
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=csid20

Social Identities
Journal for the Study of Race, Nation and Culture

ISSN: 1350-4630 (Print) 1363-0296 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/csid20

Promoting majority culture and excluding external
ethnic influences: China’s strategy for the UNESCO
‘intangible’ cultural heritage list

Juheon Lee

To cite this article: Juheon Lee (2020) Promoting majority culture and excluding external ethnic
influences: China’s strategy for the UNESCO ‘intangible’ cultural heritage list, Social Identities,
26:1, 61-76, DOI: 10.1080/13504630.2019.1677223

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/13504630.2019.1677223

Published online: 09 Oct 2019.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 36

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=csid20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/csid20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/13504630.2019.1677223
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504630.2019.1677223
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=csid20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=csid20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13504630.2019.1677223
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13504630.2019.1677223
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13504630.2019.1677223&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-10-09
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13504630.2019.1677223&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-10-09


Promoting majority culture and excluding external ethnic
influences: China’s strategy for the UNESCO ‘intangible’
cultural heritage list
Juheon Lee

Kirby Hall of Civil Rights, Government and Law Department, Lafayette College, Easton, PA, USA

ABSTRACT
China’s enthusiasm for having many World Heritage–listed sites is
well-known as a national strategy of cultural soft power, economic
development, and incorporating minority groups into the Han-
dominated Chinese state. Relatively understudied are China’s
efforts related to UNESCO’s lists of ‘intangible’ cultural heritage,
which inscribe people’s living culture – such as dances, costumes,
and songs – as world heritage. This study focuses on how some
ethnic groups’ intangible culture has been objectified for the
World Heritage Lists by the Chinese state. This study argues that
by enlisting ethnic minorities’ culture under the name of Chinese
state, the state can reinforce state borders that often run across
ethnic and cultural boundaries, reducing external influences on
minorities from their trans-border ethnic or cultural kin.
Concomitantly, the majority’s cultural prominence is further
entrenched in this process by the emphasis placed on minorities’
folklore in contrast to the Han’s culture of civilization.
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Introduction

Scholars of nationalism have pointed out the artificial nature of national identities and the
decisive roles played by state leaders in the process of national identity formation. While
such studies have often investigated the interests of a dominant majority group in objec-
tifying its own cultural traits, few have focused specifically on the puzzling phenomenon of
a majority group expending considerable effort to objectify the cultures of ethnic minority
groups.

An interesting case in point is China’s engagement with the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Specifically, the Han-dominated Chinese
state has employed UNESCO’s lists of intangible cultural heritage to objectify various cul-
tural elements located within its state boundaries. Influenced by Stalin’s nationality policy,
early Chinese Communist leaders were often interested in identifying and promoting
ethnic minority groups’ traditional cultures, with the Han majority situated as the elder
brother to those minorities (Martin, 2001; Slezkine, 1994). However, China’s recent
efforts to engage with UNESCO’s cultural heritage framework seem different from its
earlier policies in a few ways: China is selectively nominating certain ethnic groups’
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cultures and seeking international accreditation for human cultural heritage, thus bringing
pride and economic benefits to specific minority groups. In doing so, however, the state is
often risking contentious interactions with these minorities’ cross-border kin.

Different from the traditional ‘physical’ or ‘tangible’ World Heritage sites, ‘intangible’
culture, by definition, is a living culture that keeps changing over time. However, states
tend to take a snapshot of a living culture and promote that picture as representative
of the culture more broadly. In the case of China, many studies have reported the govern-
ment’s enthusiasm for using the UNESCOWorld Heritage sites as a key aspect of the state’s
cultural policy aimed at promoting cultural soft power on the global stage, achieving local
economic development through tourism, and building a domestic cultural management
system that incorporates minority ethnic regions more firmly into the multicultural
Chinese state (Blumenfield & Silverman, 2013; Fiskesjö, 2010; Kurlantzick, 2008).
However, this study emphasizes China’s engagement with intangible cultural heritage,
such as dances, costumes, and songs, that are collected, edited, and published by state
organizations (Blumenfield & Silverman, 2013). China’s listing of its minority cultures has
been especially controversial over the past decade – China and a few neighboring
states, such as South Korea, Mongolia, and Kyrgyzstan, have been battling to register
their intangible cultural elements on UNESCO’s World Heritage lists under their own
state names, each claiming ownership of the disputed cultures. States have been using
the international organization as an arena for their nationalist contestations and cultural
objectification. Why is the Chinese state so interested in objectifying and glorifying
ethnic minorities’ intangible cultural elements? To make sense of this phenomenon, this
study makes two arguments: First, that by doing so, China can not only incorporate
ethnic minorities into the Chinese nation-building process but also preempt any possible
external influences on its minorities. Here, ‘external’ refers to any actor originating from
outside of the state’s borders. Second, the ethnic majority’s special status is maintained
through this process by highlighting minority groups’ folklore, as compared to the
ethnic Han’s culture of civilization.

This study comprises three parts. The first discusses the theoretical approach to this
nationalist behavior by analyzing the literature on nationalism and cultural objectification.
The second part provides a brief history of UNESCO’s approach to intangible cultural heri-
tage and nationalist competitions between China and some Chinese minority groups’
cross-border ethnic kin over their imagined national culture. The final part focuses on
the strategic considerations of the Chinese state in pursuing UNESCO World Heritage
status for Chinese minority groups.

Social construction, elite strategies, and cultural objectification

Nations are socially constructed in a way that connects a group of people through a myth
about their common ancestry (Anderson, 1983; Hobsbawm, 1983; Thapar, 2000). National
leaders play the most important role in the building of national and cultural identities.
Hobsbawm (1983) points out that national traditions, although purported to have arisen
long ago and in legitimate ways, have, in truth, often been recently fabricated by a rela-
tively small group of leaders. Chatterjee (1993) has shown that Bengali intellectuals spear-
headed a national identity campaign to increase or maintain their dominant position
within their ethnic group vis-à-vis the British. In the same vein, Bulag (1998) has shown
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that Hahl-centric nationalism in Mongolia, which defines only those Mongols living in
Mongolia as being true Mongols, was cultivated by ex-communist leaders to maintain
their positions of power. In Puerto Rico, ethnic and national intellectuals have purposefully
forged a new identity to distinguish us from them – the constructed second-person plural
‘non-Puerto Rican’; however, the objectification of Puerto Rican identity has also tainted
Puerto Ricans residing on the United States’ (US) mainland as less-than-authentic US
nationals (Barreto, 2001a, 2002). Nationalist elites create such identities by selectively
and strategically praising or forgetting elements of their social, cultural, and historic
options (Behdad, 2005; Geary, 2003; Waters, 1990).

