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CHAPTER 1

The Chinese Nation and Nationalities
as a Process of Collaborative Knowledge
Production

The defining of the modern Chinese nation-state and non-Han minority
nationalities’ identity and position, as well as their relations with the
larger, integrated China has been a key issue of twentieth-century China,
which, in the words of Timothy Cheek, belongs to one of the signifi-
cant “ideclogical moments,” i.e., “rejuvenation.”® This current book is a
result of historical research, fieldwork, and critical reflection on a series of
issues concerning the building of modern Chinese nationalistic discourse,
practices of modern Chinese anthropology and historiography, academic
debates, representation of southern Chinese minority nationalities, and
state-minority relations. It examines the process of “discursive forma-
tion™ and regards this process as multilayered, incoherent, and diffusive.2
While I acknowledge the modern Chinese state’s rationale of justifying a
multinationality Chinese nation, this study also reveals many discontinu-
iries, ruptures, and gaps in the long process of the ideology’s implemen-
tation and adaption. I focus on the intellectual and cultural producers
of modern Chinese knowledge of nationalities at various and interre-
lated levels, and analyze how they produced knowledge while trying to
reconcile their Euro-American training with Marxist theories and their
Chinese identity. In some cases, I demonstrate the tension between the
scholars’ non-Han Chinese identity and the Han-dominated mainstream
nationalist discourse.

Since late Qing and early Republican Chinese governments recog-
nized only five nationalities: the Han, Manchu (Man), Mongols { Meng),
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Muslims( Huz}, and Tibetans (Zang) while leaving many non-Fan south-
western minority peoples unrecognized and unclassified, this current
study focuses on how these peoples, mainly Miao, Zhuang, and Buyi,
and Yi were investigated, studied, and officially recognized. Indeed, the
mountainous southwest part of China provides “relatively complex and
diverse environments” for cross-cultural connections.? At the same time,
southern non-Han minority groups have been asserting their cultyral
and political differences and rewriting their history more rigorously in
recent years.* This complexity also contributed to multifaceted scholarly
discourses and debates in the twentieth century.

To approach this process of building modern ethnic knowledge, 1
divide these producers of the modern knowledge of Chinese nation and
nationalities into several worlds: political thinkers, parties and modern
states; national-level social scientsts, mainly anthropologists, ethnol-
ogists, and historians; local scholars, including curators and non.Han
minority scholars, and grassroots-level community leaders. Tt is also
important to keep in mind that modern ethnic knowledge in China is
largely what Edward Said called “political knowledge,” while it overlaps
with what Said called “nonpolitical” “pure knowledge.”® The struggle
between the state and individual scholars and even among the scholars
as I delineate in this study is largely out of the tension between pure
and political knowledge. T see the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)’s
attempt to build a modern, unified, and multinationality China as a
process of rebuilding political authority and political order, which was
a recurring theme of modern China after the disintegration of the tra-
ditional imperial-Confucian political order.6 Political authority was and
still is a pertinent issue in China. As Samuel Huntington points out, for
the developing and modernizing societies in the post-WWII world, “The
primary problem is not liberty but the creation of a legitimate public
order,” while Americans, due to their own uniquely favorable conditions
in state- building, “never had to worry about creating equality,” and they
were “peculiarly blind to the problems of creating authority in modern-
izing countries.” The People’s Republic of China (PRC) in the 19505
was a poor and backward society recovering from a century of civi] and
foreign wars, and that “Third World historical context” is the proper one
for discussing the Chinese experience.® National integration, which was
the “ultimate goal” of “all postcolonial developing countries,” was also
a main task of modern Chinese state. This “integration” was a politi-
cal process to redefine “the relationships between a majority people and
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minority peoples.” As Colin Mackerras defines it, a “political, cultural,
social and economic structuring of a larger state which sees the minor-
ities maintaining its own cultures and identities, but influenced by the
majority and not seeking sessions in a new state with its own independ-
ent gcwernmcnt.”10 Of course, when we talk about the modern Chinese
state, we are talking about two modern Chinese polities: the non-
Communist Republican China (1912-1949) and the Communist
People’s Republic of China (1949-); however, the two governments
intersect as they both assumed the modern state’s role as a “distributor
of privileges and a differentiator among ethnic groups.”

