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“New Silk Road:” The Re-invention of Mongolness
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Abstract

In October 2013, Xi Jinping presented not only an ambitious infrastructure project but a strategic
initiative that promoted connections in many regards: the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). One in-
tended strategic value of this initiative is the improvement of relations between China and its neigh-
bours as well as the improvement of dialogue among different civilizations. Emphasis is placed on
the importance of the shared historical cultural heritage of the involved ethnic groups, while the
idea of a ‘harmonious society’ is promoted at the same time. The aim of this article is to shed light
on how China expands its soft power through civilizational connections along the Sino-Mongolian-
Russian Economic Corridor by referring to the Silk Road Academic Belt. This article is based on
ethnographic field research in Hénan Mongol Autonomous County in the Sino-Tibetan borderlands
of Qinghdi Province during an international conference titled “Historical and Cultural Links be-
tween Mongolia and Tibet,” held in July 2017. 1
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Introduction

The Sino-Tibetan borderlands are comparatively large, complex and heterogeneous in
terms of geography, history, and population (see Beth 2012; van Spengen 2009; Tuttle
2010 and 2012; Tsomu 2009 and 2014; Kolas 2015; and Wallenbéck 2017b). The
region is located in High Asia’s plateau and is mainly populated by (semi-)pastoralists;
in comparison, China’s lowlands in the east are largely comprised of sedentary people.
It has been an important contact zone? between significant cultural and political con-
figurations throughout history, especially due to the strategic trading routes in the area
which have maintained regular contact between China, Central Asia, and the Middle
East. The major societies involved facilitated complex and distinctive social, political,
and economic infrastructures for connecting distant regions. In this sense, the border-
lands have been a focal point for the interaction between major societies, acting as a
major crossroads for transferring objects and ideas for at least two millennia. They
tend to be portrayed as a transitional region between Tibetan and Chinese cultural
realms (Yeh et al 2014), neglecting a long-lasting strong Mongol influence, while they
actually need to be described as a melting-pot of multiple ethnic groups at the cross-
roads between Mongol and Tibetan cultures, as well as Han Chinese and Inner Asian
Muslim cultures.

The local population of the Sino-Tibetan borderlands have significant cultural and
linguistic characteristics that separate them from the Han Chinese majority group
within the People’s Republic of China (PRC); at the same time, they share historical
and cultural links. The long-term and sustained close relationship between Mongols
and Tibetans has been an important factor in historical and social developments in this
part of the Chinese nation. This connectivity is therefore deemed an inevitable re-
quirement of the “One Belt One Road” (OBOR) (yidai yiltr — 7 — %) initiative pro-
posed by Xi Jinping >JiTF in September 2013. The Chinese government has advo-
cated and supported in-depth studies of Tibet-Mongol ethnic and cultural relations
due to its relevance for the construction of a harmonious society in the respective areas.
Such initiative is supposed to strengthen minzi tuénjié %2145 (translated as “na-
tional unity” or “amity between nationalities”), a slogan initially set by Premier Zhou
Enlai i BBk (1898-1976) during the Qingdio Nationality Affairs Conference in July
1957 (Bulag 2002: 86). It sets up educational and cultural institutions that act as think
tanks for learning across different cultures based on “the spirit of the Silk Road —
peace and cooperation, openness and inclusiveness, mutual learning and mutual ben-
efit” (University Alliance of the New Silk Road 2015).

Due to the long-term mutual contact between Tibetans and Mongols, a milieu was
created in which unique local customs, language patterns, and social communities

2 The term “contact zone” was coined by Mary Louise Pratt in 1991. A brief discourse on the term
can be found in Viehbeck 2017: 7-8.
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have emerged, the origins of which lie in encounters between Tibetan and Mongol
culture that share certain features to form a new distinct culture. It is within this con-
tested socio-political landscape that Tibet-Mongols currently seek to reconcile their
ethnic Mongol identity due to their attachment to the territory and patterns of soci-
ocultural behaviour that have sustained them within Tibetan society for multiple gen-
erations (Wallenbock 2017b). Understanding borderlands as dynamic political spaces
or zones of unique interaction and potential inhabited mostly by ethnic minorities, |
will show in this article that they provide opportunities for reinvention, new relation-
alities, and other forms of cultural development.

Besides Mongolia, Mongol populations can be found in Russia and in China; con-
sequently, the China-Mongolia-Russia Economic Corridor plays an important role for
pan-Mongolian thinking and society, especially since | assume that culture resides in
an economic milieu, and that culture and the economy influence each other. After the
successful implementation of border trade zones and infrastructure projects along the
Sino-Mongolian-Russian corridor, the educational and cultural dimensions of trans-
national relations® are targeted as factors shaping economic cooperation — especially
with regards to pan-Mongolian issues as illustrated in this article. In this context, pan-
Mongolism advocates the cultural solidarity of Mongols who portray themselves as a
distinct ethnic group vis-a vis other ethnic groups (such as Tibetans and Han Chinese),
supported by a sense of togetherness but not pursuing the idea of the establishment of
a pan-Mongolian state.

Hence, the emphasis of this article will be on the reinvention of Mongol identity
at the Sino-Tibetan borderlands, specifically with regard to the China-Mongolia-Rus-
sia Economic Corridor, through cultural diplomacy. My case study is an international
conference on the Tibet-Mongol interface, including its cultural programme. The ar-
ticle is based on my field research in Hénan Mongolian Autonomous County (Hénan
Meénggiizii Zizhixian Ji B 5% % F 1A L) in summer 2017 where | used participant
observation as my applied ethnographic approach.

Having spent many years among the Tibetans and Mongols in the area, my
research interest stems from my desire to understand this state-sponsored socio-his-
torical and cultural re-assessment of the Tibet-Mongol interface in the context of
OBOR. China’s Mongols have been comparatively side-lined by Chinese and West-
ern* academia; work produced has focused on the Mongols of Inner Mongolia (Khan
1995; Sneath 2000; Bulag 2002, 2004, and 2012). Even less research has been done
on the Mongols in Tibet and the adjacent regions of the Sino-Tibetan borderlands
(Bulag and Diemberger 2007; Roche 2015; Wallenbdck 2016, 2017a, and 2017b). In

3 See Bennett 2016; Timofeev 2017; and Qin Shujian 2017 on Sino-Russian relations under the
OBOR framework. See Grossmann 2017 on Sino-Mongol relations under the OBOR framework.

