FEUDF B EERER

nHEGEL BT
Ethnic Identity at University

Mongolian students in Beijing
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Zhao Zhenzhou & Gerard A. Postiglione

THNIC identity has become an increasingly conspicuous issue around the world.

Ethnic revitalisation movements began in the 1960s in the United States, and a simi-

lar pattern has occurred in many other countries. As a concept, ethnic identity usually
refers to “a person’s knowledge of belonging to an ethnic group and pride in that group.
Thus, it refers both to the perceptual/cognitive processes that connect oneself to others of the
same group, and to the affective or attitudinal processes that join one to others.” " Ethnicity
studies are now being undertaken in most multi-ethnic societies around the world, including
China. ® Given the rising significance of ethnicity in China and the fact that China’s univer-
sity student population has now surpassed every other country in the world, this paper
explores, in a preliminary way, the ethnic identity of Mongolian students in Beijing.

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) defines national minorities (shaoshu minzu) as
including 55 groups, accounting for about 110 million people, less than ten percent of the
national population, but nonetheless a population larger than most countries in the
world. According to the 2000 national population census, the whole population has
reached 1.2666 billion people, 91.59% of which compris¢s Han Chinese, and the remain-
ing fifty-five other ethnic groups.
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As one of the 55 “minority nationalities” in China, to use the official terminolhogy,
Mongolians have a population of 5.8 million. Most live in the Inner Mongolia
Autonomous Region, but many of its members also reside in the border regions of
Xinjiang, Tibet and Yunnan provinces. Moreover, they have been migrating in recent
years to urban areas, including Hohot and Beijing. Mongolians have their own language
and script, created in the early thirteenth century, and it is still in common use today.
Traditionally, Mongolians led a pastoral life, growing up on horseback, in a life style with
unique customs and culture. With the opening-up policy there has been both a resurgence
of Mongolian ethnicity and a tendency to assimilate, especially in terms of speaking
Chinese language and following many Han ways.® This also manifests itself by a dimin-
ishing emphasis on traditional Mongolian religions, such as Shamanism and Lamaism, in
the whole ethnic group.“ In fact, many Mongolian intellectuals sacrifice their mother
tongue on the road to attaining work related promotions in a world increasingly dominat-
ed by Han culture. This has also contributed to the lowering of enrolments in ethnic
schools for Mongolians (minzu xuexiao). These schools are provided free by the government
and they offer an education through the medium of Mongolian language. However, par-
ents increasingly prefer “regular schools” where their children will study with Han pupils.
This is occurring along with the downfall of the traditional nomadic economy and the
massive arrival of Han immigrants into pastoral areas. How do Mongolian university stu-
dents, those who will form the backbone of Mongolian intellectuals, identify themselves in
a modern Chinese context? The paper begins with a review of selected themes in the study
of ethnicity, after which it focuses specifically on the Mongolians.

What does ethnic identity means?

Ethnic identities “have become sources of pride, vehicles of political assertion, foundations
of unity, and reservoirs of destructive power.”® Due to its important role in people’s lives,
many anthropological and sociological studies have beeh conducted to research ethnicity
in given social and historical contexts. Social Darwinism insisted on studying ethnicity
and race from a biological and genetic perspective, which dominated the newly estab-
lished sociological field in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. But because
of its failure to take into consideration such an important socio-cultural phenomenon as
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immigrants, social Darwinism was soon replaced by what came to be known as assimila-
tion theory that prevailed in North America from the 1920s until at least the 1960s. This
theory argued that ethnic minorities could be assimilated into the dominant group. As it is
clearly pointed out by Alan Anderson,  the ethnic individual loses the cultural character-
istics that represent his or her ethnic identity when he or she is assimilated. In this sense,
“the world itself would move away from ethnic and racial particularism and toward a uni-
versalistic model in which the fortunes of individuals were tied to their merits and to mar-
kets (in the liberal democratic vision) or to their place in the system of production (in the
socialist one).” ”’ But, George Scott notes that this theory fails to explain why some ethnic
groups keep their traditional ethnic identities and, even more, how some make them
salient while pursuing socio-economic and political equality.® After the Second World
War, different empirical evidence indicated that the complexity of the “ethnic issue” in the
world went far beyond the scope of the so-called assimilation theory, and therefore many
a scholar revisited and re-assessed this theory. The different responses to the collapse of
assimilationism can be divided into three distinct schools: primordialist, circumstantialist,
and the later constructionist.

