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Abstract
The development of Ethnic Politics in China can date back to 80 years ago. As 
of today, its disciplinary system and norms have been established in a systematic 
approach, and many significant academic achievements have been made. After hav-
ing systematically reviewed the academic history of Frontier Politics originating 
in the 1940s and the Ethnic Politics in the late 1980s and early 1990s, this paper 
expounds on their respective backgrounds and the consciousness of the academic 
discipline based on the reality of a multi-ethnic country. The paper goes on by elab-
orating on the progress made in the disciplinary development of Chinese Ethnic Pol-
itics at the beginning of twenty-first century, and summarizing the major achieve-
ments made over the past 20 years. Finally, the paper points out that more than one 
research approach (“plurality”) exists in the field of Ethnic Politics, indicating the 
respective academic significance of these approaches for the study of issues related 
to the Chinese ethnic politics.

Keywords  Ethnic Politics · Frontier Politics · Ethnic Theory and Ethnic Policy · 
disciplinary development

Introduction

In 1978, when China entered a new era of comprehensive reform and opening up, 
nearly all branches of social sciences including “ethno-national studies” were faced 
with great challenges, which included: emancipation of mind, knowledge renewal 
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or reconstruction, and the restoration and reconstruction of disciplinary systems. As 
China is a multi-ethnic country, this makes ethno-national studies a very important, 
unique, and broad academic field. It not only includes independent sub-branches 
such as Ethnic Theory and Ethnic Policy, ethnic history, ethnolinguistics, ethnic 
religious studies, ethnic economy, and ethnology, it is also closely related to prac-
tices in ethnic affairs such as the regional ethnic autonomy and ethnic policies. Over 
the past 40 years, the academic scope of ethno-national studies has been constantly 
expanding in China, with the contents becoming increasingly diversified and pro-
found. Among the achievements in this field, the emergence or reconstruction of 
several new academic fields stand out. One of the most characteristic examples is 
the emergence and rapid development of Ethnic Politics as a relatively independ-
ent discipline. This paper focuses on the inception, emergence, and development of 
Ethnic Politics, with the objective of facilitating its sound development in the future 
in China.1

In recent years, there has been an upsurge among Chinese scholars in reviewing, 
sorting out, summarizing and analyzing the historical development of Ethnic Politics 
in China (Lu and Huang 2010; Yan and Jiang 2015; Qing 2016; Zhou and Ma 2018, 
etc.). This is a manifestation of their academic awareness of finding a development 
direction after Ethnic Politics was established as a discipline. There are subtle dif-
ferences in the starting points of these reviews. Some of them emphasize the politi-
cal foundations of the discipline, while others highlight ethnology. Certainly, some 
scholars pay more attention to the evolution or inheritable relationship between Eth-
nic Politics and the local Ethnic Theory long established in China. In any case, such 
reviews have all helped us to further consider the value and legitimacy of this dis-
cipline in China. However, they do contain imperfections. First of all, they are too 
entangled with the origin of the name or the term of “Ethnic Politics”, but ignore the 
importance of Frontier Politics, which emerged in the 1940s in China. Second, they 
have all overlooked the process of disciplinary construction of Ethnic Politics from 
the late 1980s to the early 1990s. Zhou Xing believes it is necessary to clarify that 
this discipline originated from Frontier Politics in China. Meanwhile, as a witness 
and participant in the discipline’s development during the 1980s and 1990s, Zhou 
Xing feels it is his responsibility to elaborate on this process through this paper. 
Therefore, the academic history of Ethnic Politics in this article dates back to the 
early 1940s, which is 80 years ago.

Research methodology

This paper summarizes the academic history of Ethnic Politics, covering its emer-
gence, establishment, and development in China. The basic methodology adopted is 
literature review, namely gathering and citing the most direct, the most important, 
and the most representative fundamental documents related to this topic over the 

1  This paper was written for the “International Conference on the Construction of Modern Nation-States 
and the Sense of Community for the Chinese Nation & Symposium to Commemorate the 120th Birthday 
of Mr. Yang Kun” of the CASS Forum (2021).
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past century, and then interpreting and commenting on their background, contents, 
keywords, and their significance and contributions to the development of Chinese 
Ethnic Politics.

By comparing diachronic materials, this paper has identified several basic stages 
during which Ethnic Politics was presented and standardized. After that, by analyz-
ing and examining the similarities, differences, and relevance of different stages and 
of different disciplinary norms, this paper clearly depicts the development course 
and direction of Ethnic Politics as a localized discipline in China.

Results and discussion

Building on the analysis of fundamental documents, as well as the statements of 
academic history on the development process of Ethnic Politics in China, the results 
of this study mainly confirm that Ethnic Politics in China is not a direct borrowed 
discipline from the West, but one constructed by native scholars in response to the 
need to resolve ethnic problems within the governance practices of multi-ethnic 
China. Therefore, it has always been a native discipline, localized to China.

In 1939, there was debate between Chinese intellectuals over whether the Chi-
nese Nation was a “unified one” or one comprising “multiple ethnic groups”. This 
debate was driven by the major challenges at that time, namely the external aggres-
sion and internal conflicts as well as the border crisis. This debate directly inspired 
Yang Chengzhi and Wu Wenzao’s attempt to create “Frontier Politics Studies” or 
Frontier Politics. In particular, Wu Wenzao’s conception of Frontier Politics, which 
combines the academic wisdom of both anthropology and politics, is rich in applica-
tion, and can be regarded as the origin of Ethnic Politics in China. Since the 1950s, 
the research field of Ethnic Theory has gradually taken shape in China’s mainland, 
which combines Marxist Ethnic Theory, the study of the CPC2’s ethnic policy, and 
the study and summary of the practical experiences of the newly-established Chi-
nese government in dealing with ethnic minority affairs. In the late 1970s, China 
entered an era of comprehensive reform and opening up and Ethnic Theory faced 
a series of topics such as ideological emancipation, knowledge renewal, and disci-
plinary transformation. Therefore, from the late 1980s to early 1990s, there were 
attempts to bridge the gap between Frontier Politics and Ethnic Theory, to “de-ide-
ologize” the accumulation of relevant knowledge of Ethnic Theory, and to construct 
the discipline system of “Political Ethnology” or Ethnic Politics on this basis. As 
one of the important developers of the Ethnic Politics discipline at this stage, Zhou 
Xing finished his doctoral thesis Essentials of Political Ethnology in 1989 and then 
published his work Ethnic Politics in 1993. About 10 years after the publication of 
Ethnic Politics, the constructive norms of Ethnic Politics in the book have been rec-
ognized by Chinese scholars from the fields of politics, ethnology and ethnic theory. 
At the beginning of the twenty-first century, political science has had a great impact 
on the disciplinary analysis of Ethnic Politics. Meanwhile, relevant domestic univer-
sities have successively opened courses on Ethnic Politics and set up doctoral and 

2  CPC: the Communist Party of China
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master’s programs in this field. This means that Ethnic Politics, as a local discipline 
born in China, has been established and incorporated into the system of national 
social sciences.

