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The Oikos of the
Mother Tongue

Ecology and Maternality of Language
in Two Yi Poets

Cosima Bruno

By recognizing interconnectedness in the coexistence of multiple forms of life and by supporting
the distinction and singularity of identities, models of ecological consciousness have been defining
fruitful frameworks to analyze not only the relationship between human and nature, but also the
uneven relationship between marginalized communities and settler colonialists, animalism and
anthropocentrism, local economy and global capitalism. This is an exploratory paper about the ecology
of language in relation to racialized subjects of ethnic communities in mainland China. | refer to
works by two poets from the Yi ethnic group Aku Wuwu (1964 - ) and Jidi Majia (1961- ) to show the
inextricable concerns for the loss and preservation of the linguistic, cultural, and natural environment.
My aim is not to simplistically romanticize China’s ethnic minorities and their environment, nor is it to
highlight their ethnic identity or nationalism. Rather, on the axiom of a relational politics of language,
within which their poetry fulfills the purpose of keeping alive the cultural ecosystem, | aim to better
understand how linguistic, cultural, and environmental protection combines with human ontology.
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sing models of ecological consciousness, I

aim to explore how the environment is con-

ceptualized in the work of the Yi #' poets

Aku Wuwu Pl FE 5 %5 (1964- ) and Jidi Majia
KN (1961-).

Since the 1980s, many Yi poets from the Liangshan
mountains have developed influential voices in various
regional, national, and international poetry circles. With-
in Chinese national literature, the long tradition of ethnic
poetry in general, and of Yi poetry in particular, has often
been recuperated as “nature writing,” bearing a valuable
contribution to the environmental awareness on the Chi-
nese territory.? Frequent are also studies discussing issues
of nationalism and ethnic identity in Yi poetry.

My aim here is not to simplistically romanticize
China’s ethnic minorities and their environment, nor is it
to explain their ethnic identity or advocate for cultural or
linguistic conservationism. Rather, on the axiom that Yi
poetry contributes to the cultural ecosystem, I aim to bet-
ter understand the linguistic parameters of these poets’
environments and how they manifest in their works.

I am guided by a 1981 statement by the Kenyan nov-
elist Ngtigi Wa Thiong’o, who wrote that “the choice of
language and the use to which language is put is central
to a people’s definition of themselves in relation to their
natural and social environment, indeed in relation to
the entire universe.”* Crucial to this conceptualization
of the environment, and with reference to the Chinese
context, is the notion of muyu £35,° or “mother tongue,”
as “the language of first territorialization,” the language
of the writer’s first environment, “that fabric of natural
and social elements from which they emerge, in which
they may continue to live, and which they may want to
pass on to future generations.”® As Jidi Majia muses, “It
was Mama who dipped into the sea of language / And
ladled out those sea-bottom treasures for me.”” Those
“treasures,” and his forefathers’ fragmented memories as
transmitted by his mother, he hopes “will not be forgot-
ten by the living.”®

The ecological perspective adopted in this paper is
therefore to be understood in the double sphere of the
ecology of language’ and ecopoetics, implying that moth-
er tongue, language ecology, and ecopoetics all share the
same linguistic, psychological, and socio-political territo-
ry. Furthermore, the ecology of language makes the same
claims of ecological urgency at both protecting the histor-
ical and cultural specificity from invasive species and at
adapting and including marginalized communities." It is
under this urgency that Aku Wuwu talks of the “surviv-
al” of the mother tongue in a context in which improved
proficiency in Chinese weakens the poet’s mother tongue
and native way of thinking."! Such a struggle involves
the politics of translation and nontranslation, center and
periphery, national language and the mother tongue.

Ecology of Language and
Maternality of Language

In its interdisciplinary practice of co-creation of the uni-
verse, minority poetry poses an ecological question that
can be examined from different perspectives: that one
of forms and genres, symbols and allegories, language
policy, comparative literature and philosophy, identity
construction, and so forth. I here focus attention on the
oikos'? of the mother tongue.