The primordialist approach is an attempt to explain the persistence of ethnic identity
over time from a psychological perspective. ® Namely, ethnic identity is “given”, “natural”,
“fixed” and cannot be changed by social forces or phenomena. “” The circumstantialist
approach argues that the ethnic issue fluctuates over time and space. The circumstantialists
consider ethnic “feelings” as a product of specific social circumstances, ™V and accordingly
ethnic identity, as a manifestation of other forces and markers of false consciousness, is
fluid and changing. "2 Constructionism as such can be understood as a kind of synthesis of
the primordialist and circumstantialist approaches. According to Cornell and Hartmann, **
constuctionism focuses on the interaction between context and group, instead of only con-
text on one side and only group on the other side. The forces driving the construction of an
ethnic identity involve interests, meaning, happenstance and inertia, and the process of
construction is both conscious and unconscious. In an effort to explore the interaction
between context and group, interviews were conducted with Mongolian students.
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Listening to the students

Semi-directive interviews were conducted with nine Mongolian university students at the
Central University for Nationalities (CUN) in Beijing. Each interview lasted for approxi-
mately an hour. The interviewing venue was in a serene corner of the campus. Most of
the participants were interviewed once, and some twice. All the interviews were conduct-
ed in Han vernacular Chinese (Putonghua). Although Mongolian students have different
levels of ability in Chinese, the communication was fairly easy and went smoothly.
Notes were taken during the interviews, since tape-recording might have made the par-
ticipants feel uncomfortable.

Snowball sampling was employed to select the participants in the present study. We
were introduced to an informant, a graduate from CUN, by one of our friends. That
informant knew a lot of Mongolian students and got along well with them at CUN. With
his help, we got to know several other participants, and then some of them introduced
more. This social network facilitated the study not only in finding the participants but also
in the interview process, since all the participants were very cooperative. The demographic
information on these participants (P) is shown in Table 1.

How can one be Mongolian?

The findings of the present study concentrates on several themes: fluctuation in ethnic
identity, the stability of Mongolian identity, patterns in being a Mongol and their criteria,
and the factors contributing to the development of students’ ethnic identity.

Fluctuation in ethnic identity
Some of the more senior participants in our study (Nos. 1, 3 and 9) pointed out that they
had gone through several stages in exploring their ethnic identity since they entered the
university. In general, their Mongolian identity became stronger in the first or second year
during which they were urged to learn more about the history and the cultural practices of
their group. Then, this re-valorised ethnic identity experienced a decline and these partici-
pants began to accept other ethnic minorities’ cultures and the mainstream Han Chinese,
and even to identify more and more with the latter. Yet, not every one ultimately identified
with the Han Chinese, and especially Participant 9: “When 1 entered the university, my
ethnic identity was very strong. And it reached its peak in my second year. [ was even radi-
cal at that time. But now I have become mature and resolved because I must worry about
a lot of things, such as seeking a job and/or studying further. I no longer imagine that
Mongolians can be as strong as they were at the time of Genghis Khan.”

