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Abstract  In China, ethnic identity refers to both one’s own ethnic identity and the 
identity of the Chinese nation. It is of great significance not only to individuals’ 
mental health and full play of psychological functions but also to ethnic solidarity 
and regional and national stability. On the whole, ethnic minority college students in 
the Southwestern regions have positive national identity and behavior tendency. 
Universities and colleges should further uplift students’ national identity and improve 
their behavior through education. 

Keywords  ethnic identity, Southwest China, ethnic minority college students, 
psychology of national identity 

摘要  在中国，民族认同既包括对本民族的认同，也包括对中华民族的认同，它对
于个体的心理健康和心理功能的发挥、对于民族团结以及对于地区和国家的稳定具
有重要意义。从整体上看，西南地区少数民族大学生的民族认同和相应的行为方式
倾向于积极状态，大学教育要注意进一步提高学生的民族认同，改善学生的行为应
对方式。 

关键词  民族认同，中国西南地区，少数民族大学生，民族认同心理 

1  Research on ethnic identity 

There are flourishing researches on ethnic identity abroad, but there is little 
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research domestically yet, most of which focus on theory. As to ethnic identity, 
there is no wide agreement upon its definition among psychology researchers yet. 
Researchers do research from various perspectives, so the dimensions and 
structures of questionnaires vary. The psychologist, Jean Phinney (1990), one of 
the leading researchers on America ethnic identity notes that there are “widely 
discrepant definitions and measures of ethnic identity, and ethnicity is composed of 
various factors that are not captured in nationality alone”, which includes ethnic 
belonging, positive appraisement and involving ethnic activities. Gao (2005) 
defines it as the stable psychological feature of the members’ belonging and 
attaching to their nationalities. As we see, the existing research mainly focuses on 
ethnic identity in a narrow sense, that is to say, an individual’s identity with his or her 
own ethnic group. However, in a multi-ethnic nation, national identity is a 
generalized identity, which includes individual’s identity with the state in addition. 
According to Fei (1989), “nationality” has two levels of meaning. One refers to 
China’s national unity; the other refers to the different ethnic groups which make up 
China. National identity should include these two kinds of membership identification. 
Therefore, the research on national identity not only has significance to psychology, 
but also has comprehensive political significance (Ekstrand, 1986; Zhang, 2006). 

The study defines national identity as a combination of duel identification of 
individual ethnicity and Chinese nation. From an operational point of view, 
ethnic identity consists of a sense of belonging and active sensibility based on 
ethnic cognitive factors, such as cultural factors (language, custom), social 
factors (economic status, educational levels) and so on. From a structural point of 
view, ethnic identity is made up of three parts. First, it is a sense of belonging 
and general attitude toward the nation. Second, it is the attitude toward ethnic 
culture. Third, it is the attitude toward ethnic society.  

The existing research has studied the background factors such as gender, age, 
adaptation period to the culture of the different ethnic groups, and so on. The 
results are something different. In addition, researchers tend to think that one’s 
ethnic identity has great effect on one’s self-esteem and psychological health; a 
lot of empirical studies also support this result. The ethnic identity research on 
duel identity is mainly in the field of cultural adaptation, on the emphasis on 
culture, focusing on the individual attitude toward the identity of two cultures 
and the influence on the adaptation and self-conception formation, or just 
exploring the correlation between ethnic identity and nation’s identity (or 
dominant culture identity, citizenship identity). 

However, the existing research is limited within a single nationality, a few of 
which concerns duel membership identity, and few of which deal with the 
correlation between national identity and one’s behavioral inclination. In the 
essay, behavioral inclination is defined as how an individual will act if an ethnic 
conflict happens. According to social identity theory, the group’s identity will 
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affect the group’s behavior, especially in the situation of groups’ conflict (Zhang 
and Zuo, 2006). There is not any research on the correlation between duel 
membership identity and region stability even though a lot of research thinks 
highly of the duel membership identity research. 

To overcome the inadequacies, the essay is intended to explore the China’s 
Southwest ethnic minority college students’ duel membership identity and the 
correlation between duel membership identity and collective behavior.  

