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Introduction

Beijing’s Dream and Ethnic Reality

Xiaobing Li and Patrick Fuliang Shan

The entire world was shocked on May 22, 2014, when an attack at a vegetable market in Urumqi, the capital of Xinjiang in northwest China, killed 43 people and injured more than 90. Chinese law enforcement officials announced two days later that five suspects had been captured. According to The New York Times, “the names of the five men suggested they were members of the region’s Uyghur minority, which has been implicated in an increasing number of violent attacks across the country in recent months.” This is just one of the more than 260 fatal mass attacks that took places in China in 2014, an increase of about 32 percent from the previous year. The American public as well as its college students have critical and touch questions to ask: Why are ethnic minorities such as the Uyghur dissatisfied, when China is rising as a world power? What kind of struggle are they going through to maintain their ethnic identity, cultural heritage, and civil and human rights? How does the government deal with this kind of ethnic dissatisfaction and minority riots? And what is ethnic China’s future in the twenty-first century?

This book contains excellent essays written by many scholars in their respective fields. It examines minority issues, identifies their concerns, analyzes policy matters, and provides some answers to some tough questions. It addresses the ethnic minority issue from the Chinese-American perspective through the cooperative interdisciplinary research effort among Chinese-American scholars who are interested in the subject. Their scholarship makes a significant contribution through multi-faceted components, including economics, political science, criminal justice, law, anthropology, history, sociology, and gender studies. The authors explore the theory and practice of policy designs, political operations, and social institutions by discussing important issues in Chinese government, society, and ethnic community contained within the framework of the grand trend of globalization. According to the authors, the key issues that caused the recent ethnic riots include limited political participation, inequitable regional development, and inadequate protection of ethnic minority cultural identity, as well as unequal opportunity over the past decades while China has experienced rapid economic change and has become the second largest economy in the world, after the United States. The authors indicate that some of the minorities became victims of China’s economic growth by losing their land, labor force, civil liberties, tradition, and natural resources to nation-wide reform.

Originally from Xinjiang, Inner Mongolia, Manchuria, and other minority areas in China, these authors have received training and advanced degrees from American or Canadian universities, thus bringing unique perspectives, drawing persuasive conclusions, exposing ethnic problems in China. Their endeavors move beyond the existing scholarly boundaries, seek to spark new debates, and propose to find solutions, while reflecting on China-related historical, religious, linguistic, and gender studies. Crucial to this volume is the assessment of historical and empirical data found in these chapters that place major events in the context of Asian tradition, culture, and national security. The book’s comprehensive coverage creates a broad spectrum of knowledge. It presents a totality of current Chinese ethnic landscape. Furthermore, it does not reject legitimate issues and ethnic minority policy implementation.

The solid research in this book reflects almost eight years of continuous collaborative endeavors made between the authors and civilian administrators, governmental officials, college professors, and institute researchers in mainland China, Taiwan, and the United States. Between 2006 and 2014 the Association of Chinese Professors of Social Sciences in the United States (ACPSS), United Societies of China Studies (USCS), Chinese Historians in the United States (CHUS), the Sun Yat-sen Foundation, and China Reunification Alliance have organized many scholarly, academic conferences, and on-the-spot social and legal surveys in mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. The majority of the authors of this book joined those delegations and have spent time, often during the summer, to compile data and sources. Some of the chapters in this volume are drawn from several ACPSS, USCS, and CHUS conferences, including the international conferences on “Chinese History in the Global World” at East China Normal University, Shanghai, in 2014; “The Impact of Leadership Transition in China: Domestic and International Concerns” at the University of Louisville in 2013; “China’s Quest for Harmony: Balancing Regional Development, Social and Economic Policies, and Inter-Ethnic Relations” at Columbia University in 2011; and “Engaging China: Sino-American Relations, Sustainable Development, and Beyond” at Harvard University in 2010. For the first time, this work offers Western readers the opportunity to examine PRC leadership from a uniquely Chinese perspective.

China’s Minorities and Local Governments

The primary objectives of this book are to address major issues in the ongoing ethnic conflicts, illuminating barriers to ethnic relations while discussing possible solutions. It offers in-depth analysis to unanswered questions, provides new interpretations on tough issues, and renders a diverse perspective, using a historic methodology that illustrates China’s use of a consistent inner logic when resolving its political questions. Ethnic China clarifies major Chinese conceptual frameworks to explain previous subjects that have been confusing or neglected, offering case studies and policy analyses connected with ethnic conflicts, minority riots, mass protests, and political crises in China. Some general patterns are introduced and developed in this publication as a way to highlight contemporary problems with government accountability, public opposition, and political transparency. Finally, yet equally important, this study offers suggestions for future research pertaining to this significant issue in China today.

