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This book examines music-entertainment programmes on China Central Television, China’s only national-level television network, exploring how such programmes project a nuanced image of China’s identity and position in the world, which is in step with China’s Party-state nationalism, and at the same time flexible and open to change as China’s circumstances change. It considers the background of the development of television in China, and the political struggles between provincial and national television. It discusses the portrayal of majority Chinese, and of ethnic minorities and their music, which, the author argues, are shown as fitting with the Party-state rhetoric of ‘a unitary multiethnic state’. It outlines how the Chinese of Greater China – Hong Kong, Taiwan, Macao and the overseas Chinese – are incorporated into a mainland centred Chinese identity, and it shows how the performances of foreign personalities emphasize the personalities’ attraction to China, the uniqueness of the Chinese nation and Chinese civilization, and the revitalized role of China in the world. Overall, the book demonstrates how the variations of Chinese identity fit with the prevailing political ideology in China and with the emerging theme of a China-centred world.
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Foreword

Stephanie Hemelryk Donald




The book series Media Culture and Social Change in Asia has been running for 16 years (2001–2017). In that period, we have published more than 50 books and we continue to attract new scholars and established researchers to our list. The journey of the series has been exciting in several aspects, not least of which has been to observe the establishment of our sub-disciplines – media and film studies in Asia – as staple elements of academic global discourse on culture and society. That was not the case when the series began (although we can only claim to be a small part in this progress). There were already many fine scholars working in the region, but their work was not always afforded the visibility it deserved. Now, it is difficult to imagine an informed conversation about the global media or about world cinema that will not turn to Asia. Asia is after all a massive and vibrant element of the world we share. India and Indonesia are the most populous democracies on earth and with that status they pose communications problematics associated with the socio-political responsibility of maintaining an informed public. China continues its rise as a political actor and major player in world trade as well as an ambitious creator of local and global media content. South Korea, Japan and all the nations, maritime and mainland, that make up Southeast Asia have media and film cultures that describe and define communication and social practice for millions of people.

The role of media in building social identity and fostering aspirational culture has been discussed in recent collections edited by Martin and Lewis (2016), and Tay and Turner (2015), both including contributions on Asia-wide instances of the role of television in everyday life. There is then plenty of evidence of the continuing ubiquity of television as a core medium of national consumption, notwithstanding the specificity of different audience tastes, aspirations and needs (see for instance Barendregt and Hudson (2016) on Islamic publics and new televisual articulations of modernity in Malaysia). In this current volume, Lauren Gorfinkel concentrates her attention on China. She uses a wide knowledge of both contemporary Chinese history and Chinese media studies to position her book as a convincing argument for keeping an eye on television in the Chinese context. It is a well-timed intervention as there is so much to talk about in the second decade of the twenty-first century. China’s current leadership under Xi Jinping has strong ambitions for the country’s internal stability (as have all Chinese premiers since the death of Mao Zedong and the introduction of Reform). There is also, however, a notably strong push to create not only a harmonized population but one that accepts a common dream of China’s past, present and future. This central tenet of propaganda meshes with commercial, cultural and indeed diasporic objectives by introducing new forms of nostalgic affect into the relationship between television, the nation and the population of the People’s Republic.

Gorfinkel’s study situates that relationship in the role of entertainment and music, national iconographies, the deployment of foreigners in China as points of difference or legitimation, and the encroaching management of ethnic minority identities. The book complements the works of fellow Australians, (especially the estimable work of Wanning Sun) and it is a great pleasure to have it in the series and on the shelves.

March 14, 2017

Sydney
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Preface

One afternoon in July 2009, I was backstage, dressed and ready to step onto the China Central Television (CCTV) stage in Beijing. The studio space was abuzz and recording for the ‘My Chinese Life’ Global Chinese Storytelling Competition Awards Gala (‘Wo de Hanyu shenghuo’ quanqiu Hanyu gushi dasai jiexiao wanhui) began. Soon it was my turn. I ran excitedly, brushing past Li Guyi, acclaimed by some as mainland China’s first pop singer in the post-1978 reform era, and stayed in the shadows until host Zhao Baole announced the arrival of Gao Rui from Australia!

Dressed in a bright red and yellow Yi nationality performance costume (the Yi being one of China’s officially recognized 55 minority nationalities), and with much fanfare, I walked onto the stage, smiled, and waved. As I stepped down towards host Zhao, he expressed an interest in my costume. ‘Look, Gao Rui is already wearing our national clothes!’ he exclaimed in Chinese. ‘Can you tell me whose nationality these clothes are?’ I responded that they were the clothes of the Yi people, the registered nationality of my husband.

On reviewing the edited version, broadcast on 29 October 2009 on CCTV4, CCTV’s Chinese-language international channel, I noticed that as Zhao started talking about the clothing, the camera panned from my shoes up to my hat as if slowly absorbing the detail of the colour, design and, presumably, the curiosity, of an external ‘other’ (me, a white foreigner) dressed up in the costume of an internal ‘other’ (the Yi, a minority nationality). The question and answer session continued until my complex ethnic, national and gendered identity had been fully detailed, and indeed applauded. Zhao concluded the introduction with a mock prize, exclaiming: ‘Ah! The China Wife Award should be given to her! She married a young Yi nationality man! Please welcome her with a round of applause.’

Piano music tinkled in the background, creating a sentimental mood. Then Zhao led me through intermittent prompts to tell and sing my Chinese story. It was about the power of popular Chinese music to unite me with Chinese culture, my husband and China itself in 2008, its Olympic year.

I had agreed to participate in the competition, which at the time entailed a performance in a tiny tea-house in Sydney, Australia. A small team of visiting Beijing Radio workers came armed with digital cameras as part of their global search for foreign Chinese-speaking talents. The performance was uploaded onto a website associated with Beijing Radio with the expectation of attracting votes from online viewers. A month later I was awarded with a trip to Beijing to perform on CCTV stage, beamed to millions in China and across the world.

My performance was one of numerous performances on Chinese television that have highlighted contemporary engagement with diverse ethnic and national communities both within China and around the world on a daily basis. Music-entertainment shows on Chinese television range from studio productions to large-scale outdoor entertainment shows, and from music video shows to reality singing contests. As with all television, these song and dance shows are infused with ideology and reveal shifting ideas about Chinese identity as a result of a range of political, socio-cultural and economic forces. This book interrogates the construction of identity in the context of Chinese television, with a focus on music-entertainment programming primarily targeting Mainland Chinese audiences. It examines nuances in how performers and participants on the television screens are represented as Chinese, ethnic minorities, the Han majority, Hong Kongers, Taiwanese, Macanese, overseas Chinese and foreigners, and considers how the programmes reflect relatively ‘hardened’ ideological messages concerning Chinese national identity and the state under the Communist Party as well as ‘softer’ cultural engagements with modernity and globalization.

