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			Introduction

		

		
			I am a Han Chinese.

			Unlike the vast majority of Han students, I completed my undergraduate studies at Minzu University of China (MUC), a university designed specifically for the education of China’s ethnic minorities. It is among the few Chinese universities where the majority of the students are not Han.

			I still remember how one of my classmates from the She (畲) group introduced herself at the first freshmen orientation in 2002:

			Hi, everyone, my name is [XX]. I am a She but I am already Hanified [汉化]. There is no difference between me and you guys. Please treat me as a Han.

			Interestingly, another student from the Zhuang group introduced himself as a “pure Zhuang.”

			The four-year stay at MUC informed me of the differentiated importance of ethnicity among the minority students: while some held a strong ethnic identity by representing their ethnic characteristics; the others publicize their “Han-ness” in order to mingle with us. I was thus interested in why ethnicity matters so differently to minority students.

			I was drawn to the Tibetan group in the winter of 2008, half a year after the “Lhasa Unrest”1 in Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR). When I decided to do a master’s thesis on the topic of ethnic identity in the context of MUC, it was suggested by my academic advisor that I distribute questionnaires among four groups: the Mongolian, Uyghur, Korean, and Tibetan, to compare which group held the strongest ethnic identity. When collecting the questionnaires, I received one note from a Tibetan student from the Faculty of Tibetan Studies (FTS), in which he or she wrote:

			Please call us “Bodpa.”2 We prefer to be called “Bodpa” rather than Tibetan. We Bodpas have magnificent history, just as you Han Chinese. It is really disgusting you Han Chinese ask about our ethnic identity. We are Bodpas. Of course we love our minzu (which is usually translated as “nationality,” “people” or “ethnic group” in English)! Why not asking yourself how you feel like as a Han Chinese?! (Field data for master’s thesis, December, 2008)

			Although I felt embarrassed by my naiveté, I was surprised to learn how these Tibetan studies students differed from my Tibetan acquaintances during my undergraduate career in the other departments. As I recalled, they were educated in Chinese schools, spoke fluent Chinese, and acted like Han Chinese.

			In recent years, the Tibetan student demonstrations attracted my further attention to the increasing salience of Tibetan ethnicity in China. In October 2010, a series of peaceful Tibetan student demonstrations were held in Qinghai Province and elsewhere after the proposed bilingual education reform in Qinghai, as the participants opposed this change of policy, which would drastically sideline the Tibetan language (Kalsang Wangdu, 2011).3 Another wave of peaceful student demonstrations began in November 2012 in Qinghai. This wave was provoked by the self-immolation of Tibetan monks and laymen in China. Slogans such as “equality among all minzu,” “The Tibetan language needs development,” “free Tibet” and “return the Dalai Lama to Tibet” were heard increasingly often and expressed the urgent concerns of the Tibetans.4 It seemed that the recent ethnic political developments had contributed to the arousal of ethnic consciousness among Tibetan students.

			The study presented here explores the ethnic identity of Tibetan students in the Chinese education system. The study is primarily concerned with ethnic identity dynamics in relation to education, culture, and ethnic politics, arguing that in ethnocentric China (Guan, 2007; Harris, 1997; Hsu & Nien, 2008; Pereira, Hsu, & Kundu, 2002), the pervasive practice of Han Chinese culturalism, the pervasive sense of cultural superiority among the Han Chinese, and the undetermined willingness to achieve inclusion and the development of distinctive minority cultures have played significant roles in shaping and reshaping the ethnic identities of Tibetan students. The study also points out the contradictions inherent in China’s ethnic policies, which on one hand pave ways for ethnic regional autonomy and on the other encourage individual integration and assimilation into Chinese society, have created structural spaces for the exercise of minority agency in the process of identity construction. Hence, the construction and negotiation of ethnic identity in this research context is an interactive dialogue employed by the Tibetan students in the potentially legitimate space, to selectively contest and resist the Han-Chinese dominance and hegemony.

			This introductory chapter begins with brief descriptions of ethnic relations by interrogating the majority-minority dynamics in China. It is followed by the study’s research questions, a description of the significance of the study, and the structure of the book.