Few areas of research in China Studies pose more difficulties than the study of Chinese minorities because of the latter’s unique political position in relation to the constitutional right of religious freedom, the legitimacy of the nation’s Communist authority, and the sovereignty of the PRC. The CCP (Chinese Communist Party) is the state’s dominant political party and controls the country, which has the largest population in the world, exceeding 1.5 billion by 2016 and accounting for approximately 22 percent of the world’s total. The Han Chinese, comprises the largest majority, totaling 91.5 percent of the country’s total population. China’s minority population total 116 million in 2014, about 8.5 percent of the national total, from 55 officially recognized ethnic groups. The minority population has increased from 35.32 million in 1953 to 40 million in 1964, 67.3 million in 1982, 91.2 million in 1990, and to 106.4 million, about 8.41 percent of the total population in 2000, according to the national census.1

Among the minorities, 15 ethnic groups have populations in excess of one million, including Zhuang nationals who are the largest, with a total population of 17 million, Hui with a population of 12 million, Manchus 10 million, Uyghur 10 million, Miao 8 million, Yi 7 million, Tibetans 5 million, Mongols 5 million, Tujia 4 million, Bouyei 3 million, Koreans 3 million, Dong 2 million, Yao 2 million, Bai 2 million, and Hani 1 million.2 Among the 55 national minorities, excepting the Hui and Manchu who use the Chinese language, 53 minorities have their own language. Their spoken and written languages are used in judicial, administrative, and educational fields, as well as in political activities and social life.3 Among the 55 ethnic groups, 44 live in regions under an autonomous provincial government. The PRC has set aside five autonomous regions (provinces) for ethnic minorities, including the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR), Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region (GZAR), Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region (IMAR), and Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region (NHAR).

Most Uyghurs live in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR)which was founded in October 1955. Xinjiang is a border region in Northwest China and the hinterland of the Eurasian continent, covering approximately 641,000 square miles, or one-sixth of the total Chinese territory. Historically, Arabic and Chinese merchants traveled through Xinjiang for trade and established the well-known Silk Road connecting Middle East and China during the Han Dynasty (207 BC–AD 220). Marco Polo and European merchants followed the Silk Road and traveled to China during the Song and Yuan dynasties (1279–1368). In the twentieth century, the new railways crossed Xinjiang and established the second Eurasia Continental Land Bridge. The XUAR governs seven regional districts, five autonomous prefectures, 19 cities, and 68 counties with Urumqi as the provincial capital. According to the PRC National Census of 2010, Xinjiang had a population of over 22 million, including 14 million from 47 different minorities such as the Uyghur, Kazakh, Hui, Mongolian, Kyrgyz, Tajik, Uzbek, and Tartar peoples. The Uyghurs totaled 10 million, about 45 percent of the Xinjiang population in 2010, and an increase from 7.19 million in 1990 and 8.35 million in 2000.4 In addition, 99 percent of the Chinese Uyghur live in Xinjiang.5

As a plateau province in Southwest China, Tibet is bordered on the south and west by Myanmar (Burma), India, Bhutan, and Nepal. Geographically known as the Qinghai-Tibet (Qing-zang) Plateau, it is the largest plateau in China, covering an area of 889,000 square miles, approximately 20 percent of the country’s total land surface. Tibet’s total population of 3 million includes Tibetans, Moinba, Lhoba, and Naxi ethnic groups, and Tibetans comprise 92.2 percent of its regional population. More than 45 percent of the Tibetans in China live in Tibet.6 In October 1949, when the PRC was founded, the Communist government recognized the equal rights of all nationalities as well as the Tibetan theocratic system.7 In March 1959, a full-scale rebellion took place in Lhasa,8 and the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) deployed 40,000 troops to put down the rebellion, resulting in nearly 8,700 Tibetan deaths.9 In September 1965, the first People’s Congress of Tibet was convened, at which the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR) and its regional government were officially established with Ngapoi Ngawang Jigme, once a Kaloon (council minister) of the former Tibetan government, as first chairman of the TAR.10 As one of the five autonomous regions set aside for ethnic minorities, the TAR governs six districts, seventy-one counties, and two municipal governments.