In an era of increased globalization, people of different ethnicities have moved to China to work, study and live. There has also been massive internal migration within the world’s most populous country, which has resulted in greater cross-cultural interactions between people of different ethnic groups and of different regions who bring their own cultural habits and norms. As nations undergo change they absorb and reject cultural influences such as clothes, music, languages and political ideas from heritages within and from abroad. The question of what it means to be ‘Chinese’ is also tied to shifting national and state agendas, desires and fears to be both distinct and to belong to the global community, as well as issues of legitimacy and control and questions such as ‘who has the right to govern ‘us’?’ Within this context, this book examines strategies that entertainment producers and directors use to highlight the place of multiethnic nationalities within China as well as China’s place within the global community, including how it deals with a variety of local, foreign, national and ethnic influences. It seeks to understand patterns in the way people perform ‘as Chinese’ and what these patterns can tell us about the vision that people with the power to influence the content of television programmes have for Chinese society and for China’s place in the world today.

With a focus on the popular genre of music-entertainment programming, this book fills a gap in the study of music, politics, television and propaganda in China in the twenty-first century. It delves into the variety of music and entertainment practices that have been employed for the purposes of nation-building within the relatively controlled medium of China’s state television and provides answers to such questions as: How is Chinese identity constructed and what are the roles of words, images and music in creating a sense of the Chinese nation? Who counts as Chinese? And how are cultural and ethnic ‘others’ marked? The book also considers how hybrid identities – such as Uyghur Chinese, Chinese Americans and foreigners in China – are portrayed and what they signify culturally and politically for the Chinese state.

Chapter 1 explains the significant role that cultural performance and television play in establishing notions of national identity, highlighting the constructed and fluid nature of national and ethnic identity formation. It details some of the major framings of Chinese ethnic identity in the post-1949 era under the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party, namely a multiethnic China, a Greater China and a civilizational China that foregrounds the role of foreigners in relation to the Chinese self. It sets the historical and theoretical groundwork that underpins the discussion of Chinese identity in this book.

Chapter 2 provides historical contextualization for the discussion of music-entertainment shows in latter chapters. It shows how music-entertainment television built on the traditions of creating a national music and entertainment culture through blends of Chinese and Western music that can be traced back to the nationalist movements of the early twentieth century. It shows how television built on the successes of radio, and highlights the role it has played under the control of the Chinese Communist Party in educating the Chinese people about the Party, their society and place in the world.

Chapter 3 examines competition and collaboration between the national broadcaster CCTV and provincial satellite broadcasters as Chinese television stations push for increased audiences, market share, and national and global recognition. The chapter also introduces the key music-entertainment programmes discussed in the book. In addition, it canvasses the regulations set by the State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film and Television of the People’s Republic of China (formerly the State Administration of Radio, Film, and Television) that have impacted on music-entertainment programming over the years, as well as issues of self-censorship and propaganda.

The focus of Chapters 4–6 is an in-depth analysis of the music, lyrics, spoken discourse and visuals across a broad spectrum of state-sanctioned Chinese music-entertainment television programmes during the latter four years of President Hu Jintao’s leadership (2008–12), starting with China’s Olympic year – a year of heightened nationalistic fervour – and the first four years of leadership under President Xi Jinping (2012–16). Examining these two time periods allows for a consideration of how programming and representations of ethnic pluralism and ethnic integration may have been impacted by CCP-led government cultural policies under different leaders, including the rhetorical shift from a Harmonious Society and Harmonious World under President Hu towards that of the China Dream under President Xi. While the focus is on the national broadcaster CCTV, which has a particular mandate to create a national feeling, these chapters provide comparisons with provincial satellite channels that target a nationwide audience.

Chapter 4 examines how PRC music-entertainment programmes construct the notion of a multiethnic China as well as how they frame selected ‘minority’ ethnic groups and the ‘majority’ Han. It examines a rigid, political and ‘orthodox’ style based on ideas of transforming, developing and modernizing folk songs in line with the discourse of state development and modernization; yuanshengtai (‘original ecology’), which reflects social concerns about the preservation of ‘intangible cultural heritage’; and ethno-pop blends that appeal to urban youth markets. Each of these styles is shown to work within the ideology of the ‘unitary multiethnic state’ while also reflecting changing directions in Party-state policies.

Chapter 5 interrogates the Greater China frame, including the constructions of Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan and overseas Chinese from a mainland Chinese perspective. It highlights how PRC music-entertainment programmes are attempting to re-centre the PRC mainland within the Greater China sphere and how they celebrate the returns of Hong Kong and Macau to the motherland, and present hopes for unification with Taiwan. The chapter includes an analysis of how Chinese stars from outside of mainland China can help to promote state-sanctioned messages about China’s prosperity and development while building a sense of greater PRC-centred Chinese solidarity.

Chapter 6 focuses on the performances of foreign identities on PRC music-entertainment programmes, including an in-depth analysis of particular performers from Liberia/Nigeria, Sierra Leone, the USA, the UK, Russia, Korea and Japan. Through consistent images of foreigners singing Chinese songs, speaking Chinese and wearing traditional Chinese clothing, it highlights ‘harder’ moments where messages of foreigners’ attraction to China and mainstream Chinese culture are overtly presented to demonstrate the uniqueness of the Chinese nation and help build national pride among national audiences. It also highlights ‘softer’, more cosmopolitan moments where foreign stars help to validate China’s global outlook.

Chapter 7 reviews the important role of music-entertainment television in helping to construct a sense of the contemporary Chinese self. It summarizes the political, economic and cultural significance of the types of framings that televised musical performances offer across the range of shows, with a particular focus on how music-entertainment helps to construct a sense of a China-centred world and of its attractiveness to its own citizens and the world. It also identifies areas for further research.

While the focus of this book is an in-depth textual analysis of a broad range of television programs, insights from original interviews with nine television practitioners who have worked on music-entertainment programmes on CCTV and provincial channels, including local adaptations of global formats like The Voice, have been woven in where relevant.






Note on Romanization and Chinese names

Throughout this book, I have used the pinyin system of Romanization for the names of programmes and performers following the Mandarin names as used on mainland Chinese television screens. I have also provided commonly known names of non-mainland performers if different to the pinyin, but have generally persisted with using their Mandarin names as a way of keeping a focus on PRC television framings. I have also maintained the Chinese word order for names in which the family name comes first. For instance, for Hong Kong singer Xie Tingfeng (Nicholas Tse), Xie is his surname and Tingfeng is his given name. However, I have maintained the English convention for Chinese-background authors of texts originally published in English, placing the surname last (e.g., Yiu-Fai Chow). Simplified Chinese characters for translations of songs, singers, films and other key terms mentioned in this study are included in the Glossary. All translations are my own unless otherwise noted.
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It was obviously not enough for me to have black eyes, black hair and yellow skin, I must say it, sing it, perform it. Chineseness, I began to understand, is not merely a biological category, but a social performance.

