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Nomadic Groups and Natural Hierarchies; A Study on Ma
Changshou’ s Ethnic Theory

LI Tian, GUO Jin-hua
( Department of Sociology, Peking University, Beijing 100871, China)

Abstract: Ma Changshou was concerned throughout his life with the issues of China’s ethnic minorities
in frontier areas, with a particular focus on the relationship between Han and frontier minority groups. From
his early field research in the ethnic minority areas along the Sichuan-Xikang border region to his later study on
the intellectual history of the nomadic peoples of the north, Ma Changshou’ s work remained consistent with
this focus, and has always involved an understanding of the relationship between nomadic and agrarian
peoples. This article aims to explore Ma Changshou’s views on the hierarchies between nomadic and agrarian
peoples, shedding light on his theory of ethnic studies and offering a new civilized perspective on the
understanding of ethnic minorities in frontier areas. The article briefly reviews the academic discussions
surrounding nomadic societies, including Lattimore’ s study of pastoral economy, Evans-Pritchard’ s theory of
nomads, and the interactions between nomadic and agrarian peoples. Ma Changshou also places the Yi people
within this theoretical framework for analysis. The article examines the structural relationship between the
Black Yi nomadic groups and the agrarian groups that are predominantly White Yi, as well as the organic
social composition of the Yi. It discusses the militaristic nature of the Yi ruling class, the Black Yi nobility, as
a military group, and reveals their dual organizational structure of the binary marriage in terms of mythologies,
kinship systems, and titles. This structure is also observed among other nomadic groups, such as the Tungus.
Ma Changshou’ s theoretical concerns and contributions to the disciplinary history should be beneficial to the
further development of frontier studies today.
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