After the three stages of Frontier Politics, Ethnic Theory, and “Ethnic Politics”, 
“Ethnic Politics” in China has now reached maturity. It is not surprising at all to see 
that great importance has been attached to Ethnic Politics in China because it has 
provided the legitimate basis for China, as a multi-ethnic country, to devote itself 
to the construction of the “Chinese nation” and unity among all ethnic groups, and 
because it takes ethnic relations and ethnic affairs during this process as the basic 
research objects.

Frontier politics following the trend of the times

The 1911 Revolution led to the establishment of the Republic of China as a modern 
multi-ethnic state. After a series of trials and errors, the fundamental principle of 
“the Union of Five Ethnic Groups Under One Republic” was gradually established. 
In the first half of the twentieth century, however, China was faced with huge chal-
lenges brought about by external enemies and internal conflicts. Therefore, China 
had a number of urgent tasks: internally, to enhance national unity and the construc-
tion of the Chinese Nation; and externally, to fight against the imperialist aggression 
from abroad.

Before the establishment of the Republic of China, Liang Qichao had touched 
upon the concepts of a “Nation of China (Zhongguo Minzu)” and “Chinese Nation 
(Zhonghua Minzu)”. His basic idea was to “unite all ethnic groups within the coun-
try” (Liang 1903) so as to integrate and build a modern state on the basis of the 
“Union of all Ethnic Groups in China”. Based on a holistic perspective of Chi-
nese history, he gained a broad picture of the emergence and history of the Chi-
nese Nation, pointing out that “the Chinese Nation is actually formed by the inte-
gration of multiple ethnic groups” (Liang 1905), which has exerted a huge impact 
on later generations. Before and after the May Fourth Movement that took place 
in 1919, the concept of Chinese Nation, which takes all ethnic groups as a united 
whole, was gradually established because of the crisis caused by imperialism around 
China. The Japanese imperialist war of aggression against China and the separa-
tist plot against China further deepened the nation’s border crisis and worsened the 
existential threat faced by the Chinese Nation. At the same time, the common sense 
of national destiny shared by Chinese people of all ethnic groups has been unprec-
edentedly strengthened because of the common enemy of imperialism, which has 
contributed to the awakening of the Chinese nation as a whole, towards a national 
consciousness.

Against this backdrop, an academic debate over whether the Chinese Nation is 
a “unified one” or “multiple ethnic groups” took place among Chinese scholars in 
1939 (Zhou and Zhang 2007). After the Japanese invaders set up a separatist regime 
through the puppet “Manchukuo” and occupied North China, the “Grand Thai 
Nationalism” coveted China’s southwest frontier, which aroused the high vigilance 
of China’s intellectual circles. In fact, Fu Sinian had touched upon this issue earlier, 
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emphasizing that “the Chinese Nation is a united whole” (Fu 1935), which was not 
only a historical fact but also an existing reality. In 1939, Fu Sinian wrote a let-
ter to Gu Jiegang to promote this debate, which reflected his strong sense of crisis. 
He believed that we should no longer distinguish single “Ethnic Groups” within the 
Chinese Nation and highlight their differences; academia should instead carry for-
ward the concept of “the unified Chinese Nation” and prove that Han Chinese and 
ethnic minorities constitute a big family together. In response to Fu’s appeal, Gu 
Jiegang wrote an article to emphasize that “the Chinese Nation is a united whole” 
(Gu 1939). He proved his argument by elaborating on the long history of China: 
although the concept of the Chinese Nation did not emerge until recent times, its 
existence has been an undeniable historical fact. Gu Jiegang pointed out that, ethnic 
groups such as Mongols, Tibetans, Miao people, and Dai people should be placed 
under the framework of the Chinese Nation.

Unlike the above-mentioned views which aim to promote the holistic develop-
ment of the Chinese Nation from the country-level, some other opinions of anthro-
pologists or ethnologists represented by Wu Wenzao and Fei Xiaotong have been 
made from the perspective of academic research. Wu Wenzao once advocated “cul-
tural pluralism” and “political integration” (Wu 1939). Fei Xiaotong argued that 
states should not be equalized to cultures, languages, and races; to unite a country, 
we do not need to deny the fact that different cultures, languages, and races exist 
within the Chinese territory; to seek consensus on politics, we need to focus on 
eradicating political inequality rather than the boundaries of all ethnic groups. Fei 
wrote an article to analyze the concepts of state, nation, race, and clans. He believed 
that the solution to problems regarding ethnic groups was to allow “every segment 
constituting a country to enjoy equality”. Wu Wenzao and Fei Xiaotong believed 
that China was a multi-ethnic country and the Chinese Nation should include the 
ethnic groups living at the southwestern border; studies on the ethnic groups living 
around the borders would not necessarily weaken the identity of the Chinese Nation, 
but was beneficial to the making of a country’s ethnic policies (Fei 1939).

Such a discussion did not produce any clear conclusions at that time, nor did it 
polarize scholars on both sides. Instead, it resulted in a sound and healthy interac-
tion and stimulation of thought. Since then, how best to deal with the relationship 
between “one” and “many” for multi-ethnic China has become a common topic for 
Chinese historians, ethnologists, and anthropologists, leading to more thought-pro-
voking ideas among scholars. Half a century later, Fei Xiaotong delivered a famous 
speech titled “Unity of Pluralistic Society of the Chinese Nation” at Hong Kong 
Chinese University in 1988 (Fei 1989), which represented his lifelong studies on 
this issue.

