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ABSTRACT

Chinese Americans, as a subgroup of Asian Americans, have lower levels of political

participation, while having higher levels of educational attainment and a higher socioeconomic

status. This inconsistency challenges the traditional political participation theory, which holds

that political participation rates are higher among the wealthy and better-educated than among

the disadvantaged.

The current literature fails to elaborate on the root of this mismatch. Most literature

illustrates the heterogeneity in Asian Americans, but does not delve deep into each subgroup to

examine their motivations for political participation separately. Therefore, in this thesis, I focus

on Chinese Americans to explore why they do not fit the traditional theoretical model for

political participation.

Most Chinese Americans have preferences for maintaining cultural and language

attachments to their national origin that are distinct from other subgroups of Asian Americans.

From this perspective, I argue that Chinese Americans ’ ethnic identity colors their political

participation. Specifically, Chinese Americans value their ethnic identity and are more likely to

engage in politics when they identify more strongly with their ethnic identity. In addition, ethnic

identity also impacts Chinese Americans ’ party preference. With that being said, Chinese
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Americans are more likely to identify with the Democratic party when they have a salient

identity.

To investigate this argument, I employed an observational quantitative study. The regression

results, however, demonstrate no relationship between Chinese Americans’ ethnic identity and

their political participation, or their party preference. Consequently, more research is still needed

to fill this theoretical gap in the study of minority political participation.
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INTRODUCTION

The global corona virus pandemic has brought greater attention to racial issues in the United

States. While a great deal of attention has been paid to the social movement Black Lives Matter

and how Black people are treated by police, less attention has been paid to another minority

group, Asian Americans. Throughout the pandemic, politicians have negatively associated

Chinese Americans with the spread of the pandemic, which has resulted in the negative treatment

of the Asian American ethnic group overall, but Chinese Americans in particular.1 A vote switch

from the Republican party to the Democratic party by Chinese Americans due to negative

rhetoric, first of all, uncover one political issue of this subgroup of Asian Americans before

thinking of the vote switch, which is the low political participation.2

At this moment, Asian Americans are a political target, in particular Chinese Americans, but

we are still learning about how the group conceptualizes politics itself. Asian American as a

group have traditionally been associated with being less likely to participate in politics and have

been paid less attention by political parties due to multilingual and multiethnic pan-ethnic

context.3 However, this political engagement pattern is mismatched with the dynamic of

demographic development of Asian Americans, especially Chinese Americans.

1 Reny, Tyler T., and Matt A. Barreto. “Xenophobia in the Time of Pandemic: Othering, Anti-Asian Attitudes, and
COVID-19.” Politics, Groups, and Identities, 2020, 1–24. https://doi.org/10.1080/21565503.2020.1769693.

2 John A. Tures, “Asian Americans' Political Preferences Have Flipped from Red to Blue.” The Conversation,
November 2, 2020.
https://theconversation.com/asian-americans-political-preferences-have-flipped-from-red-to-blue-145577.

3 Janelle S. Wong, Pei-Te Lien, and M. Margaret Conway. “Group-Based Resources and Political Participation
among Asian Americans.” American Politics Research 33, no. 4 (July 1, 2005): 545–76.

https://doi.org/10.1080/21565503.2020.1769693
https://theconversation.com/asian-americans-political-preferences-have-flipped-from-red-to-blue-145577
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Regarding Chinese Americans, this group is the largest subgroup of Asian Americans in the

United States.4 Chinese Americans are distinct from other Asian American groups in their

preferences for maintaining cultural and language attachments to China. Forty-four percent of

native-born Chinese Americans can speak Chinese fluently, while 13 percent of native-born

Filipino Americans and 18 percent of native-born Japanese Americans preserved native

language.5 Moreover, 65 percent of Chinese Americans married other Chinese immigrants or

Chinese Americans.6 Chinese Americans don't usually refer to themselves as Asian Americans

or Americans. They describe themselves by their national origin.7 The data indicates that

Chinese Americans tend to attach much more importance to their culture of national origin than

other Asian Americans. This thesis hypothesizes Chinese American especially prioritize their

ethnic identity among other subgroups of Asian Americans, and their ethnic identity plays a

significant role in their political participation.

In this thesis, I argue ethnic identity would be a good parameter to measure how subgroup of

Asian Americans, Chinese Americans, participate in their political life for having three reasons:

4 Gustavo López, Neil G. Ruiz, and Eileen Patten, “Key Facts about Asian Americans,” Pew Research Center (Pew
Research Center, September 8, 2017),
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/09/08/key-facts-about-asian-americans/.

5 “Chinese Americans.” Pew Research Center, September 8, 2017,
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/rise-of-asian-americans-2012-analysis/chinese/.

6 Ibid.

7 Ibid.

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/09/08/key-facts-about-asian-americans/
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/rise-of-asian-americans-2012-analysis/chinese/
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1. Ethnic identity differs from pan-ethnic identity in that it is a special feature that belongs

to each subgroup. Ethnic identity is defined as a sense of belonging of their ethnic group,

whereas pan-ethnic identity is defined as an identity perception beyond national origin

that shared some cultural characteristic and recognized the diversity.8 This means that

ethnic identity is a variable that can be studied for each subgroup targeting their own

uniqueness. While the literature discusses the pan-ethnic identity of all Asian Americans,

there are differences among Asian Americans and they do have an attachment to their

ethnic identity.9 Ethnic identity plays a growing role in subgroups of Asian Americans'

political behavior, so ethnic identity has its practical significance, especially for

subgroups of Asian Americans in this moment in which we are experiencing a pandemic..

2. In this thesis, I focus on Chinese Americans. This subgroup particularly attaches

importance to their national origin.10 Since this group attaches importance to their ethnic

identity, this gives me the opportunity to examine the relationship between ethnic identity

and political participation.

3. For Chinese Americans, ethnic identity is variable that cannot be ignored in seeking to

understand their political engagement.

8 Ann H. Kim and Michael J. White, “Panethnicity, Ethnic Diversity, and Residential Segregation,” American
Journal of Sociology 115, no. 5 (2010): pp. 1558-1596, https://doi.org/10.1086/651375.

9 Pyong Gap Min and Rose Kim,“Formation of Ethnic and Racial Identities: Narratives by Young Asian-American
Professionals,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 23, no. 4 (2000): pp. 735-760,
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870050033702.

10 Ibid.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870050033702.
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On the other hand, Chinese Americans have a relatively lower political participation rate

compared with other sub-groups of Asian Americans. From AAPI data, Chinese Americans have

the lowest registration rate and voting rate in 2016 among Asian Americans, which is 48% and

41% respectively.11 In the 2020 Asian American Voter Survey, the political participation rates

of Chinese Americans showed from the survey are lower than the Asian average as it pertains to

levels of political participation.12 Moreover, Chinese Americans have the lowest voting rate for

Congress and statewide elections among Asian Americans.13 Only 12% of Chinese Americans

contacted their representative, 12% of Chinese Americans contributed money to campaigns, and

47% of Chinese Americans voted for primaries.14

Unlike their low level of political participation, Chinese Americans emphasize education

and possess a high economic status as compared to the average U.S. citizen, including most of

the subgroups of Asian Americans. From IPUMS data in 2015, Chinese Americans' median

annual household income ware $70k, much higher than $53,600 of U.S. median households.15

Among Asian Americans, Chinese Americans ranked third in median household income.16

11 Karthick Ramakrishnan, “How Asian Americans Became Democrats,” The American Prospect, July 26, 2016,
https://prospect.org/civil-rights/asian-americans-became-democrats/.

12 APIAVote, “2020 Asian American.”

13 Ibid.

14 Ibid.

15 Gustavo López, Neil G. Ruiz, and Eileen Patten, “Key Facts about Asian Americans,” Pew Research Center (Pew
Research Center, September 8, 2017),
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/09/08/key-facts-about-asian-americans/.