4 When using the term “Western,” I refer to European and North American countries as well as
Australia.
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addition to filling this gap, my article intends to contribute to the larger — and still
emergent — field of cultural transmission studies by questioning how China interacts
with various other minority culture(s) in a national and international context. This
approach opens up a perspective on culture as an ongoing process of transmission and
enables us to better understand the dynamics of exactly how cultural innovation be-
comes possible, what guarantees continuity, and the agents controlling the process.
Moreover, this illuminates why and when people are interested in modifying and re-
constructing their particular identities.

The Mongol Population at the Sino-Tibetan Borderlands

The Mongols had a great impact on China’s history. During the Mongol Empire, due
to the ‘reunification’ of China, north-south trade along the Grand Canal as well as the
ports in South China were revitalised and infrastructure improved. Most importantly,
the Mongols — protected by the pax mongolica — controlled the Silk Road, so the
Mongol leadership secured the foundations of a trade empire. Besides trade, they
brought civil servants and scholars from the Middle East and Central Asia to China,
and new technologies and ideas were exchanged. In addition to this, the Mongol lead-
ers sought to hold on to their conquest and to create new alliances by maintaining
infrastructure, such as roads and lines of communication, and by offering religious
tolerance (Di Cosmo 2010: 91-93).

After its height in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the Mongol Empire broke
up into the 1l-Khanate in the Middle East,® the Chaghatay Khanate in Central Asia,
the Golden Horde on the Russian steppes, and the Yuan Jt Dynasty (1279-1368) in
East Asia. The Mongols | consider in this article are the descendants of those who
remained in East Asia during the Yuan Dynasty.

Contemporary Qinghi province (Qinghdi Shéng 75144 was under Mongol rule
for centuries. As early as 1252, the first Mongol settlers arrived south of the Yellow
River and established a postal and military station in the Héqu grasslands (Héqi
cdoyudn 7 5 JR), today’s Hénan Mongol Autonomous County.® Later, with the
establishment of the Khoshut (Mongol) authority over the Kokonor region under
Gushri Khan (1582-1655), the Mongols gained power all over Kokonor region until
1723 (Borjigidai 2002). Thereafter, however, the areas of today’s Inner Mongolia and

5 The Il-Khanate became the major force in commercial, diplomatic, and cultural relations of all four
above-mentioned Khanates.

6 For a more detailed background on contemporary Hénan County, I refer to the various local histo-
ries edited by the Committee for the Compilation of Local Records of Hénan Mongolian Autono-
mous County, as well as the official annals of Hénan County (Hénan Méngglizl zizhixian fangzhi
bianzudn wéiyudnhui 1996; Zhéngxié Hénan Méngglizh zizhixian weénshi zilido wéiyuanhui 1999);
Zhudcang Cairang 2010.
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Tibet fell under Qing governance due to the Lifanyuan ¥2#& ¢ (Ministry of Colonial
Affairs or “ministry which manages the border regions”),” a section of the dynastic
government established in the course of integrating Inner Asia into the Qing Empire.
From that time on, Mongol control of the Kokonor area was brought under Qing ad-
ministration, and the various local communities were divided into specific adminis-
trative zones. The Lifanyuan in the Kokonor area was the precursor to the Mongolian
and Tibetan Affairs Commission (MTAC) (Méng Zdng wéiyudnhui 5% 2 i %) of
the Republic of China.? Although officially under the administration of the Qing Em-
pire and Republican China, local power in the Héqa grassland remained in the hands
of the Khoshut until its incorporation into the Socialist Chinese state in 1954 (Hénan
Méngguiza zizhixian fangzhi bianzuan wéiyuanhui 1996).

In the twentieth century, the underlying Mongolness of the population was no
longer only assumed, but began to be reaffirmed; hyphenation began to emphasise
their Mongolness vis-a-vis other groups. After the incorporation of the Sino-Tibetan
borderlands into the PRC under Mao Zédong £ 4R (1893-1976), its population was
categorised as ‘minority nationalities’ (shdoshu minzii /PE{IR ), and ultimately re-
ferred to as culturally and economically ‘backward’ (Heberer and Miller 2017).
Those who had been called ‘barbarians’ in dynastic China were recast as ‘minority
nationalities’ and integrated into the ‘civilised’® modern PRC state with Beijing as its
centre (Harrell 1995; Mullaney 2011). In the following decades, the central govern-
ment launched strategies to secure inland political stability and move towards the bet-
ter integration of China’s ‘minority nationalities’ into Chinese society by focusing on
economic development. In 1978, Déng Xidoping X3/N*F (1904-1997) initiated the

7 For more detailed information on the Lifanyuan, refer to Chia Ning 1993; 2012a; 2012b; 2017.

8 The Lifanyuan in the Kokonor area was the precursor of the MTAC in the sense that the latter was
developed in 1928 out of interrelated governmental agencies such as the Lifanyudn by the Republic
of China government under the Kuomintang (Guéminddng [ [X:3%) to deal with Mongolian and
Tibetan affairs. In 1949, after the defeat of the Kuomintang to the CCP and the establishment of the
PRC, the MTAC as part of the Republic of China government relocated to Taiwan where it contin-
ued to deal with matters relating to Mongolians and Tibetans. Subsequently, after 89 years of history,
the MTAC was disbanded on September 15, 2017. Some of its functions were absorbed by the ex-
panded Department of Hong Kong, Macao, Mongolia and Tibet Affairs under the Mainland Affairs
Council (Dali: wéiyudnhui K2 5143) in 2018. The task of promoting and preserving Mongolian
and Tibetan cultures, supervising Mongolian and Tibetan cultural foundations, preserving historical
documents and artefacts, for example, was handed over to the Mongolian and Tibetan Cultural Cen-
ter (MTCC) (Méng Zang wénhua zhongxin 5258 AL H1.0»), which was re-assigned to the Republic
of China on Taiwan’s Ministry of Culture.

