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Preface

This book owes its origins to the wish to make my study Nationalitatenpolitik und Entwicklungspolitik in den Gebieten nationaler Minderheiten in China (Nationality Policy and Development Policy in Ethnic
Minority Regions in China) accessible to English-speaking readers.
That original study was published by the University of Bremen in 1984
in two parts: a general section on the development of nationality policy,
and a special section dealing with the Yi in the Liangshan Autonomous
Prefecture (Sichuan Province). The second part was based on material
gathered during an extensive research visit to several counties of this
prefecture in the summer of 1981. Since the vastness of the project
proved to be prohibitive to the production of an English edition, however, the author and M. E. Sharpe, Inc. agreed instead to publish a
volume on some of the current and key problems of the nationality
question in China. This meant that most of the material on the Yi had to
be dropped from this edition; it is available to the interested reader in
the above-mentioned book which, however, is available only in German.
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Introduction to the Problem

Conflicts between majorities and minorities, between the nationalities
within a country, and between those in different countries, are worldwide phenomena that are causing a resurgence in the study of nationality problems in the social sciences. The problems of ethnic minorities
and their inherent potentials for conflict are themselves important factors in the numerous internat' nal conflicts that take place against the
backdrop of national conflict Since national minorities can be used or
exploited for or against a country's interests, in multinational states the
stability of a country quite often depends on the system of relations
woven among its different peoples.
This study, which is concerned specifically with China, belongs in
that general classification of works dealing with the analysis and documentation of minority problems. Accordingly, it will be useful first to
illuminate the global character of the nationality problem on the basis
of a few examples. The definition of a few terms (general terms as well
as specifically Chinese terminology) will help to give a better picture of
the nuances of the minority question, with special reference to the
Chinese situation.

("

>

The nationality question in
an international context
Nationality problems and conflicts exist today in most countries.
Whereas larger ethnic minorities are often able to defend themselves
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politically and, not infrequently, militarily against oppression, exploitation, and assimilation, the minor nationalities (such as the Indians of
South America) are often exterminated, their cultures destroyed, their
lands confiscated, and their strength sapped by disease, hunger, persecution, and illiteracy According to UN estimates, 2 0 million hunters
and gatherers are to y faced with annihilation through hunger, disease, and war. And not only do the governments of the native countries
contribute to this annihilation, but ,so also do the multinational concerns and local Christian missions.3 This is equally true of developed
countries-such as the United statis, the Soviet Union, Canada, Australia, New Zealand-and Third World countries.
For example, in North America, and in most of the South and Central American countries in which the Indian population makes up less
than 5 percent of the total population, Indians live on reservations as a
national minority, often with restricted rights. In Brazil, for example, according to the "law for Indians," Indians are regarded as legally nonresponsible, and are therefore subject to Brazilian guardianship law.
Historically, Indian peoples have been violently exterminated in the
Americas when they have stood in the way of the extraction of raw
materials, construction of highways, or other project^.^ It is no different on other continents. For example,

i

In 1967 the Australian aborigines solemnly obtained their civil rights
in their own country-and in addition access to alcohol-under UN
pressure. For them, alcohol has become a status symbol of equality
with the whites. Since then, more and more of them are to be found
hanging about in a drunken stupor on the outskirts of cities. They are
losing all points of reference to the world about them, and have
proved unable to cope with the other "gifts" of the white man,
namely tuberculosis, measles, prostitution, venereal diseases, and
money, competitiveness, and greed. Thus the aborigines, invested
with their "civil rights," are now threatened by degeneration, the
total forgetting of the skills that were necessary for survival, and
indeed, a loss of instinct pure and simple. Unable to adapt to that
which has never before occurred, to the new, to the unintelligible, to
the never practiced, these vestigial Stone Age groups are suspended
between two worlds, and their creative capacities are stifled and
paralyzed. They opt for resignation and so are lost.5
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The Kurds were dispersed arbitrarily into several countries, where
they have been subject to severe persecution and cultural oppre~sion.~
More than 150,000 Papuans have been killed since 1967 when the
Suharto regime took power.' The gypsies, who have lived for more
than a century in the Netherlands, have neither the right to determine their own lifestyle nor guarantees that they may remain perman. ~ Maori of New Zealand and the aborigines
ently in that c o u n t ~ yThe
of Australia had their land violently taken from them on a mass
scalee9And the Federal Republic of Germany has its own nationality problem of gypsies and foreign workers; the federal government
has yet to make full restitution for the crimes committed against
them during the the National Socialist (Nazi) era. The litany goes
on and on.
In the Soviet Union, the thesis of the "convergence and fusion of the
nations under socialism" produced a policy of denationalization, putting the non-Russian nationalities under heavy pressure. The principle
means used were:
-providing moral, political, material, and economic advantages to
the Russified while discriminating against nationality-conscious nonRussians;
-the "internationalization' ' of national cultures through the administratively forced spread of the Russian language; and
-an ' 'international exchange of cadres' ' and migration of Russians,
with "internationalization' ' usually meaning "Russification. ' ' lo
Just recently, the Soviet nationalities have started to fight openly for
their national rights, leading the Soviet Union into a new phase of
awakening nationalities consciousness.
In the late seventies, Karoly Kiraly, a top-level Rumanian Communist Party official of Hungarian origin, wrote to the Bucharest party
leadership that the "tendency to force the assimilation of the national
minorities living in Rumania is obvious and undeniable. " l 1 In Hungary, the gypsies have not been recognized as an independent nationality
since 1961 and are therefore also subject to the threat of forced
assimilation. l2
Major nationality problems also exist for China's Asian neighbors.
In Burma, the Shan and Karens have been carrying on a struggle for
autonomy for years. The Burmese government, which has engaged
itself militarily against these peoples, has refused them this right. l 3 The
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situation is not much different among the mountain tribes in Thailand,
who are often held by opium traders in a state of slave-like dependence. l4 The mountain tribes were not granted Thai citizenship until
1974; previously they were regarded as Communists or "aliens. " l 5
India, the country with the greatest number of ethnic minorities, has
deprived its minorities of their means of subsistence by confiscating their land and expelling them, and essentially threatening them
with extinction. l 6 The resistance of the mountain people in Laos and
Vietnam to resettlement projects is combated by military means, including the use of napalm and poison gas." The minorities in the
Philippines, i.e., those who do not belong to the dominant Malaysian
race, have had their living space constricted and are continually engaged in bloody skirmishes with government troops. l a And in Indonesia where there are about 30 different ethnic groups, only "Indonesians," no national minorities, exist officially. l9 "Bahasa Indonesia"
(the Indonesian language) has been the official language and the language of instruction in the schools since independence, and cultural
autonomy is suppressed. 20
These examples are graphic evidence that ethnic minorities are subjected to discrimination, oppression, and persecution in the East and
West as well as in third-world countries, and that so far not even the
be inning of a solution has been found to the minority problem.
&'here was only sparse information in the sixties and seventies on
minorities in China and their actual situation. Official Chinese comments were usually stereotyped: "the working peoples of the different
nationalities have become masters of their land and have achieved total
political emanci a t i ~ n , " ~or' "all the nationalities of China are united
as never before.
Problems were rarely even alluded to in official
descriptions Since very little material was available and the Chinese
authorities painted a picture of "unison and harmony, the impression
was or hestrated that China was conducting an exemplary nationality
policy. 23
However$-since 1978 the Chinese leadership has openly admitted that
there were very few changes, if any, in the conditions in minority
regions for quite some time and down to the late seventies, and that
during the Cultural Revolution there were incidents of violent devastation and severe oppression in minority regions. The consequences were
not only chronic economic and cultural backwardness but also a large

5
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measure of alienation between the Han (China's largest nationality,
generally known as Chinese) and the ethnic minorities.

)

The concept of national minority
A closer examination of the term "national minority" shows that
the nationality problem is much more complex than is evident from
the above description. The term "minority" embraces a group of
people who differ in a number of distinctive specific characteristics
f r ~ mthe rest of the population of a country whose territory they
inhabit. These charactesistics may derive from race, language, religion, customs, morals, traditions, dress, social organization, etc . In
any case they will be common to all the members of such a group, and
make it relatively easy to distinguish them from other groups. Both
objective factors, such as the specific relation between the minority and
the majority, and subjective factors-say, the minority group's consciousness of itself-are involved in the definition of the term. "Minority" is primarily understood to be a group that does not share the ethnic
or national characteristics of the majority of the population. The existence of different categories of minorities creates an additional difficulty in formulating a precise and comprehensive definition. Different
types include:
1. Autochthonous and immigrant groups. A basic distinction must
be drawn between groups whose territorial habitat is also the heartland
of their culture (e.g., Tamils in India, aborigines in Australia, and
Maoris in New Zealand) and those whose heartland (linguistically,
culturally, and usually also politically) is located in another country to
which they immigrated (e.g., Germans in the Soviet Union, Chinese in
Southeast Asia), as well as to groups who were brought forcibly to
another place (e.g., Negroes in the United States). Furthermore, it is
necessary to distinguish between socioeconomically more developed
peoples who have immigrated into areas of less developed peoples. and
those who have acquired those areas through conquest and subsequently subjugated or expelled the autochthonous population (e.g ., as did
Europeans on the North American continent, in South Africa, in Australia, and in New Zealand), and immigration without conquest or subjugation (Chinese and Indians in Southeast Asia, Ger ans in ~umania).
2. National, linguistic, and religious minorities. ost national mi-

&
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norities use a language that is different from that of the majority. But
the particularity of language is not crucial to the designation "national
minority." For instance, the Negroes in the United States or the Hui in
China speak the same language as the majority population. Other
groups may speak their own language without considering themselves a
separate nationality and thus are only a linguistic, not a national minority l(e.g., the Cantonese and the Hakka in China). There are also
religious minorities who have been conceded the status of a nationality
in certain countries on the basis of their particular cultural-although
not necessarily racial or linguistic-development (e.g ., the ' 'Moslem' '
nationality group in Yugoslavia, and the Hui in China).
3. Territorial minorities. There are minority groups who inhabit a
clear-cut territory (e.g., the Bretons in France, the Naga in India, the
Buriats in the Soviet Union), and groups who live scattered over a vast
area (Indians in East Africa; Jews and Rom throughout Europe). There
are groups who live in border areas (Hungarians in Yugoslavia, Malaysians in Thailand, Kirgiz in China), and groups whose territory is an
enclave within the territory of the majority population (various Indian
groups in South America, the Yi and She in China).
4. Socioeconomic development diferentiations. Different nationalities represent differing stages of development, although today the
tendency is increasingly toward convergence. Minorities that numerically are quite large (such as the Ukrainians in the Soviet Union or the
Erytrians in Ethiopia) and whose socioeconomic development is at a
level with that of the majority are often a politically weightier factor
than, say, marginal groups that are still at the "hunter and gatherer"
stage and are numerically of minor importance.
5. Political minorities. The apartheid policy in South Africa, for
instance, shows that a numerical minority (the whites) can quite easily
constitute a political majority. In English, therefore, the term minority
is also construed to mean "nondominant group." The minority will
then be a political minority, although representing the majority of the
population.
The complexity of defining minorities, as well as the complexity of
the nationality question in general, should be evident from the above
delineation^.^^ This is compounded by the context in which the nationality question first arose in a particular country. Thus, (among other
categories) there are:
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-nationality-states that were formed over the course of history
through the incorporation of several major nationalities and that have
by and large forged relations of equality among the different nationalities (e.g . , Switzerland, Yugoslavia);
-multiethnic states created by the territorial borders drawn by colonial powers without consideration for ethnic boundaries, and in which
subgroups of different nationalities live (most of the countries of
Africa);
-multiethnic states formed by the territorial expansion of the largest
nationality, usually through conquests (Russia and China are examples
of this type);
-multiethnic states in which immigrants in modern times have
subjugated the autochthonous population and have thereby become the
dominant ethnic group in the state (for example, Australia, North
America, South Africa); and
-states that have become multinational states through peaceful immigration (as in Malaysia and Indonesia).
In western social sciences, "national minority" is generally construed to mean an ethnic group that is in principle an integral part of the
larger society, but that does not actually "participate to an equal degree
in the enjoyment of social goods as do the other members of that
society."25 The term could refer to situations in which "a portion of
the state's population is permanently and decisively prevented from
participating in the democratizing process and in the exercise of civil
rights."26 Real equality could be achieved only through the abandonment of ethnic distinctiveness, i .e., through assimilation.*'
Discrimination or hostile tensions between minority and majority are
thus declared to be a defining characteristic of a minority. But this
definition, which has its origins in the conditions of the modern nationstates of Europe, seems to be correct neither extensionally or intentionally. It describes a national minority in purely negative terms and,
moreover, as a group containing an internal contradiction that can only
be resolved through the minority concerned abandoning its identity. It
assumes a priori that the minority problem is basically insoluble without the elimination of the minority. The logical implication would be
that the problem can ultimately be solved only through the assimilation
of the minority, through expulsion, or by redrawing borders. A balanced coexistence and the equal participation of ethnic minorities as
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equals in the democratic process, the right of self-administration in the
form of autonomy, and aid in socioeconomic development while still
promoting the preservation of ethnic identity are thus all declared
impossible. The above definition presumes that (a) most (but not all)
ethnic minorities are to varying degrees oppressed or discriminated
against by the nationality in control of the state; and (b) most minorities
see themselves as objectively disadvantaged despite equal rights (thus
their language cannot become an official language in the state, they are
subject to alienation, or their special interests are only conditionally
met). However, it does not necessarily follow from (b) that they are in
fact discriminated against in every case, and that therefore all minori ies are in roughly the same situation.
If we attempt to classify the minorities in China, we find that China
is a multinational state formed from the territorial expansion of the
largest nationality (Han) and from a fusion between the Han and different peoples over the course of history. The minorities in China today
include autochthonous and immigrant groups, national and religious
groups, groups living on a clearly circumscribed territory, as well as
groups living dispersed over a large area, groups living in border
regions, and groups constituting enclaves within the Han territor
There were (and still are) major differences as to the level of socioeconomic development as well: some of these minorities were still at the
level of "primitive society," i.e., they were hunters and gatherers,
while others were slave-holders, liege-lords, or following feudal structures. The differences required-and continue to require-a nationality
policy that takes into account the distinctive features of each minority.
This complex composition of Chinese minority groups thus calls for a
more differentiated approach to the minority problem than that which
would be adequate for studying countries with a less complex nationality structure.

h

?,

Problems of definition

+I1 ethnic groups that do not belong to the majority Han nationality in
the eople's Republic of China are today designated "national minorities shaoshu minzu),~,Thepolicy pursued with these minorities and
the terms used in defining that policy employ the reference word
"nationalities" (minzu) , as in nationality policy, nationality commis-

%
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Table 1.1

According to State
Statistics Bureau*

According to 1082 population census
Zhuang
HUI
Uygur
Yi
Miao
Manchu
T~betan
Mongolian
Tujia
Bouyei
Korean
Dong
Yao
Bai
Hani
Kazak
Dai
Li
Lisu
She
Lahu
Va
Shui
Dongxiang

Naxi
Tu
Kirgiz
Qiang

Daur
Jingpo
Mulam
Xi be
Salar
Bulang
Gelo
Maonan
Tajik
Pumi
Nu
Achang
Ewenki
Uzbek
Deang
Jing
Jinuo
Yugur
Bonan
Drung
Tatar
Oroqen
Russian
Gaoshane*
Hezhen
Moinba
Lhoba
Other
(nationality
not yet determined)

Total
Zhuang
Manchu
Miao
Hur
Uygur
Yl

Mongol~an

Tibetan
Tujia
Dong
Yao
Bouye
Korean
Bai
Hani
Other

Source: Zhongguo tongji nianjian (Chinese Statistical Yearhk) (1986), pp. 97f; Far Eastern
Economic Review (Aug. 25, 1988), 30.

*January 1988.
**Excluding Taiwan.

sion, nationality cadres, nationality territories, etc. The Chinese draw
no distinction between people (minzu), nation (minzu), nationality
(minzu), and ethnos (minzu). This of course causes problems in defining terms.
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( Although there is no exact Chinese definition of the term "national
minority," from the Chinese perspective it would imply an ethnic
group that is relatively small numerically compared with the largest
nationality, and that is distinguished from society at large and from the
Han by certain specifically national characteristicy For example,
the Hui in China are actually less an ethnic than a religious minority
(Moslems), but they have been recognized as an ethnic minority on the
basis of common characteristics and a separate development (see the
Chinese concept of nation in Chapter 3), which demonstrates that
purely ethnic factors need not always be decisive. Ethnic factors are
also present alongside religious factors, and religion is undoubtedly a
part of the culture of this nationality (although this is officially disputed
in China).
The acknowledgment of the existence of national minorities and of
different nationalities means that the existence of a national question
and a nationality problem has been acknowledged as well. In a similar
vein, the question of special treatment for these minorities in a unified
state comes up. And a nuance to the term national minority implies
something more in the Chinese context, namely, preclusion of the right
of secession from the state polity.
( The terms national minority and nationality are largely identical in
china (see Chapter 3). Minzu is used to refer to all of China's nationalities, the Han as well as the minorities. In common usage the term, on
the one hand, indicates legal equality and, on the other, documents that
all of China's nationalities are subordinate to a higher authority (the
state).
The term nationality as it is commonly used in the West, with its
roots in international law, may within reason be applied to China as
well: nationalities are to a greater or lesser degree subject to a
higher authority (in contrast to the nation, which has the sovereign right
to determine its political destiny). At most, they possess rights of selfadministration of their territory, which, however, is a part of the larger
state. A state that grants the right to territorial autonomy and to participation in the exercise of state power to the peoples and nationalities under its dominion is a "nationality-state" (in contrast to a
national state, in which the nation in control of the state exercises
exclusive dominion). In a nationality-state all nationalities are formally equal and do not question the integrity of the state. This term
,5'
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Table 1.2

Chlnew Language Groupr
Language Group

Minorities

Han

Hui, She

Sino-Tibetan
Sino-Thai
Tibeto-Burmese
Miao-Yao

Zhuang, Bouyei, Da, Li, Mulam. Shul, Dong,
Maonan, Gelo
Tibetan, Jingpo, Drung, Qian , Yi. Ham, Llsu,
Nu, Bai, Naxi, Jinuo, Lahu, uj~a,Achang,
Moinba, Lhoba, Pumi
Miao, Yao

B

Altaic
Turkish
Mongolian
Tungusic

Uygur, Kazak, Kirgiz, Uzbek, Tatar, Salar, Yugur
Mongolian, Daur, Dongxiang, Tu, Bonan, Yugur
Manchu, Xibe, Hezhen, Oroqen, Ewenk

Korean

Korean

Austric
Austro-Asiatic
Austronesian

Va, Bulang, Deang
Gaoshan (Taiwan)

Indo-European
Iranian
Slavic

Tajik
Russian

differs in content from the term multinational state, which merely
implies that there are several peoples within one state polity.

The nationalities of China
i

\' There are presently fifty-six recognized nationalities in China (see

Table 1. I), of which the Han Chinese are numerically the largest with
937 million (1982). The fifty-five "national minorities" (shoshu
minzu), which according to the population census of 1982 totaled 67
million persons (6.7 percent of the total population), constitute a
group of considerable size.2Vhe largest minority, the Zhuang in
South China, comprised in that year 14 million persons. The smallest
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Figure 1 . 1 . Sample Scripts of Chinese Natlonal Mlnorltles.
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The Yi from the Lingshan mountains

4'

Mongolian

Ancient Naxi hieroglyphs
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A H TI..
41.. NI,
31..
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The Lahu

Jon-.
The Dai from Dehong

MA PRI LAIKA KA NCA AI
MA PRI GO LAIKA KA NCA AI.
MA KAI HTE MA NO BAI SA WA
MARA AI.
LAIKA KA M A NNA BRA WA
MASAI.
The Jingpo
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group, the hunter tribe of Luoba in Tibet, numbers a little more than
1,000. According to a random sample census from 1987, the ethnic
minorities accounted for 8 percent (about 80 million people) of the total
population.
Many Chinese nationalities have kin beyond China's borders. Miao,
Hani, Dai, Jing, Jingpo, Lahu, Lisu, Va, Yao, Yi, and Zhuang also
exist in Vietnam, Laos, Thailand, and Burma; most Koreans live in
Korea; a large number of Mongols live in the Mongolian People's
Republic; Kazak, Kirgiz, Tajik, Tatar, Mongolian, Uygur, Daur,
Ewenki, Oroqen, Hezhen, and others also live in the Soviet Union. The
migration of minorities to other countries during times of political
repression in China and the influx of the same minorities from other
countries, such as Vietnam, Laos, or Burma, in times of political
crisis, points out how China's nationality policy and the policies of its
neighbors are intertwined.
The data above are sufficient to illustrate the potential explosiveness
of the nationality question in a country such as China. But one must also
know that the ethnic minorities inhabit 50-60 percerit of Chinese territory, principally the outlying and border regions, which are as important for their rich deposits of raw materials as they are for defense. The
country's internal stability and its defense capacity are to a large degree
dependent on the behavior of minorities,nIn case of war, for example,
the attitude adopted by China's minorities could rapidly tip the balance
in the adversary's favor. If such an adversary (e.g., the Soviet Union),
were able to win over the minorities in Xinjiang, Tibet, and Inner
Mongolia, large areas of the country could be torn away without
problem, transformed into vassal states, or annexed by the Soviet
Union for the purpose of "reunification of the nati~nalities."~~
A perusal of the list of language groups in Table 1.2 provides a
further picture of the diversity of China's nationalities. Only two
groups, the Hui and the She, use the Han Chinese language and form of
writing. The Yugur have two different languages; other groups such as
the Jing so far have been classified in no language group. Manchu has
been tending toward extinction since the end of the last imperial dynasty (191 1).
C' When the People's Republic was founded in 1949, eleven written
languages of ethnic minorities were in regular use, and seven others
were used sporadically. Since then, twenty-five written languages for
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ethnic minorities have been codified throu h the creation of new
scripts, some based on the Latin language." Figure 1.1 shows the
variety of ethnic sources evident in the scripts of six minorities.
The diversity of the groups and languages is matched by an qually
diverse spectrum of social relations. Some of the nationalities maintained slaves and slave markets, serfs, and head-hunting into the 1950s.
Some of the small groups lived as hunters and gatherers in remote
primeval forests or mountain territories, and in some of these class
structures had not yet formed.
( In the sixties and seventies, very little was heard outside of China
about the ethnic minorities and their actual situation. They were, of
course, present in China's foreign propaganda, but then only as beaming happy figures clad in bright and many-colored garments, acclaiming the current popular political line. Today we know that the reality
was somewhat different. Since the end of the fifties and especially
during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), there were strong attempts through massive pressure and occasionally force to bring the
ethnic minorities to heel and to assimilate them. They were divested of
all special rights, their languages and modes of writing were forbidden,
and their manners and customs suppressed. Although all Chinese (including the Han) suffered during the Cultural Revolution, the minorities experienced the particular indignity of being coerced to renounce
most of their national identities. Tibet, where almost all the convents
and religious edifices were destrkYed,is one of the saddest examples of
the nationality policy of that time. Economic and cultural backwardness, alienation between the Han Chinese and the minorities, and,
especially for the smaller groups, a growing loss of national and cultural identities were the consequences.