For poets from an ethnic minority, the ecology of
language implies at least a diglossia. If the way they
write represents their identity, history, and home, their
environment is complicated by the inclusion of experi-
ences and memories of languages being changed or lost
due to politics of national unity or sameness. While it is
rather common in scholarship to distinguish between
ethnic poetry written in the mother tongue and ethnic
poetry written in the dominant language, these two
linguistic environments have in practice overlaps and
cross-pollinations. The wider environment of Yi poetry
of course includes other linguistic varieties: Chinese as
the standard national language; classical Chinese as one
of the literary languages; the Nuosu #75 as a classical
language, used mostly by the ritual priests (bimo /)
the Nuosu as oral mother tongue, the reformed Nuosu
syllabary, and other Yi dialects.?®

In contrast with the national language, which is a
desired language that refers to an imagined community,
the mother tongue, when is not used to indicate the pri-
mary language of an individual (for example, Chinese
for the majority of the population in China, or Italian
for Italians), refers to a reduced, identifiable communi-
ty, its heritage, and its collective memory. The way it is
employed here is more literally the language from which
the speaker has genetically descended. The fundamental
bond between an individual writer and their language is
initially territorialized in an intimate, proximate, familiar
environment, then also social, including the members of
the same linguistic community. Differently from those
of its synonyms “first language,” “native language,”
or “ancestral tongue,” the concept of “mother tongue”
expresses the meaning of the language of first environ-
ment, that language that one learns from their parents
by imitation, through the interpretation of sounds and
gestures. The word “mother” in the term attaches an
emotional quality, investing language with the meanings
of memory, physical proximity, interaction, and imitation,
in a direct link to orality and oral culture. In other words,
what makes the mother tongue happen is the body. Thus
intended, the mother tongue does not always correspond
to the language the subject can speak or write best. In fact,
there is a clear distinction between learning a language
by proximity and learning a language by education. In
fact, although Aku Wuwu writes both in Nuosu and in



Chinese Mandarin and states that he has “two mother
tongues,”* his mother tongue should be considered

Nuosu since he acquired this language by proximity in
his community in Mianning County. Mandarin is instead
the language he started learning at the age of seven,
thanks to the teaching of his sister, who was the only
speaker of Mandarin in their community."®

Writing, however, always implies learning. The
young Aku Wuwu needed to study on borrowed books
in Chinese in order to be able to be the first person in his
community to ever pass the college entrance examina-
tions, and enroll, in the early 1980s, to study Yi traditional
literature at the Southwest University for Nationalities.
In this sense, we could argue that there is no such thing
as “writing in the mother tongue” because writing leads
significantly from the level of acquisition to the level of
learning, of mediation, introducing the discrete codifica-
tion of knowledge and an impairment of memory. This
may explain the importance of orality in the poetry of
ethnic minorities and the paucity of written literature
in their mother tongue, which points to a difference in
aesthetic approaches between the ethnic minority and
the dominant culture: poetry in the mother tongue is
predominantly oral-oriented, poetry in the dominant
Han culture is predominantly print-oriented. Whether in
content, sound, or structure, or in all of these aspects, Yi
poetry has indeed integrated strong elements of orality
and of its oral tradition.'®

Solastalgia in the Poetry of Aku Wuwu
and Jidi Majia

The individual choice of writing in the mother tongue or
in Chinese can be autonomous from or dependent on the
domestic space of the mother and the social determinism
of the Chinese nation.”” In either case, the national lan-
guage is also the language of a wider territorialization,
and it cannot be completely excluded from the knowl-
edge of culture, art, and literature in the Yi-Nuosu lan-

guage. What seems important to understand, however, is
the kind of spaces, registers, and spheres defined by the
usage of Nuosu and/or Chinese. What different statuses
and degrees of intimacy are attached to the two languag-
es? For example, following Haugen’s argument, we could
notice that while communicating in Chinese may con-
siderably affect the power and influence of the writer/
speaker in the wider social context, the use of Nuosu in
poetry may hold a higher degree of intimacy, “being asso-
ciated with solidarity, shared values, friendship, love.”!®

Although the mother tongue is considered the lan-
guage that can better connect to feelings and emotions,"
the adoption of Chinese overcomes (in terms of prestige
or daily practice) the acquisition of the mother tongue.
Economic considerations (for example, the widening of
the human capital with international communication)
often contribute to the choice of language, too, since a
book in a minority language has a necessarily limited
readership. The psychological consequences of living in
an environment with a minority language and a major-
itarian language often include feelings of danger, fear of
extinction, or being neglected.

