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Dilemmas of identity, language & culture in higher education in China
Abstract

A vast array of cultural traditions and languages can be found among China’s 55 legally recognized minority nationalities. Mother tongue education has been the norm for several of the large minority groups (namely, Koreans, Kazaks, Mongolians, Tibetans, and Uyghurs) for most of the time since 1949. This article, which is based on empirical data, reports a study of a group of academics with a Uyghur background at Xinjiang University. The findings indicate that language issues have had a great impact on the professional and personal identities of these academics. The language of their formal school education, either Chinese, the official language, or their mother tongue, has not only had an effect on their perceptions of language learning, but has also created ethnic and cultural divisions among people of the same origins. The authors explore the implications of these identity, language and culture dilemmas for minority academics in China.
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Dilemmas of identity, language & culture in higher education in China
Introduction

The challenge of ethnic minority education in developing countries has become a matter of international urgency (UNESCO, 2000). Modern states are expected to ensure educational access and equity for all their citizens, regardless of their language or culture. The cultural dimensions of ethnic minority education, particularly language, increase the complexity of this task at that same time that globalization has made regional cultures more salient (Berberoglu, 1995; Friedman, 1997), for as Appadurai reminds us, “globalization is itself a deeply historical, uneven and even localizing process (1996, pp. 17, emphasis in original). This is particularly true for China, where the state’s efforts to construct a “homogenous space of nationness” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 189) run up against a vast array of disparate languages, cultures and identities. Indeed, ethnic minorities’ desire for education to elevate the status of their cultures within the national framework can be witnessed across the country. “Minority nationality” (shaoshu minzu) in China refers to one of the country’s 55 officially recognized nationalities, which account for 9.44 percent of the total population, according to the sixth national census taken in 2005. (There have been only five national censuses in the People’s Republic of China, in 1953, 1964, 1982, 1990 and 2000. There have been population sample surveys, including one in 2005, which had a sampling fraction of 1.325%. Its results for ethnic minorities are correctly shown here. However, it should not be called the sixth national census. I also think a source should be shown for such specific figures. Where did the author find these figures?). Educating ethnic minorities involves a number of aims that are liable to be in tension with each other. These include: adequately and accurately representing their ethnic heritage; linking the content of their education to their cultural values and beliefs; socializing them into the national identity; ensuring that they have equitable access to all levels of the educational system and work opportunities; and linking minority education to the economic development of the minority communities (Reference needed). The diversity of minorities in the population, as well as their distribution, culture, immigration history, relationship with the Han majority, economic development, and level of literacy, makes the responsibility for such education a challenging one. 
Multilingualism in China

There is a vast array of linguistic and cultural traditions among China’s 55 legally recognized minority nationalities. They all have their own languages, with the exception of the Hui and Manchu who use the Chinese language. There are at least 128 languages spoken by the country’s minorities (clarify if this is legal or nonrecognized) (Sun et al., 2007), and some minority groups are bilingual, trilingual, or speak in a variety of different languages, some of which are totally different from one another (Tsung, 1999). When the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was established in 1949, there were only 11 minorities (Mongols, Zhuangs, Uygurs, Koreans, Kazaks, Xibe, Tai, Uzbeks, Kirgiz, Tatars, Tibetans and Russians) that had their own written languages (Kwong & Xiao, 1989). The government began to create new scripts for minority languages in 1958, and 30 minorities now have written forms of their own languages. China’s constitution grants minority nationalities the freedom to use and preserve their native languages. An essential principle of the country’s policies toward minorities is that people of all ethnic groups are constitutionally equal This appears in Act 4 of the Constitution of the PRC.
 Administrative autonomy was granted to minority-concentrated communities on May 31, 1984. However, the idea of administrative autonomy is much older than that. The first autonomous region (equivalent to the provincial level) in China dates from May 1947, the Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region, which is before the PRC was established. The idea of administrative autonomy is included in the PRC’s first Constitution, which was adopted in 1954. Bilingual education (both Chinese and a minority language) was implemented at the policy level in the mid-1980s, although in reality schools providing instruction in minority languages existed much earlier than this. Ethnic languages are now used in teaching, from national kindergartens to high schools, to facilitate the maintenance of ethnic cultures. Furthermore, there is a diversity of bilingual education in China. This not only reflects the diversity that exists among the country’s minority nationalities, but also the ambivalent attitude toward bilingual education, thus highlighting the fact that learning a minority language is considered to be a transitional measure aimed at facilitating mastery of the Chinese language (Lee, 2001; Stites, 1999; Tsung, 1999). 