It is fair to say that Fei Xiaotong’s theory of “Unity of Pluralistic Society of 
the Chinese Nation” has become the most recognized consensus on this issue 
among Chinese historians, ethnologists, and anthropologists (Zhou 2010). His 
speech has not only supported his own argument as an anthropologist and eth-
nologist, but also reflected the wisdom and achievements of archaeologists and 
historians. He has partially accepted some other scholars’ opinions including Gu 
Jiegang, and carefully thought about the academic approach of how to integrate 
opinions from both sides. He has also elaborated on the relations among multiple 
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ethnic groups in China in a systematic manner, and thoroughly demonstrated the 
“Unity of Pluralistic Society of the Chinese Nation” from a holistic perspective 
on history. His theory has fundamentally transformed the theoretical pattern of 
Social Darwinism in the fields of ethnology and cultural anthropology in China, 
and facilitated the transition of ethno-national studies from the “five stages of 
social formation” to the theory of “interaction among all ethnic groups” and the 
“shared historical dynamic model of multi-ethnic groups” (Wang 2007).

The academic discussion in 1939 highlighted the most urgent task for China at 
that time, which was to make a choice between “building a Nation” and “building 
Ethnic Groups”. This was a choice between sidestepping the constituent elements 
of the Chinese Nation – “ethnic groups” – to avoid forces with ulterior motives 
splitting China under the pretext of “National Self-determination”, or recognizing 
differences, giving support to ethnic minorities and safeguarding sovereignty by 
promoting equality (Tan 2021). However, this was not a black-or-white choice; 
rather, we needed a theory that incorporated the two sides into a whole. “Ethnic 
Minorities” and the “Chinese Nation” should be a pair of concepts that go hand 
in hand. We should not emphasize one and neglect the other. I believe there was a 
dilemma of “time difference” during the discussion of 1939. Those scholars who 
insisted on the “one” did not overlook the “many”; however, due to the crucial 
situation at that time, they had to prioritize the integration of “one” so as to help 
strengthen and save the country. Those who emphasized the “many” certainly 
understood that a country needs national integration, and they knew more clearly 
how to better achieve that goal – it needed to be done on the basis of equality 
among all ethnic groups. However, it would take more time and could only be 
done when security and peace were achieved within this country.

Yang Chengzhi summarized the differences and connections between the opin-
ions on both sides of the discussion. In Yang’s article, he discussed the “clas-
sification and relations of national policies and ethno-national studies”, and dis-
tinguished the “Ethnic Groups” in the field of ethno-national studies from the 
“Nation” in the field of national political power. His opinion can be concluded 
as follows: in a broad sense, the word “minzu” equals “nation” and “national-
ity”; while in a narrow sense, it refers to “ethnic group” or “ethnicity”, which is 
different from the political meaning of the nation, or nation in a broad sense. In 
1941, Yang Zhicheng published an article titled “Introduction to Frontier Poli-
tics Studies: ten basic terms and their meanings you should know first” (Yang 
1941). In this article, he illustrated that ethnology should play a leading role in 
China’s “Frontier Studies”, but multi-disciplinary participation is also necessary. 
Yang Chengzhi had a clear understanding of the necessity of uniting all ethnic 
groups with political power in a sovereign state. He clearly indicated that this is 
the general trend followed by all countries in the twentieth century, and China is 
no exception (Yang 1942). “Nation” is a political term that needs to be integrated 
by the state. It is independent from but closely related to the natural “ethnicity”. 
The construction of “nation” as political integration and ethnology as academic 
research can not only coexist but also be organically combined.

In 1942, Wu Wenzao published an article titled “Introduction to the study of 
frontier affairs”, which became the foundation work for the construction of Frontier 
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Politics (Wu 1942). At the end of 1940, Wu was appointed by the government of 
the Republic of China as a consultant in the advisory office, responsible for study-
ing ethnic, religious and educational issues in the border areas. He also served as 
the executive director of “Association of Frontier Politics” (Lin et al. 1990). He was 
directly involved in frontier affairs, participated in the initiation of the “Association 
of Frontier Politics”, and assisted in reviewing, writing and introducing manuscripts 
for the journal Public Forum on Frontier Politics. So naturally, he began to ponder 
over the disciplinary development of Frontier Politics. The concept of “Frontier Pol-
itics” came into being in China in earlier dynasties, and mainly referred to the gov-
ernance of imperial courts in borderland areas through a wide range of approaches. 
At the end of the Qing dynasty and the beginning of the Republic of China, issues 
regarding Frontier Politics became a hot topic due to the crises facing the country. 
From the perspective of academic history, “Frontier Politics Studies” in its early 
stage mainly refers to the studies on the history and geography of border areas; 
Frontier Politics in its later stage, however, as conceived by Wu Wenzao, needed the 
participation of multiple disciplines. Therefore, Frontier Politics was preliminarily 
established during the Republic of China against the backdrop of uniting and mobi-
lizing all ethnic groups to fight against foreign aggression. During the period of the 
Republic of China, Frontier Politics initially formed a border area study on a rich 
array of aspects, including the politics, history, geography, ethnic groups, cultures, 
and societies, which obviously has the attribute of multi-disciplinary cooperation 
(Wang 2014).

