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FROM STATE TO NATION:  THE FORGING OF THE
HAN THROUGH LANGUAGE POLICY IN THE

PRC AND TAIWAN

HAYDEN WINDROW*

I. INTRODUCTION

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, Chinese civili-
zation plunged into the greatest existential crisis it had faced
in its three and a half millennia of existence.1  Internal eco-
nomic collapse, an exploding population, and the political rot
of the Qing dynasty,2 coupled with threats posed by the more
technologically and economically advanced Europeans, as
most shockingly realized in the Empire’s traumatic defeat in
the Opium Wars, shook the civilization’s foundations to its
core.3  The profound impotence of the state, until then re-
garded by its rulers as Tianxia , or “all under the heav-
ens,”—civilization itself, surrounded by only barbarians—de-
stroyed the legitimacy of the age-old Confucian worldview that

* Hayden Windrow, J.D. NYU Law School (2005); M.A. Linguistics,
University of London (2000); B.A. East Asian Studies, Columbia University
(1998).  I would like to thank MLS and Zhang Laoshi for their inspiration.

1. See MODERN CHINA:  AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NA-

TIONALISM vii-ix (Wang Ke-wen ed., 1998); see also BARRINGTON MOORE, JR.,
SOCIAL ORIGINS OF DICTATORSHIP AND DEMOCRACY:  LORD AND PEASANT IN

THE MAKING OF THE MODERN WORLD 175-77, 186 (Beacon Press 1993)
(1966); JONATHAN D. SPENCE, THE SEARCH FOR MODERN CHINA 290 (2d ed.
1999).

2. MOORE, supra note 1, at 175-76; SPENCE, supra note 1, at 143, 165.
3. Kai-wing Chow, Narrating Nation, Race, and National Culture:  Imagin-

ing the Hanzu Identity in Modern China, in CONSTRUCTING NATIONHOOD IN

MODERN EAST ASIA 47, 75 (Kai-wing Chow et al. eds., 2004); see also MOORE,
supra note 1, at 176 (discussing how the opening of treaty ports to Western
commerce at the end of the Opium War in 1842 spread the socially destabi-
lizing effects of the market throughout China).  In his seminal work, Moore
notes that among societies that have experienced the “totally novel historical
challenge” of encountering Modernity, such as England, the United States,
France, Japan, Russia, Germany, and India, only China produced a “nearly
complete disintegration of the central government.  A regime, many of
whose key features had lasted for centuries, simply fell apart in less than a
hundred years under the impact of Western blows.” MOORE, supra note 1, at
182.
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had informed the civilization from its earliest days.4  This up-
rooting of China from its historical Sino-centrism dissolved the
state’s sense of history and identity, leaving the Empire’s intel-
ligentsia/ruling class, or mandarins, searching for an ideologi-
cal anchor with which to re-ground their country.5

Sensing bankruptcy in their own cultural tradition, the
educated classes turned toward the West in a “period of . . .
unparalleled intellectual self-scrutiny and exploration.”6  Many
clasped onto the modernist European idea of the nation-state
as a model to re-found the Empire and thwart its destruction.
However, when they:

[L]ooked to language, custom, history, and religion
for the common bond of a nation [t]hey found none.
There was no national language.  The majority of
China’s four hundred million people spoke dialects
that were mutually incomprehensible.  Only a frac-
tion of the population knew the official language and
the writing system.  When they looked into the past,
they found the rise and fall of dynasties.  There was
no state that belonged to all members of the same
political regime.7

The only consensus the elite could reach was that the
state would soon face extinction and must be saved.8  As a re-

4. Chow, supra note 3, at 48, 51-52, 75; MODERN CHINA:  AN ENCYCLOPE-

DIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NATIONALISM, supra note 1, at viii.  Perhaps
the most intriguing example of the annihilation of the Confucian World lies
in the dramatic, yet ill-fated, policy reversal of the Dowager Empress Ci Xi,
commonly regarded as an “irascible archreactionary,” that abandoned tradi-
tional modes of governance to establish a strong state similar to Germany or
Japan. See MOORE, supra note 1, at 184.

5. Chow, supra note 3, at 61, 75; SPENCE, supra note 1, at 267-68.
6. SPENCE, supra note 1, at 267-68; see also Arthur Rosett, Legal Structures

for Special Treatment of Minorities in the People’s Republic of China, 66 NOTRE

DAME L. REV. 1503, 1506 (1991) (discussing Chinese importation of Western
political concepts, such as the nation).

7. Chow, supra note 3, at 51.  Under the Confucian worldview, which
held the Chinese Celestial Empire as the sole civilization in existence, the
political cycles of its dynasties intuitively marked the universal benchmark
for the passage of time.  With the destruction of the Confucian worldview,
the ideological legitimacy of the state’s conception of time become un-
moored from the Empire’s contemporary reality. See id. at 51-52, 61.

8. See MODERN CHINA:  AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NA-

TIONALISM, supra note 1, at vii; SPENCE, supra note 1, at 267; Orville Schell,
China’s Hidden Democratic Legacy, FOREIGN AFF., July-Aug. 2004, at 116, 121-22.
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sult, during the next hundred years, even up until the present
day, the inhabitants of Tianxia would send their country
through a cataclysmic series of ideological convulsions in or-
der to save China and to discover, or invent, who its people
were.

For all peoples who have confronted modernity and
strived to create a nation-state, language and language policies
have played a central role in shaping—and even creating—the
self-awareness of a nation; language’s ability to serve as a stark
unifier or divider among people has placed it within “the very
core of nationhood.”9  Almost uniquely among cultural traits,
it has consistently served to induce imagined notions of “a
common cultural heritage . . . history [and] memory” and,
thereby, lead to the politicization of ethnicity to create a na-
tion-state.10

This Note analyzes the language and orthographic poli-
cies of the Republic of China (ROC; after 1949, Taiwan) and
the People’s Republic of China (PRC; after 1949, China).
These policies were designed to construct particular concepts
of the Chinese nation, and they simultaneously reflect the

9. ALBERT P. BLAUSTEIN & DANA BLAUSTEIN EPSTEIN, RESOLVING LAN-

GUAGE CONFLICTS:  A STUDY OF THE WORLD’S CONSTITUTIONS 1 (1986); see also
JOHN DE FRANCIS, THE CHINESE LANGUAGE:  FACT AND FANTASY, 56-57 (1984).

10. William Safran, Nationalism, in HANDBOOK OF LANGUAGE AND ETHNIC

IDENTITY 77, 77 (Joshua A. Fishman ed., 1999).  At this point it is crucial to
explain that this paper is not an attempt to explain the state-building pro-
cess(es) in the People’s Republic of China and Republic of China (Taiwan)
since the mid-nineteenth century.  Instead, I hope to elucidate how linguis-
tic policies in both countries helped mold what people today consider the
Han people.  To the degree that this endeavor differs from state-building, I
follow the model proposed in ROGERS M. SMITH, STORIES OF PEOPLEHOOD:
THE POLITICS AND MORALS OF POLITICAL MEMBERSHIP 51 n.51 (2003) (“Laws
. . . play a ‘constitutive’ role in shaping persons’ identities, interests, and
values through the manner in which they assign resources, impose con-
straints, and structure statuses . . . .”).  Fundamentally, I hope to explore how
language and orthographic policies helped produce what Smith terms an
“ethically constructive stor[y,]” which “present[s] membership in a particu-
lar people as somehow intrinsic to who its members really are . . . .  Such
stories proclaim that members’ culture, religion, language, race, ethnicity,
ancestry, history, or other such factors are constitutive of their very identities
as persons, in ways that both affirm their worth and delineate their obliga-
tions.  These stories are almost always intergenerational, implying that the
ethically constitutive identity espoused not only defines who a person is, but
who her ancestors have been and who her children can be.” Id. at 64-65.
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wider evolving discourse surrounding the Chinese people’s
search for a common identity within a modern multi-state
world.  After unearthing popular misunderstandings of the
Chinese language and character writing system in the Chinese-
and non-Chinese-speaking worlds, the Note explicates the ori-
gins of the two strains of Chinese nationalism that have domi-
nated political dialogue since the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury.  With this foundation, it delves into the relationship be-
tween these differing conceptions of the Chinese nation and
the ROC and PRC’s respective linguistic policies and explores
how language control ultimately succeeded in creating a
strong, yet logically tenuous and still evolving, notion of Chi-
nese identity. Furthermore, it will reveal how the unstable no-
tion of “Chinese-ness,” in conjunction with other political pres-
sures, has altered the original ideological programs of both
countries’ governments and compelled them to adopt new lin-
guistic policies that align with their populations’ understand-
ings of what it means to be “Chinese.”

II. DISPELLING MYTHS SURROUNDING THE CHINESE LANGUAGE

AND ITS WRITING SYSTEM

A. The Chinese Language

The concept of the “Chinese language,” as understood by
both Chinese and non-Chinese language speakers, encom-
passes linguistic phenomena so broad as to render the term
effectively meaningless outside of a political context.  To high-
light the linguistic absurdity of the phrase, take the following
partial list of things considered “Chinese:”

(1) The oracle bone inscriptions of the Shang dy-
nasty;

(2) The speech of an illiterate peasant living today
near Peking;

(3) The contents of a newspaper published yesterday
in Canton [Guangzhou];

(4) The speech of a T’ang dynasty official in Sian
[Xi’an];

(5) Szu-ma Ch’ien’s [Sima Qian] Historical Records;
(6) A talk given by a Foochow [Fuzhou] professor on

atomic energy;
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(7) The contents of a dictionary recently published
in Shanghai.11

This by no means exhaustive sampling conceptualizes
Chinese as a language spanning over 3,500 years of history and
a tremendously expansive geography, home to over a billion
people commonly speaking mutually incomprehensible dia-
lects.  Casual familiarity with language evolution in the Euro-
pean context clarifies the oddity of this breadth.  Few would
claim that contemporary English and some ancient form of
Anglo-Saxon qualify as the same language, although that situa-
tion parallels the respective relationship between examples (2)
and (5) above.12  Likewise, modern Finnish and Hungarian
are distinct languages, although they bear an identical histori-
cal relationship as examples (2) and (6).13  Unless one be-
lieves that Chinese exists in a fantasy world where the well-doc-
umented historical processes of language evolution somehow
have ground to a halt, a Chinese language resembling the one
delineated above cannot exist.

Taking into consideration the formal linguistic definition
of a language, which requires mutual intelligibility between
speakers,14 modern Chinese actually consists of six to eight dis-
tinct languages:15  Mandarin, with over 679 million native

11. JOHN DE FRANCIS, NATIONALISM AND LANGUAGE REFORM IN CHINA 141
(1950); see JERRY NORMAN, CHINESE 1 (1988).  Throughout the Note, I use
the pinyin standardized Romanization for transcribing Mandarin words.  In
cases where the non-standard transcription approximates pinyin to the de-
gree that it would not create confusion, I have left it as is; in other cases the
pinyin appears in brackets after the original spelling.

12. Sima Qian lived around 145-85 BC during the Han dynasty. Chinese
Cultural Studies:  Sima Qian, at http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/core9/
phalsall/texts/ssuma1.html.  Comparing the language of his writings to that
of a contemporary Mandarin speaker, as the example suggests, would be
analogous to labeling the text of Beowulf, circa 1000 AD, to modern spoken
English. Resources for Studying Beowulf, at http://www.georgetown.edu/
faculty/irvinem/english016/beowulf/beowulf.html.

13. Finnish and Hungarian are fairly close relatives in the Finno-Ugric
subfamily of the Ural-Altaic language family. Finno-Ugric Languages, The Co-
lumbia Electronic Encyclopedia (2004), at http://www.infoplease.com/ce6/
society/A0818716.html.  Their differences would closely parallel those be-
tween the speech of modern Mandarin and Fukinese speakers. See infra fig.
2.

14. DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 54, 57.
15. DANGDAI ZHONGGUO DE WENZI GAIGE [CONTEMPORARY CHINESE LAN-

GUAGE REFORM] 274 (1995) (listing seven different Chinese languages)
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speakers, spoken in China’s north and southwest; Wu, which
has 80 million speakers in Shanghai, Jiangsu, and Zhejiang
Provinces; Northern and Southern Min, spoken by around 39
million people in Fujian and Hainan Provinces and Taiwan;
Yue, colloquially known as Cantonese, with 50 million speakers
in Guangdong Province, Hong Kong, and Macao; Gan, with 23
million native speakers in parts of Jiangxi, Hunan, Hubei, and
Fujian Provinces; Xiang, used throughout Hunan Province
and parts of Jiangxi Province by 46 million people; and Hakka,
with 35 million speakers scattered throughout southern
China.16  The differences among these Chinese languages ex-
tend vastly beyond phonology (estimated at an average of 80
percent) and even vocabulary (40 percent); divergences in
syntax and function words (estimated at, for example, 50 per-
cent between Mandarin and Taiwanese), which perform most
of the grammatical functions in Sino-Tibetan languages,17

make the languages as different from each other as English
and Austrian German.18  Rather than a single language, Chi-
nese represents an enormous branch of the Sino-Tibetan lan-
guage family, much like Germanic or Romance languages
within the Indo-European language family.19  Given this tre-
mendous level of linguistic variation within the Chinese lan-

[hereinafter CONTEMPORARY CHINESE LANGUAGE REFORM]; DE FRANCIS, supra
note 9, at 39; DE FRANCIS, supra note 11, at 195; WM. C. HANNAS, ASIA’S OR-

THOGRAPHIC DILEMMA 6, 191 (1997) (footnote omitted); LANGUAGE & LIN-

GUISTICS IN THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA 48 (Winfred P. Lehmann ed.,
1975); INSUP TAYLOR & M. MARTIN TAYLOR, WRITING AND LITERACY IN CHI-

NESE, KOREAN, AND JAPANESE 28 (1995); see Chow, supra note 3, at 71; FLEM-

MING CHRISTIANSEN & SHIRIN M. RAI, CHINESE POLITICS AND SOCIETY:  AN IN-

TRODUCTION 297, 299-301 (1996).
16. CONTEMPORARY CHINESE LANGUAGE REFORM, supra note 15, at 274-75;

see Hannas, supra note 15, at 7, 191 (footnotes omitted); NORMAN, supra note
11, at 181, 199, 204, 207, 214, 228; fig. 1 infra.

17. DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 63; HANNAS, supra note 15, at 127, 196-97.
Function words in Sinitic languages often perform the same tasks that de-
clensions, tenses, moods, and conjugation do in most Indo-European lan-
guages.

18. NORMAN, supra note 11, at 2, 187; see Chow, supra note 3, at 71; see DE

FRANCIS, supra note 11, at 192 (comparing the difference between Mandarin
and Cantonese to the difference between English and Dutch); HANNAS,
supra note 15, at 40.

19. HANNAS, supra note 15, at 6, 190, 198-99; NORMAN, supra note 11, at 1,
187; see also fig. 2 infra.
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guages, what has supported the nearly global acceptance of
the idea of a unitary Chinese language?

B. The Deceptive Veil of Chinese Characters

Widespread misconceptions about the nature and role of
Chinese characters, concocted through a combination of “Ex-
otic East Syndrome” and a near-universal ignorance about the
distinctions between language and orthography, have given
rise to a false understanding of Chinese characters as a univer-
sally applicable script.20  The typical scenario asserts that (A)
Chinese characters consist of pictographs that represent ideas
rather than sounds as with Western alphabets, and so (B) can
bridge the mutual incomprehensibility of spoken Chinese dia-
lects.21  Likewise, the pictographs, (C) permit modern Chinese
to read their ancient texts and also communicate with non-
Sinitic language speakers, such as Japanese, Koreans, and
Vietnamese, who use (or in the case of the Vietnamese, used)
Chinese characters in their own languages’ orthography.22

Passive acquiescence to such ideas has led otherwise reputable
scholars often to untenably exalt:

[T]he profound unity of Chinese culture that has
been transmitted in an unbroken line beginning
from the third millennium BC and continuing down
to the present day.  Even in periods of political dis-
unity at various times in the past, the ideal of a single,
culturally unified Chinese empire has never been for-
gotten.  The Chinese language, especially in its writ-
ten form, has always been one of the most powerful
symbols of this cultural unity.23

20. NORMAN, supra note 11, at 37-38, 149-50; DE FRANCIS, supra note 11, at
221.

21. See supra exs. (2) and (6) accompanying note 11.
22. DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 149-50; see DUAN SHENGNONG, GUANYU

WENZI GAIGE DE FANSI [REGARDING OPPOSITION TO ORTHOGRAPHIC REFORM]
96-98 (1996); HANNAS, supra note 15, at 5; NORMAN, supra note 11, at 78-79;
MODERN CHINA:  AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NATIONALISM,
supra note 1, at 171; ZHANG SHILU, HANZI GAIGE DE LILUN HE SHIJIAN [THE

THEORY AND PRACTICE OF CHINESE CHARACTER REFORM] 26-27 (1957); compare
supra exs. (1) and (5), with ex. (2) accompanying note 11.

23. NORMAN, supra note 11, at 1; see id. at 2; see also MODERN CHINA:  AN

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NATIONALISM, supra note 1, at 171
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This is quite an impressive feat for a writing system, espe-
cially considering that during most of Chinese history, only
one or two percent of the population was literate, and even up
until the 1950s this rate had reached merely 10 or 15 per-
cent.24  This fabled profound unity based upon Chinese or-
thography simply could not have existed given the popula-
tion’s virtual illiteracy.

Furthermore, this implicit comparison between Western
alphabets and “exotic” characters embedded in the universal-
ity arguments does not withstand scrutiny.  All of the unique
traits that characters supposedly possess apply equally to alpha-
bets:  Users of the Roman alphabet can employ their knowl-
edge of the script to facilitate learning of other languages us-
ing the same alphabet.  Roman alphabet users can also use
knowledge of their writing system to more easily read Ovid in
the original in comparison to someone familiar only with an-
other writing system.  Likewise, as the use of the Roman al-
phabet in areas as diverse as sub-Saharan Africa and Indochina
suggests, the script can function as a universal means of com-
munication.25  Ultimately, Chinese characters convey the writ-
ten form of a language just as alphabets do, except much less
efficiently, since one must learn several thousand characters to
attain basic literacy, compared, for instance, to the twenty-four
letters a Korean alphabet user must memorize.

To deconstruct this mythology, one must first realize that
most Chinese characters do not in fact constitute pictographs,
but rather hybrids of pictographs, semantic cues, and phonetic
components that during the past few thousand years often
have strayed far from their initial semantic and phonetic func-
tionality.26  Characters first appeared during the late Shang dy-
nasty (sixteenth to eleventh centuries BC), were standardized
during the reign of Qin Shi Huangdi, the first Chinese em-
peror, during the Qin dynasty (221 to 206 BC), and reached
their present form during the Han dynasty (206 BC to 220

(praising the merits of Chinese orthography even in the face of pressures for
language reform).

24. DE FRANCIS, supra note 11, at 222.
25. See DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 150; DE FRANCIS, supra note 11, at 194-

95 (arguing that while Mandarin and Cantonese might have the same form
of writing, the forms of writing are not “the same” because the same script
often yields different meanings).

26. NORMAN, supra note 11, at 59-60.
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AD).27  The concurrent territorial conquests of the Qin and
Han dynasties brought most of today’s southern China under
the direct rule of the government and encouraged southward
Chinese migration and cultural assimilation of newly con-
quered groups.28  The Chinese vernacular shortly thereafter
began to fragment and sharply diverge.  Meanwhile, the rela-
tive political stability of successive dynasties allowed the writing
standard established during the Qin and Han to remain un-
changed until the beginning of the twentieth century.29  As
the languages evolved and the orthography (today referred to
as Classical Chinese) stayed largely the same, an enormous gap
arose between the Chinese vernaculars and the standard writ-
ing.  Therefore, when early twentieth century writing reforms
led to the adoption of the vernacular, literate individuals
could no longer read texts in the ancient standard without for-
mal training.30  To clarify the unusual nature of the Chinese
Empire’s linguistic situation at the turn of the last century,
consider the following:

[I]f a great number of historical events had not taken
place in Europe and if speakers of Portuguese, Span-
ish, French, and Italian coexisted at the moment in a
single political unit, if they had been using Latin as
their common written form of communication up to
the twentieth century, and if they considered, say,
French as spoken in Paris as the most proper means
of oral communication, they could be . . . compared
to the speakers of four large dialectal areas in
China.31

As this example should make apparent, for the same rea-
sons that characters could not overcome the discrepancies be-

27. DE FRANCIS, supra note 11, at 4-5; NORMAN, supra note 11, at 4, 58, 63,
65; TAYLOR & TAYLOR, supra note 15, at 47, 114.

28. See Albert Chu, Taiwanese Hakka:  General Information about Hakka,
Taiwanese Hakka Association of USA, at http://www.softidea.com/twhak-
kausa/alchu1.html.

29. See DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 243; see DE FRANCIS, supra note 11, at
10 (suggesting that the Chinese were content to resist language reform be-
cause they were convinced of the superiority of their language); NORMAN,
supra note 11, at 1-2, 134-35.

30. HANNAS, supra note 15, at 5-6.
31. DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 55; see R.A.D. FORREST, THE CHINESE LAN-

GUAGE 10 (1948).
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tween Classical Chinese and Mandarin, they also cannot
bridge the evolutionary differences between modern Chinese
dialects.32  So, unlike what many Westerners and Chinese sup-
pose, characters cannot transcend time or the differences be-
tween languages any more than alphabets.

That characters do lack a systematic form of phonetic rep-
resentation, however, has permitted Chinese themselves to
perceive their language and writing as fairly historically and
regionally uniform, even without the domestication of West-
ern Orientalist ideas about the Chinese language.33  Although
meanings and pronunciations of ancient characters have
changed over time, the inability of native speakers to examine
a character and place it within a historical framework has al-
lowed Chinese to see their writing system as a “cumulative” in-
ventory “always part or potentially part of a user’s reper-
toire.”34  The common confusion between language and or-
thography furthers the illusion of a unified language since all
Chinese language speakers draw upon the same inventory of
characters to write.  These phenomena and the assimilated
Orientalist approaches to characters help sustain the fiction of
a single Chinese language unified through time and space.35

This mytho-history has similarly convinced many, including
Chiang Kai-Shek, that China represents the oldest continual
(whatever that means) civilization in the world—“the only an-
cient state still in existence.”36  And that makes Chinese char-
acters quite a convenient tool for forging a nation.

III. THE EVOLUTION OF CHINESE NATIONALISMS FROM THE

LATE QING TO 1949

As internal decline and external shocks shattered the Chi-
nese Empire’s faith in Confucian norms and exposed the
state’s intelligentsia to modern Western ideas, two fairly dis-
tinct strains of Chinese nationalism arose as an ameliorative
response.  One sought to unify China through the promotion
of an ethnic-nationalism based upon the idea of a homoge-

32. HANNAS, supra note 15, at 200-01.
33. NORMAN, supra note 11, at 1.
34. HANNAS, supra note 15, at 5; see NORMAN, supra note 11, at 3.
35. See supra text accompanying notes 22-26.
36. CHIANG KAI-SHEK, CHINA’S DESTINY & CHINESE ECONOMIC THEORY 29

(1947).
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nous Han nation.  The other attempted to integrate China
into the modern world by breaking society loose from ancient
cultural norms and constructing an internationalist-cosmopoli-
tan nationalism.  Though these national visions, one vener-
ating and one denigrating Chinese culture, seem mutually in-
consistent, they both constituted predictable intellectual reac-
tions from the Empire’s educated class, which, due to the
Imperial examination system,37 also dominated its political sys-
tem.38  As explained by Ernest Gellner, the heightened stress
nationalists place on a “shared high culture” and its unity with
surrounding social, political, and economic institutions de-
fines nationalism itself.39  Seen through this rubric, the differ-
ence between these nationalisms lay only with the chosen insti-
tutions of expression:  Ethnic-nationalists focused on the idea
of the Han ethnicity, cosmopolitan-nationalists, on the state it-
self.40  While at a micro level the ideological battlefield natu-
rally appeared more nuanced, these two grand visions for a
Chinese national identity, and the tensions between them,
would steer Chinese politics through the contemporary era
and shape the socio-political discourse surrounding language
and orthographic policy.

A. Ethnic-Nationalism

The ethnic-nationalist program began as a reaction to the
disastrous governance of the Qing dynasty in the face of politi-
cal crisis.  Under the Confucian worldview, the government’s

37. “Examinations [were] given to educated men of the literati (wenren),
. . . or scholar-gentry class, to select the best scholars for positions in the
imperial bureaucracy or civil service.  Scholars who passed the exam gov-
erned China from the Han dynasty (206 BC - AD 220) through . . . the Qing
(1644-1911).” DOROTHY PERKINS, ENCYCLOPEDIA OF CHINA:  THE ESSENTIAL

REFERENCE TO CHINA, ITS HISTORY AND CULTURE 230 (1999).
38. See generally Madhavi Sunder, Cultural Dissent, 54 STAN. L. REV. 495,

515 (2001) (discussing how social power structures often allow those with
greater power to define the dominant culture).

39. ERNEST GELLNER, ENCOUNTERS WITH NATIONALISM viii (1994) (A
“shared high culture” is “one whose members have been trained by an educa-
tional system to formulate and understand context-free messages in a shared
idiom.”); see Chow, supra note 3, at 74.

40. MODERN CHINA:  AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NA-

TIONALISM, supra note 1, at viii (revealing the tensions between those who
desired to save China by strengthening the Qing dynasty and those who be-
lieved China would survive only by overthrowing the regime for Han rule).
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incompetence in addressing the state’s problems implied that
the Mandate of Heaven41 had been revoked, retracting the dy-
nasty’s cosmological claim to power.  Many elites within the
Empire also regarded Qing rule as illegitimate because the
Manchu historically lay outside of Tianxia.42  Inspired by West-
ern models of ethnicity and their independent anti-Manchu
feelings, ethnic-nationalists desired to overthrow the dynasty
and liberate China from “foreign domination.”43  The Han
ethnicity, as it was to become, would take its name from the
Han dynasty (206 BC to 220 AD), the first enduring dynasty to
unite all of the various states of the earlier Shang and Zhou
dynasties under one government.44  As the new concept of
Han ethnicity gained currency as a response to Manchu mis-
rule, intellectuals attempted to re-found China’s existential le-
gitimacy on the superiority of the Han culture, an idea itself
ambiguous since there existed no sense of a real or imaginary
shared “custom, ritual, and way of life that is in some real or
imagined sense immemorial”45 by which to define the ethnic
group; the identity of the Han as of yet had no agreed-upon
content.

Many modern academics, partially influenced by Oriental-
ist visions of an ancient, eternal, and unchanging China, have

41. “The concept that a ruler had the approval of heaven . . . as long as
he was virtuous, but that he lost heaven’s approval and the right to his
throne if he became unjust.” PERKINS, supra note 39, at 308.