Nationality institutions and the minzu class in comprehensive universities
A great deal can be learned about ethnic minorities in China by studying how the government represents their languages and cultures in the higher education system. The Chinese term “nationality education” (minzu jiaoyu) differs from that used for the education of the Han Chinese, which is termed “regular education” (zhenggui jiaoyu), thus making a distinction between the two from the outset. It is normally conceived of in two ways in China: either as referring to all forms of higher education that are directed toward and practiced by the officially recognized minority nationalities, including that offered in national institutions, or, more specifically, as referring to special educational policies for developing and expanding state education among minority nationalities, such as preferential treatment for higher education. The government facilitates the admission of minority students to institutions of higher education through a number of preferential policies (Postiglione, 2000; Sautman, 1998), including entrance examinations offered in many of the minority languages, admission quotas, and preparatory classes (yuke ban) at colleges and universities. The manner in which the state permits the use of minority languages in education can be crucial to the form of ethnicity that higher education reproduces. There are currently 13 national institutions in China at which minority students can take the college entrance exam in their native language, a phenomenon that is referred to as min kao min (minority students taking the college entrance exam in their own language). In addition, many comprehensive universities have minzu ban (ethnic group classes), which offer higher educations courses to minority students with their native language as the medium of instruction.
Thus, most ethnic minorities in China essentially face a choice of either preserving their language and culture or of obtaining upward social mobility by gaining competency in the Chinese language (Zhou, 2004). The min kao min track is only available in six minority languages, namely, Tibetan, Uyghur, Mongolian, Korean, Kazakh, and Kirghiz (Clothey, 2005, page number?), which limits these students’ opportunities within tertiary education and affects their future careers. For example, compared to minority students who take the college entrance exam in Chinese (who are referred to as min kao han students), the min kao min students who gain entrance to national institutions or enrol in minzu ban (ethnic group classes) in comprehensive universities are generally sorted into a limited number of majors, such as languages and literature, which they study in their native language. The min kao han students, in contrast, have competency in the Chinese language, which is the main medium of instruction in higher education, and thus have access to a wider range of majors (Lin, 2001) and careers. 

Relatively few studies have been conducted on the educational outcomes of the two track system, min kao min and min kao han, or the issues surrounding minority academics in China’s higher education institutions. This article discusses the current situation and explores dilemmas of language, culture and identity experienced by ethnic minority academics at Xinjiang University in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR). In particular, the article explores how the linguistic and cultural boundaries or differences that have been constructed between the language and culture of a minority group and the values and beliefs of the dominant majority in state education, create identity dilemmas for minorities in contemporary China. In order to establish a framework for this exploration, the following section examines some of the complexities and tensions inhering in the notions of identity, language and culture. 
Issues of identity, language and culture 

Identity is often seen as a correlate of a particular language or culture, so that people talk about ‘Chinese identity’ or ‘German identity’. Such usage relies on reified and essentialized notions of identity, language and culture, that have been challenged by poststructuralism in recent years (Block, 2007; Makoni & Pennycook, 2007; Phillips, 2007). In particular, poststructuralist views language as constructive rather than reflective of ‘reality’, and linguistic meaning as essentially contestable rather than absolute. This has led to the rejection of notions of identity as an unchanging, core or essence of the individual in favour of a view of identity as multiple, relational and non self-sufficient. That is, our identities are as multiple and diverse as the different practices and settings we engage in; they are defined by social discursive categories and by social linguistic resources that exceed and precede any individual; and they are dependent for their self definition on that which they are not, for just as the meaning of black requires the contrastive existence of white, so identity relies on difference for its specification. 

