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The Han Nationality

Section 1 Past and Present

The Han nationality, with a total population of about 1.3 billion, is the largest
nation in the world, accounting for 19% of the world’s population. Statistics show that
the Han make up 92% of all the people in mainland China, 98% in Taiwan, 95% in
Hong Kong and 97% in Macau respectively. Since 7,000 BC, the Ba and the Chu
people, a main part of the present Han nationality, started to develop in the Yangtze
River valley. Around 5,000 BC another source of the Han, the Huaxia people, started
to grow in the Huanghe River valley and passed through the stages of the matriarchal
and the patriarchal societies of the Neolithic Age. In 2,700 BC, a tribe named Ji,
living in the regions of now Central Shaanxi, headed by Huang Di, continually had
conflicts with a tribe named Jiang, living to the south, headed by Yan Di. The war of
Banquan finally broke out and Huang Di defeated Yan Di. The alliance that later
formed between the two tribes conquered the peripheral tribes, and the antecedents of
the Huaxia people came into being.

In approximately 2070 BC, Qi set up the Xia Dynasty. In 1600 BC, the Shang
Dynasty was established and in 1046 BC, the Zhou Dynasty formed. Ever since the
Western Zhou, the clans and tribes within China intermingled with each other with the
result that the Huaxia people formed in the Huanghe River valley, and the Chu people
in the valleys of the Huaihe, the Sishui, the Yangize and the Hanjiang rivers. During
this period of time, the Huaxia and the Chu became antecedents of the Han
nationality, which distinguished itself from the Yi, the Man, the Rung, the Di, and
other nationalities. Yet the distinction then was not so clear and well defined.

During the Spring and Autumn Period, the Huaxia people further intermingled
with peoples in the vicinity. The Kingdom of Qin conquered all the other six kingdoms
and brought China into unification. Yet the Qin Dynasty perished in just ten odd
years, because of the peasant uprisings headed by Chen Sheng and Wu Guang,
together with Liu Bang and Xiang Yu. In the fight for supreme power, Liu Bang
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defeated Xiang Yu, and set up the Han Dynasty, which ruled China for 400 years.
During the period, China’s territory expanded as never before, and the Han nationality
took shape when the Chu and the Huaxia intermingled with the Qiang and Mongolians.
The Han were then scattered mainly in the Huanghe River and Huaihe River valleys,
but starting from the Western Jin Dynasty, the Han gradually migrated to the Yangtze
River and the Pearl River valleys and Southeast China, and the southern Hans
outnumbered the northern Hans because of the national policy of the ruling class at
that time. The Han migrated to Northeast China in the years of the Republic of China.
After the founding of New China, people who spoke Chinese with Han customs and
thought themselves as Hans were admitted as the Han nationality. Since the Ming
Dynasty the Han started to move in small numbers to South East Asia and in the 19th

century to Europe and North America, and now Hans are all over the world.

Section 2 Religion and Belief

The ancient Hans believed in the religion of their primitive society. Legend says
the age of Emperor Zhuanxu was the time when the primitive religion prevailed, which
featured a belief in ghosts and gods and emphasis on sacrificial offering. But the
religion lost its dominance in the Spring and Autumn period when Confucius criticized
it:“Do not talk about ghosts or gods.” “Respect but keep away from ghosts and gods.”
The story of “Ximen Bao’s harness of the Nie River” in the 4th century BC showed
that the officials then did not believe in witcheraft.

In the 2nd century BC when Emperor Wu Di of the Han Dynasty “proscribed all
non-Confucius schools of thought and espoused Confucianism as the state ideology”,
Confucianism was gradually respected as the orthodox ideology, and the officials were
mainly Confucian scholars. In the 2000 years thereafter, Confucianist ideology, moral
criteria, and behavioral standards prevailed in every aspect of the Han nationality, and
influenced its ideology and way of behavior. Confucius (551BC-479BC), a Spring and
Autumn Period thinker, set up Confucianism, whose major classics include “The Book
of Poetry”, “Shangshu”, “The Book of Changes”, “Ritual Records”, “The Etiquette”,
“The Rites of Zhou”, “The Andlects of Confucius”, “The Annals of Zuo Quming”,
“Gong Yang”, “Gu Liang”, “Er Ya” and “Mencius”. Confucianism stressed
“benevolence” and “ritual”, and under its influence, Hans tend to be kind, tolerant,
courteous and respectful.

Taoism, an indigenous religion popular among some Hans, was created on the

basis of the witchcraft, the alchemy and the study of Huang-lao in the 2nd century.
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Taoism revered as the Supreme Lords, the Revered Lord of Origin (Lord Heaven), the
Revered Lord of Wisdom (Most Exalted Moral Lord), the Revered Lord of Morality
(Most Exalted Lord), and believed in the immortals that live in the fairyland. The
religion preaches the creed of heaven’s justice, the circulation of good and evil and
retributive justice, and therefore advocates turning immortal through good deeds,
cultivation and meditation. Taoism is a religion that aims at immortality and longevity.
Buddhism is another religion that some Han people take as their belief. It was
founded in India by Sakyamuni and evolved into different schools, mainly Mahayana
and Hinayana. The Hinayana Buddhism aims at personal cultivation, eliminating the
individual’s worries, ~withdrawing from worldly concerns, and finally turning into
Buddha. The Mahayana Buddhism advocates achieving the purpose of becoming
Buddha by going through disasters, eliminating the individual’s worldly concerns,
delivering living beings from torment, learning all skills, and obtaining all wisdoms.
Now quite a few Hans believe in Christianity and Christian associations in many
cities print and sell many copies of the “Holy Bible”, publish the Christian magazine
“Christian Wind”, run theological training classes, establish theological training
centers to train clergymen, enlist Christian believers and foster friendly foreign

relations.

Section 3 Eating and Clothing

Hans mainly consume grain crops like rice and wheat with animal meat and
vegetables as non-staples. Tea and liquor are their traditional drinks. Paddy rice is
mainly cooked as steamed rice, but in the form of porridge, noodles, cakes, tangyuan,
zongzi and New Year cake as well; wheat is cooked in the form of mantou, noodles,
fancy rolls, stuffed dumplings, jiaozi, wonton, fried twisted sticks, spring rolls and thin
pancakes. Being careful and good at cooking, the Hans in different areas have local
flavors with different ways of cooking like stir-frying, stewing, frying, boiling, steaming,
roasting and cold dressing. The eight well-known cuisines include Sichuan, Cantonese,
Fujian, Anhui, Shandong, Hunan, Zhejiang and Jiangsu cuisines.

As for clothing, hats appeared at the age of Huang Di and the clothing system
gradually took shape. The hat and clothing system was set up after the Xia and Shang
dynasties, and slowly improved in the Western Zhou Dynasty. Finally when the Han
Dynasty was established, Hans came to have their fixed style of clothing, featuring its
cross collar, right lapel, loose robe and big sleeves. Later the style evolved by

absorbing various kinds of collar systems of other ethnic groups and changed
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