For the poets writing in Nuosu, as well as those Yi
poets who use Chinese as their creative language, the
mother tongue becomes a popular theme that links to
territory, affects, refuge, and force to survive in a hostile
context. The mother tongue, even when absent, is seen as
a receptacle of history and memory and as a channel for
engaging with the community and with the environment
atlarge.” The loss of the mother tongue results in an envi-
ronmental dysfunction, which provokes an emotional
and existential crisis in the poet.

Aku Wuwu signs his books as Aku Wuwu or
Wuwu—a simplified transcription in pinyin given to him
by one of his teachers—instead of his Nuosu Roman-
ized name Aku Vuvu (or Apkup Vytvy). In addition, he
uses the Chinese name Luo Qingchun #[R# in legal
documents.? Presently the dean of ethnic studies at the
Southwest Nationalities University in Chengdu, Sichuan
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Province, Aku Wuwu has published poetry collections in
Chinese and in the reformed Yi-Nuosu script.”? Although
the revised script may be used and even promoted in
various media, few Yi people possess the reading or
writing proficiency to appreciate or write literary works
in the revised script. According to Mark Bender, it is in
order to counteract this low proficiency that Aku regu-
larly performs and records his poetry in Nuosu.?> Aku’s
poetry performance as an alternative to reading gives full
expression to the oral aspect of his poetry in the mother
tongue, which integrates natural scenery and stylistic
elements drawn from Yi folk songs, myths, and major
cultural symbols.

In the poem “At Twilight, Longing for My Amo,” we
can see how the figure of the mother is associated with
hardship, nurture and nutriment, heritage, and writing,
in association with the son’s worry that the mother may
be hurt, or attacked, or somehow lost:

At twilight I long for my Amo

How many buckwheat leaves

Were nurtured from sprouts by Amno?

How many buckwheat kernels

Were so carefully raised by Amo?

Oh, my Amo, her back stacked with firewood,

I can’t say if her steps are steady or not,
As her feet may slip down the slope,

Will she step upon a toad or poison snake?

Or busy leaving
A heritage for her descendants.

Oh, Amo!
Carrying a bucket of water thick as ink?*

The fear of losing his mother is encountered here and
again, as in the poem “Revisit” (“Chongyou” HIijf),
which begins with a quotation from the renowned exile
poet Qu Yuan JE i (c. 339 BC-278 BC) about birds and
foxes returning to their home and ends with the subject’s

separation from his “maternal source” (muti B}4), which
makes “the world no longer complete,” and home hard
to return to.”

In the essay “Forever Home” (“Yongyuan de jiayuan”
Akl % W), Aku perceptively notes that the anxiety for
the clash between mother tongue and Chinese language
is psychologized in minority writings through disastrous
imagery: the snowy land resounds of the avalanche; the
desert sinks in quicksand; the forest is enveloped by the
smoke of fire, and the mountain peak collapses in deso-
lation.?* The oikos of the mother tongue is thus so tightly
interlaced with the natural environment that it is often
impossible to distinguish it.

The eighty poems collected in Coyote Traces— Aku
Wuwu's Poetic Sojourn in America (Kaioudi shenji— Aku
Wuwu lii Mei shige xuan gJURKEAHZE — — Bl i 2 5 ik 55
RFAKIE, 2015)—Aku’s second bilingual (Chinese and
English) poem anthology—provide observations and
insights which draw parallels between the natural world,
the Native Americans, and the Yi people.?” Aku’s ecologi-
cal concern is strong and clear, expressing his anxiety for
the disappearance of the species, be it animal, human, or
linguistic.