In a similar fashion, recent thinking has challenged more fixed, bounded notions of culture which have predominated in the past, ironically aided and abetted by a multiculturalism which sought to challenge cultural stereotypes:

At least part of the impetus for multiculturalism was the need to challenge dismissive and disparaging stereotypes of people from minority cultural groups, to contest the hierarchy of “us” and “them”. But insofar as it starts from the unquestioned “fact” of cultural difference, multiculturalism tends to call up its own stereotypes, categorizing people in ways that simplify differences, emphasize typical features, and suggest defining characteristics for each cultural group (Phillips, 2007, p. 31).
As with identity, the critical deconstruction of culture allows us to problematize and begin to resolve some of the moral and political binds that more essentialist versions of these concepts are prone to. In particular, a non-essentialist approach to these issues allows us to see language, culture and identity as forms of capital with varying and contested value, which provide individuals with disparate resources enabling them to compete in a range of fields, such as schooling, higher education and employment (Bourdieu, 1986). As will become clear below, this has implications for the issues of cultural and linguistic identity in higher education in China that are the focus of this article. First, however, the research on which the discussion is based is briefly outlined below.
Methodology

The study reported herein adopted a poststructuralist approach, entailing consideration of the “social and institutional effects of knowledge…beyond traditional issues of truth, objectivity, or ‘useful knowledge’” (Peters & Burbules, 2004, pp. 29, emphasis added). Interviews with 13 Uyghur academics between the ages of 39 and 60, six of whom are female, were conducted between 2006 and 2007. Seven of them were educated in Chinese, and the other six in Uyghur; nine of them have Bachelor’s degrees, two have a Master degree, and only one has a Doctorate. Three of them were employed as full professors, four as associate professors, and six as lecturers, while four were either heads or deputy heads of their respective departments. During the interviews, which were conducted in Chinese (Putonghua), the participating academics were first asked basic background questions. These ordinarily dealt with their age, education, professional rank and posts held, subjects taught, language abilities in Uyghur, Chinese, and other languages, marital status, and number of children. Next, they were asked about their views of mother tongue instruction as opposed to Chinese instruction, the importance of learning Chinese and foreign languages, bilingual and bi-cultural learning, their preferred school programs, and their choices for their children’s education. Finally, they were asked for their opinions on the medium of instruction policy, including the implementation of the Chinese Competence Test, Hanyu Shuiping Kaoshi (HSK), at Xinjiang University. 

During the interviews, the academics often used the terms min kao han and min kao min, which are defined in the foregoing section. Although these terms can refer to examination systems based on the medium of instruction available in the XUAR, they were frequently used to refer to Uyghurs who had attended Chinese-medium schools or ethnic schools, reflecting the tendency for practices to become reified in identities. In this article, we follow the example of our participants and adopt the terms min kao han and min kao min to refer to these two groups of Uyghur academics. 

The research site 
The XUAR, which is located in the far northwest of China, is the country’s largest region, constituting one-sixth of its total land mass and covering an area of 1.66 million square kilometres. Externally, it borders eight countries, namely, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Russia, the Republic of Mongolia, India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. Within China, it shares border crossings with three autonomous provinces/regions: Gansu, Qinghai, and Tibet.
The region is home to 13 major ethnic nationalities, including 8.8 million Uyghurs, 7.7 million Han Chinese, 1.4 million Kazaks, and 0.9 million Hui. In general, it is a multilingual and multicultural society. (These population figures should have a source, and a date, as populations change over time. Population figures, with ethnic breakdowns, are given in the annual Xinjiang tongji nianjian) The Han, Hui, and Manchu nationalities speak Chinese, whereas the other five (the Uyghurs, Kazaks, Kirgiz, Uzbeks, and Tatars) speak Turkic languages. Mongolian, Xibe, Russian, and Tajik are also spoken extensively.
Uyghur is the major regional language used in the XUAR, and it also serves as the lingua franca among the other ethnic groups. Xinjiang’s film, television, and broadcasting agencies use three languages, namely, Uyghur, Putonghua, and Kazak, in their regional programs. Uyghur, Putonghua, Kazak, Mongolian, Kirghiz, and Xibe are all used at the district level and in smaller areas, with Tajik also used occasionally. Overall, less than one percent of Uyghurs are fluent in Putonghua.
Xinjiang University is located in Urumqi, the capital of the XUAR. Established in 1924, it is one of the key universities in western China and a major seat of learning for Xinjiang’s diverse ethnic communities. It has 21,317 students, with minority students accounting for more than 50% of the enrolment (Reference?). Academics with a minority background make up about 40% of the total staff. In the early 2000s, the Chinese competence test, Hanyu Shuiping Kaoshi (HSK), became a required entrance and exit examination for ethnic students. To take up major studies, students are required to pass the Level 5 HSK as an entrance exam, and they are required to pass Level 6 to qualify for graduation. To be awarded a Bachelor’s degree in a non-Chinese major such as science, engineering, or the humanities, a student needs to pass Level 7 and, for a Bachelor’s degree in a Chinese major, Level 8. In September 2002, the medium of instruction for all courses except for those specifically related to ethnic languages and literature, was changed from Uyghur or Kazak to Putonghua.
Findings