16 Ibid.

https://prospect.org/civil-rights/asian-americans-became-democrats/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/09/08/key-facts-about-asian-americans/
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Considering their educational attainment, 55.3% of Chinese Americans at least have a bachelor's

degree, while the national average is 32.0% and the average for Asian Americans is 53.8%.17

Chinese Americans’ pattern of political participation challenges the traditional theory of

political participation. Traditional political participation theory indicates that political

participation rates are higher among the better-off and better-educated than among the

disadvantaged.18 This theory fails to account for this inconsistency between Chinese Americans'

political participation and socioeconomic status. Therefore, because Chinese Americans do not

fit the typical pattern of higher socioeconomic status being associated with higher political

participation, it is crucial to understand why Chinese Americans are distinct. This has

implications for the minority politics and political participation literature.

This thesis centers on understanding how ethnic identity influences the political participation

of Chinese Americans. Through this work, I seek to advance the literature on political

differences among Asian Americans as a pan-ethnic group in the United States. To understand

the political behavior of Chinese Americans in the United States, this thesis focuses on the

research question: how do Chinese Americans identify themselves based on ethnicity in this

multiracial society, and how does ethnic identity color their political engagement?

17 “Chinese Americans.” Pew Research Center, September 8, 2017,
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/rise-of-asian-americans-2012-analysis/chinese/.

18 Blais Andrs,� To Vote or Not to Vote: The Merits and Limits of Rational Choice Theory (Pittsburgh, PA:
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2000).

https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/rise-of-asian-americans-2012-analysis/chinese/
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By exploring this subgroup of Asian Americans' political behavior, this thesis aims to add to

the growing political research on subgroups of Asian Americans. Most importantly, I hope to

increase awareness and mobilization of Chinese American voters by parties and political

candidates through an understanding of this group’s motivations for political participation.

In what follows, this thesis is divided into seven sections I will provide a discussion of the

relevant literature on Asian Americans in section two, with a particular focus on Chinese

Americans, as well as the theoretical framework in section three. After describing the research

design in section four, I analyze the data and results in section five. In section six, I discuss my

research results. Finally, the conclusion in section eight with a policy discussion.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Current theoretical development on Asian Americans

In studies of racial and ethnic politics in the United States, most literature centers on the

political dynamics of Black and whites, Asian Americans had not received comparative attention

until 1965. With changes to immigration policy since 1965, more and more Asians immigrated to

the United States and gradually developed a new racial group, Asian Americans. The diverse

ethnic origin story of Asian Americans laid the foundation for their unique political behavior
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compared with Blacks and whites. After that, there were a series of theoretical developments in

the study of Asian Americans.19

After the post-civil rights era, scholars realized the juxtaposition between the lack of

research on Asian Americans and the growing influence of Asian Americans. Therefore, more

scholars have gone beyond the study of "black and white" to examine how Asian Americans

identify themselves and how other racial-ethnic groups labeled them. Angelo Ancheta in Race,

Rights, and the Asian American Experience maintains, under the black-and-white pattern, Asian

Americans often find themselves marginalized or not seen as full participants in political life.20

This minority group has not been treated as white or black; they live on society's margins. They

even were unrecognized as a racial-ethnic group when collecting public opinion on civil rights

issues or were categorized as others.21 Furthermore, Ancheta discussed how the identity of

Asian Americans as an immigrant-origin group had been shaped by the mechanism of multiracial

society in the US.

19 David Lopez and Yen Espiritu, “Panethnicity in the United States: A Theoretical Framework,” Ethnic and Racial
Studies 13, no. 2 (April 1, 1990): pp. 198-224, https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.1990.9993669; Melissa Nobles,
Shades of Citizenship: Race and the Census in Modern Politics (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000);
Dara Z. Strolovitch, Affirmative Advocacy Race, Class, and Gender in Interest Group Politics (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2007); Alejandro Portes and Rumbaut Ruben G., Immigrant America: A Portrait (University of
California Press, 2006).

20 Angelo N. Ancheta, Race, Rights, and the Asian American Experience (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University
Press, 1997).

21 Ibid.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.1990.9993669
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In the early 90s, researchers developed two approaches to understanding Asian Americans

in the United States context, the trajectories approach, and the racial-ethnic hierarchy approach.

Michael Omi and Howard Winant elaborate on the trajectories approach when they pinpoint the

historical path of Asian Americans, believing that each race has its independent development

path in the social hierarchy. The formation of this development trajectory varies depending on

how the ethnic group experienced the development of American history.22 The keyword of

Asian American historical development is "exclusion". The "exclusion" implies that Asian

Americans were not paid much attention to in mainstream society. This exclusion is

demonstrated from how Asian Americans were treated politically, such as with the Chinese

Exclusion Act that legalized excluding Chinese laborers from immigrating to the United States,

but also in relation to the way parties and politicians mobilize Asian Americans to engage with

the political system.23 The political parties and their candidates think to mobilize Asian

Americans would cost more than what they would gain.24 Political parties and politicians are

unfamiliar with Asian Americans' internal diversity and recognize that overcoming language and

cultural barriers can be costly.25 Thus, less attention is paid to mobilizing Asian Americans,

22 Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States: From the 1960s to the 1990s, 2nd ed.
(New York: Routledge, 1994).

23 Wong, “Mobilizing”, 102-14.

24 Ibid.

25 Ibid.
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which directly leads to Asian American's marginalization and indirectly causes a negative

response to the political engagement of Asian Americans.

Another approach is the discussion of racial hierarchy. Gary Okihiro claims an order

sequence on the racial spectrum, which is "whites on the top, blacks on the bottom, and Asian

American is in the middle."26 This argument acknowledged that Asian Americans have a place

in the binary racial model. However, the racial hierarchy theory also implies that racial groups

are not equal to each other. Moreover, Mari Matsuda puts a theory forwards proposing the

concept of the "racial bourgeoisie" status of Asian Americans.27 Matsuda claimes that likened to

the economic bourgeoisie, "racial bourgeoisie" applied to Asian Americans to some extent.28 In

the spectrum of racial hierarchy, Asian Americans are in the place of the middle that desire to

have equal rights but also struggle with it. The discussion of the racial hierarchy and “racial

bourgeoisie” laid the foundation for exploring the dynamic of Asian American racial-ethnic

identities in relation to political life. Building on previous theories, Claire Jean Kim created a

theory named "racial triangulation theory," in which Asian Americans are "triangulated" by their

26 Gary Y. Okihiro, Margins and Mainstreams: Asians in American History and Culture (Seattle, WA: University
of Washington Press, 2014).

27 Mari J. Matsuda, “We Will Not Be Used: Asian-American Identity,” in Where Is Your Body? and Other Essays
on Race Gender and the Law (Boston, MA: Beacon, 2001), pp. 149-181.

28 Ibid.
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position as between Blacks and Whites on two dimensions, race stability and political

exclusion.29 Kim discussed:

The field of racial positions consists of a plane defined by at least two axes-superior/inferior
and insider/foreigner- it emphasizes both that groups become racialized in comparison with
one another and that they are differently racialized. Racial triangulation occurs through two
types of simultaneous, linked processes: (1) processes of “relative valorization,” whereby
dominant group A (whites) valorizes subordinate group B (Asian Americans) relative to
subordinate group C (Blacks) on cultural and/or racial grounds in order to dominate both
groups, but especially the latter, and (2) processes of “civic ostracism,” whereby dominant
group A (Whites) constructs subordinate group B (Asian Americans) as immutably foreign
and unassimilable with Whites on cultural and/or racial grounds in order to ostracize them
from the body politics and civic membership.30

This research illustrates the interaction of Asian Americans with the other two groups and

pointed out that Asian Americans are dangerously poised between the other two groups.31 On

the same note, Asian Americans are labeled as a model minority, who have high IQ and

emphasize education, self-hardworking, and attachment with family, masking the social

"exclusion" of the group behind the designation.32

All of the aforementioned theories analyzed the plight of Asian Americans striving for rights

and political participation in American society, but few studies have shed light on Asian

29 Claire Jean Kim, “The Racial Triangulation of Asian Americans,” Politics & Society 27, no. 1 (March 1999): pp.
105-138, https://doi.org/10.1177/0032329299027001005.