%,

The "barbarians"
Throughout the history, the territory which today is China has hosted a
multitude of peoples.32Chinese history is at the same time a history of
vast migratory movements and of decline, genesis, and fusion of diverse peoples. The Han Chinese themselves were the product of the
intermixing of many tribes on the territory of what is now China. But
the Han, who were tillers of the soil, were even in those early times
contemptuous of the peoples around them, the hunters and gatherers or
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nomads. For the Han, distinguishing among these peoples amounted
solely to the differences in where beyond the horizon they lived, their
distance from the center of the world (i.e., where the emperor had his
seat), and the degree of their subjugation. The peoples were simply
classified as the Di (north), the Yi (east), the Rong (west), and the Man
barbarians (south).3 3
But over the centuries, the non-Han peoples who inhabited central
China in ancient times were nevertheless pushed progressively into the
borderlands by the Han. Confucianism, the ideology of the state
throughout all the Chinese dynasties, despised these so-called barbarians," but called for a policy of nonviolent assimilation through the
imposition of Han-Chinese values rather than through a policy of extermination. These Confucian ideas run consistently throughout the history
of nationality relations in China.
The Han Chinese considered their culture and civilization to be the
center of the world. The neighboring "barbarian" tribes were forced to
send regular tributes to the Chinese emperor. In return the chieftains of
the tribes received official positions and seals, but at a lower status than
the Han. The barbarians' acceptance of these signified their subjugation to the Chinese court. The court's policy was not to conquer and
occupy them, but rather to have them administer themselves; in turn,
the court had the responsibility of dealing with the areas' social problems and helping them militarily in case of an attack.
The various peoples on Chinese territory wove intricate networks of
interconnection and influence over the course of history. Contacts were
not only belligerent; there was also lively trade and mutual enrichment.
Indeed, some of the imperial dynasties were ruled by non-Han peoples
who had over time been unable to withstand the extremely powerful cultural influence of the Han culture and in the end had became sinified.
The Republic of China, formed after the fall of the last dynasty in
1911, only partially acknowledged the existence of ethnic minorities in
China. Its founder, Sun Yat-sen, included Mongolians, Manchu, Tibetans, and Moslems among the Chinese people. 34 However, he called for
gradual assimilation of the minorities in the nation's interest. Although
Sun Yat-sen reconsidered his ideas shortly before his death,35his successor, Chiang Kai-shek, denied the existence of different nationalities.
For him, the non-Han peoples were only "branch clans" of the Han,
who were to be deliberately a ~ s i m i l a t e d . ~ ~
"

INTRODUCTION TO THE PROBLEM

19

Nationality relations
from a historical perspective
Historically seen, China could be said to have been a multinational
state for thousands of years, but it has by no means always constituted a
unified state structure.:Although a sequence of non-Han peoples did at
different times over ihe course of China's history subjugate the ethnic
majority, the Han, and found their own dynasties (e.g., the Liao, Jin,
Yuan, and Qing dynasties), nonetheless it was primarily the Han who
subjugated the other peoples and exacted tributes from them.
Although the non-Han brought elements of their own cultures to
China and made considerable contributions to its development, it has;
only been in the last few years that this truth has again found an
audience in China. 37
The history of the peoples of the "middle kingdom" was by no
means exclusively a history of internal wars. There are quite enough
examples of peaceful coexistence, cultural enrichment, and even common struggles engaged in jointly by Han and non-Han. Such instances
include the Taiping rebellion (1850- 1864), in which equality was demanded for all peoples of China and which was supported by the nonHan peoples in southern and southwest China;38the role of the nonHan in the revolution of 1911, which led to the fall of the Qing
dynasty;39 and the participation of the national minorities in the clashes
with the encroaching imperialist powers in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. 40
[ An important question once again being debated in China is whether
thenational minorities in today's China have always been *'Chinese
people," or whether they have constituted independent states in the
course of China's history. This question was at one time taboo; for
example, anyone who wrote on the struggles of the non-Han peoples for
independence from the Han was accused of "local nationalism" during
the campaign of "Anti-Rightist Struggle'' in 1957-58 .$if the history
of a national minority was studied, it was always from the standpoint of
its allegiance to China, with the principal trend being that of good
relations with the Han. Efforts of minorities to achieve independence,
or even the concept of independence itself, were passed over in silence
or at best attributed to a few "reactionaries" who wished to "undermine national unity.'? But the fact is that independent political states of
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non-Han people did exist on the territory of what is today China,
although they were all short-lived. For example, the Nanzhao Empire
of the Yi, Bai, and Dai in southwest China, which existed from 730 A.D.
into the thirteenth century, was effectively independent in the eighth
century (although only due to a misguided policy of the Tang court and
against the Nanzhao's will). At the end of the eighth century, the
Nanzhao Empire resubmitted itself to the sovereignty of the Tang
dynasty.42
The controversy over this is demonstrated by an article in the periodical Sixiang zhanxian, which contests this independence with the
curt reference to the "blood ties of all nationalities of our c ~ u n t r i e s , " ~ ~
and minimizes the disputes over the defacto independence of non-Han
people during the course of history on the territory of today's China.
However, an article by Li Gui in the periodical of the Central South
Nationalities Institute in Wuhan once again ventured the view that there
have been repeated instances of independence of non-Han people over
the course of Chinese history. In contrast to other scholars who say that
such independence has existed, but that it had been detrimental to the
development of China as a whole, Li Gui avers that this independence
enriched China.44Accordingly, it is now being conceded that national
minorities have made major contributions to the country's development. 45
,.The official, rigid historical picture is burdened by the necessity of
having to demonstrate that the ethnic minorities were always a part of
the ' 'Chinese family of nationalities. ' ' Were it acknowledged that nonHan peoples did enjoy a de facto independence over the course of
Chinese history, it would certainly help to dissipate this narrow picture
and to replace it with a realistic depiction of history that is closer to the
truth. A hidden factor in this obsessive search for a proof of independence, however, is the fear that some nationalities might raise the cry
for secession on historical grounds::,
The historical relations among China's nationalities have once again
become a subject of scholarly discussion. Wars of non-Han people
against the Han have long been portrayed as "aggression" or "destruction" in Chinese history books, while Han campaigns of conquest
against these people have been depicted as "useful for the unity of the
country,'' "in the interest of progress and development of the national
minorities, ' ' or ' 'in the interest of historical development. ' ' All wars of
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non-Han peoples against the Han have been dubbed "reactionary, " a d
the converse case as "progressive. " Purportedly, the Han disseminated their more developed social structure to the regions of other nationalities through their wars. Conversely, the other nationalities attempccd
to "impose backward economic and social relations" on the Han. A
similar double standard was for a long time applied to historical personalities of ethnic minorities: those whose actions served the unity of the
In essence,
country were progressive, but all others were rea~tionary.'~
everything was subordinated to the Han version of history, making an
objective assessment of the actual process impossible. The question of
who oppressed or threatened whom, and what interests were behind a
war, or what were the causes of conflicts and assorted frictions among
the different peoples, were not dealt with.
In 1981, a scholarly conference was held on this very topic, and
chauvinist positions of the past were criticized. But there is still no
unified stand on the question of the historical relations among China's
nationalitiesc~t
.+ present, unanimity exists only on the point that, in
assessing wars among China's different nationalities and in evaluating
national heroes, a new set of standards must be used)
'!+n article in the periodical of the Central Institute for Nationalities
in Beijing said that all peoples who have at any time lived on the
territory of what is today China-even if the group no longer existsare Chinese, for "if one said that they are not Chinese, then to what
By this reasoning, even peoples
country should they then belong?
who temporarily established a political power of their own would
belong to China, would be Chinese and not foreignefs. All these people
contributed, it is stated, to China's development.'..The article, while
conceding that there is still no unified view on this question, does seem
to propose a reclassification of the ethnic minorities living in China
today not as "aliens" but rather as members of the Chinese peopld The
article is accordingly subtitled: "Keep to the principle of equality of
national minorities in historical research." This line of thought not
only provides the rationale for how and why Tibet is a part of the
Chinese state polity, but also how and why it is legitimate for China to
lay claim to regions and nationalities that today ("temporarily") are no
longer a part of the Chinese polity (e.g., Outer Mongolia, Korea).
Although this formulation is more than questionable, it does reveal the
underpinnings of the Chinese concept of nation.48
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\
The European concept of nation defines "nation" as the sum of the

government plus its people, whereas the Chinese defines nation as a
historically legitimated territory plus the whole population on this
territory:'~e European definition is political-subjective, the Chinese
historical-objective. Similar differences are found in the definition of
nationality. In Europe it means nationality=citizenship (an etatistic
concept); in China nationality =one is member of an ethnic group that
historically is part of the Chinese nation (an historical-ethnical concepthonly by understanding this difference between the European and
the Chinese concepts can we understand the Chinese evaluation of
questions like ~ i b e.)t
#

The Cultural Revolution and
the Ethnic Minorities

The Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) followed the same lines in the
regions of the national minorities as it did in the Han regions. There
was, however, a distinct, additional element of renewed suppression of
nationality identity throughout this time that targeted the minorities in
particular.
The impetus behind the Cultural Revolution came from the group
around Mao Zedong who wanted to assert their "line" and eliminate
their enemies once and for all. The opening shot was Mao's statement
that a large number of "representatives of the bourgeoisie" and "counterrevolutionary revisionists" had already "crept" into the party, the
government, and the army, as well as into all areas of the cultural
sector. Those holding power in the party who were "taking the road of
capitalism" had banded together into a "bourgeois headquarters" in
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) Central Committee, which was
pursuing a "revisionist line" and had representatives in all areas. The
struggles of the past had not led to a resolution of this problem, and only
a cultural revolution, a political revolution, with broad mobilization of
the masses, could reinstate the "proletarian line."2
The above cannonade shows that this was indeed a "battle of the
lines." All opponents of Mao's line were summarily relegated to the
classification of persons in power taking the capitalist road. This facilitated their removal as well as allowed Mao's line to prevail.'
Today the party admits that the Cultural Revolution inflicted "the
most grievous reverses and losses on the party, the country, and the
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people since the founding of the People's Republic." Mao's chief
arguments had corresponded neither to Marxism-Leninism nor to the
Chinese reality, but were based on a false assessment of the class
situation in China and the political situation in the party and the state.
This led to "no social progress of any kind," with "disastrous consequences" for all of China's nationalities.
(. Relying on the theory that even in socialism the national issue was
uliimately a "class issue, " the "ultraleft forces" in China (represented
by the "Gang of Four") evidently hoped to do away with the national
issue by forcing "class struggle> The earlier nationality policy, which
had been based in part on recognition of the particularities and differences of the national minorities and their regions, was labeled a "bourgeois reactionary line." The policy of the United Front was called
"capitulationism," and the former president of the state Liu Shaoqi
was criticized because he had written ("On Nationalism and Internationalism, ' ' 1948) that "national problems are linked to class probl e m ~ "(author's
~
emphasis), which was seen as denying that the national issue was a class issue. His earlier demands for regional autonomy of
the ethnic minorities were interpreted as "opposition to national unity
and advocation of national ~eparatism,"~
and his accession to the 1954
constitutional clause on regional autonomy as "obliterating the essence
of the dictatorship of the pr~letariat."~
His appeal for prudence and
circumspection in the redistribution of the land and the reform of
customs and manners was now seen as "suppression of the revolutionary demands of the national minorities for liberation" and his appeal
for peaceful reform as "obliteration of the class s t r ~ g g l e . " ~
A draft of the party constitution circulated in Shanghai on behalf of
the "masses of Shanghai" in 1968 stated:
The old p~.~-.-cnnstituti9n
stresses only the special characteristics
of the nationalities and the conducting of social reforms, according to their own wishes, but not the party's leadership and the
socialist revolution. It says, "the development of many national
minorities has been restricted" and "the party must make a special
effort to improve the position of the various national minorities.
By emphasizing nationalism to the exclusion of patriotism and internationalism, it in reality creates national schisms. The broad
revolutionary masses maintain that the following directive from
7 9
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Chairman Mao should be stressed in the new party constitution of the
Ninth Congress: "National struggle is, in the final analysis, a question of class struggle." The unity of all nationalities on the basis of
the thought of Chairman Mao Zedong and on the socialist road
should be ~tressed.~

:/ The concept that minorities and their territories were distinctive was
again rejected, and all agencies for the minorities (nationality commissions, institutes, schools, etc .) were disbanded. All special privileges
/
for members of national minorities were eliminated: henceforth, they
were to be treated the same as the Han. This was justified by claiming
that special treatment would keep the minorities from being assimilated
into Chinese society and would prevent them from participating in the
revolution on an equal footing.
This view was expressed, for example, in the party constitutions that
were adopted at the Ninth (1969), Tenth (1973), and Eleventh (1 977)
Congresses of the CCP. The paragraph of the 1956 constitution which
dealt with the minorities1° was expunged. The minorities were no
longer even mentioned except peripherally (as in the constitution of the
Eleventh Party Congress).

Nationality policy
The Cultural Revolution made extensive revisions in the policies concerning national minorities.
1. It was denied (mainly by the "ultraleft" forces) that China was a
multinational country, and declared that the nationality issue was settled and that the nationality policy was no longer needed. l 2
2. The minorities and their territories were no longer to be labeled
"special" or "backward, ' ' l 3 and no special economic policy was to be
pursued for these regions. (A main charge against Liu Shaoqi, condemned in the Cultural Revolution, was that he had spoken of the
"special features of the minority regions' ' and their ' 'backwardness,
and had demanded special treatment to deal with the specific conditions in these regions.I4) Traditional products for the minorities
were no longer produced or grown,15 and cultural traditions were
denied through such pronouncements as: "They should live in houses
instead of tents, wear normal clothes instead of their costumes, pigtails
7 1
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instead of turbans, and they should eat and drink in mess hall^."^^
3. The policy of national regional autonomy was condemned as
creating "independent regions" and "dividing the nation, " and the
autonomous units were dissolved in many places (such as the Xishuangbanna Autonomous Prefecture of the Dai). l 7 Autonomy ceased
to exist,I8 and even special financial allowances by the central government were stopped. 19)
4. Natural resources of the minority regions were destroyed by a
mistaken economic policy that ordered, for example, that certain types
of rice be planted regardless of the area's special agricultural conditions. Arable land and pasture were destroyed and forests chopped
down, upsetting the ecological balance in many regions and causing
desertification, the drying up of water sources, and soil erosion. 20 In
areas that had traditionally raised livestock, the minorities were forced
to destroy their pastures, plant grain, and become farmers, which led to
a drastic decrease in livestock (see chapter 6). Outside sources of
income of the peasants (secondary occupations of families, private
plots of land, private livestock, free markets) were restricted or abolished. Intense poverty overtook many minority territories, and some of
them even fell below the level of 1949.2 1
,' 5 . Languages and scripts, customs and manners, were condemned
as backward, and an attempt was made to abolish them officially.22The
manners and customs were termed the "Four Old Things" (si jiu: old
thinking, old culture, old morality, and old customs) and as such were a
prime target of the "smashing. "23 Traditional holidays of the minorities were forbidden, and those who celebrated them were often arrested as "counterrevolutionaries. ' ' 2 4 Minorities were not allowed to wear
their national costumes in some places, and selling specialty goods for
minorities was outlawed. Factories that made minority products were
shut down, and skilled craftsmen were labeled "bourgeois authorities."25 In many places minorities were forced to abandon their religious traditions (see chapter 7): .
Of the written scripts, only five were allowed (Mongolian, Tibetan,
.~~
Uygur, Kazak, and Korean), but even their use was r e ~ t r i c t e dOnly
Chinese was to be spoken at meetings,27and in many places it was a
('misdemeanor" to use one's native language. 28 The presses of nationality publications were also closed, and newspapers and radio broadcasts in minority languages ceased.
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6. Almost all schools and colleges for minorities were disbanded.
The nationalities institutes were viewed as "hothouses for budding
revisionists," and it was determined that their "historical missionu
had been a c c o m ~ l i s h e dIn
. ~many
~
minority regions only Han-and no
local language-was the language of instruction in the schools. The
number of individuals belonging to minorities who could attend college
dropped, and the illiteracy rate increased.30
7. Minority cadres were designated b'culturally inferior" and *'sinister pullers of the strings of the tribal chieftains." They were said to
lack proficiency, to have difficulty organizing activities, etc. Many
times, minority cadres were replaced by Han cadres, and their training
and advanced education were dis~ontinued.~'
8. The health practices of the minorities were strictly curtailed as
"superstitious. ' ' Their traditional medicine, very advanced in some
respects, was called "unscientific, feudal, and backward. " Thus, there
was a lack of traditional physicians and medics, the principal health
providers in these regions. 32
9. Minority songs, dance, films, folk songs, operas, and the like
were called ' 'feudal, capitalist, revisionist, poisonous weeds. ' * For the
most part, they were prohibited or "experimentally cleansed," that is,
adapted to Han taste.33The traditional song fests of the minorities in
southwest China were also prohibited. 34 As for literature, no minority
writer dared write anything during the Cultural Revolution; most writers were persecuted and their writings banned. 's
The list of prohibitions and indignities goes on and on. In conversations and visits to the scene, or in discussions with members of national
minorities, the lingering effects remain evident. For example, in Inner
Mongolia, it was said that the Cultural Revolution had claimed more
lives among the Mongols than the massacres of the famed "Slayer of
Mongols" (a famous Han general) of the Ming dynasty. According to
the indictment against the Gang of Four, 346,000 persons in the
Autonomous Region of Inner Mongolia were wrongfully accused and
persecuted under the pretext of having formed a so-called "Revolutionary People's Party of Inner Mongolia"; these persecutions claimed
16,222 lives.36Because this fictitious party was theoretically pursuing
separatist goals, allegedly led by the Mongol Ulanhu (since then rehabilitated, deceased in 1988), and because the "unity between the nationalities had been undermined" by this affair,37those persecuted

28

CHINA AND ITS NATIONAL MINORITIES

must have been almost exclusively Mongols. If the Mongolian component of the population of Inner Mongolia was 1.45 million in 1965,
then more than 20 percent of the Mongolian population there was
persecuted in connection with this affair, and more than 1 percent
killed. In addition, the area of the Autonomous Region of Inner Mongolia was reduced by nearly half in 1969 and 1970 (the official reason
being that it was necessary as a security measure vis-a-vis the Soviet
Union); the region was not restored to its original form until 1979.
An exhibit of clothing and ornaments of the Li nationality in Beijing
(1980) displayed chests of fabric shreds and shattered ornaments that
had been destroyed during the Cultural Revolution by the Red Guards.
In Jinghong, the capital city of the Xishuangbanna Autonomous Prefecture of the Dai, in 1978 not a single book in the Dai script could be
found in the bookshops, nor was the Dai language or script taught at the
teacher training college of Jinghong. Furthermore, the library of the
college had neither books nor periodicals in Dai.

The outcome of the Cultural Revolution
Today, it is actually admitted by the CCP that a "fascist dictatorship
was exercised over the national minorities, " a "feudal, fascist, reactionary nationality policy" had been carried out, and a policy of
"forced assimilation" had been pursued.38AS early as 1980 the newspaper Minzu tuanjie wrote that the principle of equality of the nationalities was not being observed, and that the minorities had suffered insults
and considerable discrimination in jobs and education. Their dress and
holidays had been sharply supervised and restricted, t ~ education
e
and
promotion of minority workers were reined in, state funds for the
economy and culture of the minority regions were simply used for other
purposes by the executive agencies, the scripts and languages were
outlawed and no longer used, and no attention was given to the development of the respective regions or their economy in the exploitation of
raw materials. Pastures, forests, and mineral deposits were in many
cases ruined. The higher authorities cared little about the living conditions, product ion, culture, education, or health of these regions. 39
Little wonder that faith in the CCP has been shaken,40or that the
relations among the nationalities are "tense. "41
The constitution of 1975 curtailed all rights of the nationalities and
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in their place made class struggle its objective. Stricken from the constitution were the prohibition of prejudice and discrimination against
members of ethnic minorities; the freedom to preserve or reform languages and scripts, manners and customs; the right of regional autonomy; the specific pronouncements on the right of self government and
the agencies of self government. It was proclaimed:
The higher state organs must guarantee the autonomous organs of all
regions with national autonomy the full exercise of this autonomy
and should actively support all national minorities in the socialist
revolution and the construction of socialism.42
This bland statement left the nature of autonomy completely open and
allowed arbitrary interpretation. Not only was support to be rendered
to the minorities in the "socialist revolution" and in the "construction
of socialism," but also any demand which the higher authorities
thought contradicted this end (such as tailoring the development of the
economy to the minority region characteristics, preservation of manners and customs, etc.) could be rejected on the basis of this clause. At
the same time, the right of a defendant to use the language and script of
his nationality in court was repealed; from now on, cases could only be
heard in the Han language and the Han script, whether or not the
d fendant could understand the proceedings.
?Humiliation, insults, oppression, and an attempt at forced assimilation; destruction of the ecological equilibrium and ruinous exploitation; economic plundering of the minority regions: these were the
consequences of the Cultural Revolution for the national minorities and
their regions>lt is no wonder that relations between the Han and
minorities remain embittered in many places; it will take much time to
heal these wounds.

3
Nationality and Ethnic Identification:
Recognition as a Minority

The 1982 population census showed that the nationality identity of
800,000 persons (1.2 percent of all minority members) had not yet been
definitively classified. A1though this figure seems relatively small, it
does bring up the question of how the term "nationality" is actually
defined in China and why, after four decades of the People's Republic,
800,000 persons still have no official nationality.

The Chinese concept of "nationality"

ll

As noted in chapter the Chinese language has never distinguished
among peoples, nation ,-nationality, and ethnos. All these entities are
lumped together under the single term ' 'rninzu. ' ' This causes definition
problems, especially since many different peoples, ethnic groups,
tribes, etc., in various stages of development and periods of history all
fall under this term. It is only since the early 1980s that Chinese social
scientists have been laboring to give this term a more precise definition:'$
Since the fifties, Chinese scholars have routinely referred to the
definition of nationality given in the Marxist-Leninist literature, which
Stalin first formulated in 1914 in his monograph Marxism and the
National Question :
A nation is a historically formed stable community of people arising

on the basis of common language, common territory, common economic life, and a typical cast of mind manifested in a common
culture.
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In the early sixties, there was a debate taking place in the USSR
this Stalinist concept of nation, as this conneither corresponded to
present realities in the developing countries nor helped to redefine
nationality relations in the Soviet Union.' But this discussion was
curtailed in 1968 under pressure from the party leadership. The periodical Voprosy istorii s~mmedup the results in 1970 by noting that
". . . the definition of nation formulated by I. W. Sralin sums up
everything that Marx, Engels, and Lenin have said on the question of its
essence and principal characteristics. "
But Stalin's definition is not as dogmatically applied in Chna as it is
in the Soviet Union. A debate in China on Stalin's definition has been
unfolding in the wake of China's liberalization after 1979. Very few
scholars have taken the position that Stalin's definition was "definitive
and undisputable" for "all" nationalities.ti Instead, the majority of
Chinese experts agree that Stalin's definition had its origins in European conditions and referred specifically to capitalist societies. But different opinions arise as to whether it might nonetheless serve as a
guideline for determining nationality in China.'
Chinese conditions do not easily incorporate the Stalinist concept.
Among the reasons for this are:
1. Lack of common language. In China there are minorities who
speak Chinese-for example, the Manchus, who headed the last imperial dynasty from 1644 to 191l , and who became largely sinicized
during the course of their rule over China; and the Hui, a Chinesespeaking Islamic minority. In the case of other rninorit ies, one segment
of a minority may speak differently from another-some of the Yugur,
who are probably descendants of the Huns, speak a Turkish language,
while the others speak a Mongolian one;8 the Jingpo also speak a
variety of languages, some of which are totally unlike the other^.^
< & ~ a c kof common territory. For historical reasons, some segments
of minorities live in different regions, in some cases quite far from one
another. For example, the Hui are scattered over the entire country;
there are Manchus in many cities in north and central China; the
Mongols inhabit the north, northwest, east, and southwest of China.
Often several nationalities live in the same village, township, or county
("mixed territories"). In these cases, there is no common territory of
only one nationality./
3. Lack of a common economic life. In regions where nationalities
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have lived in close proximity for centuries, a unified economic life has
evolved for several nationalities, with common marketplaces and economic centers.
4. Lack of a common culture. The influence of the major nationalities on the minor ones is considerable in mixed territories. In addition,
the Han culture for centuries has exerted its influence on many minorities who by now in many cases are partly sinicized.
The application of Stalin's criteria to ethnic minorities in China
therefore seems absurd, especially in view of his affirmation that if just
one of these characteristics is lacking, there can be no talk of a nation.
Then why do Chinese scholars continue to refer to Stalin? Common
language, common territory, and common culture are decisive criteria,
but they are not sufficient, as a glance at Chinese conditions will show.
Thus Stalin's criteria are employed "flexibly" (i.e., adapted td Chinese conditions) along with another characteristic, namely "self-consciousness"-the idea that an ethnic group see itself as an independent
nationality. lo
For ethnic identification we use Marxist categories. But we do not
only proceed from history, economics, habits and customs, language, cast of mind, and historical development, we also of course
respect the national will of the nationality concerned. On the other
hand, a people cannot be categorized as an independent nationality if
the national will is at variance with scientific knowledge.ll
-Beyond that, it is said that two principal factors must be taken into
account in classification: the scientific basis, and the will of the community. l 2
Interestingly, the Chinese apply a criterion that the Austrian Social
Democrat Otto Bauer put forth in 1924, but that Stalin vehemently
rejected: national consciousness. Bauer defined this consciousness as
follows:
Seen in isolation, national consciousness is nothing more than the
knowledge that I have certain characteristic features, physical properties, certain cultural goods, specific aspirations, in common with
my ethnic comrades, and that in this respect I differ from those
people who belong to other nations, and this gives theoretical depth
to the knowledge that I am a part of the same history as they.13
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The debate over the definition of nation and Stalin's criteria continues. An article in the periodical Guizhou minzu yznjiu proposed that,
for the purpose of determining nationality in China, two or three of
Stalin's criteria could easily be omitted. But the "specific cast of
mind, " which would include the concept of the people's own will and
national self-conception, should not be one of those omitted. This
applies particularly to such nationalities as the Manchu or the Hui who
use both the Han language and writing, did not inhabit a common
territory, and had no common economic life, but who nevertheless are
refognized as independent nationalities. l4
An article in hnnan shehui kexue proposes the following modificati ns to Stalin's definition:

b

A nation is a historically evolved stable community of human beings,

born on the basis of common language, common territory, common
economic life, and common national consciousness, and national
sentiment.
Whereas Stalin 's definition applied only to "modern peoples, " the
latter one is universal. This definition, however, not only omits the
criterion of common culture but also is unable to explain why the
Manchu and Hui are independent nationalities.
shows that while,
The Chinese discussion on the concept of
on the one hand, the Stalinist definition still has a hold, on the other
hand, it is difficult to apply to Chinese circumstances. As in the Soviet
Union, Chinese scholars are confronted with the dilemma that a real
universal definition has yet to be found for modern nations and nationalities. l6 But unlike in the Soviet Union, in China a consensus has been
reached that scientific criteria are not sufficient for a definitive classification of an ethnic group as an independent nationality, that in add it ion
the opinion of the members of such a group carries just as much
weight. '7 Thus the Miao on Hainan Island, who from a scientific point
of view are not Miao but Yao, are classified as Miao because the ethnic
oup insisted upon it.
The Hui are also an independent nationality although they are not
ethnically and linguistically from the Han and are dispersed throughout China. In their case, religion (Islam) is the sole
common ethnic denominator.
Chinese scholars vehemently dispute
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that religion can be in any respect a criterion for nationality.