Jidi Majia, whose Chinese-language poetry has been
translated into English, Italian, and Scots, among other
languages, is currently the head of the Poetry Committee
of the Chinese Writers Association and has been instru-
mental in organizing international poetry festivals at the
scenic Lake Qinghai. His writing in Chinese? is imbued
with a diglossia that shows him as a foreign in his own
language. His question of identity resolves as a Yi poet:

Ashylazzi and Jidi Majia

Are sometimes the same person.

Their voice comes from the chorus of ranged
mountains.?”

My ageless mother

Is a singer upon this land

She is its deep-running river

I am Mother’s quavering syllables

[-am-Nuosu!®
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Even when lamenting a loss of their mother tongue, Yi poets may
decide to use Chinese instead of the Nuosu script, because the
Nuosu script, like other ethnic minorities’ scripts, such as Tibetan,

In the year 2023, a new collection by Jidi Majia was
published in translation, with the title Mither Tongue
(“mother tongue”). The book contains both Jidi Majia’s
poems in their original Chinese and their translations
into Scotland’s linguistic varieties. Such a publication
can be seen as fulfilling an important function of soli-
darity in bonding ethnic minorities” predicament and in
recognizing it as a global question.

Many of Jidi Majia’s poems present natural elements,
such as the mountains, the animals, the crops, integrating
the poet’s ecological consciousness:

We know that there is not much time left

Because the course of all life on earth attests
To let any kind of plant or animal fade away
Would threaten disaster for all in common?!

More conspicuously, the poem “I, Snow Leopard...” (“Wo
xuebao” &, %%7...) adopts the subjective voice of the
animal itself, a poetic eco-diction, in which the snow
leopard, as nature, is made to speak as the environment.
The poet simultaneously muses about the predicament
of indigenous peoples living in highland areas of Asia,
identifying the snow leopard with the Yi people them-
selves.® In this poem the persona is described in a con-
flictual position, living in a language that “betrays” his
identity, having to use “traitorous words” that “will ever
inscribe” him.* His own name “now becomes a weapon
against naked power!” The diglossia of the national lan-
guage and mother tongue is doubled by the diglossia of
the vernacular and the classical language, defined by the
poet as “Spirit-given language” that adapts his “lips into
ritual vessels.”**

As for Aku, also for Jidi, the mother tongue is recep-
tacle of memory, heritage, native land, intimacy, and
poetry, and as such is undistinguishable from the physi-
cal, psychological, and cultural environment:

Oh the nameless river in the chasm of
Gunyilada

Give me the rhythm of your lifeblood

Let the roof of my mouth resound with your
voice

is for them the language of the sacred texts.

Let my body be your embryo once again
Let me gestate in your womb™®

Yearning for his integration with the natural environ-
ment, the subject endorses it with the power of giving
him “rhythm” and “voice.” The natural environment is
not external but constitutes the subject’s own body, as an
“embryo” in the mother’s “womb.” The same identifica-
tion is found in “Self-Portrait” (“Zi huaxiang” HE/{):
“My ageless mother / Is a singer upon this land.”*

Even when lamenting a loss of their mother tongue,
Yi poets may decide to use Chinese instead of the Nuosu
script, because the Nuosu script, like other ethnic minori-
ties’ scripts, such as Tibetan, is for them the language
of the sacred texts. As such, it is not precisely a literary
language. Using Classical Nuosu to write poetry may not
just be difficult but it may also sound somewhat inap-
propriate to express certain more secular ideas. Modern
Nuosu has rarely been employed in literature, possibly
sounding awkward to the literary person who is not used
to reading that oral language. In contrast, Chinese may be
perceived as the literary or political language among the
Chinese people inside and beyond China.*”

In any case, the Nuosu language is linked to the
figure of the mother, even when—in calling her Nuosu
name—]Jidi uses Chinese characters to transcribe it:

SR I REE I 1 b 44 5

Je T RS HEL, [..]