9 From the Chinese perspective, populations like the one at the Sino-Tibetan borderlands were his-
torically considered to be culturally inferior to the Han; the dichotomy of the ‘barbarians’ and the
‘civilised’ was mainly applied to local environmental conditions (Scott 2009: x-xi; Harrell 1995).
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“Reform and Opening-Up” (gdigé kaifang t{{*EFF %) policy to grant China’s hinter-
land further economic development.l® Nevertheless, during that period, the western
regions had limited industrial development whereas China’s coastal regions were
given higher priority under this policy. Consequently, region-wide development initi-
atives were demanded and Jiang Zémin YLK (born in 1926) implemented the cen-
tral government-directed “Western Development Programme” (Xibu da kaifa V55K
&) in 1999. One of the programme’s aims was to involve China’s ‘minority na-
tionalities’ in the western regions in the economic as well as cultural development of
their regions by receiving financial and technical assistance from the central govern-
ment; economic growth was a key tool to maintain regional stability. At the same time,
development led to a greater degree of dependence on Han-dominated state power.

With regards to Qinghai province, Rohlf (2015) gives a strong account of the ‘civ-
ilising” and ‘modernising’ mission designed by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
to develop and to integrate parts of the Sino-Tibetan borderlands into the Chinese state
through its first Five-Year Plan (1953-57). Based on strengthening inter-ethnic soli-
darity, it focused on the development of agricultural and livestock production to en-
sure the development of the economy and production as well as the improvement of
living standards. However, the Hén&n Mongols have only benefited from the state’s
civilising projects to retain their distinct identity by re-inventing their Mongolness
since the 1980s (Harrell 1995). The authenticity of their Mongolness, however, has
been brought into question by other Mongols and Tibetans due to Hénan Mongols’
close interactions with their Tibetan neighbours (Roche 2015; Wallenbdck 2016 and
2017h).

The “New Silk Road”

China’s ambitious OBOR initiative, also known as the “Belt and Road Initiative”
(BRI), consists of the traditional land-based “Silk Road Economic Belt” (SREB)
(Sichou zhilu jingji dai 2242 #4535 ) and the “Maritime Silk Road” (MSR)
(Hdishang sichéu zhi I #2298 2 %) 1* The “New Silk Road” is supposed to con-

10 The previously initiated “Third Front” programme was implemented in Qingh#i province in the
1960s (see Naughton 1988). In terms of Hénan County, however, the programme’s orientation was
predominantly militaristic. Therefore, this period is not referenced further in this paper.

1 This article is not focused on the economic and political goals of BRI that have attracted attention
in East Asian Studies and Political Science. In fact, the majority view is that the BRI reflects a broad
mixture of strategic, economic, foreign policy, and domestic motives (Swaine 2015; Godehardt
2016; Yu 2017). The literature on the BRI and the accompanying — often conflicting — Silk Road
narratives promoted by Chinese officials and independent Chinese and foreign scholars (Blanchard
2017; Callahan 2016; Ploberger 2017; Sidaway et al 2017) is vast and growing. Many studies focus
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nect China with over sixty-six further countries by sea and by land, advancing a par-
adigm shift that poses a threat to existing power structures in the respective regions.
By using the term “initiative” (changyi 181X) instead of “strategy” (zhanlté f{#%) in
English language publications, China intends to highlight that the BRI is not pursuing
strictly political goals but uses a new partly cultural approach to develop new political
and economic goals (Sterling 2018). The BRI is one of the PRC’s various attempts to
transform the relationship between China proper (néidi Py#t) and its traditional geo-
logues among different civilizations on the principles of seeking common ground
while shelving differences and drawing on each other’s strengths” (see Action Plan
on the Belt and Road Initiative 2015). The BRI can therefore be understood as the
emergence of various processes of regional and sub-regional integration dynamics to
improve China’s ability to project power across Asia, Europe, and Africa. By using
the term “Silk Road,” coined by Ferdinand von Richthofen (1833-1905) in the nine-
teenth century, the initiative evokes memories of China’s glorious trading past. The
historical “Silk Road” was not a single road, but a network of routes that originated
due to silk trade and transfer of other products. It connected the Han Empire in the
east and the Roman Empire in the west as a:

network of trade and cultural transmission routes that were central to cultural interaction through
regions of the Asian continent connecting the West and East by merchants, pilgrims, monks,
soldiers, nomads and urban dwellers from China and India to the Mediterranean Sea during
various periods of time (Richthofen 2015: 4).

The “Silk Road” was a place for economic diffusion, cultural exchange and transfer,
and played an important role in promoting China’s interests in its north-western bor-
der regions. In the course of exchange, a spirit of mutual respect was fostered and the
population along the “Silk Road” was engaged in a common endeavour to pursue
prosperity.

Various accounts by Giovanni da Pian del Carpine (John of Plano Carpini), Wil-
liam of Rubruck, Marco Polo, and Ibn Battuta, as well as more recent scholarship
(Elisseeff 2000) afford significant knowledge about the complexity of cross-cultural
exchanges along the “Ancient Silk Road.” The cultural dimension of the “New Silk
Road,” however, has thus far been paid little attention, in spite of culture being
acknowledged as a resource to generate economic growth. As Gernet (1996: 1) points
out:

on the BRI’s geopolitical implications in general (Dollar 2015; Rolland 2017); others on specific
sub-regions (Chen and Giinther 2017). | thank Alfred Gerstl for his suggestions and comments on
academic literature on the political and economic aspects of the BRI.



38 | ViennaJournal of East Asian Studies

Chinese civilization was the guiding spirit of a very large section of humanity, giving it its writ-
ing, its technology, its conceptions of man and of the world, its religions and its political insti-
tutions. The land of China itself, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam all form part of the same cultural
community. But China’s influence radiated far beyond that. It made itself felt among the Turkish,
Mongol, and Tungus peoples of Mongolia and the Altai, in central Asia, in Tibet, and in all
South-East Asia. It also impinged on more distant countries.

In recent years, western and north-western China have received increased attention
from both the international and national communities; economic cooperation with
neighbouring regions is especially encouraged due to their unique insights into lan-
guage and the cultural aspects of business. According to the National Development
and Reform Commission (2015, Chapter 6), the “New Silk Road” initiative particu-
larly addresses the economic and cultural strengths of Shanxi Pk7H and Gansu H
provinces; the ethnic and cultural advantages of Qinghdi province and the Ningxia
Hui Autonomous Region (Ningxia Huizl Zizhigii "7 % [Alj H G 1X); as well as Inner
Mongolia’s proximity to Mongolia and Russia. Chinese provinces and Autonomous
Regions see the involvement in the project as an opportunity to garner support for
their local projects under the framework of the BRI. To enhance its possibilities, China
promotes exchanges between China’s culture(s) and other cultures, not least in order
to build a favourable cultural image of itself (Liu 2017; Aukia 2014). China is trans-
forming traditional cultural resources for current modern society while fostering
global awareness and appreciation of its culture(s). In general, the purpose of cultural
soft power is to foster mutual understanding among nations and their peoples with the
aim of building broad support for economic and political goals (Sterling 2018). More-
over, culture is used as a tool for political and economic communication within the
BRI.