(Yiu-Fai Chow, 2009: 545)







1Introduction

 National identity in the Chinese context



Media and the making of a nation

Defining a nation is not an easy or natural process. Like all identities, nations are malleable, unstable and internally contradictory concepts that are constantly ‘in the process of being made’ (Bhabha, 1990: 3; see also Chow, 1998: 24; Russell, 1999: 275–9; Nelson, 1999: 348; Hall in Lee and Huang, 2002: 106). The premise for this book is that Chinese national identity, like other identities, is created, articulated and sustained through daily performances, including through the use, repetition and revision of certain symbols and themes (e.g., Anderson, 2006; Barthes, 1976; Billig, 1995, 2009; Guo, 2004: 10). Just as no identity is an island, the Chinese nation absorbs multicultural influences from both within China and beyond the boundaries of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) state. Choices have to be made on which elements to include as part of the definition of ‘us’ and which to exclude as representative of some ‘other’. Yet, despite the fluidity in the notion of what it means to be Chinese with different individuals and groups having their own ideas, and contestations around the concept, over time certain stories and symbols come to represent the very existence of ‘the Chinese people’. For instance, speaking a language that has come to be known as Chinese, waving a Chinese flag, wearing a cheongsam (qipao, a traditional close-fitting Chinese dress for women with short sleeves, a slit skirt and a high collar, worn since the Manchu ruled China in the seventeenth century), or playing an erhu (a two-stringed fiddle), are actions that have come to symbolize ‘Chineseness’, just as much as looking a certain way.

Along with other forms of cultural performance, the media, as cultural institutions with power and influence over society (Hall, 1992: 296–7), offer particularly significant spaces for the realization and maintenance of national and ethnic identities. In Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson (2006: 36–8) famously outlined the importance of print-capitalism and the fixing of national languages in forming a national consciousness in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. By reading the same print materials in the same ‘national’ language on a regular basis, a large number of people who would never meet in person and who may have spoken mutually unintelligible dialects could feel as if they belonged to the same cultural community (Anderson, 2006: 6, 26, 44; Barker, 1999: 65). Print technology and capital thus provided readers with sense of ‘synchronicity’ in inhabiting the same space and time, and a sense of shared identity based on being part of the same reading community (Chua, 2006: 80). In China too, print media based on a shared understanding of Chinese characters enabled people who spoke mutually intelligible and unintelligible ‘dialects’ of Chinese to feel as if they were part of a shared nation (de Francis, 1984).

Similar interpretations of the importance of the media in cementing a collective national consciousness have been applied to television (Hall, 1992: 293). In China, television supported the promotion of a single standard spoken national language (Putonghua) that was first developed in the 1950s. In the PRC mainland subtitling in simplified Chinese characters, also developed to promote literacy across China in the 1950s and which have become widely institutionalized, can be seen on most programmes. Television offers audiences ongoing opportunities to recognize themselves as part of the nation through the everyday experience of relating to people with typically national features, based in locations that are emblematic of the nation, and through stories interwoven with national stereotypes (Lopez, 1995: 262–3; Barker, 1999: 67). As people routinely share the experience of watching the same programmes with others across the nation, they may begin to feel as if they share common values as well as a sense of being united as a ‘family’. Those at the ‘periphery’ in remote areas or outside of the mainstream become linked to those at the ‘centre’ – the dominant or official culture – through their television screens (Morley, 2004: 312).

More recently, however, newer technologies have challenged this sense of ‘co-presence’ that came from many people watching the same limited television programmes at the same time. The proliferation of channel options, as well as time-shift options including online video on demand, have led to a greater fragmentation of audiences. Scholars have thus started to question television’s role in maintaining a sense of national cohesion. Rather than connecting with a national (or geographically specific) audience, users are creating a variety of personalized micro-communities, often based around particular and shifting tastes or interests. These communities can be both more transnational and more localized than the national imagined communities projected by official state broadcasters (Hjorth, 2009: 117). For instance, transnational online youth communities have been created around the dialect, music and youth culture of Shanghai (see Liu, 2013: 71, 183). Such communities are ‘relatively unrestrained by the state-run censorship apparatus’ (Voci, 2010: xx)1 and create symbols of national belonging that can challenge official ones (Hjorth, 2009: 119). Nonetheless, television has maintained a certain salience in this new media environment. It too has adapted to online spaces, while continuing to attract significant audiences via broadcast, cable and satellite forms. Certain genres of television are thriving in the online context – music-entertainment being a prime example.

The very notions of ‘nation’, ‘national identity’ and ‘nationalism’ in the Chinese context – in contrast to the notion of ‘empire’ – began to attract widespread attention in the late nineteenth century, and became an important issue of debate after the collapse of the Qing Dynasty, China’s last empire, in 1911. Since then, these terms have been defined, contested and redefined by various forces with various social, cultural, political and commercial goals. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has been a major player in the construction of national identity since the Party emerged as a force in the 1920s, and in particular after taking control of the mainland in 1949. But it was from the late 1970s, when the Party turned away from socialism and the task of raising class consciousness, that the project of cultural nationalism became the most prominent political goal in the PRC (Guo, 2004: 133; Rofel, 1995: 303–15).

A nationalist focus in the CCP was further deepened following the Tiananmen Square protests in 1989, during which the Chinese military opened fire on protestors calling for freedom of the press and freedom of speech, as well as better government accountability and worker control over industry. The protest resulted in hundreds of deaths and thousands of injuries (Richelson and Evans, 1999). After this incident, Party leaders framed the widespread political dissent and internal chaos as being caused by a lack of a patriotic spirit and an over-worshipping of ‘Western’ ideas (Guo, 2004: 43, 141). Rather than encourage an excessive adoption of Western practices, cultural nationalists argued for the revival of a national culture through the study, preservation and rediscovery of China’s traditions, including Confucianism, which was previously discredited by the Communist leadership for contributing to China’s stagnation and backward culture. Increasingly influenced by cultural nationalists, the Party began to reinforce the need for Chinese citizens to rediscover their own ‘national spirit’, ‘national essence’ and ‘national culture’ (Guo, 2004: x–xi, 2; Song, 2003: 81–99). The old idea of ‘the Middle Kingdom’ (the direct translation of the Chinese word for China, Zhongguo) was revitalized as a source of national inspiration and a variety of social campaigns and programmes, including through television and other media, were deployed to express and share with Chinese citizens what it meant to be Chinese and to have a sense of pride in their national culture.

On the whole, it may be said that official PRC media and social education campaigns have been quite successful in reformulating the people’s conceptions of their own identity and place in the world, while at the same time enabling the CCP to renew and maintain its widespread legitimacy (Brady, 2008: 200, 202). It is thus worth examining in finer detail, from both a political and cultural perspective, how this has been done.

Overall, there has been very little research into constructions of identity on Chinese television. Textual analyses of television more often consider the role of visuals and spoken dialogue in creating a sense of national identity, while music and sound effects are often overlooked. This study highlights the important role of musical symbols in contributing to the construction of national identity in China in combination with visuals and words (see also Cook, 1998: v, 23). Music is a unique trigger of memories, emotions and sense of connection with others (Catalyst, 2016). As Martin Stokes notes:


The musical event evokes and organises collective memories and presents experiences with an intensity, power and simplicity unmatched by any other social activity. The places constructed through music involve notions of difference and social boundary. They also organise hierarchies of a moral and political order.