			Locate the Context: the Majority-Minority Dynamics in China

			China has fifty-six officially designated minzu, which are comprised of the majority Han minzu and fifty-five shaoshu (minority) minzu (少数民族). In Chinese, “minzu” is used interchangeably to denote both zhonghua minzu (Chinese nation, the upper tier) and shaoshu minzu (which is usually translated as ethnic minorities, national minorities, or minority nationalities in English, the bottom tier). That explains why some non-Chinese speakers find the term “minzu” confusing and hard to understand. In order to align with Western discourse and avoid confusion among non-Chinese readers, Ma Rong advocates the term zuqun (族群) rather than minzu (民族) to be used to denote China’s ethnic minorities, because zuqun is the exact word corresponding to the English term “ethnic groups.” Critics of Ma argue that minzu connotes China’s Marxist tradition with Chinese characteristics. It is one of China’s unique creation and context specific (e.g., Jin Binggao, 2000, 2006, 2007), and therefore, it is understandable that it is untranslatable. The debate is ongoing and its unsettled nature indicates the contradictories and complexities regarding the “minzu” issues. Partly influenced by the debate, 中央民族大学 was renamed from “Central University for Nationalities” to “Minzu University of China” in English. 国家民族事务委员会 was retranslated from “State Nationalities Affairs Commission” to “State Ethnic Affairs Commission.” In this book, I adopt Ma Rong’s proposal, using the term zuqun, that is, “ethnic groups,” to denote China’s fifty-six minzu. I also keep other translations whenever applicable.

			The term “shaoshu minzu” literally means “ethnic groups with small population” (Zhu, 2007, p. 50), although they are in fact often peripheral in the majority-minority power dynamics. In the first national census in 1953, the minority population comprised 6.06 percent (35,032,085 people) of the overall national population; by the most recent sixth national census in 2010, it had reached 8.49 percent (113,792,211 people) (Census Office, 2012). The Han, as the majority group, have occupied over 90 percent of the total population since the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Although minority people only make up a small proportion of the total population, the ethnic minority autonomous regions represent almost 64 percent of China’s total territory. These regions are mostly distributed in the Southwest, Northwest and Northeast of China, including Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, TAR, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, Yunnan Province, Sichuan Province, Qinghai Province, Gansu Province, Heilongjiang Province, Jilin Province, and Liaoning Province. Most of these regions are located in the border regions, which are the geographic periphery, and have abundant natural resources (Zhu, 2007).

			Fei Xiaotong, a widely noted Chinese anthropologist and sociologist, theorizes ethnic relations in China as “plurality within the united configuration of the Chinese nation.”5 According to Fei, “plurality” refers to the fact that China has fifty-six distinctive ethnic groups; their numbers vary widely and each has unique origins, histories, languages, religions, and customs. Moreover, “unity” connotes that all these ethnic groups are part of the Chinese nation, with the Han majority as the centripetal integrating force (Fei, 1989).

			Fei’s theory of “plurality-unity configuration” is very influential in China because there is only one official interpretation accepted by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to explain China’s ethnicity. That is why it meshes well with the state ideology. The school curriculum espouses that China has been a unified multiethnic and multicultural nation since ancient times. Hence, it works as a theoretical guideline that directs China’s ethnic relations. It is also frequently referenced by government officials in propaganda describing China’s current ethnic relations. In reality, it is a straight-line integration theory.

			Critics of Fei Xiaotong point out that his theory relies exclusively on historical evidence and lacks grounding in empirical case studies (Yu, 2007). Hence, it is questionable that the plurality-unity configuration reflects China’s contemporary ethnic realities. Moreover, the fact that as frequently referenced propaganda, the concept of “plurality and unity” often blinds people, especially the Han Chinese, to the imbalanced power relations between the majority and the minority groups.

			Since the earliest times, the people who called themselves Hua or Xia, or Zhongguo ren (people of the Middle Kingdom), or more recently, Han, held an ideology of cultural superiority toward the “others” who were mostly living in the geographic periphery (Harrell, 1995). An examination of the Han’s asserted names and the titles they assigned to the “non-Han” people who were later granted official status in different minority groups in the 1950s unveils the historical evolution of ethnic relations:

			Han (the majority): Hua, Huaxia, Xia, Zhongguo (Middle Kingdom), Zhonghua;

			Non-Han (the minority): Dalu, Di, Fan, Man, Miao, Rong, Yao, Yi (Yi, 2008, p. 20).

