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Preface

The development of indigenous psychology as a field has a short history.
Its emergence has been stimulated by leading psychologists in various
parts of the world. Virgilio Enriquez was a charismatic leader, champi-
oning Sikolohiyang Pilipino (Filipino psychology), which became a national
movement in the Philippines (Enriquez, 1992; Pe-pua, Chapter 5, this vol-
ume). Durgan and Sinha was critical of “carbon copying” Western psy-
chology and was a vocal advocate of indigenizing psychology. There were
other scholars who stressed the importance of indigenous knowledge:
Yoshi Kashima in Australia; Bame Nsamenang in Cameroon; John Berry
and John Adair in Canada; Reuben Ardila in Columbia; Denise Jodelet in
France; James Georgas in Greece; Michael Bond, Fanny Cheung, David
Ho, Henry Kao, Kwok Leung, and Chung-Fang Yang in Hong Kong; R. K.
Naidu, J. B. P. Sinha, R. C. Tripathi, Ramesh Mishra, and Girishwar Misra
in India; Hiroshi Azuma, Akira Hoshino, and Susumu Yamaguchi in
Japan; Sang-Chin Choi, Uichol Kim, and Young-Shin Park in Korea;
Rogelio Diaz-Guerrero and Rolando Diaz-Loving in Mexico; Michael
Durojaiye in Nigeria; Alfred Lagmay and Rogelia Pe-pua in the
Philippines; Leo Marai of Papua New Guinea; Pawel Boski in Poland;
Boris Lomov in Russia; Carl Martin Allwood in Sweden; Pierre Dasen in
Switzerland; Kuo-Shu Yang and Kwang-Kuo Hwang in Taiwan; Cigdem
Kâğitçibaşi in Turkey; Padmal de Silva and Rom Harré in the United
Kingdom; Fathali Moghaddam, Carolyn Pope, and Joseph Trimble in the
United States; and José Miguel Salazar in Venezuela. They represented
individual voices, with differing perspective and emphasis.

In 1993, Kim and Berry edited a volume entitled, Indigenous
Psychologies: Research and Experience in Cultural Context, which articulated
the background, need, and direction for the development of indigenous
psychologies. Kim and Berry (1993) reviewed the scientific foundation
and background of indigenous psychology and differentiated it from
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related areas: cultural anthropology (Heelas & Locke, 1991), ethnoscience
(Holland & Quinn, 1987), and cross-cultural psychology (Berry,
Poortinga, Segall, & Dasen, 2002). Since the publication of Kim and
Berry’s (1993) volume, scientific advances in indigenous psychology have
been made largely outside of the Western context (i.e., North America and
Europe); as a result, many are unaware of the scientific contributions that
have been made during the past decade. The current volume brings
together scholars from around the world to document these advances.

Prior to the publication of Kim and Berry’s (1993) volume, indigenous
psychology was a relatively unknown area that was collectively labeled as
indigenous psychologies. Since 1993, indigenous psychology as a field
began to receive greater attention. In 1999, John G. Adair and Rolando
Diaz Loving published a special issue entitled, “Indigenous Psychologies:
The Meaning of the Concepts and Its Assessment,” in Applied Psychology:
An International Review. In 2000, Chung-Fang Yang and Kwang-Kuo
Hwang edited a special issue of Asian Journal of Social Psychology, compar-
ing indigenous, cultural, and cross-cultural approaches. Recently, the
Asian Journal of Social Psychology published a special issue entitled
“Responses to Epistemological Challenges to Indigenous Psychologies,”
edited by Manfusa Sham and Kwang-Kuo Hwang (2005). Carl Martin
Allwood and John W. Berry edited a special issue entitled “Origins and
Development of Indigenous Psychologies: An International Analysis,”
which will appear in the International Journal of Psychology (2006).

Indigenous psychology is also being recognized as an emerging field
in applied, social, cultural, and cross-cultural psychology. In recent hand-
books, a chapter has been devoted to indigenous psychology in the
Handbook of Cultural Psychology (Kim, 2001) and in Handbook of Cross-
Cultural Psychology (Sinha, 1997). In the Encyclopedia of Applied Psychology,
development of indigenous psychologies has been reviewed (Kim & Park,
2004). In textbooks, such as Cross-Cultural Psychology: Research and
Applications (Berry et al., 2002) and Social Psychology across Cultures (Smith
& Bond, 1999), developments in indigenous psychology are reviewed.

Even with the publication of the Kim and Berry (1993) volume, there
are still misconceptions, erroneous interpretations, and unwarranted criti-
cisms (e.g., Adamopoulos & Lonner, 2001; Herman & Kempen, 1998;
Poortinga, 1999; Triandis, 2000). These erroneous conclusions are drawn
since the authors are unaware of scientific advances that are made outside
the Western context. Contrary to these misconceptions, indigenous psy-
chology is a part of a scientific tradition advocates multiple perspectives, but
not multiple psychologies. As such, the current volume uses the singular
form of indigenous psychology rather than the plural form. Second,
indigenous psychology recognizes the importance of examining culture as
providing important content and context of psychological research.

xvi Preface



To bring together diverse viewpoints, approaches, and perspectives in
indigenous psychology around the world, an international workshop enti-
tled Scientific Advances in Indigenous Psychologies: Philosophical, Cultural and
Empirical Contributions was held in Taipei, Taiwan, October 29-November
1, 2001. The purpose of the three-day workshop was to bring together
leading scholars to document the scientific advances in indigenous psy-
chology and to discuss possible integration of the field. The workshop
provided an opportunity for participants to present their views and find-
ings and to discuss the basis for integration and collaboration.

If we had to identify a weakness in the present volume, it is the lack
of representation of psychologists representing indigenous peoples. The
volume focuses on modern nations, and we could not fully represent
scholarly work on indigenous peoples. We hope that a volume that
focuses on the indigenous psychology of indigenous peoples will be pub-
lished in the near future.

For the publication of this volume, we would like to express our sincere
gratitude to the Central office of the Academia Sinica, Taipei, Taiwan for pro-
viding the financial support enabling the workshop to take place. Academia
Sinica provided full funding covering airfare, accommodations, meals, and
a tour of Taipei. We also express our gratitude to the Research Institute of
Ethnology, Academia Sinica, and Director Dr. Ying-Kuei Huang for allowing
us to use their conference rooms and facilities. We would especially like to
thank the staff and personnel at the Institute of Ethnology, who ensured that
the workshop was completed efficiently and successfully. We would also
like to thank the Office of Research in Chinese Indigenous Psychology,
National Taiwan University, in helping to organize the workshop.

Based on the workshop, the present volume has been prepared. We
would like to thank Dr. Olwen Bedford for proofreading all the chapters
in the volume. The task of editing all the manuscripts was accomplished
with the support of a grant from National Science Council, Republic of
China, NSC 93-2752-H-002-001-PAE. We would like to thank the
Specialization Project, Department of Psychology, Chung-Ang University,
for providing administrative and financial support. We would also like to
thank Anthony J. Marsella for including the current volume in the
International and Cultural Psychology Book Series. Finally, we would like to
thank Sharon Panulla, Anna Tobias, and Herman Makler at Springer who
helped to finalize the publication of this volume.

UICHOL KIM
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Chapter 1
Contributions to Indigenous 

and Cultural Psychology
Understanding People in Context

Uichol Kim, Kuo-Shu Yang, 
and Kwang-Kuo Hwang

Indigenous psychology is an emerging field in psychology. It attempts to
extend the boundary and substance of general psychology. Although both
indigenous and general psychology seeks to discover universal facts,
principles, and laws of human behavior, the starting point of research is
different. General psychology seeks to discover decontextualized,
mechanical, and universal principles and it assumes that current psy-
chological theories are universal (Koch & Leary, 1985). Indigenous 
psychology, however, questions the universality of existing psychological
theories and attempts to discover psychological universals in social, cul-
tural and ecological context (Kim & Berry, 1993; Yang, 2000). Indigenous
psychology represents an approach in which the content (i.e., meaning,
values, and beliefs) context (i.e., family, social, cultural, and ecological) are
explicitly incorporated into research design.

In science, universal theories, principles, and laws must be theoreti-
cally and empirically verified rather than assumed a priori. General psy-
chology has attempted to develop objective, decontextualized and
universal theories of human behavior by excluding the subjective aspects
of human functioning (i.e., consciousness, agency, meaning, and goals).
Although concepts of agency and consciousness were central to early
psychologists (e.g., Wilhelm Wundt and William James), they have been
expunged with the adoption of behaviorism (Kim & Park, Chapter 2;
Koch & Leary, 1985). In science, Holten (1973) noted that objective and
subjective aspects are interdependent and complementary, and they are
not mutually exclusive. Albert Einstein noted that “science as an existing,
finished [corpus of knowledge] is the most objective, most unpersonal
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[thing] human beings know, [but] science as something coming into
being, as aim, is just as subjective and psychologically conditioned as any
other of man’s efforts” (cited in Holten, 1973, p. 6–7).

Indigenous psychology advocates examining knowledge, skills, and
beliefs people have about themselves and how they function in their
familial, social, cultural, and ecological context. It emphasizes obtaining a
descriptive understanding of human functioning in a cultural context.
With the theoretical, conceptual and empirical description, ideas are
developed and tested to explain the observed regularities. It is “an evolv-
ing system of psychological knowledge based on scientific research that is
sufficiently compatible with the studied phenomena and their ecological,
economic, social, cultural, and historical context” (Yang, 2000, p. 245). The
goal is to create a more rigorous, systematic, and universal science that
can be theoretically and empirically verified.

If general psychology is universal, then indigenous psychology would
not be necessary. In natural sciences, scholars do not question the scientific
validity of their discipline, nor do they call for indigenization. In psychology,
however, psychological theories have been regarded as culture-bound,
value-laden, and with limited validity (Enriquez, 1993; Kim & Berry, 1993;
Koch & Leary, 1985; Shweder, 1991). From the late 1960’s, many scholars rec-
ognized the limited scientific validity, generalizability, and applicability of
psychological theories (Gibson, 1985; Koch & Leary, 1985; Marsella, 1998).

There has a worldwide calls for indigenization and the development of
psychology that is socially and culturally valid: Africa (Durojaiye, 1993;
Cameroon, Nsamenang, 1995; Zambia, Serpell, 1984), Americas (Canada,
Berry, 1974; Latin America, Ardila, 1982; Mexico, Diaz-Guerrero, 1977;
United States, Cronbach, 1975, Smith, 1973; Venezuela, Salazar, 1984), Asia
(China, Ching, 1984; Hong Kong, Ho, 1982; India, Sinha, 1984; Japan,
Azuma, 1984; Korea, Kwon, 1979; the Philippines, Enriquez, 1977; Taiwan,
Yang, 1986), Europe (France, Moocovici, 1972; Germany, Graumann, 1972;
Scandinavia, Smedsland, 1984), the Middle East (Iran, Moghaddam, 1987;
Turkey, Kagitcibasi, 1984), and Oceania (Fiji, Samy, 1978). Nsamenang
(1995) points out that “psychology is ethnocentric science, cultivated
mainly in the developed world and then exported to sub-Saharan Africa
(p. 729). In Canada, Berry (1974) is critical of the culture-bound and culture-
blind nature of psychology and argues for the development of psychology
that is relevant to Canada. In France, Moscovici (1972) points out that
American psychologists adopted “for its themes of research and for the
contents of its theories, the issues of its own society” (p.19). Azuma (1984)
points out that the development of universal theories is limited since
American psychologists cannot understand phenomena found outside of
the United States (abbreviated as U.S.): “When a psychologist looks at a
non-Western culture through Western glasses, he may fail to notice impor-
tant aspects of the non-Western culture since the schemata for recognizing



them are not provided by his science” (p. 49). Even American psychologists
recognize that theories in general psychology reflect the cultural values of
the U.S. (Murphy & Kovach, 1972; Sampson, 1977; Shweder, 1991).

The most vocal critique of general psychology came from psycholo-
gists who have been trained in the West. When they return to their country
and attempted to establish psychology in their own country, they encoun-
tered numerous difficulties and began to question the validity, universality
and applicability of psychological theories (e.g., Hiroshi Azuma in Japan,
Sang-Chin Choi in Korea, Michael Durojaiye in Nigeria, Virgilio Enriquez
and Alfred Lagmay in the Philippines, David Ho and Chung-Fang Yang in
Hong Kong, Bame Nsamenang in Cameroon, José Miguel Salazar in
Venezuela, Durganand Sinha and Jai B. P. Sinha in India and Kuo-Shu Yang
and Kwang-Kuo Hwang in Taiwan). These scholars point out that each cul-
ture should be understood from its own frame of reference, including its
own ecological, historical, philosophical, and religious context.

The worldwide call for indigenization was preceded by the paradig-
mic crisis in psychology experienced from the late 1960’s. Elms (1975) noted
that “whether they are experiencing an identity crisis, a paradigmatic crisis,
or a crisis in confidence, most seem to agree that a crisis is at hand” (p. 967).
Smith (1973) pointed out that “our best scientists are floundering in the
search for a viable paradigm” and “it is hard to tell the blind alleys from the
salients of advance” (p. 464). Although call for indigenization has been fre-
quently equated with rejection of neo-colonial influence, the basic problem
of general psychology has been identified as the inappropriate emulation of
the natural sciences approach (Bandura, 1999; Cronbach, 1975; Gibson,
1985; Kim, 1999; Kim & Berry, 1993; Shweder, 1991).

Existing psychological theories are not universal since they have elimi-
nated the very qualities that allow people to understand, predict, and control
their environment. Bandura (1999) points out that “it is ironic that a science
of human functioning should strip people of the very capabilities that make
them unique in their power to shape their environment and their own des-
tiny” (p. 21). As such, “psychology has undergone wrenching paradigm
shifts” and “in these transformations, the theorists and their followers think,
argue, and act agentically, but their theories about how other people function
grant them little, if any, agentic capabilities” (p. 21). Contributors to the pres-
ent volume agree that psychological phenomena must be understood in its
ecological, historical, philosophical, religious and cultural context.

INDIGENOUS PSYCHOLOGY

Kim and Berry (1993) define indigenous psychology “the scientific study
of human behavior or mind that is native, that is not transported from
other regions, and that is designed for its people” (p. 2). Indigenous 
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psychology advocates examining knowledge, skills, and beliefs people
have about themselves and studying these aspects in their natural con-
texts. Theories, concepts, and methods are developed to correspond with
psychological phenomena. It advocates examining explicitly the content
and context of research. The goal is to create a more rigorous, systematic,
universal science that can be theoretically and empirically verified. Ten
characteristics of indigenous psychology can be identified.

First, indigenous psychology emphasizes examining of psychological
phenomena in context: Familial (Edwards, Lisa Knoche, Aukrust, Kumru,
& Kim, Chapter 6; Fung, Chapter 8; Park & Kim, Chapter 19), social
(Zhang, Chapter 19), political (Pe-pua, Chapter 5), philosophical (Hwang,
Chapter 4; Peng, Chapter 11; Wallner & Jandl, Chapter 3;), historical (Diaz
Loving, Chapter 14), religious (Boski, Chapter 17; Eckensberger, Chapter 10;
Mishra, Chapter 12), cultural (Adair, Chapter 21; Aycan, Chapter 20; Choi
& Kim, Chapter 16; Yamaguchi & Ariizumi, Chapter 7; Yang, Chapter 15;
Yang, Chapter 13) and ecological (Georgas & Mylonas, Chapter 9) context.
Yang (2000) reviews the various definitions of indigenous psychology
and concludes that “no matter how these psychologists define indige-
nous psychology, the definitions all express the same basic goal of
developing scientific knowledge system that effectively reflects,
describes, explains, or understands the psychological and behavioral
activities in their native contexts in terms of culturally relevant frame
of reference and culturally derived categories and theories” (p.
245–246). It emphasizes the discovery and use of natural taxonomies in
search of regularities, general principles and universal laws. It exam-
ines how people view themselves, relate to others and manage their
environment.

Second, contrary to popular misconception, indigenous psychologies
are not the studies of Native peoples, ethnic groups, or people living in
Third World countries. Indigenous researches have often been equated
with anthropological studies of “exotic” people living in distant lands.
Indigenous psychology is needed for all cultural, native, and ethnic
groups, including economically developing countries (Mishra, Chapter
12; Pe-pua, Chapter 5; Zhang, Chapter 18), newly industrialized countries
(Choi et al., Chapter 16; Kim & Park, Chapter 2; Yang, Chapter 13) and
economically developed countries (Adair, Chapter 21; Edwards, et al.,
Chapter 6; Yamaguchi et al., Chapter 7).