(cited in Harris, 2005: 394)



Traditional songs and instrumentation can be used to establish a sense of ethnic solidarity or difference as well as a feeling of connection to the past, while the performance of pop songs with global inspirations can help establish a nation as having a modern and futuristic outlook, as being open to the outside world, and as being positively engaged and entangled with it. Furthermore, as van Leeuwen (1999) explains (also see Gorfinkel, 2013: 100), a sense of social unity, solidarity and belonging can be created through music when, for instance, many people sing in unison, or when they sing in harmony, with ‘chordal pillars’ helping to ‘prop up’ a single, dominant voice. Orchestral and brass instrumentation can help construct a sense of national strength as they work together like military or industrial machines – indeed the orchestra emerged as a popular form of expression during the Industrial Revolution and as new nations began to form in the eighteenth century. Drums and rhythm can give a sense of marching forward together. As Harris (2005: 394) argues, the CCP ‘has clearly understood this power of music to organize political and moral hierarchies’ and television has played an important role in using music for ideological purposes.

In this chapter, I provide an overview of the history of the cultural politics of Chinese national identity construction under the CCP, explaining three key frames of reference of national identity in the PRC: multiethnic China, Greater China, and civilizational China. Substantive analysis of these frames as constructed in music-entertainment television are covered in Chapters 4–6 respectively.

The three frames can be conceptualized as concentric circles, each representing a more broadly geographically inclusive vision of the Chinese nation. The inner ring, or multiethnic frame, relates to the constitutional definition of the PRC as a multiethnic nation. Representing the geographic core of China, it includes China’s officially recognized 56 nationalities located within the mainland. They are the Han majority (Hanzu), which are said to constitute 92 per cent of the population (about 1.3 billion people), and 55 minority nationalities (shaoshu minzu) (about 106 million people), also referred to as ethnic minorities, which together make up the remaining 8 per cent (Hoddie and Lou, 2009: 51; Mackerras, 2004a: 147). The Greater China ring expands the core to include people in the two Special Administrative Regions, Hong Kong and Macau, as well as in the Republic of China (Taiwan). The PRC refers to people in these regions as ‘compatriots’ (tongbao). The great imagined Chinese ‘family’ or ‘pan-Chinese nation’ (Zhonghua minzu) also includes ethnic Chinese overseas (huaren, huaqiao). The third ring expands the circle to consider foreigners (waiguoren) or citizens of other nations who are not from Chinese backgrounds, especially those who are shown to be friendly towards China and who are attracted to Chinese culture and society.

While this book focuses on national and ethnic identity construction, other frames of identity, such as class, gender, generational and artistic identities are also significant and intersect with constructs of ethnic and national identity in a range of ways. Class identity, for instance, forms the historical basis for the Chinese Communist Party. In the early years of Communist rule under Chairman Mao Zedong from 1949 to 1976, every Chinese citizen was assigned a particular class, and class identities were the dominant markers of identity. Class identity was most strongly emphasized during the Cultural Revolution (1966–76) when official discourse on ethnic differences lost significance and gender differences were largely reduced to a single, masculine state-defined identity (Yang, 1999). The task of propaganda in the reform era, however, has not been to agitate citizens based on class differences but to unite its vast population and, to draw on the words of Benedict Anderson (2006: 7), to create a sense of ‘deep, horizontal comradeship’. This new stance was designed to create stability internally and position the Chinese state as a legitimate, stable and globally competitive entity in a post-Communist world (Guo, 2004). While class consciousness remains embedded in the discourse of the Chinese state, it is now subsumed into the role of national cohesion (Yang, 1999). While workers and peasants used to be presented as the vanguard of society, they are now increasingly portrayed as backward and struggling. In contrast, entrepreneurs are shown to be making the most of the market-based economy and are the new vanguards of Chinese society.

Multiethnic Chinese

The notion of China as consisting of 56 nationalities, including one majority nationality/ethnicity and 55 minority nationalities, arose out of historical and arbitrary circumstances of the mid-twentieth century. Many Chinese struggled in the chaos resulting from Western encroachment in the mid-nineteenth century, the downfall of the Qing Dynasty in 1911, years of warlordism and the Japanese invasion from 1937 to 1945. Like its rival Nationalist Party (the Guomindang/Kuomintang), the CCP was determined to establish a strong China to avoid future chaos. Forming a solid national identity, or minzu, was considered a vital part of the solution. Both parties pushed the concept of a unified China cemented through the construction of a majority ‘Han nationality’ (Hanzu) alongside a few assisting ‘minority nationalities’ (shaoshu minzu) who did not identify as Han and whose support was necessary for the state-building project (Gladney, 2000).

There was a period in the early 1930s when CCP leader Mao Zedong went so far as to offer the various non-Han ‘barbarian’ groups the possibility of self-determination and even the right to form independent states completely separate from China if the CCP won national power (Gladney, 2000).2 However, after the Communist Party emerged victorious and established the PRC in 1949, promises of self-determination were rejected. Instead of offering national autonomy to these groups, the Party offered them some concessions and privileges, including the establishment of ‘autonomous’ areas. These autonomous regions include Inner Mongolia (est. 1947), the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (est. 1955), the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region (1958), Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region (1958), and the Xizang Tibetan Autonomous region (Tibet) (1965). These regions are titled after the minority group with the largest population in these areas, although the Han have dominant numbers in all areas except Tibet and Xinjiang. Numerous autonomous prefectures and counties with strong non-Han populations within provinces have also been established. All of these areas have, however, been firmly integrated within the context of a unitary ‘multiethnic’ (or ‘multinational’) state (tongyi de duo minzu guojia) (Constitution of the People’s Republic of China, 1982/2004; Leibold, 2010: 24; Mackerras, 2004b: 303). In other words, the notion of ‘self-determination’ came to apply to China as a whole in relation to its suffering at the hands of foreign imperialists, but not to the groups who became internal minorities.

For most of China’s history until the early 1950s, various constellations of the national make-up were imagined, but no state had intervened or had been concerned to clarify the exact number and nature of the groups (Mullaney, 2004a: 198). China’s ambiguous and fluid approach to ethnic identity began to end when a new Election Law in early 1953 stipulated that one representative seat at the National People’s Congress was to be given to each minority nationality regardless of the size of its population. This was largely instated to fulfil the promise of affording rights and privileges to minority groups. When a census was taken between July 1953 and May 1954 in China’s southwestern Yunnan province, around 260 distinct ethnic names were found in this province alone. This number was deemed politically untenable and on 15 May 1954, Beijing established the Yunnan Ethnic Classification Research Team with around 50 researchers, cadres and students to determine ‘once and for all’ the number of ethnic groups in the area who would be officially recognized (Mullaney, 2004a: 198).

The classification of China’s internal ethnic groups purportedly followed Joseph Stalin’s definition of ethno-national identity, which was based on the sharing of a common language, territory, mode of economic production and psychology/culture. However, few groups in China met all these criteria, and the categorization was more closely based on linguistic criteria where language families were equated with ethnic group identity. The hasty nature of the investigations was driven by political pressures, unfamiliar and unstable local conditions, and included local Han Chinese interpretations of other ethnic groups (Mullaney, 2004b: 217, 226; Cooke, 2008: 42). At a national level, out of the more than 400 groups that applied to the new Communist government-supervised ethnic identification programme, a manageable number of 41 nationality groups were officially recognized, reaching a final total of 56 by 19823 (Mullaney, 2004b: 207, 224–6; Tapp, 2008: 468; also see Mackerras, 2004b: 303–5).