To the question “How do you identify now? Do you think you are part of the Chinese
nationality?,” he/she answered: “I am a Mongolian and not a member of the Chinese
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Past educational
programme **
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1 F Inner Mongolia | Urban Mongolian, Han Ethnic education Year 3 Regular
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2 M Liaoning Rural Mongolian, Han Mongolian language | Year 2 Regular
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3 F Xinjiang Urban Mongolian, Mongolian | Literature of ethnic Year 4 Regular
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4 F Yunnan Rural Mongolian, Yi Philosophy Year 3 Ethnic
*x -] x xR % 2 X= RER

5 M Inner Mongolia | Urban Mongolian, Mongolian | Computer science Year 4 Regular
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6 M Inner Mongolia | Urban Mongolian, Han Computer science Year 4 Regular
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7 M Inner Mongolia | Urban Han, Mongolian English Year 4 Regular
3 ISE= on) DO 4 KiE xm R&FR

8 F Inner Mongolia | Rural Mongolian, Mongolian | Mongolian language | Year 3 Ethnic
X HEE Rt ® R BHES Xx= RER

9 F Liaoning Rural Mongolian, Mongolian | Mongolian language | Year 4 Ethnic
% pit o ¥t 3%, B REES *m RER

* The interviews were conducted in July 2003. Students are therefore in the middle of two academic years. For example, "Year 2" means that the participant will become a

sophomore in the next academic year
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**After the establishment of the PRC, the Central Government built two basic educational programs, ethnic and regular program, the former for ethnic minority students and the

latter for the Han students. These two programs differ in teaching language, textbooks and courses.
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nationality. We have our own country, our own lands. We have been regarded as a minor-
ity only since the foundation of the PRC in 1949.”

Some of the interviewees stated reasons for the fluctuation in their ethnic identity, such
as little teaching of Mongolian history in primary and secondary school education, the
lack of relevant materials—books, journals, etc.—available in the university, and the
number of Mongolian students on the campus.

Stability of Mongolian identity

Although almost all of the participants experienced a fluctuation in their ethnic identity
after they started university, some were prone to greater stability. The interviews with these
participants revealed that the students who came from a regular educational programme
tended to experience a shift from their ethnic identity to the Chinese nationality at the
cost of some “psychological struggle”, but that those who came from an ethnic education-
al programme tended to keep a stable Mongolian identity. Among the participants, only
participants 4, 8, and 9 came from an ethnic educational programme.

During the interview, participant 8 failed to speak Chinese very fluently and some-
times had to use body gestures. She stated, “I am a Mongolian, a 100% Mongolian. I have
never changed my thinking.” Participant 9 was born and grew up in a Mongolian village
and attended schools where all the students were Mongolians. We have already men-
tioned that participant 9 insisted on his still being a Mongolian rather than a member of
the Chinese nationality, though his ethnic identity had fluctuated. Participant 4 stated
that she “had not been very serious about [her] ethnicity,” since she was born in Yunnan
province and had had little contact with other Mongolians.

By contrast, participants 1 and 3 both graduated from a regular educational pro-
gramme, and were committed to being members of the Chinese nationality, although
they had tried right after enrolling with the university to explore their Mongolian cul-
ture and identity. .

Patterns in being Mongolians

Although all the participants are identified as “Mongolians” on the identity card issued by
the Chinese government, we discovered that the participants used different labels to iden-
tify themselves and others in their daily lives, such as “pure Mongolian”, “false
Mongolian” or “half-Mongolian”. For example, participant 2 identified himself as a “half
Mongolian” since his father was Mongolian but not his mother. Participant 7 stated that
he was “not a pure Mongolian, [...and] was identified as a Mongolian by [his] parents
because of the state’s preferential policies.” Participant 6 even declared that he was a
“false Mongolian,” or at least that’s how he felt. In contrast, participant 5 thought of him-
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self as of “pure Mongolian blood”; and participants 8 and 9 affirmed that they were
“100% Mongolian” and “did not belong to the Chinese nationality.”

While exploring the criteria for differentiating these patterns, the participants pointed
out various factors. The most frequently mentioned phrases were “blood”, “living in areas
or geographical areas”, and “mastering the Mongolian language”. Apart from this,
“family” and “psychological features” were also mentioned once or twice.

