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“The Origin of the Fifty Six Nationalities” Does Not Derive From
the Nationality Classification Project

—Understandings and Reflections on the Nationality Classification Project

Qin Heping

( Southwest Nationalities Research Academy Southwest University for Nationalities
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DOL:

Abstract: The so - called “Nationalities
Classification Project” refers to differentiating the
ethnic composition and ethnic names of a nationali—
ty. In other words the purpose of the “Nationali—
ties Classification Projecic ” was to analyze the
“ethnic composition” or “ethnic name”  deter—
mine their attribution and to determine whether or
not they are minorities based on their self — desig—
nated name history living area customs spoken
and written language and self — awareness.

Huang Guangxue notes in his work that the
Chinese nationalities were identified after the “Na-—
tionality Classification Project”. He even gave a
positive appraisal by promoting the “Nationality
Classification Project” as “the origin of the 56 na—
tionalities” of China. We think that the viewpoint
that “the 56 nationalities of China are determined
through this kind of classification” does not fit with
the historical reality of the Chinese nationalities go—
ing through a process of gradual formation fusion
and development.

In 1950 except for Tibet the various regions
of China were liberated successively. In order to
understand the various nationalities disseminate
the central government’ s concern for the minori—
ties as well as promote minority policies found in
the The Common Program ( one of the CPPCC doc—
uments which functioned as a provisional constitu—
tion until the first constitution was drafted in

1954)

( nationalities )

the central government organized a central
investigation mission team. The
mission was expanded from the initial Southwest

and the South
as delegates of the

Mission to the Northwest Mission
Central China Mission. They

Central Government visited various ethnic areas.

99

Chengdu Sichuan 610041 China)

in Chinese)

However according to the data about the mission

we find that the responsibility of the teams was only

to do surveys but not to do a classification of the

nationalities.

According to the decision of the Chinese Polit—
China’

1953 was to establish nationality autonomous re—

buro s nationality work from 1950 to
gions or political unions of various nationalities and
social circles; ensure the rights of the nationali—
ties; establish institutes for the nationalities for
training cadres from the nationalities; consider cre—
ating writing systems for those minorities without
scripts; promote patriotism and enhance the na-—
tional identity; and implement land reform in those
ethnic areas where economic structures were the
same or similar to those of the Han Chinese. Dur-
ing this process the people’ s government also a—
dopted various measures to eliminate those ethnic
names or place names that historically had a dis—
criminatory or insulting meaning.

However the relevant documents approved by
the Central Government did not contain any content
related to nationality classification. In addition we
cannot find any orders or mention about conducting
a nationality classification in the collection docu-
ments from leaders in the tongzhanbu ( the United
Front Work Department of the Central Committee
of the CPC) or the zhongyang minwei ( the Central
Nationality Affairs Commission) . After we re—
viewed the main documents from the tongzhanbu
and the zhongyang minwei  we found that there
were no any records pertaining to the ethnic/na—
tionality classification or any special files. This is
all to say that in the documents pertaining to the

ethnic minority work carried out during the early




years of the New China
any mission to do “Nationality Classification”
During the years 1954 to 1959
the continuation of setting up and perfecting re—
gional autonomy developing production impro—
ving the economy developing culture education
and hygiene the main ethnic work of China in—
cluded the following: implementing democratic re—
form in some regions ( i. e. peaceful consultation
on land reform and “direct transition ”) ; conduc—
ting social surveys in various ethnic areas so as to
make clear the history social situation and eco—
nomic stage of development of each group; and
creating or perfecting the writing systems for some
minorities.
However during this period it is true that
the social surveys made in Yunnan Hunan Guan-
exi and Heilongjiang did include a “zubie” ( eth—
nic assignment ) survey in which fourteen minori—
ties with a population of 1. 02 million were con—
firmed. However judging from the regions in-
volved the number of nationalities being confirmed
as well as the population they represent only a
small part of China’ s minorities. At that time
this kind of “ethnic assignment” surveys in these
provinces belonged to more general ethnic affairs

of

were not the most important task to be

work. They had no special position and
course
solved” . Nationality classification was not part of
the ethnic work of the whole country.

Among the “ethnic assignment” surveys con—
ducted in several provinces although Yunnan was
not one of the earliest to conduct these surveys it
was the most extensive and most typical province to
do so. Among the 17 new minorities confirmed af-
ter 1953
40% of the total. Thus

tionality classification”

seven are in Yunnan accounting for
in the discussion of “na-
it is difficult to ignore
Yunnan. Therefore this article takes Yunnan as
the most typical case for understanding the work of
“nationality classification”.

