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The Legitimacy of China's Regional Ethnic Autonomy
—Based on an Examination in the 1950s

TANG Yuan-chao', WANG Juan’

(1.Sociology Department of Zhejiang university, Hangzhou, Zhejiang, 310058;
2.Sociology Department of Peking university, Beijing, 100091)

Abstract: Drawing upon historical insights from the 1950s, this paper delves into the legitimacy foundation and polit-
ical rationale behind China's system of ethnic regional autonomy. The study contends that the essence of ethnic re-
gional autonomy in new China does not align with the Western notions of "decentralization" or "adversarial autono-
my", but rather, it embodies a "cooperative autonomy" that transcends historical constraints, fosters equality and uni-
ty, and serves the broader goal of socialist modernization. By examining policy documents and leadership discourses
from the early years of the People's Republic of China, this paper uncovers the system's dual legitimacy: at the value
level, it strives to eliminate ethnic divisions and forge a "great ethnic family"; at the practical level, it transcends tra-
ditional Western ethnic boundaries through centrally-guided regional autonomy arrangements, emphasizing the mod-
ern ideal of shared development among all ethnic groups. The study reveals that the implementation path of ethnic re-
gional autonomy bears distinct Chinese characteristics: its establishment process adheres to a consultative gover-
nance model under central oversight, with autonomous region boundaries not determined by ethnic population pro-
portions but rather by considerations of resource integration and development effectiveness. The research concludes
that China's system of ethnic regional autonomy is fundamentally a politically designed system oriented towards
"substantive rationality", transcending both the frontier governance systems of past dynasties and the former Soviet-
style multi-ethnic federalism. It offers an institutional paradigm centered on "shared development" for the modern
governance of a unified multi-ethnic country, providing valuable insights for boosting the building of a community
for the Chinese nation in the new era.

Keywords: Regional Ethnic Autonomy, Ethnic Cooperation, Legitimacy, Forging a Strong Sense of Community for
the Chinese Nation