Some scholars see these national leaders’ patterns of behavior as strategic moves by
rational actors. As Hechter (1986) has argued, the rational choice approach is about indi-
vidual preferences but can be applied to a group of national leaders who share a common
interest in their nationalist movement. Barreto (2001b) has furthered this perspective by
building a theoretical approach to understanding the behaviors of an ethnic group’s
leaders: ethnic or national leaders (1) define membership in ways that exclude outsiders,
(2) objectify traits that are not found among outsiders, (3) choose traits that include all insi-
ders, (4) insist that insiders are superior to outsiders, and, all the while, (5) maintain their
elite privileges over those of their followers (Barreto, 2001b, pp. 30–32). Focusing on the
Croatian case, Dragojević (2005) has added that ethnic leaders are incentivized to
further ensure their uncontested influence over their constituents by objectifying new
national cultural traits, in addition to those they had previously objectified during an
earlier stage of identity construction.

A tool that national elites commonly use to reinforce their national identity is cultural
objectification. Cultural traits, such as language, religion, and folklore, are fluid in nature,
however, nationalists tend to see them ‘as a thing that belongs to and is bounded in
space and time’ and seek to manipulate them for their own interests (Handler, 1988,
p. 14). Cultural elements often are ‘born and die’ but their sustainability is highly depen-
dent on ‘the political fortunes’ of their owners. For example, in Europe, peripheral
languages were often deemed inferior by the ideology of the dominant group, as seen
in the cases of French Jacobinism, Hebrew Zionism, and Russian socialism-communism
(Safran, 1922, p. 397). Traditional folklore is displayed and demonstrated to the public
through festivals, fairs, and museums in ways that promote ethnic unity and create an
‘authentic’ culture that distinguishes the genuine from the spurious (Handler & Linnekin,
1984; Luke, 2002; Silverman, 1983). Traditions are often combined with a nationalist ideol-
ogy and become a part of an ‘authentic national culture’ when they serve the interests of
national leaders (Handler, 1988, pp. 14–16). For example, national leaders in Argentina and
Cuba have not been interested in their countries’ ‘street dances’ – the Tango and Rumba –
for a very long time but started to claim them as national dances ‘only after the dances
became popular in other parts of the world’ (Lindholm, 2008, pp. 88–97).

This body of literature, which this study attempts to build on, assumes that leaders
always objectify their own ethnic or national culture in order to appeal to their own con-
stituents and to exclude outsiders. Minority groups within state borders are often con-
sidered outsiders, as has been shown in the case of Puerto Ricans in the United States
and Serbs in Croatia (Barreto, 2001a; Dragojević, 2005). This has been the case even for
democratic federations with some established consociational practices: the relationship
between the Staatsvolk, the dominant nationality striving to build a centralized state,
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and minority nationalities fighting for substantial political autonomy is an ‘inevitable tug-
of-war’ that often results in the majority’s ‘hubris’ and the minority’s psychological ‘melan-
choly’, as seen in the cases of Spain, Great Britain, Canada, and Belgium (O’Leary, 2001;
Resnick, 2008). As Kennedy (2004) has pointed out, the early consociational or bi-national
vision of the nationalistes, the French-Canadian intellectuals, was simply rejected by British
Canadians, who were reluctant to give up their dominant position in Canada.

How can we then make sense of a state such as China that objectifies the culture of its
minority groups, rather than focusing on the dominant group’s traits? The Soviet Union,
under Lenin and Stalin, systematically identified the distinctive characteristics of non-
Russian populations by promoting minorities’ folklore, costumes, and classic literary
works (Martin, 2001). This nationality policy guaranteed minority groups’ autonomy in
the federalist system; however, it resulted in a hierarchy consisting of Great Russians
and non-Great Russians, giving Great Russians a special position over all other separated
minorities. This system was described as a ‘communal apartment’, where Russians were
living at the center, or as an ‘affirmative action empire’, in which minority groups were
ruled by ethnic Russians (Martin, 2001; Slezkine, 1994). Chinese leaders’ early ethnic pol-
icies in the 1940s and 1950s were directly influenced by and emulated Stalin’s nationality
policy (Han, 2013).

However, China’s recent cultural objectification efforts via UNESCO seem quite different
from this earlier policy in several ways. First, they are highly selective, unlike the earlier sta-
tewide promotion of all minority nationalities. Second, for Chinese ethnic minorities, who
have never enjoyed as much autonomy as have minorities in the Soviet Union (Han, 2013),
registering their cultural elements on UNESCO’s lists and receiving international accredita-
tion bring a great deal of pride and economic benefits to their group – benefits more valu-
able than simply being recognized or promoted by the state. Finally, through this process
Chinese state has promoted UNESCO recognition at the risk of creating a contentious situ-
ation with minorities’ cross-border kin; a new approach by the majority in dealing with its
minorities’ cultures.

‘Intangible’ cultural heritage and nationalist competitions

As Danforth has said, for many nationalists, international recognition is a ‘contest’ and ‘no
international organization [is] too small or insignificant’ to win (1995, p. 152). UNESCO’s
heritage projects, in contrast to its original intentions, discussed below, have provided a
fascinating arena for such nationalist contests. Nationalist competitions between China
and some of its neighboring states have been fiercer than such contests in other
regions, especially in the newly developed area of ‘intangible cultural heritage’.

Over the last several decades, UNESCO’s concept of heritage has been extended from
tangible objects towards intangible cultural practices and expressions. UNESCO’s early
approach to heritage was based on the ‘western museological principles’ of authenticity
regarding paintings, sculpture, and architecture (Bortolotto, 2007, p. 22). Based on this
approach, UNESCO has been selecting historical sites and publishing a World Heritage
List every year since 1978, as outlined in that organization’s landmark 1972 convention.
UNESCO’s ‘non-physical heritage’ section was created in 1982. Subsequently, it was
renamed the intangible heritage section under Japan’s leadership (Bortolotto, 2007).
According to the UNESCO website, this section targets ‘oral traditions, performing arts,
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social practices, rituals, festive events, knowledge and practices concerning nature and the
universe of the knowledge and skills to produce traditional crafts’ (UNESCOWebsite). Since
then, experts have discussed how to establish legal standards for testing the authenticity
or integrity of invisible or non-material cultural heritage, as reflected in reports such as
Nara Document on Authenticity in 1994, Our Creative Diversity in 1996, and Authenticity
and Integrity in an African Context in 2000 (Blake, 2006). These changes led to the establish-
ment of new programs, such as Living Human Treasures in 1993 and the Proclamation of
the Masterpieces of Oral and Intangible Heritage from 2001 to 2005. UNESCO initially
selected and registered member states’ intangible cultural heritages through the Master-
pieces program in 2001; however, at that time such registrations were not yet legally
based on the provisions of a strong international convention (Aikawa, 2001).