Problems of ethnic identification in the 1950s
Sun Yat-sen, the founder of the Republic of China, recognized China
merely as a "republic of five nationalities" in the twenties. Later the
Guomindang government simply denied the existence of ethnic minorities, regarding them rather as "branches of the Han," which made
ethnic identification and classification impossible.
Since no one knew exactly how many different ationalities lived in
China, in the early fifties the new government began to investigate.
Four-hundred ethnic groups responded to an initial call for registration of national minorities. However, the studies showed that a large
number of those who claimed to be separate nationalities were actually
members of the same group, that other different groups belonged to the
same nationality but used different names, and still others were Han
who for historical reasons had no clear identity of their or'gins.
Detailed studies and field research were initiated in 1953 By 1957,
fifty-four ethnic groups were recognized as independent nationalities
(the Jinuo were recognized in 1979, making fifty-five). The official
recognition was granted to the nationalities by the Chinese State
Council. ",
When they began the work of ethnic identification, the Chinese
authorities and scholars were faced with the following classification
problems:
-Han Chinese who had migrated into minority regions and whose
descendants retained some Han language and cultural characteristics
were uncertain of their nationality. They therefore registered under
names that the native inhabitants had given them.
-Different Han groups migrated into the same minority region at
different times. The earlier groups, long cut off from other Han,
differed from the later groups in language and manners, and in some
cases were discriminated against by the latter. The descendants of the
earlier groups therefore demanded definition as their own ethnic minority.
-Some minorities had been torn apart over the course of history and
were scattered in colonies among the Han. They had been strongly
influenced by Han culture, their language had changed, they had discarded many of their national characteristics-yet they were discrimi-
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nated against by the Han. Therefore they lived in their own communities, and regarded themselves as a nationality.
-Segments of a nationality had separated from the rest and migrated
to other parts of the country. Although they had by and large retained
the language, customs, and usages as well as historical legends of the
original nationality, they had assumed new names in their new locations and registered under these names after 1949.
-Sometimes, segments of a nationality lived in different regions,
formed numerous independent communities, and displayed considerable differences (as well as some similarities) with regard to both
language and culture. These splintered groups nevertheless were
known by the same name and regarded themselves as the same nationality. l 8
-Segments of a nationality were spread out over diverse regions
and had adopted the culture and the life style of their neighboring
nationality. They continued, however, to speak their original language
and were known by the same name among other nationalities, and in
fact considered themselves one nationality.

Case study: the Chuanqing
In identifying a nationality in China, two basic determinations had to be
made: (1) whether the group was a national minority or a part of the
Han nationality; and (2) if an ethnic minority, did it constitute an
independent nationality or only part of such a nationality.
The case of the Chuanqing in the province of Guizh is a good
example of the complexity of the issue of nationality.
Chuanqing means "clad in black," which was the way they were
distinguished from another group, the Chuanlan ("clad in blue"). (For
simplicity's sake, we shall refer to them in this discussion as the
"Blacks" and the "Blues.") In 1950 the Blacks, totaling about
200,000 persons, applied for recognition as a national minority, based
on the following:
-their original language differed from that of the local Han population;
-the majority of them lived in their own compact communities in
the countryside;
-they differed from the local Han in religious belief and in manners
and customs; and
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-their women wore clothing different from Han women, had different hairstyles, did not bind their feet, and were not borne on a sedan
chair at their wedding, as the Han were.
The Blacks were discriminated against by the Blues, and not infrequently conflicts arose between the two. After the founding of the
People's Republic, almost all the Blues registered as Han. The Blacks
applied for recognition as a national minority so that they not only
would receive preferential treatment from the government but also
would be protected from discrimination by the Blues.
The other ethnic minorities in this region did not regard the Blacks as
a minority but instead as a special group of Han, and called them the
"poor Han' ' or "rustic Han. It seemed that the Blacks, however, did
have some factors in their language, area of settlement, economic life,
and behavior to certify them as a national minority.
First, scholars investigated the Blacks' language. They found that a
small number of them still spoke the "old dialect," while others used
the Han language with an accent peculiar to the Guizhou province. An
analysis of the old dialect showed a total identity with the Han language
and no affinity to the languages of other nationalities. It was determined that the Blacks spoke a dialect that had its roots in the provinces
of Jiangxi, Hunan, and Hubei. They presumably spoke this dialect
when they first came to Guizhou, and subsequently adopted the local
dialect only in the previous fifty to sixty years.
This linguistic analysis, however, was not in itself sufficient to
warrant the conclusion that the Blacks belonged to the Han nationality,
since groups who speak the same language may easily belong to different nationalities. But the analysis also gave a clue to the origin of the
Blacks: it indicated that they had come from neighboring provinces as
documented by family genealogies, tomb inscriptions, markings on
historical relics, local chronicles, and popular legend.
Thus the next step was to investigate the history of the Blacks. In
1381, the emperor who had founded the Ming dynasty sent troops to the
south to destroy the remaining forces of the Yuan dynasty. On their way
through the province of Guizhou, occupation troops were left behind to
cultivate the land. Next came other Han who migrated from the interior, including those from the province of Jiangxi who were forced
laborers in the army. These laborers settled in what is today Qingzhen,
a region bordering on an area inhabited by the Yi. They and their
families were called "civilian households," to distinguish them from
"
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the privileged "army households"; the army households were allotted
land by the government authorities, but the civilian households had to
lease land from the Yi, and so became tenant farmers. Although these
immigrants had a relatively low social status, the proximity of the Han
army enabled them to remain as communities separate from the Yi, and
since they were economically and culturally more advanced than the
Yi, they were not assimilated by the latter.
The history of the Blues was also investigated. The Blues came to
Guizhou at about the same time as the Blacks. They were mostly
merchants and were concentrated primarily in the cities and market
centers. They had a higher political and economic status than the
Blacks and were contemptuous of the Black tenant farmers.
Although the two Han groups forged an alliance in the early struggles against the Yi chieftains, the Blues gained the upper hand as the
feudal economy evolved. The expansion of the nationwide market in
China around the turn of the century undermined the self-sufficiency of
the local economy. Modern trade was monopolized by the Blues. The
Blacks remained economically weak and were discriminated against,
which led to frequent armed clashes between the two groups. As the
economy developed, the Blacks who had lived by themselves began to
nurture closer contacts with the Han. Their specific manners and customs thus had been steadily receding over the last fifty to sixty years as
they became assimilated by the Han.
The scholars thus concluded that the Blacks were Han who neither
had dissolved their bonds to the maternal nationality nor had developed
their own nationality. They had their peculiarities, but they did not
have the characteristics of an independent nationality. l9

Current problems of ethnic identification
The task of ethnic identification has still not been completed. A major reason for this is that since the late fifties the work has been
dealt with rather dilatorily, and was even totally abandoned during
the Cultural Revolution. In the late seventies, however, representatives of some ethnic groups called attention to this still unresolved
problem, and the work was subsequently resumed. Encouraged by the
political thaw, many groups whose recognition as independent nationalities had been rejected in the fifties re-petitioned for recognition; eighty groups totalling over 900,000 persons petitioned in the
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province of Guizhou alone,20 including the Chuanqing.
Most of the applicants are smaller ethnic groups. These include:
-the "Pingwu-Tibetans" in the border region between Sichuan and
Gansu, numbering a few thousand;21
-the Deng, a group of about 20,000 (1982) who live on the ChineseIndian border; 2 2
-the Laji, who numbered about 1,500 in 1982, from the Maguan
district in Y ~ n n a n ; ~ '
-the Khmu, who are also in Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam, and who
totaled about 2,100 in 1982;24
-the Mangren, who in 1982 amounted to 500 persons in four villages;
-the Hu, who in 1982 comprised 2,000 persons in the Autonomous
Prefecture of Xishuangbanna of the Dai in the province of Y ~ n n a n ; ~ ~
-about 25,000 Kucongs, stone-age hunters and gatherers who were
first "discovered" in the 1950s in the forests of Y ~ n n a n and
;~~
-the Sherpas in Tibet, about 400 persons, who emigrated from
Nepal about 300 years ago.27
Not all groups applied for recognition as nationalities by the time of
the census in 1982. The Thins, for example, live in the Ili Autonomous
Prefecture of the Kazak (Xinjiang Autonomous Region of the Uygur) in
the Altai mountains on the Soviet border. In 1979, there were 166,000
lhvin living in the Soviet Union. One hundred years ago, however, the
members of this nationality living in China officially declared themselves Mongolians to avoid oppression by the then-ruling Qing dynasty,
and to enjoy the favored status of the Mongolians, who were allies of
the Manchurian court. In the 1982 population census the 2,600 Tbvins
living in China were designated Mongolian and were so registered. At
the time, scholars took note of the fact that this group spoke Mongolian
with outsiders and had adopted many of the manners and customs of the
surrounding Mongolian tribes, but spoke their own lbrkic language
among themselves. 2a
The population census discovered numerous new groups in other
regions; in other cases, persons who had previously been classified as
Han or another nationality applied for recognition as an ethnic minority. For instance:
-In the Hetian region in the south of the Xinjiang Autonomous
Region, a village was found several days' ride into the desert whose
inhabitants had hitherto been classified as Uygur, yet did not speak the
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Uygur language. They used an Iranian language, which originally had
been spoken by a people who had ruled over that region between the
seventh and tenth centuries, but who later had been conquered and
reduced to ruin in 1006 by the Islamic Kingdom of Kashgar."
-In Yongdeng county (Gansu province), a village was found inhabited by 444 persons who were presumably gypsies.'O
-In Yongtai county of Fujian, a group applied for recognition as
Hui, although its members were no longer Moslem. They declared that
they had previously been Hui during the Qing dynasty (1 644- 191 1),
but had been forced to abandon their faith. Although they had been
gradually assimilated, they still retained a few of the Hui traditions,
such as eating no pork for three days after the burial of h n .
-More than 2,000 Jews applied for recognition as an independent
nationality, although both Chinese and Western scholars observed early
in this century that Judaism was extinct in China. The application may
very well have been made more for opportunist reasons (preference in
admission examinations, hiring, and promotion on the basis of nationality status) than for reasons of actual group membership, since this
group neither professes the Jewish faith nor do its members differ
outwardly from the other Han Chinese." In this case the Chinese
government rejected recognition as a minority because of the "external
political explosiveness" of the issue.
Chinese nationality policy in recent years has been more flexible
with regard to naming minorities. Although discriminatory appellations for minorities (e.g .,Luoluo with the pictograph ' 'dog, * ' or ' 'pig' '
for the Yi) were permanently abolished by legislative decree in 195 1,32
most of the current names were fixed by the Han, and in many cases
were adopted Han terms (the Yi call themselves Nuosu, but are called
the Yi by the Han Chinese).
In recent years the minorities have been permitted more and more to
determine the official names they go by. For example, the Benglong (a
group of about 13,000 persons in the southwestern Chinese province of
Yunnan) since 1985 are no longer known as "Benglong" but rather as
' 'Deang ," their term for themselves.33
The general liberalization that has ensued in the wake of reform is
also reflected in the more flexible approach to granting the status of a
minority. It is hoped that the discussion on this question will not be cut
short, but will instead lead to a redefinition of the term that can then be
further debated.

Autonomy and the Right to
Self-Administration on Trial

The Chinese call the policy of regional autonomy the nucleus of their
minority policy. Let us therefore examine the theoretical and practical
aspects of this policy.

What does autonomy mean?
r

Minorities have enjoyed an autonomy (zizhi) defined by territory and
hationality since the fifties. At that time, regions inhabited by one or
several minorities were united into a single administrative unit (be it
autonomous region, autonomous prefecture, autonomous county, or
autonomous township) and bodies of self-administration were established. In 1989, there existed 141 areas with regional national autonomy (five autonomous regions at the provincial level: Inner Mongolia,
Xinjiang of the Uygur, Guangxi of the Zhuang, Tibet, and Ningxia of
the Hui; 31 autonomous prefectures and 105 autonomous counties or
banners, as they are called in Inner Mongolia). In the same years there
were also nearly 3,000 nationality townships. Together, the autonomous administrative regions in 1987 covered a total area of 6.1 million
square kilometers (64 percent of the area of the country) and comprised
a population of 142.5 million people, including inore than 62.5 million
qembers of national minorities
i~utonom
does
~ not mean tha these regions have the right to secede
from the sovereign territory of the People's Republic of China, but it
does mean that, under the "direction of higher authorities,'' they enjoy
certain special rights over other administrative units. In these regions,
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the language(s) and writing(s) of the region's autonomous nationality
(or nationalities) should be used; administration must (or should) be in
the hands of functionaries from the minority population; the regions
can promulgate their own laws and regulations, draw up their own
production plans (within the bounds of the central state plan), and
choose their own path of economic and cultural development (within
the lines of the constitution). Furthermore, the autonomous regions can
administer local finances themselves (within the framework of financial
planning for the state as a whole), and can have their own local security
forces ).
A few basic rights were established for minorities by edict in the
fi ies that concerned the practical implementation of regional autonomy, protect ion of the rights of dispersed minorities, financial rights,
equal rights for all nationalities, e t ~But
. ~since the 1954 constitution
did not provide sufficient constitutional guarantee for these rights,j
they basically did not exist. The periods of political radicalism (the
Great Leap Forward, the Cultural Revolution) demonstrated that the
general policy being pursued was one of assimilating minorities, with
the intensity depending on the political climate. This policy, coupled
with the effects of the Cultural Revolution, gave rise to considerable
unrest in the minority regions. Adding to this, the 1978 constitution did
not even grant minorities the rights that they had been given under the
1954 constitution)
The minorities' discontent erupted at the third session of the National People's Congress (the Chinese parliament) in September 1980,
when heavy criticisms, proposals, and demands from minority delegates were for the first time presented to the public in the daily press.4
These concessions must be seen from the perspective that the minorities have effectively enjoyed no more than mere paper autonomy
since the fifties. A Li representative from the island of Hainan larnented the uncertainty that had hitherto reigned about minorities' legal
status:

k

There were laws for national minorities as early as the fifties. But in
1958 they were criticized and the Autonomous Prefecture of Hainan
of the Li and Miao was dissolved. In 1962 it was reinstated. In 1966 it
was once again declared that autonomous regions were no longer
necessary. Later the autonomous prefecture was once more reinstat-
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ed. Today a party secretary comes and abolishes it, tomorrow comes
another one and restores it again. Often the autonomous region and
its development depend on the attitude of this or that leader or this or
that course.
On top of this, when the province of Hainan was established in 1988,
the Autonomous Prefecture of the Li and Miao was dissolved once
again.
(The Chinese leadership became aware of the threat lurking under
the surface of minority discontent. In 1981, a Han Chinese official in
Xinjiang complained that the Uygur would tell him repeatedly: "What
difference does it make to us if the Russians come. They'll cut off the
heads of the Han, not oursv-a sign of how much some members of
ethnic minorities had already become alienated from the Han.)
In 1980, minority representatives demanded an immediate realization and extension of regional autonomy in all domains. At the center of the discussion was the question of legal guarantees for, and the
rights to, self-administratio se he 1982 constitution upgraded the role
of minorities and in general ave them more rights then they had ever
had before& At the same time the Chinese leadership promised that the
relevant paragraphs in the constitution would be set down in legislation7 to cover the minorities' economic and cultural development as
well as to provide broad powers of self-determination over natural
resources and development (albeit within the Chinese constitution).
The subsequent "law of regional autonomy of the nationalities of the
People's Republic of China" of 1984, based on the corresponding
articles of the 1982 constitution, serves as a guideline for all legislation for ethnic min~rities.~
Compared to other regulations since
1949, the new law provides distinctly broader rights of self-administration, and defines more specifically the functions and rights of
certain administrative bodies, as well as outlines the interrelations
between bodies of self-administration and higher authorities of the
state. Leading officials must now be members of the nationality (nationalities) exercising autonomy (Table 4.1 shows the proportion of
minority population in units' population); resolutions and instructions
from higher political organs that do not take into consideration the
conditions in an autonomous unit need not unconditionally be imple-

5

AUTONOMY ON TRIAL

43

mented. The autonomous units receive broader rights-for regional
~lanning, economic development, protect ion, and administrat ion of
their resources, foreign trade, the financial and tax sectors, education,
health, etc.-than do other areas. As for relations between the autonomous unit and the state, the state is committed to provide support and
assistance.
The Communist Party of China considers a set of legal instruments
sufficient protection for the rights of minorities. But Chinese experience has shown that during periods of ideological and political radicalization, laws and legal decrees quickly lose their force. The "laws"
therefore offer no legal security, at least as long as the Communist
Party stands above the law. The events of the spring of 1989 exemplified that fundamental changes in the field of law are not possible
without fundamental changes in the political system. All previous pronouncements that no one-including a party leader or the party itselfwould be considered above the law were proven to be just empty
The autonomy law of 1984 is the most far-reaching legislation to
rights of ethnic minorities. Autonomous units are empowered to enact laws that give legislative guarantees for minorities' customs and traditions, edcucation, language and writing, marriage laws,
etc. The law represents an official upgrading of minorities, their autonomy, and their self-administrative bodies. However, at its core the law
is subject to the power monopoly of the Communist Party. If this
monopoly cannot be broken, then real autonomy is not possible, and
every attempt by a nationality to attain more independence will be
considered an attack and thus will be suppressedg~orthat reason.
laws are ineffectual because they remain subordinate to the party's
claim for political power, and thereby leave the minority population
subject to the despotism and arbitrary wills of authorities and functionaries.
Formally, the 1984 law grants the autonomous units more rights. But
evaluation of the law reveals that the clauses are formulated in such
general terms that the law is ineffectual without supplemental and
substantial legislation. They may provide guidelines for future legislative regulations, but for now their legislative bark is stronger than their
bite.
C

Table 4.1

Proportion of Ethnic Minorities in Autonomous Administrative Units
In autonomous administrative units of each region
(1987)

(1985)

Region

Total
population

Ethnic
minority
population

135,477,100

58,528,700

Percentage

Total
population

Ethnic
minorrty
population

43.2

142,466,500

62,525,800

Hebei
Inner Mongolia
Liaoning
Jilin
Heilongjiang
Zhejiang
Hubei
Hunan
Guangdong
Guangxi
Sichuan
Guizhou
Yunnan
Tibet
Gansu
Qinghai
Ningxia
Xinjiang
Total

Source: Zllongguo rongji nianjian (1986). p. 79, and idem (1988), p. 84.

Percentage
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Autonomy and economic development
The minority regions are among the poorest and least-developed regions in China, primarily for historical reasons. A major portion of the
peoples in these regions were driven back into desolate and inhospitable
regions by the Han and isolated themselves so as not to be ovemn by
the steadily growing, land-poor Han population.
The development policy of the sixties and seventies, in itself a
complete failure, failed to bring the envisaged progress to these areas.
The central government is currently making an effort to "develop" the
minority regions, but the minorities themselves view this with mixed
feelings. While the minorities desire progress and modernization, at
the same time they are apprehensive of the consequences of such
progress.
At present there is a high level of anxiety in many minority regions
about the economic "opening" of these regions. lo Considerable fear
still remains that the minorities and their regions might suffer major
harm, find their resources plundered, and see their national and cultural identities lost. The Uygur complain of the influx of innumerable Han
to develop the deposits of raw material in that region; Xinjiang and
Inner Mongolia have seen demonstrations during the last few years
against the population influx and ecological destruction by factories or
individuals from the Han regions. This indicates an undercurrent of
unrest among many minorities. The rebellions in Tibet in the last few
years and the separatist tendencies in Xinjiangl1are a further sign that
the discontent is increasing in minority regions.
While the state and the larger minorities have a legitimate interest in
developing the minority regions and in utilizing their resources, the
minorities are apprehensive of being inundated by the Han. Some of the
smaller groups would like to remain isolated, preserving their traditional way of life. The Han Chinese complaint that a "commodity
economy" has not developed in these areas and that the inhabitants are
not interested in "production for the market'' has little impact on these
peoples. Progress is therefore often rigorously imposed from above, in
some cases with the help of minority functionaries. It is true that the
higher authorities show little indulgence when matters of economic
development are concerned. Regional and local authorities have only a
slight comprehension of minorities' interests in preserving their cul-
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ture, lifestyle, and traditions. Thus there is a risk that the cultures of
minor ethnic groups, who are unable to defend themselves, will be
destroyed-something that scarcely anyone considered when these territories were opened up.
The lower administrative levels (provinces, prefectures, enterprises), however, acquired broader decision-malung powers under the
economic reform after 1979. Actual local conditions were to be used as
the initial framework for economic development. Autonomous regions
were permitted to make their own decisions concerning the development and exploitation of their resources, which were to be used to
benefit the local population. The minority regions as well acquired a
greater say in these matters and profited from the general economic
boom of the last few years-for instance, in 1986 the state allocated 8.5
billion yuan for the development of their economies. Despite this, in
1988,29 percent of the minority population did not have adequate food
and clothing, l2 and about 25 percent of the population earning less than
the living wage belonged to ethnic minorities. l 3
The gap between minority and Han regions is growing.I4 Eastern
China, which is already more developed, has better conditions for
economic growth (more integrated infrastructures, proximity to the
coast, relatively well-developed industrial centers, technology, skilled
manpower, etc.). It has the most foreign contacts and receives the lion's
share of aid from Western countries. If the state is unable to guarantee a
broad margin of self-determination to minorities' autonomy in matters
of economic development, while at the same time allowing them to
preserve their cultural identity, nationality conflicts will become more
acute as time goes on.