Taking a detached, neutral stance, I argue that the thesis of “civilizing
project” should be reconsidered in the context of the modern Chinese
state (both the Nationalist and Communist governments)’s agenda of
rebuilding political authority and order. accomplishment of internal
equality, even if rhetorically, and mobilization, as well as constructing
cultural cohesiveness among Chinese citizens regardless of ethnic back-
ground and with various strategies. Stevan Harrell defines “civilizing
project” as “a kind of interaction between peoples, in which one group,
the civilizing center, interacts with other groups (the peripheral peo-
ples) in terms of a particular kind of inequality.”1? In practice, this power
dynamics is subtle. The PRC government celebrates the cultural differ-
ences and unique traits of the non-Han groups, as long as these cultural
assertions do not challenge its political authority.!® In addition, the “civ-
ilizing project”™ was hardly a one-way process. Peripheral peoples were
not merely passive victims who suffer the “effect” of the intrusive and
unequal civilizing project. As Dru Gladney puts it, “Studies of China’s
‘civilizing mission’ (Harrell 1995)...appear to be in danger of doing
just that: positing a core Chinese civilization at the very same time as
they criticize the civilizing mission among the ‘peripheral’ peoples.”4
Instead, in many cases, marginalized cultural communities, or at least
their elites, seck recognition, protection, and favorable treatment from
the state, be it Qing China, Republican China, the PRC, or postcolonial
India.'® Non-Han minorities might also choose to be “Sinicized” once
they find doing so serves their interests, and thus it is simply a matter
of rational “livelihood choice.”1¢ In this book, I demonstrate how the
writing of minority nationality history was not only a state cultural pro-
ject and practice of Marxist historiography, but also became the personal
choice of Shui nationality local cultural elite in southern Guizhou. The
Chinese Communnist state was also effective in using “positive incentives”
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and “preferential treatment” to reward political loyalty, rather than
merely exercising control.’” While the state was asserting its authority
over national politics and culture to mobilize and reinvigorate the people
and to reintegrate the nation, the newly formed modern Chinese cultural
elites, Han and non-Han alike, who had acquired new systems of knowl-
edge such as anthropology and “scientific” historiography through mod-
ern academic disciplines, also claimed their intellectual authority.!®

My research will thus be largely about the complex relationship
between the state and modern Chinese knowledge elites in collaborat-
ing to build authority, as well as their rivalry over the authority to deter-
mine the correct approaches to the minority issue. The primary concern
of the book is not particularly “equality” between Han and non-Han or
berween the center and the periphery. Rather, it is about kew each histor-
ical agent makes his/her own claim and exercises his/her power in cach
given situation while defending his/her own authority of interpreting
or an autonomous sphere of influence. First, inequality cannot account
for the rise of nationalism, for it overlooks the structural “competition
for valued resources and opportunities” and the “relative distribution
of ethnic groups.”*® Second, every state intrinsically distributes ethnic
privileges unequally.?® The structure of inequality, which I will discuss
in maore detail, also peints to another situation: the relationship between
modern China and the West. When we talk about a “civilizing project”
or “civilizing mission,” we first think that it is the West that “has always
been in the business of teaching the rest of the world values and cul-
ture.”?! Whether there is true “equality” between trained modern social
scientists, who are accompanied by research assistants and “informants,”
and the investigated “native” or “indigenous™ people can also be called
into doubt. Another paradox is the state’s efforts to increase political
integration of the multiethnic Chinese nation and its appreciation of cul-
tural diversity, in which “integration is the crux.”??