Factors contributing to the development of ethnic identity

According to the narratives of the participants, two factors greatly impacted on the develop-
ment of students’ ethnic identity: the family and the community on the one hand, and the
university on the other. Owing to a limited teaching of Mongolian history and culture at
school, the family and the community played an important role for Mongolian students in
preserving their mother tongue and assuring the transfer of cultural practices. Mongolian
annual holidays, including their Lunar New Year celebrations and the memorial ceremony
of Genghis Khan, played a part in identity formation. This knowledge was transmitted
directly, with only a limited form of “mediation”. University also offered to Mongolian stu-
dents a space to explore their ethnic identity. At least two mechanisms were involved: (a)
the use of informative materials, that is, Mongolian books and relevant courses; and (b)
participation in Mongolian language gatherings. Each participant reported his or her expe-
rience in joining Mongolian language gatherings during the interviews. These were reveal-
ing in the sense that speaking Mongolian was perceived as an essential factor in deciding
whether or not an individual was to be accepted. Yet participant 3 reported that
Mongolians from Inner Mongolia did not have a gathering with those Mongolians from
Xinjiang. And this last assertion seems to indicate that regional identity may sometimes
overrides the ethnic one. According to data in this study, regions are used as the primary
criterion of self-identification, and only then is ethnicity taken into account.

Identity: a construction through self-exploration

The ethnic identity of Mongolian university students seem generally related to grades, past
educational programmes, and family/community. Our findings can be grouped into three
categories. First, the Mongolian students’ perception is that their ethnic identity fluctuated
during their university life, starting just after their enrolment, and especially after an ini-
tial process of “ethnicity exploration”. Also, that students coming from an ethnic educa-
tional programme tend to maintain a more stable Mongolian identity than those coming
from a regular programme. Second, Mongolian university students tend to identify them-
selves either as members of the Chinese nationality (zhonghua minzu), or as Mongolians or
they do not care about the issue of ethnicity. The students who keep their Mongolian iden-
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tity are classified by themselves either as “true Mongolians”, “half Mongolians” or “false
Mongolians” (jiamengguzu, meaning the same to the Han). The criteria for differentiating
among these patterns centre on the perceptions of students about three factors: blood,
Mongolian language, and geographic location. Third, as far as the students bestowed with
a strong and stable Mongolian identity are concerned, family and community have a vital
role in transferring Mongolian traditional cultural practices. While in contrast, students
with a weak Mongolian identity had learnt little Mongolian culture from their families
and community. Finally, all consider that the university offers Mongolian students a place
to explore their ethnic identity.

OUR STUDY provides evidence that the ethnic identity of Mongolian university students is
not fixed, and is contingent upon external circumstances, which accounts for the fluctua-
tion in the perception of identity by the students during their university life. However, pri-
mordial attachment—“blood”, “language” and “geographic location”"—plays a vital role in
many students’ self-identification. These “given” elements are used to determine the degree
to which Mongolians regard themselves as “Mongolians”, and this can explain why they
think of themselves as “true Mongolians”, “half Mongolians” and “false Mongolians” in
their daily life. Another interesting finding is that some Mongolian students consider them-
selves as belonging to the Chinese nationality or refuse to join any ethnic group. The data
collected do not provide evidence that these participants choose to do so in order to gain
more benefits from society. This study therefore supports the view that ethnic identity is con-
structed through an interaction between circumstances and the group members, and that
this construction process is endless. Mongolian students began to construct their ethnic
identity in childhood. Their family and community were the first and vital structures for the
construction process. The university also offers an interesting venue for self-exploration.
Despite the many limitations on the scope of our research in terms of the setting and sam-
pling, it is clear that the construction of ethnic identity in China is an important and com-
plex process involving a variety of factors over time. Given this situation, it would be futile
to attempt to generalise these processes across different ethnic groups. B
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