Language skills, language learning and teaching  
The interviewees were asked to assess their level of proficiency in different languages. There were clear differences between the two groups. Six of the seven Chinese-educated academics (min kao han) claimed that their Chinese was better than their Uyghur, with only one noting that her Uyghur was better, having learned it at home from her brother who had attended a Uyghur school. Four of the academics who said they could speak Uyghur well declared that they could not read or write it. These four also said that their English and/or Russian was good enough to communicate with native speakers and that they had functional reading and writing skills in these languages.

All of the six Uyghur-educated academics (min kao min) said that Uyghur was the language of which they had the best command. Furthermore, they all maintained that they were able to speak Chinese (Putonghua) as well, although several admitted they had problems writing in it, particularly for academic publication. Only one Uyghur academic claimed that his Chinese writing was as good as that of a native Chinese speaker, and he had just completed his Ph.D. degree in Chinese. Most of the academics interviewed stated that they did not know any foreign languages, as they were not taught at school. However, one of them said that he had learned English on his own.
Learning through Chinese immersion: min kao han

The min kao han Uyghur academics’ view was that their education through Chinese immersion had had advantages. They had mastered the Chinese language through this system, which meant that they could compete with other Chinese students in the university entrance examination. 

The majority believed that being bilingual in Chinese and Uyghur had benefited them in their professional careers and business activities. One academic maintained that 

with bilingual skills, I have conducted many research projects and published a large quantity of academic papers and books. I always tell my Uyghur students that they should work hard to learn Chinese - to know more languages, to have more opportunities (Interviewee 7). 

One law professor, who also runs a law practice in Urumqi, reported 

I am very thankful my parents sent me to a Chinese school. I have mastered both the Chinese and Uyghur languages. It is very good for my current work in the legal field because I have many Uyghur clients who ask me to be their lawyer (Interviewee 9).

However, these academics did not regard their school experience as entirely positive, mainly due to the hardships they had experienced during primary school. As they lacked Chinese language skills when they entered school at a young age, they faced serious learning difficulties and were often under pressure to work harder to avoid falling behind the Chinese classmates with whom they were expected to compete. Some even said that these experiences meant they had “lost their childhood.”

Another min kao min academic admitted that he was two years older than most of his classmates because he had failed the Chinese test and had to repeat Grades 1 and 2 in primary school. He still remembers how some of his Chinese classmates laughed at him, even calling him stupid because he could write only half as many Chinese characters as they could. They also made fun of his mistakes when he tried to speak Chinese. He said he often missed lessons because of this. 

Most of the min kao han academics came from Urumqi or other urban areas, where their parents worked as bureaucrats, teachers, or professionals and had decided to send them to a Chinese school. Most of their neighborhood friends, in contrast, attended Uyghur schools. One professor recalled that her father had sent her to a Chinese school because he himself did not understand Chinese. This professor explained: 

I have nine brothers and sisters. My elder brothers went to a Uyghur school, but I was sent to a Chinese school. In the 1950s, it was rare for Uyghurs to attend Chinese schools. I was the only Uyghur in my school. When I went to school, I did not understand a word of Chinese. I relied on a Hui girl to translate some of the instructions into Uyghur. One day, she was not around, and the teacher asked the students to prepare for a sports lesson. I went home because I thought school was finished. I made many mistakes like this (Interviewee 7).

Learning through the mother tongue: min kao min

When asked about their experiences, the min kao min academics also revealed advantages and disadvantages. Regarding the former, they declared that they had learned everything in school through the Uyghur language. They had Uyghur lessons every day, used Uyghur textbooks, and studied Uyghur literature. As Uyghur was their mother tongue, they were able to complete their primary education in five years’ time, unlike other Uyghur students who attended Chinese primary schools and normally took six years to finish. One academic explained that Uyghur was easy to learn, given that it is his mother tongue and is a non-tonal language with a 32-letter alphabet. Consequently, learning to write in Uyghur is much easier than learning to write in Chinese.

One min kao min academic evaluated the mother tongue education system from a positive perspective: 

This is the best policy the CCP government could have. Without this policy, how could we receive education, how could we learn our language? The CCP government educated us and made us literate in our own language. Many Uyghurs over 80 years old, such as my parents, never went to school before; they could not even read and write in Uyghur. Now it is different; the literacy rate of Uyghur people is even higher than that among Han people (Interviewee 2).