2  Survey of Southwest ethnic minority college students’ 
ethnic identity 

First of all, an ethnic identity questionnaire is compiled by the definition of 
ethnic identity, the results of related questionnaires, literature and open-ended 
questionnaires, interview, expert assessment, statistic analysis, and so on. There 
are two kinds of sub-questionnaires of one’s own ethnic identity and Chinese 
national identity. The ethnic identity sub-questionnaire consists of three 
dimensions, the first is “social identity”, involving the attitude toward 
macro-social factors such as minority economy, education, state policies and so 
on; the second is “cultural identity”, concerning the attitude toward ethnic 
minority culture; the third is “a sense of belonging” which covers the general 
feelings of the sense of belonging to one’s own ethnic group and the sense of 
ethnic pride. Chinese national identity sub-questionnaire deals with not only 
social and cultural identity, which involves the attitude toward the national 
policies, economy and culture but also a sense of belonging, which covers the 
general feelings of belonging to Chinese nation and the sense of national pride. 

Next, a behavioral inclination questionnaire composed of 4 dimensions, 12 
items is obtained. The survey adopts and revises “Social problems coping 
questionnaire” (Zhao and Zhang, 2005). The four dimensions are as follows: (1) 
individual negative behavior, referring to one’s being tolerance of problems; that 
is to say, one does nothing but complain, tolerate, forgive and forget the 
unhappiness when meeting with problems. Such kind of behavior does not any 
good to the solution to problems; neither does it revolt against the society. (2) 
Social negative behavior, mainly referring to solving the problems in revolt 
against the society. Such kind of behavior can hardly get any solution. (3) Social 
positive behavior, mainly referring to finding out the solutions through the 
rational social channel. (4) Individual positive behavior, mainly referring to 
finding the solutions through one’s own effort. Subjects are asked to answer this 
question, what to do if any ethnic conflict happens due to some ethnic differences 
between Han and other ethnic minority groups? They are supposed to mark the 
possible behaviors they may follow. It is nonparametric random sampling, no 
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specific requirement of the amount and sequence of the choices. 
Ethnic minority college students from Southwest University for Nationalities, 

Guizhou Institute for Nationalities, Guangxi Normal University, Yunnan 
Nationalities University and Southwest University answered the self-compiled 
“ethnic identity questionnaire” and “behavioral inclination questionnaire”, with 
580 returned as valid. Among them, 247 are males and 333 are females; 279 is 20 
or younger (17−20), 301 is between 21 to 27; 347 of them inhabit Han majority 
region no more than 5 years, 233 of them more than 5 years. In terms of place of 
birth, 239 are from Guangxi, 184 from Yunnan, 55 from Guizhou, 54 from 
Sichuan, 25 from Chonqging, 23 from Tibet；in term of nationality, Chuang 157, 
Yi nationality 109, Miao nationality 49, Yao nationality 44, Zhuang 37 and 184 
from other ethnic minorities. 

Statistic analysis of the date by software SPSS (ver. 11.5) for windows 2000 
reveals that:  

2.1  Comparison between ethnic identity and Chinese national identity 

The mean subjects’ total score and the mean dimension score are adopted. The 
score difference between one’s own ethnic identity and Chinese national identity 
is analyzed by Paired samples T Test. At the same time, the differences between 
different dimensions in each sub-questionnaire are also tested by Paired sample T 
Test. Original ethnic social culture identity is measured by the average of original 
ethnic social identity and original ethnic cultural identity. The result reveals that 
(Table 1): the total scores and scale scores of both sub-questionnaires are quite 
good, reach or nearly reach “comparatively satisfied”, relatively speaking, scores 
of identity of one’s own ethnic social status are comparatively low. Ethnic 
identity has moderate positive correlation with Chinese national identity, but the 
former is significantly lower than the latter. As to the corresponding dimensions of 
the scale, there is a significant difference between two sub-questionnaires. The 
subjects have a significant stronger feeling of belonging to one’s ethnic group than 
to Chinese nation, while they have lower ethnic identity than national identity. 