30 Ibid.

31 Ibid

32 Lisa Ko, “Harvard and the Myth of the Interchangeable Asian,” The New York Times (The New York Times,
October 13, 2018),
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/13/opinion/sunday/harvard-and-the-myth-of-the-interchangeable-asian.html.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0032329299027001005.


11

American subgroups. The group designation - Asian American, a pan-ethnic identity formed in

the 1960s and made up of Americans from more than 20 countries, is a label that is both

empowering and exclusive. Most scholars recognized Asian Americans as a homogenous

group.33 However, Asian Americans are not only from East Asia but also from South, Southeast,

and Central Asia (Ko, 2018).34 Most researchers did not observe the inner diversity, including

various cultures, original nations, languages, and values. Those differences lead to each Asian

American subgroup's unique behavioral patterns, which means Asian Americans are not a

minority group as cohesive as Blacks in the United States, but one with inner heterogeneity.

Therefore, disregarding Asian Americans' heterogeneity and explanations of differences can

misinterpret the political behavior and motives of Asian Americans and related subgroups.

Subgroups of Asian Americans

Asian Americans exert a growing political influence with their rapid population growth rate.

Asian Americans have been one of the fastest-growing populations in the past few decades; in

1960, there were fewer than 1 million Asian Americans in the United States or less than 0.5

percent of the total population.35 By July 2008, the Asian American population had grown to

33 Louis DeSipio, Natalie Masuoka, and Christopher Stout, “Asian American Immigrants as the New Electorate:
Exploring Turnout and Registration of a Growing Community,” Asian American Policy Review 17 (January 2008):
pp. 51-71.

34 Ko, “Harvard and the Myth,” 2018.

35 Ibid.
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15.3 million, or about 5 percent of the population. Census projections show that by 2060, the

Asian American population is expected to reach up to 44.4 million, slightly more than 10 percent

of the total U.S. population of 432 million projected that year.36 In a democracy where numbers

matter, the growing population is likely to translate into greater political influence among Asian

Americans.37

Not only that, but some regions of the United States have observed the growing political

influence of Asian Americans as they exhibit a concentrated pattern of geographic settlement in

certain areas.38 For instance, California has the largest Asian population in the United States,

accounting for a third of the nation's population. In addition, Asians make up a large share of the

population in states like New York and Texas. The size of the Asian American population in

these states have already had an influence on state “partisanship.” The 2020 Pre-election survey

shows a majority of Asian Americans (54 percent) intend to vote for Biden, compared with 30

percent who intend to support Republican President Donald Trump, which demographically

influences the states like Arizona, Pennsylvania, and North Carolina.39 With the current heated

discussions about race and racial identity in the United States, constituents are heavily influenced

by the stances that the two major parties take on racial policies and race based political rhetoric.

36 Ibid.

37 Ibid.

38 Ibid.

39 “2020 Asian American Voter Survey,” APIAVote, September 15, 2020,
https://www.apiavote.org/research/2020-asian-american-voter-survey.

https://www.apiavote.org/research/2020-asian-american-voter-survey
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Thus, it is particularly timely to emphasize the need for increased attention to Asian Americans

as a group and their related political engagement.

Considering political participation, the growing influence of pan-ethnic identity for Asian

American voters has also been remarkable since 2008. In the 2008 election, 62% of Asians voted

for Barack Obama.40 Not only that, but the subsequent elections in 2012 and 2016 showed the

same trends: Asian Americans’ attachment to their pan-ethnic identity had a greater impact on

vote choice in 2016 and 2012 than in 2008.41 Hence, research on Asian American’s political

engagement also consider the role of pan-ethnic identity in Asian Americans’ political behavior.

While social and demographic changes have expanded which groups are identified as Asian

Americans there are two main cultural discourses in operation in relation to the term. Based on

that, Park points out:

One cultural discourse focuses on a racialization motif that emphasizes “Asian-ness” by
deemphasizing interethnic cultural diversity. The second discourse focuses on a
multicultural motif where Asian Americans recognize and legitimate the variety of cultures
encompassed by this term. These two discourses occur simultaneously and are
interdependent on one another.42

40 Zoltan Hajnal and Taeku Lee, Why Americans Don't Join the Party: Race, Immigration, and the Failure (of
Political Parties) to Engage the Electorate (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011).

41 Matt Grossmann, “Racial Attitudes and Political Correctness in the 2016 Presidential Election,” Niskanen Center,
May 10, 2018,
https://www.niskanencenter.org/racial-attitudes-and-political-correctness-in-the-2016-presidential-election/.

42 Jerry Z Park, “Second-Generation Asian American Pan-Ethnic Identity: Pluralized Meanings of a Racial Label.,”
Sociological Perspectives 51, no. 3 (August 2008): pp. 541-561, https://doi.org/10.1525/sop.2008.51.3.541.

https://www.niskanencenter.org/racial-attitudes-and-political-correctness-in-the-2016-presidential-election/
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To better discuss Asian Americans and related subgroups, I will elaborate on their

difference and commonalities below. It is worth noting that the study of a single subgroup of

Asian Americans does not imply a denial of Asian-Americans' political commonalities. Janelle

Wong, S. Karthick Ramakrishnan, Taeku Lee, and Jane Junn, in their book Asian American

Political Participation, suggest that this diverse community is united by some shared features

and dynamics, which warrants treating it, at times, as a major pan-ethnic category, Asian

Americans.43 First, in the United States, Asian Americans share a racial exclusion tradition from

naturalization.44 Of the five major racial and ethnic groups in the United States at the beginning

of the twenty-first century, they are the largest immigrant population. They are also among the

most highly educated.45 Secondly, there is no consistency between educational attainment and

turnout among Asian Americans. Janelle Wong, S. Karthick Ramakrishnan, Taeku Lee, and Jane

Junn point out that there is a general trend toward political participation among Asian Americans,

which is no strong correlation between better-educated groups and formal aspects of higher

political participation, such as registering to vote and voting.46 Among adult citizens, Asian

43 Janelle Wong et al., “Making Visible: Political Participation.,” in Asian American Political Participation:
Emerging Constituents and Their Political Identities (New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation, 2011), pp. 1-33.

44 Mae M. Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2014).

45 Wong et al., “Making Visible,” 1-33

46 Ibid
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Americans and Latinos vote at similar rates, but have vastly different education levels.47 Asian

Americans have a lower political participation rate with a relatively higher educational level.48

However, we know less about how motivations to engage in political behavior differ within

this group.49 The Asian American population is characterized by increasing diversity along

ethnic lines due to coinciding and interaction with class, language, religious, generational, and

regional divisions.50 The vast differences among Asian Americans cannot be ignored. This kind

of diversity increases the complexity and differences in political behavior of subgroups. Some

scholars have identified pan-ethnicity as a politically useful identity that is problematic for

Asian-Americans.51 Among minority groups, Asian American is a heterogeneous group that

contains various subgroups with different ethnic language and cultural traditions. What Asian

Americans have in common is the pan-ethnic term, geography. Consequently, pan-ethnic identity

has historically had no political significance for Asian Americans. Patterns of political

participation, preferences, and partisanship all reveal substantial differences among subgroups of

47 Ibid

48 Ibid.

49 Wong, Lien, and Conway, “Group-Based Resources,” 545-76.

50 Janelle S. Wong, “ Mobilizing Asian American Voters: A Field Experiment,” The Annals of the American
Academy of Political and Social Science 601, no. 1 (September 8, 2016): pp. 102-114,
https://journals-sagepub-com.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/doi/abs/10.1177/0002716205278450.