However, some of the min kao min academics reported having had negative experiences when learning Chinese as a second language. One academic from a remote county mentioned that the government policy requiring all primary schools to begin teaching Chinese in Year 4 was unrealistic because there were no Chinese teachers at his school. Thus, he had no Chinese lessons during primary school and had only begun to learn it during junior high school when he received four Chinese lessons a week. Unfortunately, he stressed, his teachers taught Chinese badly, and thus he hated Chinese lessons and learned little. In fact, it was only when he entered Xinjiang University that he really started learning the language: 

When I came to Xinjiang University, I knew very little Chinese, but I made fast progress because I needed it for my studies and social life. I realized that without learning Chinese, I could not speak to my classmates. In addition, a Chinese learning environment was available as many Chinese live in Urumqi. In the remote areas where there were senior high schools, there were no Chinese lessons because there were no Chinese teachers willing to go to such remote places (Interviewee 3).

Other academics were also concerned that there were not enough Chinese teachers in schools. They criticized the poor quality of Chinese teaching and the shortage of Chinese teachers. 

Many schools do not teach Chinese well, so students coming to the university only know very basic Chinese. The level is very low so it is difficult for them to understand classes in Chinese. There are shortages of good Chinese teachers in schools. Although we have trained bilingual students here, they are not going to teach in schools. For example, they all work in government departments or private companies. None of them go to schools to teach Chinese (Interviewee 1).  

At the same time, the min kao min academics said, they have had few opportunities to learn a foreign language. According to the education policy, ethnic minzu schools offer no foreign languages in their curricula. As a result, students at these schools miss out on opportunities and feel disadvantaged compared with their min kao han and Han counterparts. One academic stated:  

I only started to learn English when I came to the University of Xinjiang. There were no English lessons in primary or secondary school for us. Without English, it is difficult to read academic books or papers (Interviewee 4). 

This academic believed that it was easier for Uyghurs to learn English than Chinese because both English and Uyghur are phonetic languages. He suggested that the government should offer English to students in Uyghur-medium schools and that it should be taught through Uyghur, not Chinese.

The Uyghur academics also demanded that the government offer English lessons in primary schools:

I asked one education official several times why children in Uyghur schools could not learn English in primary school like Han students. He said there were no English teachers. When asked why there are English teachers in Han schools, but not in Uyghur schools, he changed his argument to say that Uyghur children could not even learn one language well, so how could they manage two? The priority for Uyghur students should be to learn Chinese well. They can catch up with Han students later. In other words, he implied that Uyghur children are stupid and could not manage to learn two languages. This is not true (Interviewee 5). 

This statement was confirmed through later discussions with educational officials in the district government. It seems that a lack of resources and funding are the major problems limiting the offering of English lessons to minority students in schools. 

In terms of the medium of instruction and the policy shift from Uyghur to Chinese at Xinjiang University, the academics who were interviewed expressed no uniform views. Some supported the change, whereas others opposed it. The opponents cited educational grounds. They claimed that students learn best through their mother tongue, and that most students who enter the university have lower levels of Chinese proficiency. Some of the academics reported that many students were affected when Chinese became the medium of instruction in 2002. The Uyghur and Kazak students were the most affected, and the additional pressure often resulted in them failing some of their courses. Worse, other students had to repeat entire academic years because they had failed the language requirements. One Uyghur academic from the School of Computer and Information Technology reported that most of the students asked him questions in Uyghur during and after lectures because they could not understand Putonghua. In this case, he had to switch to Uyghur during lectures to help the students, and this invariably increased the in-class instruction time. The supporters of the use of Chinese as the medium of instruction, in contrast, declared themselves to be motivated by the better career opportunities their graduates would enjoy.

Education and career opportunities
The majority of the min kao han academics believed that they had greater opportunity to choose the majors they wanted. In fact, many universities gave them priority over Chinese students because of preferential government policies. 
The min kao min academics, in contrast, complained that they had had fewer choices of majors when they entered university because of their poor Chinese language skills. Most of them had had to study Uyghur-related subjects, such as Uyghur literature and Uyghur culture and history. With these majors, they considered themselves lucky to have been employed by the university, as most of their classmates had encountered difficulties in finding jobs. 