Frontier Politics is a localized effort by Chinese ethnologists during a specific 
historical context. For Wu Wenzao, the Sinicization of sociology and anthropol-
ogy, community research, and Frontier Politics are closely related to each other. He 
emphasizes the importance of “field investigation” and “field study”, and takes com-
munity research as the fundamental methodology of Frontier Politics. His arguments 
on Frontier Politics are quite convincing in terms of academic theory, attaching great 
importance to the applicability of ethnology and anthropology, as well as their com-
bination with politics. He clearly pointed out that the viewpoints of Frontier Politics 
come from both politics and anthropology: “The Introduction to Frontier Politics 
is mainly based on anthropological points of view and supplemented by political 
points of view.” Therefore, Frontier Politics focuses on anthropology and is sup-
plemented by politics, and conducts a comprehensive analysis in combination with 
many social sciences, so as to study the “politics, facts, systems, and administration 
of ethnic groups in border areas”. Wu Wenzao believed that, to study the politics 
in border areas, scholars have to study ethnic groups living there at the same time, 
which is also the underlying reason why Frontier Politics has to be discussed from 
the “anthropological aspect”. As Frontier Politics can provide “references for fron-
tier policies and improve the political system in border areas”, he advocated “using 
Frontier Politics as the basis to lay a foundation for making new frontier policies and 
facilitate the implementation of these policies”. Wu Wenzao argued that, Frontier 
Politics can help implement the promise of regional autonomy in China for all eth-
nic groups, as soon as the War of Resistance against Japanese Aggression is won, so 
that an emancipated and unified Chinese Nation will be formed and a multi-ethnic 
country will be established. This reflects the academic orientation of the Frontier 
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Politics created by Wu Wenzao, which centers on the consensus of achieving equal-
ity and unity between all ethnic groups as well as the unification of the whole coun-
try. It also showcases that he tried to use his academic research to understand and 
transform the Chinese society and improve the political system of China, as well 
as his ideal of realizing unification of the country, well-ordered administration and 
scientific policy-making in border areas, and indiscriminate equality and unity of all 
ethnic groups in China.

It is fair to say that Wu Wenzao’s “Introduction to the Study of Frontier Affairs” 
marks the birth of Ethnic Politics in China (Zhou 1997). Frontier Politics is actu-
ally a branch of political ethnology or Ethnic Politics. It is the earliest and relatively 
systematic record of the disciplinary system of political ethnology or Ethnic Politics 
throughout the history of ethnology and anthropology in China. Due to the regime 
change in 1949, the development of Frontier Politics in China’s mainland was forced 
to stop.3

From ethnic theory to ethnic politics

After the 1950s, due to drastic political and social changes, sociology, anthropol-
ogy and ethnology, including Frontier Politics, were neglected, rejected, and even 
canceled in China’s mainland. These disciplines were replaced by Historical Materi-
alism, Marx’s Theory of Social Formation, and “Ethnic Theory and Ethnic Policy”. 
The full name of “Ethnic Theory and Ethnic Policy” is “Marxist Ethnic Theory and 
Ethnic Policy of the Communist Party of China”, which is usually referred to as 
Ethnic Theory for short under many circumstances. In the ethnic work of the newly 
found People’s Republic of China and then in the relevant research in this regard, 
Ethnic Theory has soon occupied a crucial and guiding position.

During the Yan’an Period before the CPC established government (1935-
1948), the Party had carried out special research on “ethnic affairs”. After the 
founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, the CPC made prompt 
efforts to organize and conduct more large-scale and in-depth surveys and 
research on “ethnic affairs”, that is, the National Survey of Society and History 
of Chinese Ethnic Minorities (1956-1964). In the meanwhile, the CPC fully intro-
duced Marxist Ethnic Theory, including Stalin’s definition of ethnicity, Marx’s 
Theory of Social Formation,4 and the Soviet School of Ethnology (Yang 1984), 
and strived to combine such theories with its work on domestic ethnic affairs. 

3  Frontier Politics continued to develop in Taiwan after 1949, and it came to a stop when the Graduate 
Institute of China Border Areas Studies of National Chengchi University was renamed as the Graduate 
Institute of Nationalities Studies in 1990. However, Chinese Frontier Politics was redefined and inter-
preted in China’s mainland in the middle of twenty-first century. Please refer to: Wu Chuke, Chinese 
Frontier Politics, China Minzu University Press, 2005.
4  This is reflected in the grand survey of ethnic minorities’ society and history, during which the “Primi-
tive society survey outline”, “Slave society survey outline”, and “Feudal society survey outline” were 
formed respectively. Please refer to The Social and Historical Survey of Chinese Minorities (Part 2) 
Selected Documents edited by the Museum of Ethnic Cultures of Minzu University of China, Xueyuan 
Publishing House, 2018.
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As a result, the academic field of Ethnic Theory with Chinese characteristics has 
gradually taken shape.

Although many of the practitioners mentioned above who personally took part in 
the National Survey had realized that their work was closely related to ethnic poli-
tics, and should by nature belong to the discipline of “ethnic political science”, they 
failed to contribute to any discussions on disciplinary development when ethnology 
and anthropology were criticized at that time. From the 1950s to the 1980s, when 
ethnology and anthropology were gradually included into “ethno-national studies 
(study on Minzu/ethnicity)”, once again Ethnic Theory gradually possessed the spe-
cial status of the leading field of ethno-national studies.

The field of Ethnic Theory has two characteristics. On the one hand, it contains 
the rich and valuable knowledge accumulated in Ethnic Theory research, ethnic 
policy research, and practices in handling ethnic affairs. To understand the ethnic 
issues and policies in China, we should start from this field. On the other hand, it 
synchronizes with the ideological Left-wing Views in China’s society over the past 
decades, featuring many dogmatic factors. Therefore, many discourses in this field 
either simply reread the remarks of the classic Marxist writers, or interpreted the 
spirit of the instructions of the CPC and the state leaders’ guiding principles on 
handling ethnic affairs.

Since the 1980s, China has entered a new era of comprehensive reform and open-
ing up, people’s minds have been further emancipated, and academic research has 
become increasingly active. Against such a backdrop, sociology and anthropology 
have returned to the centre-stage and have been rebuilt. Moreover, the academic 
fields related to ethno-national studies have all entered a new stage of discipline con-
struction and comprehensive development. This is also true for Ethnic Theory. After 
the “Left-wing Views” were corrected, ethnic policies centered on regional ethnic 
autonomy were fully restored and implemented. New opportunities emerged for the 
development of Ethnic Theory. At that time, the most important topic for Ethnic 
Theory was to eradicate the negative effects of dogmatism and Left-wing Views, 
and to consider the relations of Ethnic Theory with other relevant academic fields. 
When it came to the late 1990s, problems in Ethnic Theory were further revealed 
and the discipline could hardly meet the requirements of handling ethnic affairs, 
as the government was devoted to fully building China into a modern multi-ethnic 
country. For example, Ethnic Theory over-emphasized the ethnicity definition of 
the “Four Commons (common geographic location, common language, common 
economic life, common culture/psychology)” in an essentialist way, which tends 
to believe that ethnic boundaries have been clear and fixed since ancient times (He 
2019). In addition, it actually overemphasized the division and differentiation of the 
ethnic groups, which contributed to the solidification of the Chinese citizens’ ethnic 
identity. The biggest problem in Ethnic Theory is that when talking about “ethnic 
affairs” in China, it focuses on ethnic minorities only and overlooks the majority 
– the Han Chinese. Moreover, it seldom touches upon other theoretical and practical 
issues of great significance such as the construction of “Nation” (the community of 
the Chinese Nation) and national identity.