51 Andrew L Aoki and Don T. Nakanishi, “Asian Pacific Americans and the New Minority Politics,” PS, Political
Science & Politics 34, no. 3 (September 2001): pp. 605-610.

https://journals-sagepub-com.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/doi/abs/10.1177/0002716205278450
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Asian Americans.52 For instance, in the most recent election cycle, Vietnamese American

support was higher for Trump (48 %) than for Biden (36 %), Indian Americans were the most

likely to vote for Biden among all Asian American communities (66 %) and Chinese Americans

(22 %) had the highest proportion of voters who said they were "undecided".53 Most data or

polls, like above, show that most subgroups of Asian Americans intend to vote for the

Democratic party, but few studies have explored whether each subgroup has the same motivation

to vote Democratic. If each subgroup of Asian Americans has their own special reason to vote

for Democratic, how do researchers distinguish that? Given the large differences in political

attitudes and behaviors among Asian Americans, these subgroups of Asian Americans must be

classified by ethnicity and studied separately in-depth. Namely, more theories are still needed to

explain the differences in motivations to engage in political behavior among Asian subgroups.

Asian Americans’ pan-ethnic identity and subgroups’ ethnic identity

The Asian American pan-ethnic identity came into being initially due to a social movement

during the the Civil Rights era.54 It was a mobilization of primarily Chinese and Japanese

American college students to develop an awareness of racism and discrimination through

protests against the Vietnam War, gain mutual support across ethnic groups, and provide services

52 Pei-te Lien, The Making of Asian America through Political Participation (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
2001).

53 APIAVote, “2020 Asian American.”

54 Park, “Second-Generation,” 541-561.
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to those in need.55 This gave rise to the pan-ethnic identity being formed and developed. Most

second generation of Asian Americans identify their pan-ethnic identity due to the formed

conception and shared belonging history.56

In the early 21st century, however, recent and interwoven social trends have changed the

meaning of pan-ethnic identity for Asian Americans.57 The increasing diversity of ethnic groups

known as Asian Americans diminishes the awareness of this pan-ethnic identity.58 Take Chinese

Americans as an example, Chinese Americans consistently remained one of the two predominant

groups (the other being Japanese Americans) before the 1960s. By the 2000 Census, however,

Chinese Americans constituted less than 32 percent of the Asian American population.59

Notably, in this Census, 88 percent of Asian Americans comprised six ethnic groups—Chinese,

Filipino, Indian, Japanese, Korean, and Vietnamese. On the same note, no ethnic group took up

more than a 25 percent share of the subpopulation of Asian Americans.60 With diversification,

comes challenges the recognition of pan-ethnic identity. Park proposes some meaningful

55 Yen Le Espiritu, Asian American Panethnicity: Bridging Institutions and Identities (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1992); Lien, The Making of Asian American; William Wei, Asian American Movement
(Philadelphia: Temple U.P., 1993).

56 Min and Kim, “Formation of ethnic”, 2000.

57 Timothy P. Fong, The Contemporary Asian American Experience: beyond the Model Minority, 3rd ed. (Upper
Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2008).

58 Park, “Second-Generation,” 541-561.

59 Barnes, Jessica S, and Bennett E Claudette. The Asian Population. Washington, DC: U.S. Dept. of Commerce,
Economics and Statistics Administration, U.S. Census Bureau, 2002; Ming Zhou and Xiong Yang Sao, “The
Multifaceted American Experiences of the Children of Asian Immigrants: Lessons for Segmented Assimilation,”
Ethnic and Racial Studies 28, no. 6 (November 2005): pp. 1119-1152, https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870500224455.

60 Ibid.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870500224455
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questions: In this context of growing ethnic diversity, how do each subgroup of Asian Americans

identify with the term pan-ethnic identity? Does the original dominant group continue to identify

with the word and the movement in the context of an identity that includes more groups?61 The

survey conducted by Lien and her partners demonstrates that the answer to the series of

questions is consistent among subgroups of Asian Americans. The majority of Asian Americans

are “ambivalent about the term as a self-identifier”.62 Lien found in the survey that 57 percent of

Asian Americans have identified with pan-ethnic identity.63 Sixty-six percent of Filipino

Americans in their sample referred to themselves as Asian Americans, which was the highest

among all subgroups. In terms of this thesis’ main subject group, Chinese Americans, only half

of the respondents identified themselves as Asian American, which was the lowest among all

subgroups.64 The survey shows that Chinese Americans, one of the subgroups that advocated for

a pan-ethnic identity during the civil right era, in the present time, do not largely identify

themselves with the pan-ethnic identity. The identity consciousness transformation is not

discussed in the existing literature. The Asian American pan-ethnic identity does not have the

same meaning as it did in the 1960s. Though Asian Americans in the United States face common

stereotypes, such as model minority, which may spur the creation of politically related

61 Park, “Second-Generation,” 541-561.

62 Pei-te Lien, M. Margaret Conway, and Janelle Wong, “The Contours and Sources of Ethnic Identity Choices
Among Asian Americans,” Social Science Quarterly 84, no. 2 (June 2003): pp. 461-481.

63 Ibid.

64 Ibid.
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pan-ethnic groups, the recognition of this identity is held together mainly by regional

connections from the same continent.65 This connection to maintain identity consciousness is

extremely fragile in the context of different subgroup cultures.

Regarding the discussion of ethnic identity among subgroups of Asian Americans, Chang,

and Kwan in their book, Asian American Racial and Ethnic Identity, suggest Asian Americans

build their ethnic identity before forming their pan-ethnic identity.66 The first generation of

Asian Americans focus more on adapting to their new environment than considering their

pan-ethnic identity.67 In line with the first generation, the second generation is heavily

influenced by their family and their parents' cultural tradition. Under this circumstance, each

subgroup formulates their consciousness of identity mainly based on their national origin, not

their pan-ethnic identity.

Consequently, many scholars have increasingly given insights into the complicated

relationship between ethnic identity and political engagement. Studies have found that individual

political actions and behaviors are influenced by racial and ethnic identities. Taeku Lee, in his

article, “Race, Immigration, and the Identity-to-Politics Link,” reckons Asian Americans

65 Espiritu and Le, Asian American Panethnicity.

66 Tai Chang, Kwong-Liem Karl Kwan. “Asian American Racial and Ethnic Identity.,” ed. Nita Tewari and Alvin N
Alvarez, Asian American Psychology: Current Perspectives, 2009, pp. 113-133,
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2008-10239-007.

67 Ibid.

https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2008-10239-007
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participate in political life based on their shared identity.68 Here, I focus on how shared ethnic

identity might play a role in Chinese Americans’ political engagement.

Political participation

Generally, whether voters participate in political life focuses on three questions: If they

can？ If they want to？ If anybody asked?69 "They can" suggests voters have the necessary

resources such as time to participate in political activity and money to contribute.70 "They want

to" centers on inner motives, such as interest in politics, concern about public issues and the

desire to join groups with common political interests.71 "Somebody asks" implies a connection

to recruitment networks through which citizens are mobilized into politics.72 Consistent with this

argument, Wong acknowledges that political participation in the United States is based on the

interaction of resources, engagement, recruitment, or mobilization.73

The existing theories of political participation also rest on the elements of the

aforementioned foundation. Pizzorno conceives that in political participation, social status and

68 Taeku Lee, “Race, Immigration, and the Identity-to-Politics Link,” Annual Review of Political Science 11, no. 1
(June 2008): pp. 457-478.

69 Henry E Brady, Sidney Verba, and Kay Lehman Schlozman, “Beyond Ses: A Resource Model of Political
Participation,” The American Political Science Review 89, no. 2 (June 1995): pp. 271-294.

