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Table 1. Nationalism in China (weighted)

Feeling thermometer

(max = 100) Observations
Proud if my country does well in international sports 90 3,682
1 would rather be a citizen of my country 85 3,687
My country is a better country 73 3,589
If other countries were more like my country 61 3,249
Nationalism (four items combined) 80 3,076
Source: 2008 China Survey.
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Figure 1. Nationalism: an international comparison.

Note: Nationalism is an imputed factor index of four survey questions (see Table 1). The scale ranges
from 0 to 100.

Source: National Identity Survey II, International Social Survey Programme, 2003, and 2008 China
Survey.

likely to be replaced by individual identity.”® Another explanation may be found in
the rise of a broader European identity corresponding to the adoption of the euro and

the gradual institutional strengthening of the European Union.
Another group of countries that showed weak feelings of nationalism in Figure 1

are the new democracies in Europe, including Latvia, East Germany, Slovakia,
Slovenia, and the Czech Republic. Researchers have shown that civic values and

20. Ronald Inglehart, ‘Postmaterialist values and the shift from survival to self-expression values’, in Russell
J. Dalton and Hans-Dieter Klingemann, eds, The Oxford Handbook of Political Behavior (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2007).
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nationalism evolved together in Central and Eastern Europe, which contributed to the
downfall of communism and to df:mocratization,21 yet these countries were among
the lowest in levels of national identity. One possible explanation lies in the
distinction between elite nationalism and popular nationalism. While elite
nationalism may be instrumental in democratization, popular nationalism may be
more closely linked to government performance and economic conditions.

In short, it seems easier to explain at a general level why national identity is weak
than why it is strong. In order to understand why China is the most nationalistic
country among all the selected countries and regions, we need to further examine the
individual characteristics that contribute to the sentiment of nationalism.

Sources of Chinese nationalism

As discussed at the beginning of this paper, we examine three general theories about
why nationalism rises: (1) functionalism, which emphasizes the necessity of
nationalism under economic development and education; (2) culturalism, which
attributes nationalism to cultural myths and historic memories; and (3) constructivism,
which focuses on elite political design of national identity.

In this section, we will test these broad theories by examining the individual
characteristics of the Chinese respondents in the 2008 China Survey. Though these
theories apply mainly to the historical roots of nationalism, they lead to corollary
hypotheses at the mass level. The functionalist hypothesis, which associates
nationalism with economic development, predicts higher levels of nationalism
among the more educated, urban residents, and higher income earners. To test the
functionalist theory, we will look at how individual education, urbanization, and
income influence people’s feeling of national identity. Education is coded as no
education, primary school, junior high school, senior high school, college, and above.
Urbanization is measured by urban and rural residents and rural migrants living in
urban areas. Income is measured by the following question: compared to the average
household income in this county/city/district, at what level do you feel your
household income is situated from 0 to 10? Zero through 2 are coded as low income
(low), 3 through 5 are coded as middle income (middle) and 6 through 10 are coded as
high income (high).

To test the theory of culture as the origin of national identity, we use the
respondent’s ethnic background. The 2008 China Survey contains such information
on the respondents, including the Han majority (han), the Huis (hui) and the Uyghurs
(wei)—Dboth Muslim minorities, the Manchu minority (man) which used to rule China
under the Qing empire (1644-1911), the Mongol minority (mengu) in the north
which ruled China under the Mongol empire in the thirteenth century, southern
minorities including Yi, Zhuang, Tujia, Hani, and Dai (eth_south), and other
unidentified groups (eth_oth). The culturalist hypothesis, since it sees nationalism as
a function of ethnic identity, expects the Han majority to show stronger nationalism
than the minorities, particularly more than the religiously and linguistically

21. Edmund Wnuk-Lipinski, ‘Civil society and democratization’. in Dalton and Klingemann, eds. The Oxford
Handbook of Political Behavior.
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The older generations have experienced more ‘political construction’ by elites, and
should show more nationalism than the younger generations.