One academic argued that Uyghur students who lacked good Chinese language skills would have fewer employment opportunities. He said that during a survey discussion at an internal meeting in 1999, it was found that more than 80% of Uyghur graduates were unable to find jobs due to their poor Chinese language skills. Positions requiring Uyghur language skills, such as publishers of Uyghur newspapers and books, were very limited for university graduates. In fact, most jobs require bilingual graduates with good command of both the Chinese and Uyghur languages. A few of the Uyghur academics agreed that changing the medium of instruction at Xinjiang University from Uyghur to Putonghua was a good move given that learning the latter was important to a student’s future. One of the professors stated:

Before 1995, students had jobs assigned to them. However, in the current market economy, students have to look for jobs themselves, and most private companies are looking for people with good Chinese language skills, and even good English skills. Our Uyghur students could not compete with the Han Chinese students because their Chinese is not good; if they could not understand our teaching in Chinese, then they would not be able to get a good job when they graduated (Interviewee 11). 

He also gave the example of a well-known, multimillion-dollar Uyghur company, Arman, which had more Chinese than Uyghur employees because it needed workers with competent Chinese language skills. 
A number of the min kao min academics stated that they were disadvantaged because of what they saw as the unfair system for publications and promotion. They found their own language of no value for publications, as few journals accept papers written in Uyghur. Even if these papers were accepted, they were not recognized when they applied for promotion. As one academic stated:

My research area is Uyghur literature. As Chinese academics have no great interest in reading my papers, I wrote them in Uyghur. But when I applied for a promotion, these papers were not counted as publications. This shows that the Uyghur language is not important in academic research. This is not fair (Interviewee 6).  

It seems that a minority academic needs to have more language skills than a Han Chinese academic for promotion in higher education institutions. For a Uyghur academic in China’s higher education system, the Chinese language is compulsory, and a foreign language is a requirement for promotion. 
Community divisions

There is a clear bifurcation between min kao min and min kao han Uyghur academics in terms of cultural identity. In this study, the former expressed negative views of the latter and criticized their min kao han colleagues for looking down on them. One of these academics said: 

The min kao han Uyghurs are arrogant. They do not respect our culture and our customs. They think that because they speak good Chinese, they are more powerful than us. They often make us feel that they are better than us. For example, when I published an academic paper in Uyghur, one of my min kao han colleagues said it was not a key publication because it was not published in the Chinese language. Therefore, I failed to get a promotion. When I write a paper in Chinese, I go to a Han colleague to have my Chinese checked, not to min kao han Uyghur colleagues because I know they will look down on me (Interviewee 1).

Another min kao min academic complained that her min kao han colleagues behaved like the Han and wore clothes like them. She said: 

When I went to dinner with a min kao han Uyghur teacher, she split the bill with me, saying “ge fu gede” [“let’s pay for ourselves”]. This is not acceptable in Uyghur culture. We normally take turns to pay for dinners. In the street, I can recognize min kao han women because they do not wear dresses. Min kao han women wear pants and cut their hair short. Uyghur women never wear pants (Interviewee 3). 

She also stated that only a few min kao min marry min kao han Uyghurs:

They cannot live together. Even when they do marry, they end up divorcing. They cannot live together because they have different values and customs in life. The cultural differences between min kao han and real Uyghur are very striking. This is not always visible on the surface (Interviewee 13).

Amid this apparent bias, the min kao han academics declared that they get along better with the Han than with their min kao min colleagues. They felt hurt that they are not accepted within their own communities. They believed that their min kao min colleagues are jealous of their achievements and felt that this presents problems for them in promotion. One lecturer stated: 

At work, I was criticized by my Uyghur colleagues. They said I did not behave like a Uyghur, did not dress like a Uyghur, and did not use the right Uyghur words when I spoke Uyghur. These are really personal matters, but I could not get promoted because many of my Uyghur colleagues did not vote for me (Interviewee 7). 

Another academic complained that many important government positions had gone to min kao min graduates. 

As a min kao han graduate, it was difficult to become a departmental head, especially during those days because you needed to have people vote for you. Min kao han people at the university are a minority group. We are not important (Interviewee 4).

Since the 1990s, increasing numbers of Uyghur parents have been sending their children to Chinese schools for better educational and career opportunities; thus, the number of min kao han graduates has greatly increased. However, in the interviews, many of the min kao han academics, especially those with only one child, indicated that they have decided to send their children to min kao min schools. They feel that they should allow their children to have a happy childhood and that this is more important than worrying about them suffering early hardship at school. 