In what Mullaney (2004a: 197) calls ‘the strange calculus of Chinese nationhood’, the formula of PRC membership became ‘55 + 1 = 1’, referring to 55 officially recognized minority nationalities plus the Han nationality adding up to a single ‘Chinese’ (state) nationality. While diversity and flexibility can be observed in the representation of specific nationalities, the categories of classified nationalities themselves are now relatively fixed and non-negotiable. The Party-state has ruled that there are 56 nationalities, no more and no less. Despite allowing some level of choice for those of parents with different ethnicities, citizens of China can only be identified as one of these nationalities, rather than being ‘mixed’ Yi and Han, or Miao and Uyghur – although performers with ‘mixed’ identities in fact play important roles in Chinese music-entertainment television productions, and are essential to the dynamics and vibrancy of many of the programmes. With this formula, not only are all people in the PRC classified as either Han or one of the minority nationalities, but they are also positively identified as part of a unified PRC ‘Chinese nationality’ (Zhonghua minzu) and they are all ‘people of China’ (Zhongguo ren).

Even if individuals and collectives within the state do not think of themselves as Chinese, and Chinese is nothing but an imposed ascription, so far as the official discourse of the Party-state is concerned, people of all officially recognized nationalities living within the borders of the PRC – including all Tibetans, Mongolians, Koreans, Uyghurs and Kazakhs – are ‘Chinese’ and part of the Chinese nation (Guo, 2004: 14). For some groups, there has been no discontinuity between their self-conceptualizations and the nationality conferred on them by the state, while for others naming has led to a disjuncture between how they see themselves and how the state labels them (Cooke, 2008: 35). Some groups, such as the Bai, had until 1958 considered themselves ‘ethnic Chinese’, i.e., indistinguishable from the Han, until a new label led to a change in perception of their culture (Wu, 1991: 170–1). In some cases, there is a mismatch between what a group calls themselves and what the state calls them, resulting in a sense of ambivalence about their state-assigned identities (Mackerras, 2004a: 150). For instance, one group call themselves ‘Monguors’, but the state classifies them as ‘Tu’, which some view as a less dignifying and less civilized label, literally translating to ‘people of the earth’ (Cooke, 2008: 36, 47). Some groups, such as the Naxi, have enthusiastically adopted their minority status (Rees, 2000: 18). Many Uyghurs in Xinjiang and Tibetans in Tibet have actively resisted CCP and Han-dominated rule, and therefore reject the idea of being ‘minorities’ in a Han-Chinese nation. Yet, despite challenges from time to time, Mackerras (2004a: 149) argues that ‘minorities appear generally content to obey Beijing, and their loyalties, expectations and political activities are directed towards the Chinese nation-state just as much, if not more than, those of the dominant Han people.’

It is also important to emphasize that multiethnicity in the PRC was not based on any scientific analysis of ‘existing’ nationalities, but came through an application process that was open to ‘latent ethnic potential’ for developing national identity. Following their recognition, the state and people of China have been in a more or less continual process of ‘realizing’ the forecasted categories, of turning the descriptions into reality (Mullaney, 2004b: 228, 231). Since the beginning of China’s reform and opening up, the salience of the state-defined multiethnic categories and the idea of a singular ‘Chinese’ national identity have, in a significant way, been made real to citizens through performances of ethnicity in tourism performances and on television, particularly through song and dance.4

When the CCP came to power, minority nationality folk artists were organized into professional, full-time troupes. The Central Nationalities Song and Dance Troupe (Zhongyang minzu gewu tuan), established on 1 September 1952, recruited folk artists from remote areas around the country. By enthusiastically sponsoring minority nationality troupes, the CCP has been able to choose the artists and ensure the ideological suitability of performance content and style (Mackerras, 1984: 213, 215). Minority and Han performers from various performing arts troupes, including the Central Nationalities Song and Dance Troupe as well as army, navy and air force performing arts troupes, continue to play important roles on Chinese television.

It is important to note, however, that performances of ethnic diversity have not always been readily encouraged or permitted. Expressions of internal difference have at times been equated with opposition, and state-sponsored differences have even been rendered obsolete (Baranovitch, 2001: 365). For instance, anti-ethnic homogenizing policies dominated the Campaign Against Local Nationalism (1958–60) during the Great Leap Forward, and during the Cultural Revolution (1966–76), during which some minorities, especially Tibetans and Uyghur Muslims with strong religious traditions, were subjected to persecution (Baranovitch, 2001: 365; Mackerras, 2004a). Ethnic difference was also downplayed during the ‘spiritual pollution’ campaigns of the late 1980s (Gladney, 2000). During these periods of political unpredictability, many artists faced persecution (Yang, 2006) and it was unclear how they could express individual and sub-national identities (Mackerras, 1984: 215).

Since the social and economic reforms were implemented in the late 1970s, there has, in general, been much greater creative freedom afforded to the representation of China’s nationalities. New policies of ethnic pluralism, enshrined in the 1982 Constitution and the 1984 Law on Regional National Autonomy, have encouraged a number of minorities to take charge of their own cultural representations and assert their own identities more strongly (Harrell, 2000). While using the framework of the state-defined categories, individuals have had ‘the opportunity and freedom to express who they are and what they choose to represent’ (Bai, 2007: 254).

Different Chinese political leaders and scholars, however, have placed a different emphasis on the degree to which ethnic differences should be accommodated, leading to sometimes conflicting policies. President Hu Jintao (2002–12), for instance, strongly supported ethnic pluralism, while Xi Jinping (from 2012), unlike his father who promoted pluralistic reforms, has pushed for more assimilationist policies (Leibold, 2015). Xi’s ‘China Dream’ (Zhongguo meng) slogan has been premised on the notion of national unity and collective belonging though mandating ‘Mandarin-language instruction and patriotic education in frontier regions’. He has also promoted the ‘blending of ethnicities’ (minzu jiaorong), seen in the encouragement of intermarriage between Uyghurs and Hans through cash and housing subsidies in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (Jacobs, 2016) as well as joint schooling and increased interethnic migration and mobility (Leibold, 2015). Xi has also resurrected the ‘four identifications’ (si ge rentong), which stress ‘the affinity of minorities with the motherland, the Chinese nation/race, Chinese culture and the socialist road with Chinese characteristics’, while adding a fifth identification with the CCP (Leibold, 2015).

While China’s nationalities may distinguish themselves ethnically to various degrees, their main duty is clearly still to the Party-state. They must work within state-constructed discursive parameters and participate in national development plans constructed in Beijing. The Party authorizes revised histories of minority groups and insists on a policy of inclusiveness where marginal groups are seen as vital parts of the national whole, working together towards the goals of unity, stability and economic development.

