ETHNIC CLEAVAGES

China’s ethnic population is primarily Han Chinese, the people that historically formed the basis of China’s
identity, first as an empire, and eventually as a country. China’s borders have long included other ethnicities,
primarily through conquest and expansion of land claims in Asia. Minority groups now comprise only about
eight percent of the PRC’s population, but their “autonomous areas” (such as Tibet and Xinjiang) make up
more than 60% of China’s territory and have a long history of resistance to the Chinese government. There
are 55 officially recognized minority groups, and no one minority is very large. Even so, the Chinese govern-
ment has put a great deal of time and effort into its policies regarding ethnic groups.

Most minorities live on or near China’s borders with other countries, and most of their areas are sparsely
populated. For example, Mongols live in both Mongolia and China, and Kazakhs live in both the Kazakh
Republic and China. Because dissidents are a long way from areas of dense population, China is worried
that they may encourage independence, or join with neighboring countries.

Even though the percentages are not high, China does have about 100 million citizens who are members of
minorities groups, a huge number by anyone’s calculations. By and large, the government’s policy has been
to encourage economic development and suppress expressions of dissent in ethnic minority areas. Most
of China’s minorities are in the five autonomous regions of Guangxi, Inner Mongolia, Ningxia, Tibet, and
Xinjiang. The Chinese constitution grants autonomous areas the right of self-government in some matters,
such as cultural affairs, but their autonomy is in fact very limited. Ethnic dissent continues to the present,
although many groups appear to be content to be part of the Chinese empire.

Tibet — with its long history of separate ethnic identity — has been especially problematic since the Chinese
army conquered it in the early days of the PRC. The former government of Tibet never recognized Chinese
authority, and many Tibetans today campaign for independence. The movement rallies around the Dalai
Lama, the spiritual leader who fled to India in 1959 after Tibet’s failed uprising against China. A series of
riots and demonstrations took place in Tibet in March of 2008 on the 49 anniversary of the failed uprising,
a situation that increased tensions between the Chinese government and the Dalai Lama. The Tibetan cause
was highlighted in 2008 by protests that greeted the Olympic torch in some Western cities, as the runners
made their way to Beijing, where the Olympics were held.

A second group of people that have shown increasing unrest are the Uyghurs, who are Muslims of Turkish
descent living in Xinjiang, very close to the borders with Afghanistan and Pakistan and the Central Asian
states of the former Soviet Union. Uyghur militants want to create a separate Islamic state and have some-
times used violence to support their cause. In the post-September 11 world, the Chinese have become very
concerned with these Muslim dissidents.  Their fears were confirmed in July 2009 when riots broke out
in Urumgqi, the capital city of Xinjiang. The riots were sparked by Uyghur dissatisfaction with the Chinese
central government’s handling of the deaths of two Uyghur workers during previous disruptions, but the
violence was part of the ongoing ethnic tensions between the Han and the Uyghurs.