Over the past couple of years, China has begun to engage actively in a comprehen-
sive soft power strategy due to neighbouring countries’ anxiety in the wake of China’s
rapid economic development and military strength. By emphasising China’s cultures
and proclaiming peaceful relations, the Chinese government has stepped up efforts to
build “cultural soft power.” To use Nye’s definitions, “power” is the ability to alter
the behaviour of others to get what you want, whereas “soft power” is used to explain
the state’s ability to influence the behaviour or interests of others through the methods
of political values, culture, and foreign policies. “State power,” meanwhile, focuses
on military actions and/or economic inducement and coercion (Nye 2004). Forms of
cultural soft power are diversified in their attempts to foster the exchange of views
and ideas and promote a positive vision of cultural diversity (Melissen 2005). Cultural
diplomacy as a way to use cultural soft power to reach out internationally includes
arts, cultural exhibitions, educational programmes (conferences, workshops and bi-
[tri-lateral academic projects), broadcasting of news and cultural programmes, and
religious diplomacy. By using cultural diplomacy, society at home and abroad can be
influenced and shaped. In fact, the New Silk Road is a geopolitical initiative entangled
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with cultural diplomacy (Sidaway and Woon 2017). Therefore, different types of co-
operation are nowadays encouraged in the Sino-Tibetan borderlands which | seek to
examine based on the hypothesis that the BRI is China’s strategy for expanding its
“soft power”? through civilizational connections in addition to and for the benefit of
growing commercial integration.

“Silk Road Academic Belt”

Xi Jinping was aware of the need to improve relations between China and its neigh-
bours in view of their significant strategic value. In 2013, during the “Important
Speech of Xi Jinping at [the] Peripheral Diplomacy Work Conference”, he promoted
cultural, educational and academic exchanges that would allow China to establish
long-term friendly relations with its neighbours (Xi 2013). When the thirteenth Five-
Year Plan (2016-2020) was issued by the Central Committee of the Communist Party
of China (n.d.), it showed a strong focus on the modernisation of education (Chapter
59). Another emphasis is put on the protection of cultural heritage at the local level
(Chapter 68 and 69) and the endeavour of “both governmental and nongovernmental
exchanges to increase mutual cultural trust as well as cultural exchanges” (Xinhua
News 2017). At this point, reference should also be given to Xi Jinping’s keynote
speech at the opening ceremony of the Belt and Road Forum (BRF) for International
Cooperation in Beijing on May 14, 2017. Besides other issues, he highlighted “edu-
cational activities related to the Belt and Road Initiative” regarding “international ex-
changes and cooperation in education,” and stated that:

These four years have seen strengthened people-to-people connectivity. Friendship, which de-
rives from close contact between the people, holds the key to sound state-to-state relations.
Guided by the Silk Road spirit, we the Belt and Road Initiative participating countries have
pulled our efforts to build the educational Silk Road and the health Silk Road, and carried out
cooperation in science, education, culture, health and people-to-people exchange. Such cooper-
ation has helped lay a solid popular and social foundation for pursuing the Belt and Road Initi-
ative. Every year, the Chinese government provides 10,000 government scholarships to the rel-
evant countries. China's local governments have also set up special Silk Road scholarships to
encourage international cultural and educational exchanges (Xinhua News 2017).

In the X1’an Declaration (Xi’an xuanyan V6% &5 %) of May 22, 2015, a “University
Alliance of the New Silk Road” (UANSR) (Sichou zhilic daxué lidnméng #2282 %
K2 Bk ) was proclaimed to provide better connectivity in higher education
(University Alliance of the Silk Road 2018).%2 The aim of the UANSR is to establish

2 For discussion of the Chinese term for “soft power,” see Aukia 2014.
13 See Secretariat of University Alliance of the Silk Road: http://uasr.xjtu.edu.cn/index.htm, ac-
cessed July 2017.
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cooperative education platforms and other regional initiatives advocating the concept
of a “Silk Road Academic Belt” (Sichou zhilii xuéshii dai 42902 B AH5). Cur-
rently, nearly 135 universities from thirty-six countries and regions have participated
in the UANSR. In July 2016, China’s Ministry of Education further published a BRI
development plan on educational development (tuzjin gongjian “yidai yilu” jiaoyu
xingdong” YEBE L EE < —ar — B U H 17 8)) 1 which promotes student exchange,
joint research, academic exchange programmes and even the establishment of Confu-
cius Institutes.'® To date, thirteen provinces including autonomous regions (Gansu,
Ningxia, Fdjian ##%, Guizhou 52/, YUnnan = F4, Hainan {8 R, Xinjiang Uygur
Autonomous Region (Xinjiang Wéiwi'ér Zizhigii #7598 4E 5 /8 H A [X), Guangxi
Zhuang Autonomous Region (Gudngxi Zhuangzu Zizhigi | PO % H IR X)), Inner
Mongolia Autonomous Region (Nei Ménggii Zizhigii W52 7 EAEIX), Jilin 4K,
Heilongjiang & 2YT.44, Shinxi, and Qinghai, and one city (Qingdio 75 &), have al-
ready signed this education agreement with the Ministry of Education (University Al-
liance of the Silk Road 2018).

The relevance of this initiative partly originates from the fact that China’s educa-
tional landscape in minority areas had been historically limited, though there had been
some improvement between 1949 and 1978 in the course of the Chinese state educa-
tional policy (see Leibold and Chen 2014). However, it was only in the course of the
modernisation drive from 1978 onwards that a special education policy for ethnic mi-
nority areas was put forward and fundamental changes were introduced to the Chinese
educational landscape. Concurrently, the internationalisation of Chinese education
started in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Wojciuk 2015). Due to the historically poor
state of education in China’s Tibetan regions, along with low levels of literacy among
the general Tibetan and Mongol population, the first substantial steps towards Tibetan
and Mongolian higher education only took place with the improvement of the minor-
ity education system in the 1980s (Zenz forthcoming; Wallenbdck 2016).

