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CHAPTER ONE  HISTORY OF THE QIANG

The Qiang, whose origin can be dated back to prehistoric times, are one
of the most ancient ethnic groups in China. Many records of the Qiang people
can be found in historical documents about Chinese antiquity. Xu Shen’s most
important work, the Shuowen Jiezi (Origin of Chinese Characters), gives us a
clear definition of the Qiang: “shepherds who share common ancestry with the
Western Rong nationality; the character itself can be divided into two root
words: ‘people’ and ‘sheep’.” Historical documents all characterize the
“Qiang” as an ethnic group dependent on animal husbandry, especially sheep,
for their livelihood. In the History of the Later Han Dynasty: the History of
the Western Qiang, the author Fan Ye says “the Qiang depend on sheep
herding and farming,” which indicates that the main industry of the Qiang at
that time was raising sheep, supplemented by some primitive form of farming.
In a wide area spanning from the Huangshui river in Gansu and Qinghai
provinces eastwards to the valleys of the Jing and Wei rivers in Shaanxi
Province, archaeologists have discovered relics of ancient Chinese people
living in the Neolithic Age four or five thousand years ago. These people were
the ancient Qiang. Fan Ye also states that “the Western Qiang originated from
the San Miao,” a branch of the Jiang family. According to historical legends,
the San Miao was a tribe which existed during the period when the legendary
monarch Shun was in power. The ancestor of the San Miao was Jin Yun, whose
husband was a government official serving Huang Di, the legendary Huang
Emperor, around 3000 BC. Jin Yun was named Jiang. Thus, the San Miao tribe,
who were also descendants of Yan Di (the Yan Emperor), belonged to the
Jiang Family. The origins of the Western Qiang can be traced to the Jiang tribe,
whose forefather was Yan Di.

In ancient times, the men usually took care of the livestock while the women
farmed the land. According to legend, most of the Jiang tribes were involved in
agriculture. The Gonggong tribe was one of the earliest Jiang tribes, even earlier
than Shen Nong (the Chinese God of agriculture). Legend has it that seventy
percent of the area ruled by the Gonggong tribe was covered by water.
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Flooding was a continual problem and successive generations of Gonggong
devoted their lives to flood prevention. “The Gonggong tribe dominated all of
China. A son of the Gonggong, named Hou Tu, took care of the country and the
people all worshipped him as the God of the Land.” (Book of Rites: Sacrificial
Offering) Under the Huang Emperor, the descendants of the Gonggong tribe
were in charge of land management, whereas under Shao Hao, the son of the
Huang Emperor, they managed the water resources. Under Emperor Yu, they
held the post of “Si yue”, their main duty being to assist Yu in regulating the
rivers and watercourses, a prerequisite in the early stages of civilization with
water being foundational to the development of primitive agriculture. Thus, the
Gonggong people of the Jiang were among the earliest of the ancient Qiang and
were also possibly the earliest ancestors of the Chinese to take up agriculture as
a way of life. In this sense, it is the Jiang tribe of the ancient Qiang who
initiated the agricultural civilization of China.

In addition, the ancient Qiang are one of the ethnic groups that composed
the Hua Xia nationality, out of which grew the Han nationality. According to the
Guo Yu, a collection of historical anecdotes making up pre-Imperial China’s
most important body of historical narratives, “Shao Dian married You Jiao and
gave birth to two sons, Huang Di and Yan Di. Huang Di grew up by the Ji River
whereas Yan Di grew up by the Jiang River. As a result of these differences in
background, Huang Di bore Ji as his family name whereas Yan Di bore Jiang as
his family name.” With the alliance of these Qiang tribes, the Jiang family name
grew stronger and stronger and they moved eastward in large numbers. The
book of Lu Shi relates that the Chiyou people of the Banquan tribe, who were
descended from Yan Di of the Jiang, were good at making five kinds of weapons,
namely, daggers, spears, halberds, the Qiu spear and the Yi spear. This
highlights the great skill of the Chiyou people in weapon manufacturing, a skill
which caused them to be worshipped later as the God of Weaponry. As for Yu,
the reputed founder of the Xia Dynasty, some legends regard him as a
descendant of the Qiang. According to many documents written during the five
hundred year period from Sima Qian’s Han Dynasty Historical Records: the
Chronological Table of the Six States until the Jin Dynasty, Yu was born in
Shiniu, in the Western Qiang area, and was a descendant of the Qiang.
Therefore, some scholars even conclude that the Qiang was the dominant tribe
in the Xia Dynasty.
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In the prehistoric period, an ancient Qiang tribe called the Jiang lived in
northwestern China, and together with the Gonggo and integration they merged
into one tribe represented by Huang Di. Thus, it is clear that the ancient Qiang
were one of the people groups that formed the Hua Xia nationality, out of which
grew the Han nationality. The ancient Qiang tribes that did not enter central
China were spread over the Huangshui River valley in Gansu Province, Qinghai
Province and some parts of Shaanxi Province, continuing their nomadic
existence. Their descendants lived in the border area of the Shang Dynasty
territory. Many records have been found in the form of inscriptions on tortoise
shells, relating the lives of these Qiang people and their long-time wars with the
Shang Dynasty. Thenceforth, the history of the Qiang entered into a new era
with written records. Yan Di, Chiyou and other tribes, they were the first to
gradually enter central China after many years of association.