The findings show a mixed picture of the functionalist theory. In Figure 2A,
education does not have a straightforward effect on nationalism. Rather, people at
both ends (no education and college education) show low levels of nationalism, and
those in the middle (primary and middle school) are the most nationalistic. In Figure
2B, urban residents have the lowest level of nationalism, lower than both rural
residents and rural migrants. Although rural migrants showed higher levels of
nationalism than rural residents in Figure 2B, this difference disappeared when other
individual characteristics were taken into consideration, such as age, education,
income, ethnicity, and gender (Table A2 in the Appendix). In other words, in the
multivariate analysis, urban residents were less nationalistic than both rural residents
and rural migrant workers, and there was no statistically significant difference
between the latter two groups.

In Figure 2C, income has a negative effect on nationalism as low income earners
show more nationalism than the middle and high income groups. However, the high
income group becomes more nationalistic than the middle income group in the
multivariate regression analysis when other demographic variables are included in
‘the equation. The real effect of income on nationalism seems to be U-shaped with
both low and high income groups demonstrating stronger feelings of nationalism than
the middle income group. Except for the high income group, none of these findings
provides strong support for the functionalist theory of nationalism. The fact that the
middle income urban residents with college education are less nationalistic seems to
suggest that these groups are less likely to be affected by political mobilization and
may possess more self-expression values.”® Further tests with different measures
and methods are needed before we can rule out the functionalist hypothesis.
While functionalist theory might explain how nationalism developed in its infancy, it
may be less powerful as an explanation of contemporary nationalism at the mass
level.

Figure 2D shows the impact of ethnic background on nationalism. Interestingly,
the linguistic and religious minorities such as the Huis, the Manchus, the Uyghurs,
and the Mongols show just as high levels of nationalism as the Han majority. This
seems to suggest that nationalism in China is not defined by the Confucian tradition
which is only popular among the Hans. Rather, it is a trans-cultural concept that
can be shared by different ethnic groups. In their study of nearly 1,600 high
school students in Xinjiang and Tibet, Tang and He found that the high degree of
national identity among China’s religious and linguistic minorities was partially
created by the officially sponsored affirmative action programs.>® Ethnic minorities
in these regions are willing to accept Chinese nationalism when and only when they
enjoy a high degree of cultural and religious autonomy. Thus, at least in the current
context, the culturalist theory does not explain the development of nationalism in
China.

22. Inglehart, ‘Postmaterialist values and the shift from survival to self-expression values’.
23. Tang Wenfang and He Gaochao, Separate and Loyal: Ethnicity and Nationalism in China (Washington, DC:
The East—West Center, 2010).
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As expected by the constructivist hypothesis, communist party members are more
nationalistic than the public (Figure 2E). Also as expected, age has a positive effect
on nationalism. The socialist and the Cultural Revolution generations are more
nationalistic than the reform and the post-reform generations. These findings seem to
provide the most clear and most straightforward support for the constructivist
assumption. In other words, the Chinese nation-state is an imagined multi-ethnic
community constructed by the communist party. However, the different political
socialization of these generations is not the only way to explain this finding, which
may also indicate a life-cycle effect, in which a person more strongly identifies with
the nation-state as he or she grows older.

These results seem to contradict the much-publicized phenomenon in China of
‘angry youth’ (fenging), but in actuality our findings help us to put this phenomenon
in a larger context. The angry youth are typically urban, and include not only
nationalist Chinese netizens, but also those young Chinese who take to the streets in
nationalist protests, usually against a country perceived as an adversary to China.
Protests in both China and Japan concerning the dispute over the Diaoyu/Senkaku
Islands are just one example of this in recent years.”* While these angry nationalist
youth are quite visible in the news media, the findings presented here suggest that
they are outliers who are not representative of the broader population of youth in
China. This is not to say that the fenging are not important, but among everyday
Chinese, the young are actually less nationalist than older generations,

The findings in this section also suggest that, in the future, Chinese nationalism is
likely to experience a two-stage change. In the first stage, it is likely to maintain its
high level as the rate of illiteracy continues to drop and as the communist party
continues its campaign for nationalism. In the second stage, nationalism is likely to
decline as more people receive college education, as the more nationalist older
generation fades away, and as more and more rural residents become urbanized. Thus
while Chinese nationalism may stay at a high level, we have reason to expect it to ebb
over the long term as China continues to modernize.