"Unhealthy" and "healthy" customs
From the 1950s on, a distinction was drawn between "healthy"
and "unhealthy" manners and customs, with "unhealthy" customs
to be abolished and "healthy" ones retained. Since these terms
were never elucidated, intrusion on customs and habits at a local
level became a regular occurrence. The authorities routinely measured local customs against Han Chinese standards. Initiation rites,
love feasts, and youth houses in which unmarried boys and girls
could meet and practice "free love," were regularly prohibited
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because they ran against Han notions of morality.
Customs, manners, and festivities were restored in the early eighties. The constitution states explicitly, "[All nationalities] are free
to retain or to reform their manners and customs."ls In 1986, however, Liangshan boo, the bilingual (Yi and Chinese) newspaper in the
Autonomous Prefecture of Liangshan, reported on the prohibition of
premature-death solemnities for surviving parents.16 In this traditional observance, all the relatives and friends came together bringing gifts, and took part in a common feast lasting several days. The
prohibition was imposed by the regional government on the grounds of
"extravagance," even though the peasants consumed only what was
theirs and used their own money; it is not difficult to imagine
the feelings provoked by this prohibition. Since the local authorities
consider themselves the representatives of local minorities, however,
members of minorities have no chance to defend themselves against
such decisions.
In another instance in 1986, a top official of the State's Nationality
Commission had the showcases on the topic "religion" removed a few
days before the opening of an exhibition on the Li on Hainan Island
because "superstitious things" were being demonstrated. By the next
day, all that was left of the showcase was a photo depicting the prime
minister on a visit to Hainan.
The uncertainty and fear perceptible in attitudes and measures concerning minority customs may derive from the Confucian contempt for
the former "barbarians, " from the fear of possible political missteps,
and from a low level of education, and extends into every level of the
bureaucracy. Thus, a Va cadre dismissed the question about the headhunting formerly practiced by the Va with the exculpation that the
practice had earlier been "forced upon us by the Guomindang of
Chiang Kai-shek. " This illustrates that many minority cadres have no
innate sense of the customs and usages of their nationality, whose
rationale and historical context they do not understand. But the fault
does not lie solely with them: they have been told for decades that their
ethnic customs were backward, offensive, and reactionary.
As long as there are no definitive legal guarantees of the right and
freedom to retain or reform customs and mores, it will always be easy
for some functionary to brand some particular custom "reactionary, ' '
"obscene," or "obstructive of production," and thereby prohibit it. A

Table 4.2

Ethnic Minorities by Level of Education (1982)
Attended

Nationality
Han
Total minorities
Mongolian
Hui
Tibetan
Uygur
Miao
Yi
Zhuang
Bouyei
Korean
Manchu
Dong
Yao
Bai
Tujia
Hani
Kazak
Dai
Li
Lisu
Va
She
Gaoshan
Lahu

Persons
over six
years
old
889,788,266

Students

Completed
university

Upper
secondary
school

Lower
secondary
school

Elementary
school

Illiterate
or
semiliterate

1,609,288

4,427,991

66,529,262

178,197,388

355,346,694

237,720,787

Shui
Dongxiang
Naxi
Jingpo
Kirgiz
Tu
Daur
Mulam
Qiang
Bulang
Salar
Maonan
Gelo
Xi be
Pumi
Achang
Tajik
Nu
Uzbek
Russian
Ewenki
Deang
Bonan
Yugur
Jing
Tatar
Drung
Oroqen
Hezhen
Moinba
Lhoba
Jinuo
Other

237,660
240,999
221,035
76,058
91,726
133,589
80,546
76,900
84,915
48,067
54,830
32,157
44,351
71,924
20.440
16,982
21,620
18,529
10,261
2,643
16,280
10,043
7,997
9,090
11,289
3,359
3,717
3,434
1,255
988
926
10,495
660,883

98
75
335
40
107
230
395
88
130
13
97
46
17
400
9
20
22
7
81
18
76
4
6
19
37
38
6
15
11
1

9
126

204
94
943
100
302
458
1,096
185
171
20
180
114
53
904
36
16
65
45
216
56
129
9
22
37
64
130
15
47
27
15
7
13
358

Source: Zhonggw 1982 nian rcnkou pucha z i l b (1985). pp. 240ff.
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precise specification of which customs should be reformed and which
should not has never been forthcoming; the definitions are too variable,
the interpretations too diverse. And whose standard should be applied?
Surely not that of the Han: criteria such as "to the benefit or in the
interest of the reactionary ruling classes" or 4'obstructiveof the development of the economy and culture" can be interpreted in too many
ways. Autonomous administrative units should be allowed to decide on
these questions themselves and make their own regulations free of
outside interference. These decisions cannot be made by officials (who
are more inclined to decide against a custom rather than for it), but
must rather be the result of open and candid discussion within the
nationality itself.

Problems of the education system
Since a large number of specialized and skilled workers are necessary
for building the economies in the minorities regions, and since skilled
Han workers are reluctant to move to these areas, skilled workers must
be trained from among the local population. However, the standards of
minority education are usually very low (see Table 4.2). "Nationality
schools, " in which the language of the local minority or minorities is
the language of instruction, have been restored or new ones established
in recent years in minority regions. Children from ethnic minorities
may study in these nationality schools at state expense until they complete the upper level of secondary school, which allows them to take
part in the universities' admission examinations. The schools' training
helps to increase the quota of minority students among college and
university students-from 4.2 percent in 1978 to 6.1 percent in 1987but it remains below the proportion of minorities (8.0 percent) in the
total population. l7 The rate of illiteracy of people between the ages of
12 and 50 is, according to official data, about 44.3 percent (as compared to all of China at about 20 percent) and in some places is as high
as 80 percent. l 8
In the upper grades of the nationality schools, however, instruction is
often in Han Chinese because there are only a few textbooks available in
the minority languages (due to shortages of materials and money) and
no local teaching personnel. Functionaries and the narrow stratum of
intellectuals of minority origin actually prefers that their children at-
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tend Han schools and speak Chinese because in institutions of higher
education (with the exception of a few in Xinjiang, Inner Mongolia,
Tibet, and some other regions) Chinese is the language of instruction
just as it is in administrative seats and in the cities. Specialized training
and advanced training therefore require a higher level of competence in
Han language than in a person's own native minority language. This
does not mean that there is no conflict about the lack of training in
ority languages, however.
Minority applicants do have advantages over Han applicants in higher ducation. Many universities have set up courses to help prepare
minority applicants for the examinations, for which their passing grade
is lower than for Han. Eleven Nationalities Institutes (minzu xueyuanspecial universities) offer specialized courses for students from minority regions if they agree to return to their region. Admissi is based on
a uota system of so many persons of each nationality.
Since members of ethnic minorities should be giv n priority in
a ission to institutions of higher learning as well as in hiring and
promotion, Han Chinese have attempted in recent years to register
their children in minority regions through illegal means, including
bribery and connections, and have them declared members of national
minorities. ey also submit falsified proof that their ancestors were
members minorities.19 Thus members of ethnic minorities are not
disadvantaged in higher education; on the contrary, often they are
favored. But as a result of their education in a Han Chinese environment and the Han Chinese language, they become partially sinified A
large number of minority students educated after 1966 have either n or
only very little knowledge of their oral or written language (with the
exception of those from the major groups with full-fledged written
languages such as the Uygur, Tibetans, Mongolians, and Koreans). Ln
Guizhou, a multinationality province, 35 percent of all members of
ethnic minorities no longer speak their original language, but speak
only Han Chinese. 20
There is a danger that the future upper stratum of minorities will no
longer know their own ethnic language and will spurn their own ethnic
group. Culture and language would then continue to exist only in
peasant regions, and would no longer develop. A rise in the level of
education would come to mean an increased assimilation and sinification of the minority populations, and a decreased level of identity for
these people.
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How is autonomy for ethnic minorities
to be assessed?
In China, autonomy means autonomy within a unitary state. The relationship between the central and lower levels is defined by the principle
of "democratic centralism." According to party statutes, this means
subordination of the individual to the organization, subordination of
the minority to the majority, subordination of the lower levels to the
higher levels, and finally subordination of the whole party to the central
comrnittee.*l Because of this, autonomous regions have to adapt to this
overall mion and are not allowed to declare their withdrawal, although
the various nationalities do formally enjoy equality of status. In this
scheme, autonomy is subject to the interest of both the state and the
Communist Party of China. The constitution (which inter alia implies
adherence to the socialist system) and precepts of the state at large are
binding for all nationalities. Within this scope, the nationalities are
theoretically entitled to make their own decisions on development concepts-that is, with approval from above. This approval requirement is
in effect a safeguard against a region or minority in one way or another
pulling out of the union. Thus autonomy is severely restricted from the
very outset.
The autonomy law of 1984 enumerates and demarcates the respective powers and responsibilities of the state and subordinate political
entities. But autonomous administrative entities are subject to other
administrative bodies, which are themselves completely under Han
control because they are subordinate to central bodies in Beijing or to
provinces where the Han are in the majority. This would be less of a
problem if the relations between the state and the autonomous entities
were defined by law and if they functioned in that way. While autonomous regions are directly under the central authorities, intermediate
levels are interposed for autonomous prefectures and counties. In these
instances, a general and enumerative definition of responsibilities
should also be necessary to outline statutory control functions (e.g.,
independent courts to deal with competence disputes between autonomous administrative units and higher level authorities) and political
control functions (e.g., in the party and government organizations).
A greater degree of autonomy also requires a broad separation
between party and state apparatus. As long as the Communist Party can
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claim absolute power, and as long as party instructions can contravene
government decisions at every level as well as laws themselves, a
legal vagueness prevails and autonomy can at any moment be abolished. Thus, a detailed separation of powers among party, state, and
judicial bodies is vital. But, as was shown above. such measures are
purely cosmetic as long as the fundamental character of the political
system does not change. Even small changes in this respect can encounter major resistance withi the party, given the loss of (usually personal) power change entails It is also difficult for local governments of
autonomous units to bre the habit of kowtowing to local party organizations. Thus laws alone are not sufficient to ensure any notable degree
of independence in decision-making. Other supervisory bodies and,
above all, changes in the political and administrative structure of China
are also required.
There remains the touchy question of "the members of ethnic minorities living scattered" throughout the country. Approximately l 1
million members of national minorities (roughly one-sixth of the total)
live outside the autonomous regions in "mixed" regions; another 5.7
million have no autonomy because of their relatively sparse settlement
patterns. Since these 18.7 million enjoy no effective autonomy, it is
doubly difficult for them to lay claim to any rights at all, let alone to
realize them.

i

Development of a Multinational Province:
The Yunnan Case

China's most recent reform and development policy has attracted attention from around the world. Reform measures that break with the rigid
economic model borrowed in the fifties from the Soviet Union are
causing a radical restructuring of the Chinese economy. Greater freedom is being giving to market factors and private initiative, so-called
"Special Economic Zones" have been set up that enjoy special economic conditions, and the door has been opened to foreign capital-all
in the hope that these measures will bring life to the Chinese economy.
However, experience is showing that even though a political program
has been ratified in Beijing , its implementation in the provinces is not
necessarily smooth and problem-free. The following sections illustrate
the practical problems that centrally ratified reforms can cause for the
provinces, using as an example the southwestern, multinational province of Yunnan. Yunnan is one of the poorest provinces of China and,
despite abundant natural resources, is burdened by an unfavorable
terrain and location. A development program tailored specifically to
the region is therefore especially needed here.

The state of economic development of Yunnan
at the end of the 1970s
There are three factors that set Yunnan apart from most of the other
Chinese provinces: it is a border region with a 4,000 km border; it has
94 percent mountains and highlands; and it is host to 24 ethnic minorities that make up about one-third of the population (see Table 5. I).'

Map 5.2. Cultivated Areas, Industrial Localities, and Natural Resources in Yunnan.
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Table 5.1

Yunnan's Natlonal Mlnorlt les (1985)
(total Yunnan population = 34.1 mllllon)
% of total

Han Chinese
YI
Bai
Hani
Zhuang
Dai
Miao
Lisu
Hui
Lahu
Va
Naxi
Yao
Tibetan
Jingpo
Other

Source: hnnan rongji nianjin ( 1987). 26.

Map 5.1 illustrates the distribution of the Han and minorities in the
province.
Abundant natural resources (especially non-ferrous metals), vast
water-power and energy potential, and tropical crops and precious
woods are actually favorable starting conditions for economic development (see Map 5.2). Yet in 1981 Yunnan ranked third lowest among the
provinces in terms of gross industrial and agricultural products, with a
per capita output of 407 yuan (compared with 757 for China as a whole)
(see Figure 5.1). Its per capita agricultural output was only 69.7 percent of the national average, and per capita industrial output was even
lower at 40.3 percent.
The increase in its gross output between 1949 and 1980 was 7.1
percent, also notably under the national average of 9.5 percent. Measured against the national average, Yunnan's share declined in all
economic sectors (see Tables 5.2 and 5.3).*

58

CHINA AND ITS NATIONAL MINORITIES

Figure 5.1. lndustrlallzatlon ot Chinese Adminlstratlve Reglons
(persons employed in Industry per 1000 Inhabitants).
t
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Reasons for the development lag
A review of past growth strategies shows that the party leadership in

Beijing and likewise in Yunnan ordered the implementation of plans
that ignored specific local conditions; one such plan was in the area of
crop cultivation policy.
In the early 1960s, the party leadership called for an increase in grain
cultivation in China, with the original goal to have provinces self-sufficient in grain supply. By the late sixties, however, the rigid application
of this policy had resulted in the concentration the agriculture almost
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Table 5.3

Comparative Figures for Economic Sectors (1985)

Yunnan
Share of population
Per capita output value (industry)
(agriculture)

China

Yunnan's
autonomous
areas

3.26%
368 yuan
233 yuan

838 yuan
438 yuan

195 yuan
234 yuan
429 yuan

Per capita gross output value

849 yuan

1,560 yuan

National income per capita

423 yuan

653 yuan

Cash income of peasants per capita

338 yuan

398 yuan

Per capita labor productivity of stateowned industry

12.789 yuan

15,198 yuan

Share in gross agricultural output value

41.6%

34.3%

54.5%

Share in gross industrial output value

58.4%

65.7%

45.5%

Grain yield per hectare

188 kg

232 kg

Machine-cultivated area
Per capita grain yield

5.9%

35.3%

274 kg

363 kg

271 kg

Per capita cultivated area

0.08 hectare

0.09 hectare

0.09 hectare

Sources: Zhongguo rongji nianjian (1986), pp. 40ff; H t n ~ nrongji nianjian (1986). pp. 6ff.

exclusively on grain, with the consequent abandonment of traditional
crop structures, not infrequently under protest from the local population.
In Yunnan's Xishuangbanna Autonomous Prefecture of the Dai, the
traditional agrarian structures had been in forestry and in raising livestock, fruit, and tropical crops. Slash-and-burn cultivation was and
still is the most widespread form for clearing new areas for crop
cultivation in this prefecture, although few areas needed to be cleared
for cultivation because of the emphasis on forestry. Slash-and-burn
cultivation, however, drains the soil of nutrients so that it is unusable
for years. When the prefecture switched over to grain production,
fields made tillable by slash-and-burn cultivation yielded an average of
135 kg of grain per mu ( = 1/15 ha) in the first year, 65 kg in the second,
50 kg in the third, and only 5 kg in the fourth. Within three years the
soil was completely depleted and new land had to be cleared-with the
same result.
As more and more land was cleared, the forest area shrank drastical-
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ly. Whereas in 1950 Xishuangbanna still was 69 percent forest area, by
1981 it was only 30 percent. Consequently, wood products, which
formerly had been the most important commercial good, became almost total ly unavailable. Soil erosion, the depletion of water sources,
climatic changes, frequent crop diseases, and pests were further consequences of the slash-and-burn c~ltivation.~
In addition to the grave damage caused by this policy, the state crop
cultivation policy also caused agricultural output as a whole to decline.
For instance, in 1957 Yunnan province exported 43,000 tons of grain to
other provinces; by 1977 it had to import 180,000 tons. While the
growth in population played some role in this, the decisive factor was
the abortive economic policy of the 1970s, as the following example
makes evident.
In 1970 the Yunnan party committee decided that 70 percent of the
harvest from the first spring planting had to be a new high-yield rice
variety that had been tested in northern China; 70 percent of the second
spring planting was then to produce wheat. In every district the fulfillment or nonfulfillment of this arbitrarily set target became a question
of "political attitude" toward the policy of "concentrate on the cultivation of heat."^ The peasants had to pull up rice that had been
already planted and replace it with the new variety of "high-yield,
round-grain rice." But because of the weather situation, the lack of
fertilizers, and the peasants' lack of experience with this rice variety,
the yield declined drastically. To meet the target of 70 percent wheat,
the latter was planted on quickly drained, terraced fields, with the
result again being a poor harvest and, in some parts of the province,
even famine.
The development of single-crop agriculture (see Table 5.4) also
handicapped light industry, 80 percent of which is based on raw materials from agriculture, causing constrictions in ~upplies.~
Thus a policy
whose aim was to introduce a unified development program for the
whole country was doomed to miscarry, and it ended in a general
economic crisis.

Reform policy
Chinese economists were aware even in 1978 that the economic crisis
would not be overcome without fundamental reform of the overcentral-
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Table 5.4

Share of the Different Agricultural Branches In
Total Yunnan Agrarlan Productlon (%)

Farming
Forestry
L~vestock
Peasant cottage industries
(handicrafts, sideline production)
Fisheries
Total

66.6
5.7
16.4

64.6
6.4
16.3

62.1
7.3
19.6

60.2
9.7
21.1

57.5
10.4
21.4

11.5
0.2

12.7
0.2

10.7
0.3

8.7
0.3

10.3
0.4

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Source: h n n a n rongji nianjian (1986). p. 190tf

ized economic system. The 1979 reform was intended to provide a new
emphasis on the regional level as well as to create the preconditions necessary to implement suitable development strategies such as
diversification in agriculture, greater autonomy for regions and producers, the creation of rural industries, and the development of small
cities.

Rural Reform
The first step was agricultural reform. The 1979 reforms transferred
the right to use the land to individual households on a contractual basis.
Villages and counties also acquired broader powers to make their own
decisions about crop structure and the development of different agrarian sectors. Against this background, the Yunnan peasants' incomes
and returns from agriculture rose considerably, although the income
gap relative to the national average widened (see Table 5.5).
A rise in income is not merely the consequence of more intensive
cultivation but also of a more varied intra-family division of labor.
Lucun township provides a good example of this: in 1982 the farmers
calculated that 270 of a total of 477 available laborers would be enough
to cultivate the 1,266 mu (about 85 ha) tillable land. A figure of 4.6 mu
per worker was considered efficient and on the whole feasible. Therefore, 120 workers left the agrarian sector in early 1983 and established
five construction brigades, and 5 1 others started small manufacturing
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Table 5.5

Peasant Llvlng Standards

1. Per capita peasant income (in yuan)

Yunnan
China
Yunnan compared with national
average (90)

124

232

267

310

338

134

270

310

355

398

93

86

86

87

85

365

460

463

470

452

496

520

520

533

515

74

88

89

88

88

2. Grain consumption of peasants (in pounds)

Yunnan
China
Yunnan compared with national
average (O/o)

Source: Zhongguo rongii nianjian ( 1986), pp. 677-679.

concerns or businesses (the other 36 had not yet found new jobs). In
families whose income from farming was lower than from any other
activity, the new occupations became the principal source of earnings.
These households gave back the land they had received on a contractual
basis, and specialized in other vocation^.^
In early 1984, a total of 10.5 percent of all peasant households in
Yunnan were "special households" of this type, incorporating a broad
range of occupations (see Table 5.6). Such specialization furthered the
restructuring of the province's agrarian sector, the diversification of
the economy, and the expansion of commodity production. An indication of this change in the local economy was that only 40 percent of the
province's agricultural output reached the market in 1984; 60 percent
was consumed by the peasants themselves. By comparison, in China as
a whole 53.3 percent was sent to market.8
The overall plan is to create more small cities by expanding the rural
non-agricultural sector and rural cooperative and private industries.
These cities are to function as local centers of production and as market
centers, occupying an intermediate position between the village and
mid- and large-sized cities. A shift in the location of industry (from the
cities to rural areas) is also intended. The estimates are that 5-6 million
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Table 5.6

Specialized Households In the Countryslde in Yunnan (1984)
Sector

Number of
farms

010 of all
households

Plant cultivation
Livestock-raising and fisheries
Processing industry
Trade and services
Transportation
Developmental and reclamation activ~ty
(land, mines, waterways)
Agrarian technology
Others
Source: h n n a n shehui k a u e 4 (1984), pp. 6-7.

rural workers will leave the agricultural sector and move to the small
cities by the year 2000.9
The development of small cities is especially important in this province since its urbanization ratio in 1985 was only 14 percent (China's as
a whole at that time was 23.5 percent); in minority regions it is even
below 10 percent. l o
But lack of capital, a deficient infrastructure, and the political conservatism of local officials are obstacles to reform. A 1984 study in the
autonomous prefecture of Chuxiong, one of the more-developed regions of Yunnan, showed that many peasants were still apprehensive of
larger incomes because they are an irritation to local functionaries.
Fear of change in political climate continues. Thus the specialization of
peasant households, too, has not kept pace with the country as a
whole.
The income growth has not developed consistently in Yunnan: only
1,128 specialized plots (0.2 percent of all such individual plots) earned
more than 10,000 yuan per year in 1984 (an average peasant income
was 301 yuan in that same year). Thus a small portion of the peasantry
has profited from the reform more than others. l2 A study in Caobazhai
township, which is representative of Yunnan, showed that of the 40
households there, only one earned more than 200 yuan per year in
1984, 18 earned between 100 and 199 yuan, and 2 1 earned less than
100 yuan. l 3 Income differentials are also growing among the regions,
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since regions with more advantageous natural conditions and better
infrastructures are developing more rapidly than those without them.

Urban reform
The first reform attempts in Yunnan began in February 1979 in the
cities, initially in a series of pilot plants. The following were envisioned:
-greater autonomy for enterprises (including the right to keep part
of their profits; the right to use those parts for expanding their production, for intra-enterprise social services, and for bonuses);
-indicative planning and expanding market elements (allowing
products in excess of the plan to be sold independently; possibly having
a choice in the purchase of raw materials);
-internal decision-making powers (introduction of pay based on
performance and regular responsibilities) and a say for the workforce
in internal matters ("workers and Staff Congres~es").~~
But the results remained modest when measured against the country
as a whole. Although the number of state enterprises operating at a loss
diminished, the overall loss increased.Is The ineffectiveness of the
reforms up to the mid-eighties when compared with other provinces is
evident in the following example from Kunming, the provincial capital.
In early 1985, there were 300,000 pairs of locally produced leather
shoes sitting unwanted in stock-all of them obsolete models. Whereas
suppliers from outside the province were able to take advantage of the
new policy of flexible prices and free trade on the market, the Kunming
shoe factory was still bound by rigid prices set by the higher authorities
of the province, and had only very few independent purchase and sale
opportunities. Fixed prices were set for both the raw materials and the
final products. The factories therefore made no effort to develop new
models but rather manufactured shoes that required a minimal effort to
produce.
This lag behind the other provinces is largely due to the aversion of
the then-provincial party leadership to reform. In the autumn of 1984.
Renrnin ribao (People's Daily) complained that reform efforts in Yunnan had begun relatively early but had been quickly shelved because
there were too many "reservations" l 7 about them. In 1981, antireform
forces had already been at work to stop reform efforts with the argu-
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ment that priority must be given to a "readjustment of the economy,"
i.e., elimination of the inequities between economic sectors. Almost all
of the reform measures that had been implemented were annulled. In
1983 there were again massive attempts to restore the pre-reform
structures. The intervention of the central Beijing authorities was necessary to revive the reforms,I8 at which time the provincial leadership
was completely replaced.
Regions, factories, and individual producers are meant to have more
rights and greater freedom of decision as a consequence of the economic reforms. Market factors are intended to compensate for the deficiencies in centralized planning. Although the freeing-up of unused capacities and the use of work incentives have resulted in an impressive
economic boom throughout the country, the eventual goal of continuous growth or modernization will in the end require long-term growth
strategies adapted to the conditions of each specific region.

Development strategies
After the failure of the party-mandated strategies in Yunnan, the focus
has now been shifted to two different levels:
-the coordinated development of southwest China with an interregional division of labor;
-internal development that takes into account the specific characteristics of Yunnan.
Since such strategies are still in the experimental or discussion
stages, l9 little can be said about the effectiveness of the model. We can,
however, present and assess the most important aspects of the discussion.

Southwest China with interregional
division of labor
Like the northwest, the southwest (the provinces of Guizhou, Yunnan,
Sichuan, and the autonomous region of Guangxi) fears that the coastal
regions will continue to receive preferential treatment, and that regional disparities in development could further grow. The Chinese scholars
of the southwest have repeatedly pointed out the fact that the southwest
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is or could be a principal supplier of raw materials and a market for the
more developed coastal regions.
Accordingly, plans are under way to develop the natural and energy
resources of the region over the next 15 to 20 years. Growth strategies
are being sought that can be adapted to the local conditions and economy, and the Yunnan party leadership has begun to speak of a "Yunnan
way to socialism. "20
But the region lacks the infrastructures and capital-an estimated
100 billion yuan-necessary to accomplish this grand plan. Since the
state cannot raise such a large amount, foreign capital or capital from
other provinces will need to be used. There are also plans to seek
cooperative agreements for specific projects with provinces, cities, and
enterprises outside of Yunnan. These projects will concentrate on the
joint exploitation of natural resources, greater utilization of hydraulic
power, selective development of the mountain regions, and the training
of skilled workers and specialists.
The Seventh Five-Year Plan (1986- 1990) focused the country's KOnomic development on the coastal region and the economically more
developed parts of eastern China. Preparations for future development
of the western part, such as the creation of an infrastructure and the
elimination of poverty, will take up the rest of this century.22Therefore, a reemphasis on the southwest (and northwest) cannot take place
until the early twenty-first century.