Table 1  The comparison between ethnic identity and national identity 

 One’s own 
ethnic group

Chinese 
nation Correlation Scores 

difference 
 M SD M SD r t 

Social identity 3.38 0.71
Cultural identity 3.93 0.64

Social 
cultural 
identity Social cultural identity 3.66 0.59

4.03 0.64 0.54*** −16.71*** 

Belonging 4.24 0.75 4.13 0.63 0.44*** 3.58*** 
Total scores 3.85 0.50 4.08 0.52 0.55*** −11.58*** 

Note: *** p≤0.001. 
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It can be seen that ethnic minority groups in China have stronger Chinese 
national consciousness, differing from some American adolescents who think the 
national identity (Chinese or American) has nothing do with them (Phinney, 
1997). The positive correlation between one’s own ethnic identity and Chinese 
national identity indicates that these two identities are compatible. One can love 
his or her own ethnic group and Chinese nation simultaneously, vice versa. 
Therefore, in China, the government should not only strengthen national 
education, but also advocate and develop the outstanding culture of other ethnic 
minorities. This result also shows that ethnic minority college students in 
Southwest China take the most positive attitude toward the integration of their 
own ethnic culture and Chinese national culture (Berry, 1999). The fact that 
subjects think Chinese national identity is higher than ethnic identity reveals that 
they have a strong sense of national identity. A higher sense of belonging to one’s 
own ethnic group than to the nation suggests that ethnic minority college students 
love their own ethnicity and their holy emotions should be respected. The 
subjects’ low identity with ethnic social culture, especially social status (economy, 
education and so on) shows their concern for their original ethnicity, which 
indicates that the government should take further measures to speed up the 
development of ethnic culture. Certainly, ethnic minority college students play a 
major role in its development.  

2.2  Southwest ethnic minority college students’ behavioral inclination in the 
situation of ethnic conflicts  

In order to explore the ethnic groups’ behavioral inclination in the situation of 
ethnic conflicts, cluster analysis is adopted. According to behavioral inclination, 
subjects are divided into several groups and the percentage of each group is 
determined. K-Means cluster analysis of all the subjects is carried out to examine 
the equilibrium of each group. Having compared Group-model 2, Group-model 3, 
Group-model 4, and Group-model 5, we find two group models mainly embody 
the aim of cluster research. T test shows that there are significant differences in 
four dimension scores between two group models (Table 2). 

Table 2  Comparison of two groups on each factors（M±SD） 

Behavior factor (Ⅰ n=181) (Ⅱ n=399) t P 
Individual negative  0.28(0.57) 0.10(0.31) 3.97 0.00 
Social negative 0.87(1.05) 0.56(0.82) 3.51 0.00 
Social positive 0.81(0.57) 2.50(0.50) −34.50 0.00 
Individual positive 0.70(0.64) 1.02(0.62) −5.57 0.00 
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Group I focuses on individual negative and social negative coping, 
supplemented by individual positive and social positive coping, can be named as 
“negative coping”, this group take up 31.21 percent. 

Group  Ⅱ centers on individual positive and social positive coping, supplemented 
by individual negative and social negative coping, can be named as “positive 
coping”, this group take up 68.79 percent. 

According to the above analysis, Southwest China ethnic minority college 
students tend to take positive coping in the situation of ethnic conflicts. Negative 
coping includes individual negative and social negative coping. The latter is the 
worst solution to the problems and may threaten the social stability, but it 
occupies a smaller proportion (less than 31.21 percent) and does little harm to the 
stability. However, individual negative coping (less than 31.21 percent) is 
featured as tolerance, escaping and negation, which does no good to the solution 
of the problems though it has no direct threat to the social stability. Positive 
coping strategies should be instructed to this group.  

2.3  The correlation between ethnic identity and behavioral inclination of 
Southwest China ethnic minority college students  

Southwest China ethnic minority college students’ national identity (includes 
both ethnic identity and identity of the Chinese nation) and behavioral inclination 
in the situation of ethnic inclination has close correlation. Seen from the mean 
total score of each scale and each dimension score in Table 3, national identity 
has significant negative correlation with individual negative behavior and social 
negative behavior, and most of the correlation is significant or remarkably 
significant. In addition, the mean total score of each scale and each dimension 
score has a positive correlation with social positive behavior and individual 
positive behavior, most of which is also significant or remarkably significant. 
The result indicates that the more active ethnic identity and Chinese national 
identity, the more positive behavior inclination in the situation of ethnic conflicts, 
vice versa. Thus, the behavioral inclination of Southwest China ethnic minority 
college students is more suited for multi-cultural theory than social identity 
theory. According to multi-cultural theory, the identity with one’s own ethnicity 
consists with the high acceptance of other ethnic groups; however, social identity 
theory anticipates a worse attitude toward other ethnic groups if one highly 
identifies with his own ethnicity (Zhang and Zuo, 2006). According to social 
identity theory, the more active original ethnic identity, the more negative 
behavior inclination in the situation of ethnic conflicts, but Table 3 shows that 
Southwest China ethnic minority college students has the opposite behavioral 
inclination. Those highly identified with Chinese nation will cherish the 
harmonious and stability of the nation, and will take positive behavior to solve 
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the problems. 