In the market era, cultural products and events associated with minority nationalities have become popular among mainstream Chinese urbanites. Rising disposable incomes have enabled ‘ordinary’ citizens to purchase recordings and travel to ‘exotic’ locations to experience the ‘internal difference’ for themselves (Baranovitch 2009: 195). Much of the current allure of minority nationality culture, including in television programming, is based on selling ‘ethnic colour’ to audiences. The colouring of minorities is mainly based on their colourful clothing rather than the colour of their skin, although mainstream stereotypes of minorities as having darker or ‘blacker’ skin are sometimes vocalized. ‘Colour’ also refers to the ‘exotic’ and ‘fresh’ cultural offerings minorities bring, which contrast with what some have seen as a drab, official, ‘stilted and suffocating Han urban culture’ (Schein, 2000: 112). After opening to the world in the late 1970s after a period of isolation, ethnic diversity became a major resource for marketing China’s uniqueness to consumers and travellers (Schein, 2000: 114).

In such appeals, minority nationalities have been framed as mysterious, ‘internal others’ with innate talents in singing and dancing (neng ge shan wu). These positive stereotypes are underpinned by ongoing negative assumptions by the majority Han that frame minorities as more primitive, backward and peripheral, a patronizing attitude that Louisa Schein (1997: 70) refers to as ‘internal orientalism’. As cultural belonging is measured by levels of modernization, most minority nationalities, who have come from the less developed border regions, continue to be seen as lagging behind the Han (Cooke, 2008: 46–55). During the first three decades of Communist rule, even though Han chauvinism was discredited, official rhetoric placed the Han above ethnic minorities on a ‘teleological grid of historical progress’, underpinning assumptions of Han superiority (Harrell 2000). Since the 1980s, although the minorities and Han have been consistently framed as ‘brothers and sisters’ and equals in the same ‘Chinese national’ family (Schein, 2000: 114), the Han group clearly remains exceptional as the majority group and emblematic of the Chinese mainstream norm.

The notion of minorities as being primitive, pure and innocent even continues in alternative, anti-centre and anti-Han movements where minorities have come to define the very essence of the contemporary Chinese self. For instance, Leo Ou-fan Lee (1991: 207–8) describes the root-seeking (xungen) movement that began in the 1980s, where young urban Chinese artists began reflecting on the meaning and origins of their own culture. Fighting against the central, official, Beijing-based Communist culture in which they had grown up, and feeling they had been cut off from their cultural roots, such fiction writers as Gao Xingjian and Han Shaogong, and filmmakers like Chen Kaige and Zhang Yimou sought inspiration from a range of remote, rural and minority cultures as a way of gaining insights into the mainstream culture. They were eager to uncover ancient myths and rituals of a range of native cultures they imagined to be imbued with more vitality than that of Han urbanites who had experienced more direct influence from the Communist leadership. In the music scene, waves of Han singers drew on minority influences for inspiration. The Northwest Wind (Xibei feng) genre, for instance, developed out of a sense of fascination by urban Han singers for the feelings associated with a remote ‘homeland’ in China’s northwestern areas of Gansu, Shaanxi and Xinjiang (Qian, 2014).

Animosity towards official culture has been extended to the hegemonic Han culture, seen as having been suffocated by both feudal Confucian and Communist ideology. The xungen writers, who have mainly been strangers to the ‘exotic peripheries’, have attempted to uncover the unfamiliar, internal ‘other’ as the primordial source of Chinese culture and civilization in relatively remote regions like Tibet and Heilongjiang, as well as ancient sites of the Han or Chu cultures (Lee, 1991: 211). The real purpose of the search appears to be not so much to recover lost cultures or agitate for minority nationality rights, but a desire to ‘“decentre” the oppressive political culture of the Party’ and to uncover and celebrate Chinese cultural pluralism and cosmopolitanism (Lee, 1991: 208, 224).

As Chapter 4 shows, the vision of modern Chinese culture as being revitalized by peripheral multiethnic groups has been incorporated into mainstream Chinese television productions. To bring pleasure to mainstream, predominantly Han audiences, PRC television draws on stereotypes of minorities as being good at singing and dancing, and as being colourful, fun, primitive and pure, and at the same time uses blends of traditional ethnic and modern elements to present China as revitalized, modern and unique. While the basic framework of multiethnic unity continues to be the dominant template for mainstream minority-Han nationality performances on music-entertainment television, within this frame, in different contexts, artists have incorporated a variety of styles that allow for the simultaneous expression of unique differences and unity among the ethnic groups.

Cultural China: re-centring the PRC

Coined in the early 1970s and popularized by USA-based Chinese scholar Tu Weiming, the term ‘Cultural China’ began its circulation in intellectual journals outside of mainland China (Tu, 1994: 25–6).5 At a time when the CCP was still widely promoting class consciousness as a pivot for social solidarity, the Cultural China debate outside of the PRC interrogated the ethnic identity of Chinese people who no longer resided in their ancestral land, including Chinese in Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaysia and the USA. Tu critiqued the previously dominant assumption that the ‘true’ Chinese culture could only be found in China and argued that the centre of Chineseness in fact no longer resided in China. He argued that the idea of China as the ‘Middle Kingdom’ was threatened as a result of the penetration of Western powers and their ideas and systems in the nineteenth century, and – most significantly – China’s own rejection of traditional and Confucian culture under the Communist Party. He argued that under the CCP, Chineseness had been displaced from China to the extent that being a citizen of the PRC would no longer guarantee one’s Chineseness (Tu, 1994: 2–3, 25, 27, 34; also see Chua, 2001: 114). Famous for his advocacy of New Confucianism, Tu used the term ‘Cultural China’ to describe what he saw as the emergence of a ‘common awareness’ among a transnational Chinese intellectual community, which symbolized the material and spiritual ‘accomplishments’ of the Chinese people (Tu, 1994: 1).

Tu also argued that with the rise of the economies of Japan, South Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore in the 1990s, these peripheral locations would ‘come to set the economic and cultural agenda for the centre’ (Tu, 1994: 13), and the PRC would be displaced as the centre or core of Chinese culture. While Tu saw Chinese culture as disintegrating under the Communist regime, under which many traditions were destroyed, he argued that it would be revived and preserved from the periphery in ways that would powerfully challenge the centre (Tu, 1994: 12; Ma, 2003: 22). As a New Confucian scholar, he argued that Confucianism would become the force that would unite all Chinese around the world as well as people from other East Asian countries including Japan and South Korea with a Confucian heritage (Chua, 2001: 114). He imagined that a mutual belief in Confucianism was what drove the new economies and the successes of pan-overseas Chinese business networks. While Tu’s thoughts gained considerable traction in the early 1990s, after the Asian financial crisis hit in 1997, more people started to question idea of a single, thriving culturally Chinese or East Asian solidarity based on Confucian belief (Chua, 2006: 76, 78).

Furthermore, as the building of national identity has become a key pursuit of the PRC government in the reform era, the PRC Party-state itself has actively attempted to re-centre mainland China within a global Cultural China frame. Since the 1980s, mainland Chinese scholars and the media have been active participants alongside their overseas Chinese counterparts in the discourse on Cultural China and on the significance of Confucian thought (Song, 2003: 84–8). In the twenty-first century, PRC authorities have also attempted to reclaim control over the uses of Confucius and Confucianism as national icons. The news media has actively reported on the importance of China’s Confucian heritage. Confucius statues have been erected by PRC authorities all over China and around the world (Zhu, 2011; China Daily, 2011; Allen, 2010) and Confucius’ image has been used to promote Chinese language and culture internationally, particularly with the global spread of the state-sponsored Confucius Institutes (Kongzi xueyuan), which has similarities to Alliance Française, the German Goethe Institute and the British Council, since 2004.