Guangxi is a southwestern frontier province bordering with Vietnam, and became the Zhuang autonomous region or GZAR (Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region) in 1958. Zhuang nationalities take up one-third of the total provincial population of 49 million. Most of the Zhuang people as well as other minorities such as the Miao, Yao, Dai, and Bai live on plains, hillsides, and remote mountainous areas with limited transportation and communication resources, while the Han Chinese live in cities and towns.11 Isolated from the outside world, these minority communities maintain their own festivals and customs so that the GZAR has become a important place for folk customs tours or anthropology and genealogical research.

Inner Mongolia is situated in the northern region of China, bordering the Republic of Mongolia and Russia, covering approximately 455,600 square miles, about 12 percent of China’s total territory. The term of “Inner Mongolia” (Nei Mongol) is used to differentiate from “Outer Mongolia” (Wai Mongol), or the Republic of Mongolia. As one of the five autonomous regions set aside for ethnic minorities, the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region (IMAR) was founded in 1947–1948 with Hohhot as the capital. IMAR has a total population of 24 million, including 19 million Han Chinese and 4.22 million Mongols, about 17.1 percent of the IMAR population and 88 percent of the total Mongol population in China, increasing from 3.41 million in 1982 to an estimated 4.8 million in 2012.12

According to the national census, the Muslim population in China increased from 14 million in 1982 to 21 million in 2000, and to an estimated 32 million in 2014.13 Among the traditional religions, Islam is not only popular, but also represents different ways of life and customs of some major ethnic groups in China. Islam has ten minority groups among its adherents. The Hui and Uyghur are the two major nationalities with populations of 7.2 million Hui and 6 million Uyghur in 1982, 10 million Hui and 8.5 million Uyghur in 2000, and an estimated 14 million Hui and 12 million Uyghur in 2014. The Hui live mainly in northwest China, in the provinces of Ningxia, Gansu, Qinghai, Xinjiang, and Shaanxi. Ningxia is a northwestern province with a total territory of 25,500 square miles and a population of 6.3 million in 2010.14 The Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region (NHAR) was founded in October 1958 with Yinchuan as its capital, set aside for the Hui people.

These five autonomous regions are home to 60 percent of China’s minority population. As China’s economy and society continue to develop, the scope of minority population distribution is growing. So far, the scattered minority population across the country has topped 30–40 million. The Chinese government faces a difficult dilemma. Beijing has to either provide new opportunities by sharing Han Chinese political power and economic benefits with the ethnic groups, or allow more minority rights, religious freedom, and autonomous authority. Xi Jinping, chief of the fifth generation of the CCP leadership in 2012–2022, and his government appear reluctant to make any major policy changes toward Chinese minorities in the near future.

Beijing’s Policy: Problem of Control

In October 1949, when Mao Zedong, head of the first generation of the CCP leadership, founded the PRC, the Communist government recognized equal rights for all nationalities.15 The 1954 constitution stipulated: “All ethnic groups in the People’s Republic of China are equal.”16 Under the constitution, the governmental branches have issued many codes and regulations on ethnic rights and religious practices in China. For example, the regulations regarding the ethnic affairs were published as China’s Law on National Regional Autonomy, General Principles of the Civil Law, Education Law, Labor Law, Compulsory Education Law, and Electoral Law of the People’s Congress. The government claimed that these laws stipulated that all citizens, regardless of their ethnic background, have political, economic, and civil rights.17 By 1954, the Chinese government had identified 38 ethnic groups in all. By 1964, the Central Government had identified another 15 ethnic groups in China. With the addition of the Lhoba ethnic group identified in 1965, and the Jino ethnic group identified in 1979, there are 55 minority ethnic groups which have been formally recognized and made known to the public.

But it was not long before the ethnic organizations, religious practices, and theocratic institutions became targets of Mao’s continuing revolution. In 1959, for example, the Central Government accused the Buddhist spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama, of organizing the separatist movement in Tibet. After the PLA suppressed the rebellion, the Dalai Lama left Lhasa for India.18 With CIA (Central Intelligence Agency) assistance, the Dalai Lama and 80,000 followers settled in Dharamsala, northern India, where they founded the Government of Tibet in Exile. In 1962, tens of thousands of Uyghurs left Xinjiang and fled to the Soviet Union in protest against the PRC during the 1960s. Beijing blamed the Russian KGB agents for having instigated the illegal migration. In 1967, during the Cultural Revolution, many Mongol minorities were accused of being members of an anti-CCP party, the Inner Mongolian People’s Party (IMPP). Large-scale clashes occurred between the Mongols and the army. Approximately 22,000 were killed and 300,000 injured during clashes between 1967 and 1969. These policies and events brought ethnic autonomy into question, and many minorities found them antithetical to their traditional practices of local affairs, especially their leadership.

