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Historical Tradition and Constructing Modernity:

“Miao Discourse” in the Late Qing Dynasty’s National Transformation
Wu Xin-xuan~

Abstract

The “Miao,” associated with the Chiyou HOL, Jiuli JUER, and Sanmiao =1
tribes, within Confucian philosophy is oppositional in terms of ethical values with the
“Hua” represented by the Yellow Emperor. But the notions of competition between
races, nation-building, the Western origins of the Han, and the indigenous status of
the Miao, introduced to China from the West (including Japan) in the late Qing
dynasty, formed a new set of Miao discourse. The Miao were viewed as being one of
the important races in the history of East Asia, but due to “losing” to the Han, they
were on the verge of extinction. Moreover, the Han were delineated by excluding the
descendants of the Sanmiao from being those of the Yellow Emperor, and Han
identity was reshaped by using the Miao as a reference, thereby hoping to restore the
Han nation from the Manchu. However, the Qing dynasty had early on established an
assimilation policy of “transforming the Miao into Han,” a set of measures to govern
the Miao not aimed at establishing an entity with distinct cultural characteristics,
territory, autonomous power, or political identity, but rather gradually transforming
the Miao into min E£, namely the people or citizens. The concepts of civilizing
barbarians and creating citizens aligned with the modern ideas of national
imperialism and nationalism accepted by Liang Qichao (1873-1929) and others. The
previous expulsion of the Miao by the Han and conquest of the Han by the Manchus
constituted a chain of “national revenge.” Therefore, Miao discourse was repeatedly
used to oppose the proposition of the “exclusion of the Manchus.” After the Xinhai
Revolution, which was first based on “exclusion of the Manchus and restoration of
the Han” ideology, China turned to largely accept “five races under one union” 7L}
F:F1 (gonghe here also indicating “republic”). In one regard, “Zhonghua” (China)
seemingly replaced “Da Qing” (the Great Qing), but in reality, “Zhonghua” was
reconfirmed following its reshaping by the latter. The “five races under one union”
discourse, by linking the five ethnic groups with five regions, actually promoted
ethnic sovereignty to not only the Han but also the Manchu, Mongol, Hui, and
Tibetan peoples, then merging the five into one. The Miao, however, are located
throughout the eighteen provinces and within imagined ethnic sovereignty were
deemed subordinate to the Han.

Keywords: Miao, the Chinese nation, nationalism, concept of race, governance
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