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Preface


Nationality is arguably a product of state building in the West. No such concept existed in pre-modern China, and it was not until the late nineteenth century that it was introduced to China from Japan. It is often translated as minzu (民族) in Chinese, which means ‘a people’ or ‘an ethnic group’. In Chinese, ‘minority nationality’ is called ‘shaoshu minzu’ (少数民族). According to the Chinese government, there are altogether 56 ethnic groups in China. This book is about ethnic minorities in China and their relations to the Chinese state in the context of social and political change since 1949, with the emphasis on the post-1978 era, as market reforms have fundamentally changed the institutional arrangements for ethnic relations in the People's Republic of China (PRC). This book insists that the most important aspect of ethnic relations in China is the relations between the PRC state and the ethnic minorities rather than those between Han Chinese, the ethnic majority group, and the ethnic minority groups. The PRC state created the ethnic divide between Han Chinese and non-Han groups, classifying non-Han groups into different nationality groups and maintaining the ethnic identity of each PRC citizen through the state household registration system and personal identity card (Gladney 1996). There would not be 56 nationality groups in China without the PRC nationality policy. Accordingly, this book focuses on the PRC's nationality policy and its impacts on the ethnic minorities to elucidate ethnic relations in China.
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