Third, indigenous does not affirm or preclude the use of a particular
method. Indigenous psychology is a part of the scientific tradition where
an important aspect of the scientific endeavor is the discovery of appro-
priate methods for the phenomenon under investigation. Boulding (1980)
notes that, “within the scientific community there is a great variety of
methods, and one of the problems which science still has to face is the
development of appropriate methods corresponding to different
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epistemological fields” (p. 833). Indigenous psychology advocates the use
of various methodologies: Qualitative (Edwards et al., Chapter 6; Pe-pua,
Chapter 5; Yang, Chapter 15), quantitative (Fung, Chapter 8; Yang,
Chapter 13), experimental (Boski, Chapter 17; Yamaguchi et al., Chapter
7; Zhang, Chapter 18), comparative (Aycan, Chapter 20; Georgas et al.,
Chapter 8; Yamaguchi et al., Chapter 7), multiple methods (Kim et al.,
Chapter 2; Pe-pua, Chapter 5; Park et al., Chapter 19) and philosophical
analysis (Hwang, Chapter 4; Peng et al., Chapter 11; Wallner & Jandl,
Chapter 3). Results from multiple methods should be integrated to pro-
vide a more comprehensive understanding of psychological phenomena.

Fourth, it has been assumed that only natives or insiders of a culture
could understand indigenous and cultural phenomena and that an out-
sider can only have a limited understanding. Although a person who has
been born and raised in a particular community may have insights into
indigenous phenomena, this may not always be the case. As Wirth (1946)
observes, “the most important thing …that we can know about a person
is what he [or she] takes for granted, and the most elemental and impor-
tant facts about a society are those things that are seldom debated and
generally regarded as settled” (p. xxiv). An outsider, with an external
point of view, can call to attention what is assumed to be natural to be
actually cultural. He or she may point out peculiarities, inconsistencies,
and blind spots that insiders may have overlooked (Kleinman, 1980). Both
internal and external points of view are necessary in providing a compre-
hensive and integrated understanding of psychological phenomena
(Wallner et al., Chapter 3).

Fifth, indigenous psychology is different from Heider’s (1958) naive
psychology. Heider (1958) noted that in the area of interpersonal behavior,
“the ordinary person has a great and profound understanding of himself
and of other people which, though unformulated or vaguely conceived,
enables him to interact in more or less adaptive ways” (p. 2). Based on
Heider’s work, attribution theory and locus of control have been devel-
oped. These theories are, however, far removed from people’s conception
and they possess low internal and external validity (Bandura, 1997; Park &
Kim, 2004). These theories have eliminated the influence of context and
agency, which are central to understanding people’s conception of control
and belief system (Bandura, 1997; Park & Kim, 2004).

People have a complex and sophisticated understanding of themselves
and their social world. They have practical and episodic understanding, but
they may not have the analytical ability to describe the underlying structure
or process. As will be described in the section below, episodic and analytic
knowledge are two different types of knowledge. General psychology rep-
resents psychologists’ analytic conceptions, interpretations, and explana-
tions rather than an accurate representation of human psychology. In other
words, the current psychological knowledge can be described as the
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psychology of psychologists (Harré, 2000; Kim, Park, & Park, 2000). In
indigenous psychology, it is the role of researchers to translate episodic
knowledge into analytic forms so that they could tested and verified.

Sixth, indigenous concepts have been analyzed as examples of
indigenous psychologies. The concepts of philotimo in Greece (a person
who is “polite, virtuous, reliable, proud,” Triandis, 1972), anasakti in India
(“non-detachment,” Pande & Naidu, 1992), amae in Japan (“indulgent
dependence,” Doi, 1973), kapwa in the Philippines (“shared identity with
other,” Enriquez, 1993), and jung in Korea (“deep attachment and affec-
tion,” Choi, Kim & Choi, 1993) have been analyzed and various culture-
bound syndromes have been introduced (Yap, 1974). Although these
concepts are interesting, they have limited communicative value to peo-
ple who do not understand language. Second, it is difficult to ascertain
whether these conceptualizations are accurate. Third, it is difficult to
assess the scientific merit of these indigenous analyses since they are not
supported by empirical evidence. The descriptive analysis is a starting
point of research in indigenous psychologies, but they cannot be the end-
point. If so, they are examples of superficial research that do not con-
tribute to the advancement of scientific knowledge.

The concept of amae has been the focus of attention as a culture-
specific phenomenon with the first publication by Doi (1973).
Yamaguchi et al., (Chapter 7) points out Japanese and U.S. researchers
erroneously conceptualized amae as an example of dependence (Doi,
1973; Johnson, 1993; Lebra, 1976; Rothbaum, Weisz, Pott, Miyake, &
Morelli, 2000). These researchers made claims about Japanese people
without a clear descriptive understanding of amae and empirical evi-
dence to support their view. They are examples of poor research and not
of indigenous psychology.

Kim and Yamaguchi (1995) launched an empirical study using an
open-ended questionnaire exploring various facets of amae. A total of
841 respondents living in various parts of Japan completed a questionnaire:
237 middle school students, 224 high school students, 243 university stu-
dents, and 137 adults. The results indicate that amae involves an episode
between two people: One person requests a specific favor that is often
unreasonable and the other person grants the request. Amae episode occurs
in close relationships, usually between parent and children or between
close friends. The special request, which is often demanding and unreason-
able, is granted because of the motivation to maintain the close relationship.

Yamaguchi et al. (Chapter 7) conducted a series of experiments to ana-
lyze different facets of amae. They define amae as the “presumed acceptance
of one’s inappropriate behavior or request.” They found two underlying
motivational factors: Japanese respondents engage in an amae episode in
order to obtain a specific benefit and to verify the close relationship. The
method of obtaining the desired goal is through proxy control (Bandura,
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1997). They conclude that amae cannot be equated with dependence since
Japanese respondents actively engage in amae to obtain a specific benefit
through proxy control. They developed scenarios containing examples of
amae episodes and conducted a series of experiments in Japan, Taiwan, and
the U.S. They have found that American and Taiwanese respondents are
more likely than Japanese respondents to engage in amae episode. They
conclude that contrary to previous theorists, amae is not a culture specific
phenomenon. Although it is an indigenous Japanese word, the psycholog-
ical aspects of amae can be found in other cultures. Thus, the series of
empirical studies have helped to clarify the confusion created by both
Japanese and American scholars.

These empirical studies show that it is inappropriate to equate poor
research with indigenous psychology. It is erroneous to equate indigenous
psychology with cultural relativism, parochialism or ethnocentrism.
General and cross-cultural psychologists have criticized indigenous psy-
chology for accumulation of idiosyncratic data, fragmentation, cultural rel-
ativism, reverse ethnocentrism, moving against the trend of globalization,
and questioned its scientific merit (Adamopoulos & Lonner, 2001; Herman
& Kempen, 1998; Poortinga, 1999; Triandis, 2000). These are unwarranted
criticisms that reflect a lack of understanding of indigenous psychology
and scientific advances that have been made in the recent years.

Contrary to these misconceptions, indigenous psychology is part of a
scientific tradition that advocates multiple perspectives, but not multiple psy-
chologies. The current volume uses the singular form of indigenous psychol-
ogy rather than the plural form. Indigenous psychology is a part of scientific
tradition in search of psychological knowledge rooted in cultural context.
This knowledge can become the basis of the discovery of psychological uni-
versals and can contribute to the advancement of psychology and science.

Seventh, many indigenous psychologists search philosophical and
religious texts to explain indigenous phenomena. They use philosophical
treatises (such as the Confucian Classics) or religious text (Koran or
Vedas) as an explanation of psychological phenomena. We need to distin-
guish indigenous knowledge, philosophies and religions from indigenous
psychology. Philosophical and religious texts are developed for a specific
purpose several thousand years. In order to utilize these texts, we need to
translate these ideas into psychological concepts and empirically verify
their validity. We cannot assume that because a person is Chinese, he/she
will automatically follow the Confucian way, or Hindu Dharma can
explain the behavior of an individual because he/she is an Indian.
Psychologists have used these texts to develop psychological concepts
(Paranjpe, 1998), but these analyses are speculative philosophy and they
have yet to be supported by empirical evidence. Although they provide a
wealth of information and the basis of development of formal theories,
they need to be empirical tested and validated.
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Eighth, indigenous psychology is identified as a part of the cultural
sciences tradition (Kim & Berry, 1993). Unlike physical and biological sci-
ences, people do not merely react or adapt to the environment, but they
are able to understand and change their environment, other people, and
themselves (Bandura, 1997; Kim & Berry, 1993). Since we are the agents of
change, we are both the subject and the object of investigation. We have
insights into our world and we communicate our understanding to oth-
ers. In psychology, although the objective third person point of view is
necessary, it is not sufficient. We need to supplement it with the first person
perspective (i.e., incorporating agency, meaning, and intention, Bandura,
1997) and the second person analysis (e.g., communication, dialogue, and
discourse analysis, Harré & Gillet, 1994). We need to obtain an integrated
understanding of the first-person, second-person, and third-person per-
spectives in order to obtain a complete picture of human functioning.

Ninth, indigenous psychology advocates a linkage of humanities (e.g.,
philosophy, history, religion, and literature, which focus on human experi-
ence) with social sciences (which focus on analytical knowledge, empirical
analysis and verification). In addition to theoretical and empirical analysis
of psychological theories, ideas from philosophy (Hwang, Chapter 4; Peng
et al., Chapter 11; Wallner et al., Chapter 3), history (Diaz Loving, Chapter 14),
and religion (Boski, Chapter 17; Eckensberger, Chapter 10; Mishra,
Chapter 12) can provide valuable knowledge and insight.

Tenth, Enriquez (1993) identified two starting points of research in
indigenous psychology: indigenization from without and indigenization from
within. Indigenization from without involves taking existing psychologi-
cal theories, concepts, and methods and modifying them to fit the local
cultural context. The derived etic approach in cross-cultural psychology
(e.g., Berry, Poortinga, Segall & Dasen, 2002), researches in cultural psy-
chology (e.g., Greenfield, 2000; Shweder, 1991) and indigenization (Sinha,
1997) are examples of indigenization from without. In this approach,
rather than assuming that a particular theory is universal a priori,
researchers modify and adapt psychological theories to integrate them
with the local cultural knowledge. Those aspects that can be verified
across cultures are retained as possible cultural universals. Existing theo-
ries in cognitive, developmental, social and organizational psychology
have been modified and extended by indigenous research (Sinha, 1997).

In the indigenization from within, theories, concepts and methods are
developed internally, and indigenous information is considered to be a pri-
mary source of knowledge (Enriquez, 1993). For example, one of the core
values and assumptions that psychologists from East Asia are questioning
is the emphasis on individualism (Edwards et al., Chapter 6; Ho, 1982; Kim,
2001). In the East Asia, the relatedness of a person to another is considered
to be fundamental (Choi et al., Chapter 16; Yang, Chapter 15). In East Asia,
the word for human being can be literally translated as “human between”
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( ). In other words, it is what happens between individuals that make
us human. In Chinese culture, the concept of guanxi ( , “relationship”)
occupies the center stage defining interactions in family, school, companies,
and society (Hwang, Chapter 4; Peng et al., Chapter 11; Yang, Chapter 15;
Zhang, Chapter 18). In Japan, the concept of amae helps to define and main-
tain close interpersonal relationships (Yamaguchi et al., Chapter 7). In
Korea, the concept of jung ( , “deep affection and attachment” Choi et al.,
Chapter 16) is a central emotion that binds family, friends, and colleagues
together. Both cross-sectional and longitudinal studies yielded results that
confirm the importance of close relationships in Korea which are highly
reliable, valid and applicable (Kim & Park, Chapter 2; Park & Kim,
Chapter 19).

CULTURE

In cross-cultural psychology, culture has been described as a fuzzy set
since there is a lack of agreement in the definition, conceptualization, and
operationalization (Rohner, 1984; Triandis, 1980). The word culture origi-
nates from the Latin word cultura, which means to till or cultivate. Tylor
(1871) defined culture as “that complex whole which includes knowledge,
beliefs, arts, morals, laws, customs and any other capabilities and habits
acquired as a member of society” (cited in Berry et al., 2002). Herkovits
(1955) suggested that “culture is the man-made part of the human envi-
ronment” (p. 17). Triandis (1994) defines it as the “unstated assumptions,
standard operating procedures, ways of doing things that have been inter-
nalized to such an extent that people do not argue about them” (p. 16).
These definitions focus on products of culture and do not address the
complexity and dynamics of culture.

Culture has been studied as a quasi-independent variable, category,
point in a dimension, or a mere sum of individual characteristics. For
cross-cultural comparisons, a researcher typically selects cultures using
the Human Relations Area Files (HRAF), or using cultural dimensions
(e.g., Hofstede, 1991). Culture has been treated as a quasi-independent
variable, since researchers cannot control culture, and researchers are
interested in examining its influence on behavior (Berry, 1980). These cul-
tural dimensions and categories are statistical transformation of attitude,
values, and belief obtained at the individual level. It is questionable
whether these statistical summaries can accurately represent the com-
plexity of culture.

Culture is an emergent property of individuals interacting with,
managing, and changing their environment (Kim, 2001). Culture repre-
sents the collective utilization of natural and human resources to achieve desired
outcomes; this is the process definition of culture (Kim, 2001). Differences
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in cultures can exist if people pursue different goals, utilize different
methods and resources to realize the goals, and attach different meaning
and values on them. Cultural similarities can exist if people pursue simi-
lar goals, utilize similar methods and resources to attain the goal, and
attach similar meaning and values on them. Collective goals, human and
natural resources, method of achieving the goals, and meaning and val-
ues attached to them are integrated to form a meaningful and coherent
whole. Culture represents a rubric of patterned variables (Kim, 2001).

Although human beings have not changed biologically and genetically
during the past 7,000 years, cultures have undergone dramatic transforma-
tions (Bandura, 1997; Kim, Helgesen, & Ahn 2002; Kim, Aasen, & Ebadi,
2003). It is our ability to understand the world and to share the knowledge
with others that became the basis of our survival. Our physiology provides
us with the basis, but culture helps us to use our physiology to achieve
desired outcomes. To use an analogy, computers consist of hardware and
software. Our physiology is the like the hardware and culture is like the soft-
ware (Hofstede, 1991). A computer operates differently depending of the
type of software that is downloaded. The socialization experiences of chil-
dren affect their attitudes, values and behavior and they will differ from
another child who grew up in another cultural environment (Edwards et al,
Chapter 6; Fung, Chapter 8; Park & Kim, Chapter 19). When children are
born, although they have the potential to learn any language, they usually
learn one language. As adults, their native language feels natural and other
languages sound alien. Language and culture provide people with ways to
organize their thoughts, communicate with others and manage the world.

People possess self-reflectiveness and creativity that computers do
not possess (Bandura, 1997). Computers have to be programmed to run
and they operate based on the program. Human beings have the capa-
bility of examining their values, beliefs and skills and the capability to
change themselves, other people and their culture (Bandura, 1997).
Without culture, human beings would be like other animals, reduced to
basic instincts. Without culture, people would not be able to think, feel,
or behave the way they do. Culture allows people to know who they are,
define what is meaningful, communicate with others and manage our
environment (Kim et al., Chapter 2; Yang, Chapter 15). It is through cul-
ture that we think, feel, behave and manage with our reality (Shweder,
1991). Just as we use our eyes to see the world, we use our culture to
understand our world. Because we think through our culture, it is diffi-
cult to recognize our own culture (Shweder, 1991). For a person born
and raised in a particular culture, his/her own culture is feels supremely
natural.

Existing psychological theories have difficulties explaining the indige-
nous concepts such as amae and academic achievement of East Asian stu-
dents (Park et al., Chapter 19). This is the case since psychological theories
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are based on individualistic values that reflect Western cultures (Kim,
Triandis, Kǎğitçibaşi, Choi & Yoon, 1994). In developmental psychology,
Freudian, Piagetian, behaviorist, and humanist theories largely ignore the
important role played parents and culture. In East Asia, parents play a cen-
tral role in child development by defining the goals of socialization, teach-
ing the necessary cognitive, linguistic, relational, and social skills, and
providing a supportive family environment (Fung, Chapter 8; Park & Kim,
Chapter 19).

Concept such as guilt has a very different connotation and utility in
East Asia (Azuma, 1988; Park & Kim, 2004). In Western psychoanalytic
and psychological theories, guilt is presumed to be based on irrational
beliefs, unrealistic fear, or forbidden wishes. Extensive use of guilt is
believed to cause later developmental problems in adolescence. In East
Asia, it is considered appropriate that children feel guilty or indebted
toward their parents for all the devotion, indulgence, sacrifice, and love
that they receive from their parents (Azuma, 1988; Ho, 1986; Park & Kim,
Chapter 19). Children feel indebted since they cannot return the love and
care that they received from parents. Guilt in East Asia is viewed as an
important interpersonal emotion that promotes filial piety, achievement
motivation, and relational closeness.

OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS

The volume is divided into five parts: I. Theoretical and Methodological
issues; II. Family and Socialization; III. Cognitive Processes; IV. Self and
Personality; and IV. Application. Five articles are included in the first 
section.

In Chapter 2, The Scientific Foundation of Indigenous and Cultural
Psychology: The Transactional Model of Science, Kim and Park outline the sci-
entific foundation of indigenous and cultural psychology. The authors
review the scientific foundation of general and cross-cultural psychology
and compare them with indigenous psychology. Indigenous psychology
represents the transactional model of science in which human beings are
viewed as agents of their own action. The authors note that differences
in cultures exist due to different goals that cultures pursue, methods
people use to attain the goals, and the differential use of natural and
human resources. The author provides the East Asian perspective in
which relation, rather than individuals, are viewed as the unit of analysis
and provides a review of empirical studies that support this view.

In Chapter 3, The Importance of Constructive Realism for the Indigenous
Psychologies Approach, Wallner and Jandl note that a deeper understanding
of science can only be achieved by considering the following two aspects:
(1) the necessity of regulating scientists’ practical activities; and (2) science

Contributions to Indigenous and Cultural Psychology 13



must lead to knowledge, or else lose its importance and become simply
instrumental. The authors point out that in the traditional philosophy of
science both aspects have been accepted, but the traditional philosophy of
science turned out to be an inappropriate means by which to understand
science. Constructivistic approaches in philosophy of science usually
accepts of the first aspect, but rule out the second aspect, which means
giving up the idea of science that emerged in the 16th century. To relin-
quish one or even both aspects can lead to relativism in science, and such
relativism is dangerous. In contrast, constructive realism integrates both
aspects, rejects the idea of traditional philosophy of science (i.e., the view
that science is a description of the world) and avoids this dangerous rela-
tivism. Hence, the authors point out the rise of constructive realism and
then argue that traditional philosophy of science and constructivistic
approaches failed because they either subscribed to the view that science
describes the world or because they have ruled out the necessity of a reg-
ulative instance or the necessity of interpretation. Second, the authors
sketch the ontology of constructive realism. It postulates a clear distinc-
tion between a world working without human impact, but influencing
and constraining humans (wirklichkeit), the world of the scientific con-
structions (realität) and the world of different cultures (lebenswelt or life-
world). Constructive realism presents itself as a philosophy of science that
avoids the errors of traditional philosophy of science and of the older con-
structivistic philosophy of science. Third, the authors discuss the method
of constructive realism, called strangification, and explain the constructive
realistic view of scientific knowledge. Fourth, the authors outline the
problems of psychology pertaining to the uncertainty of the psychologi-
cal subject, and then sketches aspects of the indigenous psychologies
approach, a rather new discipline in psychology that reflects on the sub-
ject of psychology more appropriately than mainstream psychology.
Finally, this chapter discusses the idea of a universal psychology pre-
sented by Kim and Berry (1993) and emphasizes the importance of
strangification and constructive realistic ontology for the indigenous psy-
chologies approach.

In Chapter 4, Constructive Realism and Confucian Relationalism: An
Epistemological Strategy for the Development of Indigenous Psychology,
Hwang notes the dramatic changes in ontology, epistemology, and
methodology with the shift from positivism to post-positivism. The
author points out that indigenous psychologists are unable to attain the
goal of constructing a global psychology by adopting a bottom-up
approach that emphasizes inductive methods. In order to achieve a global
psychology, indigenous psychologists must make three levels of break-
throughs, namely, philosophical reflection, theoretical construction, and
empirical research. With respect to philosophical reflection, constructive
realism is used to illustrate the difference between significant features of
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the microworlds constructed by scientists and knowledge used by people
in their lifeworlds. The significance of modernization for non-Western
countries is also explained in terms of this philosophy. At the level of the-
oretical construction, indigenous psychologists should construct formal
theories on the mechanisms of universal mind that are applicable to
various cultures, and then use these theories to analyze the specific men-
talities of people in a given culture. A series of theoretical models of
Confucian Relationalism is cited to illustrate these arguments.

In the article, From Decolonizing Psychology to the Development of a Cross-
indigenous Perspective in Methodology: The Philippine Experience, Pe-pua
(Chapter 5) traces the development of indigenous research methods as it
began as a part of a movement known as Sikolohiyang Pilipino (Filipino
psychology) that calls for the use of a Filipino perspective or orientation
in understanding Filipino thought and experience. The author points out
that with the introduction of a paradigm shift, an indigenous approach to
participant observation, interview, focus group discussion and psycho-
logical testing were developed. This approach gives importance to partic-
ipant-researcher interaction, participant welfare, appropriateness of the
method, and language of the participants. Features of the indigenous
approach relate to the informal culture, formal structure and technologi-
cal procedures. The debates on the value of indigenous methods revolve
around the language issue, uniqueness of methods, insider/outsider
issue, planning, and ethics. The cross-indigenous perspective calls for the
full use of the indigenous approach, leading to the coming together of
indigenous psychologies and contributing to cross-cultural knowledge.

In the second section, four articles examine the role of family, social-
ization and close relationship. In the article by Edwards, Knoche, Aukrust,
Kumru, and Kim (Chapter 6) entitled, Parental Ethnotheories of Child
Development: Looking Beyond Independence and Inividualism in American Belief
Systems, the authors point out that parents, preschools, and schools in dif-
ferent cultures vary greatly in the extent to which children are encouraged
to develop long-term relationships with peers and teachers outside the
family circle. In contemporary societies, parents face complex choices as
they bridge children’s transitions to a wider world. The authors explore
the contradictions and complications of contemporary American values
around independence/interdependence and individualism/collectivism.
Findings are presented from a collaborative international research study
that used a newly developed questionnaire, the Parental Concerns for
Preschool Children Survey, to assess parental beliefs, values, and judgments.
The results suggest that the sample of parents from Lincoln, Nebraska
wanted their children to get along with diverse people and to be able to
attach quickly and readily to new caregivers as a basis for secure learning
at preschool. In thinking about their own child’s needs and selecting what
makes a preschool or child care center “high quality,” they rated most
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highly a “sense of belonging in the preschool” (viz., getting along well with
peers and not being excluded or left out), getting enough individual atten-
tion from teachers, and having activities that respond to their own inter-
ests in an environment with plenty of teachers and space. The findings are
consistent with a review of literature that finds that parental ethnotheories
represent configurations of values, beliefs, assumptions, conflicts, and ten-
sions about how to relate to others and function with respect to them.
Adaptive function involves being able to modify values and beliefs in the
face of changing circumstances and behaving resourcefully as occasions
and situations demand. The parental ethnotheories of a sample of
American parents in Lincoln, Nebraska reflected a complex combination of
orientations toward individual autonomy and toward community roots
and group belonging.

Yamaguchi and Ariizumi (Chapter 7) point out in their article enti-
tled, Close Interpersonal Relationships among Japanese: Amae as Distinguished
from Attachment and Dependence, that Japanese have an indigenous con-
cept of amae that describes a behavioral pattern typically found in mother-
child relationship. The authors note that this concept has become known
internationally after the publication of a seminal book by a Japanese psy-
choanalyst, Doi (1973), who claimed that amae is a key concept for under-
stand Japanese mentality. Despite numerous researches inspired by Doi’s
work, the concept of amae has remained vague and consensus among
researchers has not been achieved. Misunderstandings have been preva-
lent among Japanese and international scholars who claim that amae is
similar to dependence and unique to Japanese, implying that Japanese (as
compared to Westerners) are uniquely dependent in interpersonal rela-
tionship. However, the uniqueness of the indigenous concept does not
warrant the uniqueness of Japanese behavioral pattern that the concept
describes. The authors clarify the meaning of amae by distinguishing it
from dependence and insecure attachment, both of which are often con-
fused with amae. The authors review a series of empirical studies and dis-
cuss the possible etic nature of amae.

Fung (Chapter 8) in the article entitled, Affect and Early Moral
Socialization: Some Insights and Contributions from Indigenous Psychological
Studies in Taiwan, reviews the work of Martin Hoffman’s influential theory
of moral development which asserts the importance of affect in disciplinary
encounters. The author points out that the appropriate arousal of emotion
when inducing rules would effectively motivate the child to move from
short-term compliance to long-term internalization. The affective experience
Hoffman refers to is the highly appraised empathy, the early form of guilt
and conscience. The author has found that indigenous studies on everyday
moral socialization practices at home with young Taiwanese children have
found similar and yet strikingly different phenomena. Corroborating
Hoffman’s theory, these studies find that affect indeed plays an important
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role in Taiwanese parents’ discipline. However, instead of empathy or guilt,
shame is the most frequently invoked affect. Although, on the surface, sham-
ing practices involve abandonment and ostracism, they also have a strong
group concern - to teach the youngster how to be accepted by other cultural
members. The author points out that self-examination, confession, and
repentance are the ultimate objectives; all pointing to internalizing rules for
a better self. The motivational, prosocial, and moral nature of these routinely
occurring events serves similar functions as those of empathy in Euro-
American families as suggested by Hoffman. The author concludes that a
valid account of the meaning of affect in disciplinary practices has to be
derived from and understood within much broader contexts rooted in its
own historical and cultural tradition - in this case, a tradition heavily influ-
enced by Confucian values.

Georgas and Mylonas (Chapter 9) describe in the article entitled,
Cultures are Like All Other Cultures, Like Some Other Cultures, Like No Other
Culture, the relationship between cross-cultural psychology and indige-
nous psychology and a methodological approach which clarifies issues
related to each. The authors outline hierarchical levels of universal traits,
taxonomies of traits, and traits of the individual. The authors note that the
upper two levels also refer to nomothetic methods, while the lowest level
refers to the idiographic method. The authors conclude that all cultures
share universal features, as well as universal psychological variables.
Some cultures (e.g., Western cultures) share cultural dimensions and psy-
chological dimensions. Each culture has distinct and possibly unique fea-
tures and meanings embedded in their language, myths, and history. The
question the authors raise is the degree to which psychological variables
are so unique in one culture that they do not appear in any other culture.
Thus, the cross-cultural comparative approach and the indigenous
approach are seen as complementary. The authors discuss a methodology,
with data from a 30-nation family study, which proposes classifying psy-
chological phenomena into clusters of cultures as a complementary
methodology in seeking cultural universals. The authors note that the
indigenous psychological in-depth study of unique psychological concepts
and their relationship to cultural factors in a country is an important goal
in cross-cultural psychology, but it is highly possible that at another level,
the taxonomic level, a number of countries will have common cultural ele-
ments and psychological similarities, forming a common cultural cluster.

In the third section, three articles examine cognitive processes.
Eckensberger (Chapter 10) in his article entitled, The Mutual Relevance of
Indigenous Psychology and Morality, examines the relationship of morality to
indigenous psychology from four different viewpoints. First, the topic of
morality is dealt with on a content level. The author points out that since
morality is a central normative framework for behavior in a culture, it turns
out to be the core of indigenous psychology. The author discusses the crucial
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question of whether or not morality is culture specific or universal. Second,
the role of morality in the emergence of indigenous psychologies is treated
on a science of science level and discussed by relating indigenous psycholo-
gies to cultural psychology and cross-cultural psychology. In this context,
the author points out that conceptualization of various indigenous psy-
chologies is regarded as a special case of a specific paradigm in psychology.
The third argument is based on the fact that the concepts of culture used in
psychology are not only analytical (asking what culture is), but also treat cul-
ture as a characteristic of a group (asking what particular culture defines a
given cultural group); the author points out that this is particularly true of
indigenous psychologies. The author argues that these conceptualizations of
culture also have moral implications. Finally, the author discusses the basic
methodological implications. The author postulates that the general research
strategy proposed in cross-cultural psychology has to be complemented by
heeding moral argument, and that often discussions of the distinction
between qualitative and quantitative research are too superficial. Although
they are sometimes seen as two alternative methodological approaches
either of which may be applied, the author claims that basic research and
data gathering strategies also have moral implications.

Peng, Spencer-Rodgers and Nian (Chapter 11), Naïve Dialecticism and
the Tao of Chinese Thought, point out that people from China are naive
Taoists in spirit and that Chinese thinking and reasoning are guided by a
folk version of Taoism, or naïve dialecticism. The authors point out that this
set of implicit theories of knowing is fundamentally different from the
commonly known Hegelian dialectics and the Western dialectical think-
ing in developmental and cognitive psychology. The authors review
ethnographic evidence supporting the existence of the folk version of
Taoism in Chinese culture and the lives of Chinese people, and draw par-
allels between folk conceptions of Taoism and psychological laboratory
findings suggesting that Chinese reasoning and thinking are more con-
textual, flexible, holistic, and dialectical as compared with typical North
American thinking and reasoning. The authors conclude with a discus-
sion of an indigenous Taoist view of cultural differences in cognition.

Mishra (Chapter 12), Indian perspectives on cognition, examines Indian
perspectives on cognition to show how cognition is conceptualized in
traditional Indian systems of thought. The author points out parallels
between Indian and Western conceptualizations of cognition. The author
examines the way in which traditional Indian interpretations of cognition
can be integrated with current thinking about cognition in general, and
cognitive processes and their development in particular.

Four articles in the third section examine the conception of self and
personality. Kuo-Shu Yang (Chapter 13), Indigenous Personality Research:
The Chinese Case, provides a systematic, critical review of empirical stud-
ies on Chinese personality from an indigenous perspective. The author
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reviews the area with a four-level scheme for the classification of person-
ality constructs based upon individual orientation and social orientation.
The author points out that the scheme includes four categories of person-
ality constructs: personal-, relationship-, collective-, and other-oriented.
The author points out that while the first may be considered individual-
oriented; the remaining three are collectively called social-oriented. The
author notes that studies on personal-oriented constructs tend to be less
indigenous and those on social-oriented ones are more indigenous.
Social-oriented constructs tend to be composed of two or more factorial
components more or less correlated with each other, with each forming a
multidimensional psychological syndrome. The author notes that in indi-
vidualist cultures personal-oriented traits are more developed, differenti-
ated, and influential in everyday life than social-oriented ones, and they
should be studied more than social-oriented traits in such a culture.
In contrast, in collectivist cultures social-oriented traits are more devel-
oped, differentiated, and influential than personal-oriented ones, and
they should be studied more than personal-oriented traits in such a cul-
ture. Finally, the author argues that the four-level classificatory scheme
incorporates both the individualistic and collectivistic conceptions of per-
sonality, and as a general model it may therefore be applicable to indige-
nous research in both individualist and collectivist cultures.

Diaz Loving (Chapter 14), An Historic-Psycho-Socio-Cultural Look at the
Self  in Mexico, points out that the relevance of psychological constructs
cannot be evaluated if the validity, reliability and cultural sensitivity of the
concepts are not established. The author notes that individual attributes
and social behaviors stem from a life long dialectic between cultural norms
and settings and every individual’s bio-psychological tendencies. In the
chapter, the historical and cultural foundations of Mexican identity are first
presented, followed by an examination of the universal conceptualization
of the self, and ending with an ethnopsychological study conducted to
depict and understand the components that express, and the processes
responsible for the evolution, development, and consolidation of the con-
cept of self among Mexican people.

Chung-Fang Yang (Chapter 15), The Chinese conception of the Self:
Towards a Person-making Perspective, reviews the indigenous approach that
she has adopted for the past 15 years. This approach entails understand-
ing the psychology of a people within their cultural, social, and historical
context. Based on local materials and observations, the author has derived
a set of commonly shared meaning systems with which the people under
investigation make sense of their lives and their experiences, and give out
and derive meanings while interacting with others. The author notes that
this set of systems also helps indigenous researchers to understand and
interpret the behaviors manifested by those people. The author outlines
three goals: (1) to find a local thinking framework with which to develop
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an alternative perspective to the Western one in order to discover new
dimensions for future studies of the self, or at least for studies of the
Chinese self; (2) to explore the concept of the Chinese self at its formative
stage, during the pre-Qin ( ) period in Chinese history, and to use this
deep-rooted conception to study the evolution of self-concept in the
Chinese context and better understand the behaviors of modern Chinese
people; (3) and, to suggest an alternative approach to the study of the self.