On May 13-14, 1987, the Second Symposium of Young Ethnic Theorists was 
held in Beijing, which focused on demonstrating the status of Ethnic Theory as an 
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independent discipline. At the meeting, Zhou Xing proposed the opinion that, if Eth-
nic Theory must be called an independent discipline, it might as well be positioned 
as “political ethnology or Ethnic Politics”. Zhou Xing believed that, if Ethnic The-
ory could break the shackles of dogmatism and build on the community research 
conducted in different ethnic areas of China, it would surely become “political 
ethnology”. Later on, Zhou Xing followed this direction to write his doctoral dis-
sertation, trying to reintegrate and transform the knowledge of Ethnic Theory into 
“political ethnology” in a systematic manner. In his “Introduction to the Study of 
Frontier Politics”, Wu Wenzao raised “two viewpoints”, namely the “political point 
of view” and “anthropological point of view”, which directly or indirectly affected 
Zhou Xing’s basic conception of political ethnology. To this end, he wrote a special 
chapter “From Frontier Politics to Political Ethnology” in his dissertation. In this 
sense, Zhou Xing’s development of political ethnology was inspired by and origi-
nated from Wu Wenzao’s Frontier Politics.

The basic research problem to be solved in Zhou Xing’s doctoral dissertation is 
to reconstruct Ethnic Theory into “Political Ethnology” on the basis of Chinese Eth-
nic Theory at that time and absorbing the academic wisdom of both Ethnology and 
political science, to conduct a preliminary and systematic demonstration of “politi-
cal ethnology” being established as a discipline. Furthermore, the dissertation aims 
to identify the objects and topics of Political Ethnology, and to establish the state-
ment framework for Chinese Political Ethnology, allowing is to cover the basic 
scope of Ethnic Theory, so as to greatly improve and bring sufficient attention to the 
theoretical views, knowledge, wisdom, and experiences of Chinese Ethnic Theory. 
Zhou Xing believes that the Ethnic Theory in the new era should keep pace with the 
times in a scientific manner, and “Political Ethnology” is a meaningful attempt in 
this respect (Zhou 1988, 1989).

From 1989 to 1992, Zhou Xing’s point of view was transformed from Political 
Ethnology towards Ethnic Politics, and he tended to describe the disciplinary recon-
struction of Ethnic Theory as Ethnic Politics. He made this change mainly for two 
reasons: first, it would be easier to accurately illustrate the knowledge contained in 
Ethnic Theory if it was expressed as Ethnic Politics; second, in the late 1980s and 
the mid-1990s, foreign books and essays on cultural anthropology and ethnology 
were translated into Chinese and introduced to China at a large scale, which would 
definitely lead to discussions on the relation between cultural anthropology and 
ethnology in China. Considering the academic atmosphere in China at that time, it 
was clear that the relation between Political Ethnology and Political Anthropology 
would be a topic impossible to avoid.

Influenced by the work of identifying ethnic minorities (1953-1965 and 1979) 
and the Soviet School of Ethnology, the Chinese ethnologists have gradually formed 
the habitual consciousness to conduct their research according to a certain ethnic 
division (Zhou 2008), which has helped form an intermingled relationship with 
ethno-national studies and Ethnic Theory. Since the 1990s, Chinese ethnologists 
have long reflected on the limitations posed by highlighting “Minzu/Ethnic Groups” 
while neglecting “cultures”. In particular, the introduction of the “Ethnic Groups 
Theory” has relativized the definitions of “Ethnic Groups” in the fields of ethno-
national studies and Ethnic Theory, making ethnology return to cultural studies or 
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move towards social and cultural anthropology. Some senior ethnologists includ-
ing Yang Kun argued that, “Political Ethnology” is “political anthropology” (Yang 
1984). Zhou Xing used to include Western political anthropology among the aca-
demic resources which Chinese Political Ethnology can learn from and interact 
with, and listed “Ethnic Political Life” as a research subject of Political Ethnology. 
However, the Western political anthropology has a complicated background of colo-
nialism, and has a knowledge genealogy unlike that of the Chinese Ethnic Theory. 
Given that Ethnic Theory is based on the political reality shared by all ethnic groups 
in China, it is necessary to deal with the complicated ethnic political issues that exist 
in multi-ethnic China. This makes is difficult to form a consistent relationship with 
the Western political anthropology. To avoid any confusion around the relationship 
between Political Anthropology and Political Ethnology in the new academic envi-
ronment, Zhou Xing gradually tends to use the definition and expression of “Eth-
nic Politics”. He has realized that illustrating Ethnic Politics from the perspective 
of political science is easier for the readers to understand, and will also facilitate 
the healthy dialogue with Ethnic Theory. Compared with “political ethnology”, the 
expression of “Ethnic Politics” is more suitable for us to establish this discipline.

Ethnic Politics, which was extracted and adapted from my doctoral dissertation 
(Zhou 1993), was published in September 1993. As the first monograph in China on 
Ethnic Politics written in Chinese, it has received due attention and positive com-
ments from academia and has been gradually acknowledged by fellow researchers. 
Some Minzu universities have used it as a textbook, and some teachers from other 
universities have also included it in the list of teaching materials for political anthro-
pology or ethnology.