42. Among China’s most politically significant dynasties, the Qing was
one of the two that did not come from the internal population of Tianxia
(the other being the Mongolian Yuan dynasty).  The Qing belonged to a
semi-nomadic culture, related to the nomadic Mongolians and agrarian
Koreans, from today’s north-eastern China, popularly known in English as
Manchuria. See PERKINS, supra note 39, at 305; Rosett, supra note 6; text ac-
companying supra note 4.

43. SPENCE, supra note 1, at 234; see Chow, supra note 3, at 52; CHRISTIAN-

SEN & RAI, supra note 15, at 291-92.
44. While the short-lived Qin dynasty before it actually was the first to

unify the territories, historically the Qin, which had only two emperors, has
received bad press as a despotic, cruel regime, an image doubtlessly exagger-
ated by its successor, the Han dynasty, to bolster its own legitimacy. See Jo-
seph R. Adams, Han  Dynasty, at http://worldclass.net/China/han.htm.  The
first recorded use of the term hanzu , which refers to the Han people
as an ethnic or racial group in the Western sense, was in 1903. See Chow,
supra note 3, at 55.

45. Jeremy Waldron, Minority Cultures and the Cosmopolitan Alternative, 25
U. MICH. J.L. REFORM 751, 756 (1992) (citation omitted).
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assumed that the Han have long shared a common identity.46

Recall that the concept of the nation reached China only in
the nineteenth century and that only a small fragment of the
Empire’s population was literate.  The future Han could not
have had such a common identity.

Even among the Empire’s educated elite, there existed no
Han consciousness in the modern sense.  Under the Con-
fucian worldview, the sole civilization in existence, that of
China, was “universally appealing and applicable,” and anyone
who adopted its way of life became “Chinese.”47  Though some
scholars have asserted that the distinction between the inhabi-
tants of Tianxia and barbarians that pervades Classical texts
back to the Zhou dynasty denotes the presence of ethnic con-
sciousness,48 the distinction consists of a binary differentia-
tion—civilized versus barbaric—and not a nuanced awareness
of cultural identities:

Han self-definition traditionally . . . was grounded
less on either ethnic diversity or territorial origin,
and instead was based heavily on whether the group
in question engaged in the pursuit of settled agricul-
ture.  Those who followed this way of life were ab-
sorbed into the Han.  Those who followed other ways
of life were relegated to land not suitable for agricul-
ture at the edge of society and consciousness.49

46. See Chow, supra note 3, at 47; CHRISTIANSEN & RAI, supra note 15, at
293 (“they were a rather heterogeneous ethnic group, which shared a com-
mon cultural heritage, a history as a nation, and a common written lan-
guage, but were very different in terms of spoken language and popular cul-
ture”); text accompanying supra note 23.

47. MODERN CHINA:  AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NA-

TIONALISM, supra note 1, at viii; see Rosett, supra note 6, at 1506.
48. MODERN CHINA:  AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NA-

TIONALISM, supra note 1, at viii. Contra Chow, supra note 3, at 48; Rosett, supra
note 6, at 1506; Chinese Nationalism, at http://encyclopedia.thefreedictionary.
com/Chinese%20nationalism.

49. Rosett, supra note 6, at 1506 (footnote omitted); see SMITH, supra note
10, at 111.  Some see a connection between the “use of nonhuman elements
in the Chinese written characters to describe non-Han people with the mar-
ginal status of these people.  They were described with symbols indicating
reptiles, dogs, worms, or grass, to suggest that they were wild, rude, not set-
tled in location, and by extension, not in power.”  Rosett, supra note 6, at
1506.
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Confronted with the obsolescence of this binary para-
digm, ethnic-nationalists looked back to legend and ancient
texts to postulate a common ancestral unity for the Han.50

Many drew upon the myth of the Yellow Emperor, or Huangdi
, as the founder of Chinese civilization to reorient cul-

tural consciousness away from the defunct Confucian model
and portray the Han as leaders of the “yellow race.”51  How-
ever, opposition to Manchu rule, China’s defeat in the Sino-
Japanese war of 1895, and the subsequent Japanese Oriental-
ization of China, spoiled this vision and forced yet another
contraction of the once-universal, self-defined dominion of
Chinese culture.52 Huangdi came to represent the unity of the
Han nation itself, “homogeniz[ing] various ethnic groups into
a nationality.”53

With a new, linear paradigm for Chinese history begin-
ning with Huangdi, ethnic-nationalists once again gave the Chi-
nese a way to reinterpret their history on their own terms in-
stead of relying on the Western calendar or old Confucian cy-
cles.54  And reinterpret they did.  A contemporary editorial
from the National Daily newspaper elucidated this new, anach-
ronistic view of Chinese history:

Huangdi expelled barbarians in the four directions
and unified the various groups, resulting in the
founding of a “nation-state of the Han race” . . . .
“The Han Race was committed to nationalism, ex-
pansionism, and taking every bit of land.  With unri-
valed bravery and intelligence, both Huangdi and his
officials conquered in all directions, overpowering all
who were in their way.”  When the “Hound Barbari-
ans” . . . sacked the capital, it marked the beginning
of the defeat of the Han by an “external race” . . . .55

50. See CHIANG, supra note 38, at 31 (discussing the common ancestry of
the Han people as expressed through the Book of Odes and its references to
Wen Wang).

51. Chow, supra note 3, at 59, 75; SPENCE, supra note 1, at 235, 291-92.
52. Chow, supra note 3, at 75.
53. Id. at 74-76.
54. Id. at 63; see supra note 7.  Some reformers desired to base Chinese

historical consciousness around the birth of Confucius.  Chow, supra note 3,
at 63.

55. Id. at 62 (citations omitted).
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Traditional accounts of this event told of the sacking of
the Zhou court; contemporary accounts claim that “it was the
Chinese as a race and a mammoth lineage that was de-
feated.”56  By portraying the mythical emperor/common an-
cestor as “a conquering leader, the [ethnic-nationalist] Chi-
nese intelligentsia sought to create a history of the [Han] as an
aggressive, mobile, and outward-looking people, a race that
had proven successful in surviving in the ruthless competition
dictated” by the Western idea of Social Darwinism, and a race
that would rise again to meet contemporary challenges.57

B. Internationalist-Cosmopolitan Nationalism

Internationalist-cosmopolitan nationalism, on the other
hand, rose to prominence soon after the ethnic-nationalist Na-
tionalist Party (KMT)-led 1911 revolution ended Manchu rule
and established the Republic of China (ROC).  Instead of free-
ing China from foreign control and improving its interna-
tional stature, the dynasty’s collapse hastened the state’s disin-
tegration by destroying its internal political structure.58  Fur-
thermore, the growth of Han ethnic-nationalism threatened to
alienate non-Han peoples, such as the Tibetans, Uyghurs, and
Mongolians, and thereby deprive the Republic of half its terri-
tory.59  In response, the internationalist-cosmopolitan nation-
alists seized upon the old Qing ideal of the Chinese Empire as
a multiethnic state, initially created to counter Confucian re-
vulsion to “barbarian” domination of Tianxia and to legitimize
Beijing’s unprecedented control over vast numbers of peoples,
and sought to build political unity by defining the state’s citi-
zens as Zhonghua Minzu,  or Chinese nationalities.60

56. Id.
57. Id. at 62-63; see id. at 58-59, 74; see also supra note 10 (discussing the

effect of identity-constructing stories on creating a “people” and the inter-
pretation of “their” past).

58. MODERN CHINA:  AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NA-

TIONALISM, supra note 1, at ix; see Chow, supra note 3.
59. Chow, supra note 3, at 56.
60. CHRISTIANSEN & RAI, supra note 15, at 292-93; MODERN CHINA:  AN

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NATIONALISM, supra note 1, at ix,
421. During the reign of Qianlong (1736-1799), he formulated this concept
of the Chinese Empire as a multiethnic state.  However, this brand of multi-
ethnicity only served a political function by neutering cultural diversity’s po-
tential to destabilize the Empire; it was irrelevant as a cultural matter within
itself. See SPENCE, supra note 1, at 96.
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This conception of China gained popular strength after
the Treaty of Versailles granted Germany’s Chinese conces-
sions to Japan rather than returning them to the fledgling Re-
public.  The state’s weakness in the face of European and Japa-
nese treachery enhanced the intellectual appeal of the nascent
iconoclastic New Culture Movement61 and ignited the May
Fourth Movement in 1919, the most “concentrated outpour-
ing of intellectual exuberance and doubt . . . in China for over
two thousand years.”62  Massive protests erupted throughout
the country, most impressively at Tiananmen Square, calling
for the destruction of China’s reactionary Confucian culture—
which prevented the establishment of a strong, democratic
state due to its suppression of individualism and human
rights—and for the wholesale adoption of Western ways to
save the state.63  These nationalist, domesticated, Western Ori-
entalist attitudes toward Chinese culture condemned it for its
decadence and degeneration, and called for abolition of patri-
archy, arranged marriages, and the traditional education
based upon rote memorization of the Chinese classics.64  Per-
haps most vividly, Lu Xun, widely considered the greatest of
China’s nationalist authors, derided Chinese society as a “jar

61. The New Culture Movement arose during the early Republican pe-
riod and stressed the introduction of Western concepts, such as democracy,
equality, and science, into Chinese intellectual discourse. See MODERN

CHINA:  AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NATIONALISM, supra
note 1, at x; PERKINS, supra note 39, at 352; Schell, supra note 8, at 122.

62. SPENCE, supra note 1, at 268; see MODERN CHINA:  AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF

HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NATIONALISM, supra note 1, at 210-11; SPENCE, supra
note 1, at 288-89.  On May 4, 1919, 3,000 to 5,000 students gathered in
Tiananmen Square to protest the outcome of the Treaty of Versailles.
Merchants and workers soon joined in the protests, which spread across the
country.  During this “seminal event that radicalized Chinese intellectual
thought,” Chinese traditions and culture came under increasing attack, and
the intelligentsia promoted Western concepts and ideologies to save China
from destruction. Id.; see also Schell, supra note 8, at 117-21, 124; Columbia
Encyclopedia, May Fourth Movement (2004), available at http://www.encyclo-
pedia.com/html/M/MayF1ourt.asp.

63. Hung-yok Ip, Cosmopolitanism and the Ideal Image of Nation in Commu-
nist Revolutionary Culture, in CONSTRUCTING NATIONHOOD IN MODERN EAST

ASIA 215, 216-17, 222 (Kai-wing Chow et al. eds., 2004); see MODERN CHINA:
AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NATIONALISM, supra note 1, at x,
210-11; SPENCE, supra note 1, at 303-04; TAYLOR & TAYLOR, supra note 15, at
116; cf. Schell, supra note 8, at 122.

64. Ip, supra note 63, at 227; SPENCE, supra note 1, at 301. R
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for marinating human flesh.”65  For these nationalists, preser-
vation of the state rather than its cultural content mattered
most.

C. Concurrent Language and Orthographic Policies

During the tumultuous years between the establishment
of the Republic of China in 1911 and the foundation of the
People’s Republic of China in 1949, the KMT government im-
plemented sweeping language and orthographic reforms that
reflected the ideologies of the new era.  To promote literacy
and education, the Baihua , or plain speech, Movement
soon after May Fourth discarded the Classical writing style in
use since the Zhou dynasty (1027 to 221 BC) and christened
the Mandarin vernacular—then known as guanhua , or
bureaucrat speech—as the new spoken and orthographic stan-
dard.66  Crucially, the plain speech movement resulted in a
writing standard plain only to speakers of the Beijing dialect
and not to speakers of other Chinese languages.  But the
choice of Mandarin won acceptance among nearly all involved
groups, including the Southern Chinese-dominated National-
ist Party, because guanhua had long served as the language of
the political and intellectual class, representing what Gellner
terms a “shared high culture” that nationalists of all stripes
cherish.67  The ethnic-nationalist KMT government soon

65. MODERN CHINA:  AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NA-

TIONALISM, supra note 1, at 227 (alluding to Lu Xun’s The Diary of a Madman;
see Lu Xun:  Fierce Critic of the System, REVOLUTIONARY WORKER, Aug. 23, 1998,
at http://rwor.org/a/v20/970-79/970/luside.htm).

66. Chow, supra note 3, at 72; CHRISTIANSEN & RAI, supra note 15, at 298;
DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 224, 243; FORREST, supra note 33, at 10; NORMAN,
supra note 11, at 133-35, 254-55; TAYLOR & TAYLOR, supra note 15, at 113-14.
The vernacularization of the writing system paralleled the switch from Latin
to vernaculars that occurred in Europe during the Renaissance.

67. GELLNER, supra note 41, at viii-xi; see Cao Bohan, The Chinese Language
Movement Since the May Fourth Period, in LANGUAGE REFORM IN CHINA 29, 30
(Peter J. Seybolt & Gregory Kuei-ke Chiang eds., 1979) (explaining that Beij-
ing pronunciation became the national standard); Chow, supra note 3, at 72,
74 (discussing how the role of Mandarin in Classical education and Imperial
governance made it an obvious choice for the national language); CHRIS-

TIANSEN & RAI, supra note 15, at 299 (explaining how the perception of Beij-
ing as China’s capital and how the use of guanhua among governing officials
provided Mandarin with an elite status); see also BLAUSTEIN & EPSTEIN, supra
note 9, at 2 (“During the historical process of nation building, a particular
language, usually that of the segment of the population which gains
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renamed guanhua Guoyu , translated ambiguously as the
national or state language.68  This designation satisfied both
strains of Chinese nationalist, since the ethno-nationalists
could view Guoyu as the singular language of the unified Han
people, while internationalist-cosmopolitans could take the
term to indicate a sort of common language, or putonghua

, shared by all nationalities.69

Although all parties agreed that Mandarin would form
the basis of China’s new writing, disagreements between op-
posing nationalist groups ominously erupted when interna-
tionalist-cosmopolitans—inspired by the Soviet experience
and a belief that Chinese characters facilitated aristocratic con-
trol of the masses—sought to replace the ideographs with an
alphabet.70  Character abolitionists sought to reap the benefits
of educational efficiency that would come with employing an
orthographic system with a few letters in place of a system that
required a person to master around 3,500 characters to
achieve functional literacy and 6,000 for scholarly literacy.71

They argued that providing all Chinese with an easily learned
script everyone could use in their own dialect would quickly
eradicate illiteracy, educate the masses, and strengthen the
country against foreign aggression.72  While Guoyu still would
serve as the common language, every group within the country
would keep its native tongue.73

Initially, due to the unusual liberalism of its Minister of
Education, the KMT government acted favorably toward the
creation of a national phonetic alphabet, later called zhuyin
fuhao , and established a National Language Unifi-
cation Commission in 1919 to supervise its use.74  The Com-
mission, however, soon limited the script’s use to Mandarin

supremacy and imposes itself socially, politically and militarily on other seg-
ments in various regions and whose language dominates the other languages
or dialects in the country, becomes, because of these extra-linguistic factors,
the language of the highest standing and, ultimately, the official language.”).

68. DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 224; FORREST, supra note 33, at 10-11.
69. DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 224-25.
70. See Chow, supra note 3, at 73.
71. TAYLOR & TAYLOR, supra note 15, at 54.
72. Cao, supra note 67, at 30; NORMAN, supra note 11, at 257. R
73. DE FRANCIS, supra note 11, at 132-33; TAYLOR & TAYLOR, supra note

15, at 113.
74. See DE FRANCIS, supra note 11, at 55, 60.
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and later declared the alphabet a mere tool to aid in the pro-
motion of literacy in Chinese characters.  The salient issue that
would forever prove “most responsible for the failure of all al-
phabetic writing systems in China” had become clear:  Ethnic-
nationalists would not abandon the ancient writing system for
an alphabet, for they feared, possibly without merit, that such
a move would “[a]t one blow . . . destroy China’s [Han] lin-
guistic unity in both the historical and the geographic
senses.”75

Because alphabets function by aligning the sounds of a
language’s speech with the writing itself, adopting an alphabet
in China would immediately unveil the immense differences
between the Chinese languages.76  On the other hand, retain-
ing characters, which have no fundamental link to phonetics,
masks the differences between the languages, especially if only
one character standard, such as Mandarin, is employed.
Phonetization would also certainly deprive the Han of the an-
cient literary and philosophical masterpieces that ethnic-na-
tionalists felt defined their culture.  The grammar of Classical
Chinese texts operates with a monosyllabic lexicon, but mod-
ern Chinese languages have a comparatively poor phonetic in-
ventory.  Thus, if the Classical texts underwent phonetization
they would appear as undifferentiable homophones and would
prove incomprehensible.  Also, if the works remained in char-
acters while the population used a different writing system,
they would no longer be readable (imagine modern Egyptians,
who employ the Arabic script, trying to read hieroglyphics).
Adopting an alphabet, therefore, would dismantle the illusory
historical and spatial unity of the Chinese language, and sup-
posedly with it, Han unity, which ethnic-nationalists saw as “en-
tirely dependent on having a unified written language.”77  And
so in 1935 the KMT executed the man previously honored for

75. NORMAN, supra note 11, at 258; see also TAYLOR & TAYLOR, supra note
15, at 112 (noting the link in China between script reform and nationalism).

76. See supra text accompanying notes 14-21.
77. DE FRANCIS, supra note 11, at 83 (quoting Chen Guofu, a leader in

the KMT); see id. at 132, 218, 221; NORMAN, supra note 11, at 255; see generally
BLAUSTEIN & EPSTEIN, supra note 9, at 33 (noting that opposition to educat-
ing individuals in their native tongue usually stems from government offi-
cials’ fear of national disintegration).
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creating the new script for China and seized and destroyed
publications employing the writing system.78

IV. AN UNEASY DUET:  LANGUAGE AND WRITING UNDER

COMMUNIST RULE79

From its founding in 1920 as an outgrowth of the Chinese
internationalist-cosmopolitan nationalist movement and its as-
cension to power in 1949, to the opening and reform period
of Deng Xiaoping in 1978, and through the present day, the
language and orthographic policies of the Chinese Commu-
nist Party (CCP) have undergone a discreet, yet substantive,
ideological evolution that has coincided with the Party’s trans-
formation from a Marxist-Leninist, internationalist-cosmopoli-
tan organization into an ethnic-nationalist political body
whose legitimacy relies upon the delivery of rapid economic
growth and the fulfillment of its self-defined role as the sole
representative of a unified Han nation.

A. The Mao Zedong Era

1. Before Liberation

As an ideology that sought to sweep away ethnic identities
to facilitate worldwide class revolution, communism quickly at-
tracted a strong following among internationalist-cosmopoli-
tan Chinese nationalists.  China faced the same global
problems of imperialism and capitalism that communism

78. DE FRANCIS, supra note 11, at 115.
79. The tumultuous political campaigns that fractured Chinese society

throughout the Maoist period, particularly the Cultural Revolution,
repeatedly destroyed the country’s political and legal structures, often
making it difficult to cite government policy from specific statutes and
regulations.  However, Party control over nearly all forms of media ensured
that publications adhered to the Party line.  Therefore, I often resort to
officially sanctioned media to elucidate contemporaneous PRC policy. See
Xin Frank He, Sporadic Law Enforcement Campaigns as a Means of Social Control:
A Case Study from a Rural-Urban Migrant Enclave in Beijing, 17 COLUM. J. ASIAN

L. 121, 134 (2003) (noting the use of mass campaigns and other methods of
propaganda to compensate for the lack of state institutions); see generally
MICHAEL SCHOENHALS, DOING THINGS WITH WORDS IN CHINESE POLITICS:  FIVE

STUDIES 3, 21, 106, 109 (1992) (examining the CCP’s use of media to
monopolize the development of Mandarin terminology and thereby
preemptively control the subjects and nature of intellectual discourse within
the language).
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hoped to remedy, allowing Chinese communists to use the ide-
ology to overlay the cosmopolitan-nationalist dream of inte-
grating China into the international community with the strug-
gle for national liberation.80  Adhering to the model of the
Soviet Union, the CCP tried to redefine the Chinese nation’s
place in the world through Marxist-Leninist theory,81 which re-
quired another warping of Chinese historiography to adhere
this time to revolutionary ideology.  The supposedly universal
Marxist stages of history—primitive society, slave society, feu-
dalism, capitalism, and communism—replaced the moribund
dynastic-oriented paradigm and wove the Chinese state and its
history into the global battle against the oppression of the pro-
letariat.82  Mao Zedong reflected the iconoclasm of interna-
tionalist-cosmopolitan nationalists when he blamed China’s
weakness on the weakness of the Chinese people, who in his
view had become effeminate because the “Chinese [due to
their culture] traditionally hated violent exertion and culti-
vated ‘flowing garments, a slow gait, a grave, calm gaze.’”83  In
contrast, he declared that the new, communist, Westernized
China, purged of these feudal defects, would “catch[ ] up to
Great Britain and the United States,” which, in the interna-
tionalist-cosmopolitan framework, had become the standards
from which to measure a state’s greatness.84

In the years before the CCP gained significant political
power, language policy reflected this revolutionary spirit.
Party leaders called for linguistic and political independence
for China’s non-Han peoples and favored the preservation of
all Han languages, simply using Mandarin, or putonghua, the
common language, as a supplement to ease communication.85

During the Yan’an period (the early 1940s), when the CCP at-
tempted to create a model communist society in Shaanxi Prov-
ince, the Roman alphabet—later standardized for Mandarin
usage and called pinyin —became the principal tool for

80. Ip, supra note 63, at 216, 222; MODERN CHINA:  AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF R
HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NATIONALISM, supra note 1, at x; see CHRISTIANSEN &
RAI, supra note 15, at 291-92.

81. Ip, supra note 63, at 224. R
82. See ZHANG, supra note 24, at 4, 27.
83. SPENCE, supra note 1, at 293 (quoting Mao Zedong, A Study of Physical

Education, NEW YOUTH, Apr. 1917); see id. at 294.
84. Ip, supra note 63, at 216. R
85. DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 225.
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literacy education.  So deeply did the Party believe in interna-
tionalist-cosmopolitanism that in 1936, Mao advocated the use
of the Roman script for all forms of Chinese irrespective of the
theoretical side-effects of orthographic phonetization of the
Chinese languages.86  He argued that abolishing characters
would permit rapid development of the country:

We believe Latinization is a good instrument with
which to overcome illiteracy.  Chinese characters are
so difficult to learn that even the best system of rudi-
mentary characters . . . does not equip the people
with a really efficient and rich vocabulary.  Sooner or
later, we believe, we will have to abandon characters
altogether if we are to create a new social culture in
which the masses fully participate.87

With the masses educated, China could then rapidly in-
crease its cultural and scientific knowledge and absorb the te-
nants of Marxist-Leninist theory to construct a socialist soci-
ety.88

2. After Liberation

Liberal attitudes toward language began to temper, how-
ever, when the communists defeated the KMT in the civil war
that followed Japanese expulsion from China after World War
II, seized control of the country in 1949, and confronted the
challenges inherent to governing an enormous, heterogene-
ous population.  This transformation came as a surprise to
much of the Party’s more radical, internationalist wing.  In
1951, Mao still asserted that China “must proceed in the direc-
tion of phonetization being taken by all languages of the
world,”89 yet a few years later Beijing demanded the promo-

86. DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 247; see DE FRANCIS, supra note 11, at 128-
30 (discussing the effects of Latinization); NORMAN, supra note 11, at 262.

87. TAYLOR & TAYLOR, supra note 15, at 123 (quoting Edgar Snow’s Inter-
view with Mao Zedong (1936)); see ZHANG, supra note 24, at 1, 17, 19.

88. ZHANG, supra note 24, at 1, 19.
89. Id. at 2-3 (quoting Mao Zedong, Zhongguo Yuwen [Chinese Language

and Literature] (July 1952)), in Ma Xulun, Zhongguo Wenzi Gaige Yanjiu
Weiyuanhui Chenglihui Kaihuici [Opening Remarks of the Inaugural Meet-
ing of the Committee for the Study of Chinese Character Reform] at 4).  For
the official KMT take on this policy, see ZHANG XIZHEN, DUI GONGFEI SHIXING

‘WENZI GAIGE’ DE YANJIU [A STUDY ON THE IMPLEMENTATION OF ‘WRITING RE-

FORM’ BY THE COMMUNIST BANDITS] 7, 87 (1956).
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tion of putonghua over other Han languages, which officially
became barriers to “national unity.”90  In 1956, the State Coun-
cil, the government’s highest administrative organ, declared
that “[t]he foundation for the unification of the Chinese lan-
guage is already in existence.  It is Putonghua, which has as its
standard pronunciation the Peking [Beijing] pronunciation
. . . and as its grammatical model the exemplary literary works
written in the modern colloquial language.”91  After the KMT
experience, this proclamation would have seemed to fore-
shadow the end of phonetization.  CCP leaders initially be-
lieved, however, that they could successfully displace other
Chinese languages with Mandarin and reserve the phonetic
system just for the latter.

Although this Mandarin-only policy duplicated the now
Taiwan-based ethnic-nationalist KMT, the Party defended its
unplanned ideological reversal by citing the USSR’s contem-
poraneous doctrines of one language for one nation and “so-
cialism in one country,” which emphasized national construc-
tion over world revolution.92  More insightfully, Party leaders
branded supporters of the non-Mandarin Han languages as
traitorous, reactionary, and bourgeois linguists who nefari-
ously denied the existence of a Han nation.93  Labeling its op-
ponents unpatriotic quickly brought them into line.  The na-
ture of Chinese communist nationalism, however, had become
blurred by the adoption of a more realpolitik, less ideological
approach to governance.  The emphasis on Han ethnic unity
was archetypical of un-Marxist ethnic-nationalism.

90. DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 226; see NORMAN, supra note 11, at 135,
262-63; ZHANG, supra note 24, at 9-11, 27, 33; ZHOU ENLAI, DANGQIAN WENZI

GAIGE DE RENWU [THE PRESENT TASK OF WRITING REFORM] 5-6 (1958).
91. TAYLOR & TAYLOR, supra note 15, at 113; see LANGUAGE & LINGUISTICS

IN THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA, supra note 15, at 49; see also Introduction,
in LANGUAGE REFORM IN CHINA 1, 2 (Peter J. Seybolt & Gregory Kuei-ke Chi-
ang eds., 1979) (providing a terse summary of the Party’s evolving linguistic
policies during the Maoist period); see generally H. Schiffman, Language Policy
in the Former Soviet Union, at http://ccat.sas.upenn.edu/~haroldfs/540/hand
outs/ussr/soviet2.html (elaborating on Soviet language policy, which had
great influence on contemporaneous policies in China).

92. CHRISTIANSEN & RAI, supra note 15, at 291-92; DE FRANCIS, supra note
9, at 226; ZHANG, supra note 24, at 18; see Wikipedia, Socialism in One Country,
at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socialism_in_One_Country (providing a
general description of Stalin’s “socialism in one country” theory).

93. DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 227.
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Beijing’s reformed language policy had three compo-
nents:  the simplification of Chinese characters (on what suspi-
ciously seemed like phonetic lines),94 the promotion of
putonghua, and the Romanization of the language using the
pinyin script.95  The latter would occurr only once putonghua
had supplanted the other Han languages.  Until then, pinyin
would merely serve as a supplement to teach Mandarin and
Chinese characters.96  Though obscured in a cloud of ideologi-
cal rhetoric, the difficulties of political rule stimulated ethnic-
nationalist worries in the CCP that phonetization would split
the Chinese language and, thereby, the country.  It also played
a central role in the unanticipated decision to backtrack from
the internationalist-cosmopolitan goal of orthographic re-
form.97

3. The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution

The official abandonment of immediate phonetization
and denial of linguistic diversity among Chinese languages did
not mark a decisive triumph of ethnic-nationalism over inter-
nationalist-cosmopolitan nationalism within the Party ranks.
The period between the State Council’s retrenchment and the

94. Ostensibly the simplification of Chinese characters intended to pro-
mote literacy, since reducing the number of strokes to write characters
would lessen the educational burden.  However, numerous studies and the
reaction of the populace to the simplification program have demonstrated
that simplification plays at best an ambiguous role in facilitating character
memorization.  Importantly, though, many simplifications stripped charac-
ters of their ancient pictographic components and replaced them with com-
ponents that served a phonetic-cue function. HANNAS, supra note 15, at 24;
see TAYLOR & TAYLOR, supra note 15, at 58, 60.

95. Guo Moruo, Smooth the Road for the Basic Reform of Chinese Writing, in
LANGUAGE REFORM IN CHINA 45, 48 (Peter J. Seybolt & Gregory Kuei-ke Chi-
ang eds., 1979); Introduction, supra note 91, at 1; ZHANG, supra note 24, at 5, R
40; ZHOU, supra note 90, at 1, 3-6; see HANNAS, supra note 15, at 21-22; NOR- R
MAN, supra note 11, at 80, 255-56.

96. Guo, supra note 95, at 48-49; Introduction, supra note 91, at 7; LAN- R
GUAGE & LINGUISTICS IN THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA, supra note 15, at
15; ZHANG, supra note 24, at 5; ZHOU, supra note 90, at 7; see Norman, supra R
note 11, at 263.

97. NORMAN, supra note 11, at 263; see Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo
Xianfa [Constitution], preamble, art. 3 (1954) (promising the right to speak
and write in their native tongue to all “nationalities,” of which the Han is
only one—with only one language, and therefore one [Mandarin] writing
system); ZHANG, supra note 24, at 4, 8-11.
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ascension of Deng Xiaoping to power actually witnessed the
most cataclysmic of many battles over the meaning of Chinese
identity.  Beginning in 1966, the ever iconoclastic Mao
launched the Cultural Revolution (CR) in an attempt to de-
stroy the “four old elements  within Chinese society—
old customs, old habits, old culture, and old thinking.”98  This
decade-long campaign to annihilate all vestiges of the Chinese
past completely tore the nation’s political, social, historical,
and intellectual fabric, probably making it the most successful
attempt of any civilization to commit cultural suicide.99  Apart
from destroying ancient works of art, razing buildings, burn-
ing centuries-old family registers, and closing all educational
institutions for a generation, the Revolutionary Red Guard

98. SPENCE, supra note 1, at 575 (quotations omitted); see Yan Jiaqi & Gao
Gao, Turbulent Decade:  A History of the  Cultural Revolution 65 (D. W. Y.
Kwok trans. & ed., Sch. Of Hawaiian, Asian & Pacific Studies, Univ. of
Hawai’i 1996) (1986) (detailing the contents of the first of the big-character
posters, erected by the Red Guards of Beijing’s No. 2 Middle School, which
declared “A Declaration of War on the Old World”).

99. See FENG JICAI, TEN YEARS OF MADNESS at v (Howard Goldblatt trans.,
1996) (“When the history of the twentieth century is written, the most heav-
ily laden language imaginable will be used to record its two greatest human
tragedies:  the atrocities of the Fascist reign, and the calamities of the Cul-
tural Revolution . . . .  Over the course of those ten years, a civilization whose
abundant roots reach back into antiquity miraculously all but vanished . . .”);
D.W.Y. Kwok, Translator’s Preface to YAN JIAQI & GAO GAO, supra note 98, xi R
(“The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, a cataclysmic phenomenon in
the Communist era in China . . . defies to this day an informed general
understanding of its historical scope, political and cultural complexity, and
depth of human tragedy.”); Hong Yung Lee, Historical Reflections on the Cul-
tural Revolution as a Political Movement, in THE CHINESE CULTURAL REVOLU-

TION RECONSIDERED:  BEYOND PURGE AND HOLOCAUST 92, 93 (Kam-yee Law
ed., 2003) (“The total amount of material loss from the Cultural Revolution
will never be quantified  . . . and the number of actual individuals who were
victimized in some form by the Cultural Revolution (including the immedi-
ate family members) is estimated to be about 100 millions [sic], which
amounts to one-tenth of the entire Chinese population.  This ranks the Cul-
tural Revolution among the premier social disasters in human history”); JING

LIN, THE RED GUARDS’ PATH TO VIOLENCE:  POLITICAL, EDUCATIONAL, AND

PSYCHOLOGICAL FACTORS 8 (1991) (“[T]he Cultural Revolution is one of the
largest human disasters in this century, alongside the Nazi’s massacre of the
Jewish people.”); Mark Lupher, The Cultural Revolution and the Origins of Post-
Mao Reform, in THE CHINESE CULTURAL REVOLUTION RECONSIDERED:  BEYOND

PURGE AND HOLOCAUST 184, 184 (Kam-yee Law ed., 2003) (noting how in
the West “the Cultural Revolution is often compared to the two great mon-
strosities of the twentieth century, Nazism and Stalinism . . .”).
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charged Chinese intellectuals, guardians of the country’s his-
torical knowledge and culture, with feudal and reactionary
modes of thinking, and exterminated them by the thousands,
while the fortunate ones suffered deportation by the millions
to the countryside to purge them of the intellectual taint of
the ancien regime through physical labor.100

To many observers, the Cultural Revolution may appear
as nothing but a complete disintegration of social order, and
perhaps, for the more cynical, the irrational design of an age-
ing revolutionary leader.  In the context of this paper, it is im-
portant to note that the political effects of the CR and the ide-
ologies underlying it often did not seem to align.  Despite
China’s relative isolation during this period, Mao intended the
CR to propel communism forward in the face of what he re-
garded as an increasingly status quo oriented, complacent
CCP.  In this context, what is significant about the CR is not its
international political effects, but the social and cultural moti-
vations underlying it, how PRC nationals viewed the move-
ment at the time, and how it affected/reflected conceptions of
traditional Chinese (Han) culture.  From this domestic orien-
tation, it becomes clearer that Mao and the Red Guard truly
thought that they were demolishing the old society to con-
struct a New China.  This Wagnerian apex of cultural ico-
noclasm, thankfully, did not last; rather, it represented the
horrific twilight of Chinese internationalist-cosmopolitan na-
tionalism and sapped it of nearly all political legitimacy.

B. Opening and Reform:  Deng Xiaoping and His Legacy

When Deng Xiaoping came to power in 1978, fully grasp-
ing the hollowness of the CCP’s revolutionary credentials, he
initiated under the haze of communist rhetoric an ethno-na-
tionalist program of economic liberalization and re-founded
the Party’s authority upon its ability to deliver economic
growth and to act as the ultimate representative of the Han
people on the world stage.101  To account for this vestige of

100. SPENCE, supra note 1, at 575.
101. He, supra note 79, at 139; see SMITH, supra note 10, at 111; see No R

Economic Fire without Smoke?  China’s Environment, ECONOMIST, July 10, 2004, at
74; China in Brief, History:  Contemporary Period, at http://www.china.org.cn/
e-china/history/Contemporary.htm.  Smith notes that “the Preamble to the
1982 Constitution of the People’s Republic of China rehearses China’s long
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international-cosmopolitan doublespeak that still pervades
Party discourse, Gellner insightfully observes that:

It is exceedingly hard to find Marxists in Marxist soci-
eties, though it is still possible to find some in non-
Marxist ones.  The rulers and citizens of Marxist
countries continue to pay lip service to it, for a rather
good reason.  The complex of institutions and ritual
affirmation which accompany them, which Marxism
had engendered at a time when it was still taken seri-
ously—i.e. a stagnation-age ago—are the only barri-
ers to political chaos.  This chaos would be provoked,
above all, by the genuine strength of [ethnic minor-
ity] nationalism.  Wishing to avoid such chaos, they
stick to the only language and set of institutions avail-
able.  They wouldn’t now dream of embracing Marx-
ism if only they could go back to the starting point,
but they can’t.  They have to cope with their mess as
best as they can, with the institutional and ritual tools
which happen to be at hand.102

What would soon become the CCP’s compulsive buttressing of
Han ethnic identity through the linguistic and political rituals
of Marxist-Leninist ideology reflects exactly this situation.  Af-
ter the horrors of the CR, the Party realized it could not
openly abandon Marxism and retain political legitimacy, so it
officially blamed Jiang Qing, Mao’s wife, and her Gang of Four
for the decade’s “counter-revolutionary” setbacks103 and pro-
ceeded to rectify these errors by redefining socialism to be
compatible with “markets, free trade, or anything else that ap-
pears to work.”104  It termed this theoretical revolution as cre-

history and concludes that with the founding of the People’s Republic, ‘the
Chinese people have taken control of state power and become masters of
the country.’  The Chinese people are said to have since ‘safeguarded
China’s national independence and security.’” SMITH, supra note 10, at 63
(explaining how “modern Chinese leaders have sought to foster trust and
faith in the worth of their [nation] partly in ‘political power’ terms”).

102. GELLNER, supra note 41, at 64; see SCHOENHALS, supra note 79, at 3, 21, R
106, 109.

103. China in Brief, supra note 101, at http://www.china.org.cn/e-china/ R
history/Contemporary.htm.

104. Socialism with Chinese Characteristics, TheFreeDictionary.com, at http:/
/encyclopedia.thefreedictionary.com/Socialism%20with%20Chinese%20
characteristics (last visited Feb.1, 2005); cf. Schell, supra note 8, at 116.
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ating a “socialist market economy with Chinese characteristics”
.  On July 1, 2001, the 80th an-

niversary of the CCP’s founding, it even opened its ranks to
“Red Capitalists.”105

With this unusual ideological backdrop, since the 1980s
the Party has enacted wide-ranging linguistic policies purport-
edly mandated by communist doctrine to perpetuate a Han
ethnic consciousness, and it also has used growing Han chau-
vinism to bolster the domestic support it can no longer derive
from the promise of revolution.  The theoretical legal protec-
tion of China’s minority cultures and the affirmative action
preferences their members receive at least superficially con-
form to the internationalist-cosmopolitan image of the
Zhonghua Minzu multi-ethnic state,106 though they fundamen-
tally serve to strengthen Han ethnic awareness.  The preamble
of the PRC’s 1982 constitution declares that:

The People’s Republic of China is a unitary multi-na-
tional state created jointly by the people of all its na-
tionalities.  Socialist relations of equality, unity and
mutual assistance have been established among the
nationalities and will continue to be strengthened.
In the struggle to safeguard the unity of the nationali-
ties, it is necessary to combat big-nation chauvinism,
mainly Han chauvinism, and to combat local national
chauvinism.  The state will do its utmost to promote
the common prosperity of all the nationalities.107

Article 4 goes on to reaffirm the state’s official multicultural
ideology by asserting that:

All nationalities in the People’s Republic of
China are equal.  The state protects the lawful rights
and interests of the minority nationalities and up-
holds and develops a relationship of equality, unity
and mutual assistance among all of China’s nationali-
ties.  Discrimination against and oppression of any

105. John L. Perry, ‘Red Capitalists’ on Chinese Menu, NEWSMAX.COM (July 2,
2001), at http://www.newsmax.com/archives/articles/2001/7/2/101633.
shtml.

106. See MODERN CHINA:  AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NA-

TIONALISM, supra note 62, and accompanying text.
107. ZHONGHUA RENMIN GONGHEGUO XIANFA [CONSTITUTION OF THE PEO-

PLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA] preamble (1982).
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nationality are prohibited; any act which undermines
the unity of the nationalities or instigates division is
prohibited.
The state assists areas inhabited by minority nationali-
ties in accelerating their economic and cultural de-
velopment according to the characteristics and needs
of the various minority nationalities.  Regional auton-
omy is practiced in areas where people of minority
nationalities live in concentrated communities; in
these areas organs of self-government are established
to exercise the power of autonomy.  All national au-
tonomous areas are integral parts of the People’s Re-
public of China.
All nationalities have the freedom to use and develop
their own spoken and written languages and to pre-
serve or reform their own folkways and customs.108

But the assimilationist policies Beijing has undertaken with re-
spect to national minorities, such as encouraging massive Han
migration to minority-dominated regions like Xinjiang, Inner
Mongolia, Yunnan, Qinghai, and Tibet, betrays a parallel gov-
ernment agenda.109  Rather than upholding the international-
ist-cosmopolitan nationalist concept of Zhonghua Minzu, these
empty protections act as subtle attempts to fashion an Other
against which the Han ethnicity can define itself, since “[t]o
distinguish between Han and non-Han in official structures . . .
makes it easier to claim a unity of the Han nationality despite
the fact that the Han internally is a very heterogeneous ethnic
group.”110  PRC ethnography incessantly stresses the country’s
cultural diversity, citing the numerous languages and writing
systems used by the fifty-five official minorities.  Facing these

108. XIANFA, art. 4 (1982).
109. MODERN CHINA:  AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF HISTORY, CULTURE, AND NA-

TIONALISM, supra note 1, at ix (“[S]ince 1912 the Chinese state has actively
promoted the acculturation of other ethnic groups into the Han main-
stream . . . Zhonghua minzu remains more of a myth than a reality.”); Rosett,
supra note 6, at 1504-05; see Joshua Kurlantzick, The Unsettled West:  China’s
Long War on Xinjiang, FOREIGN AFF., July-Aug. 2004, at 136, 136-43 (book
review); The Library of Congress, China:  Minorities, available at http://coun-
trystudies.us/china/36.htm.