These efforts culminated in the adoption of the Convention for the Safeguarding of
Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2003, which provides legal foundations for selecting and
preserving intangible cultural heritage. In 2008, based on the 2003 Convention,
UNESCO officially accepted and inscribed all 90 items from the previous Masterpiece
program into its lists of intangible cultural heritage. Since creation of the lists in 2008,
UNESCO has officially abolished the traditional concept of ‘authenticity’ and has defined
intangible cultural heritage as evolutionary processes of communities, groups, and individ-
uals, rather than as authentic objects that belong to a culture or a state (Arizpe, 2007).
Many experts and anthropologists regard this as UNESCO’s ‘intellectual turn’ regarding
the concept of culture (Arizpe, 2007, p. 33).

In stark contrast to UNESCO’s intentions, however, this new cultural category created a
new arena for nationalist contests to acquire international recognition of objectified
national cultures. Disgruntled with the geographic disproportion of World Heritage Sites
and the Eurocentric approach to human history, Japan pioneered this new category
and led the contest, together with East Asian states such as China and South Korea: as
of 2015, China had the most registered items (38), followed by Japan (22) and Korea
(18). These three states take pride in having more items registered than Western states,
such as Spain, which has 15 items registered, and France, with 14. Many historians and
anthropologists have been employed by state authorities to identify viable intangible cul-
tural elements and to prepare candidacy files for their nomination and evaluation
(Howard, 2012, pp. 1–21). Since the nomination process is greater than a single individual,
the choice of a state organization to support the nomination is critical throughout the
entire process.

As a multiethnic state, China has registered multiple minority groups’ intangible cultural
heritages. In fact, a majority group’s registration of minority groups’ cultures can be
observed in other member states, such as France’s inscription of Guadeloupean Gwo Ka
and Indonesia’s inscription of Balinese dance. However, China’s inscription of minority cul-
tures has often introduced cross-border conflict with minorities’ ethnic kin groups and
their associated national governments, including South Korea, Mongolia, and Kyrgyzstan
(see Table 1).

Ethnic Koreans’ farmers’ dance

The contention between China and South Korea started in 2005 when UNESCO selected
and published the third list of Masterpieces. Among the 28 Masterpieces was South
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Korea’s Dano Festival, celebrated in the Gangneung area under the name Gangneung
Danoje Festival and inscribed as belonging to the Republic of Korea, triggering a strong
response from China. China claimed that South Koreans appropriated the traditional
Chinese Duanwu Festival, from which Korean Dano originated and that, therefore, this fes-
tival should be appreciated as a shared multinational culture, if not solely attributed to
Chinese culture, due to its origin. An editorial proclaimed ‘Korea’s Successful Nomination
of the Festival Has Hurt Our National Pride’ (N.A., 2005). However, Korea argued that
Korean Dano had maintained enough unique cultural traits to be recognized by
UNESCO experts.

In response, China separately registered its Duanwu Festival under the name Dragon
Boat Festival at the next session, in 2009. In addition, China nominated another item – Non-
gyewu (farmers’ music and dance) – under the name Farmers’ Dance of China’s Korean
Ethnic Group. South Koreans saw this as retaliation. In Koreans’ eyes, Nongyewu was a
minor variation of Korean farmers’ music, called Nongak, and China’s nomination was
an attempt to appropriate ownership via its ethnic Korean minority group. Korean
media argued that the Korean minority in China originated from the Korean peninsula
and that its culture was only a ramification of Korean culture and that, therefore,
UNESCO should not have recognized the Nongyewu over the authentic version danced
by real Korean farmers (Ha, 2009; Lee, 2009). However, China highlighted the unique evol-
ution of ethnic Korean culture that had taken place since the population migrated to China
at the end of the nineteenth century. The South Korean government then separately nomi-
nated the Korean farmers’ dance (Nongak, Community Band Music, Dance and Rituals) as
solely belonging to Korea in 2014. Since the dance was not even fully listed on South
Korea’s domestic inventory of intangible cultural property, application preparation for
the UNESCO nomination took many years.

This course of contentious interactions led both states to recognize that either side
could nominate any cross-border cultural element in the future. Since the 2003 Conven-
tion encourages member states to produce inventory lists of intangible culture for
future nominations (Article 11 and Article 12), states need to concern themselves with

Table 1. Lists of intangible cultural heritage that belong to Minority ethnic groups.

Year Name of element Ethnic group
External
state ties

External non-
state ties

No external
ties (location)

2008 Urtiin Duu, traditional folk long song Mongol Mongolia
2008 Uyghur Muqam of Xinjiang Uyghur Uyghurs
2009 Qiang New Year festival Qianga Tibetans
2009 Traditional Li textile techniques:

spinning, dyeing, weaving and embroidering
Lia Hainan Area

2009 Farmers’ dance of China’s Korean ethnic group Korean Korea
2009 Gesar epic tradition Tibetan/

Mongolian/Tu
Central/
South Asia

2009 Grand song of the Dong ethnic group Dong Guizhou Area
2009 Manas Kirgiz Kyrgyzstan
2009 Mongolian art of singing, Khoomei Mongol Mongolia
2009 Regong arts Tibetan/Tu Tibetans
2009 Tibetan opera Tibetan Tibetans
2010 Meshrep Uygura Uyghurs
2011 Hezhen Yimakan storytelling Hezhena Nanais in Russia
aList of cultural heritage in need of urgent safeguarding.
bList of best safeguarding practices.
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other states’ domestic inventory lists. For instance, Korea is allegedly considering the
nomination of Ondol (traditional heating architecture), acupuncture, traditional medicine,
Pungsu (Feng Shui), and noodles, which many Chinese see as parts of Chinese culture,
while China would like to nominate many cultural elements that Korean people believe
to be the soul of Korean culture, such as Arirang (traditional folk song), Hanbok (traditional
costume), and Taekwondo (Heo, 2015; Lim, 2015; Shi, 2015). As long as domestic inventory
lists continue to expand, it is possible that such conflicts between the two states will
continue.

Ethnic Mongolian throat singing

Mongolian throat singing, Khöömei, has long been claimed as the cultural heritage of
people in Mongolia and the Russian Republic of Tuva, both by state institutions and
regional practitioners. Therefore, when it was registered by the Chinese government as
theMongolian Art of Singing, Khoomei on the 2009 list, it agitated both people in Mongolia
(also known as Outer Mongolia) and Mongolian communities outside China who think that
China’s unilateral registration demonstrates the state’s desire to receive all credit for Mon-
golian culture. Even though China, in 2008, chose to apply together with Mongolia to
demonstrate their common cultural heritage in the case of a Mongolian long song,
Urtiin Duu, Traditional Folk Long Song, China chose to apply unilaterally for recognition
of throat singing.

