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Developing the Idea of Respecting Minority Cultures in China

Language Problems in Yanbian Korean District——
Yoshikazu OGAWA*

The purpose of this paper is to discuss developing the idea of respecting minority cultures
consisted of ‘ethnic equality’ idea by Chinese Communist Party through the case of Yanbian
Korean District, northeast part of China. This district used to be a part of Manchuria where
the population of Korean exceeded that of Chinese, and have had many Korean schools since
1910s. So it has become a developed area on minority education and is one of the most
appropriate area to analyze the problems of respecting minority cultures. In this paper Korean
language is focused especially because ethnic conflicts have been heated up about how minority
languages are dealt with in minority schools.

Yanbian is a place where many Korean moved to live from Korean Peninsula since the end
of 19th century and was politically very complicated area because it is located between Russia
and Korea. Korean people had a strong ethnic identity and built Korean private schools at that
time to keep their culture although authorities that governed this district — Qing Dynasty,
Chinese National Party, Japanese Empire and the Manchuria Government often gave pressures
against them. Authorities wanted to control Korean schools by reorganizing private schools to
public ones, which usually meant prohibiting the use of Korean language.

Contrary to those authorities, Chinese Communist Party acknowledge their culture and

language actively which other authorities denied in order to

1
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nite a nation by beating Chinese
National Party. Korean school systems using Korean language were expanded as soon as new
China was built. That process, however, also meant clearly Korean was a member of Chinese
people. Because Chinese Communist Party denied strong Korean ethnic identity, the balance
between Korean power and Chinese one was always a delicate matter. When Chinese power
over"vmeilx 1ed Korean ones at the ti Great Progress and Cultural Revolution, Korean
language was attacked and prohibited in Korean schools like Manchuria days.

After Cultural Revolution, Korean language was recovered again in Korean schools, but a
heated issue - the balance between Korean and Chinese still remains. Through these experi-
ences Korean people learned that they had to improve their bilingual abilities though it is a
difficult matter. In fact from some statistical data, we find there are not many Korean people
who are bilingual. Therefore, Korean educational system needs to be organized better and

more perfect not to be disadvantageous even for Korean who are not good at Chinese language

* Research Associate, RI.H.E., Hiroshima University
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than before if the status of Korean language get close to that of Chinese one.

Chinese language, however, is a mother tongue for 929§ people in China, and Chinese and
Korean are not equal (one is ‘national language, the other one of minority languages) though
equal by law. Moreover, among real society, Chinese language becomes key for success in life
such as better employment and success of entrance examinations. Then Korean people, not
Chinese government, want to strengthen Chinese language in Korean schools for the future of
Korean people these years. That is a kind of an ironical issue — in order to keep Korean’s
culture they must strengthen Chinese because they lose their own language as a core of their
culture if all of them go to Chinese schools for future success. (Especially, at higher education
level such as Yanbian university, Chinese is usually used as instruction language.)

To pursue expanding Korean educational system and strengthen Chinese simultaneously is a
current conclusion Korean people reached from many experiences. That is an old and new issue

in multicultural society.