Choi and Kim (Chapter 16), Naïve Psychology of Koreans’ Interpersonal
Mind and Behavior in Close Relationships, note that it is often mentioned that
Koreans are emotional rather than rational people. The authors point out
that emotionality of Koreans in interpersonal relationships is not exactly
the same as what is meant by the term in the West. Unlike the emotion as
distinct and separated from the cognitive-oriented rational mind, the
authors note that the Koreans’ emotion in the interpersonal context is often
manifested as a composite whole of emotionality and self-involved 
cognitive reasons connected to the emotionality aroused. At the discourse
level, the nature of emotionality and its cognitive counterpart are not dif-
ferentiated from each other, but fused together with one another. The
authors point out that the Korean word shimjung ( ) refers to the state
of inner experience where the particular quality of feeling is aroused in
relation to particular contents of thoughts. Shimcheong is likely to be
touched and aroused in close, long-term relationships. In the close rela-
tionship, individuality disappears and social standards of behavior such
as justice, impartiality, lawfulness, objectivity and rationality are overrid-
den by or reinterpreted jung ( , “affection”), uiri ( , the rule of loyalty
and benevolence) and ingroup favoritism. In Korea, the authors points out
the existence of two types of thinking: The private shimjung psychology
and the public social-normative psychology co-exist in delicate harmony
and tension, having their own respective niches and functional values.

In the fifth section, five articles are included. Boski (Chapter 17),
Humanism - Materialism: Century-long Polish Cultural Origins and Twenty
Years of Research in Cultural Psychology, points out that cultural dimensions
can be conceived of in a specific, indigenous way, or as general, theory-
driven concepts. The author offers both approaches, which converge with
the construct of humanism-materialism. The author starts with an analy-
sis of main themes of Polish history and culture to provide a profile of
the dominant mentality. The author points out that humanism and anti-
materialism were the products of the Catholic, noble-agrarian way of life,
underdeveloped urbanism, and the market economy in the hands of non-
Polish ethnic groups. The author points out that weak state structures and
centuries of existence under dominance of external powers added a par-
ticular preoccupation with family and nation rather than the building of
civil society. The author defines humanism as a pro-social concern with the
well-being of close others and the quality of interpersonal relations, which
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can also be derived from de-confounding two conceptual aspects present in
individualism/collectivism: 1) agency (I-as-subject vs. I-as-object), and 2)
orientation (self vs. social). The author notes that humanism exists when
agency meets social orientation. The author presents several empirical
studies to explore the nature of humanism within Polish culture and
cross-culturally. The author has found that humanism is distinct from
scales of either individualism or collectivism. The author notes that it is
particularly strong among groups who work with and for other people; it
predicts endorsement of political democracy but not of market economy.
The author concludes that humanism remains strong as a Polish cultural
ideal during the decade of transformation and offers a significant contrast
with North American as well as with West European cultures.

Zhang (Chapter 18), Chinese Conception of Justice and Reward
Allocation, points out that few empirical studies on distributive justice or
reward allocation have been conducted in China. The author notes that
reward allocation decisions are interpersonal acts. How an allocator dis-
tributes a reward is influenced by factors in the social interaction, such as
the relationship between the partners and their interaction, as well as the
social norms governing their behavior. The author reviews studies that
have been conducted to examine the influence of social interactional fac-
tors on Chinese individuals’ allocation decisions in hypothetical settings.
The author reviews empirical findings on Chinese reward allocation and
previous theoretical works on Chinese justice. The author concludes that
both guanxi (interpersonal relationship) and renqing (affection) have an
effect on Chinese reward allocation decisions, which relates to the
Chinese conception of justice.

Park and Kim (Chapter 19), Family, Parent-Child Relationship and
Educational Achievement in Korea: Indigenous, Cultural, and Psychological
Analysis, examine the role that family and parent-child relationship play
in influencing the academic achievement of Korean adolescents. The
authors first trace the changes in the traditional parent-child relationship
in modern Korea. Although the structural features of the family has
changed from extended to nuclear, the basic features of parent-child rela-
tionship that emphasize sacrifice, devotion and educational aspirations
for their children have not changed. The authors point out that such
socialization practices instill a sense of indebtedness, respect, and emo-
tional closeness in their children. The authors review a series of empirical
studies that used indigenous methodology to examine the relationship
between parent-child relationship and academic achievement. The
authors review results from matched samples of parents and children,
from cross-sectional samples, and from longitudinal analysis which
reveal a pattern of results that explain the high level of academic achieve-
ment of Korean adolescents. These results challenge traditional psycho-
logical and educational theories that emphasize biology (i.e., innate
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ability, intelligence), individualistic values (e.g., intrinsic motivation, abil-
ity attribution and self-esteem) and structural features (e.g., high educa-
tional spending, small class size and individualized instruction). The
authors conclude that indigenous psychology can provide a more power-
ful and rigorous analysis of parent-child relationship and academic
achievement in Korea.

Aycan (Chapter 20), Paternalism: Towards Conceptual Refinement and
Operationalization, focuses on the conceptualization and operationalization
of one of the most prevalent cultural and managerial characteristics in
Asian, Middle-Eastern and Latin American cultures - paternalism. The
author notes that although paternalism has negative connotations in
the economically developed nations, it has positive implications in cultures
where it is rooted in indigenous psychologies including Confucianism and
familialism. The author presents an analytical overview of the ways in
which paternalism is construed differently in various cultural contexts and
concurs that it’s meaning and functions cannot be constructed without tak-
ing the cultural context into consideration. The author proposes on the basis
of two dimensions (i.e., behavioral manifestations and underlying inten-
tions), a conceptual framework to distinguish among four types of leader-
ship approaches: benevolent paternalism, exploitative paternalism,
authoritarian approach, and authoritative approach. The author demon-
strates that paternalism is not a unified construct, and that it is not equal to
authoritarianism. The author concludes by describing three distinct empir-
ical studies that test the conceptual model as well as the development and
validation of the measure to assess paternalism.

The final chapter by Adair (Chapter 21), Creating Indigenous
Psychologies: Insights from Empirical Social Studies of the Science of
Psychology, reviews insights derived from empirical social studies of the
science of psychology that have specifically addressed the process of indi-
genization in three countries at different stages of discipline development:
Bangladesh, India, and Canada. The author focuses on the larger disci-
pline of psychology within the country rather than on that subset devoted
exclusively to culturally-unique research. The author points out that the
extent of indigenization required and the nature of the indigenization
strategies followed differ across regions and between countries. The
author suggests a model of the indigenization process as passing through
four stages: importation, implantation, indigenization and autochthoniza-
tion. The author points out that this model is helpful for viewing the
progress made within each country, and for identifying factors influenc-
ing the indigenization process. The author concludes by addressing spe-
cific issues that must be confronted in the creation of indigenous
psychologies.
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Chapter 2
The Scientific Foundation of

Indigenous and Cultural
Psychology

The Transactional Approach

Uichol Kim and Young-Shin Park

Science provides an accurate and verifiable understanding of the complex
world. The physical sciences (astronomy, chemistry, and physics) were
first to develop with Newtonian physics providing a simple, elegant, and
mechanical explanation of the natural world. Chemists discovered the
basic elements and these elements served as the building blocks for
understanding the structure and formation of complex objects. Biological
sciences emerged next by providing a physiological blueprint and an
understanding of diverse life forms. Quantum physics extended the
boundary of science by providing a probabilistic understanding of phe-
nomena that are dynamic and fluid. These scientific understandings of
the natural world and technologies have been used to control and shape
the environment.

Psychology emerged as an independent discipline in 1879 when
Wilhelm Wundt established a psychology laboratory in Leipzig (Boring,
1921). Within a short period, psychology began to flourish as a discipline
and became very successful in terms of the number of students, faculty
members, research projects, funding, and professional organizations. In
terms of its scientific status, however, psychology experienced a crisis of
confidence in the late 1960’s (Cronbach, 1975; Lachenmeyer, 1970; Levine,
1974). Elms (1975) noted that “whether they are experiencing an identity
crisis, a paradigmatic crisis, or a crisis in confidence, most seem agreed
that a crisis is at hand” (p. 967). During this time, scholars around the
world reacted against unjustified claims of universality and called for the



development of indigenous psychologies (Kim & Berry, 1993; Sinha,
1997). The criticism of general psychology can be divided into those who
questioned its external validity and those who questioned its internal
validity (Kim & Berry, 1993).

Many scholars have pointed out that psychological theories reflect the
values, goals, and issues of the United States (abbreviated as U.S.) and that
they are not generalizable to other societies (Kim & Berry, 1993). In Canada,
Berry (1974) has been critical of the culture-bound and culture-blind nature
of psychology and argued for the development of psychology that is rele-
vant to Canada. In France, Moscovici (1972) pointed out that American psy-
chologists adopted “for its themes of research and for the contents of its
theories, the issues of its own society” (p.19). Nsamenang (1995) pointed out
that “psychology is ethnocentric science, cultivated mainly in the devel-
oped world and then exported to sub-Saharan Africa” (p. 729). Azuma
(1984) noted that the development of a truly universal discipline is limited
due to errors of omission: “When a psychologist looks at a non-Western cul-
ture through Western glasses, he may fail to notice important aspects of the
non-Western culture since the schemata for recognizing them are not pro-
vided by his science” (p. 49). Even U.S. psychologists recognize that theo-
ries in general psychology reflect the cultural values and goals of the U.S.
(Brandt, 1970; Cartwright, 1979; Koch & Leary, 1985; Sampson, 1977).

Others scholars question the internal validity of general psychology
(Bandura, 1997, 1999; Cronbach, 1975; Gibson, 1985; Harré, 1999; Kim,
1999; Sampson, 1978). Modeling after Newtonian physics, general psy-
chology attempted to develop objective, abstract, and universal theories
by excluding the subjective aspects of human functioning (i.e., conscious-
ness, agency, meaning, and beliefs). Although the concepts of agency and
consciousness were central in the theories developed by Wilhelm Wundt
and William James, subsequent theorists have expunged them. Koch
(1985) pointed out that behaviorism “marks the transition in American
psychology between indigenous color and indigenous substance” (p. 25).
Although psychology was founded and developed in Europe, it became
indigenized and institutionalized in the U.S.

GENERAL AND CROSS-CULTURAL PSYCHOLOGY

In general psychology, the goal is to discover a linear, objective, and law-
ful relationship between an independent variable (e.g., stimulus, rein-
forcement, or information) and the dependent variable (i.e., response or
behavior) (see Figure 1). Subjective aspects that are not directly observ-
able (e.g., consciousness, agency, intentions, and beliefs) are considered to
be noise and eliminated from the research design. Unobservable concepts
are linked to the independent and dependent variables as intervening
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variables (Kimble, 1985). The mind is considered to be a black box and
individuals are organisms with a brain that stores a history of reinforce-
ment: “Brains are merely repositories for past stimuli inputs and conduits
for external stimulations, but they can add nothing to their performance”
(Bandura, 1999, p. 22).

With the advent of the computer, the central processor replaced the
generic black box. The human brain and neural network is viewed as a
digital computer that performs multiple, complex, and dynamics opera-
tions using preordained rules (Bandura, 1999). Shweder (1991) pointed
out that “epistemologically speaking, knowledge-seeking in general psy-
chology is the attempt to get a look at the central processing mechanism
untainted by content and context” (p. 80). Knowledge is hierarchically
organized and accessed, combined, and integrated without individuals’
awareness (Harré, 1999).

Computer simulations can provide useful information as to how peo-
ple perceive, process information, and make inferences. Computers, how-
ever, lack agency, consciousness, and phenomenology that human beings
possess in “thinking about events, planning, constructing courses of action,
and reflecting on the adequacy of one’s thinking and actions” (Bandura,
1999, p. 22). Computers operate like human beings because they are pro-
grammed to mimic human thought processes. Computers are like mirrors
that reflect human thought processes, but they cannot explain them. Since
computers lack agency, phenomenology, and generative capabilities, they
can only simulate human psychology, but they cannot explain it.

In cross-cultural psychology, researchers have adopted a linar model of
causality by arguing that culture is a quasi-independent variable and
behavior is the dependent variable (Berry, 1980; Triandis, 1980). Cross-
cultural psychologists have defined the field by its comparative methodol-
ogy and avoided defining and articulating the substance of the discipline
(Berry, 1980; Triandis, 1980). They have been interested in examining how a
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culture (as a quasi-independent variable) affects the behavior of individu-
als. For cross-cultural comparisons, researchers typically select cultures
using the Human Relations Area File or Hofstede’s (1991) cultural dimen-
sions. These categories or dimensions are, however, mere aggregations and
permutations of behavioral and psychological data. Researchers fall into a
tautological trap if these cultural categories or dimensions are then used to
explain individual differences. In other words, the psychological and
behavioral data that are used to categorize cultures cannot be used to
explain individual differences. Cross-cultural psychology cannot avoid the
problem of circularity as long as it adheres to the linear model of causality.

Indigenous and cultural psychologists attempt to examine, articulate,
and analyze the substantive aspects of culture. General and cross-cultural
psychologists, however, criticize the development of indigenous psy-
chologies for accumulation of idiosyncratic data, fragmentation, reverse
ethnocentrism, moving against the trend of globalization, and violating
the law of parsimony (Adamopoulos & Lonner, 2001; Herman & Kempen,
1998; Poortinga, 1999; Triandis, 2000). In general and cross-cultural psy-
chology, new phenomena from different cultures create problems since
the field adheres to positivism, tautological conceptualization, and lacks a
coherent understanding of culture (Kim & Park, 2005). Since cross-cultural
psychology is defined by its comparative method and not by content
(Berry, 1980; Triandis, 1980), it has difficulty integrating new, challenging,
and diverse information. In mature sciences, such as biology, biological
diversity is welcomed and scholars are constantly searching for new
species to challenge, expand, and revise existing theories.

Poortinga (1999) criticized the development of indigenous psycholo-
gies since the development of multiple psychologies contradicts the scien-
tific requirement of the law of parsimony. This criticism reflects a basic
misunderstanding of the requirement of science. The law of parsimony sug-
gests that when there are competing theories, a simple explanation should
be chosen over more complex ones. For example, Copernican theory pro-
vides a mathematically elegant and more parsimonious explanation than
Aristotle’s geocentric view. However, it was empirical evidence that veri-
fied Copernican theory and refuted Aristotle’s cosmology. Kepler’s Three
Laws of Planetary Motion, the appearance of Haley’s comet, the trajectory
of cannon balls, and Galileo’s experiments supported the Copernican view
and they led to the discovery of Newton’s Law of Gravitational Attraction.
In philosophy, ideas may be equally plausible, but in science empirical evi-
dence is used to verify the most valid position (i.e., empirical evidence and
not the law of parsimony is used to validate or refute a particular position).

Although Newton’s theory provides an elegant and universal expla-
nation of mechanical physics, the theory cannot explain the properties
of light, electromagnetic radiation, and nuclear fission. Albert Einstein
proposed a more complex and elaborate Theory of Relativity and E = mc2
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to explain phenomena at the nuclear level that Newtonian physics could
not. However, Einstein’s theory breaks down at the quantum level.
When Einstein was confronted with the probabilistic causal explanations
of quantum physics, he rejected the approach and held steadfast to the
deterministic view of science: “I shall never believe that God plays dice
with the world” (Musser, 2004). Although it is more parsimonious to
accept the deterministic view, results from quantum physics suggest that
Einstein’s deterministic view is erroneous (Musser, 2004). In other words,
a theory may be parsimonious but wrong. General psychology and cross-
cultural psychology may provide parsimonious view of human psychol-
ogy, but they are not accurate nor universal.

THE SCIENTIFIC FOUNDATION OF INDIGENOUS 
PSYCHOLOGY

Existing psychological theories are not universal since they have elimi-
nated the very qualities that allow people to understand, predict, and con-
trol their environment. Bandura (1999) pointed out that “it is ironic that a
science of human functioning should strip people of the very capabilities
that make them unique in their power to shape their environment and
their own destiny” (p. 21). As such, “psychology has undergone wrench-
ing paradigm shifts” and “in these transformations, the theorists and their
followers think, argue, and act agentically, but their theories about how
other people function grant them little, if any, agentic capabilities” (p. 21).
He asserted that, “the human mind is generative, creative, proactive, and
self-reflective and not just reactive” (p. 22).

In the transaction model, human behavior can be explained in terms
of the goals people set for themselves, the skills that they develop, the
belief that their behavior can affect the outcome, and the outcome that
shapes their actions (Bandura, 1997, 1999; Kim, 2000). People are agents
motivated to control their lives and to attain desirable goals and avoid
undesirable consequences: “The striving for control over life circum-
stances permeates almost everything people do throughout the life course
because it provides innumerable personal and social benefits” and
“unless people believe that they can produce desired efforts by their
actions, they have little incentive to act” (Bandura, 1997, p. 1).