70 Ibid.

71 Ibid.

72 Ibid.

73 Wong, “Mobilizing”, 102-14.
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political status correspond with each other.74 He elaborates on how those two factors relate to

political participation. He put forward a theory: the centrality theory. The main point of this

theory is the higher a person's social status is, the more likely he is to participate in politics.75 In

the study of this theory, social status is an essential factor. This factor is measured in various

ways: by income, professional status, level of education, consumption, or by an index consisting

of two or more simple indicators.76 The more formally educated or wealthy a person is, the more

likely he or she will be to participate in political life.77 However, the political participation

pattern of neither Asian Americans nor Chinese Americans fit this theory. Therefore, I seek to

formulate a political participation theory that can explain the political behavior of Chinese

Americans from ethnic identity perspective.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Before moving forward, some terms should be distinguished and defined. Scholars have

long believed that the way race and ethnic identity manifest causes and derive from existing

social structures.78 It is generally believed that the classification of race and ethnicity is based on

74 Alessandro Pizzorno, “An Introduction to the Theory of Political Participation,” Social Science Information 9, no.
5 (1970): pp. 29-61, https://doi.org/10.1177/053901847000900503.

75 Ibid.

76 Ibid.

77 Ibid.

78 Nina Tanujaya, 2019.

https://doi.org/10.1177/053901847000900503
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the inheritance of ancestors.79 However, ethnic identity is a dynamic term that depends on

people’s choices and is not static. For example, Chinese Americans, stressed their pan-ethnic

identity during the 1960s social movement, but nowadays, most of them prioritize their

ethnicity. Ethnicity is “a social categorization that is based on the culture of an individual’s

ancestors’ national or heritage group”, defining people according to “common national, tribal,

religious, linguistic, or cultural origin or background”.80 Ethnicity refers to the culture, traditions,

beliefs, and customs of a group of people.81 In this thesis, I focus on pan-ethnic identity

references to Asian Americans due to the vast diversity of the group, while ethnic identity is used

to refer to each subgroup’s identity. This work specifically centers on Chinese Americans’ ethnic

identity.

When clarifying the impact of ethnic minority identity, the first consideration is the

individual's perception of ethnic identity. Masuoka and Junn mention a term, linked fate, in their

racial prism of group identity theory.82 Specifically, linked fate means the extent to which an

individual believes his or her fate is linked to others within the racial group.83 This perception

79 Ibid.

80 Chang and Kwan, “Asian American Racial”, 113-33; Jean-Philippe, “Is There a Difference Between.”

81 Charmaine Wijeyesinghe and Bailey W. Jackson.“Asian American Racial Identity Development Theory,” in New
Perspectives on Racial Identity Development: Integrating Emerging Frameworks (New York, NY: New York
University Press, 2012), p.138.

82 Natalie Masuoka and Jane Junn, The Politics of Belonging: Race, Public Opinion, and Immigration (Chicago, IL:
The University of Chicago Press, 2013).

83 Ibid.
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affects the extent to which individuals develop a sense of group interest and group identity. The

key to this concept is that group commonalities lead to group solidarity, familiarity, and

self-esteem among members of the groups and thus could link the individual to the group.84

Asian Americans have the same history of exclusion as immigrants entering the United States,

which creates their common consciousness on the group's marginalization.85 The commonality

on history may promote individuals to commit to collective action.86 However, having the same

racial development history in the United States, the history of exclusion, does not necessarily

lead to Asian American solidarity. Their diverse national origins and various linguistic

characteristics likely lead to less of a sense of shared identity.

The Asian American group comprises immigrants from many Asian countries, and no

subgroup is in a dominant position.87 This challenges the theory of a monolithic Asian-American

pan-ethnic group. Some scholars have suggested that different Asian-American subgroups may

prefer a distinct national origin identity to a pan-ethnic racial identity.88 Thus, the linked fate

concept may not apply to the Asian-American pan-ethnic group due to the group’s diversity.

84 Dawson, Behind the mule.

85 Pamela Johnston Conover, “The Role of Social Groups in Political Thinking,” British Journal of Political
Science 18, no. 1 (1988): pp. 51-76, https://doi.org/10.1017/s0007123400004956.

86 Ibid.

87 Jane Junn and Natalie Masuoka, “Asian American Identity: Shared Racial Status and Political Context,”
Perspectives on Politics 6, no. 4 (November 13, 2008): pp. 729-740,
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592708081887.

88 Lien, the Making of Asian American; Janelle Wong, Democracy's Promise: Immigrants and American Civic
Institutions (University of Michigan Press., 2006).

https://doi.org/10.1017/s0007123400004956
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592708081887


24

However, this theory might be used to apply to Chinese Americans as an ethnic group given the

greater homogeneity within the subgroup. As a subgroup of Asian-Americans, Chinese

Americans share many commonalities, such as cultural traditions and language. Compared with

the Asian American pan-ethnic group, this ethnic group is more likely to have a shared sense of

familiarity, solidarity, and belonging, making it easier for Chinese Americans to establish a

connection with group identity and value their ethnic identity.

Additionally, more than two-thirds of Asian Americans are foreign-born, making the

differences between Asian Americans even more apparent.89 In particular, differences in

national origin are essential to new immigrants.90 This theory makes it clear that there is a

challenge to mobilize Asian Americans as a collective. However, it would be less of a challenge

to mobilize Chinese Americans as a group because of their shared national origin.

The vast majority of Chinese Americans' interact with one another more often than

outsiders due to the same culture and language, including the exchange of political information

and the discussion of political participation motivation.91 Ethnicity indirectly affects the personal

political consciousness of many Chinese Americans. From a survey, most Chinese Americans

answered that their main source of information on political questions was from a combination of

89 Junn and Masuoka, “Asian American Identity”, 729-40.

90 Ibid.

91 Paul M Ong and Joanna Lee, “Chinese Immigrants Political Attitudes Ethnic-Centered Political Engagement,”
UCLA: California Center for Population Research, 2007, https://escholarship.org/uc/item/68z1z12q.
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Chinese sources and English sources.92 The survey indicates most Chinese Americans still value

their national origin culture and keep it as one of their ways of thinking. Furthermore, to some

extent, ethnicity directly affects Chinese Americans’ perceptions of candidates. Considering a

choice between two equally qualified political candidates, 72% of Chinese Americans said they

would be more likely to vote for a Chinese American candidate.93 More than half (55 percent) of

Chinese Americans believe that what usually happens to Chinese Americans affects their

personal lives.94 Most respondents (57%) thought this would impact their personal lives.95 A

candidate's Chinese origin identity is a positive factor in their voting behavior.96

From this point of view, I argue that Chinese Americans have become an ethnic-special

interest group. Among their many identities, no other identity can unite this group and build a

consensus like their ethnic identity. Thus, Hypothesis 1 is

Hypothesis 1: Chinese Americans will be more likely than other Asian Americans to

prioritize their ethnic identity (among other identities) in their decision to participate in political

life.

92 Ibid.

93 Ibid

94 Ibid.

95 Pei-te Lien. Pilot National Asian American Political Survey (PNAAPS), 2000-2001, ICPSR version. Van Nuys,
CA: Interviewing Service of America, Inc. [producer], 2001. Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-university Consortium for
Political and Social [distributor], 2004.

96 Ong and Lee, “Chinese Immigrants.”
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After assuming the importance of ethnic identity among Chinese Americans in comparison

to other subgroups, it is necessary to examine whether ethnic identity within the Chinese

American community is a driving force for political participation. Traditional centrality theory

failed to shed light on Chinese Americans’ political participation issue. Thus, I further examined

Pizzorno’s discussion on the development of the centrality theory. Pizzorno sought to apply the

centrality theory to another model.97 He turned his view to research on the secondary group with

an ethnic perspective. Pizzorno found the more a person feels he or she belongs to a

homogeneous group, the greater his or her level of political participation, ceteris paribus.98 To

some extent, if a person finds himself or herself on the margins of a group, the pressure on him

or her in terms of his or her loyalty to that group will be greater, so he or she will be less

involved in politics.99 Consequently, the more stable a person's sense of belonging to a

homogeneous group, the greater the political participation level. From a theoretical view, this

theory provides a new perspective on the relationship between ethnic identity and political

participation.