In the Shang Dynasty, the Qiang and the Shang were often at war with each
other, with the Shang more frequently the victors. The Shang would go on
expeditions with the express purpose of capturing Qiang people to be used
either as slaves or in sacrificial rituals. Shang Dynasty oracle inscriptions on
tortoise shells or animal bones indicate that in such a sacrificial ritual either five
Qiang slaves with three cattle or three Qiang slaves with two cattle were used.
The price of Qiang slaves at that time was even lower than that of cattle.
Moreover, the Qiang slaves were sometimes buried alive with the dead.
Statistical data show that a total of 7,750 Qiang slaves were sacrificed and more
than 5,178 slaves were used as grave goods.

In the Zhou Dynasty, the Qiang developed rapidly in terms of both
population and number of family names. They spread all over northwestern
China, and some of them settled down in central China. After the foundation of
the Western Zhou Dynasty, the Zhou royal family encountered great difficulties
both at home and abroad. To consolidate their ruling power, they strengthened
their alliance with the Qiang. Some Qiang nobles were offered official posts,
becoming heads of the states of Shen, Lii and Xu in the Jiang Han valley and
Huai River valley. The powerful state of Qi was set up in the east to suppress
the rebellious Yi in the Huai River valley. Other states established by the Zhou
and administered by Qiang nobles included the states of Ji (now Shouguang in
Shandong Province), Xiang (now Huaiyuan in Anhui Province), Zhou (now
Angiu in Shandong Province), Zhang (now Dongping in Shandong Province),

4
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and Li (now Suizhou in Hubei Province). These states were situated as
important garrisons in the border areas of the Zhou Dynasty territory, forming a
kind of natural defense against foreign invasion. In the final years of the
Western Zhou Dynasty, the last Zhou emperor, You Wang, bestowed his favour
on Bao Si, one of his imperial concubines, who was from a state governed by
the Si family, and dethroned his queen, Shen Hou. Shen Hou’s father, a Qiang
noble and head of the state of Shen, conspired with Quan Rong to kill You Wang
at the foot of Li Mountain. A ceremony was then held, presided over by the
father of Shen Hou, in which Yi Jiu, the crown prince, was enthroned as
Emperor Ping Wang. However, Quan Rong then invaded the Zhou territory and
Emperor Ping Wang was forced to move eastward to Lou Yi. Owing to the
break-up of the alliance between the Zhou and the Qiang, the Zhou royal family
fell into disarray and the dynasty finally came to an end.

The head of the state of Rong and the heads of the states of Qi, Lii, Shen
and Xu were all Jiang. These Jiang people were the first to enter central China
where they became nobles, dukes or feudal princes and claimed membership of
the Hua Xia. By the time of the Zhou Dynasty, it was widely accepted that all
people should conform to the ceremonial rites and regulations of the Zhou and
adopt Hua Xia traditions. The general belief at that time was that “if China
adopted barbarian etiquette, all the Hua Xia people would become barbarians,
whereas if barbarians adopted Chinese etiquette, then they would become part
of Hua Xia” (Fan Wen Lan. General History of China. Vol. 1. pp. 107-108.
Beijing: People’s Publishing Company, 1953). Although the Qiang tribe of
Jiang merged into Hua Xia society during the Western Zhou Dynasty, there were
other Qiang tribes who founded a state called “Yiqu” during the Spring and
Autumn period and the Warring States period. In Yiqu, these tribes settled down
and built fortresses, engaging in relatively advanced agriculture and practising
cremation, a tradition of the Qiang. Their capital was located in Ning County,
Gansu Province. This state of Yiqu was later destroyed by the Qin, who unified
the whole country and established the first centralized imperial government in
China. Thus the tribes from western China (generally called the Xi Rong or
Western Rong), most of which were Qiang, gradually merged with the people of
Qin. The History of the Later Han Dynasty: the History of the Western Qiang
states that “there were no invaders from the west after the unification of the
country™.
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