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In this monograph, Elena Barabantseva studies the role of overseas Chinese 
and ethnic minorities in the national modernisation project of the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC). 2e connection between the overseas Chinese 
and ethnic minorities of the PRC may not seem that apparent at 3rst sight; 
however, Barabantseva convincingly writes about the relevance of these two 
groups within the development discourse of the PRC. Rather than taking 
the overseas Chinese or the Chinese ethnic minorities as the subject of her 
inquiry, Barabantseva examines how the state discourse of the PRC employs 
both multicultural and ethnocentric ideas in order to incorporate both the 
overseas Chinese and the ethnic minorities within the domain of the Chinese 
nation-state. 2e government, for instance, wishes to attract the overseas 
Chinese as the vanguards of its modernisation project because of their 
economic success abroad. On the 4ipside of the modernisation project are the 
ethnic minorities, who are mostly seen as a group of economic and cultural 
laggards – and therefore in need of state support and development. Building 
on an analysis of government policies, o5cial documents, academic texts, 
and interviews with Chinese o5cials and scholars, Barabantseva not only 
shows deep insight in how the Chinese development discourse challenges 
established ideas of modernisation in the developed world, but also provides 
us with an idea of how the Chinese nation-state manages transnational or 
even transcultural ideas.
 One of the main narrative threads tying the book together is 
Barabantseva’s discursive analysis of the word minzu 民族, namely on how its 
meaning and scope changed throughout the 20th century. As Barabantseva 
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explains in chapter 1 and 2, minzu was originally used during the late 
Qing-dynasty to introduce the concept of a “Chinese nation”. 2e debate 
on the Chinese nation and its dissemination amongst Chinese intellectuals 
subsequently formed the foundation of the Republic of China. In its early 
incarnation, minzu strictly meant the “Han population” and not the “Chinese 
race”. However, the Communist Party stripped the word of its racialist 
meaning and used it in a fashion similar to the Soviet concept of naradnost – 
which roughly translates to “ethnic group” or “nation”. In theory this meant 
adopting “scienti3c” and “objective” methods to di6erentiate between the 
di6erent kinds (or groups) of minzu. In practice, this meant identifying 
ethnicities that have yet to reach the level of economic development of their 
peers, which, in the case of China, meant the dominant Han population by 
default. Not entirely coincidentally, “the cultural and historical relation with 
the Han people” served as one of the ethnic markers of the minority groups 
found in the PRC. Within domestic context, minzu would henceforth refer 
to the various ethnicities of the Chinese nation. 
 With the ethnic boundaries o5cially demarcated, minzu in its 
broadest meaning meant the “multi-nation state of China” (zhonghua minzu 
中华民族). Conversely, minzu in its narrowest meaning roughly translates 
to “ethnic minority” (shaoshu minzu 少数民族).  However, regardless of the 
ideological baggage attached to the word, minzu never ever really lost its 
original racialist meaning of a Han-centric Chinese race based on the “right 
of blood” (in sociological terms called the principle of jus sanguinis). As 
Barabantseva keenly observes, the communist state handily deployed the early 
republican discourse of minzu in order to appeal to the nationalist sentiments 
of overseas Chinese. Vying for the knowledge and capital of wealthy overseas 
Chinese in Southeast Asia, the Communist Party used “patriotic love for 
the homeland” as a veiled rhetoric to bridge the schism between ideological 
principles and economic need during the early nation-building years. 2e 
Cultural Revolution proved to be a major impediment for attracting foreign 
capital, but when Deng Xiaoping became the paramount leader of the PRC, 
the Chinese government quickly re-established international relations for 
the purpose of attracting foreign investments for its economic reforms. In 
the decades following the economic reform, there remained virtually little 
to no ideological opposition to receiving Chinese capital from overseas. 
Having forsaken its communist roots in exchange for a newfound love 
of the nationalist rhetoric from the early Republic of China, the Chinese 
government once again called upon the support of patriotic overseas Chinese 
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for restoring the Chinese nation to its former glory in the world. 
 What Barabantseva shows through her analysis is how the concept 
of minzu embraces both multiculturalism and ethnocentrism, and uni3es the 
nation in the domestic sphere as well as the transnational sphere (p. 45). What 
Barabantseva calls “(a policy of ) domestic cosmopolitanism” is essentially a 
plural cross-cultural policy within the domestic sphere; the Chinese promote 
an identity with which each and every ethnic group within the nation-state 
could identify regardless of their cultural or ethnic demarcation. “Ethnic 
internationalism” is its exact opposite; the Chinese state uses the notion of 
ethnicity or race as the single basis of the Chinese identity to appeal to a 
speci3c type of people living outside its national border, namely the overseas 
Han Chinese. 