After Mao died in 1976, Deng Xiaoping launched the reform movement in 1978. Beijing moderated its policy toward minorities. The government first implemented a number of reform efforts to modernize the ethnic regions, including the construction of railroads, heavy industrialization, and the opening to tourist economy. Secondly, the government accelerated the social development of the ethnic minorities, such as raising their living standard, reducing the poverty rate, and providing more health care and medical services. Thirdly, the government intended to win the minorities’ approval by protecting their cultural heritage and traditions. The shifting nature of the ongoing reform movement had some mixed characteristics of both modernization and tradition, since Beijing intended to industrialize the ethnic regions as well as to re-establish their heritage.

When Jiang Zemin became the head of the third generation of the CCP leadership after Deng’s retirement in 1989, it seemed that he was bringing new hope to the Chinese minorities in that they might have an opportunity to adjust or improve their relations with the Central Government. As China expert Mary Kay Magistad puts it, the reform and opening-up movement has resulted in the “people increasingly expect a different kind of relationship with their government—one of citizens and not subjects. They want their rights respected and their preferences heard.”19 Unfortunately, Beijing was not ready for any major change in its policy toward Chinese minorities.

In 1990 Jiang Zemin emphasized that all ethnic groups and their activities must follow state laws and regulations.20 Thereby, his administration (1990–2002) made it clear that all ethnic groups in China should adapt to the reality that the Chinese people are building China into a modern socialist country with Chinese characteristics. The Central Government thus continues to issue orders to the “autonomous governments” in the ethnic regions, and requires all minorities in these regions to conduct their activities within the sphere prescribed by policy and by law.

Therefore, more and more complaints are raised by minorities, who believe they do not have a voice in their local autonomous governments, since most of the officials are appointed by the Central Government and follow orders from Beijing. Xinjiang is the only province in the country where the ethnic population outnumbers the Han Chinese. Even though the minorities are the “majority” in XUAR, they do not have a dominant influence in XUAR government and policy-making. Any change or improvement of their social and political status depends on the support and concern of the Han Chinese-controlled government. Minorities are not allowed to exercise significant legislative or administrative power to carry out self-governance in their own communities. According to the national censuses, while the Tibetan population in Tibet increased from 1.79 million in 1982 to 2.1 million in 1990, and to 2.43 million in 2000, the Tibetans who worked in the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR) government had decreased from 1.29 percent of the total Tibetan occupations and professionals in 1990 to less than 1 percent in 2000.21

Market economy and social transition in the 1990s challenged the Communist regime with some unprecedented social and economic issues such as social stratification, Han migration into ethnic regions, and the economic and educational gap between the Hans and the minorities. Inequitable development policies benefit China’s political and geographic center, have neglected minorities’ basic needs, as well as using their land and resources without compensation or consultation. These new problems are far beyond the political issues that Beijing has been dealing with since the 1950s. For instance, uneducated Tibetans, those who have never been in school, aged six and older, total 45.5 percent of the Tibetan population, much higher than the 7.3 percent of the Han Chinese in Tibet.22 Increasingly more Tibetans have left Tibet in the 1990s–2000s. The number of Tibetans living outside Tibet increased from 2 million in 1982 to 2.5 million in 1990, to 2.99 million in 2000, and to 3.57 million in 2010.23

After Jiang retired in 2002, Hu Jintao became the chief of the fourth generation of the CCP leadership (2002–2012), calling for “harmony and innovation” within the country and tried to include all people in his “humanistic society.”24 But his government brutally crushed protests in the streets of Lhasa and Urumqi. Many Americans were shocked and confused by the discrepancy between Hu’s policy and his behavior, but this inconsistency is quite common in the formation of policy issues and is particularly apparent in the legal practice, one of the major components of Chinese civil liberties. The gap between the constitution and reality, between what the government says and what it does, greatly hinders the study and research of the subject.