Strategies for internal development
Four regionally adapted strategies have highlighted the discussions of
the future of Yunnan, three of which concentrate on the "backward"
regions (mountain, minority, and western regions of the province). The
fourth takes a more differentiated approach to these problem regions
and may be said to be an attempt to hammer out a concept of integrated
development by linking the province's more developed regions with the
backward regions. 23
Strategy 1: Priority to the mountain regions
Sixty-nine of the (in 1985) 128 counties of Yunnan are in the "mountain
regions" (mountains and highlands), 33 are in mountain and valley

-

Table 5.7

Dlfferences In Development in Three Mountainous Counties
in Yunnan (1984) (In yuan)

County
Zhongdian
Qiaojia
Bijiang

Population

lndustrial
plus
agricultural
GOV
per capita

Industrial
GOV
per capita

Agricultural
GOV
per capita

Financial
income
per capita

Savings
per caplta

Commodity
turnover
per capita

105,861
420,750
50,315

540
148
129

154
31
15

283
117
114

30
10
2.2

45
7.5
17

183
74
94

Source: Jingji Wenti Tansuo 1 (1985), 14.
Note: GOV = gross output value.
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regions, and only 26 are entirely on the plains.
Seventy-five percent of the province's population and 60 percent
of the members of ethnic minorities live in the mountain regions,
which also contain most of the natural resources and 72 percent
of Yunnan's tillable land. About 60 percent of grain, 50 percent
of tobacco and 80 percent of tea production. 69 percent of the
province's hogs, and 77 percent of its cattle are raised in these
areas. 24
Some scholars feel that these figures alone provide sufficient evidence to redirect the emphasis of development from the plains to the
mountain areas. They wish to shift agriculture away from crop-raising
and toward forestry and raising livestock, with a flexible diversification of the rural economy, and with an emphasis on water rice in the
grain sector.25
There are other views, however, on the direction the development of
the mountain regions should take. Some say that a sufficient grain
supply must first be ensured as a precondition for a diversified economy. Although the mountain regions are not especially suited for growing grain, there is a high proportion of low-yield fields, which means
that it is possible to increase grain yields considerably. If the peasants
are to become prosperous, grain production must not be reduced.
Another group of scholars feels that the complex structure of the mountain regions requires simultaneous development of crop-raising, forestry, and raising livestock.26
The contrasting of the mountain regions and the plains, as we11 as the
attempt to develop a unified growth strategy for mountain regions, is
problematic. The mountain regions alone differ vastly among themselves in structure, altitude, and climatic conditions. These dissimilar
features in turn have meant differences in economic development and
in the agrarian structure (see Table 5.7). This approach is therefore not
suitable.
Strategy 2: Priority to minority and border regions
Seventy-six of Yunnan's counties belong to the categories of minority
and border areas. They account for 49 percent of the population. 66
percent of the land area, 53 percent of the cultivated area, 67 percent of
the timberland, and 74 percent of the forest area of the province (see
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Table 5.8

1985 Share of Gross Output tor Yunnan's Autonomous Areas as a
Percentage of Yunnan Provlnce

Year

Total
GOV

Industrial
GOV

Agricultural
GOV

Total
grain
yield

N.A.
46.3
N.A.
N.A.
36.2
35.9
36.7

40.1
35.2
30.1
30.4
26.4
26.3
29.1

N.A.
53.0
N.A.
N.A.
50.9
48.3
47.1

51 .O
50.1
52.2
49.9
47.6
47.0
50.9

Source: h n n a n tongji nianjian (1986), p. 6f.
N.A.-Not available.

Table 5.8). Yet in 1985 these areas had a per capita gross output of only
429 yuan (Yunnan's was 849, China's as a whole was 1,580).27
The annual income of the minority population is in some areas far
below that of the province as a whole and is often less than 30 yuan.
Commodity exchange, division of labor, and trade are unknown to a
number of minorities. Labor productivity is low: whereas the average
per capita yield of grain per hectare is 274 kg at the provincial level (for
China as a whole, 362 kg), in the minority regions it is only 100-200
kg. But the level of development also varies considerably within these
regions. There are relatively prosperous regions, and there are very
poor regions existing at the bottom of the development scale. Thus no
strategy would be suitable for all minority regions alike. Even the
traditional grain-growing structures are widely divergent, with rice
dominating on the plains and wheat in the mountain^.^^
Strategy 3: Priority development for western Yunnan
A third strategy gives priority to the structurally more backward, western part of the province. Although it encompasses twice the land area
of the eastern part, the west's gross output is not even one-third of the
east's. The main reason for this is the concentration of industry in the
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eastern part of the province. primarily around Kunming. But grain
and aggregate income in the west are also far below comparable
figures for the east, even though the area under cultivation is greater in
the west. On the other hand, the west has the largest deposits of natural
resources, which could be a springboard for economic development.
Before this could happen, however, infrastructures for its exploitation
would have to be developed.29As indicated earlier, this is not likely to
occur before the twenty-first century.
Strategy 4: Partition into economic zones

The advocates of this strategy argue that differences between the mountain regions and the plains, among the minority regions, and between
east and west Yunnan are already quite considerable, and that a uniform
strategy for these regions is therefore not practical.
Instead, they propose dividing the province into economic zones on
the basis of the following primary structures:
-the different regions should base the development of their hinterlands on the central hub cities;
-technological conditions must be given due consideration in tapping resources;
-the existing and potential infrastructure must be given careful
thought;
-specific industrial and agrarian structures must be taken into account; and
-the minority and border regions in particular should be promoted
where appropriate.
Since in addition to Kunming there are only three other central cities
(Dali, Kaiyuan, and Gejiu), Yunnan should be divided into economic
zones not only that are important for the province as a whole but also
that have regional importance. 30
This strategy takes a broader view of Yunnan's complex structure. It
considers the role of the cities in the development of the hinterlands,
and endeavors to tie the major cities more closely into the local supply
network to avoid dismantling the traditional administrative structures
(e.g., the autonomous units within Yunnan). But in the current discussion on development strategies, this one has evidently not yet made
much headway. Roadblocks have been thrown up not only by the SO
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often lamented ideological conservatism of the Yunnan party leadership but also by the perceived risk that the economic gaps among the
different regions could become even wider as a result of the emergence
of strong, locally oriented regions turning their backs on the development of the province as a whole. Before this plan can be implemented
there must first be a greater decentralization, a trained and skilled work
force, and, last but not least, the necessary financial resources.

Chances of development
Yunnan's example shows that the reforms can work, especially in
agriculture. But Yunnan is still not seeing the rapid growth the reforms
brought elsewhere. In 1986,4.9 million persons in Yunnan were unable
to feed and cloth themselves adequately. That means that 14.4 percent
of the population, the majority in the minority regions, was underprovided. This indigence can only be eliminated through the overall development of the p r ~ v i n c e . ~ '
Unlike the coastal provinces, Yunnan lacks a number of basic prerequisites for rapid development. The severe underdevelopment of
power and transportation limits its accessibility to the outside world,
and, owing to traditional structures in the province, the market integration has yet to produce noteworthy results. The requisite infrastructures must first be created and set in place if the province is profitably
and effectively to develop its resource potential, market factors, private
initiative, and a diversified economy.
Since the necessary capital is lacking, the only alternative is to draw
on hitherto unused internal sources of financing. Specialized private
plots and the new collective (township and village enterprises) and
private rural factories offer good opportunities for improving the financial situations of the peasants and the counties. Still, outside help is
needed if an excessive prosperity gap within China is to be avoided;
such disparities are already sources of tension, and in the end imperil
the total reform program.
But even if development and reform policies bear fruit, structural
and technological problems will arise in Yunnan that will be difficult if not impossible to resolve within a reasonable period of time.
These problems include the unfavorable production conditions in
the mountain regions, the lack of sufficient tools and machinery
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(most farmers must still make do without farm machinery), and the
scarcity of high-y ield land.
If the agricultural production conditions and the tillage system do
not change, agrarian yields will certainly again stagnate. The area for
cultivation and sowing cannot be extended using traditional methods,
and forestry and animal husbandry lack the technical prerequisites for
higher productivity. If these technical problems are not solved, it will
be virtually impossible-even with the reforms-to develop Yunnan's
economy rapidly.

Population Policies: Ethnic Minorities and
Migration into Minority Areas

The population problem in China
As early as the 1950s, Chinese demographers had pointed out that no
hccessful development of the country would be possible unless the
birth rate were permanently reduced: even in those days, birth control
was advocated from time to time. Contraception, late marriages, clinical abortion, and voluntary sterilization were viewed as the most important methods. But with the advent of the campaigns during the
"Great Leap Forward" (1958-1960), when the masses sought to
change the world, a huge population was looked upon as something
positive, since there would be more manpower available to build the
nation. Therefore, birth control was no longer practiced:\
Not until the mid-1970s did the problem of family planni g return to
cehter stage; since the late 1970s it has been systematically pursued,
and the "one-child family" has been held up as the ideal. The plan
calls for each couple to have only one child, and for families with
one child to enjoy certain advantages (monthly subsidies, better kindergartens and schools, lar er residences, larger plots of tillable
land in the countryside, e t c These advantages are to lapse if an
additional child is born. However, if the first child is handicapped
or dies, another birth is permissible. Exceptions to the rule are peaswere
themants in problem areas, ethnic minorities, and couples who
selves only children, all of whom are allowed to have more than one
child.
Family planning is no longer an option in China; it is a political and
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Table 6.1

Projected Populatlon Growth
In the year 2000
(b~llion)

In the year 2080
(billion)

If 3 children per couple
If 2 children per couple
If 1.5 children per couple
If 1 child per couple

human necessity of the highest ordel(The 1982 population census
counted slightly more than 1 billion people in China,' 50 percent of
whom were under the age of 2 1. In 1987 the official natural growth rate
of the population increased to 14.39 per thousand, up from 14.08 per
thousand in 1986 and 11.23 per thousand in 1985. If growth continues
at this rate, the population will reach 1.3 billion by the end of the
century, confronting China with the problem of having to provide for
100 million more people than planned. By then, an average of more
than 20 million young people will reach marrying age, and about 13
million children will be born-annually.y\ccording to official statistics, feeding a child to the age of 16 costs 22,000 yuan, which means it
will cost 220 billion yuan to feed 100 million people, roughly half of
the fixed capital assets of all existing state enterprises in 1985.3
,Between 1849 and 1949, China's population grew by "only" 120
milion; since 1949, the population has doubled) If the 1974 growth
rate had been maintained (17.5 per thousand), China's population 100
years from now would have been equivalent to the population of the
entire world in 1979.4
Chinese social scientists have projected the Chinese population over
the next 100 years based on the number of children born to each family
(see Table 6.1). As currently planned, the population should grow for
68 years at an average rate of two children per couple, then for 43 years
at 1.5 children per couple, and finally for 21 years at one child per
couple, after which it would decline.
The following advantages are attributed to strict family planning:
-the population will see an improvement in its living standards;
-society's costs will be reduced, and it will be possible to ac-
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Table 6.2

Natural Growth Rate of Populatlon 1949-1987
(per thousand)
Year

Year

Source: Zhongguo tongji nianjian (1988), p. 90.

cumulate capital to help build the economy;
-by eliminating real and hidden unemployment, there will be a rise
in labor productivity; and
-the level of education will rise, as will scientific and technical
standards.
Officially, the following reasons are given for the necessity of reducing the birth rate:
-China's able-bodied population is simply too large; its size approaches that of the U.S., the Soviet Union, Europe, and the other
developed countries combined. The number of Chinese rural workers
has increased from 200 million in the fifties to 390 million in 1987.
-The per capita cultivated acreage has decreased by one-half per
rural worker compared with the fifties, when China had about 100
million ha tillable land, or 0.16 ha per capita; in 1985 the per capita
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Table 6.3

1953
Persons

Total population
Han
National minorities

582,603
547,283
35,320

oh

100.0
93.9
6.1

1964
Persons
691.19
651.30
39.89

%
100.0
94.2
5.8

1982
Persons
1,003,937
936,704
67.233

%

100.0
93.0
67

Source: Beijing Review 25 (1984). 24.

Table 6.4

Population Growth Rate Between Populatlon Censuses (%)

1. Population growth rate between two censuses
Han
national minorities
2. Annual average growth rate between two population censuses
Han
national minorities

1.59
1.11

2.04
2.94

Source: Beijing Review 25 (1984), 25.

tillable area was only 0.09 ha.6 (In comparison, the 1985 figure for the
U.S. is 0.953 ha, for the Soviet Union 0.9, and for India 0.27.)
-Between 1981 and 1990, openings in jobs or study vacancies need
to be created annually for about 25 million school-leavers.7
-A population growth of over 500 million people since the fifties
has created major bottlenecks in the housing sector. Just after the
Communist assumption of power, there was an average of 4.5 square
meters available living space per capita in the cities. By 1978 there was
only 3.6 square meters.
Starting in 1981, the natural population growth rate declined steadily each year until 1984, when it again began to rise (see Table 6.2). It
was found that in the last few years 40 percent of all women in the
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countryside had given birth to three or more children altho h the onechild family was the declared goal of population policTThe State
Statistical Bureau of the People's Republic of China confirkid that in
1986 there were 6.92 million second children and 2.88 million third
children born, and in 1987 7.11 million second children and 3.79
. ~ these, 80 percent, including third or fourth
million third ~ h i l d r e nOf
children in villages, had presumably not been approved>,
Economic liberties and growing migration favor the growth of the
birth rate. Decreasing control mechanisms result in many births not
being officially registered. The true birth rate
according to a
random sample in 1988, about 16.2 per
indicates that
the official birth rates are far below the actual rates, and that the onechild policy in the countryside has failed. The goal of the population
policy that the population not exceed 1.2 billion in the year 200012 is
not attainable; 1.4 billion is a more realistic number

>

Difficulties facing family planning in minority
territories
\

2

Initially, ethnic minorities were by and large exempt from birth control
Yn 1980, however, a discussion was begun among experts of the Cent 1
Nationalities Institute, who found that since the fifties better nutrition
and health care had led to higher birth rates in minority regions and a
faster population growth than among the Han. Between 1964 and 1982,
the proportion of the minority population increased from 5.8 percent to
6.7 percent (see Tables 6.3 and 6.4). l 3
The Institute's periodical, Zhongguo rninzu xueyuan xuebao, looked
at the case of the Yi in the autonomous prefecture of Liangshan, whose
nine counties had maintained a natural growth rate of about 23 per
thousand over the last few years, considerably above the country's
average. It must not be thought, stated the article, that population
growth in the minority regions can be disregarded simply because the
ethnic groups are not large numerically; in many regions there is a high
population density, and some minority regions themselves have already
proposed the introduction of birth control. In fact, many places have
adopted steps similar to those used in the Han regions. Thus in one Yi
commune in the county of Yanbian, the propaganda emphasis is on the
one-child family. The local government believes, so the article tells us,
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that while the minority population is numerically small, the living
conditions are SO arduous that birth control is appropriate. The authors
are unsure whether this is the correct policy to follow. They do say that
in this county there are "serious contradictions between cadres and the
masses, l 4 a sign of what the local minority population thinks about all
this.
Such "serious contradictions" (i .e., conflicts) must arise if birth
control is forced upon the minority concerned. The desire among
minorities to have many children derives from many influences, including the formerly high child mortality rate (only very few newborn
survived and even today the mortality rate in minority areas is far
higher than in other regions), old age care (the villages are financially
unable to pay peasants a pension; children must therefore support their
elderly parents), and the desire to have many sons (sons are traditionally the best guarantee of care in old age, since daughters marry into other
families and leave the family). Birth control seems to many minorities
to be an attempt at assimilation, making family planning in these rean explosive issue.
the early eighties there were three views on how birth control
be dealt with in the minority regions: (1) implement birth control, reducing natural growth to less than zero per thousand until the
end of the century (as in the case of the Han); (2) do not introduce birth
control, because minority regions are large in area, but sparsely p pulated; (3) develop planned population growth in these regions.Is
An article in the journal Renkou yanjiu (Population Studies) ad%t ed birth control in regions where the level of production was low but
the population was large. In the autonomous prefecture Linxia of the
Hui (Gansu province), population growth was over 40 per thousand per
year. From 1973 on, the prefecture was no longer self-sufficient in
grain, and was forced to rely on state subsidies of up to almost 74,000
tons yearly. Bottlenecks occurred in education, even though the number of primary schools increased from 175 in the early fifties to 1,472 in
the late seventies, the number of secondary schools from 3 to 44, and
the number of teachers from 178 to 8,52 1. In 1978 there were no places
in primary schools for 32 percent of school-age children, nor were
there any vacancies in the lower levels of secondary schools for 10
percent of those coming from primary school, nor in the upper level of
secondary schools for 60 percent of lower-level graduates. There were
"
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too many pupils, and there was no money for additional teachers,
premises, or school buildings.
Bottlenecks also occurred in employment. In 1978 there were 6,639
people leaving school and waiting for a job assignment; thereafter
the number increased by 8,000 yearly, although there were only 2,400
jobs per year available. In housing, transportat ion, kindergartens, hospitals, culturd institutions, supplies, etc ., similar constrictions occurred. All this despite the fact that this prefecture had been practicing
birth control since 1973, and the population growth decreased from
28.7 per thousand in 1973 to 14.7 per thousand in 1978.
In the same article, the authors proposed that in the sparsely settled
minority regions with sufficient tillable farmland, the birth of children
should be encouraged. For example, in 1981 the autonomous county of
Aksay of the Kazaks (Gansu province) had pastureland with rich natural resources but only 7,000 inhabitants (2,600 Kazak), indicating a
relatively strong economic potential. However, the climate is harsh and
cold, and health care is rudimentary. The birth rate is low, and the
population grew by an average of only 1.5 per thousand annually to
1981, increasing by only 320 persons between 1950 and 1980. Health
care as well as protection for mothers and children should be improved
in such regions and measures should be taken to encourage a strong
birth rate.
The authors also recommended that the Han should be treated no
differently in minority regions than in Han regions, retaining the onechild family rule; as for members of ethnic minorities, population
policy should be decided according to the local conditions and according to the specific situation. l6
An official of the family planning office of Tianshui prefecture
(Gansu province) advocated controlling population growth in minority
regions, alleging that the population growth rate was too high in these
regions and that in fact they had a higher growth rate than the Han. In
the Ningxia Autonomous Region of the Hui, the population has tripled
since 1980, while the population of the Xinjiang Autonomous Region
of the Uygur increased by 78.2 percent between 1949 and 1978. Therefore, control of population growth in densely inhabited minority regions is necessary in the interests of the country as a whole, although in
thinly inhabited regions it is not.17
Other scholars warned against proceeding too schematically in pop-
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ulation policy for minorities. Birth control should be applied in the
d i e s as well as the regions, since a too rapid growth among minorities
in the urban population will aggravate the already existing problems in
supplies, schooling, housing, and jobs. Yet even in the cities che policy
toward the minorities must be more flexible than toward the an. 1 8
In the end, the view prevailed t h G p u l a t i o n growth must be curbed
in densely inhabited minority regions, but that small minorities should
be subject to more elastic and liberal birth control regulations in their
regions than in the Han regionsI9-i .e , that the number of children per
family may be higher for minorities. hus in the Liangshan Autonomous Prefecture of the Yi (Sichuan province), it was decided in 1981
that urban Han should have only one child, but that the Yi could have
two and Yi peasants even t h r e e h s for economic sanctions (for Han
everywhere who have more than two children) the procedures for
members of national minorities should be less rigid and take into
consideration the "feelings" of the minorities.
Although coercive measures are officially prohibited, the pressure
on local officials to report successes in birth planning is so great that
strong measures are regularly resorted to. There are allegations from
minority regions that birth planning was forcibly introduced. Members
of minorities, it is stated, are terrified every time they hear the word
family planning. A local official need only approach their houses and
they and their children go into hiding.20 In the Gansu district of
Zhugqu, the birth rate was reduced from 12.9 per thousand in 1978 to
10.7 per thousand in 1979 through compulsive sterilization and compulsory abortion. Strong-arm tactics and medical bungling also produced serious tensions and resentment between Han officials and the
Tibetans.

5

Current practice
(In 1982 the central authorities in Beijing decided that the minorities
should also be involved in family planning, and gave the autonomous
administration units the right to develop their own family-planning
policies. b In 1984 the central authorities ruled that the one-child family
should 5; encouraged for minorities comprising more than 10 million
members (which has so far affected only one group, the Zhuang) and
that all other nationalities could have two children per couple, and
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under special circumstances even three; four children or more were not
to be permitted.23
The margin of discretion allowed the autonomous units by the central authorities has resulted in widely varying regulations. The party
committee in the Xinjiang Autonomous Region stipulated in October
1985 that minority married couples living in cities could have two
children, and those living in the countryside could have three and in
exceptional cases four. The one-child family was not promulgated
among these people.24In the sparsely populated Tibet Autonomous
Region, urban Tibetans were allowed two children and in exceptional
cases three. No restrictions were set for Tibet's rural regions;25quite
apart from the impossibility of monitoring the observance of these
restrictions, they could have been implemented only through the use of
violence.
The regulations in Liangshan Autonomous Prefecture (for the Yi
two children in the cities and three in the countryside) have already
been mentioned.26 In the Hulun Buir League* of Inner Mongolia
Autonomous Region, the government stipulated that there would be no
restrictions on the number of children for the Daur, Ewenki, Oroqen,
and Hezhen, but that there must be three years between each child.
Mongolians, Hui , Manchu, Koreans, and the descendants of Russians
with Chinese citizenship may have two children, and Mongolian shepherds on the pasturelands may have three.27
The regulations are especially strict in Qinghai, which has a minority population of 38.9 percent. There, people working for the state
(whether they be Han or members of national minorities) may have
only one child. The one-child family is also encouraged in the countryside; households with shortages of family laborers (so-called "problem
households") may have two children by special "permission," but not
three. However, the autonomous units of this province may set special
regulation^,^^ and most of the autonomous prefectures in that province
have set other quotas.
In Haibei Autonomous Prefecture of the Tibetans (Qinghai province), the one-child family has been stipulated for all, but in general
(i.e., "with permission") peasants may have two children and shepherds three, although the children must be spaced by at least four
*A league in Inner Mongolia is the equivalent of a prefecture.
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years.29In truth, if family-planning policy were too rigid, the nomadic
shepherds of this area would merely migrate into other provinces or
a tonomous regions having less rigorous regulations.
In practice, minorities in remote areas are quite casual in their observa ce of official regulations. Even in the cities, where the authorities
have greater means of social control, the minority birth rate is declining
only slowly. In 1983, in Uriimqi, the capital of Xinjiang Autonomous Region, 94.5 percent of the Han but only 36.3 percent of the
Moslem Hui adhered to the family planning policy; 42.4 percent of the
Kazak and 36.2 percent of the Uygur in the city had more than three
children in the last few years, and 14.7 percent of the Uygur had even
more than five. 30 In 1986, according to official data, 99.7 percent of the
Han but gnly 66 percent of minorities adhered to family planning
policies.
One source of the problem in Xinjiang is that faithful Moslems,
constitute a large portion of the population, regard many children as a
"blessing of Allah" and reject family planning on religious grounds.3 2
The Chinese leadership therefore was forced to enjoin the Moslem
religious leaders to proclaim publicly that family planning does not go
against the Koran and that in fact it is also practiced in Palustan, in
Malaysia, and Indonesia. 33

\

Problems of population planning
in minority regions
C h e number of children per family in minorities is almost universally
higher than in Han (see Table 6.5). For example, while the Han population in Sichuan increased by 45 percent between 1964 and 1982, that of
the minorities went up by 110 percent, increasing their proportion of
the population from 2.6 percent in 1964 to 3.7 percent in 1982. The
much higher mortality rate of minorities is offset by the birth rate, and
the population's growth rates in the autonomous prefectures are much
higher than in the province (see Table 6.6))b
The multinationality province of Guizhou in the southwest shows a
similar trend. The proportion of minorities increased by 85 percent
between 1964 and 1982 (3.8 percent growth rate annually). while the
Han population grew by only 60.9 percent (2.7 percent annual growth
rate).35 Here again, both birth rates and even rates for births into
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Table 6.5

Number of Children per Famlly In Slchuan Provlnce In 1981
(in percent of all births)
Region
Sichuan province as a whole
Garze Tibetan Autonomous
Prefecture
Aba Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture
Liangshan Yi Autonomous Prefecture

1

2

56.4

24.1

9.5

10.0

25.8
22.8
24.4

18.3
17.4
17.8

15.2
15.2
13.6

40.7
44.6
44.2

Birth
rate

Death
rate

Natural
growth
rate

3

4 or more

Source: Zhongguo shuoshu minzu 12 ( 1985), 103.