The establishment and development of ethnic politics

From 1987 to 2000, the disciplinary ideas and preliminary framework of Ethnic Pol-
itics were gradually accepted by Chinese academic circles. Some scholars of Ethnic 
Theory held a positive view on Ethnic Politics, deeming it constructive to the aca-
demic development of Ethnic Theory. Meanwhile, similar expressions and related 
research from the field of politics also stood out. Although many scholars did not use 
the term “ethnic politics” during this period, their research undoubtedly belonged 
to the category of Ethnic Politics, for example, research on the integration of the 
political rights of ethnic minorities into the democratic political system of modern 
states from the perspective of Mexican ethnic studies (Zhu 1994), research on ethnic 
processes and ethnic political processes (Wang 1997, 1998), research on inter-ethnic 
politics (Chen 1996), and research on the political culture of ethnic minorities (Zhou 
1994). It is fair to say that these achievements are the major academic gains accumu-
lated by Ethnic Politics in China.

After entering the twenty-first century, Ethnic Politics has gained strong sup-
port from the field of politics. After the reform and opening up in China, politics, 
together with sociology and ethnology, has seen great opportunities for growth, 
including the growth of various branches of politics. Ethnic Politics was intro-
duced as a new subdiscipline of politics, which has been fairly logical since the very 
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beginning. From the perspective of politics, Zhou Ping has made great contributions 
to the constructive demonstration of Ethnic Politics as a discipline. From 2000 to 
2003, Zhou Ping published a series of monographs on Ethnic Politics (Zhou 2000, 
2001, 2003a), which reflected his accumulation of knowledge in this field. In Intro-
duction to Ethnic Politics (Zhou 2001) and Ethnic Politics (Zhou 2003a, b), Zhou 
Ping systematically analyzed the basic concepts, categories, and positions of Ethnic 
Politics, and holds that Ethnic Politics, from the perspective of politics, takes ethnic 
political life and ethnic political phenomena as the research targets. He comprehen-
sively standardized the main dimensions of ethnic political life, while analyzing the 
generative mechanism and evolution of ethnic political issues, thus contributing to 
the constructive statement of the basic framework of Ethnic Politics. He also argued 
that the research target of Ethnic Politics, as a subdiscipline of politics, is the ethnic 
political life and ethnic political phenomena; and that the disciplinary basis of Eth-
nic Politics is rooted in the foundation of politics rather than ethnology. That is why 
it is called “Ethnic Politics” instead of “Political Ethnology” (Zhou 2003b).

Zhou Ping’s expounding of Ethnic Politics has continuously strengthened the nar-
rative from politics and the disciplinary position of politics. When his Ethnic Poli-
tics (Second Edition) (Zhou 2007) was published in 2007, it greatly supplemented or 
strengthened the content on ethnic political behavior and ethnic political evolution. 
Following his dissertation in 2003, after a gap of 16 years, Zhou Ping wrote another 
article to discuss the discipline development of Ethnic Politics, pointing out that 
Ethnic Politics, as an emerging discipline, originated from the study of ethnic politi-
cal issues in China. He argued that Ethnic Politics, as an ethnic political knowledge 
system, resulted from the development of political science as a discipline in China 
since the reform and opening up, and that it was not only founded in China, but has 
also achieved great progress in China (Zhou 2019).

Meanwhile, it should be mentioned that during the period from 2001 to 2003, 
Zhu Lun published several crucial works on the theoretical research of Ethnic Poli-
tics5 (Zhu 2001, 2002; Zhou 2003a, b). Zhu Lun’s research on Ethnic Politics has a 
clear theoretical proposition. His “theory of jointnomy6 among the ethno-national 
communities” and profound insights on the relationship between autonomy and co-
governance, including his reflection on the Western classical ethnic political theory, 
can be regarded as a major outcome of China’s study of ethnic politics. Zhu Lun’s 
monograph Co-governance among the Ethnic-national Communities: A New Prop-
osition on the Ethnic-National Politics is a high-level monograph on Ethnic Poli-
tics (Zhu 2012). He pointed out that there lacks a basic consensus on the concept 
of Minzu (民族) among Chinese scholars, as many of them translated the English 
terms “nation” and “nationality” in Western nationalist theory, “ethnos” and “eth-
nic group” in anthropology, and even “people” in history and politics into the same 
Chinese word Minzu (民族), which can also be understood as “multi-ethnic national 
community”. This situation has not only affected international academic exchanges 

5  Zhu Lun was then the head of the world Ethnic Study Department of the Institute of Ethnology and 
Anthropolgy, Chinese Academy of social sciences.
6  Corresponding to the word “autonomy”, Zhu Lun created a new word: jointnomy, which has almost the 
same meaning as “co-governance”.
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and often led to misunderstandings, but has also had a negative impact on the devel-
opment of China’s theoretical system of ethnic politics. After abstracting the Chi-
nese word “Minzu”, Zhu Lun translated it into “ethno-national community”. He 
believed that, when dealing with ethnic issues, contemporary multi-ethnic countries 
must shake off the traditional “nation-state” and “ethnic autonomy” views, and dis-
card the ideological opposition that tends to result in polarization between ethnic 
separatism and ethnic assimilation. He put forward a brand-new proposition of “co-
governance among the ethno-national communities” as a norm of ethnic political 
life in multi-ethnic countries, regarding it as a means of good governance for ethnic 
relations in multi-ethnic countries. In his view, this can help effectively ease the ten-
sion between ethnic politics of difference and national sovereignty, and also success-
fully resolve the conflict between safeguarding the individual rights of citizens and 
protecting national collective rights and interests.