Discussion and Conclusion: Dilemmas of Uyghur identity

The tensions between languages, cultures and identities, as experienced in the higher education system in Xinjiang, are the central concern of this study.  Political theorist, William Connolly reminds us that “identity is always connected to a series of differences that help it to be what it is…there is a drive to diminish difference…to make space for the fullness of self-identity…by marginalizing, demeaning, or excluding the differences on which it depends to specify itself.” (2002, pp. xiv-xv) We can see this reflected in the way that the government’s decision about the language of instruction privileges the language of the dominant group, the Chinese, over those of minorities and, in the process, contributes to the higher status accorded the Chinese or Chinese-educated minority groups. We can also see this tendency reflected in the comments above by some of the min kao min academics about their min kao han colleagues and vice-versa.
Furthermore, the issues raised in these interviews reflect the dilemmas faced by most minority groups in contemporary China. Chinese language education appears to provide access to upward mobility, both academically and economically, whereas mother tongue education limits these opportunities. The findings of this research indicate that schools within the mother tongue education system, for a variety of political and structural reasons as reflected in our interviews, such as a lack of teachers and resources, have not been in a position to provide quality Chinese learning opportunities for minority students. These inequalities reflect a mismatch, in terms of linguistic and cultural capital, between primary and secondary schools, and the higher education system, which has disadvantaged those academics and students who were educated in their mother tongue. In particular, the linguistic and cultural capital accrued in Uyghur during the early years of schooling offers diminishing returns in higher education, whereas hard-won capital earned though learning Chinese provides educational and professional benefits in higher education and beyond. The Chinese and English language deficit of the min kao min minority academics in the higher education system is thus a logical outcome of the linguistic, cultural and educational inequalities that are structured into and (re)constructed within the primary and secondary school system.
In addition, our study has confirmed the central role of language as a key symbol of socially constructed ethnic identities, serving as a marker of the perceived differences between different groups of people. As indicated in our interview data, language is not only a means of communication, but also an expression of one’s cultural and ethnic identity, and thus plays a critical role in judgments as to whether one is an ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’: “I did not behave like a Uyghur…and did not use the right Uyghur words when I spoke Uyghur”. Language – its use, possession, loss, and variation – is a key arbiter of symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1991)
The findings also reveal that the clear cultural divisions between the min kao han and min kao min Uyghur academics were partly constructed through their different educational experiences in different media of instruction. Chinese language education separated the former from their traditional cultural and ethnic roots, whereas mother tongue education appears to have reinforced the cultural identity of the latter. It is clear from this study that the Uyghur academics who studied in the Chinese school system have had more opportunities than their counterparts who studied in their mother tongue. However, the min kao han academics are not only linguistically, but also culturally, assimilated into Han Chinese society, which has diminished their sense of cultural integrity. This sense of loss was reflected in the decision of a number of min kao han parents to send their children to mother tongue schools. Thus, differences in educational backgrounds, led to each group growing up in different linguistic and cultural worlds, resulting in a situation where these two Uyghur groups are divided both socially and culturally. 

China’s minorities have the right to learn their own languages, but they also have the right to learn the dominant language, Chinese, and the global language, English. It is clear that mother tongue education enhances learning in the early years of schooling (Tsung, 1999). However, the education system should ensure that these students also obtain the best Chinese language instruction that schools can offer in order to provide them with sufficient resources to participate fully in higher education in China. At the same time, schools also need to strengthen their capacity to deliver English-language instruction if they are to truly meet the social and economic needs of minority ethnic groups in China and in today’s increasingly globalized world. 

That is, minority group learners should have the same rights as those from the majority to the powerful forms of linguistic, social and cultural capital in contemporary China. However, the differences we have seen articulated by the min kao min and min kao han academics are also symptomatic of a context that places considerable emphasis on cultural and identitarian politics, in which “to possess a true identity is to be false to difference, while to be true to difference is to sacrifice the promise of a true identity” (Connolly, 2002, p. 67). In order to ameliorate the linguistic and cultural dilemmas, tensions, and conflicts we have witnessed in this article, we would seek to promote an attitude towards language and culture that is “more appreciative of the crucial role of contingency in identity” and which “in turn opens up new possibilities of ethical responsiveness to difference” (Connolly, 1995, p. 69). Our hope is that the discussion here will provide some impetus in this direction.
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