Bandura (1999) outlined the social cognitive theory that focuses on
people’s capabilities for self-development, adaptation, and change, and
identified four features of human agency: intentionality, forethought, self-
reactiveness, and self-reflectiveness. He pointed out that people “construct
thoughts about future courses of action to suit ever-changing situations,
assess their likely functional values, organize and deploy strategically
selected options, evaluate the adequacy of their thinking based on the effects
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which their actions produce and whatever changes may be necessary” (p. 23).
People’s thoughts, emotions, and actions are emergent properties of brain
activities not reducible to physiological mechanisms. Although all behavior
has a biological and neurological basis, the body and brain do not determine
behavior. They are used to control the environment and to realize our goals
(Bandura, 1999; Harré & Gillet, 1994). Bandura (1999) noted that “people are
agentic operators in their life course, not just onlooking hosts of brain mech-
anisms orchestrated by environment” (p. 22). The method by which people
can exert control over the environment can be direct or indirect and exerted
by an individual or in concert with other people.

Two types of direct control over the environment can be identified:
primary control and collective control (Bandura, 1997). If a person exerts
direct control over the environment, it is an example of primary control
(Bandura, 1997). If people work together in concert to manage their envi-
ronment, it is an example collective control (e.g., democracy). Two types
of indirect control can be identified: secondary control and proxy control
(Bandura, 1997). If a person obtains assistance from another person in
managing the environment, it is an example of proxy control. If a person
adjusts to a given environment and self-regulates to adapt to the environ-
ment, it is an example of secondary control. The effectiveness of each type
of control depends on the context, individual, organization, and culture.

In the transactional model, subjective qualities (e.g., agency, inten-
tion, meaning, beliefs, and goals) are the causal link that connects the
environment with behavior (Bandura, 1997; Kim, 1999). In this model, it
is important to examine how an individual perceives or interprets a par-
ticular event or situation (Causal linkage 1). This information can be
obtained through self-report (Bandura, 1997). The second step involves
assessing how this perception affects, motivates, and directs individuals’
behavior (Causal linkage 2) (see Figure 2).

In a study of management effectiveness, Bandura (1997) told one
group that they did much better than average (positive feedback) and
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another group that they did much worse (negative feedback). He meas-
ured their self-efficacy after they received the predetermined feedback.
He found that the positive feedback increased self-efficacy and negative
feedback decreased self-efficacy (Causal linkage 1). In the second phase,
he measured individuals’ analytical ability and their actual performance
on management effectiveness. Those participants with high self-efficacy
were more likely to use efficient analytical ability, to perform well, and to
be satisfied with their level of performance (Causal linkage 2). The reverse
was true for those participants who received negative feedback.

Successful performance can increase self-efficacy, which can motivate
individuals to seek more challenging goals (Bandura, 1997). The opposite
pattern of results has been found for failure experiences. Successful mas-
tery experiences can also lead to transformative changes in other aspects of
a person’s life. In a series of studies of over 400 snake phobics who were
tormented for 20 to 30 years, Bandura (2004) was able to treat them in a
matter of few hours by increasing their self-efficacy through modeling.
He found that the mastery of snake phobia transformed their lives and
improved areas unrelated to snake phobia (e.g., reducing their social
timidity, becoming self-expressive, and increasing their desire to over-
come other fears). Nine large-scale meta-analyses across diverse milieus
that used multiple methods, analytical strategies, and experiments were
conducted to examine the causal linkage between efficacy beliefs and
human functioning. They confirmed the predictive generality of social
cognitive theory (Bandura, 2004).

Bandura (1997, 2002, 2004) applied his theory to help people take con-
trol of their lives. His theory has been used to teach diabetic children
to manage their health, employees to reduce cholesterol levels, patients with
coronary artery disease in implementing lifestyle changes, patients
with arthritis to manage their pain, and employees, students, and athletes
to become higher achievers. The model has also been used to develop
radio and television dramas to foster society-wide changes in health pro-
motion and AIDS prevention in Tanzania, India, and Mexico and to reduce
fertility rates and elevate the rights of women in China.

INDIGENOUS PSYCHOLOGY

Indigenous psychology represents the transactional scientific paradigm in
which individuals are viewed as agents of their action and collective agents
through their culture (Kim, 1999, 2000, 2001). In human sciences, people are
both the subject and the object of investigation. Although the objective
third-person perspective is necessary in psychology, it is not sufficient. We
need to supplement it with the first-person experiential perspective (i.e.,
agency, meaning, beliefs and intention) and the second-person analysis
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(e.g., discourse analysis, Harré & Gillet, 1994). We need to obtain an inte-
grated understanding of the first-person, second-person, and third-person
perspectives in order to obtain a complete picture of human functioning.

In everyday life people have phenomenological, episodic, and proce-
dural knowledge of how to manage their environment but they may not
have the analytical skills to describe how it is done. Since most people do
not possess the analytical skills, it is the role of the researcher to help par-
ticipants articulate their actions analytically. For example, adult native
English speakers can freely express their thoughts in English (i.e., proce-
dural knowledge), but they may not know the grammatical syntax or
structure (i.e., semantic knowledge). As Wittgenstein points out that,
“a description of the grammar of a word is of no use in everyday life; only
rarely do we pick up the use of a word by having its use described to us;
and although we are trained or encouraged to master the use of the word,
we are not taught to describe it” (Budd, 1989, p. 4–5). In human life, both
experiential knowledge (e.g., a football player describing his experiences
playing a game) and analytical knowledge (e.g., sport commentator pro-
viding a play-by-play analysis) are useful information that need to be
integrated (e.g., a coach planning strategies for the next game).

Indigenous psychology advocates examining the knowledge, skills,
and beliefs people have about themselves, and studying these aspects in
their natural contexts. It represents a descriptive approach in which the
goal of psychology is to first understand how people function in their
natural contexts. It advocates a transactional model of human functioning
that recognizes the importance of agency, meaning, intention, and goals.
It recognizes that human psychology is complex, dynamic, and genera-
tive. Epistemology, theories, concepts, and methods must be developed to
correspond to psychological phenomena. The goal is not to abandon sci-
ence, objectivity, experimental method, and a search for universals, but to
create a science that is firmly grounded in the descriptive understanding
of human beings. The goal is to create a more rigorous, systematic, uni-
versal science that can be theoretically and empirically verified.

CULTURE

Culture is not a variable, quasi-independent variable, or a mere sum of
individual characteristics. Culture is an emergent property of individuals
interacting with, managing, and changing their environment. Culture
represents the collective utilization of natural and human resources to achieve
desired outcomes (Kim, 2001). Culture is defined as a rubric of patterned vari-
ables. Differences in cultures can exist if people set different collective
goals, utilize different methods and resources to realize the goal, and
attach different meaning and values on them.
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Contrary to popular belief, we do not perceive reality directly or
objectively. When we see a tree, the image of the tree is projected in the
retina. The three-dimensional tree becomes an inverted two-dimension
image. The image is then sent to our brain through neurotransmission.
We do not perceive tree directly or objectively, but it is reconstructed in
our brain to be perceived as a tree. We perceive reality through our sense
organs and also through symbols and language (see Figure 3). Culture
provides human beings with symbolic knowledge to know who we are,
define what is meaningful, communicate with others, and to manage the
environment. This symbolic knowledge has been transformed into a dig-
ital computer language that is able to control machines and to create a
new reality known as cyberspace.

Culture is as basic as our physiology. Without culture, human beings
would be like other animals, reduced to basic instincts. Without culture,
human beings would not be able to think, feel, or behave the way we do.
It is through culture that we think, feel, behave, and manage our reality
(Shweder, 1991). Just as we use our eyes to see the world, we use our cul-
ture to understand our world. Because we think through our culture, it is
difficult to recognize our own culture. For a person born and raised in a
particular culture, that culture feels supremely natural.

If the focus is on physiology, human limitations are evident. For
example, Helen Keller was blind, deaf, and mute. Because of her disabili-
ties, she was trapped in her body, unable to relate to the world and com-
municate with others. But when she discovered that she could
communicate by using sign language, the whole world opened up to her.
She was no longer trapped in her body, limited by her disabilities. She
learned about the world using sign language and Braille, and she was

Scientific Foundation of Indigenous Psychology 35

RealityPerson

From Kim (2003)

Perception

Five
Senses

Physiology

Symbol
Language

Culture

Figure 3. Perception of reality



able to teach others with disabilities. She lived in a cultural world where
she had access to symbols and technology that allowed her to function
and contribute to society. Similarly, Stephen Hawkings is able to con-
tribute to theoretical physics although he suffers from severe physical dis-
abilities. The symbolic understanding is a powerful tool that allows
human beings to understand, predict, and manage our environment.

To understand a person, it is necessary to know his or her past. A per-
son with amnesia (i.e., without a past) cannot have a sense of personal
identity. A person without a future (e.g., imprisoned for life) will have dif-
ficulties living in the present. In order to understand a person, we need to
know his or her past, present, and future aspirations. Similarly, in order to
understand a culture, we need to understand its history, and the present
and future aspirations of its people (see Figure 4).

Culture is usually associated with the study of the past (e.g., history,
philosophy, art, literature, language, and crafts). The products of culture
represent the past, but not the whole of culture. The most important
aspect of culture is the people who have created these products. Based on
the understanding of the past and the present, people infer what is possi-
ble in the future. People work individually and collectively in realizing
this possibility by using the available resources and skills.

The culture that people have built for themselves can have a different
meaning for their children. If the culture that is created by and for adults
is imposed on their children, then it can be perceived as a prison. If the cul-
ture that adults have created is incompatible with the aspirations of their
children, then their children may modify the culture. Generational con-
flicts arise since adults use the past to understand the present and use the
past to shape the future (Kim et al., 2000). Adolescents, on the other hand,
do not share the same past as their parents. Since the younger generation
is not bound by the past, they can explore the future more freely and 
creatively.
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CULTURAL TRANSFORMATIONS

In general psychology, behaviorism became the dominant paradigm in
psychology emphasizing biology as the basis of all behavior. In psychia-
try, Freudian theory has traditionally dominated the conceptualization
and treatment of the mentally ill. Experimental psychologists criticize
Freudian and neo-Freudian theories for lacking objective methods, veri-
fiable results, and therapeutic rigor. However, both behaviorists and psy-
chiatrists agree that biology is the basis of human psychology. In the
third camp, humanists criticize behaviorists and Freudians for their neg-
ative portrayal of human beings and for not giving enough attention to
human potential. However, in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, physiologi-
cal needs are viewed as basic, and the other needs (e.g., self, emotional,
relational and social needs) are pursued only once physiological needs
are met. The three pillars of psychology assume that biology is basic to
human psychology.

Many social scientists have accepted Darwin’s Theory of Evolution
and applied the theory to explain psychological, social, and cultural vari-
ations. Darwinian Theory assumes that human beings have evolved and
survived as a species because we were able adapt to the ecology. The the-
ory is partly right in showing that our adaptive capabilities contributed to
our survival. However, human beings were able to adapt and survive not
because of physiology and natural instinct, but because we were able to
overcome our instincts (Kim, 2003).

Although human beings have not changed biologically and geneti-
cally during the past 7,000 years, cultural changes have been rather dra-
matic. Biology cannot explain cultural developments that are recorded
outside of the body and any given individual. Cultural transformations
during the last seven millennia have changed the way people understand
and manage the environment (Bandura, 1997; Kim, Helgesen, & Ahn,
2002). Modern nations did not evolve in a logical, sequential, or evolu-
tionary manner, but through clash of ideas. People were able to integrate
these ideas into new cultural forms (Kim, Aasen, & Ebadi, 2003).

Cultures have undergone significant transformations, from the early
Stone Age to the current Information Age. As a physically weak species,
human beings were at a constant mercy of predators. We found aids in
nature to protect us from predators. Although it is our natural instinct to
fear fire, we were able to harness the power of fire and used it for protec-
tion and survival. We learned to cook food over the fire, which increased
the kind and type of food that we could consume. Fire gave us power to
transform formless clay and iron into cups, utensils, houses, and
weapons. How could human beings use formless clay to make something
that did not exist in nature? We were able to make these things because
we had reflective and generative capabilities.
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We have learned to domesticate cows, pigs, and chickens as a means
of storing and producing food. We have managed to transform the
instinct of predators and they are now our pets, guides, and protectors.
We cultivate wild rice, wheat, or vegetables to produce food from the
land. With the increased agricultural efficiency, irrigation, and storage,
enough food could be produced to support a sedentary lifestyle. With an
increased number of people, social, legal, and political institutions were
created to manage the people who lived in close proximity.

With each succeeding generation, new knowledge accumulated and
it was recorded and passed on to the next generation in oral and written
form. Industrialization, commerce, and science and technology trans-
formed subsistence economies into modern societies. Currently, democra-
cy and the rule of law protect the right of individuals in which people
enjoy a freedom and quality of life unparalleled in human history.

The developments of contraceptive methods and abortion challenge
the very assumption of Darwinian Theory and biological determinism.
For all animals, except human beings, mating behavior is determined
by a fixed-action pattern and innate releasing mechanisms (Tinbergen,
1965).

The propagation and survival of a species is ensured by pleasure
derived during the mating process. Human beings, however, have invent-
ed contraceptive methods to derive pleasure from sexual intercourse
while avoiding pregnancy. In most countries, a woman can legally choose
to abort the fetus during the first trimester. Even the most fervent advo-
cate of biological influence, Dawkins (1989), acknowledges that the use of
contraception, abortion, and the decrease in fertility rates in economically
developed countries cannot be explained by evolutionary biology.

EAST ASIAN PERSPECTIVE

In contrast to the Western emphasis on the individuated self, Confucianism
focuses on emotions that bind individuals and family members together.
The Chinese, Japanese, and Korean word for human being is , which
can be translated literally as “human between.” It is not what happens
within an individual, but between individuals that makes us human (Kim,
2001). Mencius stated that: “If you see a child drowning and you don’t feel
compassion, then you are not human being.” It is compassion that helps us
to relate to the child and propels us to take the necessary action to save the
child. The human essence is basically relational and can be defined in terms
of the emotions people feel for one another. The love, care, and devotion
that parents provide to their children are viewed as necessary and essential
for a newborn child to become human.
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Confucius (551–479 BC) saw the universe and all living things in it as
a manifestation of a unifying force called the dao ( , Truth, Unity, or the
Way). In humans, dao is manifested in human through the virtues of ren
( , human-heartedness), yi ( , righteousness), li ( , propriety), zhi ( ,
knowledge), and xin ( , trust) (see Figure 5). Human-heartedness is
essentially relational and individuals experience it through the love, sacri-
fice, and devotion of their parents. Individuals are born into a particular
family, with a particular status defined by yi (righteousness). Righteousness
requires that individuals must perform and fulfill their duties as defined by
their particular status and role.

Human-heartedness and righteousness are considered two sides of the
same coin. A father fulfils his duties because he loves his son, and he loves
his son because he is the father. The primary relationship is the parent-child
relationship as defined by xiao dao ( , filial piety). Parents demand love,
reverence, obedience, and respect from their children. Children expect
love, wisdom, and benevolence from their parents. The past, present, and
future are not abstract entities, but embodied in relationships. Parents and
ancestors represent the past and children represent the future.

Confucius considered society to be hierarchically ordered and that
each person has fen ( , portion or place) in life. Each fen had attached
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roles, and each person must fulfill these roles. The duties and obligations
of each fen are prescribed by li (propriety). Propriety articulates expecta-
tions and duties of each individual according to status and role. Social
order and harmony are preserved when people observe their place in
society and fulfill required obligations and duties.

The fourth virtue is zhi (knowledge). Knowledge is obtained through
the socialization of parents and through formal education. The four con-
cepts of human-heartedness, righteousness, propriety, and knowledge are
like the two arms and two legs that people are born with; we need to cul-
tivate and develop them in order to know how to use them. Finally, as
children mature they need to interact with a wider range of people,
including strangers. As such, they need to develop the virtue of xin (trust).

Confucian philosophy provides as rich a context for developing theo-
ries about human nature and behavior in East Asia as Greek philosophy has
provided in the West. Although it is important to examine indigenous text
as a source of information, researchers should not automatically assume
that Chinese will follow the Confucian way, or that Hindu Dharma will
automatically explain the behavior of Indians. These indigenous texts were
developed within a particular culture, and they represent the interests of a
particular religious group (e.g., Brahman caste in India) or social class (e.g.,
the ruling elite in East Asia). In order to use these texts, researchers need to
translate them into psychological concepts and theories and empirically
verify how they influence how people think, feel, and behave.

It is tempting to use philosophical and religious texts to explain the
behavior of the Asians, but researchers must be cautious of their limitations.
First, these texts could be used as a formal descriptive model, but they may
not be suitable as an explanatory model. Philosophical or religious ideas are
used as general guidelines, but very few people follow these guidelines
meticulously. Second, within a particular culture, there are competing
philosophies, religions, and worldviews. For example, Buddhism outlines
a universal conception of self, relations, and society in East Asia. In addi-
tion, native religions such as Shamanism in Korea, Shintoism in Japan, and
Daoism in China have influenced both Buddhism and Confucianism. These
three epistemologies have mutually influenced each another and have been
integrated and blended into a synthetic form (Kim, 1998).