Table 6.6

Population Rates in Sichuan Province in 1981
(per thousand)

Region
Sichuan province
Aba Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture
of which Zoige countya
Garze Tibetan Autono ous Prefecture
of which Dege county
Liangshan Yi Autonomous Prefecture
of which Zhaojue countyC

"b

Source: Zhongguo shaoshu minzu 12 (1985), 101
Notes: 1 % Tibetan population.
b96%Tibetan population.
'93 % Yi population.

families already having children are far above the national average (see
Table 6.7). Unfortunately, economic growth, the educati~nand health
systems, jobs, urban services, and housing in the minority regions have
not kept pace with the population growth, and bottlenecks have accordingly occurred. 36
But fears are regularly voiced that the minorities could over the
"\
long term become a majority. The somewhat exaggeratedly rigorous
family-planning policy seems, in part, to be rooted in this anxiety:fl
I'

i
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Table 6.7

Blrth Ratee In Gulzhou 1981 (per thousand)
Births
per 1000
China

in families
wlchildren (%)

20.91

Guizhou province
of which:
Han
Dong
Yi
Bouyei
Gelo
Miao
Shui
Source: Guizhou shehui k a u e 5 (1987), 2 1

Table 6.8

Projected Growth of Minorlty Populatlon (In mllllons)
If previous
Year

8:;:

thousand)

If
4 children
per married
couple

If
3 children
per married
couple

Source: Tian Xueyuan, Xin shiqi renkou fun (1983). p. 147.

population expert calculated that the Han could be only a bare majority.
if at all, in just 100 years if the one-child family were to become the rule
for the Han (for projected growth of the minority population, see Table
6.8); thus there would be "only" 370 million people living in China by
the year 2080, at which point the minorities would have become a ma-
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Table 6.9

Average Age of Ethnlc Mlnorltles wlth a Population of
over 1 Milllon (1981)
Nationality

Average age

Minorities as a whole
of which:
Korean
Manchu
Hui
Tibetan
Tujia
Uygur
Zhuang
Dong
Bouyei
Bai
Mongolian
Yao
Yi
Miao
Hani
Source: Beijing Review 25 (1984), 2 8 .

Table 6.10

Comparison of China's Age Groups wlth lnternatlonal Standards
(% of population)
Region

0-14
years

15-64
years

Over 65
years

Average for all countries
Developed countries
Developing countries
China
of which ethnic minorities
Source: Beijing Review 25 (1984), 2 8 .

jority. But this is probably unrealistic both for the Han and for the minorities since, after a period of restriction, the number of children
should increase among the Han as well. Moreover, the one-child family
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Table 6.11

Number of Births to Women Between the Ages of 15 and 64 (1g82)
Live births ( O h )
Number of
children

National
minorities

Han

Surviving children (%)
National
minorities

Han

0
1
2
3
4

5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
More than 14
Total
Source: Zhongguo 1982 nian renkou p u c k (1985), p. 482ff.

Table 6.12

Comparison of Blrth Rates of Han and Ethnic Minorities (1982)
Live births ( O h )

Family size
More than 5 children
More than 10 children
Fewer than 3 children

Surviving children (%)

National
minorities

Han

National
minorities

Han

21 .O
1.5
51.2

15.7
0.7
55.6

10.5
0.06
56.3

8.4
0.02
59.0

Source: See Table 6.1 1

can hardly be imposed on rural regions of China. Finally, a large
segment of the minorities will have been assimilated over the next 100
years-as they were at the beginning of this century-and will be
indistinguishable from the Han.
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Table 6.13

Women of Chlld-bearlng Age wlthout Chlldren (%)
No births or no
surviving children

Nationality
Han

32.7

Total minorities
of which:
Achang
Dulong
Daur
Lhoba
Uzbek
Tatar
Oroqen
Xi be
Hezhen
Ewenki
Moinba
Sources: Zllongguo 1982 nion renkou pucha (1985), p. 482ff.

Similar fears are also voiced in the autonomous regions and multina(h ality provinces. It is said in Xinjiang that if the minorities continue
tio
to have an average of 2.5 children in the cities and 3.5 children in the
countryside, there could be 11.3 million minority members in Xinjiang
in the year 2000 but only 6.6 million Han.37This calculation, however,
does not take into account the number of migrants from Han areas who
arrive in Xinjiang every day.
Despite these points, ther is much to indicate that the minority
population will continue to grow more rapidly than the Han population. In fact, he population census of 1981 classified 5 1.4 percent
of the minority population (as compared to 46.1 percent of the Han)
as under the age of 20 (see Tables 6.9 and 6.10). Birth rates
and natural growth rates for the national minorities should therefore continue to rise. Although the number of live births is lower
and infant mortality is higher than among the Han, the minorities
have more births and more children per family (see Tables 6.11
and 6.12).

>
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The birth rates in the autonomous regions and in provinces with a
large proportion of ethnic minorities are higher than those in other
areas. The highest rates in 1987 were found in (Zhongguo tongji nianjian, 1988, p. 99):
Birth rate
per thousand
China as a whole
Auton. region of Xinjiang
Auton. region of Ningxia
Auton. region of Guangxi
Yunnan
Guizhou
Hunan
Shandong
Qinghai

21 .o
27.3
25.1
24.4
24.0
23.7
23.6
23.4
22.6

However, the minority areas have the highest mortality rates (Zhongguo tongii nianjian, 1988, p. 99):
Deaths w r thousand
China
Auton. region of Xinjian
Guizhou
Yunnan
Tibet

The minority areas also lead in the rate of births beyond one child.
The highest percentage of such births in 1988 excluding Tibet, where
no data is available, were found in (Jingji cankao, Dec. 24, 1988):
Auton. region of Xinjiang
Hainan
Auton. region of Guangxi
Guizhou
Auton. region of Ningxia
Qinghai
Yunnan

In relatively well-developed provinces and cities, this rate is very
low, for instance (Jingji cankao, Dec. 24, 1988):
Shanghai
Liaoning
Beijing
Zhejiang
Tianjiu
Jilin
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Table 6.14

Populatlon Development of Oroqen In the Great Xlng'anllng Mountains
(1980-1 982)
Deaths
Year

Births

Total

Due to
Due to
natural causes unnatural causes

1980
1981

1982

Total

Source: Zhongguo shehui kexue (1986), 84.

The dilemma of the small minorities
The breakdown of the data in Table 6.13 by nationality shows that
about the same proportion of Han and minority women of child-bearing
age still have no children. For smaller minorities, however, the situation is much different. Although minorities tend to marry much earlier
than the legal age (22 years for men and 20 years for women),38a
growing number of women from small minorities of child-bearing age
have no children.
Because of this phenomenon and other factors, smaller minorities
are likely to become extinct or to be assimilated in the not-too-distant
future. The hunting peoples of northeastern China are the most threatened. Infectious diseases and alcoholism have been decimating these
groups since the end of the last century, and the situation has not
improved much since the Communist assumption of power, although
the population figures have again improved slightly (see for example
those for the Oroqen in Table 6.14). The destruction of the economic
and social structures of these peoples and cultural shock are surely
attributable to these problems, which can be observed worldwide
among smaller ethnic groups.
The number of deaths in small minorities far exceeds the number of
births, and the number of "unnatural deaths" is over 50 percent. In
1965, 186 Ewenki, who were nomadic hunters in Ergun Zuoqi (Inner
Mongolia), were made sedentary. Since then, five Ewenki have been
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Table 6.15

Proportion of Pereons over the Age of 60 by Natlonrllty (1982)
Nationality
Han
Russian
She
Naxi
Uygur
Bouyei
Tajik
Tibetan
Tujia
Jing
Achang
Dulong
Mulam
Bai
Lhoba
Moinba
Manchu
Tujia
Pumi
Nu

Dai
Kirgiz
Maonan
Gelo
Dong
Korean
Yao
Deang

O
h

Nationality

%

J~nuo
Shui
Bulang
J~ngpo
Hui
Lisu
Miao
Yi
Qiang
Li
Xi be
Uzbek
Bonan
Lahu
Hani
Daur
Dongxiang
Mongolian
Va
Tatar
Gaoshan
Salar
Tu
Yugur
Kazak
Hezhen
Ewenki
Oroqen

Source: Zhongguo renmin gongheguo laonian renkou dituji (1986), p. 1013.

murdered by tribe members who were drunk, two have committed
suicide after consuming alcohol, and 13 infants died shortly after birth
from alcohol intoxication. In addition, eight Ewenki have been given
prison sentences for alcohol-related manslaughter. 39
An article in Beijing Review on "birth protection" for the Ewenki,
Daur, and Oroqen in Inner Mongolia helps explain this phenomenon.
The following measures have been adopted for these ethnic groups:
-"improvement" in living conditions through the abandonment of
a nomadic life;
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-free medical care;
-prohibition of marriages among relatives, and encouragement of
marriages between members of different nationalities;
-prohibition of alcohol;
-the use of scientific methods of birth control.40
Many vital social structures were altered and denied these groups.
easures such as forced settlement and "prohibition of marriages
among relatives" are grave attacks on the cultures and cuqtoms of these
people, and are destroying their cultural and social fabric>~lcoholisrn
and deracination are the results of measures that were undoubtedly
well-intentioned. Once torn from their traditional culture and mode of
livelihood, and forbidden their habits and customs, such peoples are
doomed to extinction, especially when they are numerically as small as
these lbngusic groups. These people are quickly assimilated through
"encouragement of marriages between members of different nationalities. " Settling the remainder in villages with predominantly Han populations and encouraging mixed marriages accelerate this process. The
periodical Zhongguo shehui kexue (Social Science in China) reports,
not without some pride, that the number of Oroqen and Ewenki would
rise again as a consequence of mixed marriages, whose offspring are
granted the status of
members.41But are the offspring really
still Ewenki and
from mixed marriages receive a
Han upbringing,
language other than Han Chinese,
and as a rule also consider themsekves Han. They are members of
"national minorities" only on paper.,

i

1
#'

The life expectancy of ethnic minorities
The life expectancy of minorities is lower than that of Han. There are
manifold reasons for this, among them poorer living, work, geographical, and nutritional conditions. Far fewer minority members live past
the age of 60 (see Table 6.15). In northwest China, in the autonomous
regions of Ningxia, Inner Mongolia, and Xinjiang, and in the multinationality provinces of Qinghai and Gansu, the over-sixty population
makes up less than 6 percent of the total population, and in Xinjiang it
decreased from 6.8 percent in 1952 to 5.8 percent in 1982.42
The physical constitution of minorities is also claimed to have deteriorated, allegedly due to early marriages and births. However, these
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are not new, but in fact very old, customs. Why should a people's
collective health suddenly deteriorate because of this? Might it be that
physical constitution is an excuse to intervene into the social structure
A growing susceptibility to disease and serious enviof minoritie~?~'
ronmental pollution, which are mentioned only in passing, would seem
to be more important factors here.44

Migration into minority regions
I

The ratio of Han in Inner Mongolia relative to Mongolians increased
between 1958 and 1968 from 6: 1 to 12: 1.45 In Xinjiang, the Han
population increased from 6.2 percent in 1953 to almost 40 percent of
the total in 1973.46The main reason for this has been migration into
these regions. Between 1953 and 1970, an estimated 12.25 million Han
migrated to the northwest from other parts of the country,47with the
same trend occurring in other minority regions.48Tibet was the least
affected by migrations owing to its geographical location, which is
unattractive to the
Migration has been mainly the result of resettling Han from the
crowded centers of Eastern China, restationing of army units, dispatching those leaving secondary school from the cities into these
regions, and unofficial irnrnigration.49 Four migration periods may be
distinguished:
1. 1954-1960: In 1954, 22 million, in 1955, 25 million, and in
1956,30 million persons migrated to other parts of the country. A peak
of 33 million persons was reached in 1960. These were workers and
their families who were sent into virgin regions, or peasants who were
systematically resettled from the densely populated regions of eastern
China (Shandong, Jiangsu, Zhejiang) to the northeast (Heilongjiang)or
northwest (Ningxia, Xinjiang) to cultivate new land.
2. 1961- 1965: 19 million, 13 million, and 15 million persons resettled in 1961, 1963, and 1965, respectively.
3. 1966-1976: in 1966, 14 million, between 1967 and 1969, 5-6
million, and between 1970 and 1976, 11- 16 million persons migrated.
Six million persons-one-third of its population-emigrated into Inner
Mongolia alone during this period (there are no data available on how
much of this was due to the policies of the Cultural Revolution).
4. 1977- 1984: 14-23 million persons migrated from one part of the

an:
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Table 6.16

Mlnorlty and Han Populatlons In lnner Mongolla and Xlnjlang
(1947-1 976)
Minorities

Han

Total
population
(in millions)

Population
(in millions)

% of total

Population
(in millions)

O
h of total

lnner Mongolia
1947
1958
1959
1969
1976

N.A.
8.2
9.7
13.0
8.6

N.A.
1.2
1.3
1.O
0.4

25.0
14.6
13.4
7.7
4.7

N.A.
7.0
8.4
12.0
8.2

75.0
85.4
86.6
92.3
95.3

Xinjiang
1949
1953
1957
1960
1975

3.7
4.9
5.6
7.0
10.0

3.4
4.6
4.3
5.0
6.2

91.9
93.9
76.8
71.4
62.0

0.3
0.3
1.3
2.0
3.8

8.1
6.1
23.2
28.6
38.0

Region

Source: Scharping, Umsiedlungsprogromme f i r Chinas Jugend 1955-1980 (198 1 ) . p. 436.

N. A. -Information not available.

country to another. 50
Most of the migrants moved without official permission. -0-thirds
of the migrants in Heilongjiang and 60 percent of those in Xinjiang
immigrated "blind" (mangmu), i.e., on their own initiative. During
the great famine of 1959-61 in particular, hordes came from the famine
areas to Xinjiang, which at that time was not affected.51
% The population growth due to migration was greatest in the northInner Mongolia, Xinjiang, Ningxia, Qinghai, and Heilongjiang.
Whereas the overall population of the country increased by 50 percent between 1952 and 1982, it doubled in some of these regions (see
examples in Table 6.16). About 25-30 million persons migrated
to other parts of the country between 1949 and 1984, 15 million of
these into the above mentioned provinces and autonomous regions.
Of these 15 million, 23 percent migrated to Heilongjiang, 34 percent to Xinjiang, 30 percent to Inner Mongolia, 29 percent to Qing. ~ ~ migratory patterns are shown
hai, and 23 percent to N i n g ~ i a(These
in Map 6.1 .)

China See

+-

Direction of migration
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The official reasons for this internal migration policy were:
1. The local population alone was insufficient to open up and exploit the rich natural resources of northern China. The newcomers
would help to utilize the raw material resources of these regions,
make the land tillable, and build industry. Han specialists and
skilled workers would help also to develop the economies of these
regions.
2. Resettlements from the densely populated to the sparsely populated regions would relieve some of the burden on the former to the
benefit of both. For a long time, unemployed school-leavers were sent
from the cities into minority regions where they worked in agriculture,
usually on state farms, thereby relieving the urban labor market. At the
same time their education would, it was intended, make a beneficial
contribution to the educationally backward regions (where they could
work as teachers, ' 'barefoot doctors, " bookkeepers, etc. ) . According
to official statistics, 12 million youth from the cities were dispatched
into sparsely populated regions of northern China during the Cultural
Revolution after completing secondary school as part of the "Xiafang
movement. "
3. A stronger Han presence would buttress military security in the
border regions and facilitate the integration of minorities and their
regions into the Chinese mainstream.
Innumerable difficulties awaited the newcomers who grudgingly
left-or were forced to leave-their homes: harsh climatic conditions,
diseases, the minorities themselves (who usually were not well-disposed toward the newcomers), the sheer physical hardships of poor
living conditions, the poor logistical and transport situations, lack of
cultural facilities, lack of opportunities for continuing education, etc.
All these things together made life in minority regions difficult for the
Han.
The local inhabitants as a rule regarded the newcomers as a threat to
their economy and culture. Han settlers took pastureland away from the
minority shepherds, and youth from the cities were for the most part
regarded as "useless mouths to feed," unused to toiling on the land.53
Often the newcomers were contemptuous of the religious and cultural
customs of the local minorities and were disrespectful of the people.
minorities were discriminated against in
these circumstances had their effects on
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the relations between the Han immigrants and the local minorities.
Because of the ill will felt by many minorities toward the Han
immigrants, the Han found themselves corralled into state farms in
order to separate them from the minorities. Relations between Han
employees on the state farms and the local minorities were often envenomed and fraught with hate, and serious clashes occurred, especially
during the Cultural Revolutio A catalog of prohibitions for Han
working on state farms in minority regions in the Xishuangbanna
Autonomous Prefecture shows what these clashes were all about: the
Han lack of respect for the customs and way of life of the local minorities, confiscation of their land, destruction of property, environmental
pollution, deforestation, slaughtering of the minorities' livestock by
. ~this
~ reason, minority representatives are
the state farms, e t ~ For
today demanding that such
be stopped and (as in Tibet)
persons with certain needed
that the Han leave these
skills).
The immigrants were a heavy burden on the regions in many respects. The northwest, primarily a livestock region, suffered considerably at the hands of the migrants, who attempted to convert pastures
into tillable fields. Pastureland retreated, the desert advanced, and the
ecological balance was seriously disrupted.55In Qinghai, the per capita
grain yield decreased from 290 kg in 1952 to 284 kg in 1979 and 247 kg
in 1985. Livestock diminished from 7.07 million head in 1980 to 5.89
million head in 1985.56 Xinjiang, with 400 kg grain per capita in 1966,
had been a grain exporter to other provinces (175 thousand tons); in
1980 it was producing only 301 kg per capita and 100,000tons had to be
imported.57 The population of central Gansu doubled since 1949, but
grain production increased by only 60 percent.s8

4

Perspective on long-term effects of
Han migration
Immigration policy was and is a violation of the rights of_ _ the
__ .
autonomy
of minorities, eoentfit~~~~~to-cik.tte%'i-nd~trial
base 'for their
regions. The autonomous administrative units have neither the means
nor the right to undertake countermeasure<~he influx of large segments of the Han population undermines the strength of the autonomous minority of a region, and it can also disrupt the economic stmc-
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ture (e.g., by the influx of peasants into pasturelands and forest regions) and result in the cultural dominance of the Han. hus, in addition to being politically preeminent, the Han can ea ily secure for
themselves leading positions in economic development and dermine
the development and identity of the local minority populatio . Tensions
between nationalities, as in Xinjiang , Inner Mongolia, s9 ibet, and
other regions, are the natural consequence of this immigration policy,
which cannot be justified only in terms of providing these regions with
a needed skilled workforce. If that were the case, it would be sufficient
to send skilled workers to minority regions for a specified period of
time to train the local workforce> more plausible explanation for the
immigration policy is that the over-population in the densely populated
regions must be reduced, and the rich and manifold naturaLresources of
the autonomous regions must be put to use. In addition the Chinese
leadership is not certain of the loyalty of the minorities a d feels that
the implantation of a Han majority in minority regions would offer a
natural border defense as well as protection against any future Sovietsupported appeal to, say, Uygur national sentiment.fO
Assimilation is not directly intended (as it was ddring the Cultural
Revolution), but the creation of a Han majority in the minority regions
will undoubtedly encourage it. And the fact that the minorities perceive
it in this way is shown by their resistance to the influx of Han and to
xed marriages.
utonomy, if it is to work, cannot be merely a theoretical directive to
preserve the "purity" of the minority regions. If autonomy is to have a
meaning, the minorities, who for centuries have been pushed aside by
the Han and subjected to the pressure to assimilate, must be permitted
to decide themselves on any influx (or departure) of Han cadres-who
usually have no desire to remain in the autonomous regions. For example, many Han youth streamed back to the cities from the minority
regions following the 1977 thaw, and delegations came to Beijing
where they publicized their catastrophic living conditions on big character posters. In November 1980, thousands of youth (mainly from
Shanghai) demonstrated in Aksu (Xinjiang) for the right to return to
their homes.
If the minorities have no freed
decide on these matters, then
they also have no genuine
will be possible for the minorities to identify with
only if they have a minority

?

\

4

r

POPULATION POLICIES: MINORITIES AND MIGRATION

99

and autonomy policy that safeguards the interests of the minorities and
grants them broad powers of self-administration and decision-rnalring.
An influx of Han predicated solely on the fear of the Chinese ladership
that the minorities might place themselves on the side of an adversary in
case of conflict, or that under certain circumstances (as in Tibet) they
might break away from China, is not a viable way to approach or solve
the problem. The minority fear of assimilation will only grow, and
conflicts between Han and the minorities will be a foregone conclusion.
Concrete proposals of extensive resettlement of Han in the sparsely
populated regions already exist as part of a general population policy.
The uneven distribution of the population, it is argued, makes such
steps necessary. From the Han standpoint this is quite understandable.
In 1985, 96 percent of the population lived in eastern China, which
covers less than half of the country's area (see Table 6.17), and only 4
percent lived in western China.
Since the area available for cultivation is much smaller in the east
than in the west, it is argued that there is a tremendous potential in the
west for creating tillable acreage, whereas in the east a decline in
farmed acreage is to be expected due to the growth of cities. The
encouragement of natural population growth in the west and a restriction on births in the east must be complemented by the development and
implementation of resettlement projects from east to west. This would
help to achieve a more balanced distribution of the population and
productive forces, and facilitate the tapping and exploitation of raw
materials and the economic development of the minorities of these
regions. An increase in the population density in the western border
regions from six persons per square km to 20 would mean that 70
million persons could be re~ettled.~'
But opinions on this proposal are widely varying. The sociologist Fei
Xiaotong thinks that primary reliance must be placed on the local
population in developing the minority regions, with skilled labor being
imported from without. Blind migration must be curbed, and replaced
by planned migration.62 Fei speaks of resettling 60 million people
within three decades.63
While some scholars advocate large scale resettlements to the northwest,64 others warn of the consequences for logistics and ecology.
The area under cultivation is slight, and the self-sufficiency of
these regions with grain is not assured.65Economic development has
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Table 6.17

Chlna's Population DlstrlbutIon (1985)
Population
Region
Eastern zone
Western zonea

Number
in millions
1,001.09
44.23

010

Surface area
in millions
of km2

96
4

4.6
5.0

010

Population
density
(per kmz)

48
52

207
6

Source: Zhongguo tongji nionjion (1986). p. 93f.
Note: aThe Western zone includes Xinjiang, Gansu, Qinghai, Ningxia, and Tibet.

Table 6.18

Minority Population in Autonomous Regions
Total minority population (010)
Autonomous region

1982

1985

1987

Guangxi
Inner Mongolia
Ningxia
Tibet
Xinjiang
Source: Zhongguo 1982 nion renkou pucha (1985), p. 218f; Zhongguo tongji nianjian (1986).

p. 7 , and (1988) p. 84.

not, it is argued, kept pace with population
Chinese scholars have yet to question the fact that the minorities
have in some cases become numerical minorities in their own regions
because of Han migration. The influx has declined somewhat due to the
change in nationality policy in the early eighties; also, the minorities
are beginning to catch up because of their higher birth rates (see Table
6.18).
[ Important raw materials are situated in minority regions, and
~ h h a ' economic
s
development is impossible without opening them up.
But these regions are also order regions and sparsely populated, while
the east is over populated. ,t is not surprising, therefore, that large,
ambitious resettlement projects are a topic of discussion. These projects will be difficult to implement without provoking resistance from
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the minorities concerned>Respect of minority autonomy goes against
the interests of population policy and certainly against the interests of
development of the country as a whole. How this problem is dealt with
will be of crucial importance for future minority policy and for the
relationship between the ethnic minorities and the Han.

1

Religion, Religious Policy, and Ethnic Minorities

Many ethnic minorities in China profess religions other than those of
the Han. In the northwest, Islam is a major influence among the Hui and
Uygur, which are the second and third largest nationalities. Lamaism
is the religion of the Tibetans and Mongolians as well as of a number of
smaller ethnic groups. In the south, Mahayana-Buddhism has a foothold. Animism, animatism, and Shamanism still exist among numerous minor peoples. This intertwining of religion and nationality makes
the religious question a touchy one.