110. CHRISTIANSEN & RAI, supra note 15, at 297; see also SMITH, supra note
10, at 70 (noting that “it is analytically true that any story valorizing what is
especially estimable about one group logically implies a comparative deroga-
tion of others”).
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myriad comparisons, the perceived uniformity of the Han lan-
guage and orthography fosters the illusion of relative homoge-
neity among the Han.111

This underlying motivation, further supported by the
CCP’s post-1978 policy of courting, instead of disparaging,
overseas Chinese,112 explains how seemingly liberal docu-
ments can declare the primacy of Mandarin over other Han
languages, depriving non-Mandarin Chinese-language speak-
ers of the rights granted to PRC nationals just phrases before.
Although more vague, Articles 51 and 52 insist that the unity
of ethnic groups and the state itself trump any constitutionally
protected individual right:

Article 51
Citizens of the People’s Republic of China, in exercis-
ing their freedoms and rights, may not infringe upon
the interests of the state, of society or of the collec-
tive, or upon the lawful freedoms and rights of other
citizens.
Article 52
It is the duty of citizens of the People’s Republic of
China to safeguard the unification of the country and
the unity of all its nationalities.113

More specifically, the Law of the People’s Republic of
China on the Standard Spoken and Written Chinese Language
explicitly outlines the legal roles of standard Mandarin and
the Mandarin vernacular-based Chinese character orthogra-

111. One could imagine a situation where a government would simply at-
tempt to forcibly assimilate ethnic minorities into the majority instead of
taking a cosmetically multicultural approach.  However, any government-in-
stituted nationalistic program inherently faces constraints arising from previ-
ously existing social and ideological conditions.  In China’s circumstances,
the “minority peoples” are not (and for the most part have not been) ac-
cepted as a part of the Han in social discourse.  Even the Manchu (who no
longer exist in any cultural or linguistic sense), the Hui (who are Han distin-
guished only by their adherence to Islam—interestingly, Christian Han re-
main Han), and the Bai (who were shocked to be declared a minority de-
cades ago) cannot be effectively pushed into the collective Han.  Identity
creation is not a top-down process.  So while the same set of circumstances
could be used for different ends in different settings, preexisting conditions
limit a government’s options.

112. Chinese Nationalism, at http://encyclopedia.thefreedictionary.com/
Chinese%20nationalism (last visited Jan. 31, 2005).

113. XIANFA, arts. 51, 52 (1982).
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phy.  Apart from invoking putonghua as the national lan-
guage,114 more detailed provisions insist:

Article 5
The standard spoken and written Chinese language
shall be used in such a way as to be conducive to the
upholding of state sovereignty and national dignity,
to unification of the country and unity of the nation-
alities . . . .
Article 6
The State promulgates standard norms of the spoken
and written Chinese language . . . .115

These provisions grant Beijing a monopoly on the develop-
ment and usage of Han Chinese languages and therefore re-
serve the most effective tools for ethnic identity formation and
manipulation for the Communist Party’s arsenal alone.
Though couched in terms that reflect the ideals the interna-
tionalist-cosmopolitan CCP fought for at its foundation, the
Law pushes Mandarin and its orthography into nearly every
crevice of Han public life, from individuals’ interactions with
government agencies to nearly all areas of media and commer-
cial activity:116

Article 9
Putonghua (Mandarin) and the standardized [Manda-
rin] Chinese characters shall be used by State organs
as the official language . . . .
Article 10
Putonghua and the standardized Chinese characters
shall be used as the basic language in education and
teaching in schools and other institutions of educa-
tion . . . .
Article 11
Publications in Chinese shall be in conformity with
the norms of the standard spoken and written Chi-
nese language . . . .

114. Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo Guojia Tongyong Yuyan Wenzi Fa
[Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Standard Spoken and Writ-
ten Chinese Language], arts. 9-15 (Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo Fagui
Huibian 2000).

115. Id. arts. 5-6.
116. Article 8 of the Law protects China’s non-Han minorities’ right to

speak and write in their native tongues. Id. art. 8.
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Article 12
Putonghua shall be used by the broadcasting and TV
stations as the basic broadcasting language . . . .
Article 13
The standardized Chinese characters shall be used as
the basic characters in the service trade . . . .  People
working in the service trade are encouraged to use
Putonghua when providing services.
Article 14
The standard spoken and written Chinese language
shall be used as the basic spoken and written lan-
guage in the following circumstances:
(1) spoken and written language for broadcasting,

films and TV programs;
(2) written language for the facilities in public

places;
(3) written language in signboards and advertise-

ments;
(4) names of enterprises and other institutions; and
(5) packaging and specifications of commodities

marketed in the country.
Article 15
The standard spoken and written Chinese language
used in information processing and information
technology products shall be in conformity with the
norms of the State.117

Furthermore, to allay government fears that the presence of
an alphabetic scheme, even one limited to Mandarin, could
fray ethnic unity among the Han, Article 18 strictly defines the
role of pinyin as “the tool of transliteration and phonetic nota-
tion for the standard and written Chinese language.”118  Non-
legal official publications reiterate the limited role of pinyin by
dubiously linking the use of non-standard orthography to the
capitalist imperialism that forced phonetization on Indonesia
and Vietnam.119  Article 16 of the Law does carve out a tiny

117. Id. arts. 9-15.
118. Id. art. 18.
119. ZHOU YOUGUANG, HANZI GAIGE GAILUN [A GENERAL DISCUSSION OF

CHINESE CHARACTER REFORM] 22 (1979).  It is important to note that in the
case of Vietnam, which unlike Indonesia used Chinese characters before the
colonial era, the French repeatedly attempted to suppress the use of the Ro-
man alphabet, since they correctly feared that the creation of a specifically
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niche for “local dialect” usage, but it limits these situations to
traditional cultural activities and art forms, when officials have
no choice but to use them to carry out their duties and, when
required, for academic research and teaching.120  An exemp-
tion for local broadcasting applies in the Shanghai and
Guangzhou areas.  The Language Law also contains enforce-
ment mechanisms to ensure compliance with its goals in Arti-
cles 26 and 27, which mandate that work units or administra-
tive departments, depending on the offender and nature of
the offense, employ administrative measures to correct viola-
tions.121  By continuously thrusting the illusion of a unitary
Chinese language upon its subjects, Beijing strengthens a fun-
damental pillar upon which its power depends:  the Han
ethnicity itself.  Without a common Han identity, which now
encompasses approximately 93 percent of the population,122

Beijing’s chronic fears of territorial splittism  could
come true.123

The Compulsory Education Law of the PRC repeats the
same tenets of Mandarin hegemony while trying, as usual, to
save ideological face by hiding its Han identity-promoting eth-
nic-nationalist intent behind musty communist slogans.  The
Law ostensibly intends to “build[ ] a socialist society that is
advanced culturally and ideologically as well as materially.”124

But more substantively, Article 6 deems that “[s]chools shall
promote the use of putonghua which is in common use
throughout the nation.”125  Likewise, the more recent Educa-
tion Law of the People’s Republic of China cryptically muses
about the fundamental purposes of education, citing an exotic

Vietnamese language script would engender anti-colonialist nationalism
within the local population.  Therefore, not only is the above assumption
that colonial powers forced an alphabet upon Vietnam incorrect, but the
active desire of the Vietnamese to employ a more utilitarian script substanti-
ates the CCP’s fears that a phonetic writing system will undermine Han con-
sciousness. See HANNAS, supra note 15, at 83, 85-86.

120. Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Standard Spoken and
Written Chinese Language, art. 16.

121. Id. arts. 26-27.
122. The Library of Congress, supra note 109. R
123. See infra text accompanying note 135.
124. Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo Yiwu Jiaoyu Fa [Compulsory Educa-

tion Law of the People’s Republic of China], art. 1 (Zhonghua Renmin
Gongheguo Fagui 1986).

125. Id. art. 6.
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blend of communist terms along with ones that promote Han
identity:

Article 3
In developing the cause of socialist education, the
State adheres to taking Marxism, Leninism, Mao
Zedong Thought and the theory of building social-
ism with Chinese characteristics as its guidelines . . . .
. . . .
Article 6
The State conducts education among educatees in
patriotism, collectivism, socialism as well as in the im-
portance of ideals, ethics . . . and national unity.
. . . .
Article 8
Educational activities shall conform to State and pub-
lic interests.
. . . .
Article 12
The spoken and written Chinese language shall be
the basic spoken and written language in teaching in
schools and other institutions of education . . . .
Putonghua (common speech based on Beijing pro-
nunciation) and the standardized characters de-
signed for use throughout the country shall be widely
used in instruction in schools and other institutions
of education.126

As in the earlier legislation, the underlying motives of securing
Party dominance by constructing and maintaining Han unity
through the legalization of a single acceptable dialect funda-
mentally eclipse the internationalist-cosmopolitan nationalist
veneer of the law.

The growing Han ethnocentrism of urban Chinese—par-
tially resulting from government language policies—has cre-
ated a useful but dangerous political tool that the Party can
employ to increase its domestic popularity, although at the po-
tential cost of being pushed to take ever more ethnic-national-
ist stances in international politics, most notably in relation to

126. Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo Jiaoyu Fa [Education Law of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China], arts. 2, 6, 8, 12 (Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo
Fagui 1995) (emphasis added).



\\server05\productn\N\NYI\37-2\NYI201.txt unknown Seq: 35 14-OCT-05 11:00

2005] FROM STATE TO NATION 407

Taiwan.127  Somewhat paradoxically, in conjunction with ex-
pressing heightened ethnic pride, inhabitants of the wealthiest
regions of China, such as Guangdong and Fujian Provinces
and Shanghai, have redirected their cultural orientations away
from Beijing toward more affluent Hong Kong and Taiwan,
escalating Party fears of separatist tendencies.128  The wander-
ing eyes of its most wealthy citizens have consequently aug-
mented pressure to promote the “One-Language, One-Na-
tion” concept of the nation-state and ensure that the bounda-
ries of the state conform to that of the nation.129

Rather than oppose its population’s growing fascination
with these Han-Chinese areas not under its control, Beijing
has used this infatuation as an opportunity to promote itself as
the only government capable of realizing the unification of the
Han people.  When Hong Kong returned to China in 1997,
Beijing portrayed the event as China’s triumphal recovery
from over a century of national (and international) humilia-
tion brought about by the Opium Wars and took all of the
credit for itself.  Notably, speeches and ceremonies during the
handover took place in Mandarin rather than the city’s most
widely understood languages, Yue and English.130  While
Hong Kong’s “return to the Motherland” secured the Party’s
position at home, by requiring the use of putonghua, it implic-
itly declared its status as torchbearer of the Han people to eth-

127. See Ip, supra note 63, at 236-37 (elaborating on the growing “nativist” R
trends in Chinese politics).

128. Telephone interview with Sherwin Chow, native Yue speaker (Aug. 7,
2004); telephone interview with Zhang Ni, Senior Language Instructor, Co-
lumbia University (July 1996); Billboard Advertisement for Taipei Lighting
Co., Chongqing, China (1998 – 1999) (using a backdrop of the Manhattan
skyline to project the image of Taipei as a sumptuous, modern metropolis
and thereby implying that Taipei Lighting Co. had superior lighting goods).
One particular item of note is that the Yue phrase mai dan ( ), used to
get the check in a restaurant, has replaced the Mandarin jiezhang  in
more developed Mandarin-speaking cities in the East, though it has not pen-
etrated into the less economically developed Mandarin-speaking areas in the
West.

129. See DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 56; see also GELLNER, supra note 41, at
35 (describing the desire of ethnic nationalists to have the political state
conform to the cultural boundaries of their people).

130. Sharon K. Hom, Lexicon Dreams and Chinese Rock and Roll:  Thoughts on
Culture, Language, and Translation as Strategies of Resistance and Reconstruction,
53 U. MIAMI L. REV. 1003, 1007-08 (1999).  For those Hong Kong judges who
spoke no Chinese language, English was used in the ceremonies. Id. at 1007.
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nic Han outside of the PRC, especially the people of Hong
Kong, Macao, and Taiwan.131  Nobody familiar with Chinese
political discourse could have missed the significance of the
message embedded in the choice of language.132  The CCP,
which has brought the Han unmatched economic prosperity
and a growing presence on the international stage,133 had lit-
erally and symbolically brought Hong Kong back into the na-
tion and undone the chaos wrought by European colonialists a
hundred years ago.  By premising its rule on such a lofty mis-
sion, however, the Party must now fan the flames of ethnic-
nationalism to survive—even if it risks war by demanding that
Taiwan rejoin the Motherland and submit to the “Truth” that
there is only One China.134

V. THE APOGEE AND DEMISE OF ONE CHINA: TAIWAN

The unique history of Taiwan as the object of multiple
colonialisms since the Treaty of Shiminoseki135 ceded control

131. See id. at 1006-07 (referring to Mandarin as the PRC’s “nationalist
tool of linguistic and cultural unification . . .”).

132. See supra text accompanying notes 66-69, 101. R
133. See China in Brief, supra note 101, at http://www.china.org.cn/e- R

china/history/Contemporary.htm (providing an example of how the CCP
promotes itself as the leadership that has brought China its greatest prosper-
ity in history).