			In many cases, the names assigned to the non-Han people carry derogatory meanings. The Han consider themselves “central,” “civilized,” “superior,” “safe, “advanced,” and as “big brothers,” while the non-Han are depicted as “peripheral,” “barbarian,” “inferior,” “dangerous,” “backward,” and as “little brothers.” (Litzinger, 2000; Yang, 2015; Yi, 2008) Yet there has never been a rigid boundary between “Han” and “non-Han.” The stipulation of “culture” as the primary criteria that defines the boundary between the Han and the non-Han left space for these “sheng fan” (生番, raw barbarians), a term meaning that these people “have not yet been culturally indoctrinated by the Hua or Han people,” to become “shu fan” (熟番, cooked barbarians), a term meaning that they “have been culturally indoctrinated by the Hua or Han people,” or have even became members of the Hua or Han (Ma, 2004b). Moreover, over the last few centuries, the non-Han people or, as they are now commonly termed, “ethnic minorities,” have been subjected to the Chinese “civilizing project,” a series of attempts by the dominant group to bring the benefits and responsibilities of their own purportedly superior civilization to the presently inferior people (Harrell, 1995, 1996).

			The continuous attempt to “civilize” those remote and peripheral “barbarians” can be evidenced by the names of places in border areas illustrated in the following two examples: (1) the former Chinese name for the capital city of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, Urumqi, was dihua, meaning “to come into a state of renaissance;” and (2) the former Chinese name for the old quarter of Hohhot, capital city of the Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region, was guihua, meaning “come to join civilization” (Iredale, Bilik, Su, Guo, & Hoy, 2001, pp. 52–53).

			The sense of “purported superiority” in Han Chinese culture is still pervasive and influential, as the Han people’s view of the superior status of their culture in relation to the minority cultures changes little over time.6 Zhonghua, with its superior connotation in relation to peripheral groups, was only applied to non-Han groups in the Chinese territory until the twentieth century. Sun Yat-sen, the leader of both the Republic of China and the Nationalist Party, realized that it was limiting to merely equate Zhonghua with Han when confronting foreign intrusions. He then incorporated four other groups (Manchu, Mongolian, Hui7 and Tibetan) into the Chinese nation (zhonghua minzu) (he Han, Man, Meng, Hui, Zang wei yi jia) (Yi, 2008, p. 31). Although Sun only partially acknowledged the existence of ethnic minorities in China, he somehow initiated a new era of restructuring China as a response to the emergence of modern nation-state ideology (Heberer, 1989, p. 18; Yi, 2008, p. 31).

			When the CCP assumed power in 1949, it launched a nation wide “State Identification Project of the Ethnic Groups” (SIP) (minzu da shibie, 民族大识别) to grant them official minority status. The “plurality-unity configuration” of the Chinese nation with fifty-six ethnic groups (with Han as the majority) was finally established in 1979, when the last minority group, the Jinuo, was officially identified. Yet, there are still 730,000 people categorized as belonging to “wei shibie minzu (未识别民族, unrecognized ethnic groups)” (Zhou, 2008) and are still waiting to be officially recognized. Preferential policies were implemented in various ways to benefit the minorities,8 including education (preferential admissions, reduced school fees, remedial programs, and boarding schools); family planning (exemption from the minimum marriage age and one-child restriction); political representation (proportionate or greater numbers of ethnic minorities in “People’s Congresses” and among minority region leaders); business development (special loans and grants, exemption from certain kinds of taxes); and employment (extra consideration in hiring and promotion of minority cadres). These policies aim to improve the social-economic and educational development of ethnic minorities (Wang & Zhou, 2003; cited from Zhao & Postiglione, 2010). The “unison and harmony” picture depicted by the Chinese authorities has created an orchestrated impression that China has an exemplary ethnic policy (Heberer, 1989, p. 6).

			These policies have led to improvements in the quality of life for many people who are living in ethnic minority regions (Sautman, 1998). For an example, consider TAR: its overall Gross Domestic Product (GDP) increased from 174 million in 1959 to 80.767 billion Renminbi (RMB) in 2013; its per capita GDP increased from 142 to 26,068 RMB in 2013. The percentage of urban residents increased from 11.3 percent in 1978 to 23.71 percent in 2013. The public transportation system has also been greatly improved. Before the 1950s, there was no highway in TAR. By 2008, highways reached every county of the region. The completion of the Qinghai-Tibet railway (青藏铁路, qingzang tielu) has significantly promoted the growth of local tourism. In 2008, the total number of tourists in TAR had reached 2.2464 million and the annual tourist revenue was 2.259 billion RMB, which amounted to the overall

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					What is the role of state minority education in directing and shaping the Tibetan university students’ ethnic identities?

					How do the Tibetan students respond to state minority education?

					How do they negotiate their assigned ethnic identities?

					What do they assert about themselves as Tibetans during their education?
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