According to Higgins (2011), what most bothered Mongolian nationalists was the
feeling of betrayal. Inner Mongolians in China have been learning these singing tech-
niques from Outer Mongolian singers only since the early 1990s (N.A., 2015a). Odsuren
Baatar says that he had been invited to China as a Mongolian national treasure to teach
his singing techniques to students, who were all beginners at that time, and that he
then saw one of his students featured in China’s bid for UNESCO intangible cultural heri-
tage recognition (Higgins, 2011). This led to a national commotion in Mongolia; a Mongo-
lian government minister sent a letter to the Director of UNESCO’s World Heritage Center
expressing his ‘deep concerns’ over the listing. However, when Mongolians saw that there
was little chance to ‘correct this mistake’ by UNESCO, they decided to apply for the same
status (Higgins, 2011). With the support of some experts at UNESCO, who were sympath-
etic to its case, Mongolia successfully registered throat singing as an aspect of Mongolia’s
authentic national culture under the name Mongolian Traditional Art of Khöömei (Byamba-
suren, 2010).

Inner Mongolia, supported by the Chinese government, has continued trying to
develop this singing culture by holding international competitions and various pro-
motional activities. Mongolian throat singing has therefore already come to be considered
the ‘soul of nationality’ by people in Inner Mongolia, causing resentment from those in
Outer Mongolia (N.A., 2015b). Chinese leaders argue that what matters is who can best
protect the art, rather than who developed it, and claim that ‘[China is] strong and
capable enough to do that’ (Higgins, 2011). Whether cultural heritage registration actually
brings economic benefits or not, it can hurt national pride when other states use intangi-
ble cultural heritage to promote tourism and seek bragging rights. For Chinese leaders,
registration can also help reinforce their cultural claims to a vast territory populated by
ethnic Mongolians, most of whom are living in the Chinese region of Inner Mongolia.
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Ethnic Kyrgyz Manas

The epicManas is the most treasured expression of contemporary Kyrgyz people’s national
heritage. Kyrgyz people often brag that the Manas has the longest lines in the world, even
longer than lines in The Odyssey and The Iliad taken together (Van der Heide, 2008; Köçüm-
kulkïzï, n.d.). Stories of the hero Manas have been at the center of Kyrgyz culture, such that
‘streets in many towns in the country are named after [him], as are public facilities – includ-
ing the airport where the US airbase is hosted’ (Lillis, 2013). Thus, China’s inscription of the
epic Manas on the intangible cultural heritage list in 2010 was deeply resented by people
in Kyrgyzstan and seen as an attempt by the Chinese to claim ownership over their
national culture, using the Kyrgyz ethnic group in China as a proxy. Therefore, people in
Kyrgyzstan chose to protest UNESCO’s decision. A study has shown that this event in
fact helped to bring Kyrgyzstan’s Manaschis – people who recite the Manas – together
in an attempt to reverse UNESCO’s decision. However, despite their efforts to counter
the recognition, the epic Manas was successfully listed as the heritage of an ‘enemy
state’ (Van der Heide, 2008). Just like Koreans and Mongolians, this episode prompted
the people of Kyrgyzstan to see the need to have their national culture recognized by
the outside world, and they started preparing a separate nomination for UNESCO intangi-
ble cultural heritage. Finally, in 2013, the Manas was registered as the cultural heritage of
Kyrgyzstan under the name Kyrgiz Epic Trilogy: Manas, Semetey, Seytek.

As demonstrated by these cases, the inscription of a particular cultural practice on
UNESCO’s intangible heritage lists has been perceived as a trademark or intellectual prop-
erty right that rules out other countries’ claims, which is not true. The 2003 Convention sti-
pulates that state parties have a right to identify and safeguard intangible cultural heritage
present in their territory; however, that does not certify them as the owners of the inscribed
cultural traits (Article 11). Nevertheless, states tend to claim sole ownership by describing
the culture in their territory as unique and authentic, and thus different from others.

Imagined originality and the choice of culture

Drawing up an inventory list of domestic cultural features and picking one for UNESCO’s
lists has been an iterative process for state organizations and leaders. The Korean Dano
festival was officially restored in South Korea around 1967, when it was first included on
the domestic list of intangible cultural heritage (Lee, 2010). The Japanese colonial
period (1910–1945) and the Korean War (1950–1953) devastated the country’s grassroots
cultural preservation and cultural restoration was based on old documents and folk mem-
ories of past festivals (Howard, 2012). The origin and authenticity of throat singing are also
controversial. According to Levin and Süzükei (2006), Mongolian style throat singing is of
quite recent vintage, having separated from Tuvan style throat singing only after the cre-
ation of the Tuvan People’s Republic in 1921. Moreover, the hero Manas was not portrayed
as an ethnic Kyrgyz in an earlier 1920s version of the tale, however, the historical character
became an ethnic Kyrgyz when the epic became the national symbol of Kyrgyzstan (Van
der Heide, 2008). China has also experienced a decades-long severance from its past,
including the loss of community-based dancers and artists during the Cultural Revolution
(1966–1976) and a campaign that eradicated the ‘four olds’ (customs, culture, habits, and
ideas) by destroying their cultural legacies (Blumenfield & Silverman, 2013). Even after the
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Cultural Revolution, China promoted long-standing Soviet-influenced rhetoric that
emphasized the ‘improvement’ (gailiang) and ‘development’ ( fazhan) of traditional arts
through modernization projects; only after the 1990s did Chinese scholars and musicians
become interested in preserving the old arts (Rees, 2012, pp. 24–25). Therefore, the tra-
ditions that many Chinese deem old and believe to have been directly transmitted from
ancient China have, in fact, only recently been restored as close to the originals as possible.

China’s efforts to seek UNESCO’s intangible cultural heritage status for the purposes of
cultural restoration are even more recent. The first published document related to these
efforts is the Notice of the State Council on Strengthening Protection of Cultural Heritages
(Guowuyuan Guanyu Jiaqiang Wenhua Yichan Baohu de Tongzhi), sent to local govern-
ments in December 2005. Based on the 2005 Notice, China established four administra-
tive-level intangible cultural heritage inventories: national, provincial, prefecture, and
county (Article 4, Clause 4). Each level was charged with selecting and publishing lists
of intangible cultural heritage under their jurisdiction. At the national level, China issued
its First List of National-Level Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2006, enumerating 518
national cultural elements; the Second List was published in 2006, with 510 elements;
the Third List was published in 2011, with 191 elements; and the Fourth List was published
in 2014, with 298 elements. Finally, the Law Concerning the Intangible Cultural Heritage of
the People’s Republic of China (Zhonghua renmin gongheguo feiwuzhi wenhua yichan fa)
came into force in June 2011. That statute stipulates the conditions for appointing ‘trans-
mitters’ (chuanchengren) of intangible cultural heritage (Article 29). Based on this law, and
starting in Yunnan province, local governments issued regulations to protect and preserve
folk culture.