A Case Study in State-Sponsored BRI Academic Programmes with a
Focus on Tibet-Mongol Relations

Against the backdrop of new opportunities offered by the BRI and the “Silk Road
Academic Belt,” the Department of Mongolian Studies at Northwest Minzd Univer-
sity (Xibéi Minzii Daxué Ménggii Yiiyan Weénhua Xuéyuan P9I K450 1ES
A= FE) and the local government of Hénan Mongol Autonomous County in

On the “internationalisation” of Chinese education, see Zhou Ji (2006), and Wojciuk et al (2015).
14 Ministry of Education of the PRC, 2016, Document 46.

15 For more details on the development of the Confucius Institutes in terms of China’s “soft power”
strategy, see Yang 2010; Dellios 2017; and Sterling 2018: 111.
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Qinghai Province decided to improve cultural cooperation with and among the Mon-
gol population along the China-Mongolia-Russia Economic Corridor by organizing
an international conference. Initiating such an event, they also aimed to implement
the strategic plans of the provincial governments of Gansu and Qinghéi to open up
“new heights” (xin gaodi # = Hh) along the New Silk Road. As a result of their com-
mon efforts, the “‘Historical and Cultural Links between Mongolia and Tibet’ within
the Framework of the State Programme ‘One Belt One Road’*® conference (“Yidai
yilu” shiye xia de Méng Zang guanxi yii wénhua jidoliv guoji xuéshu yantdohui “—
i R R B SR R 5 S A I E B S R BE £3) was held in Hénan
County, a small enclave located within the Tibetan cultural area of Amdo (Andué %
%), in July 2017.

L}

Qinghai

i

Henan Mongolian Autonomous County
(Henan Mengguzu Zizhixian o] 4% & 1% (135 5
rMa lho sog rigs rang skyong rdzong)

Source: Wikimedia 2007

The conference was organised by the Department of Mongolian Studies of North-
west Minz( University together with the Hénan County Bureau of Culture and Broad-
casting (wén gucng ju ) J&). It was co-organised by the Chinese Society for Mon-
golian Studies, Committee for Specialists on the Oirat'’ (Zhonggué Ménggiixué
Xuéhui Weéilatéxué Zhuanye Weéiyudnhui H1E 5 225 2 DR B2 7 2),
the Department of Tibetan Studies at Northwest Minz( University (Xibéi Minzii

16 A second official English title of the conference is ““One Belt One Road’ (OBOR) First Interna-
tional Mongolian and Tibetan Cultural Exchange Academic Symposium.”

17 The term “Oirat” refers to the “Western Mongols” (in Tibetan Sog), distinct from the Khalkha
“Eastern Mongols” (in Tibetan Hor). For further reading, see Halkovic 1985; Miyawaki 1990; and
Pegg 2001.
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Daxué Zang Yityan Weénhua Xuéyuan V56 RIE K250 & 3046 Fi), and the Re-
search Centre on Oirat Studies at Northwest Minz( University (Xibéi Minzii Daxué
Weilatexué Yanjiii Zhongxin 783t R 5= T 451 58 H.0). In accordance with
the concept of the “Silk Road Academic Belt”, the main goal of the conference was
to establish a cooperative education platform among the various academic institutions
along the China-Mongolia-Russia Economic Corridor, and to contribute to the com-
mon development of ‘civilisation’ and collaboration in higher education.

More than ninety-three scholars from China, Mongolia and Russia, as well as three
Western scholars, including myself and two scholars from the United Kingdom, took
part in this conference on the Tibet-Mongol cultural interface that took place from
July 22-24, 2017. Of interest was the call for papers for this conference; it was circu-
lated with little notice via Wechat groups and personal invitations. Beyond that, the
selection criteria of the participants were not transparent. Based on my observations,
the ethnic Mongolian participants were all of Oirat origin, and the Russian scholars
worked on Oirat issues. The main organiser from Northwest Minz( University was a
Mongolian from Xinjiang; he seemingly had his own network due to former students
and colleagues spread across the involved institutions. The three European partici-
pants (including myself) were informed directly by the organisers from Hénan County;
we were known due to our long-term engagement with local communities in the
course of our previous fieldwork and the associated publications. The other partici-
pants were Mongol, Chinese, and Tibetan scholars from the following institutions:
Northwest Minz( University, China Academy of Social Science (Zhongguo Shéhui
Kexuéyuan W EFE2 B R H E 4228} 2#B), China Tibetology Research Centre
(Zhonggué Zangxué Yanjia Zhongxin H [E s 2= 5T H1.0»), Central Minz( University
(Zhongyang Minzii Daxué W9 %K 2%), Dalian Minza University (Dalian Minzd
Daxué Ki% R K2%), Inner Mongolia Academy of Social Science (Néiménggi
Shehui Kéxuéyuan W5 i #E 2 FHBt), Inner Mongolia Agricultural University
(Néiménggii Nongyé Daxué W 5 1 4 Ml K 2%), Inner Mongolia University (Néi-
ménggii Daxué M 5% 5K %), Minority Language Translation Office of Qinghéi Prov-
ince People’s Government (Qinghdi Shéng Rénmin Zhengfii Shdoshu Minzu Yiiwén
Fanyi Shi & 48 N IRBUR /> 30 I8 SCFI 12 %), Shinx Normal University
(Shénxi Shifan Daxué BRFHITTE K2%), Qinghai Minza University (Qinghdi Minzii
Daxte % K2%), Qinghai Normal University (Qinghdi Shifan Daxué 75 %M
5K 2#), and Yannan Minzd University (Yannan Minza Daxué z 7 B % K 2). Mon-
golian researchers were affiliated with the National University of Mongolia, and the
Mongolian Academy of Sciences (Institute of Language and Literature). In terms of
Russian academic institutions, scholars from the People’s Friendship University of
Russia, the Kalmyk State University, the Kalmyk Institute for the Humanities (Rus-
sian Academy of Sciences), the Siberian Branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences,
the Tuvan Institute for Research in the Humanities and Applied Social Science, the
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Buryat State University, and the Moscow State Institute of International Relations
were involved in the conference.8

On July 22, 2017, the event was officially opened by the Party Secretary of Hénan
County, Han Hua %4, in a newly built concrete ger (yurt)* which could host at least
150 people. In his speech,° Han Hua mentioned that although the main objectives of
the BRI related to the economy and infrastructure, education and people-to-people
exchange were also on the agenda. Emphasis was placed on the close relation of eco-
nomic development and academic exchange. Han Hué preliminarily highlighted the
“Four Solid” (si gé zha zha shi shi PU~FLFL5E5L) major requirements?! and the new
concept of the “Four Transformations” (si gé zhudnbian V4~#47%)% as the ecological
and social development strategies of Qinghii Province, which were approved in the
course of the thirteenth Qinghdi Provincial Congress of the Communist Party of China
in August 2016. The goal of these requirements is the “establishment of a wealthy,

18 The list of participants can be found at:
http://www.orientalstudies.ru/rus/images/stories/conferences/qinghai_conference_2017.pdf

19 At this point, it is worth mentioning that the yurt is part of the Mongolian narrative that maintains
Mongolness through imagined pastoralism (Wallenbéck 2017b). For more detailed background in-
formation on the yurts in Hénan County, see Lha mo sgrol ma and Roche 2014.

