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Han Ethnic Group

With a population of over 1. 2 billion, the Han Ethnic Group is the largest in the world as
well as among the 56 ethnic groups in China.

The Han people lived mainly in the central part of China in ancient times. Now they can be
found in every province and autonomous region across China.

Mandarin Chinese, the language of the Han, belongs to the Sino—Tibetan language family
and has 7 broad categories of dialects. Putonghua, the standard Chinese commonly used today, is
based on the dialect of northern China, especially the Beijing dialect. Evolving from pictograph
on bones or tortoise shells, Chinese characters have a history of about 6000 years. Presently,

Chinese has become one of the most used international languages.

History

The Han people were descended from the ancient Huaxia people who, more than 5000
years ago, settled in the Yellow River area, which is thus referred to as the cradle of Chinese
civilization.

The name "Han" was adopted as the name for this ethnic group during the 2" and 3" centuries
in the Han Dynasty, the first prosperous dynasty after Emperor Qin unified China. As the Tang
Dynasty was another peak in Chinese history, the Chinese were also referred to as the Tang people.

With the subrogation of dynasties later on, different ethnic groups continued to integrate
and assimilate with the Han people, which contributed greatly to the constant growth and

development of the latter.

Customs

Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism are the three major religions in the Han culture.

Focusing on humanity and ethical cultivation, Confucianism has had the most profound influence
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on the life of the Han people. Other religions, such as Catholicism, Christianity and Islamism,
also find believers among the Han people after they were introduced into China.

Wedding customs: The wedding customs of the Han people, with strong ethnic flavor,
date back to the Spring and Autumn and Warring States Periods. According to their tradition,
those who want to get married must follow the process of six rites, namely offering presents,
asking the potential bride's name and date of birth and eight characters of a horoscope, divining
an auspicious wedding day, sending trousseau, suggestion of a date for the wedding, and
welcoming the bride. Although monogamy was practiced in history, taking concubines was also
popular. Usually a widow was not allowed to remarry and was required to preserve chastity for
her husbhand.

Funeral customs: Traditionally, the Han people prefer a rather elaborate funeral after
death, which consists of three stages, namely dressing the dead in shroud, placing the coffin in
memorial hall and burying the coffin in ground. A tablet carved with the name of the dead (usually
a man) was put in ancestral shrine after the funeral. Since ancestor worship is widely practiced
among the Han people, various memorial activities are held on particular days, such as offering
sacrifices to the dead on each 7" day within 49 days after his death, on the 100* day or on the

yearly anniversary.

Taboos

Raw food is forbidden on the first three days of a new year. Therefore, food is usually
prepared before the Spring Festival and recooked during the first three days of the New Year,
during which using knives and scissors should be avoided. In the past, wearing white clothes was
improper on joyous occasions as white clothes, which were worn for mourning, were considered
ominous. As an agrarian ethnic group, the Han people not only value the function of a house
in sheltering people, but also associate it with the fate of their family and clan. For this reason,
they make very deliberate choice of the location of their house in accordance with the Fengshur

theory.

Festivals
The Spring Festival, which falls on the first day on China's Lunar calendar, is the most

important festival for the Han people. Passengers returning home for the Spring Festival always
bring about a transportation rush nationwide.

Nearly all the food and decorations prepared for the Spring Festival are related to a happy
life in the coming year. Firecrackers are set off, the dragon dance and lion dance are performed
to expel evil and prayers are said, for good luck and to enhance the festive ambience. The
celebration continues till the Lantern Festival, which is on the 15" day of the first month on the
Lunar calendar.

The Qingming Festival, also known as Tomb Sweeping Festival or Clear and Bright Day,
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falls on April 5*. It is the time for people to pay respect to their ancestors. Called Qingming
in Chinese, literally meaning "clear and bright", the festival also offers a chance for people to
appreciate the spring scenery.

On the Dragon Boat Festival, which falls on the fifth day of the fifth month on the lunar
calendar, people eat Zongzi (rice dumplings) to memorize Qu Yuan, a patriotic poet who drowned
himself in the Warring States Period more than 2000 years ago. Dragon boat races are usually
held and are considered the most exciting part of the festival.