When Chinese Americans identify themselves more on ethnic identity, they will feel more

belonging to this homogenous group, then prioritize this ethnic identity in their voting behavior.

In contrast to their socioeconomic status, Chinese Americans as an ethnic group are still in a

relatively vulnerable social position. Therefore, I assume there is a strong pursuit of their ethnic

97 Pizzorno, “An Introduction to the Theory of Political Participation,” pp. 29-61.

98 Ibid.

99 Ibid
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group development for those who strongly identify themselves as Chinese Americans due to

their belonging to this group. Therefore, Chinese Americans with a strong ethnic identity would

desire to participate in political life for achieving ethnic group development goals. Hence, I

propose Hypothesis 2:

Hypothesis 2: Among Chinese Americans, those who identify more strongly with their

ethnic identity will be more likely to engage in politics.

Further considering the political participation of Chinese Americans, my another

consideration is their party preference when they participate in political life. Asian Americans, as

a pan-ethnic group, have made a party preference switch. In 1992, most Asian Americans voted

for George Bush.100 Scholars thought that they would continue to vote Republican as an upper

middle class and wealthy group. However, 20 years later, Asian Americans switched 40 points to

the Democrats in the presidential election in an impressive move. This change led scholars to

shift from economic factors to racial-ethnic considerations for voting behavior.101

Chinese Americans also provide a chance to predict their party preference from ethnic

identity perspective. Chinese Americans share a common view of racial and immigrant issues. A

2007 survey found that Chinese Americans tended to have consistent opinions on certain racial

100 Ramakrishnan, “How Asian Americans Became Democrats.”

101 Ibid.
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issues.102 In addition, the survey found that the majority of respondents voted for the same

party.103 Among them, when asked about the most important issues affecting their communities

in the national survey of Asian-American political behavior, 32 percent of Chinese Americans

ranked immigration as the most important issue, followed by race relations and discrimination

(19 percent).104 Economy and employment were the third most important concerns, selected by

12% of respondents.105 Therefore, the Democratic Party's policy orientation on racial equality

and equal rights, in contrast to the Republican party's policy on stemming the tide of immigration

and negative racial attitudes, impacted Chinese American voters' votes. For example, in the 2020

presidential election, most Chinese voters in Texas tended to vote for Democratic because

President Trump frequently referred to Covid-19 as the Chinese virus.106 As Chinese Americans

increasingly identify with their ethnic identity, the Democratic Party has a huge voting advantage

since many voters perceive them as ‘best at handling’ racial and immigrant issues.107 The

102 Ong and Lee, “Chinese Immigrants.”

103 Ibid.

104 Lien, “Pilot National Asian American Political Survey.”

105 Ibid.

106 Ibid.

107 Green-Pedersen Christoffer,“The Growing Importance of Issue Competition: The Changing Nature of Party
Competition in Western Europe,”Political Studies 55, no. 3 (October 2007): pp. 607-628
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2007.00686.x;

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2007.00686.x;
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Democrats are seen as more capable of dealing with issues such as education, health care, and

social security.108 Therefore, in line with it, I propose my third hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Chinese Americans who have a salient identity are more likely to identify with

the Democratic party.

The above is my theory and hypotheses. I will analyze and discuss my hypotheses in the

following section.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Data and quantitative method

Empirically, this thesis employs quantitative analysis to examine if and how Chinese

Americans' ethnic identity exerts an influence on their political participation pattern. I conduct

logit regression analysis on all three hypotheses, articulating variations in the significance of

ethnic identity, with other control variables, on political participation.

Data for this thesis are from the 2016 National Asian American Survey (NAAS)

Pre-Election Survey. The NAAS series of surveys are multi-ethnic and multi-lingual. It has been

a uniquely rich and reliable source of nationally representative data on Asian Americans and

Pacific Islanders' political opinions and behaviors. This data was collected from telephone

interviews of US adults. Residents who identify themselves as Asian Americans, American,

108 William L. Benoit and Glenn J. Hansen, “Issue Ownership in Primary and General Presidential Debates,”
Argumentation and Advocacy 40, no. 3 (2004): pp. 143-154, https://doi.org/10.1080/00028533.2004.11821603.
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Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, White, African American/Black, Hispanic/Latino, and

Multiracial were included in the data collection.109 The survey possesses a substantive sample of

Asian Americans in 9 Asian national origin subgroups, including Chinese, Indian, Vietnamese,

Korean, Japanese and Cambodian. Moreover, the survey contains interview questions that

include immigrant background, social identities, social attitudes, political behavior, and policy

attitudes.110 The demographic information on the survey includes age, race, language, gender,

country of birth, religion, marital status, educational level, employment status, citizenship status,

household income, and household size.111 Its broad research population and comprehensive

interview questions suit the research objectives of this thesis.

The 2016 NAAS survey contains a pre-election survey and a post-election survey. This

thesis is built on the pre-election survey. The post-election survey is excluded because it lacks

crucial questions about political participation behavior and activity, are central to achieve this

thesis's research purpose. Therefore, the thesis only takes the 2016 pre-election NAAS survey

into account to collect and analyze data, though this survey does not include information on

respondents’ actual voting behavior.

To have a clear view of my research design, I reiterate my three hypotheses:

109 Ramakrishnan, S. Karthick (Subramanian Karthick), Lee, Jennifer, Lee, Taeku, and Wong, Janelle. National
Asian American Survey (NAAS) Pre-Election Survey, [United States], 2016. Inter-university Consortium for

Political and Social Research [distributor], 2018-05-02. https://doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR37024.v1

110 Ibid.

111 Ibid.

https://doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR37024.v1
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Hypothesis 1: Chinese Americans will be more likely than other Asian Americans to

prioritize their ethnic identity (among other identities) in their decision to participate in political

life.

Hypothesis 2: Among Chinese Americans, those who identify more strongly with their

ethnic identity will be more likely to engage in politics.

Hypothesis 3: Chinese Americans who have a salient identity are more likely to identify with

the Democratic party.

Considering the research subject hinges on a specific ethnic group, this thesis's analysis

mainly comprised two aspects of comparison. The first one compares Chinese Americans with

other subgroups of Asian Americans, which is Hypothesis 1. The second one is to look at only

among Chinese Americans, which are Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3. Hence, to achieve this

research design within the 2016 pre-election survey, I created a sub-dataset that only centers on

Asian Americans and excluded other racial groups out of the sub-dataset. The sub-dataset scope

enables me to test my hypotheses on a model separately for Chinese Americans and non-Chinese

Americans at the ethnic group level. I recoded Chinese American as 1 (in following tables names

m1), and other subgroups of Asian Americans were recoded as 0 (in following tables names m2).

All other subgroups of Asian Americans were renamed as Non-Chinese Americans. This

macro-level analysis approach provides us to have a comprehensive view of this issue and, with
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comparison, to observe the practical factor other than the theoretical aspect that impacts Chinese

Americans' political behavior.

The unit of analysis

Generally, the unit of analysis is the Chinese American at the individual level. Specifically,

the unit of analysis is consistent with the categories of comparisons. For Hypothesis 1, the unit of

analysis is every Asian American respondent, while the unit of analysis is a Chinese American in

Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3.

Dependent variable

The dependent variables in this thesis were all recoded as binary so that I could trace if

explanatory variable has implications on the dependent variables. The first two hypotheses have

the same dependent variable, which is political participation. Since this term is complicated and

not easy to observe and measure, I break it down into four measurable political participation

activities that can be identified at the voter level. Specifically, political participation activities

include if respondents intend to vote in 2016, if they contributed money to a candidate, political

party, or some other campaign organization, if they contacted a representative or a government

official and if they worked with others in their community to solve a problem. Through these

four indicators, I intend to observe if respondents are likely to participate in political life. The

dependent variable of Hypothesis 3 is party preference, if the respondents were likely to vote for
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the Democratic party, to explore whether Chinese Americans are likely to vote for the

Democratic party.