20 Even though the official languages of the symposium were Chinese, Tibetan, Mongolian, Russian,
and English, the principal languages used were Mongolian and Russian. Unfortunately, hardly any
academic lectures were translated into Tibetan, Chinese or English. Emphasis was put on the im-
portance of the Mongolian language — even though fewer than half of the audience were able to
follow a lecture in Mongolian. However, the official opening ceremony was almost exclusively held
in Chinese.

2 The “Four Solid” requirements are as follows: (1) sustainable economic and health development
(jingji chixi jidnkang fazhdn % UF 75 2L fi2 B K k&), (2) ecological environmental protection
(shéngtai hudnjing baohy - 253K B3 {f 3), (3) securing and improving people's livelihood
(bdozhang hé gdishan minshéng 15[ F1 e 3 K AE), and (4) strengthening and standardisation
of political life within the party (jiagidng guifan ddng néi zhéngzhi shénghuo fNHEMLIE 5 NG
H:3E) (Bao Tuoye 2017).

22 The “Four Transformations* were explained as follows:

niili shixian cong jingji xido shéng xiang shéngtai da shéng, shéngtai qiang shéng de zhudnbidn %%
JIEINGE T PNE HAERKE . ERERE AL The transformation from a small economic
province to a large ecological province, and to an ecologically strong province.

cong rénkou xido shéng xiang minzu tuanjié jinbu da shéng de zhudnbian M I /INE 1) Bk A 45
5 KA 378 The transformation from a province with a small population to a province with
“national unity” and progress.

cong yanjii difang fazhdn zhanliié xiang rongrit gudjia zhanliié de zhudnbian MW T T K J@ 1
e [ Fi N ] 5% Ak s 1) 3545 The transformation from the study of local development strategies to
the integration of national strategies.

cong nongmumin danyi de zhongzhi, yangzhi, shengtai kanhu xiang shéngtai shéngchdn shénghuo
liangxing xvunhudn de zhudnbian WA R —MFRE. FRGE. AEBEY AL EE BRI
IR HI#%75: The transformation of semi-pastoralists’ lives to planting, breeding and environmen-
tally-protected lifestyles. (Mei Yan 2017)
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civilised, harmonious and beautiful” (jianshé firyi wénming héxié méili 13 & 4 3L
B A1E3E 1) Qinghai (Bao Tuoye 2017). In order to be able to achieve those goals,
political beliefs, political thinking, and political responsibilities would have to be
strengthened. Based on these requirements, Han Hua promised that the Hénan County
Party Committee and the county government would support all ethnic groups to work
together to overcome difficulties and to finally be able to make progress — to lead
Hénan County into a bright and prosperous future. He stressed the ethnic diversity
within Hénan County but claimed that by having followed the “Four Transformations”
in recent years, and after continuous cultural exchange and integration, Hénan County
had become the most harmonious area of national unity and progress (Bao Tuoye
2017).

The chief of the county, A Qiong fi[Z3, subsequently pointed out in his speech®
that since the eighteenth National Congress, an important part of China's cultural de-
velopment strategy was to promote the “extraordinary traditional Chinese culture”
(Zhonghua youxin chudntong wénhua FHEEF54% 48 3C4k). By using the Chinese
term Zhonghud wénhua H 434 for “Chinese culture,” he indicated that the Mongol
and Tibetan cultures were integrated within the context of a greater Chinese cultural
sphere. He argued that an important fact for the development of the Chinese nation
was the long-lasting and sustained close relationship between the Mongols and Tibet-
ans which is tied together with Chinese history and advocated by the Chinese govern-
ment as an inevitable requirement of the BRI. According to A Qiéng, the BRI could
only be successful if the ethnic, cultural and historical aspects of the ancient Silk Road
were fully understood. He further stated that only intellectuals would be able to pro-
vide this kind of profound knowledge needed for the implementation of the initiative.
He pointed to the interesting fusion of Mongols and Tibetans in Hénan County that
was brought about by the geographical, historical and religious conditions of the ter-
ritory, as well as by its inter-ethnic marriages. He referred to Hénan County as an
example of a harmonious society (héxié shéhui Fli#t4>) in the context of local eth-
nic and cultural diversity as a model for successful cultural exchange, and as the “most
typical cradle of Mongol and Tibetan Culture” (yunyt Méng Zang wénhua de zui
dignxing de yaolan 18 i AL B ST 2 ). As a result of all this, Hénan
County had been chosen to host the “International Symposium on Mongolia-Tibetan
Cultural Exchange” with the aim of consolidation and maintenance of national unity.
The symposium was planned to provide a “historic opportunity” to deepen the aca-
demic connections between research institutions working in the field of Tibetan and
Mongolian Studies. Therefore, scholars from relevant national and international aca-
demic institutions were invited to join the three-day symposium for an in-depth ex-
change, and the above summarised opening ceremony was followed by various aca-
demic lectures on historical, linguistic, cultural, literary, and religious topics. Working

23 Notes taken and translated by the author.
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within the framework of the cultural aspects of the BRI, future economic development
was focused upon.

