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    Dr. Jianwei Wang


    University of Wisconsin–Stevens Point


    Before his first official visit to the United States in December 2003, Chinese premier Wen Jiabao granted a lengthy interview to the Washington Post. In that interview, he observed: “If I can speak very honestly and in a straightforward manner, I would say the understanding of China by some Americans is not as good as the Chinese people’s understanding of the United States.” Needless to say, Mr. Wen was making a sweeping generalization. From my personal experience and observation, some Americans understand China at least as well as some Chinese understand the United States. But overall there remains some truth in Mr. Wen’s remarks. For example, if you visited a typical high school in China, you would probably find that students there know more about the United States than their American counterparts know about China. For one thing, most Chinese teenagers start learning English in high school, while only a very small fraction of American high school students will learn Chinese.


    In a sense, the knowledge gap between Americans and Chinese about each other is understandable. For the Chinese, the United States is the most important foreign country, representing not just the most developed economy, unrivaled military might, and the most advanced science and technology, but also a very attractive political and value system, which many Chinese admire. But for Americans, China is merely one of many foreign countries. As citizens of the world’s sole superpower, Americans naturally feel less compelled to learn from others. The Communist nature of the Chinese polity also gives many Americans pause. This gap of interest in and motivation to learn about the other side could be easily detected by the mere fact that every year tens of thousands of Chinese young men and women apply for a visa to study in the United States. Many of them decide to stay in this country. In comparison, many fewer Americans want to study in China, let alone live in that remote land.


    Nevertheless, for better or worse, China is becoming more and more important to the United States, not just politically and economically, but also culturally. Most notably, the size of the Chinese population in the United States has increased steadily. China-made goods as well as Chinese food have become a part of most Americans’ daily life. China is now the second-largest trade partner of the United States and will be a huge market for American goods and services. China is also one of the largest creditors, with about $1 trillion in U.S. government securities. Internationally China could either help or hinder American foreign policy in the United Nations, on issues ranging from North Korea to non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. In the last century, misperception of this vast country cost the United States dearly in the Korean War and the Vietnam War. On the issue of Taiwan, China and the United States may once again embark on a collision course if both sides are not careful in handling the dispute. Simply put, the state of U.S.-China relations may well shape the future not just for Americans and Chinese, but for the world at large as well.


    The purpose of this series, therefore, is to help high school students form an accurate, comprehensive, and balanced understanding of China, past and present, good and bad, success and failure, potential and limit, and culture and state. At least three major images will emerge from various volumes in this series.


    First is the image of traditional China. China has the longest continuous civilization in the world. Thousands of years of history produced a rich and sophisticated cultural heritage that still influences today’s China. While this ancient civilization is admired and appreciated by many Chinese as well as foreigners, it can also be heavy baggage that makes progress in China difficult and often very costly. This could partially explain why China, once the most advanced country in the world, fell behind during modern times. Foreign encroachment and domestic trouble often plunged this ancient nation into turmoil and war. National rejuvenation and restoration of the historical greatness is still considered the most important mission for the Chinese people today.


    Second is the image of Mao’s China. The establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 marked a new era in this war-torn land. Initially the Communist regime was quite popular and achieved significant accomplishments by bringing order and stability back to Chinese society. When Mao declared that the “Chinese people stood up” at Tiananmen Square, “the sick man of East Asia” indeed reemerged on the world stage as a united and independent power. Unfortunately, Mao soon plunged the country into endless political campaigns that climaxed in the disastrous Cultural Revolution. China slipped further into political suppression, diplomatic isolation, economic backwardness, and cultural stagnation.


    Third is the image of China under reform. Mao’s era came to an abrupt end after his death in 1976. Guided by Deng Xiaoping’s farsighted and courageous policy of reform and openness, China has experienced earth-shaking changes in the last quarter century. With the adoption of a market economy, in just two decades China transformed itself into a global economic powerhouse. China has also become a full-fledged member of the international community, as exemplified by its return to the United Nations and its accession to the World Trade Organization. Although China is far from being democratic as measured by Western standards, overall it is now a more humane place to live, and the Chinese people have begun to enjoy unprecedented freedom in a wide range of social domains.


    These three images of China, strikingly different, are closely related with one another. A more sophisticated and balanced perception of China needs to take into consideration all three images and the process of their evolution from one to another, thus acknowledging the great progress China has made while being fully aware that it still has a long way to go. In my daily contact with Americans, I quite often find that their views of China are based on the image of traditional China and of China under Mao—they either discount or are unaware of the dramatic changes that have taken place. Hopefully this series will allow its readers to observe the following realities about China.


    First, China is not black and white, but rather—like the United States—complex and full of contradictions. For such a vast country, one or two negative stories in the media often do not represent the whole picture. Surely the economic reforms have reduced many old problems, but they have also created many new problems. Not all of these problems, however, necessarily prove the guilt of the Communist system. Rather, they may be the result of the very reforms the government has been implementing and of the painful transition from one system to another. Those who would view China through a single lens will never fully grasp the complexity of that country.