The political consequences of Chinese nationalism

There is no consensus in terms of what direction nationalism would lead China’s
political democratization. There are roughly three views in the existing studies on the
role of nationalism in regime change. The first is that nationalism simply serves as an
instrument to strengthen regime stability. In the post-Mao ideological vacuum,
Chinese leaders promoted nationalism as a substitute to Marxism—Leninism
and Maoism, and claimed the CCP’s representativeness of the national interest.
According to this view, Western pressure on China for democratic change would
only backfire because it only intensifies feelings of nationalism and may push
China into political consolidation among the different elite groups within the state
and between the state and the public.”” Similarly, in post-Soviet Russia,

24, Other examples from recent history include protests over the US bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade
in 1999 and the collision of the US spy plane with a Chinese fighter jet in 2001.
25. Zheng, Discovering Chinese Nationalism in China; He, ‘China’s national identity’.
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nationalism, resentment, and a sense of hypocrisy among the Chinese people when
they listen to the same countries that used to bully their ancestors more than 100 years
ago tell them what to do today.

In 2009, a Paris auction at Christie’s sold two bronze heads for US$40 million. The
bronze heads of a rat and a rabbit were part of a 12-animal fountain based on the
Chinese zodiac. They were constructed around 1750 for the imperial gardens of the
Old Summer Palace in Beijing, and later looted by the British and French invaders in
the nineteenth century. The Chinese government tried to halt the auction and
demanded the return of the looted relics. The French owner of these bronze heads
responded by saying that he would give them back if China would ‘observe human
rights and give liberty to the Tibetan people and welcome the Dalai Lama’.*® In the
Chinese government’s mind, yielding to this demand would be equivalent to allowing
Tibet to become independent, which is not negotiable. The auction went on and the
relics were sold to an anonymous bidder. A few days later, this mysterious bidder
surfaced after he surprised the world by refusing to pay for the bronzes. He was Cai
Mingchao, a Chinese collector and auctioneer: ‘I think any Chinese person would
have stood up at that moment ... I was merely fulfilling my responsibilities’.**

The above story shows that criticism of China’s human rights violations by
industrial democracies is often perceived in China through the lens of nationalism.*
Such a nationalistic response in China creates a dilemma for those outside. On the one
hand, few Western democracies and human rights organizations would want to stop
criticizing the authoritarian regime and pushing it to change. On the other hand,
continued political pressure from outside seems to further fuel nationalism, which
ironically serves the CCP by diverting the public demand for democratization.

33. Steven Erlanger, ‘China fails to halt sale of looted relics at Paris auction’, The New York Times, (26 February
2009).

34. Mark McDonald, ‘Chinese bidder says he will not pay for looted bronzes’, The New York Times, (2 March
2009).

35. Gries, China’s New Nationalism; Gries, ‘Popular nationalism and state legitimation in China’.
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Appendix
Table Al. Summary statistics
Variable Observations Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
Nationalism 3,076 0.81 0.16 0 1
Prodemo 3,991 0.34 0.17 0 1
Civdisobey 3,991 0.19 0.16 0 1
Trustbj 3,782 0.76 0.24 0 1
Procap 3,102 0.53 0.24 0 1
Tolerance 3,316 0.56 0.19 0 1
Age < 35 3,991 0.27 0.44 0 1
Age 36-46 3,991 0.29 0.45 0 1
Age 47-8 3,991 0.22 0.41 0 1
Age > 59 3,991 0.23 0.42 0 1
Ccp 3,991 0.08 0.28 0 1
Edno 3,946 0.16 0.37 0 1
Edprimary 3,946 0.35 0.48 0 1
Edjrhi 3,946 0.30 0.46 0 1
Edsrhi 3,946 0.12 0.32 0 1
Edcollege 3,946 0.07 0.25 0 1
fincO7imp 3,981 0.19 0.19 0 1
fincO7sqr 3,981 0.08 0.13 0 1
h5 (class) 3,803 432 2.06 0 10
Urban 3,991 0.18 0.39 0 1
Rural 3,991 0.69 0.46 0 1
Migrant 3,991 0.12 0.32 0 1
Han 3,991 0.85 0.35 0 1
Hui 3,991 0.01 0.12 0 1
Wei 3,991 0.02 0.14 0 1
Man 3,991 0.02 0.13 0 1
Meng 3,991 0.00 0.04 0 1
Ethsouth 3,991 0.05 0.22 0 1
Ethoth 3,991 0.04 0.20 0 1
Female 3,991 0.52 0.50 0 1

Source: 2008 China Survey.
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