As Song (2003: 91, 97) notes, the state’s re-sanctioning of Confucian culture is clearly part of a pragmatic attempt by the state to strengthen its legitimacy following the chaos of the Cultural Revolution and the subsequent disorder that resulted from rapid economic and social change in the reform era. Fundamental Confucian tenets of social harmony, respect for authorities, obedience to superiors, devotion to the state and protection of the family have been promoted at a time when there is a clear need to pacify the country, stabilize society and regulate the people (Song, 2003: 91, 97; Chen, 2011). Notions of moral civilization and humanist values have also been valuable in a context of high levels of official corruption and the collapse of moral order following the Cultural Revolution. Confucian ideas have also operated as significant markers of a Chinese cultural tradition and have been used to build a sense of national identity following the void left by the turn away from socialism (Song, 2003: 94–9).

Given the very different socio-political histories of Chinese communities in Taiwan, Macau, Hong Kong, and among overseas Chinese abroad, the idea that they all feel a shared culture sense of the past and culture cannot be taken for granted (e.g., Chua, 2006; Ang, 1998). However, Beng-Huat Chua (2001, 2006) does argue that a loose sense of Chineseness exists across nation-state borders, not because of any essential ethnic ties or Confucian beliefs, but rather based on a common cultural economy through which popular culture is produced, circulated, and consumed and in which the PRC has participated in an increasingly active way in the reform era. People across these regions are connected through shared tastes, ‘flows’ and the consumption of common cultural products, productions and celebrities (Chua, 2006: 79; Cunningham and Sinclair, 2000; Zhu, 2008: 19). In other words, the marketing of popular cultural products such as films, television series and music across the region has resulted in a much more successful realization of a transnational Chinese community across borders than has a shared sense of Confucian culture. Chua developed the term ‘Pop Culture China’ to specifically describe the ‘dense flow’ of ‘pop culture products’ and networks of ‘cultural-economic exchanges’ between populations of Chinese in globally dispersed locations (Chua, 2001: 114; 2006: 77, 80). However flimsy the sense of unity may be, satellite television (and now the internet) has played a vital role in creating a new basis for building a common sense of time and space (Zhu, 2008: 19).

While theories on ‘Cultural China’ developed by overseas Chinese scholars in the 1990s attempted to displace the PRC from the ‘centre’, other theories, generally articulated under the banner of ‘Greater China’, have insisted on the centrality of the PRC mainland. In such analyses, the PRC takes centre stage, while the other entities ‘orbit around the mother country like planets around a star’ (Taylor, 2004: 175). The idea of Greater China reaffirms the notion that all Chinese are believed to be bound to mainland China no matter what their circumstances. This outlook has been criticized for blurring significant social and political differences between different geographic contexts where ethnic Chinese live and for giving the impression of ‘all peoples of ethnic Chinese descent within a single, homogenous cultural bloc’ (Taylor, 2004: 175). Yet it is important to recognize that the creation of such an image appears to be an important aim of the Chinese state and its media as it attempts to promote a sense of ethnic unity and assert the importance of the PRC on a global level.

With the growing strength of the PRC economy, the PRC is becoming an increasingly significant player in the transborder flow of Chinese popular culture. Tay (2009: 106, 107–8, 113) argues that while China may not necessarily be ‘leading the way in terms of content, style or influence’, it is the most powerful and sizable participant, providing the cultural, economic and political bedrock on which the market depends. For instance, in order to access the lucrative mainland market, producers of cultural products in Hong Kong will reconfigure their products to suit the tastes of mainland audiences and to ensure they are in line with official PRC regulations (Tay, 2009: 107–8).

Furthermore, with a high level of cross-cultural interaction between Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan, overseas Chinese and the PRC mainland, producers in Taiwan, Hong Kong and elsewhere are forming joint ventures and joint production units with mainland Chinese television stations and production houses to produce programmes for consumption in all three regions (Chan, 2008: 26; Hong, 1996: 98). The resulting television cultures represent the palatable cultural differences, in which elements from all three places – including artists, producers, formats and stories – are integrated (Jonathan Friedman in Chan, 2008: 33). In this context, the cultural uniqueness of each area is becoming increasingly blurred. The various ways in which mainland Chinese music-entertainment programming is framing dynamic contemporary interactions between artists from the mainland, Hong Kong, Taiwan and further abroad and what this suggests about mainstream PRC conceptions of the notion of ‘Greater China’ are explored in Chapter 5.

Civilizational China: the attraction of foreigners

As with the discourse of multiethnicity and Greater China, the discourse of China’s relationship with foreigners is complex and has fluctuated with the ebb and flow of different political movements and priorities. At times in China’s history, Chinese identity has been conceived in cultural and civilizational rather than ethnic or racial terms. This meant that it was possible for ‘barbarians’ (or anyone outside of China) to ‘become Chinese’ because being ‘civilized’ and being ‘Chinese’ basically meant the same thing (Sun, 1996: 35). During much of the first 30 years of the PRC few foreigners had access to China. However, as China reopened to the outside world and developed economically in the reform era, foreigners have had the opportunity to visit and live in China again, making it easier to adopt Chinese ‘civilizational’ practices including speaking Chinese wearing Chinese-style dress, adopting Chinese mannerisms, celebrating Chinese festivals, and playing and singing Chinese music.

The place of foreigners in China remains affected by the ongoing discourse of China’s ‘century of humiliation’ that began when the ‘barbaric’ but technologically advanced, foreign colonial governments, including the United Kingdom, the United States, France, Germany and Japan, occupied territories within China following the Opium Wars of the nineteenth century (Gries, 2005: 847). Citizens of the foreign powers had the right to live in, travel to, and conduct trade and missionary work in these concessions. While Chinese people were initially forbidden to enter most concessions, when they were allowed to enter by the 1860s they were generally treated like second-class citizens. While feeling a sense of inferiority over China’s evident weakness compared to the West and Japan, Chinese people have also retained a strong sense of pride in China’s cultural and civilizational accomplishments. The story of foreigners in the construction of a twentieth- and twenty-first-century Chinese identity remains underpinned by a tension between the desire to be modern and technologically advanced like the West and the desire to maintain a deep, cultural and traditional essence while keeping out unnecessary Western influences.