Table 3  The correlation between ethnic identity and behavioral inclination of southwest 
China ethnic minority college students  

Behavioral inclination
 

Identity 

Individual 
negative 
behavior 

Social 
negative 
behavior 

Social 
positive 
behavior

Individual 
positive 
behavior 

Social 
identity −0.09* −0.13** 0.04 0.03 

Cultural 
identity −0.12** −0.05 0.15*** 0.10* Dimension 

Belonging −0.12** −0.09* 0.08 0.12** 

Original 
ethnic 

identity 

Total average scores −0.15*** −0.13** 0.12** 0.12** 
Social 
culture 
identity 

−0.13** −0.20*** 0.12** 0.13** 
Dimension 

Belonging −0.12** −0.16*** 0.16*** 0.11** 

Chinese  
national 
identity 

Total average scores −0.14*** −0.21*** 0.16*** 0.14*** 
Note: * p≤0.05, ** p≤0.01, *** p≤0.001. 

3  Suggestions on ethnic minority college students in  
Southwestern regions 

3.1  To improve Chinese national identity 

National identity is of great importance to one’s psychological health, 
psychological function, ethnic solidarity and regional and national stability. 
(Teng and Zhang, 1997; Wan and Wang, 2004). Therefore, something must be 
done to improve the duel-membership identity. 

The view of the unity of Chinese pluralistic society should be set up. Fei 
Xiaotong’s theory of “Structure of unity of Chinese pluralistic society” is widely 
accepted as Chinese diversified ethnic relationships. In his opinion, Chinese 
nation is a united multi-ethnic state founded jointly by the people of all its ethnic 
groups. All of them have a higher national identity consciousness. They share 
joys and sorrows, weal and woe with each other, the same honor or disgrace, the 
same fate. The diversified minorities in China are united, inseparable, 
inter-dependent entity; each member must take this in mind and stand by this 
entity.  

The education system should instruct them to know and respect national 
symbols such as national flag, national emblem and national anthem; cultivate 
their patriotism; instruct them to take correct view and attitude toward national 
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policies and ethnic policies. 

3.2  To improve ethnic identity 

Southwest China ethnic minority college students take comparatively low ethnic 
identity due to ethnic social status, which indicates that they are not satisfied with 
their ethnic economy and education. Thus, besides promoting the development of 
ethnic regions by the government, the ethnic college students should be 
instructed to master and love their ethnic culture, dialectically view the 
development of original society and try to improve the poor conditions. During 
the instruction, students should be guided to compare the original society status 
dialectically and longitudinally, to realize the development and improvement of 
their home even though it is still under-developed, strengthen their confidence 
and improve their ethnic identity. What is more, their master’s role should be 
strengthened to make them take active part in the social construction of original 
ethnic minority instead of complaining, waiting, relying on others and begging.  

3.3  To improve the coping of Southwest ethnic minorities in the situation of 
ethnic conflicts 

Based on the data, their coping is significantly correlated with their original 
ethnic identity, that is, higher identity corresponds to positive coping. Therefore, 
their duel-membership identity must be enhanced to improve their coping in the 
situation of ethnic conflicts. Yet, their negative behavior, especially social 
negative behavior will raise a lot of social problems, harming the social stability 
even though negative people take a small share. There are two ways to reduce the 
possible negative behaviors. The first one is to emphasize legal consciousness 
and publicize rational solutions. Some ethnic minority college students may take 
extreme and negative behavior, such as gathering persons held in custody to stir 
up trouble in the situation of ethnic conflicts due to the lack of common sense of 
law. Therefore, it must improve the legal consciousness of ethnic minority 
college students and encourage them to take positive attitude toward social 
problems. The second is to promote the communication and exchange among 
ethnics groups. According to social identity theory (Zhao et al., 2005), more 
communication and exchange among ethnics groups can ease the 
misunderstanding and prejudice efficiently, improve their relation and ease social 
conflicts. Thus, ethnic minority university students are encouraged to frequently 
make acquainted with those from different ethnic groups. In the promotion of 
nationalities exchange, the appraise target should be an individual instead of a 
group to avoid estrangement from ethnic groups, ethnic discrimination or ethnic 
conflicts.   
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