    Second, China is not static. Changes are taking place in China every day. Anyone who lived through Mao’s period can attest to how big the changes have been. Every time I return to China, I discover something new. Some things have changed for the better, others for the worse. The point I want to make is that today’s China is a very dynamic society. But the development in China has its own pace and logic. The momentum of changes comes largely from within rather than from without. Americans can facilitate but not dictate such changes.


    Third, China is neither a paradise nor a hell. Economically China is still a developing country with a very low per capita GDP because of its huge population. As the Chinese premier put it, China may take another 100 years to catch up with the United States. China’s political system remains authoritarian and can be repressive and arbitrary. Chinese people still do not have as much freedom as American people enjoy, particularly when it comes to expressing opposition to the government. So China is certainly not an ideal society, as its leaders used to believe (or at least declare). Yet the Chinese people as a whole are much better off today than they were 25 years ago, both economically and politically. Chinese authorities were fond of telling the Chinese people that Americans lived in an abyss of misery. Now every Chinese knows that this is nonsense. It is equally ridiculous to think of the Chinese in a similar way.


    Finally, China is both different from and similar to the United States. It is true that the two countries differ greatly in terms of political and social systems and cultural tradition. But it is also true that China’s program of reform and openness has made these two societies much more similar. China is largely imitating the United States in many aspects. One can easily detect the convergence of the two societies in terms of popular culture, values, and lifestyle by walking on the streets of Chinese cities like Shanghai. With ever-growing economic and other functional interactions, the two countries have also become increasingly interdependent. That said, it is naïve to expect that China will become another United States. Even if China becomes a democracy one day, these two great nations may still not see eye to eye on many issues.


    Understanding an ancient civilization and a gigantic country such as China is always a challenge. If this series kindles readers’ interest in China and provides them with systematic information and thoughtful perspectives, thus assisting their formation of an informed and realistic image of this fascinating country, I am sure the authors of this series will feel much rewarded.
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    Pedestrians walk through a crowded street in Hong Kong. Although nearly 92 percent of China’s 1.35 billion people are members of a single ethnic group, the Han, the Chinese government officially recognizes 55 other ethnicities.
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    Ethnic Diversity and the Chinese Identity


    The world’s most populous nation, China is home to approximately 1.35 billion people. The overwhelming majority of these people—nearly 92 percent—come from a single ethnic group, the Han. It was principally the Han who shaped Chinese civilization over the course of more than two millennia. But that does not mean that China is a homogeneous country, or that groups other than the Han have not contributed in significant ways to its culture. Indeed, the Han are but one of 56 distinct ethnic groups recognized by the government of China. Traditionally nomadic Mongols, for example, occupy the vast grasslands of northern China, near the Russian border. The Manchus, who share a similar ancestry with the Koreans, came originally from the northeast. The rugged mountains of southwestern China are the home of the Yao and Miao peoples. Tibetans populate “the Rooftop of the World,” as the area around the Himalayas is sometimes called. The largely barren far west contains Turkic-speaking Muslims.


    In size, China’s ethnic minorities vary widely. The largest classified minority, the Zhuang, claims more than 16 million individuals, most of them residing in the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region of the southwest. The smallest, a farming and hunting tribe of Tibet known as the Lhoba, numbers just 3,000. Nine of China’s 56 recognized ethnicities can be counted as major groups, based on the size of their population as well as their cultural and political importance. In addition to the Han and the Zhuang, they are the Manchus, Mongols, Tibetans, Hui, Uighurs (also frequently spelled Uygurs), Miao, and Yao. The last of these groups is the smallest; there are about 2.6 million Yao in China. (Population figures in this book are based on China’s 2000 census.)


    Constructing Identities in China


    China is a vast land, roughly the size of the United States, and throughout history it has been the home of a multitude of peoples. Vast migratory movements, as well as the genesis, decline, and fusion of diverse groups, have shaped China’s ethnic makeup.
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      Three young women, members of the Bouyei ethnic minority, pose in the window of a teahouse in the village of Zheng Shan, Guizhou Province. The Bouyei, who today number almost 3 million, are known for their skill at crafts and for their rich tradition of folk literature.

    


    The dominant Han Chinese were themselves a product of the intermixing of many tribes on territory that now makes up China. But even from early times the Han, whose society was founded on agriculture, regarded the nomadic peoples around them with contempt; in the Han view, these peoples were “barbarians.” Over the centuries, the non-Han peoples who inhabited central China were pushed inexorably into the borderlands. But under Confucianism, the ideology of the state from the late 3rd century B.C. to the early 20th century A.D., nonviolent assimilation through education and indoctrination in Han Chinese values, rather than extermination, was the preferred option for dealing with minority peoples. The underlying goal of policy was to maintain the geographic unity of the nation. To do so inevitably entailed both appeasing minority groups and oppressing them—all in the name of creating an overarching and unifying “Chinese” identity.