Third, there are biases and blind spots in religious and philosophical
traditions. In Confucianism, the father-son relationship is considered pri-
mary relationship and the prototype for all relationships. If we examine
developmental research in East Asia, the father-son relationship turns out
to be secondary, while the mother-child relationship is primary. In tradi-
tional East Asian societies, fathers participate in socialization of children
after the age of three or four, which is after mothers have socialized chil-
dren with basic linguistic and social skills. If the father-son relationship is
primary, it is difficult to explain how Confucius and Mencius became the
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most renowned philosophers even though their father was not alive when
they were growing up. It was their mothers who played a primary role in
educating them and helping them to succeed.

Fourth, cultures change and religious and philosophical ideas also
change with time and social conditions (Kim, Aasen, & Ebadi, 2003).
The emphasis on paternalism and sex-role differentiation may have
been functional in traditional agrarian societies, but in modern East
Asian societies, egalitarian values are replacing traditional values
(Kim, 1998; Park & Kim, 2004). In traditional East Asian societies,
women were excluded from obtaining an education and participating
in society, but this is no longer the case. In Korea, the inheritance laws,
divorce laws, and family registry have changed so that women have
equal rights with men (Park & Kim, Chapter 19)

Confucian philosophy can be used as a starting point for research, but
not as the end point. These philosophical concepts are learned in school as
a part of formal education, but they are not psychological or indigenous
concepts used in everyday life. It is necessary to translate these philosophical
concepts into psychological constructs. In Korea, the concept of jung ( ,
deep affection and attachment for a person, place, or thing) can be consid-
ered a functional equivalent of human-heartedness that is indigenous and
used in everyday language (Choi & Kim, Chapter 15; Kim & Park, 2004a). In
Japan, amae (defined as the act of asking and receiving special favors in close
relationships) could also be a psychological equivalent (Kim & Park, 2004a;
Kim & Yamaguchi, 1995; Yamaguchi, Chapter 6). Although jung and amae
have very different denotations, psychological analysis reveals a similar
pattern of results, capturing the essence of human-heartedness.

Filial piety can be interpreted as an example of righteousness (Park &
Kim, 2004). In Korea, the filial piety of taking care of parents in their old
age is not only a moral imperative, but also a legal obligation that every-
one must fulfill. The East Asian concepts of loyalty and duty (giri in
Japanese and dori in Korean) capture the essence of righteousness.
Finally, the concept of maintaining one’s face ( ) is an example of pro-
priety (Choi, Kim, & Kim, 1997).

EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS

Philosophy can provide researchers with formal theories that could
explain people’s actions. In psychology, empirical analysis is necessary to
verify whether philosophical or indigenous ideas actually influence the
way people think, feel, and behave. An empirical study was conducted in
Korea to examine the basis of trust in interpersonal relationship. In the
Confucian model outlined above, trust is based on human-heartedness,
righteousness, propriety, and knowledge.
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A total of 1,737 matched-sample of adolescents and their parents (274
middle school students, 305 high school students, and 579 mothers and
579 fathers) completed a questionnaire developed by the authors (Kim &
Park, 2004b). Adolescents were first asked to rate how much they trust
their mother, father, teachers, and friends on a 5-point scale (ranging from
highly distrust to highly trust). Parents were asked how much they trust
their children, spouse, and teachers. They were then asked to write down
why they trusted the target person in an open-ended format. A similar
study was conducted with 251 high school students and 268 adolescents
on probation (Park, Kim & Tak, 2004).

The first striking result is that majority of Korean adolescents
reported trusting their parents much more than themselves (Park et al.,
2004). When they were asked the question (Who do you trust the most?),
they gave the following response: parents (high school students = 62%,
adolescents on probation = 63%), myself (high school students = 19%,
adolescents on probation = 8%), friends (high school students = 9%, ado-
lescents on probation = 15%), and other family member (high school stu-
dents = 7%, adolescents on probation = 10%). These results indicate the
important role that parents play. Secondly, adolescents on probation
were less likely to trust themselves and more likely to trust their parents
and friends as compared to high school students.

The results from the open-ended results revealed the following pat-
tern of results. The most frequent response for adolescents is that they
trusted their parents because of sacrifice (mother = 31%, father = 30%); fol-
lowed by consanguinity or blood relationship (mother = 21%, father =
20%); respect (mother = 15%, father = 13%); dependability (mother = 11%,
father = 16%); mutual trust (mother = 13%, father = 11%); and guidance
(mother = 10%, father = 10%).

When the parents were asked why they trusted their children, they
gave answers that were complementary to those of their children. The
most frequent response for both mothers and fathers was sincerity (moth-
ers = 32%, fathers = 31%), followed by honesty (mother = 31%, father =
30%), consanguinity (mother = 16%, father = 16%), expectation (mother =
9%, father = 8%), obedience (mother = 6%, father = 9%), and studiousness
(mother = 3%, father = 5%). A similar pattern of results was obtained from
high school students and adolescents on probation (Park et al., 2004).

These results empirically verify the Confucian idea that human-heart-
edness, as represented by sacrifice on the part of the parents, is the basis of
trust on the part of children. The second most important basis of trust is
righteousness, as reflected by the emphasis on consanguinity. The concept
of propriety is reflected in the adolescents’ response of dependable and par-
ent’s response of expectation and obedience on the part of the children. The
concept of knowledge is reflected in the adolescents’ response of respect
for their parents and parents’ response of studiousness of their children.
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The emphasis on relationship contrasts with Western theories that view
trust as individualistic “encapsulated interests” (Hardin, 1998). In addi-
tion, national surveys conducted in Denmark, Japan, Korea, and Sweden
provide evidence that trust in relational cultures is different from the
trust that develops in individualistic, rights-based cultures (Helgesen &
Kim, 2002; Kim & Park, 2005).

DISCUSSION

Indigenous psychology represents the transaction model of science in
which agency, meaning, intentions, beliefs, and goals are incorporated
into research design. It advocates examining the knowledge, skills, and
beliefs people have about themselves and how people work together with
others in their cultural context. The first step is to provide a descriptive
understanding of human functioning. The second steps involves devel-
oping theories and concepts that could explain the observed regularities.
The goal is to create a more rigorous, systematic and universal science
that can be theoretically and empirically verified.

In indigenous psychology, it is important to recognize external impo-
sitions that may distort the understanding of psychological phenomena.
First, psychologists imposed the natural sciences model to study human
beings. In an effort to become an independent branch of science, early
psychologists tailored the discipline to fit the natural science paradigm.
Although psychologists were able to achieve a modest degree of method-
ological sophistication, psychological knowledge became distorted.
Psychologists have discarded central constructs of agency, consciousness,
meaning, and intentions in order to create an objective science.

The second imposition is the assumption of the universality of psy-
chological theories. With very little development, testing, and data, 
psychological theories are assumed to be universal. This assumption is
particularly problematic since most theories are developed in the U.S. and
tested mainly on university students in a laboratory setting.

Third, experts or professionals have imposed their views on the lay
public. Heider (1958) suggested, “the ordinary person has a great and pro-
found understanding of himself and of other people which, though unfor-
mulated or vaguely conceived, enables him to interact in more or less
adaptive ways” (p. 2). Based on Heider’s preliminary work, Julian Rotter
developed his theory of locus of control and Bernard Weiner developed his
attribution theory. These theories are, however, far removed from people’s
conceptions of attribution and control and, more important, they possess
low internal and external validity (Bandura, 1997; Kim & Park, 2003).

Fourth, indigenous concepts have been analyzed as examples of
indigenous psychology. The concept of philotimo in Greece (a characteristic

Scientific Foundation of Indigenous Psychology 43



of a person who is “polite, virtuous, reliable, proud,” Triandis, 1972),
anasakti in India (non-detachment, Pande & Naidu, 1992), amae in Japan
(indulgent dependence, Doi, 1973), kapwa in the Philippines (shared iden-
tity with other, Enriquez, 1993), and jung in Korea (deep attachment and
affection, Choi & Kim, Chapter 16) have been analyzed and various cul-
ture-bound syndromes have been introduced (Yap, 1974). Although these
concepts are interesting, they have limited communicative value to schol-
ars who do not understand language or know the phenomena first-hand.
Also, it is difficult to ascertain whether these conceptualizations are accu-
rate and to assess the scientific merit of these indigenous concepts since
very little empirical evidence exists to support their claims.

The concept of amae has been the focus of attention with the first pub-
lication by Doi (1973). Yamaguchi and Ariizumi (Chapter 6) points out
that the concept of amae has been erroneously interpreted as an example
of dependence by both Japanese and U.S. researchers (Doi, 1973; Johnson,
1993; Lebra, 1976; Rothbaum, Weisz, Pott, Miyake, & Morelli, 2000). This
assertion has been made without a clear definition of amae and empirical
evidence to support their views. These are examples of bad research and
not of indigenous psychology.

Kim and Yamaguchi (1995) launched an empirical study using an
open-ended questionnaire exploring various facets of amae. They admin-
istered the questionnaire to a total of 841 respondents living in various
parts of Japan: 237 middle school students, 224 high school students, 243
university students, and 137 adults. The results indicated that amae
involves an episode between two people: One person requests a specific
favor and the other person grants the request. An amae episode occurs in
close relationships, usually between a parent and child and between close
friends. The special request, which is often demanding and unreasonable,
is granted because of the desire to maintain close relationship.

Yamaguchi and Ariizumi (Chapter 6) conducted a series of experi-
ments to analyze different facets of amae. They define amae as the “pre-
sumed acceptance of one’s inappropriate behavior or request” (p. 164-165).
They have found that Japanese respondents engage in an amae episode in
order to obtain a particular benefit through the help of a powerful other
(i.e., proxy control) and to verify the close relationship (since only people
who are close would be willing to grant an inappropriate request). They
conclude that amae cannot be equated with dependence since it involves
proxy control. They developed scenarios containing amae episodes and
conducted experiments with a sample of Japanese, U.S., and Taiwanese
students. They found that the U.S. and Taiwanese respondents were more
likely than Japanese respondents to comply with the unreasonable request.
They conclude that although amae is an indigenous Japanese word, the
psychological features of amae can be found in other cultures. Thus, a series
of empirical studies have helped to clarify the confusion created by
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Japanese and U.S. researchers. These studies also outline key features of
amae, which could potentially challenge the attachment and developmen-
tal theories developed in the West (Yamaguchi & Ariizumi, Chapter 6).

Finally, as outlined by Tobin, Wu and Davidson (1989), indigenous
psychology encourages the use of multiple perspectives, known as the
multi-vocal approach. In this approach, in addition to the researchers,
participants are allowed to interpret and evaluate the results. Tobin et al.
(1987) found that greatest variations across cultures appeared in the way
people interpreted and evaluated other people’s behavior.

Indigenous psychology advocates the creation of more rigorous theo-
ries based on epistemological and scientific foundation. Indigenous psy-
chology advocates a linkage of humanities (which focus on human
experience and creativity) with social sciences (which focus on analysis
and verification). In the past century, psychologists have focused most of
our attention on internal or external validity and not on practical validity.
In other words, do our theories help to understand, predict, and manage
human behavior? Bandura (1997) has shown that scientifically valid theo-
ry can be applied to various social milieus, using various methods to affect
personal change, community change, and a large-scale societal change. In
this chapter and also in the chapter by Park and Kim (Chapter 19), theo-
ries, concepts and methods developed from indigenous psychology pro-
vide more rigorous, valid and verifiable results when compared to general
and cross-cultural psychology.
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Kim, U., Triandis, H. C., Choi, S. C., Kâğitçibaşi, C., & Yoon, G. (1994) (Eds.). Individualism
and Collectivism: Theory, Method, and Application. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Kim, U., & Yamaguchi, S., (1995). Conceptual and empirical analysis of amae: Exploration
into Japanese psycho-social space Exploration into Japanese psychological space. In
Proceedings of the 43rd Annual Conference of the Japanese Group Dynamics
Association (p. 158–159). Tokyo: Japanese Group Dynamics Association.

Kimble, G. A. (1985). Conditioning and learning. In S. Koch, & Leary D. E. (Eds.), A century
of psychology as science (pp. 284–321). New York: McGraw Hill.

Koch, S. (1985). The nature and limits of psychological knowledge: Lessons of a century qua
“science.” In S. Koch, & D. E. Leary (Eds.), A century of psychology as science (pp. 75–99).
New York: McGraw Hill.

Koch, S., & Leary, D. E. (1985). A century of psychology as science. New York: McGraw Hill.
Lachenmeyer, C. W. (1970). Experimentation -a misunderstood methodology in psychologi-

cal and social-psychological research. American Psychologist, 25, 617–624.
Lebra, T. S. (1976). Japanese patterns of behavior. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press.
Levine, M. (1974). Scientific method and the adversary model: Some preliminary thoughts.

American Psychologist, 29, 661–667.
Moscovici, S. (1972). Society and theory in social psychology. In J. Israel and H. Tajfel (Eds.),

The context of social psychology. London: Academic.
Musser, G. (2004). Was Einstein right? Scientific American, 291, 88–91.
Nsamenang, A. B. (1995). Factors influencing the development of psychology in Sub-

Saharan Africa. International Journal of Psychology, 30, 729–738.
Pande, N., & Naidu, R. K. (1992). Anasakti and health: A study of non-attachment.

Psychology and Developing Societies, [in Korean] 4, 91–104.
Park, Y. S., & Kim, U. (2004). Parent-child relationship in Korea: Indigenous psychological analy-

sis of self-concept and family role. Seoul: Kyoyook Kwahaksa. [in Korean]
Park, Y. S., Kim, U., & Tak. S. Y. (2004). Indigenous psychological analysis of delinquency

among Korean adolescents: Comparison of adolescents under probation and high school
students. Korean Journal of Psychological and Social Issues, Special Issue, 10, 107–145

Poortinga, Y. H. (1999). Do differences in behavior imply a need for different psychologies?
Applied Psychology: An International Review, 48(4), 419–432.

Rothbaum, F., Weisz, J., Pott, M., Miyake, K., & Morelli, G. (2000). Attachment and culture:
Security in the United States and Japan. American Psychologist, 55, 1093–1104.

Sampson, E. E. (1977). Psychology and the American ideal. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 35, 767–782.

Sampson, E. E. (1978). Scientific paradigms and social values: Wanted A scientific revolution.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 36, 1332–1343.

Scientific Foundation of Indigenous Psychology 47



Shweder, R. A. (1991). Thinking Through Cultures - Expeditions in Cultural Psychology.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Sinha, D. (1997). Indigenizing psychology. In J. W. Berry, Y. H. Poortinga, & J. Pandey (Eds.),
Handbook of cross-cultural psychology: Theory and method, Volume 1. Boston: Allyn and Bacon.

Tinbergen, N. (1965). Animal Behavior. New York: Time-Life Books.
Triandis, H. (1972). The analysis of subjective culture. New York: Wiley.
Triandis, H. (Ed.) (1980). Handbook of cross-cultural psychology. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.
Triandis, H. C. (2000). Dialectics between cultural and cross-cultural psychology. Asian

Journal of Social Psychology, 3, 185–196.
Tobin, J., Wu., D. Y. H.,& Davidson, D. H. (1989) Preschool in three cultures: Japan, China,

and the United States. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Yap, P. W. (1974). Comparative psychiatry: A theoretical framework. Toronto: University of Toronto.

48 Uichol Kim and Young-Shin Park



49

Chapter 3
The Importance of Constructive

Realism for the Indigenous
Psychologies Approach

Fritz G. Wallner and Martin J. Jandl

TRADITIONAL PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE 
AND THE RISE OF CONSTRUCTIVE REALISM

In this section we recount the failings of traditional philosophy of sci-
ence and the problems due to other constructivisms, such as the famous
School of Erlangen. Constructive realism is a rather new approach in
philosophy of science, first presented in the 1990s by the Viennese
philosopher of science Fritz G. Wallner. Although it is similar to the
School of Erlangen in many aspects and viewpoints–the School of
Erlangen is mistaken for social constructivism or radical construc-
tivism–the mistakes of these constructivistic approaches are different.
Hence, the story we tell will not be accepted by all constructivists or by
adherents to traditional philosophy of science. We suggest that there is
one point in particular at issue. If we tell a story in which philosophy
of science is mistaken from the point of constructive realism, then we tell
a story of progress in philosophy of science.

First, it is moot if there is any progress in intellectual history.
Postmodern philosophy struggles against the idea of progress, but we do
not claim that progress in intellectual history leads to truth. Thus, post-
modern arguments do not work here because constructive realism avoids
errors of other philosophies of science–we do not insist on the notion of
progress in this respect. Second, the story of the history of philosophy
of science is told differently by other philosophers. For example, Popper
and his scholars do not appraise constructive philosophy of science as
progress, but as a danger for science claiming that constructivism destroys



the commitment of science. Popper’s suspicion does not apply to con-
structive realism.