In 2003, Minzu University of China independently offered a doctoral program 
in Ethnic Politics, while obtaining the right to grant a master’s degree in this major. 
From the late twentieth century to the early twenty-first century, some scholars in the 
field of Ethnic Theory in this university began to accept the the nomenclature Eth-
nic Politics, and quickly established an academic team. Qing Jue is a representative 
scholar, who began ethnic politics studies with the educational background of Eth-
nic Theory, making great contributions to China’s Ethnic Politics. Since 2013, Stud-
ies of Ethno-National Politics (Volume 1-5), issued under Qing Jue’s general editor-
ship, has been published, incorporating a large number of papers on Ethnic Politics 
to a high standard. The academic goal of the Studies of Ethno-National Politics is 
to make a continuous, comprehensive and in-depth observation and hold academic 
debate on the research targets, core issues and research methodology related to Eth-
nic Politics. In addition to demonstrating and explaining ethnic political appeals at 
different levels, it also aims to build a platform for dialogue between different ethnic 
political discourses, and strengthen academic autonomy and confidence in research 
on Ethnic Politics. In recent years, Qing Jue has published several papers on the 
discipline development of Ethnic Politics, drawing extensive attention among peers 
(Qing 2013, 2014, 2016). He argued that, since the 1990s, after more than 30 years 
of exploration and development, China’s Ethnic Politics has shaped a diversified 
research system based on politics and ethnology, and achieved fruitful results in the 
fields of multi-ethnic state theory, ethnic political development, ethnic political cul-
ture, ethnic political participation, inter-ethnic democracy, and cross-border ethnic 
groups. Qing Jue pointed out that, since China, as a multi-ethnic country, is in a 
critical period of social transformation, we should also explore new a path of ethnic 
politics research from the aspects of ethnic power and ethnic rights, ethnic political 
participation under the democratic framework, nationalism, and cross-border ethnic 
issues. Finally, we should build a disciplinary knowledge system with Chinese char-
acteristics and theoretical significance for solving practical problems.

Based on the actual process of academic history mentioned above, Chinese Eth-
nic Politics is not so much derived from the internal construction of politics as from 
the discipline transformation of Ethnic Theory. Since the late 1990s, some univer-
sities in China have offered related courses of Ethnic Politics in the Department 
of Politics or the Department of Ethnology, especially in majors related to Ethnic 
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Theory, which also shows the close relationship between Ethnic Politics and Ethnic 
Theory.

Core research subjects of ethnic politics

In addition to the contributions made by scholars from such higher education institu-
tions as Yunnan University and Minzu University of China, the scholar group from 
the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences,7 
has also focused on in-depth research on inter-ethnic politics since the 1990s, and 
later published a series of significant academic results in the field of Ethnic Politics 
during the twenty-first century (Wang 2004, 2011a, b; Wang et al. 2004; Chen and 
Zhou 2010; Yan 2011). Their studies feature broad academic vision and are full of 
academic rationality. In particular, they have conducted multi-dimensional analyses 
on different aspects of inter-ethnic relations and integration of inter-ethnic politics, 
which not only include the expansion of ethnic political theory, but also analyze and 
investigate inter-ethnicity politics in China and abroad. Thanks to their perseverance 
and efforts, the research subject of inter-ethnic politics has now been highly rec-
ognized by the academic fields of Ethnic Theory, politics and ethnology, making 
remarkable contributions to Chinese Ethnic Politics.

Great progress has been made in Ethnic Politics over the past 30 years. Not only 
have its research themes been progressively diversified, breakthroughs have also been 
made in the discipline’s core issues. Its greatest contribution has been to demonstrate 
and promote the legitimacy of the “nation” (Chinese nation) building and national inte-
gration of multi-ethnic China. From the perspective of nation building in the modern 
state of the People’s Republic of China, the discipline has made many attempts along 
the path to unite all ethnic groups to become the Chinese nation, gaining both experi-
ence and lessons. For example, there were obvious limitations in the research of Ethnic 
Theory field before the late 1980s. These studies basically did not involve the topic of 
the main ethnic group, nor did they explore the significance of national integration and 
the community of Chinese nation. These studies only focused on ethnic issues with 
regard to ethnic minorities. It was not until Fei Xiaotong put forward the theory of 
Unity of Pluralistic Society that the importance of building the community of the Chi-
nese nation and unifying national identity in multi-ethnic China became the consensus 
of academia and the whole society. The direction of Fei’s theory is quite clear, which is 
based on the basic reality that China is not only home to numerous “small traditions” 
of ethnic groups, local and folk cultures, but also has a more broad-based and shared 
“great tradition of history and culture”. Therefore, we should actively promote national 
identity while taking into account cultural diversity at the same time.

In the dimension of establishing unity between all ethnic groups in China, that is, the 
Chinese Nation, Ethnic Politics takes the consciousness of a community of the Chinese 
nation and its construction as an important concern for observing and studying ethnic 

7  Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (IEA, CASS): the key 
institution of China’s ethno-national studies, formerly named The Institute of Ethnicity Studies prior to 
October, 2002.
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issues, and provides academic support and strong argumentation for the establishment 
of an institutional system and governance model that can effectively maintain the har-
monious relations of all ethnic groups in a multi-ethnic country and can continuously 
enhance the national identity of all ethnic groups. The core research subject for Chinese 
Ethnic Politics is the relationship between the multi-ethnic country and ethnic groups, 
from the state’s perspective, which means how to address inter-ethnic relationships and 
ethnic issues in a multi-ethnic society. Evidently, we must fully affirm the significance 
of the Chinese nation, which is composed of all citizens and supports the multi-ethnic 
country (Zhou 2019). In other words, the theoretical discussion of ethnic politics has 
remarkably changed the discourse system of the “state”, “citizen” and “nation”, which 
were long underappreciated and ignored in Chinese ethno-national studies.

In 2018, the “Chinese Nation” was officially written into the newly-revised 
Constitution, all of which signifies that multi-ethnic China needs to strengthen the 
political identity of all its citizens to the Chinese nation. For a long period of time, 
many people, misled by the nation-centered ethnic theory in Western countries, are 
prone to embrace biases against China’s measures to implement national integration, 
smearing it by the accusation of ethnic assimilation. However, all multi-ethnic coun-
tries in the world are advancing national integration in the process of moderniza-
tion, why shouldn’t multi-ethnic China do the same thing? Therefore, Ethnic Politics 
bears a duty to clearly explain its principles in this respect, especially regarding eth-
nic political theories in multi-ethnic countries, which are different from the theory of 
the nation-states. This will by no means encroach on the political, social and cultural 
interests and rights of different ethnicities, ethnic minorities in particular. Instead, it 
is exactly what Ethnic Politics has long been striving for to develop a sound relation-
ship between national integration, “nation” building and the participation of ethinc 
minorities in social and political affairs.