The Grim Reaper called to her in our mother
tongue;

“Ninzy Guowzoshy ... 73

The figure of his dead mother recurs in more than one
poem, both as carrier of the oral mother tongue and as
receptacle of the collective memory of his community:

Mother Tongue

Although Mama left no verse in written form
Her spoken words crystallized the salt of
language.
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So many truths, however deeply conceived,
Commanding a perspective on the land around
us,

Were summed up in her proverbial language

I admit, one who goes in search of phrases,

It was Mama who dipped into the sea of
language

And ladled out those sea-bottom treasures for
me.*

In the poem “Reminiscence” (“Zhuinian” iB7%), the

poet’s concern and worry are again directed toward his

lost mother tongue, through the trope of the typical Yi

mouth harp, the kouxian: “Mother, tell me / Is there a way

to find my lost kouxian?”** The same lost mother tongue

is thematised in “The Enduring One” (“Buxiuzhe” A\45

#), where the poet writes: “My mother tongue sobs in

the darkness.”*

Concluding Remarks

The ecology of language, as defined by Haugen and
developed by some linguists and philosophers since, has
been used in the study of mother tongues in contexts of
ethnic colonization.? I have adopted it here not to advo-
cate linguistic conservatism or purism but to enthuse
over greater awareness of how language is part of the
environment. By eroding the boundaries among nature,
environment, language, and culture, the ecology of lan-
guage can create an ontological and epistemic basis for a
conception of language as a knowledge system and of its
elimination as an “epistemicide.”*

To the deterioration, endangerment, and even loss
of the mother tongue corresponds the deterioration,
endangerment, and even loss of the place, signaling the
urgency of an ecological mutation. Intended as factum
loquendi, the mother tongue is able to converge and iden-

tify immediately (not literarily) with the mother place,
the environment. Furthermore, both Aku Wuwu and Jidi

Majia very consciously engage with other minorities’
indigenous poets from around the world, manifesting
their aspiration to link cross-culturally with other ethnic
contexts in the ecological world system, thus confirming
their poetry’s position within a universal episteme of
mother tongue and ecology.

In foregrounding the oikos of these Yi-Nuosu aes-
thetic texts, I hope I have demonstrated that they are
environmental writing not only in a thematic sense, but
also in a linguistic and existential sense, as sites of alterity
of poetic procedures and of socio-ontological experience.
The mindscape, the landscape, and the cultural imagi-
nation are all made up by language as much as by the
natural and material surroundings. The mother tongue,
the language of the first territorialization, entertains an
important dialogue in Yi poetry and to ignore it would
modify Yi poetry’s function and diminish its significance.

Through the trope of the mother tongue, these poets
express their attachment to the environment, often in terms
of nostalgic memories of their childhood or fear and worry
for their mother and territory. For these poets, linguistic
intimacy with the mother tongue is something to desire
and aspire to, even if it may never be achieved, because,
as Julia Borossa argues in a clearly psychoanalytical vein,
the mother tongue is a language of loss, as “the language
of childhood, what remains of a long-gone interaction, of a
relationship remembered and mourned. ... [t]he child must
realize, crucially, that its union with the carer, culturally the
mother, can never be complete.”*

While Jidi Majia’s and Aku Wuwu'’s poems enact a
reflection on the survival of poetry in the linguistic and
natural landscape through a continuous re-evocation
of the dead and the lost people, things, animals, plants,
and voices, they also reflect the porosity, the constant
cross-pollination between Chinese and Nuosu languages,
styles, themes, literary traditions, and repertoires. Aku
Wuwu and Jidi Majia exhibit their ability to translate their



own poetry, in addition to ordinarily performing acts
of non-professional, fragmentary, and incidental trans-
lation. Their diglossia persists between mother tongue
and national language, between orality and abstracted,
national, written language.* In such constant contiguity,
in the flex of the national language and of the mother
tongue, silence, and articulation, there is poetry’s possi-
bility of carrying the episteme of an ethnic group in the
ecosystem. In such an intimate diglossia, there we find
poetry thriving in “the entire universe.”

