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Title: The Ethnicity of China

When I was in London, working on my doctoral thesis, there was a woman, a 
visiting scholar at the University of London, from Xinjiang Autonomous Region 
as it is officially called. We met a couple of times in the café and chatted about 
our experiences of being abroad. One day, the conversation went in the direction 
of educational policy in Xinjiang. To my understanding, influenced by the 
normal complaints that one often heard, the problem of “ethnic” education is 
chiefly that people were not allowed to continue their own authentic traditions 
or, rather, they were forced to accept what is considered as the Han Chinese 
education. This woman, who was in her late forties and taught in elementary 
schools in Xinjiang for several years, complained in the opposite direction. She 
said, in many elementary schools, there were not enough qualified mandarin 
language teachers. Therefore, classes had to be taught in Uygur, the chief ethnic 
language of the region. Therefore, there was no possibility for the children to 
learn mandarin Chinese properly. Having seen my perplexing expression, she 
continued to explain: if they did not receive proper education, there would not 
be good opportunities for them to get jobs in the cities, either inside or outside 
the Xinjiang region. That is the reason, as she said, why this is the problem of 
ethnic education in Xinjiang. Obviously, my mind had been clouded by the usual 
complaint that there was too much mandarin teaching in the minority areas so 
that authentic ethnic traditions were not able to flourish. 

This experience does not mean to be used as a factual statement. Instead, it is an 
ethnographic moment of reflection that allows one to think about a number of 
issues that I have tentatively placed under the title of “the Ethnicity of China.” 
My chief concern in this inquiry is not about whether or not what is often called 
“China” can be viewed with a minority eye, which depends on the situation in 
which such a vision is cast. In other words, as shown in the above example, as 
the situation changes, one might provide a different interpretation for the same 
phenomenon. What needs to be problematized is, therefore, the conceptual 
relations that we have established with such notions as ethnicity. What interests 
me is this continuous attempt in employing “ethnic minorities” as a signifier for 
the identity of China. Three questions will be asked. First, what is the conceptual 
relationship of ethnicity to identity in the case of China? In order to understand 
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how “China” is seen, we need to understand the relationship of the seen and the 
seeing. This is the starting point of my reflection. Second, what is the history of 
this relationship—in both its political and cultural sense? This is more or less an 
old story, especially for those whose scholarly concerns are about China. There 
has been a long tradition in the Chinese case in dealing with so-called ethnic 
minorities. The present situation (i.e., from the late 1970s onwards) provides 
another illuminating phase of that long tradition. Third, how can one think about 
this relationship in terms of a troubled (or troubling) disciplinary practice of 
anthropology that began with its inquiry about the primitive minorities as the 
Other of modern society? Some lessons may be learned from a critical review of 
the history of anthropology, especially its present predicament. 

Note: This is not meant to be an original ethnographic study of how one 
particular group of minority “sees” modern China; instead, it is a conceptual 
exercise that hopes to clarify some ambiguities on such an important matter. 
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