134. In the early years of the PRC, Beijing felt no need to reincorporate
Taiwan into the Mainland or even pretend Taiwan was a part of the state.
However, as ethnic-nationalism began to displace its internationalist-cosmo-
politan counterpart as the Party’s dominant political force, the Taiwan issue
became an increasingly crucial aspect of domestic political discourse.  Later
constitutions and their revisions carried in their preambles the phrase “Tai-
wan is part of the sacred territory of the People’s Republic of China.  It is the
inviolable duty of all Chinese people, including our compatriots in Taiwan,
to accomplish the great task of reunifying the motherland.” Compare
ZHONGHUA RENMIN GONGHEGUO XIANFA preamble (1982), with Zhonghua
Renmin Gongheguo Xianfa preamble (1954) (demonstrating the absence of
any mention of Taiwan in the early constitution).

135. The Treaty of Shimonoseki marked the end of the Sino-Japanese War
in 1895.  Among the many provisions reflecting China’s defeat, China re-
tracted all claims to territorial control over Korea, which later became a part
of the Japanese Empire; ceded to Japan the southern portion of Fujian Prov-
ince, Taiwan, and the Pescadores Islands; agreed to pay Japan an enormous
war indemnity with a 5 percent annual interest rate; and gave Japan rights
within China equivalent to those already accorded to the European powers.
Treaty of Shimonoseki, available at http://www.taiwandocuments.org./shimono-
seki01.htm.
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of the island to Japan in 1895 has played a crucial role in the
construction of both Han Chinese and Taiwanese identities.
After enduring half a century of Japanese occupation, the is-
land’s people found themselves, after World War II, governed
by the ethnic-nationalist KMT, which enacted language laws,
among others, to mold Taiwan’s population into ideal Han cit-
izens.  Then, in the mid-1980s, as Taiwan transformed from a
military dictatorship into a flourishing democracy, these poli-
cies disappeared.  But even in their absence, they have
shaped—and disrupted—the meaning of Han identity while
facilitating the emergence of a distinct Taiwanese conscious-
ness.

A. The Colonial Period

As a key part of the Japanese Empire from 1895 to 1945,
the Taiwanese endured culturally restrictive policies to trans-
form them into model Japanese citizens.  From dress and relig-
ion to language, Japan attempted to force its cultural norms
upon the population with the express goal of de-Sinifica-
tion.136  While the policies appeared harsh, Taiwanese did not
strongly object after initial protests, as the policies accompa-
nied substantial increases in living standards, mass education
(in Japanese), and eventually democratic elections at city, dis-
trict, and town levels and overall light-handed governance.137

For its part, Tokyo strived to isolate Taiwanese from their com-
patriots across the Strait and ingrain its Orientalist attitudes
toward China into the population by depicting it as “a back-
ward country that had nothing to boast except its seniority,
opium, and bound feet.”138  To amplify the effect of these poli-
cies, the government banned the use of Taiwanese languages
in public and private-economic spheres and required employ-

136. Jiu-jung Lo, Trials of the Taiwanese as Hanjian or War Criminals and the
Postwar Search for Taiwanese Identity, in CONSTRUCTING NATIONHOOD IN MOD-

ERN EAST ASIA 279, 286 (Kai-wing Chow et al. eds., 2004).  At that time the
dominant Chinese languages on Taiwan were Taiwanese, a variant of South-
ern Min, and Hakka. See A-CHIN HSIAU, CONTEMPORARY TAIWANESE CUL-

TURAL NATIONALISM 4 (2000).
137. Lo, supra note 136, at 286. R
138. Id. at 287 (quotations omitted); see JIAOYU BU [MINISTRY OF EDUCA-

TION], JIAOYU GAIKUANG [THE OVERALL CONDITION OF EDUCATION] 1, 126
(1950).
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ers to hire only those proficient in Japanese.139  According to
colonial records, by 1937, 37.86 percent of the Taiwanese pop-
ulation could “comprehend” Japanese; by 1943 the figure had
reached 80 percent.140

B. Authoritarian Rule under the KMT:  The Imposition of
One China

The return of Taiwan to China at end of World War II
subjected the Taiwanese to a colonial regime more brutal than
they had ever experienced under Japan.141  The ROC govern-
ment, largely through language laws and military rule, sought
to re-Sinify the population and purge it of Japanese character-
istics.  Taiwanese elation at the island’s return quickly eroded
due to the KMT’s bureaucratic inefficiency, “political suppres-
sion, economic chaos, and [anti-Taiwanese] discrimination
. . . .”142  When an uprising on the island erupted on February
28, 1947:

[I]nsurrectionists would interrogate a Mainlander us-
ing local languages.  If he or she could not reply in
the languages [they] would beat, if not kill, him or
her.  Moreover, the occupied radio stations broadcast
in [Taiwanese] or Japanese, and the slogans and no-
tices created by the insurrectionists were almost with-
out exception, in Japanese.143

The regime reacted by “massacre[ing] . . . tens of thousands of
Taiwanese . . . thus wiping out overnight the very cream of the

139. HSIAU, supra note 136, at 36, 45. R
140. Id. at 36, 45, 126 (quotations omitted).  The meaning of “compre-

hend” is, of course, vague, and so the figures presented likely overestimate
the extent of Japanese ability in the Taiwanese population. Id.

141. While individuals commonly view colonialism as an enterprise in
which one ethnicity (or race) dominates another at the expense of the
weaker party’s cultural, social, economic, and/or political integrity, this
same power dynamic can occur just as easily between those considered, by
outsiders or the involved groups themselves, the same group.  Commenta-
tors on Hong Kong’s return to the PRC, which in many ways parallels the
return of Taiwan to the ROC after World War II, have similarly likened it to
a recolonization.  Hom, supra note 130, at 1007; see summary of Rey Chow, R
Between Colonizers:  Hong Kong’s Postcolonial Self-Writing in the 1990’s, 2:2 DIAS-

PORA 151 (1992), available at http://www.utpjournals.com/jour.ihtml?lp=DI-
aspora/diaspora22.html.

142. HSIAU, supra note 136, at 5. R
143. Id. at 57.
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Taiwanese leadership.”144  The February 28 Incident catalyzed
the development of the distinct Taiwanese consciousness that
still plays a role in the country’s search for a national iden-
tity.145

To the self-styled liberating government, however, the In-
cident and the Taiwanese longing for the gentler governing
hand of Tokyo simply validated the Mainland opinion that Jap-
anese colonialism had indoctrinated the Taiwanese with a
“slave mentality.”146  In response, the KMT banned Japanese,
depriving educated Taiwanese of meaningful cultural and po-
litical participation.  Mandarin became the sole language of
education, commerce, and politics as a part of an “ethnic spirit
education” program labeled the National Language Move-
ment.147  In response to linguistic oppression, some Taiwanese
turned to their native tongue as a literary medium.  While the
ramifications of this process are of little concern here, a typical
newspaper critique of Taiwanese language literature by a
Mainlander captures the tensions that had formed between
the KMT Mainlanders and native Taiwanese:

Ruling Taiwan for fifty-one years, Japanese imperial-
ists ideologically bequeathed us “a feudal culture of
the capitalist imperialists’ colony.”  After the retroces-
sion of Taiwan, such a kind of culture is mixed with a
semi-slavish culture that has a “bureaucratic charac-
ter” and a “comprador character.”  The combination
of these two kinds of cultures becomes a “primitive
prostitute culture.”  The creation of this sort of
“primitive prostitute culture” is based on Taiwanese

144. Martial Law on Taiwan and United States Foreign Policy Interests: Hearing
Before the Subcomm. on Asian and Pacific Affairs of the Comm. on Foreign Affairs,
97th Cong. 75 (1982) [hereinafter Hearing] (Statement on the Position of
the People of Taiwan Concerning Taiwan-China Relations by World United
Formosans for Independence); see HSIAU, supra note 136, at 5. R

145. See Hearing, supra note 144, at 75; HSIAU, supra note 138, at 57; Lo, R
supra note 136, at 279.  To this day, people in Taiwan make distinctions be- R
tween waishengren , “outside-born people,” and benshengren

, “born here people,” to refer to Taiwanese who came over from the
Mainland with the KMT or their descendants and native Taiwanese, respec-
tively. HSIAU, supra note 136, at 53. R

146. HSIAU, supra note 136, at 53 (quotation omitted); Lo, supra note 136, R
at 306.

147. HSIAU, supra note 136, at 53-54, 126, 128; JIAOYU GAIKUANG, supra R
note 138, at 1, 126. R
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“particularity.”  This kind of parasitic, backward, and
degenerate “primitive prostitute culture” is the
deadly enemy of Taiwanese new culture.148

True to historical form, the KMT “place[d] the ideology of
[ethnic-] nationalism before everything else,”149 and its Han
nation would consist of “one state, one people, [and] one lan-
guage.”150

This dogmatic message and its goal of destroying
Taiwanese languages intensified after the KMT’s defeat in the
Mainland and the subsequent battles for international recog-
nition between the ROC and PRC.  Taipei approached this
competition for representation of the Chinese through a two-
pronged policy:  portrayal of the PRC government as an illegit-
imate, acculturated Soviet entity; and suppression of Taiwan’s
internal diversity to construct an authentic, unified China for
all the world to see.151

With respect to the PRC, official publications repeatedly
lambasted Beijing’s character simplification policies as a per-
fected, Soviet-inspired, “Red Imperialist . . . conspiracy” to de-
stroy the utility of Chinese characters, Romanize the language
to shatter Han identity, and acculturate the Mainland into
Russia.152  In fact, the communist regime had become so un-
Chinese that, when it proposed to phonetize Chinese, it
passed over a Chinese-inspired phonetic script for the Roman
alphabet.153  With its iconoclastic politics, the People’s Repub-
lic could never match Taiwan’s cultural authenticity.  Despite
having lost the civil war, the ROC saw itself as the last bastion
of true, pure Chinese culture and the legitimate international
representative of the Han people.

148. HSIAU, supra note 136, at 61 (quoting a Mainlander’s 1949 attack on R
Taiwanese culture in NEW LIFE DAILY).

149. CHIANG, supra note 38, at 205.
150. DE FRANCIS, supra note 11, at 84. R
151. HSIAU, supra note 136, at 128-29; see GELLNER, supra note 41, at 35 R

(arguing that nationalism arises from “the conviction that the ethnic bound-
ary ought also to be a political one . . . and, above all, that the rulers within
that unit should be of the same ethnicity as the ruled”); Sunder, supra note
40, at 514.

152. LI YOUNONG, GONGFEI PINYIN WENZI PIPAN [A CRITIQUE OF THE COM-

MUNIST BANDITS’ Pinyin Writing System] 1, 12 (1963); ZHANG, supra note 22, R
at 1, 3, 6-7, 87, 94, 97.

153. See ZHANG, supra note 22, at 94. R
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The Han-nation-building process in Taiwan, established
to project a stark contrast with Beijing, continued the KMT
Mainland language policies with increased vigor.  Just as in the
Mainland, the KMT believed in Taiwan “all non-Mandarin na-
tive languages [posed] a threat to national cohesion and
unity.”154  What made the KMT’s linguistic assimilation pro-
gram especially reprehensible was that with Taiwan as the only
region within its political reach, it had the power “to turn the
ideology into reality”155 and enforce its policies with ruthless
efficiency.

Media regulations,156 which initially permitted non-Man-
darin native languages on TV for 16 percent of broadcasting
time, became more restrictive and eventually granted
Taiwanese a mere one hour per day allowance, though by the
late 1970s the threshold had risen to 30 percent of broadcast
time.  Nevertheless, the government’s aim remained consist-
ently clear:  “The use of dialects should decrease year by
year.”157  More subtly, programs in Taiwanese depicted charac-
ters with poor social standing, such as “illiterates, peasants,
workers, fisherman, elders, and especially old women.”  By
chronically portraying Taiwanese speakers as members of low
social strata, Taipei stigmatized them as “backward[ ], vulgar[
], ignoran[t], feminin[e], and [old].”158  Especially for chil-
dren, who could not grasp the historical context behind these
images, becoming and remaining a Taiwanese speaker held lit-
tle value.159  Exacerbating this condition, instruction in

154. HSIAU, supra note 136, at 128. R
155. Id. at 129.
156. Most language regulations of the media did not officially appear in

the statute books, because they were enacted merely on the orders of the
News Bureau Chief Song Quyu.  Letter from Cai Jiawen, Executive Secretary,
Judicial Reform Foundation, Taipei, to the author (Apr. 20, 2004) (on file
with author).

157. HSIAU, supra note 136, at 130 (quoting the Radio and Television Law R
(1976)).

158. Id.
159. See id. at 131; supra note 10; see also SMITH, supra note 10, at 62 (ex-

plaining how “[p]olitical stories further promise that membership in the po-
litical community will enhance the power of members” and that “ . . . can
imbue the political membership with considerable worth in the eyes of citi-
zens”).  In Taiwan the KMT took advantage of this phenomenon in their
policies toward native Taiwanese by denigrating their language and culture
to the benefit of the “National” ideal.
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schools was exclusively in Mandarin, and authorities severely
punished children for speaking other languages.160  These lin-
guistic assimilation policies achieved such success that in a
1987 survey “more than half of Taiwanese college graduates
used Mandarin at home and identified themselves with China,
which was nearly twice the proportion of less-educated (high-
school and less) Taiwanese.”161

In the public sphere, the primacy of Mandarin became so
absolute that only persons with fluency, usually those who had
come from the Mainland with the KMT, could hold govern-
ment positions.162  Ironically, Taiwanese held fewer positions
in absolute and relative terms than they had under Japanese
rule.163  Mono-lingualism even extended to the legal system,
where “the fact that the parties involved in a lawsuit might not
understand [Mandarin] was ignored.”164  Article 74 of the Law
of Organization of the Court commands the courts to “use the
Chinese language.”165  This officially sanctioned English trans-
lation by the ROC government may seem to plausibly allow the
use of any Chinese language, but Article 76 quickly eliminates
such flexibility:  “The minutes of the court shall be written in
Chinese; provided, that when it is needed for reference, the
foreign language or the provincial dialect used by the plaintiff
or defendant or any interested party shall be noted down.”166

Many younger Taiwanese, irrespective of their hometown ori-
gin or the language spoken at home, eventually became
monolingual Mandarin speakers.167

C. A Modern, Democratic Taiwan

As Taiwan moved toward full democratic rule in the late
1980s, and the KMT became willing to share power with the

160. Telephone Interview with Meng Yuanyuan, Lecturer, Columbia Uni-
versity (Aug. 7, 2004); Telephone Interview with Shen Guoquan, [a former
student in Taiwan who was beaten in school for speaking Taiwanese] (Apr.
21, 2004).