The knowledge production mechanisms had three main lay-
ers in China. First, the politically discursive level that consists of the
Communist Party’s ideology and guiding principles concerning the
national and nationality question, and particularly the use of the Chinese
trope “family” as a metaphor of the modern Chinese nation. This pro-
cess of nationality construction can be considered as a process of polit-
ical persuasion, while “processes are frequently recurring causal chains,
sequences, and combinations of mechanisms” that typically concatenate
with other mechanisms into broader process.”?® Second, the academic
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and practical level, which is made up of (a) the practice of anthropolo-
gists of engaging in the study of minority nationalities, their intellectual
journeys, and critical reflections, (b) the collaboration of historians and
anthropologists in inventing “primitive society” in classical Marxist sense
in Chinese history, which is the thesis of Chapter 4, and (c) the investi-
gation into minority nationality’s society and history in the 1950s, and
the writing of their “brief history.” Third, the disseminating level, which
mainly takes the form of construction of nationality/ethnology muse-
ums to spread the officially sanctioned legitimate knowledge to educate
the public and facilitate academic research on non-Han cultures. More
importantly, I devote one Chapter 6 to focusing on one Zhuang minor-
ity nationality scholar Huang Xianfan’s collaboration with the state,
his resistance, and his overall difficult position in China’s ethnopolitics
before and after 1949. As this book reveals, the deep reason for the con-
fict between Huang’s local /ethnic nationalist sentiments and the greater
sationalism for modern China, i.c., the “super-nadon” lay in the seman-
tic and conceptual ambiguity of the Chinese term minzu—race, nation,
nationality, ethnic minority group, etc., and the lack of agreement on
which “minzu” should be the appropriate focus of one’s loyalty.2*

At each of the abovementioned three levels, there are interplays of
multiple actors, which I will track. For instance, while acknowledging
that the minerities’ image was built in China as an “other” to promote
Han Chinese identity and socialist ideology, China itself is an “other”
for Western scholars and visitors. In the Epilogue, I show how it was
Western tourists, not only domestic Chinese tourists, who first contrib-
uted to the exoticization and commercialization of the Chinese minor-
ity culture.?® While the “mechanisms,” as discussed above, do not work
alone, power is also “a productive network which runs through the
whole social body, much more than as a negative instance whose func-
tion is repression.”® What is more important is not just networks but
Foucault’s emphasis on the “positive” aspect of power: “the notion of
repression is quite inadequate for capturing what is precisely the pro-
ductive aspect of power,” and “it induces pleasure, forms knowledge,
produces knowledge.”?” It is true that in China, the knowledge about
minority nationalities produced by the state, scholars, and curators is a
curious mixture of official propaganda, rigid historical periodization,
empirical knowledge, serious inquiries, and visual pleasures.

I suggest that in the socialist cultural production practice of the PRC,
the boundary between high culture and mass culture has been blurred,
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for in every field, from historical writing and ethnological surveying to
museum building, we will see how the ¢lite methodology, theory, and
rescarch results were transformed into popular discourse to appeal
to ordinary readers and viewers. In addition, the CCP was skillful and
resourcetul enough in educating the masses from the 1930s through the
1960s in various scenarios.®

Regarding the interplay of knowledge producers, my study shows that
the relationship between scholars and the modern Chinese state was one
of compliance, collaboration and conflict. Both the state and individual
scholars shared the same goal of pursing state-building and national inte-
gration, although there were scholarly disputes over whether the non-
Han peoples in south China deserve carefully identified and classified.
Historians and anthropologists who remained in maintand China after
1949 and pledged allegiance to the Communist government tried to
retain their intellectual autonomy, and some were purged as “rightists.”
They were both employed and punished by the Communist state, which
they served, criticized, and finally still served, but their own academic
training and independent thinking never completely faded. Internally,
there existed the tension between Han and nen-Tan scholars, which was
cxemplified by the life and career of a leading Zhuang nationality histo-
rian and ethnologist Huang Xianfan. With this case being incorporated,
my analysis is not only about “the mechanisms of compliance,” but also
about intellectual resistance and dissent.2?