In China, the traditional folk cultures are documented through state-organized folklore
specialists who edit, translate, publish, and exhibit ‘authentic’ performances, which are
sometimes inconsistent with local residents’ daily performances (Silverman & Blumenfield,
2013). China’s cultural restoration and preservation efforts come down to the term ‘original
ecology’ (yuanshengtai), which is aimed at taking inventories for UNESCO lists and promot-
ing the idea that folksongs should be sung by a culture-bearer or a transmitter in a local
dialect, in an un-modernized style, and, as far as possible, in a traditional context
(Gorfinkel, 2012, pp. 99–112; Rees, 2009, 2012, p. 34). In reality, however, many villagers
in China were involved in the ‘village tradition’, bounded by the original ecology principle,
and the ‘staged performances’ were used as a means of attracting tourism (Ingram, 2012,
pp. 55–75). Original folklore is therefore only imagined and becomes a fixed snapshot that
is filed in inventories of national culture.

While it is natural that states should expand their efforts to imagine and promote their
own national cultural elements, China’s efforts to objectify its minority groups’ cultures
through UNESCO registrations can be understood in two ways: the Chinese state can
use cultural registrations to reinforce its borders by claiming cultural ownership and
excluding external influences while, at the same time, binding minority cultures by folklore
in order to distinguish them from the civilized majority culture.

Excluding possible external influences

The objectification of minority cultures enables the Chinese state to consolidate its borders
by differentiating them from their ethnic kin’s cultures in neighboring states. For example,
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during the registration process, China emphasized ethnic Koreans’ unique experiences
after migration to China, such as their participation in the Communist Revolution and
Chinese state-building. China also highlighted ethnic Koreans’ contributions in northeast
China and their choice to become part of the Chinese nation. In the case of ethnic
Mongols, Inner Mongolia has recently seen a wave of unrest due to resentment against
the Han Chinese, who have become the majority group in this area (FlorCruz, 2011). By
claiming and controlling Mongolian culture, Chinese majority leaders have sought to
keep such tensions in check. While it can be readily understood that the Chinese state
might use this strategy among ethnic groups that are often involved in local unrest,
such as Uighurs, Tibetans, and Kyrgyz, why did China choose to objectify the culture of
ethnic Koreans, who are often referred to as a ‘model minority’? A study has shown that
since China opened formal diplomatic relations with South Korea in the 1990s, South
Korea has been a strong ‘pulling force for the ethnic group’ (Han, 2013). Hundreds of thou-
sands of Chinese ethnic Koreans are working or living in South Korea and tens of thou-
sands of Chinese ethnic Korean women have married South Korean men since the early
1990s. Although Chinese ethnic Koreans have not been politicized or contested as
much as other ethnic groups, as they are a relatively recent immigrant group, most can
still trace their ancestry back to the Korean peninsula and many still have relatives
living in either North or South Korea (Han, 2013, p. 74). The Chinese state therefore
seeks to objectify ethnic Koreans’ culture despite the burden of any conflict with South
Korea that such actions may cause.

This logic has also been applied to other ethnic minority groups. Out of 13 cultural heri-
tage elements that solely belong to ethnic minority groups, 11 belong to minority groups
that have ethnic kin outside the state border: Uighurs, Mongols, Tibetans, Kyrgyz, and
Koreans. Table 1 illustrates how China has been spending a great deal of effort on objec-
tifying these minority groups’ cultures to ward off possible external influences from ethnic
kin outside of China. Admittedly, there are exceptions to this logic, such as the Dong ethnic
group’s grand song and the Li ethnic group’s textile techniques, which require further
study. However, these tactics are consistent overall with previous studies that showed
that the Chinese state promotes minority cultural heritage in ways that do not threaten
the unity of the nation (Holdstock, 2012; McCarthy, 2009).

Folklorizing minority culture

While the Chinese state can reduce possible external influences, the ethnic majority’s
special status is maintained by highlighting minority groups’ folklore, in opposition to
the ethnic Han’s culture of civilization. In other words, the way the state objectifies
culture through UNESCO recognition is different for each group: through UNESCO’s lists,
Chinese state symbolically situate Han culture at the epicenter of civilization while empha-
sizing ethnic minority groups’ folklore. For example, most ethnic Koreans in China are not
farmers and they are one of the more well-educated minority groups, with a relatively high
average income (Han, 2013). However, among the many cultural elements of ethnic
Koreans, the farmers’ dance was chosen as representative of Chinese national culture.

Folklorization applies to other ethnic minority groups. Tables 1 and 2 show China’s
intangible cultural heritage that has been inscribed on UNESCO’s lists as of 2014.
Among the 38 cultural elements that belong to China, 13 elements come from ethnic
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minority cultures, 24 elements come from ethnic Han culture, and one element belongs to
both. If we look at what Chinese government has chosen to represent Han culture and
ethnic minority group cultures, it is noticeable that the Han cultural elements are
related to Chinese civilization while ethnic minority group cultural items are mostly folk-
lore: Han elements are techniques or knowledge related to architecture, calculation, calli-
graphy, craftsmanship, and opera music; elements of ethnic minority group cultures are
mostly folk songs, folk dances, folk festivals, and storytelling. If we look at the official
descriptions or photos of each element, the folklorization of a minority group’s culture,
in juxtaposition to the image of Han civilization, becomes more obvious: Minority
groups are pictured in their traditional costumes in pre-modern housing, even when
the costume and houses are not the cultural elements listed. Han Chinese, however,
tend to be pictured wearing modern clothing in a modern location, even when they are
demonstrating traditional craftsmanship.