In addition to the agenda of scientific exchange, activities dedicated to artistic tra-
ditions including music and dance were organised during the course of the conference.
In spite of Hénan County claiming its responsibility to support the BRI by promoting
its inheritance of both Mongol and Tibetan culture, these activities mainly served to
promote Mongolian culture and, more specifically, Oirat culture. This choice of spe-
cific cultural ethnic representation seems to conform to a policy of raising awareness
of cultural traditions of the various ethnic groups within the multi-cultural, multi-eth-
nic People’s Republic, in order to promote China’s image as a ‘harmonious society’.
Chapter 68 of the thirteenth Five-Year Plan (2016-2020) (Central Committee of the
Communist Party of China n.d.) highlights that:

We will strengthen the development of both cultural initiatives and the culture industry by im-
plementing projects to develop culture and help people emerge as eminent cultural figures so as
to give an extra touch of colour and vitality to people’s cultural lives.

Markers of Mongolness

Given the above policy approach, | should not have been surprised that the confer-
ence’s cultural programme — which according to my informants complied with the
“Cultural Reform and Development Plan” — included elements of Mongolian culture,
even if they could no longer be found in Héndn County. Striking examples of this
more pan-ethnic than local representation were Mongolian “overtone singing” or
“throat singing,” one of China’s intangible cultural heritage entries registered with the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and a
piece of music with the horse-head violin that is no longer played in Hénan County.
One highlight representing local culture was a dance performance on the Héqu horse
(Héqii ma ] 1 5), also called the Tuyuhan horse (Tiyihin mda M43 7%5). The
dance refers to the reputation for horsemanship of Tibetan and Mongol pastoralists of
the Sino-Tibetan borderlands who have long bred fine horses and provided top-quality
horses for both commercial and military purposes. In this sense, the performance rep-
resented a local pastoralist population fostering “attitudes and value judgments which
are part of horse-culture modal personality” (Ekvall 1968: 11).

Another marker for “Mongolness,” the Naadam Festival — a traditional three-day
sports festival closely related to the history and culture of Mongols that had taken
place in Hénan County every year since 1984 (Wallenbdck 2016) — was cancelled in
2017 due to the immense costs of the international conference. When Naadam — com-
prising a religious, secular, political or social ceremony, followed by competitions in
archery and horseracing — takes place, Mongol identity is highlighted by the display
of Mongolia’s ancient traditions, symbols and rituals; furthermore, social cohesion is
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created as many multivocal rituals are included. Hence, its cancellation in Hénéan
County seemed to indicate that the local Mongol communities’ sense of belonging
was sacrificed for the benefit of a sense of community among the Mongol conference
participants.

Figure 1: Cultural Programme (© Wallenbdck)
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Later on, | would find that the Naadam or “Three Games of Men” — which can be
traced back to the ancient military arts of Chinggis Khan’s army and the Mongols’
nomadic past — had not been cancelled altogether, but rather displaced and incorpo-
rated into the broader context of the New Silk Road in another way. On September 9,
2017, the first? “Silk Road Naadam” (Sichou zhilix nadamir 22442 B AIA%E) took
place at the National Sports Centre in Jiliquan, Subéi Mongol Autonomous County in
Gansu province (Gansi: Shéng Jiiquén Shi Subéi Ménggiizi: Zizhixian H il & 1 R 17
it AL S % E ¥ ) — an important node in the eastern part of the ancient Silk Road.
Mongols from China as well as from Mongolia were invited to attend the festival that
“played an important role in promoting cultural exchanges with surrounding countries
and regions in Sub¢i County, and in enhancing understanding and friendship between
the various regions.”? One day later, a “Silk Road International Naadam” was held at
Inner Mongolia Normal University (Néiménggii Shifan Daxué sichéu zhili gudji
nadamu P 5 Y K 2 2. 98 2 % [ PR IR %) as part of the Second China-Mon-
golia Expo 2017 from September 10-28, 2017. This event included the “three games,”

24 The second Silk Road Festival was held from August 18-20, 2018.
25 Original quotation in Chinese: X Ab-2 a5 & B SR X SCAR AR, Gk iR & Hh X
Z AT RS EBEA 5> BEENHESIER - (Di Dongyang 2017).
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as well as archery competitions, a football tournament, and an academic forum during
which agreements with foreign universities were signed.?® By using culture as a tool,
this event aimed to advance educational cooperation among countries along the Belt
and Road similar to the Hénan conference.

In Hénan, a full day of the conference was dedicated to cultural exchange and
shared heritage among the Mongol populations along the Silk Road. A field trip was
organized to the memorial for the traditional Mongol rulers?” (opened in 2009), and
the Historical and Cultural Museum of Hénan Mongols (Héndn Ménggii lishi wénhua
bowngudn 17 F 5% 1 7 2 SCAL 1421 1E) 28 (established in 2014). The aim of the visit
was to improve the protection of cultural heritage and networks of public cultural fa-
cilities as emphasised in the “Cultural Reform and Development Plan” (Wénhua gdigé
fazhén guihua SCACHUEE R FEFK)) (Central Committee of the Communist Party of
China 2012).

The majority of museums in the PRC are state-run institutions funded by the state
at national or local level (Kim 2011). Therefore, they mainly communicate an ideo-
logical and nationalistic message “implicated in a highly politicised process of re-
membering and representing the past” (Denton 2014: 2-3). In fact, state-run museums
in the PRC always mirror the current political sensibility of the ruling regime and thus
turn into a “Schaufenster” (show window) of China’s current policy. Following this
pattern, the two new museums in Hénan County serve the ideological and pedagogical
purpose of highlighting the distinctive Mongolness of Hénan, displaying its distinct
Mongol history and culture while at the same time serving the larger state ideology of
a multi-ethnic Chinese state. Reflecting the narratives of unbroken continuity in the
development of Chinese civilisation, the museums shape the perception of history,
memory and identity of the local population. During our visit to the palace of the
former ginwdng 3% (Prince of the First Order),?° one of the locals told me that:

% See website on the 2017 Inner Mongolian Normal University International Naadam Festival:
http://news.imnu.edu.cn/c48.jsp.

27 This memorial consists of three parts: 1) The Exhibition Hall of Culture and Art of Hénan County
(Héndan Ménggiizii Zizhixian wénshi chénlié gucn 774 5% it & B 1R B SC L FRFITE), 2) the early
Office of the CPC Hénan Méngqi Working Committee (Zhonggong Héndn Méngqi gongwéi zdogi
bangéngchu F1 3L 7 5 TR H /5 A 4b), and 3) the palace of the former ginwdng (Qigé
ginwdng fii HIHSE THT).