What is "religion" in China?
Because religion in China is not the same as religion in the West,
present-day Chinese religious policy cannot be explained by either
theological or Marxist standards, or be measured by Western concepts
alone. An antireligious attitude has a long tradition in China, dating
from the fourth century B . c . , when many of the learned equated religion with superstition.
The question of the meaning of life, which has motivated European
philosophers for centuries, has never been a major concern in China.
Nor was life after death a subject of consideration for Confucian and
Taoist scholars. When asked about the essence of death, Confucius
replied, "If we do not even know what life is, how can we know
anything about death." There was no word in Chinese for religion in
the Western sense. Traditionally, the terms "doctrine" (jiao)or, more
precisely, the "doctrine of ancestors" (zong) were the terms used, and
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no fundamental distinction was drawn between religion and doctrine
either theoretically or linguistically. For the Chinese, a religion is one
doctrine among many others. Religion does not rule out other doctrines
and cannot lay claim to a prior right of being the one and only infallible
opinion or school of thought. The multitude of doctrines in China have
never needed clearly defined demarcation among them, as have religions in the Western concept.
There are three main intellectual traditions that have left their marks
on China: Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism. The first two are
China's own offspring, and both existed for about 500 years before
Buddhism gained a foothold in China. But even before Confucianism
and Taoism, other religious and cosmological ideas such as animism
(worship of natural deities, fertility rites, and cults, and especially the
worship of ancestors) existed for 1,000years; it is out of these that the
two developed, each in its own way.
These three traditions have influenced one another and changed
considerably over the course of time, but they have never merged. The
upper strata of officials and scholars have almost universally adhered to
the philosophical world-view of Confucianism; the common people,
however, did not regard themselves as part of only one of the intellectual traditions, but instead visited the temples of all those religions.
Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism in their religious forms were
combined in the so-called "folk r e l i g i ~ n . "In
~ China, the term "sun
wei yi" is used to mean that three (religions) are only one.
The positive Confucian view of the world and the negative Taoist
view complement one another. It has been said that Chinese are Confucians when fortune is kind to them, Taoists when things are going
badly, and Buddhists when death approaches. A person who fails may
retreat disappointed, and regard things from the outside in the Taoist
manner. Perhaps the strict Confucian social ethic was made tolerable or
balanced out only with the assistance of Taoist sarcasm, and life was
made bearable only by the union of these two ways of thinking in every
Chinese. If, however, human existence or human reason were unable
any longer to show the way, then Buddhism was ultimately there to
offer the spirit a refuge in the beyond, with all its advantages. It is said
that formerly a person who wished to forge a career had to act as a
Confucian, which is a view that yet prevails in the collective thought,
although those concerned may no longer be conscious of it.
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Religion in the strict sense was the popular religion, a mixture of the
old folk religion with Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism, recruiting its divinities from the most diverse beliefs. Neither the popular
priests nor the faithful could say-nor can they say even now--to which
religion or doctrine they adhered. This "religion," which can scarcely
be defined, had its adherents among the common people, not the
educated, who were instead devotees of philosophical Confucianism or
Taoism.
As for other religions, there were reportedly three to four million
Christians in China in 1949. Christianity had been spread by foreign
churches, which exerted a critical influence on all church affairs.
Islam, Lamaism, and both animist and animalistic beliefs were prevalent, primarily among the ethnic minorities. But a religion of redemption never developed in China itself. The absence of the idea of a single,
almighty God-alien to the Chinese-is a fundamental difference from
the Western notion of religion. (Although Buddhism, which came to
China from India via Central Asia, was a religion of redemption, its
main emphasis was on salvation rather than on giving meaning to life.)
Life, the earth, nature, harmony, and human happiness, i .e. , real,
tangible things, were always at the center of Chinese thought-not an
invisible God in heaven. This realism had its ideological foundation in
Confucianism, which centered on man, not God. Man had equal status
with heaven and earth and was not, as in Western Christian conceptions, dependent on God and his mercy. The Chinese philosopher Lin
Yutang, born in America, captured this difference quite fittingly:
Jesus was a romantic, Confucius a realist; Jesus was a mystic,
Confucius a positivist. One can also say that Jesus was a humanitarian, a genius of human love, while Confucius was a humanistic
genius . . . it is almost inconceivable to the Western mind that the
relation between man and man could be fruitfully shaped without the
idea of a supreme being, whereas it is just as astonishing to the
Chinese why human beings should not be able to be decent to one
another even without the thought of their direct relation through that
third partner.
For this reason, neither Confucius nor any of his disciples was
exalted to the status of God. This also explains why China never
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~roduceda world religion: its own religious appurtenances consisted
essentially of relics of the past in the form of what is known as "universism, " with the worship of one's ancestors forming an integral part.
Thus religion was neither necessary nor desirable for the Chinese, and
that is one reason why Christianity never succeeded in recruiting a
large following in China (remember that 4 million in 1949 constituted
less than 1 percent of the population). Philosophical Confucianism
gave the upper stratum of officials and literati a relatively closed body
of thought that contained certain antireligious traits.
China was as areligious for the scholars of ancient China as it is for
the educated in the China of today. This must be kept in mind when
discussing today's religious policy. China's supreme power has always
endeavored to keep religious activities under control so as not to jeopardize the unity and stability of the state, since religious sects and secret
societies have been regularly at the head of peasant revolts. Religions
were therefore approved and tolerated only as long as they supported
the state and demonstrated themselves to be loyal. Religion was never
regarded as a power above the state.

The "mission" of Christianity in China
Although the Christian mission in China was not a totally negative
experience for China, Christianity has borne the brunt of antireligious
incidents in China in this century, and for good reason. Displayed
against the backdrop of the missions' positive contributions-to cultural exchange, education, the alleviation of poverty, and the growth of
society-is the picture of foreigners who used missionary "incidents"
as an excuse to implement their gunboat policy and to be contemptuous
of Chinese customs and way of life. Even today, many Chinese associate the missionaries with China's national weakness in the nineteenth
and first half of the twentieth centuries, and identify them with the
exercise of foreign power in China.
With the Treaty of Tianjin (1858), the Christian missionaries obtained a privileged position. In all of their actions, the religionists
were conscious of having the armed protection of Western powers
behind them. Foreigners, who possessed the privileges of extraterritoriality, exacted harsh penalties from their opponents and demanded high compensation. Incidents arising from the Christians'
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ignorance of Chinese customs and the locals' intolerance of the
religionists multiplied in the latter half of the nineteenth century, sometimes resulting in violent unrest. Where the missionaries experienced
"difficulties," foreign gunboats often arrived to intimidate the local
population or authorities, to demand reparations, or to win special
privileges.
German missionaries alone were responsible for many ugly incidents: they labeled the graves and temples of ancestors "superstitious," and had them torn down in Shandong; they converted Buddhist
temples into churches; and they used the murder of two German missionaries in Shandong as a pretext for occupying the city of Qingdao
with German troops as a colonial "protectorate." The hate of foreigners finally exploded in the "Boxer Rebellion" in 1900. The atrocities of the "Christian" powers in this war, and later in World War I
and the Treaty of Versailles,* only served to strengthen the "antiChristian movement. '' This movement subsequently became an important part of the "Fourth of May movement" in 1919, out of which the
Communist Party of China was born. The Communists still see themselves as part of the tradition of the Fourth of May movement, which
was areligious and which sought an intellectual and cultural renewal
for China.
The German sinologist Richard Wilhelm (1873- 1930), who himself
spent decades as a priest and missionary in China, describes the negative aspects of the Christian mission in China in his work Die Seele
Chinas (The Soul of China): condemnation and discrediting of Chinese
beliefs and religious practices (such as stigmatizing the ancestor cult as
"idolatry"); development of the profitable "coolie trade" (a commerce in coolies for the battlefields of World War I); efforts to tie
China to Western values and, thus, to the West through Christianity,
e t ~Since
. ~ this outlook inspired disgust in the population at large, those
Chinese who associated themselves with the mission were for the most
part outcasts of society, or persons who expected material rewards. The
missions did indeed provide financial rewards, free board, and schooling, and behind the missions stood the Western powers, a quality
equally as alluring to some.
*The Treaty awarded the German colony to the Japanese against the will of the
Chinese.
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Modern Chinese religious policy to 1979
After the founding of the People's Republic, the faithful who were
ready to accept the new order and to help in reconstruction received an
offer of collaboration. Freedom of religious belief (like the freedom to
profess no religion) was set down formally in the constitution, but
religious associations had to extricate themselves from foreign influence and were no longer permitted to receive outside aid. The lands and
institutions of church organizations became state property. The influence and margin of freedom of religions were restricted by placing the
education and social welfare sectors of the religions under the control
of the state. Foreign missionaries were expelled.
In 1951, a Bureau for Religious Affairs, attached to the State Council, was established to serve as a link between the government and the
organizations of Buddhists, Moslems, Taoists, and Christians that
came to be formed in the fifties.6
The constitution of the first Chinese Soviet Republic (1931 ) guaranteed religious freedom for all workers and peasants, and at the same
time gave the right to conduct antireligious propaganda.' Mao Zedong
had argued quite early on that religion should not be forbidden, but only
restricted, for:
The figures of the gods are the work of the peasants themselves and
when the time comes the peasants will cast them aside with their own
hands; there is no need for other people who would do this prematurely in their place. (Report on a Study of the Peasant Movement in
H~nan.)~
In 1957, Zhou Enlai, at that time prime minister, declared

. . . that religious belief is a question of the faith of the people and
is not a political question. Regardless of whether a person is atheist
or believer, materialist or idealist, all can support more or less the
socialist system. In our Communist Party there are many party
members who are peasants. . . . Many of them are functionaries in
the community administration. Politically and ideologically, they
quite thoroughly meet the demands of the socialist economic system
and yet many of them are afraid of ghosts at night. Do you think that
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Communists are not afraid of ghosts? I doubt it. People have the most
diverse thoughts. As long as a person does not harm political life and
economic production, we should leave him in peace. Religion will
continue to exist for some time yet. Its future development depends
on future conditions. But as long as human beings continue to be
faced with ideological problems which they cannot explain and cannot solve, religious belief will be inevitable. . . . Our friends from
religious circles need not worry whether religion can exist or not.
According to the materialist conception there will be religion as long
as society has not developed far enough to have eliminated the condit ions for the existence of re1igion.
But the "friends from religious circles" soon had cause for concern. The political ideological campaigns that became a regular occurrence after 1957 were extended to include religions and religious
believers. Mao's early position and Zhou Enlai's view never became a
reality in China. Complaints of discrimination and persecution began
to be heard in 1958. A major Moslem uprising in northwestern China
in 1958 and the Tibetan uprising in 1959 were also related to the
religious question. The authorities dealt severely with the rebels at
that time.
After bitter clashes within the party leadership in the early sixties,
the "class struggle" was declared the focal point of all work. At the
same time, a debate on the relationship between religion and superstition began. Initially only the latter came under assault. The central
party newspaper, Renmin ribao (People's Daily), stated in August 1963
that beliefs that relied on superstition were not to be classified as
religion, but as a "deception of the people," and therefore could count
on no protection under the guidelines for freedom of religious belief. l o
The popular religion, Shamanism-as well as magic, occultism, geomancy, exorcism, and divination-came under the heading "superstition," but the "high religions" of Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam
did not.
The Cultural Revolution brought about open and direct suppression
of religious belief. The Red Guards drew no distinction between religion and superstition. Any methodology that saw the highest form of
faith to lie not in Mao Zedong's thought but in another being was
condemned. All religious shrines were closed. Religious writings,
statues, and art works were destroyed, and the faithful harassed. Reli-
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gion was one of the "four old things" (sijiu)-an old way of thinkng,
old culture, old customs, and old morals-that had to be eradicated,
root and branch. This applied to the Han Chinese and the ethnic minorities alike.
For the latter, religious oppression was directly related to national
oppression. Moslems were forced to raise hogs, and for a Hui (Moslem) eating pork became a criterion for acceptance into the party, the
Communist Youth League, the army, and for access to jobs and promotions. In some Moslem regions this led to rebellion. l 2 In Tibet, which
was the hardest hit, the Red Guards laid waste to 2,690 of the original
2,700 convents. Tibetans were forced to take part in the desecration
and destruction of their own shrines and temples. l 3 In the province of
Yunnan, a Christian clergyman of Miao nationality was sentenced to
death for practicing his faith in 1973. When the sentence was read,
representatives of the Miao were forced to renounce their faith. Ironically, constitutionally guaranteed freedom of religion was still formally
in effect at that time. In the West, it was believed that religion had been
dealt a death blow in China.
The political liberalization that set in after the fall of the "Gang of
Four" (led by Mao's widow Jiang Qing) and the ensuing discussion of
China's political and economic future brought about a turn in religious
policy. From 1979 onward, religions were once again permitted to
organize. Religious activity was permitted, and churches, mosques,
and temples were restored by the state and returned to the faithful.
Priests, lamas, and imams were permitted to return from their work in
the fields and factories or from prison. The principles of religious
freedom from the fifties were again affirmed. The 1982 constitution
went so far as to broaden the rights of religious exercise. Article 36 of
this constitution states:
The citizens of the People's Republic enjoy religious freedom.
No organ of the state, no social organization, and no individual
may force citizens to adhere or not to adhere to a religion, nor may
they place any citizen at a disadvantage who does or does not adhere
to a religion.
The state protects normal religious activities. No one may use a
religion to carry out activities that disrupt the public order, harm the
physical health of the citizens, or undermine the state's education
system.
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Religious organizations and religious affairs may be controlled by
no foreign force. l 4
The 1982 constitution established the most far-ranging rights since
the founding of the People's Republic. The 1954 constitution had
merely stated that "every citizen has the right to believe or not to
believe";15 in 1978 the passage ". . . and the freedom to propagate
atheism" was added.I6 (The latter phrase was annulled in 1982 as
covert discrimination, presumably alluding to the Vatican and its efforts to make contact with the Catholic Church of China.) The new
penal law of 1979 provided for punishment of state officials who
prevent citizens from the legitimate exercise of religion. l7
Although all these points represent an expansion of the legal provisions for religious freedom, the imprecisions in their formulation permit arbitrary encroachments on religious freedom and allow for the
possibility of restricting these rights. What, after all, does "normal
religious activities" mean? Who "disrupts" the "public order" and
when? Or who undermines the state's education system, and how and
when? Elastic paragraphs such as these enable the bureaucracy to
drastically restrict religious freedom in political ideological campaigns
such as the campaign against "spiritual pollution" (1983) or against
' 'bourgeois liberation' ' (1987).

Religious policy today
Initially, Chinese scholars endeavored to disentangle theoretically the
terms religion and superstition. The latter was to remain forbidden.
Thus a seminal article in Renmin ribao in 1979 stated:
The reverence for supernatural secret powers can be called superstition. Religion is indeed superstition, but it would be wrong to say
that all superstition is religion. The different types of feudal superstition, for example, are not religion. l 8
By the fourth century B.C. a difference in thinking had developed
between the learned class and the common people, especially under the
influence of Confucianism. The former, all educated Confucianists,
rejected the belief in the supernatural and used Confucian humanism
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and philosophical aspects of Taoism and Buddhism to form their world
view. In the common people, the religious and preternatural aspects of
Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism found their expression in the
"folk religion, " which was despised by the upper classes, who regarded themselves as enlightened. l 9
This dualism is still evident in the religious policy of today. The folk
religion and the early forms of religion (including those of the ethnic
minorities) are rejected as "superstitious. " The Communist Party
today regards itself as the "enlightened" element, and sees its mission
as raising up the common people. Hence, this function is completely
within the Confucian tradition. In this regard, the German sinologist
Wolfgang Bauer noted cogently that the "outside world" and "superstition, " with their opposite poles of "China" and "enlightenment, ' '
form the basic coordinates governing the attitude of the Chinese government to religion, both today and in traditional China.20
Thus, the equating of religion with superstition has historical
grounds. This equation led during the Cultural Revolution to the condemnation and prohibition of all forms of religious activity as superstition. In the same article, it was stated that nonreligions in this sense are
all forms of "feudalistic superstition" such as the practices of witches,
quacks, rainmakers, exorcists, geomancers, soothsayers, and magicians. The world religions of Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, and, in its
more philosophical form, Taoism, were the only accepted religions.
Earlier forms of religion such as Shamanism, animatism, and animism
remained forbidden as "superstitions" like the earlier popular religion.
This position has become less rigid in recent years; the early forms
of religion such as those mentioned have in fact been classified as
religions by at least some scholars when they apply primarily to the
national minorities who still practice them. But the popular religionwhich comprises ecstatic and exorcistic practices, as well as divination, oracles, and geomancy-remains largely banished. This also has
its tradition: the popular religion has always been despised by the
learned and officials, and combated by the Confucians.
The religious policy of the Chinese Communists is based today on
the following tenets:
1. Religion is a historical product that can only be abolished under
certain socioeconomic and other conditions such as spreading scientif-
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ic and cultural knowledge. Because religion has existed for a long time,
the party must also pursue a long-term and continuous religious policy.
2. Religion has to do with the believer's attitude toward life and is
hence an ideological problem. Ideological questions can only be resolved by democratic methods, education, and correct upbringing, not
through force and violence or by administrative means. Experience
shows that the influence of religion declines as material conditions
become better, political participation increases, and the level of education rises.
3. Religion is not only a quest ion of the "masses" and the nation,
but is also a nationality problem. As many members of ethnic minorities are adherents of a religion, the religious question therefore is
directly tied in with the nationality question. The correct treatment of
the religious question is therefore of major importance for the unity of
the country, the solidarity of peoples, and international relations.
4. The religious question is not an acute problem in China. The
contradictions between believers and nonbelievers are not a key point
of conflict. Both groups can work together on a friendly basis, be
patriots, and support the party and socialism. Therefore in dealing with
religious questions, the communality of political and economic interests among peoples must be stressed rather than differences in faith.21
So far that is the official perspective, marked by tolerant and harmonious cooperation. In actuality, there are a multitude of problems that,
while posing no peril to state power, nonetheless do challenge it.
There are two important phenomena today that the state is battling in
the religious question: first, the attempts of local officials to place
themselves above the policy of religious freedom and to obstruct certain permitted religious activities; and second, the attempts of religious
circles to expand their influence even against state interests.22These
efforts include attempts (especially in Moslem and Buddhist regions) to
coerce people who do not or no longer believe in religion to resume
their faith; to spend public money for temple festivals or the construction of new temples; or to incite the faithful against the party, state, or
state policies such as family planning or marriages of persons who do
not or no longer belong to one's religious group.
Despite decades of propaganda against "superstition" and despite
all attempts to eliminate it during the Cultural Revolution, superstition
is returning today in all its forms. This ranges from traditional sacri-
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fices to ancestors and burials through soothsaying and geomancy (divination that selects building sites or grave sites on the basis of the
composition of the soil, the topography, etc.) to violent conflicts between sects and the "restoration of the earlier system of oppression and
exploitation of temples and cloisters." In a number of places there
already seem to be more temples than in the forties.23
The Chinese press often reports on the "terribly high number of
superstitious activities" in the villages.24Cities are also affected: in
spring 1987, the trade-union newspaper Gongren ribao reported on a
factory in the city of Xuzhou where the management had hired several
exorcists and magicians to put an end to "inexplicable incidents" in the
enterprise by "driving out spirits and demons." Production had to be
stopped for several days because of the "driving-out ceremony." The
police later discovered that the "inexplicable incidents" were only a
deliberate, planned act of revenge on the part of a young worker against
the plant management.25
The dilemma becomes clear enough: on the one hand the attempt to
at least partially restore religious freedoms (insofar as they support the
state and are controllable); and on the other hand the effort to block
missionary attempts, the propagation of religious beliefs, the restoration of the former privileges of religious circles, and the expansion of
the influence of religion. Outlawing the popular religion causes it to
flourish underground, which makes it very difficult for the state to
control.
Interestingly, the influence of religion and superstition is rapidly
growing among the actively engaged "individual entrepreneurs" (independent business people and tradesmen), possibly due to a low level
of education. Since the independents could not explain to themselves
the genesis of profits and losses, they sacrificed to the "God of
Wealth" and other gods, and prayed for good business. 26 In fact, I
believe the probable cause is that the individual entrepreneurs belong to
no state or collective unit (danwei) and are able to evade the network of
state controls.

Recent discussions on the essence of religion
Chinese scholars are today endeavoring to come up with a more differentiated picture of religion after many years of its being referred to as

114

CHINA AND ITS NATIONAL MINORITIES

simply the "oppressive instrument of the exploiting classes" and the
"opium of the people." There is quite a broad variety of views, but
three principal ones may be distinguished:
1. Although the doctrines and the rites of religions present the
objective world in distorted form and are contrary to Marxism, and
although religion has a narcotic effect, the practice of religion must be
permitted in socialist society. Atheistic education must, of course, be
reinforced to eliminate the influence of religion as rapidly as possible.
2. Under a socialist society, religions have another character that
allows them to enter into an alliance with socialism. Religion not only
functions as the opium for the people but also shows the suffering of
mankind and man's struggle against that suffering. In China, religion
has never been a political power that exercised control of the state;
rather it has been practiced by believers in free self-determination. Nor
has it ever become an instrument of the ruling classes and used for
domination over the people. Since religions have existed in China for
quite a long time, the state must guide the faithful and work against the
negative influences of religion.
3. In the early phases of the great religions (Christianity, Judaism,
Buddhism, and Islam), the positive elements far outweighed the negative factors. It was not until later that religion came to be misused by
the ruling classes to oppress the people. Religions have enriched history, culture, art, architecture, and medicine. A reevaluation of religion
must therefore be undertaken. 27
An open debate and a more differentiated approach are to be welcomed, since together they constitute an important precondition for a
greater measure of religious freedom. Earlier, it was only the negative
character of religion that was stressed, but today some scholars interested in the topic see positive aspects. The first and second of the above
three positions are thoroughly traditional: a position of tolerance and a
position of guidance and control. The third position leaves the manner
of approach open but cautiously calls for a reevaluation.
There have already been far-ranging attempts in this respect. For
example, Zhao Fusan, the vice president of Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences (Zhongguo shehui kexue yuan), has even rejected the Marxist
theory of religion as the "opium of the people'' as being too narrow. Its
characterization as opium and as a tool of the ruling classes does not
respect history, culture, and peoples' power to believe. Religion, he
says, is an important component of the cultural history of peoples.28A
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positive assessment such as this, if it were to prevail, could lead to a
more relaxed religious policy and eliminate the fear harbored by the
faithful of belonging to a superstitious or reactionary faith; their loyalty
to the state would therefore grow. On the other hand, this approach
would make possible a freer development of religions. Less restriction
of the exercise of religion would make more people believers. The
Communist Party would then see this as a weakening of its own posit ion.
Thus, the second position of those outlined above is the most likely
one to determine the future of religions in China.

Religious policy and the question of national
minorities
A large proportion of the roughly 70 million members of ethnic minor-

ities belong to some religion, mainly Islam and Buddhism; Christianity
also has influence among some minorities. The religious question is
intimately linked to the nationality question-how closely was demonstrated by the uprisings of Uygur Moslems in the city of Kashgar in
198129and of the Tibetan lamas in recent years.
A revival of religion is evident in minority regions, more conspicuously in the countryside than in the cities. A vigorous, lively religious
activity is discernible everywhere, but especially in Islamic and Buddhist regions. Sacred writings (the Koran, the Bible, the Daodejing,
etc.) have been officially published. 30 Mosques and temples have been
restored mainly on the initiative and with the resources of the faithful.
In the Hui (the largest Moslem minority) regions in northwest China,
whole city districts have built their own mosques. The names of all
donors were listed on large wall posters. Hui respondents declared
almost without exception to the author that their greatest desire was to
make a pilgrimage to Mecca; many took leisure-time jobs to save
money for this trip. The desire for an Islamic upbringing for their
children and for their receiving instruction in the rules of the Koran is
considerable. In Tibet as well, religion has enjoyed a revival among the
youth.
None of this is surprising; religion cannot be simply suppressed, and
experiences in China have confirmed this. Religion is a part of a
national culture and national identity for many ethnic minorities.
Professing one's religion means profession of one's own nationality.
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and demonstrates a heightened awareness of nationality.
The official policy is that the authorities are not to interfere in the
religious affairs of minorities as long as state affairs and the education
system are not affected. But the line is difficult to draw. Among the
Islamic Hui, the mullahs are more frequently listened to than the party
secretaries. And party membership and religious membership are still
considered incompatible. The fact that the party warns against participation of party cadres in religious or "superstitious" activities (which
is evidently increasing in minority regions)31shows that religion still
holds some power of attraction, even for officials.
But a distinction must be drawn between party members of Han
nationality and those of national minorities. The latter must "not be
rejected" if they have not yet completely severed their ties with their
religious beliefs; rather, they "must be helped" (through "ideological
education") to "raise their political consciousness." Only those who
incite religious fanaticism and work against the principles of the party
in the name of religion should be removed from the party.32
Functionaries from minority regions are faced with a dilemma: they
are expected to sever themselves from the religion of their nationality.
But if they no longer believe in the religious doctrines and rites but
reject them, and refuse to participate in the ceremonies held by members of their nationality (weddings, funerals, and other solemnities),
they soon find themselves rejected by the members of their ethnic
group. The minority cadres, who are always potentially pursuing the
wrong course, certainly will find it difficult to decide how they should
behave and what attitude the party actually desires of them. They thus
run the risk (as in Moslem regions) of isolating themselves from the
majority of the believers. This puts them in a permanent conflict of
conscience between allegiance to the party and to the religious population. The Chinese press frequently refers to the growing trend
of punishing those who no longer believe in religion by "expelling
them from their membership in a nationality," indicating that for
many minorities, nationality questions and the religion question are
identical. 33

Prospects
Religion in China is seen as something alien, as something that has
come from outside and that is sometimes a threat to the state; as
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something that gains influence especially in times of internal weakness;
as a counterpoint to higher Confucian morality-these traditional basic
structures are still to a certain extent operative today in the official
attitude toward religions. Even though state intervention in religious
matters would be hardly conceivable in the West, from the historical
perspective of China it seems almost logical, since religious groups
have often been the center of incursions into state power. The experience with Christianity in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries showed
the Chinese how religion can be used by foreign powers to weaken
China. Accordingly, the overtures of foreign churches are still today
regarded with suspicion.
Yet deference to foreign nations in the interest of the political and
economic open-door policy of China is probably a decisive factor in
allowing expanded religious activity. The Chinese leadership is trying
to focus the faithful of all religions on the objective of developing
China, urging believers and nonbelievers alike to work together to the
good of the country.
But what if the party begins to lose the "ideological struggle"? This
could very well lead to continual friction and oppositions between the
party and the faithful.
Theoretically, cooperation between religious circles and Communists is not ruled out despite the antagonism between the two as long as
the latter respect and protect the freedom of religious belief and the
former do not work against the interests of the party. But since these
interests can be interpreted in different ways, relations between the
faithful and the Communists can hardly remain free of conflict. Religious leaders such as the Dalai Lama therefore are seeking new interpretations to allow for mutual cooperation. The Dalai Lama sees, for
example, strong similarities between the goals of the Marxists and of
the Buddhists, and therefore the possibility for "peaceful coexistence"
and cooperation, and even mutual enrichment.34
By definition, religion must endeavor to spread the faith. Religious
freedom in the Western sense is conducive to the spread of religion. But
if religion must subordinate itself to the interest of the state power, and
this interest is directed against spread of religion, then there is no
religious freedom in this sense.