Who precisely is classified as a ‘foreigner’ (waiguoren, lit: outside country person) has been a matter of political, racial and ethnic debate, with popular culture playing a major role in navigating a sense of the Chinese self vis-à-vis the foreign ‘other’. Various terms have been used to refer to foreigners. Laowai (lit: old outsider), along with bairen (lit: white person), is often used in China to refer to Caucasian/white-skinned people, and often specifically refers to people with blond hair and blue eyes, who speak English. Stereotypes of foreigners as being more open-minded (kaifang), extroverted, individualistic, adventurous, romantic, sexually licentious, modern and wealthy than Chinese are abundant in Chinese popular discourse (Erwin, 1999: 245; Mao, 2015). The term laowai originally had the meaning of ‘layman’ or unprofessional person but is now taken as an expression of endearment by many Chinese who see themselves as treating foreigners as they would their close friends who they often refer to by placing ‘lao’ (lit: ‘old’) before their surnames (For instance, lao Wang). However, many non-Chinese themselves see it as a pejorative or irritating term, especially when Chinese continue to use it to refer to local populations when the Chinese people themselves are overseas (Mao, 2015). While laowai may also be used to refer to black-skinned people, they are often marked separately as heiren (lit: ‘black people’) or feizhou ren (Africans) – even if they are actually from America or elsewhere – and have their own associated stereotypes (Olander and van Staden, 2016).

Asians (yazhou ren) of non-Chinese ethnicity who are more ‘culturally proximate’ to the Chinese are also often separately marked by their nationality, sometimes with derogative terms that reflect past wars and invasions. For instance, Japanese people may be heard being referred to as xiao riben (tiny Japanese) or riben guizi (Japanese devil) in everyday speech both by older populations who experienced first-hand the occupation and atrocities committed by the Japanese during the War of Resistance Against Japan (during the Second World War) and younger populations who have been educated about the invasions through the media (Mao, 2015). Westerners have also been called by derogatory terms such as yang guizi (foreign devil) as a result of their associations with histories of Western imperialism in China. In music-entertainment television, terms like waiguo pengyou (foreign friends) are mostly used, reflecting a general shift to more positive terms as China has improved its international status and as Chinese people have had significant opportunities to socialize with people from abroad (Mao, 2015).

The discourse of ‘foreign friends’ has long been integral to China’s foreign policy. Brady (2002: 307–8, 317) defines ‘foreign friends’ as those ‘non-critical’ foreigners, with the ‘power and influence to assist China’, and who stand in opposition to those who openly criticize China. Based on her research on internal foreign affairs documents related to procedures for ‘correctly’ dealing with foreigners, Brady (2000: 944; 2002: 307) argues that the use of the term ‘foreign friends’ is part of a strategy to control and manage foreigners’ presence and activities in China. Rather than representing genuine intimate personal relations, ‘foreign friends’ are part of the construction of a ‘strategic relationship’, aimed at ‘neutraliz[ing] opposition’ and ‘re-order[ing] reality’ (Brady, 2000: 944; 2002: 307). China specialist Geremie Barmé (2008) has also noted that the word ‘friendship’ (youyi) has been ‘a cornerstone of China’s post-1949 diplomacy’ with Mao Zedong declaring: ‘The first and foremost question of the revolution is who is our friend and who is our foe.’ The media reinforce particular politically correct perspectives on how to understand foreigners and their place within China.

China’s music-entertainment programmes, which are constructed as a friendly genre, focus on friendly foreigners and offer little, if any, space for irony or criticism of the ruling Party. Everyone who appears on music-entertainment programming (domestic or foreign) is framed as a ‘friend’ of the Chinese Party-state, whether they be ‘foreign friends’ (waiguo pengyoumen), ‘overseas Chinese friends’ (huaren pengyoumen),6 friends of particular cities in China where a show may be based in for that episode (e.g., Lishui pengyoumen), or general ‘audience friends in front of television sets’ (dianshiji qian de guangzhong pengyoumen). Nonetheless, it is significant that foreigners are mostly framed as ‘friends’ whereas overseas Chinese (huaren) are often evoked through the metaphor of ‘family’.

As Chapter 6 illustrates, it is not just ‘friendship’ that is called for, but also foreigners’ expression of ‘love’ for China. This finding may have reflected a change in attitude towards foreign relations in the Hu–Wen era, and the focus on developing a ‘Harmonious Society’. At a global level, especially in the lead-up to the Beijing 2008 Olympic Games, the domestic promotion of a ‘Harmonious Society’ was matched with the rhetoric of a ‘Harmonious World’ (Zhang, 2010: 50). In this frame, as I argue, foreigners and Chinese are imagined as part of the same ‘global village’ (diqiu cun), although the representation of this ‘multi-country’ village is largely located in mainland China, and most often in China’s political centre, Beijing. A discourse of foreigners realizing their dreams in China has also been strongly emphasized and reinforced with the promotion of notion of ‘China Dream’ under President Xi.

Another label used to describe foreigners is Zhongguo tong – ‘China expert’/‘old China hand’ – which refers to a Sinicized foreigner who is admired for having mastered Chinese customs and language (Erwin, 1999: 244–7). Writing in the 1990s, Erwin distinguished between the few foreigners who were labelled as Zhongguo tong and the ‘authentic foreigner’ who was unable to speak comprehensible Chinese. She argued that the Zhongguo tong validated essential aspects of Chinese culture in connection to the West by indicating foreigners’ respect and appreciation for certain Chinese civilizational characteristics. They may never be perfect Chinese – that is, they may make cultural ‘mistakes’ in conduct or language – but they are likable and ideologically in line with the CCP. Exemplary diplomatic friends of China who may not have spoken Chinese have also been included among noted Zhongguo tong. For instance, former US president Henry Kissinger, who helped formalize diplomatic relations between the USA and China in the 1970s after 23 years of diplomatic isolation; former president of the International Olympic Committee Juan Antonio Samaranch, who announced Beijing as the host of the 2008 Olympic Games; former prime minister of Japan Yasuhiro Nakasone, who improved relations between Japan and China in the 1980s, and former Australian prime minister Bob Hawke, who developed a close personal relationship with Chinese leaders and helped integrate the Australian and Chinese iron and steel industries, featured (among others) in a 2010 documentary series called Zhongguo tong. This program aired on the Shanghai International Channel (ICS) in line with the Shanghai Expo. Former Australian prime minister (2007–10, 2013) Kevin Rudd, unique for his ability as a foreign leader to speak Chinese, however, did not impress authorities. In 2008, Rudd attempted to cleverly appropriate the term zhengyou (true friend) to describe his wish to speak frankly with his Chinese colleagues and offer honest criticism about contentious matters such as China’s human rights violations. Chinese leaders, however, associated the concept with opposition politics (Callick, 2010a, 2010b).

Zhongguo tong most commonly refer to ‘ordinary foreigners’ living in China who appreciate Chinese language and culture and have mastered it to a great extent. One of the most famous Zhongguo tongs in the entertainment scene is Mark Rowswell, a Caucasian Canadian who became an instant celebrity after his performance of the comic art of crosstalk (xiangsheng) during the 1988 CCTV Spring Festival Gala. In the guise of his alter ego Dashan (literally: big mountain – Rowswell was relatively tall), this was the first time many Chinese had seen a foreigner speak fluent Chinese. Rowswell frequently appeared on Chinese television after this debut. In his role as Dashan, rather than being not quite perfect, this Zhongguo tong was comically constructed as knowing too much about China. As Rowswell (2015) explained:


The standard comedic set-up for these performances pitted Dashan, the foreign student, against XXX [sic], the senior Chinese master who was going to show Dashan ‘the glories of Chinese civilization’ and yet over the course of the skit the master was revealed to be a blustering buffoon who knew less about Chinese language and culture than his foreign student.
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