28 The Historical and Cultural Museum of Hénan Mongols is an imposing, four-storey building that
exhibits the past, present, and future of Hénan. It is the first government-funded museum in Qinghai
province at the county level. The main sponsor of the museum was the local government of the YTjin
Huolud Banner (Yijin Huoluo qi 1748 # HE) of Inner Mongolia who provided more than sixty-six
million Renminbi (approximately 860,000 Euros); the remaining sum was financed by the Central
government.

28 After 1723, the ginwdng was a political authority in the area until its incorporation into the modern
Chinese state.
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PSR B R TR A NS5 F, A B 1) & B 3 HE b,
The Qiigé qinwang fii [palace of the former ginwdng] has recorded the unforgettable years of
the past; it is a new type of basis for patriotic education.

The two museums are devoted to the culture and history of the Mongols with care-
fully selected and constructed exhibitions of cultural artefacts. They focus on the
Mongol identity of the territory with the aim of enhancing the development of the
local communities; they try to restore lost memories of the past and seek to educate
visitors through objects. Their exhibitions reflect the fact that the relatively autono-
mous history of Hénan County helped its Mongol population to sustain a distinctive
identity — one that is different from both the Tibetans and other Mongols outside the
region, but at the same time put emphasis on the pan-Mongol identity in the course of
displaying Chinggis Khan’s portraits. In fact, shared historical and ethno-cultural her-
itage is shown as an important condition of being Mongol. Both museums therefore
trace the (local) Mongol history back to Chinggis Khan since it is said that the Ching-
gisid lineage was the everlasting stem of Mongol identity, and the origin myths are
tied to the Chinggisid lineage. Whereas the various Mongol communities — such as
the Khalkha, the Qirat, the Buryat and the Kalmyk — claim to have distinctive group
(Mongol) identities, they describe themselves just as ‘Mongol’, especially when dis-
tancing themselves from the Russian and the Chinese. It can be stated that within a
“diversified unity” of Mongols, the collective Mongol identity is preliminarily con-
structed through the link with Chinggis Khan.

In this context, one needs to remember that while the Mongols historically per-
ceived the “Middle Kingdom” as one section of their vast empire, the Mongolian
steppes also have strong historical associations with China and her cultural realm as
the homeland of the conquest dynasty of the Yuan, which today is claimed by China
as its own dynasty. The Chinese had adopted the Mongol emperors as their own,
providing an argument to their central governments to foster greater links between
China and Mongolia. In some sources, Chinggis Khan is even referred to as the “only
Chinese to defeat the Europeans” (Bulag 2004: 110). This interpretation of history
plays an important role in the creation and development of a Chinese multi-ethnic
nation. At a certain point, the Chinese Communist government even turned Chinggis
Khan into a figure of identification of the Chinese people:

[As] early as the 1930s, M4o had invoked Genghis when he implored the Mongolians to ‘coop-
erate with the Chinese Soviet regime and the Red Army’ so that ‘who [would] then dare [to]
entertain the thought that the sons and grandsons of Chinggis Khan be humiliated’ (Rossabi
1993: xix).

The representation of Chinggis Khan rekindling a popular memory of the nostalgic
version of the historic figure in the museums can therefore be seen as aiming to gen-
erate pan-Mongolian as well as Chinese sentiments.
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Conclusion

The Sino-Tibetan borderlands are known for both their immensely diverse cultural
landscape and complex set-up in terms of socio-cultural, political, and economic
spheres. Hence, the Chinese government has to deal with the issue of both internal
and external cultural identification through the evolution of cultural policy.

By holding international conferences combined with cultural events that empha-
sise the importance of the shared historical cultural heritage of the past, China uses
soft power to establish the image of a new emerging China along the Silk Road while
at the same time generating positive social impact for the local communities.

The conference in Hénan County — where the pastoral Mongol society has adapted
and assimilated to the local Tibetan culture but has also been encouraged to focus on
their Mongol identity — needs to be understood in this context of state-sponsored in-
ternational cultural and educational exchange. By providing academic support and
ideas for the improvement of Mongol-Tibetan cultural links along the Silk Road, the
conference promoted the national development strategy by using cultural diplomacy.
An aim of this event was to take the first step in establishing a new gateway for con-
necting academic institutions in countries with Mongol populations along the New
Silk Road. In this sense, the conference was indeed a soft power tool serving China’s
development strategies to raise cultural awareness and improve its communication
and economic development with its neighbours. By strengthening China’s cultural
and economic links with the Mongol populations in Asia, the development of a ‘har-
monious society’ along the Silk Road, in memory of the ancient Silk Road during the
Mongol Empire, was actively promoted.

During the conference, Mongol culture was ‘used’ to construct a distinct (cultural)
identity, to maintain ethnic boundaries in which they are distinct from Tibetans, and
to object to the “Tibetanization” (Roche 2015) of Mongol cultural identity at the Sino-
Tibetan borderlands. Hence, my second conclusion is that this conference was a “pan-
Mongolian” event rather than one aiming at a Tibet-Mongol interface. In the course
of this event, it was shown that the Mongols juxtapose their Mongolness not only
against Tibetan and Han culture; they activate it to consolidate an identity that does
not have a fixed and presumed meaning, but is open to negotiation and rearticulation
both within and outside the context of China. They are aware that they partition into
several political communities while, at the same time, stressing ethno-cultural and
historical unity. This Mongol consciousness constructed on pan-Mongol culture and
history was promoted during the above-mentioned conference by exhibiting it in the
course of cultural performances.

The conference and its add-on cultural programmes further showed that due to his
act of unifying the fragmented nomadic societies of the Eurasian steppe, Chinggis
Khan remains a particularly revered figure in contemporary pan-Mongolian thinking
and society. However, against the backdrop that his deeds have also been adopted as
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part of Chinese history, Chinggis Khan is not only used as an icon of “Mongolness,”
but also articulated as a symbol of national identity incorporating both Mongol and
Chinese elements by the Chinese state. 3 Therefore, the cult of Chinggis Khan is now-
adays reproduced and cultivated by the pan-Mongolian society as an imagined com-
munity, as well as by political authorities on different levels. Through an interpreta-
tion, celebration, and commemoration of Mongol history as Chinese history and the
promotion of Mongol heritage as Chinese heritage, cultural nationalism is revived
with the help of the glorification of cultural remnants of the past. This finally makes
my case study a showcase of China’s immense investment in projects that institution-
alise minority culture as a tool to increase China’s influence by raising awareness of
Chinese culture and tradition.
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