On May 15 1954

Team for Nationality Classification was organized.

the Yunnan Research

This team was divided into seven groups. Twenty

one minorities including the Yi Bai Hani Dai

100
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there was no mention of Zhuang Miao Lisu Hui Lahu Wa Naxi
Jingpo Yao Tibetan Bulang Achang Nu Pu-
in addition to mi Benglong ( presently called De’ ang) Du-

long and Mongolian were identified and formally
listed as minorities of China by the State Ethnic Af-
fairs Commission.

However this work was not called minzu shi—
but zubie diaocha

The lead

office specifically set up to conduct this survey was

bie ( nationality classification)

( nationality assignment investigation) .

called the yunnansheng minzu zubie yanjiuzu
( Yunnan Provincial Nationalities Assignment Re—
search Team) but not the shibie yanjiuzu ( classi—
fication research team) . Although there is some
relation between shibie ( classification) and zubie
there are also signifi—

The key to

“classification” is “identifying”; it is to find out

( nationality assignment)

cant differences between the two.

whether there are “differences” through the work

of “identifying” . Nationality assignment howev—

er is first to understand the “differences” of each
nationality and then to confirm the nationality
classification by the government.

In order to understand more deeply and com-—
prehensively the investigations on “nationality as—
signment” during that time let us take the Lisu
and Nu as cases for an analysis.

Influenced by various factors most Lisu move
locations continuously. Although there are differ—
ences among the Lisu in different areas these
differences are formed due to the living needs the
change of environment or the exchanges among
various groups during the process of migration. It
is only an external representation of various bran—

On

there are many common grounds a—

ches of Lisu and not an essential difference.
the contrary
mong Lisu in various regions especially their
strong self — identity which is an essential represen—
tation of the nationality. Therefore we can say
that the Lisu are a unified nationality. Following a
principle of giving name with the respect of the na—
tionality” s will as well as taking references from
the history the term “Lisu” is confirmed as hav—
ing been used continuously.

Since the Ming dynasty and due to pressure
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caused by the migration of the Lisu some Nu peo—
ple migrated from Weixi to the Nujiang area and
others to the south and north areas of the Nu Val-
ley. The language customs costumes and reli-
gious beliefs among the Nu in these three areas dif—
fer somewhat. When the survey team came to Nu-
jiang in 1954 they stated that “Nu” and “Qiu”
must belong to the same nationality. However this
concept differed from the historical literature where
they were taken as two different nationalities. After
repeated research through taking into considera—
and on the basis of the local

taking the

tion historical factors
people” s will the relevant institutes
Nu River and Dulong River as the borders con-
firmed the Nu people who lived in the Nu River
valley as belonging to the Nu nationality and those
who lived in the Dulong river valley as the Dulong
nationality. And they set up a Dulong Autono—
mous area.

During the 1950s and 60s

zubie ( ethnic assignment) surveys was the largest

the scale of the

the number of ethnic groups involved the most
and the number of times the surveys were conduc—
ted in Yunnan was the most. The purpose of the
zubie survey was only to clarify the ethnic families
of the groups to analyze their nationality assign—
ment; and to offer suggestions. Only the state has
the right to confirm their zubie ( ethnic assign—
ment) . In China the minorities have their own so—
cial position and political treatment; they have u-
nique ” political economic cultural and educa—
tional benefits; and the state must provide protect
and ensure these benefits. Therefore the zubie
( ethnic assignment) investigation was the business
of the scholars whereas the confirmation of this
assignment was the right of the state. Nonetheless
the work of confirmation was the key.

Through understanding of the work of “nation—
ality classification” in Yunnan we think that the
various nationalities of China were formed through
a long historical process . The work done by rele—
vant governmental institutions after the founding of
the New China is a “confirmation” making clear
minority identity and ensuring an equal position.

. [43
Therefore it was not necessary to conduct “exten—

sive” surveys. Because only some places or only a
few ethnic groups were involved in the survey it is
not correct for us to promote the work to such a
high level calling it “China’ s nationality classifi—
cation ” or even to a degree where some state that
it is “the origin of the 56 nationalities” of China.
Key Words:

. . . ) , .
tionality assignment survey; Yunnan’ s classifica—

nationality classification; na—
tion of nationalities
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