For ethnic minorities, knowing that their cultures are appreciated by the state and the
larger world via recognition of their national and human cultural heritage might be signifi-
cant; however, folklorizing minority culture is ‘reifying the notion of a dominant culture
(the one whose knowledge informs and is developed by official administrative and edu-
cational institutions) that folklore is not as complex or meaningful as the products of
high, elite, or official cultural processes’ (Seitel, 2002, p. 6). This is how the majority
leaders of a state build and maintain the superiority of their ethnic group over minorities.
Harrell (1995) has pointed out that China’s ethnic minority policy has been a domestic ‘civi-
lizing project’, with the state seeing its ethnic minorities as ‘in need of civilization’ and
‘education’ (p. 13). McCarthy (2009) has also emphasized that the Chinese state promotes

Table 2. Lists of intangible cultural heritage that belong to Han Ethnic Group.
Year Name of element

2008 Guqin and its music
2008 Kun Qu opera
2009 Traditional design and practices for building Chinese wooden arch bridgesa

2009 Art of Chinese seal engraving
2009 China engraved block printing technique
2009 Chinese calligraphy
2009 Chinese paper-cut
2009 Chinese traditional architectural craftsmanship for timber-framed structures
2009 Craftsmanship of Nanjing Yunjin brocade
2009 Dragon Boat festival
2009 Hua’er
2009 Mazu belief and customs
2009 Nanyin
2009 Sericulture and silk craftsmanship of China
2009 Traditional firing technology of Longquan celadon
2009 Traditional handicrafts of making Xuan paper
2009 Xi’an wind and percussion ensemble
2009 Yueju opera
2010 Watertight-bulkhead technology of Chinese junksa

2010 Wooden movable-type printing of Chinaa

2010 Acupuncture and moxibustion of traditional Chinese medicine
2010 Peking opera
2011 Chinese shadow puppetry
2012 Strategy for training coming generations of Fujian puppetry practitionersb

2013 Chinese Zhusuan, knowledge and practices of mathematical calculation through the abacus
aList of cultural heritage in need of urgent safeguarding.
bList of best safeguarding practices.
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minority culture not only to achieve the unity of the multi-ethnic Chinese nation but also
as a modernization project. According to Liu’s study on ethnic Wa (2013) at the Yunnan-
Myanmar border area, the idea of cultural heritage was not constructed by minority resi-
dents but controlled by government officials, who characterize the residents as uncivilized
and lacking in scientific knowledge in order to protect and manage their own cultural heri-
tage resources.

Critics would say that this is not a completely new phenomenon. Focusing on physical
World Heritage Sites, Silverman and Blumenfield (2013) have argued that China’s enthu-
siasm for having many heritage sites is part of a national strategy for cultural soft
power, economic development, and incorporating minority groups into the Han-domi-
nated Chinese state. However, promotion of intangible cultural objectification is not
exactly the same as enthusiasm for having many physical World Heritage Sites. The phys-
ical heritage of minorities is often destroyed when state unity is threatened by an ethnic
group, as exemplified by the demolition of the ancient city of Kashgar, mostly occupied by
Uighur residents (Holdstock, 2012; McCarthy, 2009; Wines, 2009). For that reason, the
Chinese government has not actively sought World Heritage Site inscription anywhere
in Qinghai or Xinjiang, despite the fact that these provinces encompass 24% of China’s
total area (Silverman & Blumenfield, 2013). However, China’s handling of ‘intangible’ cul-
tural heritage is a civilizing project, with the Chinese state seeing its ethnic minorities as
in need of civilization and education. Moreover, intangible cultural heritage is different,
in that dances, songs, and costumes are more fluid than physical sites. They are also a
less risky tool that offers the state more space for cultural objectification and the state
therefore utilizes, or promotes, minority cultural heritage even when the groups involved
threaten state unity.

Conclusion

This study started by questioning the puzzling phenomenon of a majority, elite group, that
dominates a state, choosing to objectify or glorify a minority ethnic group’s culture. As a
multiethnic state, China has been objectifying not only its Han majority culture but also its
55 ethnic minority groups’ cultures. This study focused on China’s objectification of these
minority cultures through UNESCO’s intangible culture lists by investigating cases in which
China’s promotion of minority culture has led to conflicts with cross-border ethnic kin
states, such as Korea, Mongolia, and Kyrgyzstan.

This study has shown how the majority-dominated state objectifies its target cultures
through nomination and inscription of intangible cultural heritage on UNESCO’s lists.
Although intangible cultural heritage is living culture that keeps changing over time,
member states tend to take a snapshot view of their minority cultures based on their
recent imagination and then promote this view of their national culture. China and its
neighboring states have been battling to include their shared cultural elements on the
UNESCO heritage lists under their own names for the last decade. These cases demon-
strate how national leaders have utilized an international organization as an arena for
nationalist contests of cultural objectification.

This study has also demonstrated that China’s state-led objectification of ethnic min-
ority groups’ cultures is not contrary to nationalism theories asserting that majority
groups aspire to suppress other ethnic groups’ identities while promoting their own

72 J. LEE



national identities. Objectification is done in a way that maintains the Han majority’s cul-
tural superiority over minorities by highlighting minority groups’ folklore in opposition to
the ethnic Han’s culture of civilization. In other words, the way the Chinese state uses the
UNESCO lists to objectify majority and minority cultures is different. This notion has been
supported by analyzing 38 intangible cultural elements registered by China. Moreover,
unique from the existing literature, this study has shown that the Han majority is
seeking to prevent any possible external influences on its ethnic minorities, especially
where state unity has been questioned. Therefore, the state attempts to objectify minority
cultures in ways that differentiate them from the cultures of their external ethnic or cul-
tural kin.

The contributions of this study may go well beyond the literature on cultural and
national identity. Studies on Chinese minority cultures have long pointed out that
China’s majority-led cultural objectification of minority culture has been emulating
Western methods of cultural objectification since the colonial period (Schein, 1997).
Since the West has also objectified the culture of ‘less civilized’ or ‘barbaric’ others in
similar ways, China’s equivalent practice toward its minorities has been called ‘internal
orientalism’ (Gladney, 1996, pp. 113–114; Schein, 1997, p. 92). More broadly, the
findings of this study are potentially connected to discussions of domination, power,
and privilege based on gender, race, or class, or their intersections (Collins, 1998;
Schein, 1997, 2000). Although the present study has limited its boundaries to the
UNESCO’s intangible cultural heritage lists, and therefore did not discuss such broader
issues in detail, further studies could look deeper into the dynamics among the various
groups (e.g. gender, social class, or region) surrounding China’s internal cultural heritage
projects.

Acknowledgement

The author would like to express his sincere gratitude to Dr. Amílcar Antonio Barreto for his support
and encouragement.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

ORCID

Juheon Lee http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4516-8766

References

Aikawa, N. (2001). The UNESCO recommendation on the safeguarding of traditional culture and folk-
lore (1989): Actions undertaken by UNESCO for its implementation. In P. Seitel (Ed.), Safeguarding
traditional cultures: A global assessment (pp. 13–19). Washington, DC: Center for Folklife and
Cultural Heritage Smithsonian Institution.

Anderson, B. (1983). Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism.
New York: Verso.

SOCIAL IDENTITIES 73

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4516-8766


Arizpe, L. (2007). Singularity and micro-regional strategies in intangible cultural heritage. In L. Arizpe
& C. Amescua (Eds.), Anthropological perspectives on intangible cultural heritage (pp. 17–36).
New York.