    When it comes to defining ethnic identity in modern China, politics has weighed heavily. In the 20th century, government policies on minorities have varied greatly, producing markedly different effects on the minorities themselves.


    The Nationalist government in the 1920s recognized essentially five nationalities in China: the Han, Tibetans, Manchus, Mongols, and Hui (or Muslims). These categories took no account of the numerous peoples of southern China, such as the Miao, the Bai, and the Zhuang, or of some of those of the north (for example, the Koreans of Yanbian in Jilin Province). Although the Nationalists were staunchly anti-Communist, their minority policies were greatly influenced by, and often closely mirrored, those of the Soviet Union. Specifically, the Nationalist government tended to accept notions of self-determination and autonomy for China’s minorities. (In the Soviet Union, ethnically based republics had the right—in theory if not in fact—to secede should they so desire.)


    But by the mid-1930s, China’s Nationalist government feared that allowing self-determination would threaten the larger goal of creating a unified Chinese identity, which the government regarded as essential in the struggle for a modern China. In practice, however, the government was unable to implement its central ideas on Chinese unity and minority groups because widespread corruption, a protracted war with Japan, and economic disintegration exhausted and paralyzed the Nationalist regime in the 1930s and 1940s. During that time, Tibet behaved very much like an independent state, even though it was not recognized as such either by China or by the international community. Manchuria, the region in northeastern China where the Japanese set up the puppet state of Manchukuo in 1932, contained a substantial population of China’s minorities, including almost all the Koreans, a high proportion of the Manchus (from which the name Manchuria came), and some of the Mongols.


    China’s central government long considered Xinjiang, in the extreme northwest, to be part of the country, but before 1949 the control exercised there by central authorities was more theoretical than actual. Xinjiang’s proximity to Russia made it a natural satellite subject to control by the Soviet Communists.


    By 1931 the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)—though not yet in power—articulated a policy of allowing the secession of minorities that chose to break away from China. This policy went unrealized and was ultimately reversed by Mao Zedong, who emerged as the CCP’s leader during the Long March, the epic 1934–1935 retreat of the Communists in the face of attempts by the Nationalists to annihilate them. Mao’s new policy would allow autonomy in the minority areas but would not let ethnic minorities create their own states.
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      The large star on the flag of the People’s Republic of China represents the Han nationality; the four smaller stars symbolize important minority groups—specifically, Tibetans, Mongols, Manchus, and Muslims.

    


    China’s Minorities Under Communism


    From 1937 through 1945, the CCP and the Nationalists were uneasy allies in the war against Japan. But following Japan’s surrender, relations between the two parties deteriorated, and civil war broke out in China. By 1949 Mao’s Communists had defeated the Nationalists, and in October of that year the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was founded. The PRC was (and continues to be) dominated by the CCP, and from the outset its policy toward minorities followed Mao’s formulation: ethnic minorities in China would enjoy a degree of autonomy, but they must always remain part of China, secession being absolutely forbidden under any circumstances.


    The CCP’s notion of autonomy included a measure of political control for the minorities in their own areas. Members of the relevant minority would, for example, hold some of the positions of political power. In addition, there was a cultural component: minorities had the right to use their own languages and to preserve their traditional literatures and arts.
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      A crowd protesting China’s invasion of Tibet demonstrates outside the Chinese embassy in New Delhi, India, April 1959. Tibet has presented the most serious challenge to the Chinese government’s nationalities policy.

    


    In the 1950s, the central government mounted a large-scale “ethnic classification” project. The first step was to invite minority groups to apply for official recognition; more than 400 responded. Government teams then did field investigations and detailed studies to categorize the minorities, using four main criteria. An ethnic minority group was supposed to have 1) a distinct territory; 2) a common language; 3) a common type of economy; and 4) a distinct common culture or psychological makeup. As various Western social scientists have observed, few of the groups that were investigated actually fit all four criteria, but 54 ethnic minorities had nevertheless been recognized by the end of the 1950s. (In 1979, the Jino were added, bringing the total to today’s 55.) Members of the would-be ethnic minority groups that did not receive official recognition were sometimes categorized as Han and sometimes classified with other groups considered similar. In addition, some people were not categorized as to nationality; in China’s 2000 census, the number of people in the unidentified nationality category stood at about three-quarters of a million.


    
      
        China’s 56 Officially Recognized Ethnic Groups


        
          Achang (33,980)


          Bai (1.85 million)


          Blang (91,900)


          Bonan (16,000)


          Bouyei (2.97 million)


          Dai (1.16 million)


          Daur (132,400)


          Deang (17,900)


          Dong (2.96 million)


          Dongxiang (513,800)


          Dulong (7,400)


          Ewenki (30,500)


          Gaoshan (400,000)


          Gelao (579,400)


          Han


          Hani (1.425 million)


          Hezhen (4,600)


          Hui


          Jing (22,500)


          Jingpo (132,000)


          Jino (20,900)


          Kazak (1.25 million)


          Kirgiz (160,800)


          Korean (1.923 million)


          Lahu (453,700)


          Lhoba (3,000)
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