Bearing this point in mind, it is possible to distinguish four stages in
the history of philosophy of science: naive empirism, logical empirism,
critical rationalism and constructivism. This classification is not perfectly
elaborated, but it is perspicuous (we adopted it from Holzkamp, 1972,
pp. 80–99; for a more detailed overview see Wallner, 1994, pp. 29–67).

According to naive empirism, science is an institution to gain true
knowledge of nature. The basis of science is observation and experience:
The process of scientific investigation starts with collecting data by obser-
vation and experience. By means of induction scientists reveal laws of
nature. Laws of nature are conceptualized as being in nature, the scientists
just have to seek and to find them. Hence, scientists are led by experience,
they register passively what nature reveals.

One of the main metaphors of this understanding of science is that
scientists “read the book of nature.” This view postulates that nature is
structured by laws, and that nature is a cosmos. It is the task of the scien-
tists to reveal the structures of the cosmos by applying the methods of a
certain science. A scientist is a person with objective curiosity. Nothing
but nature gives direction to scientific investigation. Revealing laws of
nature is a progress towards truth. In current philosophy of science there
are not many individuals who subscribe to this view, but it is obvious that
many scientists in the so-called hard sciences suggest that their investiga-
tions are led by nature. Not accepting a scientific law means repudiating
truth because a scientific law describes the structure of nature. That is an
important point: If someone neglects the importance of, for example,
investigations in the field of genetics, he or she will be suspected of sup-
pressing the revealation of truth by science -probably he or she will be
labeled a fanatic who fights the laws of nature, and fighting the truth is
equal to tilting at windmills. Naive empirism does not take into account
the cultural embeddedness of science, and hence it is not tolerant of sci-
ences of other, non European cultures.

However, this view is outstripped in philosophy of science. It is the
merit of logical empirism to demonstrate the failures of naive empirism.
The most famous philosophers of logical empirism are Schlick, Carnap,
Neurath and Reichenbach who constituted the Vienna Circle. Logical
empirism neglects the doctrine of the primacy of experience and there-
with Mill’s doctrine of induction as a principle of genesis of knowledge.
Science does not start with experience because scientists first have con-
cepts of the observable facts. Nature does not inform scientists what they
have to observe, but scientists know by themselves what they want to
observe. Hence, according to the view of logical empirism, laws cannot be
found in nature because nature is only describable by singular judgments,
but laws of nature are universal. Science is a system of propositions
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building up axiomatic systems–the sphere of language cannot be passed
over, science consists of sentences. The problem of reference to the world
emerges, and the answer of the Vienna Circle was to claim protocol sen-
tences–sentences (or propositions) referring directly to reality. The famous
criterion of “meaningful sentences” says that a sentence (a proposition)
will be meaningful if it is a protocol sentence or if it is derived from a pro-
tocol sentence. It is obvious that the philosophers of the Vienna Circle
struggled against metaphysics because metaphysics operate with sen-
tences not derived from protocol sentences, but they also rule out ethics.
However, the doctrine of protocol sentences is connected with the empir-
ical verification of proposition systems. Pregnantly formulated, the scien-
tist is sitting in a cage of propositions trying to get in touch with reality.
According to our view, it is not only the merit of logical empirism that
proves the failures of naive empirism, but also dissolving fictions about
science: The members of the Vienna Circle increased these fictions to an
extreme point, and thus it became obvious that science does not work in
this way. Surely, this is a merit contre cœur.

It is noteworthy that logical empirism is fascinated by new develop-
ments in logic. Logic traces back to Aristotle, but at the beginning of the
20th century syllogistic logic turned to a mathematical logic (by the inves-
tigations of Frege, Russell, and Whitehead). The philosophy of science of
the Vienna Circle was constituted by the reference to logic. Hence, logical
empirism is a formal methodology centered on philosophy of science
as the view of science as a description of the world by the doctrine of
protocol sentences.

This doctrine of verification of scientific proposition systems was
repudiated and refuted by Popper. He criticized the principle of induction
at the bottom of the verification of hypotheses, and stated: “Unsere
Wissenschaft ist kein Wissen: ºweder Wahrheit noch Wahrscheinlichkeit kann
sie erreichen. [Our science is not knowledge: science leads neither to truth
nor to probability.]” (Popper, 1966, p. 228). Popper replaced the verifica-
tion of hypotheses with the doctrine of falsification arguing for classical
logic. Like logical empirism, Popper defined science as a system of
sentences with different degrees of generalization, and the reference to
reality was established by singular sentences, the so-called base sentences.
Popper pointed out that the truth of a generalized sentence cannot be
derived from a base sentence, and hence the verification of a singular sen-
tence says nothing about the verification of generalized sentences.

The point of Popper’s argument was: Generalized sentences cannot be
derived from singular sentences, but generalized sentences might contra-
dict singular sentences. In this case the proposition system is falsified.
Falsification means applying the modus tolens. An important assumption is
obviously that base sentences actually refer to reality. A base sentence will
be true if it accords to the methodology of a science and if the majority of
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scientists agree that this base sentence is true. Thus, Popper equated phi-
losophy of science with the methodological logic of science. There are two
points at issue with Popper’s critical rationalism. First, Popper subscribed
to the view that science describes the world. Second, the just-mentioned
reduction of philosophy of science to logic of science deprives philosophy
of science of the possibility of understanding (interpreting) microworlds.
Whereas the first point is replaced by constructivistic philosophies of sci-
ence (e.g. by the School of Erlangen), the second point is taken into account
appropriately only by constructive realism.

But, to continue the story, Popper’s view is not appropriate to sci-
ence. It is possible to keep up a proposition system even if a base sentence
contradicts it. Scientists will not give up a theory instantly if there are data
that disapprove the theory. They try to show why these data are inac-
ceptable or, in other words, they exhaust the theory - scientists demon-
strate that data contradicting the theory are derivable from interfering
conditions. This method of exhaustion is due to Dingler. However,
Holzkamp’s view of Dingler’s philosophy neither accords to the view of
constructive realism nor to the view of the School of Erlangen. (Dingler
plays an important role in these two philosophies of science.) According
to Holzkamp, the importance of constructivism is having shown that the
primacy of theory dominates science. But, he does not even mention that
Dingler gave up the idea of science as an intellectual activity by replacing
this idea with the doctrine of science as a practical doing. Since Holzkamp
took no notice of this very important turn in philosophy of science, we
repudiate his conclusion that constructivism is erroneous. On the con-
trary, the constructivistic approach is appropriate to science. Many
aspects of scientific investigations are only comprehensive in construc-
tivistic and not in traditional views of philosophy of science. Since
Holzkamp left the constructivistic movement (to invent a new approach
in psychology), it is not necessary to dwell on his conclusion.

Dingler’s turn is due to the discussions of the foundation of mathe-
matics. Dingler argued against a Platonistic foundation of
geometry–against the explanation by eternal ideas. He claims that the
ideal of geometrical objects derived from plain human action and from
human techniques (see Dingler, 1928). Subsequently Dingler transferred
this idea to the foundations of all scientific knowledge: The foundation
of science is human activity. With Dingler, a new approach of under-
standing science emerged, namely the understanding of science as a
type of doing. Constructive realism subscribes to this idea, but we rule
out Dingler’s doctrine of certainty. Dingler feared loss of scientific
commitment if human activities were postulated as the foundation of
science, and hence he plead for keeping the old European idea of
certainty–Dingler himself used the notion certism. Certism implies the
possibility of tracing back every proposition system to doing. Since
there emerge great problems, e.g. leading back Einstein’s general
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relativity theory to human doing (Dingler actually states that relativity
theory is a helping science) this view of science is mistaken.

Besides the turn to an understanding of science as a practical doing,
we claim that Dingler’s cancelation of the absolute mind (or superob-
server) in respect to sciences is a further step of progress in understanding
science appropriately. Dingler’s ideas were adopted by Kamlah and
Lorenzen, the founder of the School of Erlangen, and developed. They
gave up the doctrine of certism, and nowadays Janich, another famous
proponent of the School of Erlangen, pleads for the dependence of science
on culture. But, and this is the point at issue, even the School of Erlangen
subscribes to the idea that every scientific construction can be traced back
to everyday life. Furthermore, the School of Erlangen does not accept the
necessity of interpreting science, as claimed by constructive realism.
Finally, this school pleads for a type of constructivistic idealism that does
not take into account that scientific constructions always cope with nature.

There are two further constructivisms to mention. First, social con-
structivism formulates as program (the so-called strong program)
research of the social activities of scientists and group dynamics in labo-
ratories. It is incontestable that many important insights are due to social
constructivism, but sociological investigations cannot replace philosophy
of science. Understanding social constructivism not as sociology of sci-
ence but as philosophy of science entails the danger of destroying the
commitment of science because the idea of science without commitment
is a contradiction in terms. Second, radical constructivists, like Foerster or
Glasersfeld, claim that all results of knowledge are intellectual construc-
tions matching the world, or, in other words, knowledge is a viable 
re-presentation of the world. However, they are mistaken because they
lack a regulative instance. On the other hand, the School of Erlangen pos-
tulated a regulative instance, namely the appeal to rules. But this instance
does not work because a fixed set of rules, as maintained by the school of
Erlangen, is not appropriate to the freedom of science.

Our story is about the failings of traditional and constructive philos-
ophy of science until constructive realism. This debacle of philosophy of
science in respect to its normative claims is a main origin of constructive
realism. The ideas of Wittgenstein and the experience of interdisciplinary
cooperation and research in (natural) sciences are further origins (see
Wallner and Peschl, 1991, p. 30; Wallner, 1997, pp. 37–44), but it is not pos-
sible (or necessary) to dwell on them in this context.

THE ONTOLOGY OF CONSTRUCTIVE REALISM

Perhaps the reader will ask if the name constructive realism is not a contra-
diction in terms–a philosophy of science is either constructivistic or real-
istic. Explaining constructive realistic ontology requires an answer to this
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question. It has been stated that philosophy lacks epistemological reflec-
tion and philosophy of science lacks ontology. According to that point,
constructive realism is an exceptional philosophy of science because it
invented an ontology. In this section we point out the ontology of con-
structive realism.

There are three key notions in constructive realism, namely wirklichkeit,
realität and lebenswelt. The last notion is translated as lifeworld, but in English
there is only the term reality for the other two notions. This is the reason we
prefer not to translate these notions and to use the German notions.

In short, realität is the world of scientific constructions, wirklichkeit is
the instance that makes human life possible and constrains it in many
aspects. Wirklichkeit is as well the human body as the environment.
Wirklichkeit is an instance that cannot be sensibly neglected, but wirk-
lichkeit will cease if it should become subject of knowledge–trying to rec-
ognize wirklichkeit makes it disappear. The distinction of wirklichkeit and
realität is very important, but it is not a plain distinction. An example
demonstrates the difference. Imagine a conference of physicists. These
physicists discuss realität or, to be more exact, a part of the realität. They
discuss their constructions, and these constructions are not a representa-
tion or a model of wirklichkeit. To claim that constructions are repre-
sentations or models of wirklichkeit means to allege that science describes
wirklichkeit. However, if a scientist hurts himself by stumbling and break-
ing his finger, then he feels wirklichkeit. The explanation of the fall in phys-
ical or lifeworld terms is realität, but the fall and the aches are wirklichkeit.
Thus, wirklichkeit is always here, but it is not recognizable.

As Wallner (1997, p. 38) stated, there is no good argument that there is
no “given world”. But the given world (wirklichkeit) must have a different
function in the life of human beings than (constructed) realität. That we are
connected with the given world (wirklichkeit) by life, it is never doubted. For
realität, this is not the case. While we experiment with our constructions we
have some degree of freedom. If we err with wirklichkeit, we risk our lives.
This constuctivistic realistic doctrine is definitely not plain, especially the
permanent presence and withdrawal of wirklichkeit. A famous French author,
Lacan, presented a similar idea. Lacan distinguishes the je (I) and the moi
(me). The je is the true subject, and the moi is the subject that individuals
believe themselves to be; it is the result of socialization: “Je pense où je ne suis
pas, donc je suis où je ne pense pas.” (Lacan, 1991, p.43) The place of reasoning
is the language, but this place cannot be taken by moi. The je is always pres-
ent–it is necessarily present because it is the instance of reasoning, but it is
impossible to recognize the je. The constructive realistic distinction refers to
a quite different field and differs from Lacan’s view, but both views have in
common that there is an instance that cannot be recognized or doubted.

However, if wirklichkeit is always here, but it is impossible to be
gripped intellectually, there must be another way of getting in touch with
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the given world. Constructive realism pleads for a pragmatic view.
Humans act on wirklichkeit, and by acting, humans test the constructs. But
a working construct supports no insight in wirklichkeit. Only if a construct
is not working do we have an indirect insight in wirklichkeit. But it is not
possible to know more! We will never know what wirklichkeit is, but we
are embedded in it. We are living with or, to be more exact, in wirklichkeit
being a part of it without knowing what wirklichkeit is. Traditional theory
of knowledge is mistaken because it claims that the primordial division of
subject and object (or individual and environment) is to be bridged by
visually based intellectual operations. Constructive realism repudiates
this view replacing it with the distinction between wirklichkeit and realität.
Wirklichkeit means primordial embeddedness without knowing, realität
means knowing without being embedded.

Hence it is necessary to sketch out the constructive realistic doctrine of
realität. Realität is the sum of scientific constructs. Since Wallner invented
the notion microworld as a functioning scientific construct, we define realität
as the systematic togetherness of microworlds that humankind has elabo-
rated at a specific point in history. A microworld is a scientific proposition
system that fulfils tasks usually formulated in forecasts. Thus, a microworld
shows a relation between specific events that are artificially abstracted enti-
ties. Construction means that scientists are arranging information by the
help of a framework, which is governing the data.

Nothing else is meant with the notion to construct a microworld. Having
constructed a microworld, we are able to master a specific group of phe-
nomena. But still there is no knowledge at this point. You have just got the
ability to solve problems. (Wallner, 1997, p. 38)

An example of a microworld is Newton’s classical mechanics. It is the
microworld of moving things–it is the world just for movements, and it is
a functioning world. No object moves exactly in this way in everyday life,
but it is a wonderful ideal world, a microworld. Thus, sometimes
microworlds are actually big–movement is all over the world. But reduc-
ing the world in the sense of Newton means losing a lot of movement–all
movements connected with living, all movements connected with free
will, and so on. Microworlds change the world according to the human
necessity to cope with the given world, but microworlds are too small
to be dangerous for the world. The mastering of wirklichkeit is possible
because the data are aspects of wirklichkeit, aspects that are produced by
means of technical tools. It is not necessary to state again that we do not
know which aspects of wirklichkeit are at the base of our acting, but since
our actions are related to wirklichkeit, scientific actions are related to wirk-
lichkeit, too. We can’t stress enough the importance of technical tools
for scientific constructions in this context–just imagine physics without
technology!
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Lifeworlds are cultural constructions that support means of coping
with the given world, like realität. The difference between realität and
lifeworld is that a lifeworld is meaningful. Microworlds are not meaning-
ful; microworlds are functioning wholes for mastering data. Thus life-
worlds support knowledge, microworlds do not. But the idea of science is
that it leads to knowlegde, not that it only masters data correctly.
Constructive realism postulates that knowledge is only achieved by
understanding microworlds, not by constructing them. In traditional phi-
losophy of science a theory contains knowledge because it describes real-
ity. Hence, for holding up the idea of knowledge constructive realism has
to present another doctrine since science does not describe the world.

But, we will discuss this question in the next section. At this juncture
we want to mention that constructive realism pleads for relativity. There
are different microworlds refering to the same data, but if science is
understood as construction, this relativity will not jeopardize the com-
mitment of science. The relativity and plurality of microworlds will jeop-
ardize science only if it is claimed that science describes the world.
Science will not lose its commitment if one adopts the constructivistic
realistic point of view! Microworlds show the high degree of human free-
dom in coping with the world.

The differentiation between realität and wirklichkeit does not aim at a rela-
tivism of knowledge. Nor does it aim at giving up the idea of knowledge at
all. Its purpose is to avoid surrendering ourselves to the success of our con-
structs in the environment. Wirklichkeit cannot be understood. We can only
master wirklichkeit with the help of our constructions. If they serve us well
for gaining control over the wirklichkeit, we will keep them. If they don’t, we
will discard them. When it comes to knowledge, however, we can only refer
to realität, i.e. to what we have constructed. (Wallner, 1997, pp. 38f)

The point is: Wallner invented a new idea of knowledge. The ques-
tion is: How is knowledge possible if it is only derivable from realität and
if it is not contained in microworlds?