The relative autonomy, or at least internal strength of remaining
independent and critical modern Chinese social scientists, or intellectu-
als as a broader social category, leads to another question that I attempt
to tackle: what is the limit of the state? In her study of state—peasant
relations in the PRC, Jean Oi distinguishes “between the power of the
state to formulate policy and the ability of the state to implement it.”
The efficacy of the state was called into question because, in rea] life,
the state was represented at the local by its agents—the local level cad-
res who are “also responsible for representing their collective’s and their
own interests.”®® Vivienne Shue, in her study, points out that “the state
under Mao contained numerous shifting, cross-cutting, competitive
(even hostile) centers of power,” and “We had seen that the state almost
never spoke to the people with one voice.” She continues to assert
that “Chinese social life was by no means fully penetrated or effectively
dominated by the revolutionary communist values of the party...”3!
Although Oi and Shue mainly focus on state—peasant relations in the
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PRC, the same principle can be applied to the relationship between
the state and inteliectuals, as well as that between the state and minot-
ity leaders. Whenever the state loosens its grip, minority peoples return
to their traditional practices and continue their own cultural practice,
which, of course, ar¢ supposed to be “subsumed within an ultimately
superior nationality identity if the nation is to achieve and maintain
integrity.”3? In recent years, Chinese people’s outbound international
tourism and nonofficial (officially monitored though) websites have pro-
vided new venues for minority nationality elites to search their cultural
roots, inquire into their affinities with cultural groups ethnically close
to them yet living outside of the Chinese territorial border, and share
information.

In this study, I break the political dividing line of 1949, when the
Nationalist government was toppled and replaced by the Communist-
led PRC, to emphasize continuity and inheritance, for the historians and
anthropologists under discussion in this study all lived under two gov-
ernments, and none was trained in the beginning by the Communist
party. Rather, anthropology, as with many other natural science and
social science disciplines, took roots in Nationalist China, and from the
Chinese anthropologists, we see entrenched intellectual influences of
leading Anglo-American anthropologists of the twentieth century. The
two regimes across the Taiwan Strait after 1949, as both manifestations
of Chinese modernity, share many common approaches and similari-
ties state-building and social mobilization.3® To be sure, the democra-
tized Taiwan has demonstrated more flexible and open-minded attitude
toward in ethnic issue. Geographically, I focus on the studies and rep-
resentations of southern Chinese minority groups such as the Miao,
Buyi, Zhuang, Qiang, and Tujia rather than northern ethnic groups
while also referring to the minorities and their (self) representations in
Taiwan.

Focusing on elite discourse, the relationship between elites and the
state, as well as their internal competition and disputes, 1 believe it is the
articulations of the knowledge elites, i.c., professional academicians and
relatively well-informed and educated local people, which epitomized
Chinese reflections on the complex issue of nation, nationality, ethnic-
ity, identity, and self-positioning. As Anthony Smith points out, “it is the
intellectnals—poets, musicians, painters, sculptors, novelists, historians,
and archaeologists, playwrights, philologists, anthropologists and folklor-
ists —-who have proposed and elaborated the concepts and language of
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the nation and nationalism.”® As with their European counterparts in
the nineteenth century, Chinese “professional intellectuals” played the
pivotal role of shaping nationalism.35 While I do not deny the sincerity of
the Chinese state in upholding the ideology of a unified Chinese nation,
I also do not whitewash the pervasive Han-centric essenualizing and
primitivizing language and practice of non-Han peoples in contempo-
rary Chinese culture. Yet, it is also conceivable that the modern Chinese
imagination of a Han-centered multinationality Chinese nation is deeply
rooted in an old Chinese perception of cultural China being surrounded
by non-Chinese “barbarians” in the all four directions, a structure that
had been entrenched in the late Shang Dynasty (ca. 1200-1045 BCE).%6
1 also do not think, as stated above, resistance was the only mode of non-
Han people’s relationship with the state, nor was compliance. In the last
chapter, the epilogue, I incorporated my own fieldwork and observation
of Miao shamanism, because it was up to date—conducted in 2016—and
because the experience of visiting a Miao shaman, or village-level non-
Han cultural elite was unique. I hope that this account may also help
achieve a better understanding of contemporary Miao culture, its com-
munal power relations, and the reach of the state at the grassroots level.

In general, this current study attempts to strike a balance between
the state discourse, academic approaches, and grassroots-level practices
concerning southern Chinese minorities and twentieth-century Chinese
nationalisms.
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