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Both photos, above and 
below, detail a Summer 
festival, Gaser Village, 
Qinghai, August 2002.  (AD)

Spotlight on the Baonans of the Tibetan Plateau 
by Jeremy Meerkreebs*

 The Baonans (also known as Bao’an and Bonan) are a Mongolic ethnolinguistic 
group living in the Qinghai and Gansu provinces of Northwestern China.  Baoanans 
are generally divided into two distinct groups.  The Qinghai Baonans predominantly 
practice a Tibetan form of Buddhism and live along the Longwu River Valley in 
Tongren (Rebgong ) County.  They are officially classified as Tu (土族, i.e. Monguor) 
by the People’s Republic of China.  The Gansu Baonans are located about eighty 
kilometers eastwards in Jishishan Autonomous County and are Muslims.  Because of 
this they are recognized as members of a separate Baonan nationality (保安族).  In the 
mid-19th century, those Baonans who adopted Islam moved down the Yellow River 
towards Linxia in Gansu.¹  Based on 1990 census data, there are approximately 12,200 
Gansu Baonan speakers.  Estimates of Qinghai Baonan speakers are far less, ranging 
from 3,500² to 7,200.³  The use of Baonan in the Gansu communities appears to be on 
the decline due to the widespread usage of Northwest Chinese.  The Qinghai Baonan,  
despite their smaller population, however, are more vigorous in having the younger 
generations maintain their native language.⁴

Baonan (ISO 639-3: peh) is mutually unintelligible with the other Mongolic 
languages of the Qinghai-Gansu region. Typical of Mongolic languages, Baonan has 
an SOV (subject-object-verb) basic word order and agglutinative morphology, five 
cases (marked with enclitics), and postpositions.⁵  The languages in this region, 
including both varieties of Baonan, are in heavy contact with the areally dominant 
Amdo (Northern) Tibetan and Northwestern Mandarin, with Qinghai and Gansu 
Baonan remaining mutually intelligible, and the former showing the effects of strong 
Tibetan contact. The latter, however, has been strongly influenced by Northwest 
Mandarin. In their lexicons, one survey found forty-three to fifty-four percent of 
Qinghai Baonan lexemes were of Tibetan origin, versus only seventeen percent for 
Gansu Baonan; while Gansu Baonan showed significantly higher proportions of 
Sinitic borrowings (over forty percent) compared to Qinghai Baonan (nine to fourteen 
percent).⁶

Amdo Tibetan’s influence on Baonan is particularly heavy. Phonologically, Qing-
hai Baonan’s syllable structure has accommodated the Tibetan system of preinitials, 
consisting of a limited set of consonants (N, H, R) that can precede the basic initial 
one.⁷  More than that of any other regional Mongolic language, the richness of 
Qinghai Baonan’s preinitial distribution more closely resembles that of the local 
variety of Tibetan, with thirty-two possible initial clusters (compared to two other 
regional Mongolic languages, Mongghul with twenty-three and Mangghuer with one 
allowable cluster).⁸  Like several other Mongolic, Turkic and mixed languages in the 
region (Mangghuer, Mongghul, Santa, Kangjia, Salar, Wutun) Baonan has adopted 
the characteristically Tibetan semantic category of perspective (evidentiality), in 
which the source of a speaker’s knowledge about a proposition is obligatorily 
marked. Like Amdo Tibetan, Baonan’s system of perspective includes the categories 
of direct and indirect evidential knowledge.  This is marked in Baonan primarily 
through finite verbal suffixes and suppletive copula forms.⁹

Valuable scholarly resources include Todaeva (1964),¹⁰ Chen (1986),¹¹ (1987),¹² Li 
(1986),¹³ and more recently, the Interactive Inner Asia website.¹⁴ 
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Pictured above: Baonan 
monk, Rebgong, Qinghai.  
February 2003.  (AD)

Pictured below: Stupa in 
Gaser Village, Qinghai.  
August 2002.  (AD)

(continued from previous page)
Notes: 

1.  Wu Hugjiltu, “Bonan,” in The Mongolic Languages, ed. Juha Janhunen (London 
and New York: Routledge, 2003), 325. 

2. ibid., 325. 
3. Mary Helene Yazak Fried, “Dressing Up, Dressing Down: Ethnic Identity among 

the Tongren Tu of Northwest China,” (PhD dissertation, University of Buffalo - 
SUNY, 2009), 13.  

4. Wu Hugjiltu, “Bonan,” 325. 
5. Ibid., 326. 
6. Arienne Dwyer, “Tibetan as a Dominant Sprachbund Language: Its Interactions 

with Neighboring Languages” (paper presented at the Third International Confer-
ence on Tibetan Language, Columbia University, Buffalo, New York, December 10, 
2011), 8-9. 

7. Wu Hugjiltu, “Bonan,” 330. 
8. Dwyer, “Tibetan as a Dominant Sprachbund Language,” 7. 
9. Robert Wayne Fried, “A Grammar of Bao’an Tu, a Mongolic Language of North-

west China,” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Buffalo – SUNY,  Buffalo, New York, 
2010), 186-193; Dwyer, “Tibetan as a Dominant Sprachbund Language,” 10-12.

10. B. Kh. Todaeva, Baoan’skii yazyk, (Moscow: Nauka, 1964). 
11. Naixong Chen, ed., 保安语词汇 [A Bao'an lexicon] (Huhehaote: Neimenggu 

Chubanshe, 1986).
12. Naixong Chen, ed., 保安语话语材料  [Bao'an colloquial materials] (Huhehaote: 

Neimenggu Chubanshe, 1987).
13. Charles n. Li, “A Baonan-English, English-Baonan Lexicon” (Unpublished 

manuscript, 1986).
14. An Interactive Inner Asia, accessed September 19, 2013, http://iaia.ittc.ku.edu.

*About the Author

Jeremy Meerkreebs is an M.A. student in linguistic anthropology at the University 
of Kansas. He is currently working with Dr. Arienne M. Dwyer on the Interactive 
Inner Asia project, which provides comparative data and analysis for several under-
documented languages of Inner Asia.

 


	regional highlight baonan of china 1
	regional highlight baonan of china 2

