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Manipulating Imperial Symbols on the Southern Frontier

“The Proclamation for Crossing the Mountains”

The “Proclamation for Crossing the Mountains,” (guoshan bang i .11 $3), also known as the
“Charter of Emperor Ping” (pinghuang quandie 32 % i), is a genre of document that circulated
on the margins of empire in South China and beyond. It was reproduced and stored in households of
the most populous and widespread subgroup of the Yao minority (yaozu 3% *%), Iu Mien or Pan Yao
% 7%, going back at least to the early Qing dynasty (1644-1912), if not earlier. Since the turn of the
20th Century, Chinese scholars and officials have collected more than one hundred such documents,
removing them from their original contexts in villages emanating from the border region where
Hunan, Guangdong, and Guangxi provinces converge, spreading across Guangxi to Yunnan, and

even transnationally as far south as northern Thailand.

Not only does the Proclamation resemble an imperial edict, but in its most common version,
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the text claims to have been issued by the Song Dynasty emperor, Lizong 32 % in 1260, granting

Yao people certain privileges, including exemption from taxation and the freedom to live

autonomously in the mountains.

Is the Proclamation a real edict issued by the imperial court? This talk will argue that,
although it is based on an actual history of encounter between Yao peoples and the imperial order,
and of official recognition of specific Yao leaders, there are signs that such documents were
produced locally by the Yao themselves, and therefore should be viewed as a Yao response to and
appropriation of an imperial project that took shape since the Song to integrate every sector of the

empire and to reach into the hearts and minds of peoples living at a distance from the capital.
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