Notes
1 The Yiis the most prominent ethnic minority of Southwest China,

largely populating the mountainous regions of Yunnan, Sichuan,
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2 Notably: Bender, “Ethnic Minority Literature.” Barnstone and
Ming Di, eds. and trans., Republic of Apples. Aku Wuwu himself,
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ethnicity, with reference to the Yi and Native Americans. Herbert,
“Nationalities Conflict and Ethnicity”; Liu, “Bianyuan”; Yao, Wen-
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da zidian, 7:818.
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natural environment.” Haugen, Ecology of Language, 325.

10 Mackey, “Ecology of Language Shift,” 67.

11 Aku Wuwu, “Yongyuan de jiayuan,” 12.
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used in books, newspapers, street signs, education, and now
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made in Aku Wuwu, “Muyu de guanghui.”

14 In an article where Aku explores the impact of Chinese as a nar-
rative means in Vi fiction writing, Chinese is called “the common
mother tongue” since it is “commonly used by all ethnic groups
across the country.” Aku, however, also distinguishes between
Chinese as the “second mother tongue” and Yi-Nuosu as the
“first mother tongue.” Aku Wuwu and Wang, “Poetry Creation,”
57.

15 Bender, “Aku Wuwu,” 5. In a previous article, Bender reports that
Aku “learned Standard Chinese from teachers sent from urban
areas during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) to teach in
underdeveloped rural areas.” Bender, “Ogimawkwe Mitiwaki,”
87. Most of the biographical information on Aku Wuwu is taken
from Bender.

16 It is consonant to note that Aku Wuwu regularly performs his
poetry in Nuosu. Some of his performances are also available
online, as for example, “World Poetry Day 2023” and “Rediscov-
er China.” For a discussion of orality in contemporary Yi poetry,
see Luo, “Koutou chuangtong.”

17 For example, especially in a post-colonial environment or in
a migrant situation, the language of the mother (say, Shang-
hainese) may be in fact not spoken in the first environment of
the descendants, who may have Cantonese, Chinese Mandarin,
or English as their language of first territorialization. Fathers
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and mothers may come from different linguistic backgrounds
and speak yet a third language to communicate with each other
in their settlers’ condition. Such distinctions are particularly
relevant when we want to explore further both the idea of the
ecology of language and the ideological and political value of the
national language. Either way, it stands to reason that the equa-
tion between one geopolitical territory and one mother tongue is
to be rejected.

18 Haugen, Ecology of Language, 60. A similar diglossia can be
found between vernacular Nuosu and the classic variant of the
language used by the bimo.

19 Jing, “Poetic Approach and Yi-ness,” 98.

20 Both Aku Wuwu and Jidi Majia perceptively point out that there is
an important difference and tension between being celebrated
as “other” culture and being co-opted into the dominant culture
as a consumable show. Aku Wuwu, “Tiger Skins (Lat Njy)”; Jidi,
“I, Snow Leopard...,” 66.

21 Bender “Ogimawkwe Mitiwaki,” 87. The Constitution of the
People’s Republic of China (article 4) stipulates that members
of the ethnic communities are in China and have freedom of
religion, customs, and language. However, in order to promote
a national Chinese identity, the government makes members of
the ethnic groups use either a Han Chinese name or a Chinese
transliteration of their native name. They can also include the
Romanization of their name, that is, the phonetic transliteration
in pinyin. “Naming Laws in China.” The various versions of the
poet’s name all explicate the extension of the ingrained act of
transliteration and translation to which the minority poet may be
subject.

22 Aku’s first poem written in Nuosu was published in the bilingual
journal Liangshan wenyi, while his books Winter River (1994)
and Tiger Traces (1998) are the first collections of poetry written
and published in modern Yi-Nuosu script.

23 Bender, “Ogimawkwe Mitiwaki,” 89. This is confirmed by an
interview by Qiu Jing, in which Aku Wuwu explains that “because
there are so few publications and readers of Yi language, even
many Yi people who can understand spoken Yi language cannot
read it.” Qiu, “Poetic Approach and Yi-ness,” 106n.35.