Barreto, A. A. (2001a). The politics of language in Puerto Rico. Gainesville: University Press of Florida.
Barreto, A. A. (2001b). Constructing identities: Ethnic boundaries and elite preferences in Puerto Rico.

Nationalism and Ethnic Politics, 7(1), 21–40.
Barreto, A. A. (2002). Vieques, the Navy, and Puerto Rican Politics. Gainesville: University Press of

Florida.
Behdad, A. (2005). A forgetful nation: On immigration and cultural identity in the United States. Durham,

NC: Duke University Press.
Blake, J. (2006). Commentary on the 2003 UNESCO convention on the safeguarding of the intangible

cultural heritage. Leicester: Institute of Art and Law.
Blumenfield, T., & Silverman, H. (Eds.). (2013). Cultural heritage politics in China. Berlin: Springer

Science & Business Media.
Bortolotto, C. (2007). From objects to processes: UNESCO’s intangible cultural heritage. Journal of

Museum Ethnography, 19(March), 21–33.
Bulag, U. E. (1998). Nationalism and hybridity in Mongolia. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Byambasuren, J. (2010, February 11). Mongolian throat singers defend tradition against China.

Reuters. Retrieved from http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mongolia-china-singing-
idUSTRE61A1NI20100211

Chatterjee, P. (1993). The nation and its fragments: Colonial and postcolonial histories. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.

Collins, P. H. (1998). It’s all in the family: Intersections of gender, race, and nation. Hypatia, 13(3), 62–
82.

Danforth, L. M. (1995). The Macedonian conflict: Ethnic nationalism in a transnational world. Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press.

Dragojević, M. (2005). Competing institutions in national identity construction: The Croatian case.
Nationalism and Ethnic Politics, 11(1), 61–87.

Fiskesjö, M. (2010). Politics of cultural heritage. In Y.-T. Hsing & C. K. Lee (Eds.), Reclaiming Chinese
society. The new social activism (pp. 225–245). London: Routledge.

FlorCruz, J. (2011, June 3). Inner Mongolia beset by ethnic conflict. CNN. Retrieved from http://www.
cnn.com/2011/WORLD/asiapcf/06/02/inner.mongolia.unrest/

Geary, P. J. (2003). The myth of nations: The medieval origins of Europe. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.

Gladney, D. C. (1996).Muslim Chinese: Ethnic nationalism in the people’s republic (No. 149). Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Asia Center.

Gorfinkel, L. (2012). From transformation to preservation: Music and multi-ethnic unity on television
in China. In K. Howard (Ed.),Music as intangible cultural heritage policy, ideology, and practice in the
preservation of East Asian traditions (pp. 99–112). Surrey: Ashgate.

Ha, D. (2009). Yi dongyeongsang eul munjae sameul su bake eopneun yiyou [The reason to proble-
matize this video clip]. Seoul Broadcasting Service. Retrieved from http://news.sbs.co.kr/news/
endPage.do?news_id=N1000665747

Han, E. (2013). Contestation and adaptation: The politics of national identity in China. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Handler, R. (1988). Nationalism and the politics of culture in Quebec. Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press.

Handler, R., & Linnekin, J. (1984). Tradition, genuine or spurious. The Journal of American Folklore, 97
(385), 273–290.

Harrell, S. (1995). Civilizing projects and the reaction to them. In S. Harrell (Ed.), Cultural encounters on
China’s ethnic frontiers (pp. 3–36). Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Hechter, M. (1986). Rational choice theory and the study of race. In J. Rex & D. Mason (Eds.), Theories
of race and ethnic relations (pp. 264–279). London: Cambridge University Press.

Heo, Y.-H. (2015). Local dialects can be included on the list of cultural property. Chosun.com.
Retrieved from http://news.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2015/03/04/2015030404271.html

74 J. LEE

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mongolia-china-singing-idUSTRE61A1NI20100211
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mongolia-china-singing-idUSTRE61A1NI20100211
http://www.cnn.com/2011/WORLD/asiapcf/06/02/inner.mongolia.unrest/
http://www.cnn.com/2011/WORLD/asiapcf/06/02/inner.mongolia.unrest/
http://news.sbs.co.kr/news/endPage.do?news_id=N1000665747
http://news.sbs.co.kr/news/endPage.do?news_id=N1000665747
http://news.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2015/03/04/2015030404271.html


Higgins, A. (2011, August 10). A showdown over traditional throat singing divides China and
Mongolia. Retrieved from https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia-pacific/a-showdown-
over-traditional-throat-singing-divides-china-and-mongolia/2011/06/24/gIQASaZS7I_story.html

Hobsbawm, E. (1983). Introduction: Inventing traditions. In E. Hobsbawm & T. Ranger (Eds.), The
invention of tradition (pp. 1–14). New York: Cambridge University Press.

Holdstock, N. (2012, May 25). Razing Kashgar. London review of books LRB blog. Retrieved from
http://www.lrb.co.uk/blog/2012/05/25/nick-holdstock/razing-kashgar

Howard, K. (2012). Introduction: East Asian music as intangible cultural heritage. In K. Howard (Ed.),
Music as intangible cultural heritage policy, ideology, and practice in the preservation of East Asian
traditions (pp. 1–22). Surrey: Ashgate.

Ingram, C. (2012). Ee, mang gay dor ga ey [Hey, why don’t you sing]? Imagining the future for Kam
big song. In K. Howard (Ed.),Music as intangible cultural heritage policy, ideology, and practice in the
preservation of East Asian traditions (pp. 55–76). Surrey: Ashgate.

Kennedy, J. (2004). A Switzerland of the north? The nationalistes and a bi-national Canada. Nations
and Nationalism, 10(4), 499–518.

Köçümkulkïzï, E. (n.d.). The Kyrgyz Epic Manas. Retrieved from http://www.silk-road.com/folklore/
manas/manasintro.html

Kurlantzick, J. (2008). Charm offensive: How China’s soft power is transforming the world. New Haven:
Yale University Press.

Lee, G. (2009). Nongakmu, jungguk yi meonjeo UNESCO munwha yousan deunglok [Nongyuewu,
China inscribed on UNESCO cultural heritage prior to Korea]. The Kyunghyang Shinmun.
Retrieved from http://news.khan.co.kr/kh_news/khan_art_view.html?artid=
200911091737475&code=960201

Lee, K. (2010). Gangneung Danoje Jeonseung Sanghwang Yeongu [A study on the transmission of
Gangneung Danoje]. (PhD diss). Gwan-dong University.

Levin, T. C., & Süzükei, V. (2006).Where rivers and mountains sing: Sound, music, and nomadism in Tuva
and beyond (Vol. 1). Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.

