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Aborigines in Early Southeast China (ca. 200-600 C.E.):

The Case of Shanyue (Mountain Yue)
and Surname Analysis

Chen, J o-shui’

Abstract

This study investigates aboriginal populations in southeast China
approximately from the end of Han to the end of the Northern and Southern
Dynasties period. The geographical area covered includes the mountain regions
of modern southern Anhui (Anhui south of Yangtze River), central and
southern Zhejiang, and the entirety of modern Fujian.

This article consists of two parts. One part is on Shanyue peoples
(Mountain Yue) of the Wu state of the Three Kingdoms era and shortly before,
and the other tries to draw a picture of aboriginal populations in early southeast
China through an analysis of surnames in that area and adjacent regions.
During the Han era, the territories covered in this study were predominantly
inhabited by aborigines. Even after the Han, for a long period, aborigines and
their descendants still constituted the main population. But there is a
conspicuous lack of historical materials about these populations; even
ethnonyms are hard to find. As a result, the knowledge about these populations
has been extremely vague, and this study intends to improve the situation.

With regard to aborigines in early southeast China, Shanyue is the only

case where a significant amount of information exists. This article presents a
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detailed examination of the ethnic characteristics of Shanyue and their
relationships with the Wu state and mainstream society. On these subjects, this
article probably exceeds previous researches in depth and systemization. This
article also investigates surnames in early southeast China. The task comes out
of a methodological consideration. The author holds that for the sake of
achieving a comprehensive understanding of historical experience, historians
should confront the issue of how to work on subjects lacking in source
materials. It is because these subjects are often of great importance and related
to a large portion of a given society. In dealing with the limits brought about by
the paucity of source materials, we historians could utilize with caution the
epistemological principle known as “inference to the best explanation.” We
could collect information with great inferential potential and try to detect
phenomena usually hidden from eyesight. Surname is an integral part of the
Chinese name system that was firmly established before the Qin unification of
China in 221 B.C. and that played an important role in acculturating peoples in
areas that later became parts of China. Surnames are normally fragmentary
information with little significance in isolation. But if we collect them broadly,
systematically and from a long period of time, important findings may come
out. Aboriginal peoples in southeast China adopted Chinese or Sinic surnames
widely, the latest by the second century C.E. The present article examines the
related information, and offers important insights into these peoples and their

relationship with Chinese civilization.

Keywords: aborigines in medieval south China, Shanyue (Mountain Yue), surnames in early
China, Sinicization in early China, inference to the best explanation.
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