Independent variable and control variables

The key independent variable is ethnic identity among all three hypotheses. In models,

ethnic identity refers to the extent to which respondents value their ethnic identity. The thesis

also includes control variables that potentially affect the independent variable and dependent

variable. The control variables include gender identity, American identity, whether respondents

were mobilized (contacted about voting), where employment status, marital status, education,

age, and whether respondents are foreign-born.

DATA ANALYSIS AND REGRESSION RESULTS

In terms of Hypothesis 1, to examine how Chinese Americans value their ethnic identity

under controlling some influential variables, I ran the logit regression to build the first four

models that all Asian Americans sampled. I categorized Asian Americans as Chinese Americans

and Non-Chinese Americans. By creating a dummy variable named whether Chinese Americans

or not, I could have a comprehensive perspective on the impact of ethnic identity under a

comparable circumstance. After recoding the data and removing the missing value, the first four

model results could be seen from Table 1 to Table 4.



34

Table 1. Logit regression result — Intend to vote

(1)
m1

VARIABLES Intend to vote

Ethnic identity -0.151
(-0.73)

Whether Chinese Americans or not -0.172
(-0.52)

Chinese Americans’ ethnic identity -0.102
(-0.21)

Gender identity -0.028
(-0.33)

American identity -0.082
(-0.85)

Mobilized 0.649***
(3.33)

Employment -0.061
(-0.39)

Marital status 0.409**
(2.46)

Education 0.759***
(7.59)

Age -0.783***
(-3.84)

Foreign born -0.055
(-0.27)

Constant 0.434
(1.02)

Observations 1,156
z-statistics in parentheses

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 2. Logit regression result — Contributed money

(1)
m1

VARIABLES Contributed money

Ethnic identity 0.026
(0.12)

Whether Chinese Americans or not -0.240
(-0.61)

Chinese Americans’ ethnic identity 0.447
(0.82)

Gender identity 0.092
(0.97)

American identity 0.056
(0.51)

Mobilized 0.901***
(5.00)

Employment 0.545***
(2.94)

Marital status 0.148
(0.68)

Education 0.812***
(5.00)

Age -0.508*
(-1.89)

Foreign born -0.359*
(-1.70)

Constant -3.839***
(-7.09)

Observations 1,162
z-statistics in parentheses

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 3. Logit regression result — Contacted the officials

(1)
m1

VARIABLES Contacted the officials

Ethnic identity -0.250
(-1.07)

Whether Chinese Americans or not -0.396
(-0.88)

Chinese Americans’ ethnic identity 0.491
(0.78)

Gender identity 0.150
(1.42)

American identity 0.149
(1.19)

Mobilized 0.649***
(3.18)

Employment 0.857***
(3.99)

Marital status -0.125
(-0.53)

Education 0.870***
(4.40)

Age -0.307
(-1.10)

Foreign born -0.555**
(-2.43)

Constant -4.347***
(-6.95)

Observations 1,163
z-statistics in parentheses

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 4. Logit regression result — Solved community problems

(1)
m1

VARIABLES Solved community problems

Ethnic identity -0.207
(-1.17)

Whether Chinese Americans or not -0.870**
(-2.44)

Chinese Americans’ ethnic identity 0.264
(0.51)

Gender identity -0.013
(-0.17)

American identity 0.222**
(2.37)

Mobilized 0.746***
(4.78)

Employment 0.627***
(4.12)

Marital status 0.224
(1.25)

Education 0.742***
(6.11)

Age 0.047
(0.23)

Foreign born -0.251
(-1.40)

Constant -3.168***
(-7.21)

Observations 1,163
z-statistics in parentheses

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

As shown from Table 1 to Table 4, the ethnic identity had no statistically significant effect

on no matter whether Chinese Americans or Non-Chinese Americans intended to vote,
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contributed money, contacted government officials, and solved community problems. As shown

in Tables 1 to 4), the P-value of ethnic identity indicated there is no significant relationship

between it and any of the political participation activities. On the same note, some control

variables were identified as statistically significant. Specifically, those are marital status,

American identity, being mobilized, education, employment, and age. Consequently, the result of

Hypothesis 1 is that Chinese Americans do not prioritize their ethnic identity more than other

subgroups of Asian Americans in their decision to participate in political life. The first model

indicates that Hypothesis 1 is a null one.

Then, I built my second model to test Hypothesis 2 by running the logit regression analysis.

This model mainly centers on one building block, Chinese Americans, to see if those who

strongly identify themselves with their ethnic identity would have a higher political participation

level. Before operationalizing the logit regression, I sought to summarize the specific numbers of

those who identify themselves with strong ethnic identity and those who do not on different

political participation activities. Firstly, I recoded those who believe ethnic identity is extremely

important and very important as 1, seen as identify themselves strongly with ethnic identity.

Then, I categorized those who answer ethnic identity is somewhat important and not at all

important as 0. I set ethnic identity importance as dummy variables. What’s more, every dummy

dependent variable was coded as 1 if the respondent answered yes, as 0 if the respondent

answered no. Therefore, Table 5 reports the specific numbers of observations. Table 6 to Table 9

displays the regression results under four political participation activities.
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Table 5. The numbers of observations by ethnic identity importance

The importance of

ethnic identity

Intend to

vote

Contributed

money

Contacted

officials

Solved community

problems

Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No

Important 42 15 12 52 7 57 10 54

Not Important 72 24 10 100 7 103 15 95

As can be seen from Table 5, the data shows that when Chinese Americans were divided

based on whether they value ethnic identity as important, how sampled Chinese Americans

distributed in their participation in various political activities. The figures in the table represent

the actual number of people. It demonstrates the complexity of the role of Chinese Americans'

ethnic identity. In terms of intending to vote, more respondents who are strongly attached to their

ethnic identity intend to vote than those who have weaker attachments to their ethnic identity.

However, the other three political participation activities show respondents with a strong

attachment to their ethnic identity have lower political participation levels. To further investigate

the causality, I run the logit regression to examine if ethnic identity has a significant effect on

political participation activities among Chinese Americans (see Table 6 to Table 9).
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Table 6. Intend to vote among Chinese Americans
(1)

m1 (Chinese American)
VARIABLES Intend to vote

Ethnic identity -0.027
(-0.06)

Gender identity -0.216
(-1.02)

American identity -0.581**
(-2.37)

Mobilized 0.938*
(1.79)

Employment -0.731
(-1.51)

Marital status 1.050**
(1.97)

Education 0.665*
(1.88)

Age -0.044
(-0.07)

Foreign born -0.114
(-0.20)

Constant 1.717
(1.56)

Observations 138
z-statistics in parentheses

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 7. Contributed money among Chinese Americans
(1)

m1 (Chinese American)
VARIABLES Contributed money

Ethnic identity 0.421
(0.77)

Gender identity -0.179
(-0.69)

American identity -0.062
(-0.23)

Mobilized 1.404**
(2.58)

Employment -0.227
(-0.42)

Marital status 0.441
(0.59)

Education 1.195*
(1.86)

Age 0.496
(0.65)

Foreign born -0.403
(-0.67)

Constant -3.993**
(-2.48)

Observations 139
z-statistics in parentheses

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 8. Contacted officials among Chinese Americans
(1)

m1 (Chinese Americans)
VARIABLES Contacted the officials

Ethnic Identity 0.491
(0.74)

Gender identity -0.330
(-1.08)

American identity 0.200
(0.62)

Mobilized 1.304**
(1.96)

Employment 0.975
(1.43)

Marital status -1.825**
(-2.19)

Education 1.206
(1.61)

Age -0.882
(-0.95)