24 Aku Wuwu, “At Twilight.”

25 Aku Wuwu, “Revisit,” 680.

26 Aku, “Forever Home,” 12.

27 On the topic, see Wen, “Chinese and Native American Connec-
tions.”

28 | am considering Poupard’s inclusive definition of Sinoxenic
writing, as writing borrowing Chinese characters. Poupard,
“Sinoxenic Writing.” More commonly, though, his writing can
be defined as “Sinophone.” Bender, “Ogimawkwe Mitiwaki”;
Poupard, “Translated Identities.”

29 Jidi Majia, “The Enduring One,” 20. Ashy Lazzi is the name of a
famous bimo ritual priest.

30 Jidi Majia, “Self-Portrait,” 3. Translation by Mair with some small
changes.

31 Jidi, “I, Snow Leopard...,” 60.

32 For instance, as Denis Mair suggests, the poet describes the
rosettes on the snow leopard’s coat as “telepathic cowries,”
which associate them with the ceremonial sash worn by Nuosu
elders, often studded with cowries said to confer telepathic pow-
ers upon the wearer. Mair, “On Blackness and Whiteness,” 181.

33 lJidi, Mither Tongue, 42. This poem thus gives full expression to
a notion of ecopoetics that assigns poetry writing the very role

of preserving identity and serving cultural ecology. On the topic,
see Zapf, “Ecocultural Potential.”

34 Jidi, “I, Snow Leopard...,” 66.

35 Jidi Majia, “Heise,” 27.

36 Jidi, “Self Portrait,” 3.

37 Beyond the two poets Aku Wuwu and Jidi Majia, both operating
within the context of initial attempts to Yi-Nuosu cultural and
linguistic revitalization, the use of Nuosu as a possible language
for artistic expression is naturally linked to several internal and
external factors, such as the amount of pressure from the state
onto local minorities, the breath and consistence of involve-
ment, and practical measures such as the popularization of the
reformed Yi-Nuosu script as the standard dialect for all speakers
of the Yi northern dialect. Seeking application in different sec-
tors of cultural life, from school textbooks to online and other
media, collection, documentation, and the study of language
data have been facilitated, making possible preservation and
even enhancement of the Yi-Nuosu in artistic expressions. In
language revitalization, translation plays of course a prominent
role. First and foremost, translation from Yi into other languages
promotes and transmits Yi culture and literature among different
generations and other linguistic communities. Translation into Yi
also plays a fundamental role in preserving and developing the
language by stimulating the creation of new expressions in deal-
ing with forms and concepts found in other languages. However,
standardization, homogenization, transliteration, translation, and
eventually deterritorialization of Yi written language have made
of a contextualized mother tongue a language that nobody can
fully relate to. Speculations on the future of literature in Yi-Nuosu
therefore remain risky to make. In fact, Yi-Nuosu, in its written
and spoken forms, is currently in decline, while many young Yi
speak a pidgin language that conflates Sichuanese loan words,
Yi-Nuosu dialect, and Chinese grammar. | suppose that new
approaches to capture some of the fluidity and variations of the
spoken language may be essential to the Yi ecosystem. More on
the topic of the reformed Yi-Nuosu script can be found in Kraef,
“Building Yi (M)other Tongue”; Bradley, “Language Policy for the
Yi”; Hu, Assessment of the Social Functions.

38 This noticed, to the Chinese reader these characters are prompt-
ly recognized as transcribing foreign names. Jidi, “When Death
Makes Its Advent,” 72 (English) and 157 (Chinese).

39 Jidi, Mither Tongue, 104.

40 Jidi, “Zhuinian.” My translation.

41 Jidi, Mither Tongue, 28.

42 Among these: Haarmann, Language in Ethnicity; Makkai, Ecolin-
guistics; Muhlhausler, Linguistic Ecology.

43 Term coined by de Sousa Santos. In syntony with the episteme of
the mother tongue, Gregory Bateson’s notorious theory in Steps
to an Ecology of Mind identifies in poetry the ecological task
of keeping a person thinking in a new way, toward a mind that
extends to the outside, where there is no contraposition between
human and the environment. De Boaventorua. Epistemologies of
the South; Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of Mind.

44 Borossa, “Identity,” 398.

45 Agamben talks of poetry’s constitutive diglossia. Agamben,
“Seminario,” 1.
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