161. HSIAU, supra note 136, at 131. R
162. Id. at 54, 132.
163. Id. at 54.
164. Id. at 129.
165. “Law of Organization of the Court,” Vol. 2, art. 74 (China), translated

in A COMPILATION OF THE LAWS OF THE REPUBLIC OF CHINA (1967).
166. Id. art. 76 (emphasis added).
167. See HSIAU, supra note 136, at 130-31. R
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leading opposition group, the Taiwanese nationalist Demo-
cratic Progressive Party (DPP), the edifice of a One China of
Han identity crumbled before the world’s eyes.168  From the
mid-1980s, Taiwanese nationalism entered a renaissance
under the increasingly liberalizing regime, and with it came
demands for a linguistic revival of not just Taiwanese, but
Hakka and aboriginal languages as well.169  In March 1987, the
official identity of Taiwan experienced a major turning point
when a senior DDP member for the first time addressed the
Legislative Yuan in Taiwanese in a successful attempt to humil-
iate the KMT leaders, who after forty years on the island could
not understand and would not make the effort to learn the
language of the people they governed.170  A humbled KMT
eventually dismantled the oppressive language-law regime, re-
moved content restrictions on the press, and finally lifted mar-
tial law.  It even opened an investigation into the February 28
Incident and apologized for the tragedy.  By 1990, Taiwanese
had even become a subject in some state-controlled universi-
ties.171  Public demands for bilingual primary and secondary
education followed soon after.

In the political arena, Taiwanese quickly became the lan-
guage of campaigning and reshaped the country’s political ge-
ography.  The increasing influence of Taiwanese rattled the
KMT, which, at the behest of Chiang Kai-Shek’s son, put forth
Lee Teng-hui—a native Taiwanese speaker whose Japanese
ability surpassed his Mandarin—as its ultimately successful
presidential candidate.  On April 14, 1994, he became the first
leader to publicly discuss the island’s linguistic situation:

168. Despite appearances from the standpoint of the international com-
munity, the One China policy is not just about how Beijing and Taipei de-
cided to conduct international relations.  Fundamentally, it serves a domestic
purpose—shoring up notions of a common Han identity.  If it were truly just
an international ploy about chunks of lost territory, one would imagine PRC
claims over Mongolia, chunks of Russia (especially the Amur Basin), parts of
North Korea, Burma, etc.  (especially considering Taiwan was an Imperial
Chinese province only for three years before going over to Japan).  However,
Beijing does not make these claims.  Defining the Han forms the social and
cultural content underpinning (or in the case of Taiwan—that once under-
pinned) the One China policy. See infra text accompanying note 171. R

169. HSIAU, supra note 136, at 126. R

170. Id. at 132.
171. Id. at 133.
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In the period of Japanese colonialism, a Taiwanese
would be punished by being made to kneel out in the
sun for speaking tai-wan-hua (Taiwanese as rendered
in Mandarin).  The situation was the same when Tai-
wan had been recovered:  my son, Hsien-wen, and my
daughter-in-law, Yüeh-yün, often wore a dunce board
around their necks in school as punishment for
speaking tai-wan-hua . . . .  I think the most miserable
people are Taiwanese, who have always tried in vain
to get their heads above the water.  This was the situa-
tion during the period of Japanese colonialism; it
changed little after Taiwan’s recovery.172

The resurgence of the long-oppressed native non-Manda-
rin languages and cultures, both Han and non-Han, enhanced
the sense of national uniqueness among native Taiwanese,
who did not accept the “one-language, one-nation” ethnic-na-
tionalist concept that lay at the heart of One China.173  Re-
cently, to win over more voters, the KMT even abandoned its
historic mission to reunify China.  The party’s recent presiden-
tial candidate remarked that “Taiwan and China are already
separate states, [and a] senior KMT official even suggested
that formal independence may one day be a possibility.”174

Within domestic politics the central issue is no longer whether
Taiwan should reunify with China; now voters fight over
whether they should maintain the status quo or formally opt
for independence.175  Perhaps most tellingly:

Wen Ming-Cheng, the principal of Dong Men Pri-
mary School in Taipei, says that most members of his
generation would identify themselves as Chinese.
“Now if you ask [the children] who is Chinese, only
one or two will put their hands up.  And if you ask
them why, they will say their parents told them.”176

172. Id. at 125 (quoting Interview with Lee Teng-hui, President, ROC
(Apr. 14, 1994)).

173. Martial Law on Taiwan and United States Foreign Policy Interests, supra
note 144, at 74; Taiwan:  Living with the Enemy, THE ECONOMIST, Apr. 3, 2004, R
at 43.

174. Taiwan:  Living with the Enemy, supra note 173, at 43; Taiwan:  Indepen-
dence Day?, THE ECONOMIST, Mar. 27, 2004, at 41.

175. Taiwan:  Independence Day?, supra note 174, at 41-42. R
176. Id. at 42.
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The issues of Taiwanese nationalism and anti-China senti-
ment have long pervaded electoral battles between the KMT
and DPP.  In a recent mass rally organized by DPP President
Chen Shuibian and attended by former KMT President Lee
Teng-hui, over one million Taiwanese joined hands down the
country’s 310 mile western coastline facing China to protest
Chinese threats to Taiwan’s sovereignty and make known their
support for “self-determination.”177  The choice of date was no
coincidence:  February 28.178  In this light, one should not
view the apparent political mess surrounding the recent presi-
dential election as the Taiwanese equivalent of the 2000
United States presidential election, where the operation of the
democratic process itself seemed at fault.  More reasonably,
the fight over the Taiwanese presidency has aroused such divi-
sive passions because members of the older generation see the
future of their Chinese identity fading before them.

D. Liberal Taiwan as a Legitimate Threat to the PRC

In an ironic turn of historical events, Taiwan’s democrati-
zation and subsequent acceptance of its own cultural heteroge-
neity and abandonment of the One China ideal have come at
a time when the PRC leadership has grown to rely on these
same ideas to remain in power.  From Beijing’s perspective,
Taiwan now more than ever poses an acute threat to commu-
nist rule.  This small, vibrant, and open country of mostly Han
people no longer believes that the stability and identity of a
state need be found in the mythology of ethnic or linguistic
unity.179

Taiwan’s central role within the drama of Chinese nation-
alism highlights the still unsettled and inconsistent nature of

177. Human Chain Protest in Taiwan, BBC NEWS (World Edition), Feb. 28,
2004 at http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/3495546.stm.

178. See supra text accompanying notes 141-145. R
179. Given this powerful ideological nature of the story of Han ethnicity

and the consequences that flow from its promotion, growing demands for
(official) independence among Taiwanese poses a threat to the myth of Han
membership and, thus, the Party’s governing legitimacy. See SMITH, supra
note 10, at 65 (elaborating how “ethnically constitutive stories . . . can be
read to imply that those who share a common heritage cannot properly
choose to belong to any other political community, at least for the foresee-
able future.  It is often in the interest of people-building elites to advance
such readings”).
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Chinese identity.  The PRC makes claims over the Han-popu-
lated island, yet does not seek the incorporation of Singapore
or other overseas Han communities into the Mainland—a re-
flection of vestigial internationalist-cosmopolitan conceptions
of a Chinese nation based upon the state and its historical ter-
ritories.  Although this drive for territorial integrity may also
partially reflect Beijing’s desire to maintain control over non-
Han areas, the government’s silence with respect to Mongolia
and various parts of the Russian Far East, which also histori-
cally formed a part of the Chinese Empire, implies a Chinese
identity also fused to notions of the Han people.180  Unlike the
Han of Singapore, Malaysia, and even Taiwan, Han in the PRC
have not developed distinct concepts of political and ethnic
Chinese.  Thus the content of Chinese identity remains as in-
conclusive and confusing as ever.181

VI. CONCLUSION

During the past century, successive Chinese regimes have
used language and writing policies to enforce their visions of
Chinese nationalism, usually centered on the Han ethnicity, to
strengthen the state and their own grip on power.  In the pro-
cess of inventing the Han, the ruling elites “suppress[ed] the
enormous diversity of local cultures and dialects” among those
they governed.182  Beijing has stripped nearly 300 million peo-
ple of their literary heritage, degraded their speech to the sta-
tus of vulgar, regional, colloquial dialects, and continues to de-
prive them of literacy and education in their native tongues—
all for the sake of political expediency.183

Yet despite, or maybe because of, the harshness of such
policies, both the KMT and CCP proved remarkably successful
at creating self-reinforcing ethnic and linguistic social norms
to foster Han ethnic consciousness.  Today over 1.3 billion in-

180. Uses of the term Chinese, Zhongguo ren , in Mandarin reflect
this contradiction-infused tension. Zhongguo ren can refer to both Han and
non-Han PRC nationals, as well as ethnic Han living outside of the country.
However, ethnic Tibetans, Mongolians, Manchu, or Uyghurs, etc., living
outside of the PRC do not fall within the meaning of Zhongguo ren.  Interview
with Meng Yuanyuan, supra note 160. R

181. Chinese Nationalism, supra note 50, at http://encyclopedia.thefreedic-
tionary.com/Chinese%20nationalism.

182. Chow, supra note 3, at 76.
183. HANNAS, supra note 15, at 200-01.
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dividuals in China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macao, Singapore,
and beyond identify with the ethnic label.184

Within China, the term for the standard language,
putonghua, has lost ground to the term Hanyu , or lan-
guage of the Han, highlighting how the legal process of lan-
guage standardization has seeped into the broader ethnic con-
sciousness.185  In Singapore, Mandarin speakers refer to their
language as Huayu , the language of the Han people.186

Interestingly, in Taiwan, among many younger speakers, Guoyu
has lost its ethnic connotations and has taken on a meaning
more akin to state language.187

To the delight of Beijing, the Han in the PRC “see them-
selves as one unified nation of one ethnic group . . . under one
central government, speaking one language.”188  Yet, the expe-
rience of Taiwan suggests that national unity, even if truly de-
sirable, does not have to come at such a high price.  Taiwan
has successfully constructed its own notion of Taiwanese iden-
tity without political backing, and the revival of the island’s
linguistic diversity has actually hastened this development.
Likewise, as demonstrated by a country like India, which has
an enormous population and cultural and linguistic diversity
surpassing that of even the PRC, there exist other ways to cre-
ate a nation-state aside from imposing language and ortho-
graphic homogenization on the population.  Even looking
back into Imperial Chinese history, the Empire sustained a de-
gree of territorial integrity over two millennia unprecedented
in world history, with only the use of a de facto common lan-
guage within the government.189  Especially with the strong

184. Chow, supra note 3, at 47; Rosett, supra note 6, at 1505; see generally
Richard A. Posner & Eric B. Rasmusen, Creating and Enforcing Norms, with
Special Reference to Sanctions, in 19 INT’L REV. L. & ECON. 369, 369-70, 377-80
(1999).

185. NORMAN, supra note 11, at 137; see Chow, supra note 3, at 76 (“The
historicity of the term Hanzu was erased when it acquired normalcy in the
subsequent narration of China’s past in standard histories.  It has become an
essentialized identity that most Chinese take for granted.  The Hanzu iden-
tity allows political leaders to hide conflicts and tensions between ethnic
groups within the Hanzu . . . .”).

186. TAYLOR & TAYLOR, supra note 15, at 114.
187. Interview with Meng Yuanyuan, supra note 160; Interview with Shen R

Guoquan, supra note 160; see TAYLOR & TAYLOR, supra note 15, at 114. R
188. TAYLOR & TAYLOR, supra note 15, at 28.
189. See supra text accompanying notes 29-31.
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sense of Han identity that exists today, there is no reason to
believe that China, as a political entity, would suffer by resur-
recting this traditional, decentralized, non-coercive linguistic
model.  Mandarin could still serve as a common language, like
Hindi or English in India, while allowing every language in the
country to thrive and achieve its ultimate potential.

Unfortunately, unlike the situation in Taiwan, the future
of non-Mandarin Han languages in the PRC seems precarious.
Communist Party control over the media and education will
continue the push for a complete conversion to Mandarin, at
least in the public sphere.  Meanwhile, the self-enforcing
norms of Han identity as presently construed by decades of
language planning will limit possibilities for dissent.  Nonethe-
less, some signs point to a brighter future.  As Hong Kong,
Guangzhou, Shenzhen, and Shanghai have grown prosperous,
their local dialects of Yue and Wu have taken on an aura of
prestige, and words from these languages have even begun to
enter native Mandarin-speaker lexicons.  Hopefully, like
Taipei, Beijing will eventually take a more relaxed attitude to-
ward its citizens and grant them the linguistic freedom they—
and their languages—deserve.
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FIGURE 1:  A CONTEMPORARY MAP OF THE CHINESE

LANGUAGES OF CHINA190

190. NORMAN, supra note 11, at 184.
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FIGURE 2191

191. DE FRANCIS, supra note 9, at 67.