Foreign born 0.699
(0.94)

Constant -4.301**
(-2.28)

Observations 139
z-statistics in parentheses

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 9. Solved community problems among Chinese Americans
(1)

m1(Chinese American)
VARIABLES Solved community problems

Ethnic Identity 0.480
(0.91)

Gender identity -0.492**
(-2.00)

American identity 0.128
(0.49)

Mobilized 0.215
(0.41)

Employment 0.039
(0.08)

Marital status -0.907
(-1.45)

Education 0.108
(0.27)

Age -1.149
(-1.41)

Foreign born -0.425
(-0.72)

Constant -0.053
(-0.04)

Observations 139
z-statistics in parentheses

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

From the above four tables, we could see from the data that the independent variable, ethnic

identity, still had no statistically significant effects on any of the dependent variables. Ethnic

identity in this model did not have a causal relationship with intending to vote, contributing the

money, contacting the officials, and solving community problems. Additionally, considering the
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P-value in the four models, the tables also described other control variables that have a

statistically significant effect on political participation activities. Among these variables, the

marital status, being mobilized, and education all have a positive relationship with intending to

vote. Regarding contributing money, being mobilized and education are both positively related to

this act. Moreover, being mobilized and marital status are related to contacting political officials,

while gender identity importance is a critical variable that influences the act of solving

community problems. Therefore, after controlling influential factors, I found ethnic identity does

not serve as the motivation for Chinese Americans to engage in politics. Hypothesis 2 also fails

to explain Chinese Americans’ low political participation issue.

Table 10 tested the third hypothesis to investigate if Chinese Americans with strong ethnic

identity would vote for the Democratic party. I recoded party preference to a dummy variable,

renamed vote for the Democratic party as 1, and vote for the Republican party as 0.
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Table 10. Party preference among Chinese Americans

(1)
m1(Chinese
Americans)

VARIABLES Party preference

Ethnic Identity -0.679
(-1.33)

Gender identity 0.022
(0.09)

American identity 0.125
(0.47)

Mobilized 1.657***
(3.14)

Employment 0.184
(0.38)

Marital status 0.069
(0.11)

Education -0.737
(-1.60)

Age 0.815
(1.19)

Foreign born 0.965
(1.56)

Constant -0.024
(-0.02)

Observations 98
z-statistics in parentheses

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Table 10 tells us that no statistically significant effect is observed between ethnic identity

and party preference. Only being mobilized is a significant predictor of this group's party
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preference. The result of the analysis illustrates that strong attachment to ethnic identity is not a

significant predictor of party preference.

DISCUSSION

Further and specific discussion about my theory and results is required. In this section, I

elaborate on some limitations of my theory and quantitative models. Plus, I will articulate more

about future research on related research.

The results of logit regression analysis demonstrate that there is no support for my three

hypotheses. From the null results, we know ethnic identity has little influence on whether

Chinese Americans engage in political life and whether they would vote for the Democratic party.

However, the null results still have meaning for the study of race and ethnicity politics. Null

hypotheses do not mean that this research is not meaningful. The null results indicate other

researchers who want to continue to test this topic should have a more holistic approach since

this one does not work. Notably, the models are limited by sample size, particularly the models

that include Chinese Americans alone. From this dataset, I only get 139 effective observations

targeting Chinese Americans that could be used to test my hypotheses. The sample size would

likely need to be larger to produce more definitive results. Therefore, with respect to the null

relationship the data shows us, I suspect that examining data with a larger sample might produce

a different result.
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As noted in the literature review section, most research related to Asian Americans does not

focus on subgroups of Asian Americans even though most scholars acknowledge there is a great

deal of diversity among these subgroups of Asian Americans. Thus, minority politics still needs

more research to fill this research gap. Additionally, though my theory failed to explain why

Chinese Americans, who are relatively better-educated and are better-off, have lower political

participation rates. It is still important to continue studying the subgroups of Asian Americans

and their political behavior mechanisms.

CONCLUSION

It is reported that ethnic minorities are less likely to participate in politics.112 In line with

this, Jeong, finds Chinese Americans are not actively engaged in the political process.113 They

also are the least active ethnic group of all subgroups of Asian Americans.114 The political

alienation of minority groups implies their voice in the political arena is weak. This would lead

to a huge gap between the nation and its citizen.115 Hence, most countries prioritize the inclusion

112 Mihye Seo, “Beyond Coethnic Boundaries: Coethnic Residential Context, Communication, and Asian
Americans’ Political Participation,” International Journal of Public Opinion Research 23, no. 3 (September 2011):
pp. 338-360, https://doi.org/https://doi-org.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/10.1093/ijpor/edr019.

113 Jeong, “Chinese American’s political engagement”, 729-40.

114 Ibid.

115 Paul M Ong and Megan Emiko Scott, “Asian American Civic and Political Engagement: Patterns, Challenges,

and Potentials,” Asian American Policy Review 18 (January 2009): pp. 25-34.
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of minorities in the political process.116 Chinese Americans are still in a marginalized position in

this society. Given they have been treated negatively during the pandemic, this ethnic group

needs a louder voice, in particular in the political arena.

In this thesis, I mainly investigated the role of Chinese Americans’ ethnic identity in their

political participation. As one of the subgroups of Asian Americans, Chinese Americans are

recognized to be unique from other subgroups based on the context of this ethnic group’s

developmental trajectory. Therefore, I articulated the importance to separately explore Chinese

Americans rather than research this subgroup as Asian Americans. This ethnic group has a lower

political engagement rate than other subgroups of Asian Americans. The traditional political

participation theories could not totally be applied to Chinese Americans.

I employed quantitative analysis to test my three hypotheses that consider the relationship

between Chinese Americans’ ethnic identity and political participation from three angles. I

sought to examine my theory by comparing Chinese Americans with other subgroups of Asian

Americans and with a comparison among Chinese Americans. Unfortunately, the results of the

analyses do not support the three hypotheses. All three hypotheses through logit regression

reported that Chinese Americans do not prioritize their ethnic identity more than other subgroups

of Asian Americans to participate in political life. On the same note, ethnic identity is not a

strong motivation for Chinese Americans to engage in political activities or spur them to vote for

the Democratic party. From the quantitative analysis, I find education, American identity, being

116 Seo, “Beyond coethnic boundaries,” 338–60.
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mobilized, and marital status are the significant factors influencing Chinese Americans’ political

participation.

One of my speculations on this result is that the sample size is not large enough to observe a

significant relationship between ethnic identity and political participation. On the other hand,

another control variable, American identity, indirectly provides a possibility to the impact of

ethnic identity. This variable identifies how much Chinese Americans value their American

identity. From the tables, we could see this variable has a negative effect on the part of the

political participation activities. If Chinese American identify themselves more as American,

rather than Asian American or Chinese American, he/she is not likely to participate in these

kinds of politics. This hypothesis still needs more data and evidence to be validated. But, if that

hypothesis is supported, it may give ethnic identity a chance to be supported to have a positive

relationship with Chinese Americans’ political participation.

Given the existing findings, I raise possible policy recommendations and implications.

None of Chinese Americans’ identities, gender identity, ethnic identity and American identity

could be seen have a positive relationship with their political engagement. However, switch to

another variable, whether Chinese Americans are being mobilized, the models show that Chinese

Americans are more likely to participate in the political process when strongly be mobilized by a

party or political organization. Considering that, stronger efforts to mobilize Chinese Americans

would create a favorable environment to encourage Chinese Americans to engage in the political

process. Mobilization would enable this ethnic group to feel more accepted and be listened to in
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the political arena. Furthermore, political parties and related organizations could also reduce the

burden on Chinese Americans and other groups to participate in politics through greater efforts

to keep reaching out to members of these groups.

This thesis is still a preliminary examination of Chinese American political engagement.

While I do not find evidence in favor of my theories, this is a critical beginning and lends for

future discussion, research, and examination.
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