From the 2000 to 2010, China has seen a surge in the number of people turning to religions such as Buddhism, Islam, and Catholicism. As a result of rapid economic growth and sweeping social, ideological, and political change, more and more Chinese people, especially minorities, are searching for meaning and emotional stability in their lives. According to official statistics in 2008, there were more than 250 million followers of various religious faiths a number that almost doubled from 130 million in 2000.25 In the PRC constitution, freedom of religion is a basic right, guaranteed to all citizens. Article 36 stipulates, “Citizens of the People’s Republic of China enjoy freedom of religious belief.” There are five officially recognized religions: Daoism, Buddhism, Islam, nondenominational Christianity, and Catholicism. It goes on to say, “No state organ, public organization or individual may compel citizens to believe in, or not to believe in, any religion: nor may they discriminate against citizens who believe in, or do not believe in any religion.” Additionally, “the State protects normal religious activities.”26

The Buddhists and Muslims have formed large minorities among other religious groups. As the largest religion in the country, Buddhism has more than 80 million followers, a total of 13,000 temples, including 3,000 Tibetan and 1,600 Pali structures, which house approximately 200,000 Buddhist monks and nuns, including 120,000 lamas and more than 10,000 Bhiksu and senior monks.27 According to the national census, the Muslim population in China increased from 14 million in 1982, to 21 million in 2000, and to an estimated 32 million in 2014. Most are Sunni Muslim, worshiping in 30,000 mosques and served by 40,000 imams and akhunds, each mosque serving approximately 1,160 Muslims. 

Since the CCP is officially an atheist party, its 82 million members do not express a religious belief. While the constitution promises freedom of religious belief, the government has placed many restrictions on this liberty, maintaining control of religious exercises through a registration process and a national organization. For example, the government continues to exercise control over Buddhist activities in Tibet, including restrictions on religious study before age 18, the expulsion of unapproved monks from monasteries, and the implementation of quotas on the number of monks in an attempt to reduce the spiritual population, and forced recitation of patriotic scripts in support of the Chinese government. Many new converts, especially Christians, worship at underground temples or “house churches” outside the state-controlled congregations. 

When more Chinese minorities joined religious groups for freedom of worship and demanded a new order of equality, justice, and plenty, the ruling CCP and the government began limiting the right to religious freedom by banning the followers from participation in religious activities. Tension has mounted in recent years between authorities and religious groups in minority regions such as Tibet and Xinjiang. Some religious protesting has turned into violent and bloody conflicts between Chinese law enforcement and local Tibetans and Buddhist monks. During the riots of March 14, 2008, for example, it was reported that more than 220 Tibetans were killed, 566 wounded, and at least 7,000 were arrested by the Chinese government.28 From 2009 to 2014, more than 134 Tibetan Buddhist monks committed self-immolation as a protest of Chinese rule in Tibet. On July 5, 2009, more than a thousand Uyghur demonstrators gathered in the commercial center of Urumqi protesting government’s policy. After confrontations with police, the peaceful demonstration escalated into riots from July 5–7. People’s Armed Police and city police attempted to quell the rioters with tear gas, water hoses, armored vehicles, and roadblocks, while the XUAR government imposed a curfew in Urumqi. The riots continued when hundreds of Han people clashed with both police and Uyghurs. According to government reports, 197 people died and 1,721 others were injured during the two day riot.

Xi Jinping became supreme Chinese leader in 2012 and will serve as CCP chairman and PRC president until 2022. As head of the fifth generation of CCP leadership, he has made some important policy changes to fit nationalist ideas and popular social movements. He therefore continues to employ nationalism as an ideology to unite China and to fight for its superpower status, perhaps resulting in one more source of legitimacy for the CCP as the country’s ruling party.29 Xi has been taking tougher positions on political control, anti-separatist movements, and national defense, as well as territorial issues. Nationalistic and integrationist strategies threaten to erase religious preference, ethnic identity, and minority languages. These policies have caused growing social unrest and even mass riots among minorities living in autonomous regions. Ethnic problems in China are worsening, and religious tension continues.

New Sources and New Perspective

The authors of Ethnic China have found new primary sources and offered different approaches to render a broad ethnic and religious survey. Since the authors are Chinese-Americans who have mastered both languages, they have located valuable original documents in both languages, in particular, Chinese sources published in China. In fact, this book provides new official sources from the Chinese government and the party that will undoubtedly stimulate intellectual dialogue and promote new considerations among the academia and general readers in the Western world. 

Important sources include party committee instructions, provincial and metropolitan archives, police records, court papers, and military reports. The contributors also conducted personal interviews with
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