The Mid-Autumn Festival, the fifteenth day of the eighth month on the Lunar ealendar,
features the full moon and moon cakes that symbolize family reunions. People usually stay
outdoors to appreciate the moon and enjoy delicious food late into the night with their families

and friends.

Costumes

The clothing of the Han people is referred to as Hanfu or Han costume, which has been
worn for thousands of years by the Han Chinese with crossing collar bands, wide sleeves, layered
loose robes and skirts tied with a fabric belt. The clothes of men and women are similar in design
but different in colors and ornaments. Different patterns are embroidered on the clothes to signify

certain social classes of the wearers in ancient times.

Diet

The Han people have three meals a day with rice and flour as the two major components of
their diet. Different foods are prepared to celebrate different festivals.

The cuisine of Han Chinese enjoys the reputation for wide selection of materials, diversified
cooking methods and rich flavors. Varied types of cuisine have been developed, which fall into
eight typical cuisines with unique local flavors.

With a long history of wine and tea culture, China is believed to be the place of origin of tea
and one of the first developers of brewing technology. Naturally wine and tea have become two

major beverages for the Han people.

Architecture

The structure of Chinese ancient buildings generally adopted a wooden framework with brick
or stone walls. Traditionally, the Han people often set a straight line as the central axis, with
buildings and courtyards on both sides stressing symmetry and balance. The typical arrangement
of a building complex usually displays Chinese culture and Fengshui theory.

Beijing Siheyuan, a four—section compound, is representative of Han architecture.

‘Medicine

The Han people have accumulated a wealth of experience in treating illnesses. They are
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credited for the creation of traditional Chinese medicine which has proven itself as a science in
thousands of years of clinical practice.

Applying an integrated system of theories, such as the theories of yin and yang, or positive
and negative forces; wuxing, or the five elements of water, fire, metal, wood and earth, traditional
Chinese doctors are concerned with the whole body when making a diagnosis. The treatment
of traditional Chinese medicine applies pharmacology (mainly with herbs), acupuncture and

moxibustion according to the patients'symptoms and signs.
g P ymp g

Culture and Arts

As early as the Zhou Dynasty, the Han people's culture of rites and musie, an important
part of Chinese culture, was developed, the purpose of which was to integrate rites with music to
enlighten people with music. As a matter of fact, the most popular Chinese classical poems were
meant to be sung and chanted by people.

Gugqin, a zither-like ancient musical instrument with seven strings, has been the favorite of
the Chinese literati for centuries. Now it has become one of the cultural heritages of the world.
Traditional Chinese music is played with various musical instruments such as the Pipa (Chinese
lute) , bamboo flute, Yangqin (Chinese dulcimer) and Erhu.

Peking Opera and Cantonese Opera are the most popular among the Chinese. Chinese
Kunqu Opera, though less popular, is considered to be the cream of Chinese culture with its
scripts reflecting the detailed psychological changes in characters, delicate lyrics, elegant

singing, and symbolic performance.

Sports

Traditional sports of the Han people can be divided into several categories according to
their purposes. For example, martial arts (Kung Fu) are practiced for the purpose of self-defence,
Qigong and shadow—boxing for staying healthy, kite—flying and dragon dances for entertainment,
dragon boat races for competition , while Chinese chess and Chinese Go are mental games.

With hundreds of different styles and schools, martial arts, the most representative sports
of the Han people, have various forms of self-defense and exercise which originated in ancient
China. Still having a profound influence among people today, they are practiced for body—
building and self-protection. They have even become an athletic item nowadays.

Chinese Go or Weiqi, an ancient game with a history of over 3000 years, is played on a
board with 361 cross points, 180 white pieces and 180 black pieces. In this game, each player

tries to exert more influence on territory than his opponent to win the game.

Specialties
The Han people are very adept at making handicrafts. Specialties of the Han people include

jade products, silk, chinaware, furniture, and Chinese painting.
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