Academic research focusing on Chinese Ethnic Policies, with its grounding in the 
basic facts of ethnic relationships in multi-ethnic China, has occupied a predomi-
nant position within the existing academic achievements of Ethnic Politics. The fine-
tuning and improvement of Chinese ethnic policies in the new era have become the 
focal point of Ethnic Politics (Luo and Xu 1999; Li 2009; Peng and Li 2014; Pan 
2016). Although many disputes do exist due to different standpoints, perspectives 
and methodologies, in-depth discussion from the perspective of Ethnic Politics has 
gradually become the mainstream of academic circles in China.

Conclusion

Some scholars believe that, from the perspective of the discipline’s source, Chi-
nese Ethnic Politics was introduced from the West, as it was originally the result 
of research by European and American scholars on international migrants (Zhu 
2012). However, in terms of the origin and development of the discipline in 
China, it was not a borrowed discipline from any other countries, but a native, 
self-contained field of knowledge born in China. We can say that politics and 
ethnology were both introduced from other countries, but not Frontier Politics, 
because it was actually conceived by Wu Wenzao. We can also say that Marxist 
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Ethnic Theory was borrowed from other countries, but not China’s Ethnic Poli-
cies, because they were gradually established during the social reform and devel-
opment process of China’s multi-ethnic society. In the late 1980s and early 
1990s, although referring to some relevant foreign knowledge and information, 
Zhou Xing’s conception and disciplinary design of political ethnology and Eth-
nic Politics were definitely not simply the introduction of Western ethnic politics, 
but mainly based on China’s existing Ethnic Theory. In other words, Zhou Xing 
based his studies on the Chinese experience of governing a multi-ethnic country, 
and the academic achievements made by Chinese scholars over the years in Eth-
nic Politics and Ethnic Policies.

Ethnic Politics in China is a product “created” by native scholars (Lu and Huang 
2010). When Zhou Xing conceived of this concept, he knew about the existence of 
Political Anthropology in the West, and tried to acculturate it to “Political Ethnol-
ogy”. However, the disciplinary development finally moved towards Ethnic Politics, 
which bears little relation to Western Political Anthropology. At the beginning of 
the twenty-first century, some political scientists also made arguments around Eth-
nic Politics. Except for some terms borrowed from political science, the discipli-
nary framework and structural system were basically created by Chinese scholars. 
Hence, it is appropriate to ascribe Ethnic Politics with a Chinese academic geneal-
ogy, which is based on the practices of handling ethnic affairs in the multi-ethnic 
country of China, and has been established as a discipline on the basis of Chinese 
native scholars’ creativity and development (Qing 2013).

Some scholars have written articles on the three approaches to understanding 
Chinese Ethnic Politics, namely the approach of politics, the approach of ethnol-
ogy, and the approach of local Ethnic Theory (Yan and Jiang 2015). This point of 
view has urged us to consider the possibility that Chinese Ethnic Politics may, and 
can, take more than one form. On the basis of acknowledging that Ethnic Politics 
in China has received more powerful arguments from politics, and Ethnic Politics 
in China is a branch of “political science” focused on ethnic phenomena, it may be 
meaningful to probe into the possibilities of Ethnic Politics.

From the perspective of political science, Ethnic Politics was established as a 
branch of politics by using the conceptual tools, research methods and paradigms of 
politics to focus on political phenomena among ethnic groups, as well as the politi-
cal attributes of ethnic relations and affairs – which is completely appropriate, since 
Ethnic Politics has been regarded as a new academic point of growth that is full 
of vitality in Chinese political science (Wang 2011a, b). However, when we take 
its process of formation into consideration, many will hold different opinions on 
whether Ethnic Politics should be interpreted as only an internal branch of politics. 
Gao Yongjiu positions his Overview on Ethnic Politics (Gao et al. 2008) as a basic 
course on an Ethnology major, meaning that Ethnic Politics constitutes an essential 
part of the disciplinary system of ethnology.

In fact, some scholars also view Ethnic Politics as a branch discipline of eth-
nology. They believe that it was produced during the development of ethnology 
with Chinese characteristics. In other words, they tend to interpret the viewpoints 
of Ethnic Politics from the perspective of ethnology (Zhou and Ma 2018). For 
a long time, ethnology or anthropology (especially Political Anthropology) has 
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contributed greatly to the discussion of “ethnic political life”, the political sys-
tems of different ethnic groups, ethnic group politics, nationalism, and other 
related issues. The above-mentioned major academic achievements relating to the 
building of the nation of the multi-ethnic China (the Chinese Nation) can exem-
plify how contributions from ethno-national studies, anthropology, and histori-
ography are on a par with those from politics. Needless to say, anthropology or 
political anthropology have their own characteristics with regard to studies on 
ethnic political life, the identities of ethnic groups, nationalism, and other related 
issues, but neither is sufficient to fulfill the disciplinary goals of Ethnic Politics. 
Therefore, while acknowledging that ethnology is one of the major approaches, 
Zhou Xing agrees that “Ethnic Politics” is more suitable than “Political Ethnol-
ogy” for the name of this discipline. In addition to the different approaches and 
the different disciplinary backgrounds, the name of this sub-discipline has not yet 
been unified. Some scholars use “Chinese Ethnic Theory and political studies”, 
“ethnic development politics” (Yu and Yu 2008), or “Chinese Frontier Politics” 
(Wu 2008). Obviously, it is necessary for us to recognize the existence of “plural” 
Ethnic Politics and maintain the openness of Chinese Ethnic Politics.

Established during the reform and opening up, Chinese Ethnic Politics has 
been deeply rooted in the ethnic political life of multi-ethnic China and the many 
practices used in implementing policies to handle different kinds of ethnic affairs. 
Building on the substantial academic achievements that have been made over the 
past century, Ethnic Politics can not only provide interpretations and solutions for 
a range of ethnic phenomena and issues that have emerged in multi-ethnic China, 
this discipline can also contribute to the exchanges and dialogue with Western 
ethnic politics on an equal footing. On the one hand, it is important to vigorously 
promote the theoretical development of Ethnic Politics with China’s unique char-
acteristics as a multi-ethnic country. On the other hand, we should base our stud-
ies on China’s realities and conduct research on the related ethnic affairs of other 
countries. While learning from the valuable academic achievements made by for-
eign scholars, we should also make our own theoretical contributions, which can 
be universally interpreted and applied for human society. This is precisely what 
Ethnic Politics should aim to achieve in China as a discipline.
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