Lillis, J. (2013, December 5). Kyrgystan’s Manas epic gains UN recognition. Eurasianet. Retrieved from
http://www.eurasianet.org/node/67834

Lim, A.-Y. (2015). New intangible cultural heritage law in effect in March next year…with a broader
definition that conforms to the UNESCO’s standards. The Kyunghyang Shinmun. Retrieved from
http://news.khan.co.kr/kh_news/khan_art_view.html?artid=201503042120035

Lindholm, C. (2008). Culture and authenticity. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing.
Liu, T. K. (2013). Re-constructing cultural heritage and imagining Wa Primitiveness in the China/

Myanmar borderlands. In Cultural heritage politics in China (pp. 161–184). New York, NY: Springer.
Luke, T. W. (2002).Museum politics: Power plays at the exhibition. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota

Press.
Martin, T. (2001). An affirmative action empire: The Soviet Union as the highest form of imperialism.

In R. G. Suny & T. Martin (Eds.), A state of nations: Empire and nation-making in the age of Lenin and
Stalin (pp. 67–90). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

McCarthy, S. K. (2009). Communist multiculturalism: Ethnic revival in southwest China. Seattle:
University of Washington Press.

N.A. (2005). Bi Chuantong Jieri ‘Shenyi’ Geng Zhongyao de Shi Shenme? [What is more important
than applying traditional festival for the UNESCO’s heritage lists?]. Renminwang. Retrieved from
http://culture.people.com.cn/GB/27296/3894449.html

N.A. (2015a, June 4). The soul of nationality: The origin of revival of Chinese Mongolian Humai [Minzu
Zhi Hun: Mengguzu Humai Fuhuoji Laiyuan]. Neimenggu Ribao. Retrieved from http://www.nmg.
xinhuanet.com/2015-06/04/c_1115509917.htm

N.A. (2015b, September 29). “The soul of nationality”; N.A. “Inner Mongolia: Preservative innovation
stimulates intangible cultural heritage to revive”. Neimenggu Ribao. Retrieved from http://www.
nmg.xinhuanet.com/2015-09/29/c_1116705005.htm

O’leary, B. (2001). An iron law of nationalism and federation?: A (neo‐Diceyian) theory of the necessity
of a federal Staatsvolk, and of consociational rescue. Nations and Nationalism, 7(3), 273–296.

SOCIAL IDENTITIES 75

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia-pacific/a-showdown-over-traditional-throat-singing-divides-china-and-mongolia/2011/06/24/gIQASaZS7I_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia-pacific/a-showdown-over-traditional-throat-singing-divides-china-and-mongolia/2011/06/24/gIQASaZS7I_story.html
http://www.lrb.co.uk/blog/2012/05/25/nick-holdstock/razing-kashgar
http://www.silk-road.com/folklore/manas/manasintro.html
http://www.silk-road.com/folklore/manas/manasintro.html
http://news.khan.co.kr/kh_news/khan_art_view.html?artid=200911091737475%26code=960201
http://news.khan.co.kr/kh_news/khan_art_view.html?artid=200911091737475%26code=960201
http://www.eurasianet.org/node/67834
http://news.khan.co.kr/kh_news/khan_art_view.html?artid=201503042120035
http://culture.people.com.cn/GB/27296/3894449.html
http://www.nmg.xinhuanet.com/2015-06/04/c_1115509917.htm
http://www.nmg.xinhuanet.com/2015-06/04/c_1115509917.htm
http://www.nmg.xinhuanet.com/2015-09/29/c_1116705005.htm
http://www.nmg.xinhuanet.com/2015-09/29/c_1116705005.htm


Rees, H. (2009). Use and ownership: Folk music in the People’s Republic of China. In A. N. Weintraub &
B. Yung (Eds.), Music and cultural rights (pp. 42–85). Urbana: University of Illinois Press.

Rees, H. (2012). Intangible cultural heritage in China today: Policy and practice in the early twenty-
first century. In K. Howard (Ed.), Music as intangible cultural heritage policy, ideology, and practice
in the preservation of East Asian traditions (pp. 23–54). Surrey: Ashgate.

Resnick, P. (2008). Hubris and melancholy in multinational states. Nations and Nationalism, 14(4),
789–807.

Safran, W. (1922). Language, ideology, and state-building: A comparison or policies in France, Israel,
and the Soviet Union. International Political Science Review, 13(4), 397–414.

Schein, L. (1997). Gender and internal orientalism in China. Modern China, 23(1), 69–98.
Schein, L. (2000). Minority rules: The Miao and the feminine in China’s cultural politics. Durham, NC:

Duke University Press.
Seitel, P. (2002). Defining the scope of the term intangible cultural heritage. Rio/ITH/2002/WD/8. Paris:

UNESCO, 7.
Shi, P. (2015). Hanguo Weihe Rezhong ‘Dao’ Zhongguo Wenhua? [Why does Korea endeavor to steal

Chinese culture?]. East-West Kaleidoscope. Retrieved from http://news.sohu.com/s2012/shijieguan-
299/

Silverman, C. (1983). The politics of folklore in Bulgaria. Anthropological Quarterly, 56(2), 55–61.
Silverman, H., & Blumenfield, T. (2013). Cultural heritage politics in China: An introduction. In T.

Blumenfield & H. Silverman (Eds.), Cultural heritage politics in China (pp. 3–22). Springer.
Slezkine, Y. (1994). The USSR as a communal apartment, or how a socialist state promoted ethnic

particularism. Slavic Review, 53(2), 414–452.
Thapar, R. (2000). The past and prejudice. New Delhi: National Book Trust.
UNESCO. What is intangible cultural heritage? See UNESCO webpage. Retrieved from http://www.

unesco.org/culture/ich/en/what-is-intangible-heritage-00003
Van der Heide, N. (2008). Spirited performance: The Manas epic and society in Kyrgyzstan. Amsterdam:

Rozenberg Publishers.
Waters, M. C. (1990). Ethnic options: Choosing identities in America. Berkeley, CA: University of

California Press.
Wines, M. (2009, May 27). To protect an ancient city, China moves to raze it. New York Times. Retrieved

from http://www.nytimes.com/2009/05/28/world/asia/28kashgar.html

76 J. LEE

http://news.sohu.com/s2012/shijieguan-299/
http://news.sohu.com/s2012/shijieguan-299/
http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/en/what-is-intangible-heritage-00003
http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/en/what-is-intangible-heritage-00003
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/05/28/world/asia/28kashgar.html

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Social construction, elite strategies, and cultural objectification
	‘Intangible’ cultural heritage and nationalist competitions
	Ethnic Koreans’ farmers’ dance
	Ethnic Mongolian throat singing
	Ethnic Kyrgyz Manas

	Imagined originality and the choice of culture
	Excluding possible external influences
	Folklorizing minority culture

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgement
	Disclosure statement
	ORCID
	References