The Tibet Question

The unrest in Tibet in the autumn of 1987 and the springs of 1988 and
1989 once again focused world attention on the Tibet question, which is
without a doubt a key issue in the nationality policy of the People's
Republic of China. The following does not pretend to provide an
exhaustive analysis of this problem, something that has already been
adequately done by others.' The Chinese arguments and methods in
Tibet need be neither justified nor excused, but China should also not
be overhastily condemned. This discussion shall attempt instead to
illuminate a few aspects of the problem to help explain Chinese conduct, something that is important to understanding the Tibet question.

A brief history of Tibet
Circa sixth century A.D., the Tibetans began major military incursions
into China, India, and Burma. In the ninth century, the Tibetan kingdom collapsed due to internal struggles, and the Chinese Tang (618907) dynasty regained the regions that had been lost to the Tibetans. It
was the Mongols who first brought about a closer relationship between
Tibet and China, when they conquered both China and Tibet in the
thirteenth century and founded the Yuan dynasty (1279- 1368). The
Yuan emperors were recognized by both parties as the overlords of
Tibet, but the Lamas governed Tibet's internal affairs. The relationship between Tibet and China continued essentially unchanged during
the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), which ended Mongol rule, and the
Qing dynasty (1644- 1911).
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There were some incidents that helped to strengthen (he Chinex
position during this period: following the disturbances after (he death
of the fifth Dalai Lama in 1682, the Manchu emperors sent a military
expedition to Tibet to restore order. In 1720 the Tibems appealed to
the Chinese army for help against the invading Dzungars. After a
successful campaign, the Chinese emperor concluded a treaty with the
Dalai Lama, in which Tibet came under Chinese hegemony.
As a result of internal unrest in the eighteenth century, a Chinese
garrison was sent to Tibet and two civilian officials (ambans) were
installed as permanent agents and inspectors of the emperor's court. In
the late eighteenth century, the Nepalese Gurkhas twice attacked Tibet.
The local government asked for assistance from Chinese troops. who
drove out the invaders. As a result, all external contacts of Tibet were
placed under Chinese control and foreigners were refused entry, under
the pretext that the British had supported the Gurkhas.
Up to 1912, then, Tibet remained a protectorate which-as was
traditional in the Chinese policy toward the non-Han nations-continued to be governed by Tibetans. This traditional policy provided that
the ruler of a nation or a region would officially place himself under the
Chinese emperor, who would then officially bestow an office on the
ruler and (as in the case of Tibet) furnish a Chinese official at his side.
This was initially a military, and later a civil, governor.
In the beginning of this century, both England and Russia strove for
greater influence in Tibet as part of their rivalry in Central Asia. In
1903-1904, Great Britain tried to reach an agreement with Tibet by
direct intervention. After battles in which the Tibetans suffered heavy
losses, an accession was wrested from the Tibetan government, which
fixed the boundary between Sikkim and Tibet and conceded certain
trading rights to Great Britain. Since the British had not included the
Chinese in this agreement, the latter insisted on recognition of Chinese
sovereignty over Tibet during the negotiations for a British-Chinese
treaty wherein the British formally recognized China's hegemony over
Tibet. In the Russian-British Accord of 1907, the Russians pledged to
deal with Tibet only through the Chinese government. The Chinese
endeavored to strengthen their claim to sovereignty by heavier military
control over Tibet, and in 1910 they even marched into Lhasa and
proscribed all contact between Tibetans and British.
During the course of the Chinese Revolution of 1911, there were
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armed conflicts between Tibetans and Chinese, who were driven out of
Tibet with the help of Nepal in 1912. The thirteenth Dalai Lama
declared Tibet independent of the Chinese government. Although the
Chinese government continued to assert its sovereignty over Tibet, the
British would acknowledge only a "suzerainty."
Internal turmoil in China, and then the Japanese invasion, prevented
further political and military ties between Tibet and China. Tibet's
attempt to take advantage of the Chinese situation by seeking international recognition during the 1940s foundered, and not a single nation
would acknowledge Tibet as an independent state. In 1950, the Chinese
People's Liberation Army marched into Tibet, and in 1951 an agreement was signed guaranteeing autonomy to the Tibetans, as well as the
continued existence of their institutions and the rights of the Dalai
Lama. At the same time, it was declared that Tibet was-and is-a part
of China.
In the mid-1950s the Chinese sought to enforce their domain in
Tibet, sometimes with violence; there was increasing unrest and resistance among the Tibetans, and in 1959, open revolts broke out. The
Dalai Lama led a large number of Tibetans into exile in India. In the
succeeding years, especially during the Cultural Revolution, all forms
of Tibetan independence and'political structures were shattered, and
the monasteries were closed and destroyed. The plan wqs to pacify
Tibet by abolishing its culture and persecuting dissidents4
Not until the early 1980s, when the Chinese state (hiderto having
little or no information as to the actual affairs in Tibet) delved into the
Tibet situation, were the Tibetans promised more independence in
political, economic, and cultural respects. The success of this has been
limited, however, since local officials are reluctant to institute reforms;
thus Tibet lags behind other regions. Wu Jinghua (until 1988 the Party
secretary of Tibet, and a member of the Yi nationality) was even called
openly the "Lama-secretary" by the other local officials, because he
attended major religious ceremonies to demonstrate his support for
religious policy in Tibet.

The concept of "state" in China
In 1911 and 1949 Tibet attempted to make itself independent from
China. The status of Tibet within the community of nations was there-
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fore a controversial question for a time in international law, even
though not one country ever recognized Tibet as an independent state,
and today Tibet is regarded in international law as a part of the Pmple's Republic of China.
This is not sufficient, however, to explain the intervention of Chinese
troops in 1950. There are two factors that have not yet been taken into
account in Western discussions of the Tibet question. China clearly
proceeds from a different conception of nation and state when fixing its
borders than do the modern Western nation-states. Unlike in Europe,
where today's nation-states were formed only in the last two centuries,
the Chinese empire has existed for over 2,000 years. The territory of
today's China has been Chinese territory for many centuries. The
historical inclusion of an area as a part of China was and is considered
by the Chinese to be as strong a criterion as was the drawing of the
borders of the young European national states.
Western principles of international law derive from the European
legal philosophy as it developed in the nineteenth century, a period in
which all the major states of Europe exercised a colonial rule over
many peoples. European legal principles therefore cannot be translated
directly and straightforwardly to Chinese circumstances. To the Chinese, all peoples who live in the territory of today's China are considered part of the Chinese people. Thus, in the official view, Tibetans
also have belonged to China for quite some time. It was the weakness of
the Qing dynasty and pressure and influence from foreign powers that
were responsible for the severance of large areas from China in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
A similar situation exists with the Mongolian People's Republic.
Sun Yat-sen, the founder of the Chinese republic in 1911, called for a
new national identity and a "new nationalism" of all the peoples of
China to strengthen the country and to bring about a national renaissance. He continued to regard what is today the Mongolian People's
Republic as a part of the Chinese nation even after it was separated
from the Chinese empire, although the Mongols had other ideas. Even
today, the Mongolian People's Republic is not recognized by Taiwan as
an independent state, but is considered part of China.
Thus the ideological basis for the reincorporation of Tibet in 1950
was based on both the view that all the peoples and ethnic groups who
had lived on Chinese territory up to 1911 were part of the Chinese

122

CHINA AND ITS NATIONAL MINORITIES

nation, and on the fact that China's weakness at the time was unable to
prevent the "defection" of some territories. The Chinese concept of
law therefore equates the territorial principle with the national principle, a point on which the Guomindang in Taiwan and the Communist
Party of the People's Republic of China are, as of now, largely in
agreement.
In 1950 the Communists attempted to revalidate this principle of law
with the reincorporation of Tibet. At the same time they wanted to
demonstrate that the era of the "ailing man in the East," as China had
long been called, was past. China, which has claimed sovereignty over
Tibet since 1911, felt justified in reincorporating a territory that had
almost been lost on account of "imperialist influences."
It is vital to remember that several foreign powers in this century
(especially England and Russia) made repeated attempts to tear strategically important territories such as Tibet or Xinjiang away from China. These regions were attractive not only because they possess invaluable deposits of raw materials, but also because their severance would
have made the invasion, possible dismemberment, and colonial control
of China much easier.

Tibet in modern history
The Chinese had effectively lost their grip in Tibet by the end of the
Qing dynasty in 1911, owing to both internal and external weaknesses.
The struggle between Great Britain and Russia for hegemony in Central
Asia already had made Tibet a bone of contention between these two
powers in the nineteenth century. This notwithstanding, Tibet has been
mentioned in China's constitutions since 1912 as a "neighboring territory outside the provincial organization" of the rest of China and
placed under the "Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs Bureau" (from 1914
on, Ministry, and from 1927 on, Commission for Mongolia and Tibet).4 But as for the Western colonial powers, Tibet was considered
part of the "British sphere of interest. ' ' Since 1904, it had been in fact a
representative of Great Britain who decided who could enter Tibet. A
British journalist wrote in the 1940s:
As was the case with many other places in the world, Britain did not
think first and foremost of tapping the wealth and the potential of the
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country in which it had ensured its paramount influence. It was
sufficientfor Britain that no other country could do this. This attitude
was in consonance with the wishes of the ruling priest caste in Tibet
who endeavored to keep at bay all Western influence so as not to
jeopardize their rule. Thus Tibet has to this very day remained a vast
area of totally untouched riches which could be transformed into a
Garden of Eden with the means of modern technology. It has remained an empty desert because this suited the objectives of British
pol icy.
The German secret diplomatic agent Filchner made the following
report on his Tibet research:
Tibet played a quite unique role in the past in the struggles of
interest between England and Russia and is still playing that role
today. . . . The gaze of the whole world is therefore rightly and
expectantly turned toward the Tibetan highlands, this witch's cauldron of Asia. For the Anglo-Indian government it is of crucial
importance to create a well fortified stronghold in Tibet on India's
northern front in its conflict with Russia. England has oriented its
policy in Lhasa wholly with this in mind.6
It was primarily the violation of the interests of this great colonial
power that shook the Western powers in 1950, since with Tibet incorporated into the Chinese state polity it was abruptly lost to Western
interests. China was also quite conscious of the deleterious effects of
Western influence in an independent Tibet, from whence China (deprived of a natural border in the southwest) could be easily harassed.'
This vulnerability helps to explain why China has doggedly defended
its claim to the possession of Tibet since the Qing dynasty.
Of course, this is not to say that the Tibetans do not have the right to
independence. The Chinese government imposed its presumptive right
by force in 1950 and subordinated Tibetan aspirations to independence
to China's own legal claim. The controversy over whether China was
justified in doing so cannot be decided here. It is more important to
endeavor to explain the Chinese position from another perspective,
since from a Western standpoint it is a genuine conundrum. In Western
legal terms it was an outright occupation, in Chinese terms the "resto-
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ration of a historically unambiguous right" which, due to external
circumstances China had not been able to exercise for some time.
From the standpoint of international law, the principle of self-determination is a key factor to both the nationality problem in general and
the Tibet case in particular. The actual purport of this principle continues to be a matter of international contention. For a long time the view
prevailed that the principle of self-determination of peoples was more a
moral or a political postulate than a principle of law. It was later
declared a fundamental human right consequent to the liberation of the
colonial peoples. But difficulties quickly arose when attempts were
made to apply the principle of self-determination in practice. The
people, it was said, must decide. But who are the people? And which
people have the right to self-determination? If the dangerous dismemberment of states is to be avoided while this principle is being translated
into practice, then an institution that decides such questions is needed.
A UN declaration from 1970 states:
On the basis of the principle of equality and self-determination of
peoples in the charter of the United Nations, all peoples have the
right to freely determine, without outside interference, their political
status and to pursue their own path of economic social and cultural
development, and every state is bound to respect this right in accordance with the provisions of the Charter.8
However, UN resolution 1514 (XV) contains a protective clause for
existing states, stating that "any attempt aimed at partial or total
disruption of the national unity and territorial integrity of a country is
incompatible with the aims and principles of the ~ h a r t e r . "It~ was
feared that an unrestricted recognition of the principle of self-determination would encourage secessionist movements and could result in the
disintegration of existing states. The UN therefore neither advocates
nor supports any action aimed at the division or destruction of the
territorial integrity or the political unity of sovereign and independent
states that "are guided by the principle of equality and self-determination."1°
The UN introduced the criterion of "legitimacy" to define whether
a country is guided by this principle. Accordingly, a state with a government that represents all the people of a specific territory, regardless

THE TIBET QUESTION

125

of race, color or creed, is legitimate. Separatist movements in states
that conform to this principle of legitimacy are neither s u p p o w nor
approved by the UN. On the other hand, a state that does not meet this
criterion can count on no protection from the UN against such movements. A state's refusal to permit an equitable say in the exercise of its
sovereign authority (but not simply the denial of national and cultural
autonomy) can be considered justification for a people's demand for
self-determination. This view is also shared by the Chinese government, and indeed the international community has so far accepted that
China had this "legitimacy" and that Tibet is therefore a part of China.

Tibet's prospects
Tibet has been a victim of the crossfires and waves in recent Chinese
history. Indeed, the oft-cited "Tibetan hate of the Chinese" stems
largely from the Cultural Revolution, in which the Tibetan culture was
ravaged and partially destroyed. l 2 (These excesses affected not only the
Tibetans but also all of China's nationalities, although they were especially stormy in Tibet.)
In spite of recent liberalization, petty and bureaucratic behavior
today is still widespread among many officials-especially those of
minority origin-in minority regions. Minority officials who defended
the interests of their nationality found themselves in the crossfire of
criticism in the political campaigns in the fifties, sixties, and seventies.
This made them very cautious and especially bureaucratic. Many centrally conceded freedoms therefore made only slow and limited headway in Tibet. Waves of criticism in Beijing soon assumed the dimensions of persecutions in Tibet, leading to extreme discontent with the
local bureaucracies.
The unrest of 1987, 1988, and 1989 has at least resulted in the
Chinese state being more open to issues of self-government for Tibet
and to negotiations with the Dalai Lama. In March 1988, for example,
it was resolved to make Tibetan the primary language of public affairs
in Tibet. Thus, Han cadres working in Tibet must know or learn the
Tibetan language. In September, the late Panchen Lama (the second
highest religious ruler of the Tibetans and vice chairman of the Standing Committee of the National People's Congress) announced that a
committee was being formed under his leadership, with the professed
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goal of assuring "self-government of religion" in Tibet and precluding
administrative interference in the religious affairs of all Tibetans in
China. l 3 But the difficulty of implementing such a decision is shown by
the fact that in March 1989, one year after the first decision to make
Tibetan the primary language of public affairs in Tibet, the party
committee of Tibet decided this again. Evidently nothing was done in
this year to realize this decision.
In the meantime, the Chinese state has also retreated from its demand that the Dalai Lama, should he return to China, must reside in
Beijing, instead leaving it to his discretion as to where he will live.
There are few who would be surprised that many Tibetans feel that
the only way that their culture will be able to develop freely is for them
to have their own state. Protests and demands for independence are able
to draw the attention of the world and of Beijing to the problem of
Tibet, and may even bring about improvements over the long term. But
in real terms, China cannot and will not ever give Tibet its independence. Not only would that jeopardize China's national security policy,
it also would mean a loss of face for China, something that no leadership could afford without serious consequences.
Following the Tibetan protests in 1989, Deng Xiaoping declared that
China was ready to negotiate anytime and anywhere, and that allpoints
would be negotiated-apart from the question of the independence of
Tibet from China. The Dalai Lama, too, does not require independence, but realistically has proposed that Tibet should get the status of
an autonomous region associated with China that democratically administers its own affairs. Beijing's only role would be to represent Tibet
in foreign affairs. A limited number of Chinese soldiers could be
stationed in Tibet until it became a neutral zone. In other words, the
Dalai Lama wants to revert to a state that Tibet, in its history with
China, has held for a long time.
Although this position has not yet prevailed, it does make concessions to the Chinese government. So far it is a good starting point for
negotiations for both sides, although it is a claim that is unlikely to be
accepted in its totality by the Chinese leadership. But it should not be
forgotten that a democratic solution to the Tibet question will not be
possible until the political conditions in China themselves undergo
massive changes.

Prospects

How to sum up the nationality policy of the People's Republic of
China?
The first and most important factor in the policy was the recognition-for the first time in Chinese history-of the various ethnic groups
as independent nationalities. Both the early fifties and the late eighties
have seen some basic steps taken to give equal legal status and rights to
all nationalities. New written languages have been created for a number of minorities who had none previously. In many regions, an industrial base may have been created and educational and health care
institutions established.
But since the end of the fifties, progress has stagnated in most
regions-both minority and Han-because of misguided political economic policies, for which the Communist Party must bear the responsibility. Ln periods of political campaigns, particularly the Great Leap
Forward and the Cultural Revolution, there was massive suppression of
nationalities and even attempts to assimilate them forcibly.
All regions and nationalities had to bear the brunt of the political
campaigns, the mistakes in economic and social policy, and their consequences. But there was one crucial difference in the effects on the Han
and the minorities. The ethnic minorities considered the policies of the
Communist Party, which had resulted in oppression, discrimination,
and coercive action, to be national oppression by the Han and "their
party." The Han Chinese, on the other hand, placed the blame on the
Communist Party or a faction of the party leadership. Hence the political mistakes of the Communist Party of China in national minority
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regions were doubly grave because they led to, or reinforced, national
contradictions and conflicts. All the old resentments against the Han
were revived and national resistance intensified. For a long time, an
objective policy of national oppression was pursued, although subjectively this may not have been the intention.
Rooting out minority mistrust of the Han will be a long and difficult
process. It has evolved over the course of history, and received new
sustenance from the political movements of the last few decades. But
the time of seemingly patient reception of all that is mandated by
Beijing has passed. The Communist Party tried to reestablish a basis of
trust by designing economic policies and by granting broader autonomy
in some spheres. The economic policy implemented in the early eighties, and accompanying improvements in material living conditions
throughout the country, did restore some of the party's prestige.
Clear demands for independence from China existed first only in
Tibet, if for no other reason than that the nationalities were so dispersed in other regions that they did not have the means to unite for
secession. But now also Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia are seeing such
tendencies. An official report lists seven known separatist organizations of different nationalities in Xinjiang. They all call themselves
"lhrkic" movements and have connections to pan-lhrkic organizations in the Soviet Union and lhrkey. Wang Enrnao, the former party
secretary of Xinjiang, called those separatist tendencies the "greatest
danger for Xinjiang ."
Secessionist demands pose no serious threat to the state, but they
could multiply over the long term if minority demands for economic
and cultural development and for more autonomy are not met. Although the Chinese leadership is attempting to find the right formula, in
recent years there have been signs of stagnation and hardening in
policies on minorities. Economic liberalization has led to the desire of
various nationalities for a more independent development. The party
leadership sees this as a growing threat to its power, and to the unity of
the nation.
There are today essentially three factors that undermine the national
and cultural identity of minorities. First, lower-level officials often
obstruct even the implementation of centrally determined policies.
These are not only Han but also minority officials who, on the basis of
their experience over the past decade, have become especially appre-
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hensive , bureaucratic , and conservative. They are continually interfering in trivial ways in the lives of the minorities and creating tensions.
Since they do not defend the interests of their nationalities they are seen
as representatives of the Han and not of their own ethnic group.
A second factor is "Han chauvinism" (hnzurhuyi), which finds
expression in contempt for and discrimination against the habits, customs, and culture of the minorities. But the gravest undermining factor
is the deficient sensitivity that permeates the bureaucracy all the way
from the central authorities down to the local level in searching for a
way to integrate modernization and development on the one hand, and
in deference to the customs and cultural identity of the ethnic groups on
the other. The opening up of minority regions and their settlement by
Han Chinese in disregard of ethnic cultural ways has caused a kind of
cultural shock among the smaller groups, and among the major groups,
resistance and rebellion. An unintended byproduct of this trait is the
further assimilation of the minorities.
The 1982 constitution and the law of autonomy of 1984 are a long
way from meeting the demands of many minorities for greater autonomy, despite the verbal concession of wide-ranging rights. Local minorities still have practically no influence on Han migration into their
areas, on their own self-administration in the true sense of the word,
and on self-determination of economic and cultural development (even
wholly within the constitution), although these laws formally establish
the widest-ranging set of rights since the founding of the People's
Republic. The future attitude of minorities will ultimately depend on
how China will develop politically. Liberalization of economic policies
must lead to political reform that allows minorities the possibility of
more independent development, improvement in their living condit ions, and conservation of their cultural identity.
The social mobilization that goes hand in hand with development
will doubtless make for potential politicization along ethnic cultural
lines, i.e., a nationalism driven by rising expectations and frustrations.
Social discontent, even to the point of separatist tendencies among the
major groups, will grow if promises of development are not met or if
there is no steady and fundamental improvement in living standards,
and if there are attempts to oppress and to curtail cultural identity (e.g..
through the increased immigration of Han Chinese into minority regions).
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The number of nationalities could be diminished over the long term
by deliberate linguistic and cultural assimilation, which would result in
increased uniformity among the population and in minorities renouncing their own and assuming Han culture and language instead. The
minor nationalities especially, as well as those groups that are either
dispersed through the regions or living as enclaves in Han regions, are
unable to offer resistance to such a policy of assimilation as has been
practiced more or less openly since the late fifties. All party assurances to the contrary, the current "soft" policy of national integration seems to be traveling the path of assimilation among the smaller
ethnic groups. It is certainly contestable whether this is a necessary
process within the broader evolution of society as a whole, or whether
it ought in general terms to be avoided. Majorities usually do not
seriously consider the latter possibility, especially in the case of
smaller groups, and those affected are usually not even asked if the
policy meets with their desires. The apparent "backwardness" of the
smaller minorities must, so goes the argument, be abolished by "development" in what is purported to be their own interests to bring
them up to the standards of the majority. Generally, small ethnic groups
are broken up by this "civilizing" process, as experience worldwide
testifies .
Economic reforms alone will not produce fundamental changes in
nationality policy and in relations among the national minorities. The
development of economic liberties and an "open door" policy demonstrated clearly that the political system in China is lumbering and
antiquated. Economic conditions affect political ones, and a centralized, monopolized political system cannot coexist with a decentralized
economic system. Instead, decentralization of the economic system
leads to decentralization of the political one-i.e., a challenge to the
power monopoly of the party. In the case of national minorities, the
party leadership fears that such a challenge will endanger the nation as
a whole.
The brutal reaction of the party leadership to the demonstrations and
protests in Chinese cities in the spring of 1989 shows just how unwilling the Old Guard is to make any concessions. It can only be hoped that
in times to come liberal forces dedicated to carrying out political
reforms will rise to power in the party.
Only extensive liberalization, linked to democratization, may en-
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courage a rethinking of the minority policy. Perhaps then the reformers
will realize that the standards of the Han cannot be applied to national
minorities. But without true liberalization, the party leadership will
continue to react with pressure and force to every attempt by minorities
to gain more independence. In the long run such a hard line and its
effects may be the ultimate block to the unity of the country.
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Glossary

Nationality
Achang
Bai
Bulang
Bonan
Bouyei
Dai
Daur
Deang (originally Benglong)
Drung
Dong
Dongxiang
Ewenki
Gaoshan
Gelo
Hani
Hezhen
Hui

Chinese
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GLOSSARY

Nationality
Jingpo
Jinuo
Kazak
Kirgiz
Korean
Lahu
Lhoba
Li
Lisu
Manchu
Maonan
Miao
Moinba
Mongolian
Mulam
Naxi
Nu
Oroqen
Pumi
Qiang
Russian
Salar
She
Shui
Tajik
Tatar
Tibetan
Tu
mjia
Uzbek

UYgur

Chinese

GLOSSARY

Nationality
Va
Xibe
Yao
Yi
Yugur
Zhuang

Chinese
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