

What problems does the use of the words 'China'/'Chinese' raise when talking about a diverse and multiethnic country such as China?
For many years most of the world has thought of China as being one whole unified nation with defined borders and a single language, this however is far from the truth as even the concept of China is widely debated amongst its own and even foreign citizens. As discussed by Gregory Lee the term ’China’ (中国/中國） is relatively new, this terminology was officially adopted by the state of what is now considered to be China following on from the revolution against the Qing Dynasty (大清）. Understanding the history of the Qing Dynasty and the subsequent Republic’s formed in its remains helps to develop a more accurate idea of what China really is today and highlights the plethora of people groups and languages that cover its own as well as disputed territories. 

The Qing Dynasty is a very conflicted time period for its peoples as it saw ‘China’ at its greatest territorial extent as it claimed all of modern day Mongolia as well as the Primorsky and Sakhalin regions of Russia and the still disputed island of Taiwan, this was all under the ‘control’ of a Manchurian Monarch (Britannica, 2022). The region of Manchuria and its people still play a large role in Chinese society today as they are one of the fifty five recognised ethnic minority groups in modern day China (Travel China Guide, 2021). However the Qing Dynasty began to see rapid decline due to its failure to modernise and compete with Western Empires which was highlighted in the Opium wars and still leaves many Chinese people still feeling bitter about this period of ‘unequal treaties’ (Lacroix, 2020) this often resulted in territorial losses for the Dynasty. The territories created because of this conflict are known as Hong Kong and Macau and have since been somewhat re absorbed into the territories of China and are home to the Cantonese minority group.

 Naomi Standen explores the outcomes and some of the myths surrounding the revolution which marked the end of the Qing Dynasty and what many perceive to be China today although this can be disputed due to many factors. The book Demystifying China reviews some of the ideas around a key revolutionary figure known as Sun Yat-sen, he is largely credited with the success of the revolution despite the fact that “Sun Yat-sen was not even in China when the military uprising in Wuchang on October 10, 1911, unleashed a chain of events that would later become known as the Chinese revolution.” (Standen, 2012, p.102). Despite the historical inaccuracies surrounding Sun Yat-sen he is “honoured as a national hero on both sides of the Taiwan Strait.” (Standen, 2012, p.102) Sun Yat-sen’s popularity in both the Republic of China and People's Republic of China shows one element of unity in China that later figures such as Mao Zedong and Chiang Kai-shek could not achieve as they created further divisions in what being ‘Chinese’ really meant.

Up until the establishment of the Republic of China very little attention was paid to minority groups due to the large scale of the empire and the lack of any real transport connections. Ethnic and religious minority groups such as the Uyghur didn’t gain full state recognition until 1950 (Gladney, OpenEdition Journals, 1998) following the Communist revolution and their consolidation of power in Xinjiang under the leadership of Mao Zedong. Following the expulsion of Chiang Kai-shek the new Communist government of China introduced a new wave of cultural and administrative reforms in an attempt to create a more unified Chinese identity. One of these policies was the mass migration of the largest ethnic group known as the Han to rural minority regions such as Xinjiang following the population boom. The purpose of this migration is widely debated but most see it as an attempt by the Chinese government to assert more control in the region and even to effectively replace the indigenous population to create a Han dominated society which is more aligned with the ideology of the government and strengthen their claims to the territories. Territorial integrity has been something of great importance to the identity of the Chinese and was emphasised following the defeat of the Kuomintang in 1949 which saw the early development of the one China policy (BBC, 2021), though this is largely aimed at the island of Taiwan other areas have been put under pressure in different forms to establish control such as Xinjiang, Tibet and Inner Mongolia.

In more recent times tension has escalated quite rapidly between political and ethnic minority groups which threatens many ‘Chinese’ people groups. Throughout the 1990s China saw a surge in separatist movements which often took the form of terror attacks in major cities, these were largely carried out by people from the minority regions of Xinjiang and Tibet who reject the new idea of being Chinese. Chinese officials estimate that between the years 1994 and 1995 that bomb attacks in the region of Tibet increased by 100% (refworld, 2004). Attacks on Han Chinese populated areas are still somewhat of a frequent occurrence mostly carried out by the Uyghur and as a result they are often demonised within Chinese society. As well as this the Chinese government has subjected most Uyghurs to live in internment camps which most of the western world opposes as the Uyghur identity is at risk, however China claims it is beneficial for both the Uyghur and Chinese society (BBC, 2020).

To conclude, it is evident that the terminology ‘Chinese’ has never really been appropriate for a plethora of reasons; the history, politics, language and ethnicities of its lands have never been able to unite the country as a single Chinese entity. Historically these factors did little to trouble the China of the past as there were no efforts made to create a single China or Chinese people, only when China attempted to modernise did it encounter issues which are still very much present, even diplomatically with many nations recognising Taiwan (The Republic of China) over the P.R. China, even Taiwan is home to 16 of its own ethnic groups (Taiwan Mandarin Education Resource Center, 2020) which only further adds to the lack of true meaning of the term Chinese as a common name. It would seem that in the modern era the term Chinese has only become more complicated.
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