 Further setting the overseas Chinese and ethnic minorities apart 
is their role in the development discourse of the PRC: the former group 
“contributes” greatly to the modernisation of the nation, whereas the latter 
“needs” modernising before the nation can truly call itself a developed country. 
2e contrast in attitudes is re4ected in the basis on which overseas Chinese and 
ethnic minorities enjoy special privileges. Overseas Chinese, in spite of being 
foreign nationals, enjoy “extraterritorial rights and privileges” equal or greater 
to Chinese citizens because the state views this as necessary to attract them 
to the Chinese cause. Ethnic minorities, on the other hand, get “preferential 
treatment” from the state purely on the basis of their perceived backwardness 
in underdeveloped areas. Should they leave their home area, however, then 
the ethnic minority would forfeit all their special rights. 2is exempli3es the 
argument of Barabantseva: the Chinese national identity cannot transcend 
the notion that some ethnic identities are considered superior to other ethnic 
identities because the Han identity remains the yardstick for comparison. 
2is also evokes a Catch-22 situation, for if the political discourse were to 
discount the notion that Han culture is all but the most representative of 
Chinese society, the Chinese state would e6ectively alienate the overseas 
Chinese, let alone the domestic Han population.
 Barabantseva further discusses Chinese scholars who criticise the 
Chinese government on this point (p. 133-134). 2ey argue that current 
domestic problems with ethnic minorities arise from the fact that the Chinese 
government has failed to create a true transcultural national identity that 
could unify the overseas ethnic minorities of China. Barabantseva questions 
whether this notion of a transcultural Chinese identity would actually help 
resolve current ethnic con4icts in the PRC. 2is would, for example, also 
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open up the question of which ethnic minority “rightfully” belong to which 
country when said ethnic minority falls under the formal sovereignty of a 
di6erent country. Another reason why this is not realistic, as Barabantseva 
points out, is because the entire rationale of the state government for calling 
out to overseas Chinese is to make use of their economic capital and to win 
support for its One-China cause; not for the purpose of jeopardising bilateral 
relations.
 Barabantseva also notes how the current hegemonic discourse su6ers 
from a mode of thought that stresses economic development as the panacea 
to all social problems. In her discussion of the Chinese scholar He Chuanqi 
and his theory of the Second Modernisation, Barabantseva notes how this 
development theory evolved out of a discourse that styled itself on Deng 
Xiaoping-theory. 2is theory rejects so-called western development theories 
because they fail to take the “unique” development progress of the PRC into 
account. However, Barabantseva criticises this theory for not providing a real 
alternative to western theories of development (p. 68-69). 2is theory stresses 
the uniqueness of the Chinese-centric development model by simply ignoring 
similarities found in neighbouring countries and explicitly calls itself non-
western, which, according to Barabantseva, borders on self-orientalisation. 
She notes how the discourse of development and modernisation – promoted 
by the government – is blindly embraced by scholars from both the Han 
population as well as the ethnic minorities. But Barabantseva stresses that 
this is in fact a discourse in “denigrating and subordinating cultural diversity” 
(p. 99). What remains is an idolisation of the “modern lifestyle” found in 
developed countries and a rejection of cultural diversity in the quest for 
development and modernity.
 In this book, Barabantseva has laid the theoretical groundwork for 
potential research in the future. 2is book primarily focuses only on the 
perspective of the state, but the glimpses that Barabantseva provides us on the 
public side of the story reveals a society where its ethnic politics has created 
an increasingly unequal situation. Ethnic minorities might enjoy rights 
greater than the Han population, but some of the ethnic minorities opt to 
relinquish their rights precisely for economic reasons, while others relinquish 
it out of fear for social prosecution. On the other side of the equation are the 
overseas Chinese who, apart from foreign citizenship, have extraterritorial 
rights similar or equal to those of a Chinese citizen. 2ere are hints, however, 
that the Chinese public is turning against the overseas Chinese because of 
a perception of unwarranted wealth and privilege. What the future might 
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hold for the overseas Chinese and the ethnic minorities living in the PRC is 
uncertain at best, but Barabantseva’s book is nevertheless a reminder for us to 
be on the lookout for potential problems on the Chinese road to modernity.
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