography is a tool of recording images, 

which is far from a neutral technic. On the one hand, there is the produced image and on the 

other hand the series of operations that make this image appears.  

The relation with the Other is mediated and consequently indirect. Therefore, the photography, 

an external element to the encounter, must be questioned according to the sense the operator 

gives to the photography and in relation to the way Yi people receive it and show themselves 

in front of the lens. Does photography have an impact on the relation between the Yi and the 

others? Does photography make the encounter easier or harder? What is the status of 

photography in the encounter? In short, what is the place of the medium in the production of 

anthropological knowledges on Yi people and in the imperialist process led by the French 

government in Southwestern China?  

This communication will compare different visual approaches of the Yi people, carried out by 

missionaries and explorers, in regard of economic and political changes at the end of the Qing 

empire and until the announcement of the Republic of China in 1912. 

 