STRANGIFICATION – INTERDISCIPLINARITY AND
INTERCULTURALITY OF CONSTRUCTIVE REALISM

According to constructive realism, sciences are samples of functioning
constructs on a first level. The claim of knowledge microworlds is that
they are to be interpreted so as to reveal the hidden assumptions and
presuppositions of microworlds. In this sense, knowledge will only be
achieved if scientists reflect upon their scientific constructs, on their sci-
entific practice. In other words, the (self) reflection of scientific construc-
tion is the condition sine qua non of knowledge–microworlds that are just
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functioning do not contain knowledge. In terms of constructive realism,
the way to achieve knowledge is called strangification.

Strangification is a set of strategies having one point in common:
Transfering one (logical) system of propositions from their original con-
text into another context and judging this system out of this context.

The way to get out of your scientific skin is called strangification (verfrem-
dung). Strangification is the central methodological proposal of Constructive
Realism. In short, strangification means to take a proposition system out of its
framework and transfer it, translate it into the framework of another scientific
microworld. The first success of this movement is probably confusion. In the
first moment you are not able to understand what happens. Therefore you ask
where this confusion comes from. At this moment you see that the confusion
comes from different background information scientists have for using a lan-
guage. The confusion resulting from strangification is due to the fact that
language use in science is only possible if you follow a lot of rules which are
not explicitly formulated. Thus, strangification gives you insight into rules
another science is implicitly working with. (Wallner, 1997, p. 39)

The process of strangification cannot be planned in advance, because there
is no meta-theoretical standardization–it rather represents a game with dif-
ferent contexts. Changing the context a lot of times enables us to get new
insights, perspectives and views in the structure of the system of proposi-
tions. The important point is that if we look at these contexts where the sys-
tem of propositions gets absurd, we will notice the implicit assumptions
and considerations of this system – i.e. we investigate its tacit knowledge.
(Wallner, 1997, p. 44)

Constructive realism differentiates three types of strangification.
First, linguistic strangification means excluding contexts in which a system
of statements gets absurd. This type of strangification enables the revela-
tion of (implicit) assumptions as well as showing up the domain of appli-
cation of a system of statements without falling back on meta-theoretical
standardization instances. Second, applying a system or a set of methods
of a discipline to a very different discipline represents ontological strangifi-
cation. Third, by pragmatic strangification, the social and organizational
context of scientists is observed.

We have to give up the claim of traditional European epistemologies of
complete insight. The methodologies of constructive realism have another
goal. On the one hand they represent the basis for the construction of
knowledge, on the other hand for the indirect insights into these construc-
tions. As an implication of this we do not need a meta-theoretical legitima-
tion for the methodologies of constructive realism. (Wallner, 1997, p. 46)

Slunecko (1997, p. 254) states that constructive realism suggests strangi-
fication as an organizing principle to connect competing models in a more
productive way than the current strategies by which models either avoid
each other or follow reductionist or unificationist fantasies. Seeing that direct
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reflection is often too loaded with knowing-better-arguments, constructive
realism introduces strangification as a means of structuring this dialogue via
a principle of indirect reflection: each participant in the dialogue reflects
principally upon himself rather than upon other participants, and reflects
upon himself by exposing his own theory to the conditions of another sys-
tem. Slunecko highlights the importance of the indirectly reflective nature of
strangification by referring to a life-world experience many of us have access
to, i.e. travelling abroad:

A foreigner is likely to perceive aspects of a region domestic residents have
long become unconscious of or may never have been conscious of to begin
with. The traveller may not be able to communicate these aspects, and even
if he were, the residents may not listen to him or care about them.
Regardless, more important in the idea of strangification is the self-reflec-
tive potential, i.e., when the reflexive impulse achieves full circle and, back
to my example, the traveller abroad becomes aware of conditions which
govern his life back home. Just the very failing of his actions and cognitive
constructions unexpectedly sheds light on structural presuppositions which
had been responsible for success at home. From within a system, a cultural
context or a consensual reality of a psychotherapeutic school, the constitu-
tive assumptions are invisible. Because of the ongoing socialization these
background assumptions become unconscious and are then no longer
expressible; in this process, hidden metaphysics usually plays a major role.
(Slunecko, 1997, p. 254–255)

Misheva points out that by the invention of strangification a new
therapeutic approach in philosophy of science emerges:

Strangification is also meant to be one of these therapies, and in this sense it
should be ranked among those suggested by Freud, who wanted to heal the
psychic system, or by Marx, who wanted to heal the social system, as an
alientation therapy designed for the system of science. Both social and psy-
chic therapies have had bitter experiences in the process of their practical
applications and their legitimacy is now questioned. However, the therapy
which Wallner suggests not only is meant for a different system level but
also has one unquestionable advantage. It is a new type of therapy. The ther-
apy of constructive realism is self-reflexive, which means that the doctor
and the patient are one. The principle, then, is that one does not give medi-
cine to a patient without being sure that he himself will suggest it as the best
cure because he is his own patient. In other words, this is a method with a
special morality which does not need a system to control it: we do not do to
others what we do not want to be done to ourselves. Because of this self-
reflexivity, it has the chance to control itself, learn from its experience of
application, and even reject itself completely when it does not work. If the
method of strangification does not work, we will immediately know this
when we see that the ideas of constructive realism cannot be strangified
within any other theoretical context. constructive realism encourages sci-
ence to perform a self-healing procedure, and this type of professional
behaviour is legitimized as self-conscious acts that may lead to the solution
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of professional problems, the answer to which are not to be found within the
limits of one’s own world. Constructive realism prescribes individual
actions for those who do not fear to cross boundaries and encounter differ-
ent worlds because they want to enrich their own world with new perspec-
tives. Constructive Realism, however, also offers a therapy for healing
science as a whole in that science finally has a philosophy which legislates
for it the rules (methods) for crossing disciplinary boundaries. In other
words, Constructive realism gives legitimacy to what scientists have
already been doing at their own risk. (Misheva, 1997, pp. 126f)

An overview over the wide region of sciences shows that there are,
on the one hand, sciences nearly without any potential of self-reflexivity
usually called the hard sciences, and that there are, on the other hand, sci-
ences with a high potential of self-reflexivity called the soft sciences. These
latter sciences usually do not construct microworlds, but offer means of
interpretation. According to the view of constructive realism this division
of sciences strikes the features of sciences only on the surface because it
rules out the difference between the instrumental and the interpretative
level of science. Since it is necessary to interpret even the so called hard
sciences, the so called soft sciences get an important role.

If we compare natural sciences and Geisteswissenschaften, we see in natural
sciences an underestimation of interpretation, because interpretation is
understood in a different sense and function. Traditionally in the natural sci-
ences it was believed that interpretation sets in only after the acquisition of
knowledge. It is widely believed that knowledge is the outcrop of the solu-
tion of the puzzle, while in fact this solution of the puzzle is no more than
construction at work. It is not knowledge yet. With respect to the
Geisteswissenschaften it is agreed that interpretation is the core of these intel-
lectual activities. At the same time, most intellectuals underestimate the
importance of interpretation because, in contrast to constructed products of
natural sciences, interpretation not only can, but must be revised on the
strength of its definition. (Wallner, 1997, p. 50)

Generally, knowlegde is characterized by two features. First, knowl-
edge offers explanation, not rules for functioning contexts. Second,
knowledge enables humans to cope with the world. Pertaining to these
general aspects of knowledge, everyday knowledge and scientific knowl-
edge go together. The difference in these two kinds of knowledge is not,
as positivism claims, that scientific knowledge is clearer and exact. This
positivistic allegation implies the idea that science describes the world.
We subscribe to the view that science abstracts certain aspects of the rich
wirklichkeit–a physicist is usually not interested in psychological issues.
Sciences deal with highly specified aspects of wirklichkeit. This specifica-
tion marks a difference to everyday know-how, but since it is impossible
to close the gap between wirklichkeit and realität, scientific know-how is
not closer to the true nature of the world than everyday know-how.
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One difference is that a feature of science is the free choice of methods,
while in everyday know-how individuals are led by tools and means of
society and culture. A second difference is that everyday know-how is
always embedded in a lifeworld, and lifeworlds are meaningful worlds.
Thus everyday know-how is a part of everyday knowledge - individuals
act and they are able to tell the reasons for their actions. In contrast,
microworlds are not meaningful; scientists produce know-how that is not
naturally connected with knowledge on a first level. Thus it is easy to
achieve everyday knowlegde, but it is hard to achieve scientific knowl-
edge. Perhaps this is the price that scientists have to pay for the idosyn-
cretic invention of new worlds, microworlds.

Taking the constructive realistic theory of knowledge and the method
of strangification into account, it is obvious that constructive realism is an
interdisciplinary philosophy of science. But, constructive realism claims
that interculturality is more important than interdisciplinarity

because interdisciplinarity is always covered, at least in Europe and in the
USA, by the same conception of science because all participants are stem-
ming from the same cultural context. Therefore, it is important to look and
to go to other cultures, and so reach an understanding of what one actually
does in one’s own culture. …If we cancelled or if we reduced the differences
between cultures, we would, therefore, reduce the possibilities of under-
standing. (Wallner, 1997, p. 60)

The importance of interculturality is connected with the constructive
realistic view that science is embedded in the cultural context. We do not
maintain that every scientific system of propositions can be traced back to
everyday life directly (as the School of Erlangen does), but it is obvious
that science and culture influence mutually. The best way of demonstrat-
ing this view is applying strangification. If you strangify a microworld (or
parts of a microworld) into another cultural context then this microworld
becomes absurd, perhaps even ridiculous. The reason for becoming
absurd is due to cultural differences. If it is not possible to formulate a
microworld in the language of another culture, then the cultural assump-
tions of this microworld will become obvious. By the way, to do so means
using strangification as negative legitimation. It is possible to show the
contexts in which a scientific propositional system works by excluding all
contexts in which the scientific propositional system does not work.

THE UNCERTAINTY OF GENERAL PSYCHOLOGY: THE
SUBJECT AND METHODOLOGY OF PSYCHOLOGY

Many psychology textbooks state that psychology is a young science, and
that is the reason why there is no unity of psychological theories and
models. A short look at the history of psychology makes obvious that it is

60 Fritz G. Wallner and Martin J. Jandl



rather the uncertainty of the psychological subject that entails the lack of
unification and agreement.

The disagreement was born with psychology: When Wundt set up the
first experimental laboratory in 1879, experimental psychological research
began. However, Wundt claimed that only physiological processes could be
investigated by experiment, and that it is impossible to apply the experi-
mental method to higher mental processes (like reasoning and language).
Mental processes are subjects of the so called völkerpsychologie. Even the idea
of an experimental social psychology is, according to Wundt, a great mis-
take. (Many psychologists claim that not Wundt, but James is the founding
father of modern psychology. But we won’t dwell on this issue.)

Wundt’s scholar Bühler developed a research program of the mind
by experiment. Certainly, Bühler’s experiments were quite different from
current experiments because Bühler’s subjects were trained persons, such
as his colleagues and students. In current psychology the subject is a
naive person, and generalization of the results is possible only by means
of statistics. The famous Wundt-Bühler debate demonstrates that the sub-
ject of psychology is moot because psychology has both a cultural science
tradition and a natural science tradition.

Behaviorism focusses on the possibility of psychology as a natural sci-
ence, and for this reason the mind was said to be an old and useless illusion
of metaphysics. Only observable behavior is to be taken into account. The
simple terminology of Behaviorism–stimulus, response, and reinforce-
ment–fascinated two generations of psychologists, but it turned out to be
reductionistic in 1960 when Miller, Galanter, and Pribram published
the book Plans and the Structure of Behavior. After this “cognitive turn” the
human mind was re-established in psychological research, but the new-
born cognitive psychology did not achieve a unity of psychology. Besides
this development of mainstream psychology, there has always been a geis-
teswissenschaftliche psychology that pleads for the necessity of taking into
account intentionality and consciousness of the mind. But, as Kvale (1992,
p. 44) stated, in psychology, behaviorism and humanism became two sides
of the same modern coin–the abstraction of men from their specific culture.
Cultural content is taken as the accidental and local, the psychological
processes as the essential und universal. “Here appears a double abstraction
-the psyche studied by modern psychology is abstracted from its cultural
content as well as from its social and historical context” (Kvale, 1992, p. 44).

Of course this story is too short to grasp the complexity of the history
of psychology. Besides the many approaches developed in the last cen-
tury, it would be necessary to take into account social, economic, and
political developments because science is, according to constructive real-
ism, embedded in the cultural matrix. Nevertheless this story calls atten-
tion to the lack of unity of psychology and to the many contradictory
approaches in psychology. In contrast to this disunion, there is one
agreement in mainstream psychology - the agreement about method.
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To be a good psychological result that is noticed by the community of psy-
chologists, the data must be generated by experiment or questionnaire
and analysed by statistical methods. The importance of statistics for main-
stream psychology is obvious: Students are taught a lot of statistics and
the statistics classes in psychology departments are quite extensive.
However, it is not clear if psychology is a natural or a cultural science
because the subject of psychology is indeterminate and uncertain, but
ignoring this uncertainty psychologists investigate by application of
experiments and statistics. It is necessary to state that applying experi-
ments and statistics does not decide whether a science is a natural science
or a cultural science. Sure, many psychologists allege that experiments
and statistics are characteristics of natural sciences, but this allegation
lacks good supprt. But if the subject of a science is at issue, the methods
get spoiled, too (see Wallner, 1992, p. 11).

It is interesting to note Kvale’s remarks on the current state of psy-
chology because he adds an important point to our reflections:

One may object that important exceptions to the postulate of an intellectual
stagnation of psychology as a science exist. There are, thus, rapid develop-
ments in areas as computer simulation, artificial intelligence, neuropsychol-
ogy, psychogenetics, psycholinguistic and cognitive science. And on the
humanities side there is the current focus upon hermeneutics, narratives,
scripts, discourse analysis, and so on. These active areas are, however, on
the borderline of a psychology surviving parasitically on concepts and
methods imported from neighbouring disciplines. Apart from psychoanaly-
sis, there has hardly been any major export of psychological knowledge to
the neighbouring disciplines. Modern psychology, whether in the naturalist
or the humanist version, has become an intellectual second-hand store, dis-
playing a variety of collections from last year’s fashions of the neighbour-
ing disciplines – you name it, we have it. (Kvale, 1992, p. 45)

Nevertheless, professional psychology has obtained a stronghold in
Western societies. Psychology is expanding as a profession. Whereas aca-
demic psychology is becoming a museum of modern thought, professional
psychologists encounter human beings in their current world. In other
words, there is a gap between academic and professional psychology–the
well known gap between theory and practice (see Kvale, 1992, p. 48).

No doubt, psychology in its scientific positioning needs support by
philosophy of science, but obviously traditional philosophy of science
paid too little attention to psychology. This was the reason psychologists
turned off philosophy of science and discussed the subject and the state of
their discipline by themselves, excluding the philosophers who only focus
on the human mind, not on the problems of the psychological subject in
respect to the methods. There are many psychologists who do not reflect on
their discipline and who adopt the view of naive empirism, but, on the other
hand, there are psychologists who try hard to work out an appropriate
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philosophy of science for psychology. These people do not apply the tra-
ditional philosophy of sciences because it focusses on natural science,
especially on physics. But the application of solutions proposed for phys-
ical issues to psychology does not work, and hence psychologists go their
own ways. As far as we can see, the indigenous psychologies approach is
an example of psychologists’ attitude to working out solutions for the
main problems of psychology by themselves–other examples are the post-
modern approach in social psychology or cultural and cross-cultural psy-
chology. These examples show as well that the reflection on the subject of
psychology by psychologists entails the development of a new approach
that avoids the main mistakes of mainstream psychology.

But this situation is unsatisfactory for philosophy of science or, to
speak exactly, for constructive realism. Hence reflecting psychology is an
important task for constructive realism. Wallner always paid attention to
issues in psychology concerning its scientific state. The School of Erlangen
has also reflected on psychology. As mentioned, there is a difference
between these two constructivistic approaches in philosophy of science,
and we will point out these differences by discussing the ideas of two
proponents of the Erlangen School (to be exact, of the Marburg School,
which is a branch of the Erlangen School.)

Hartmann (1993) sketches out a view of a proto-psychology. Proto-
psychology is a methodically founded psychology, which means that con-
tradictionary approaches are traced back to their practical interests.
Proto-psychology points out the practice that is supplied by psychologi-
cal theories. In general, if a theory is traced back to a lifeworld, and if
every step of the development of a theory out of the lifeworld is argued,
then the School of Erlangen will use the notion proto-science. Besides
proto-psychology, there exists proto-physics, proto-chemistry, and so on.
Hartmann claims that clinical psychology, educational psychology, foren-
sic psychology, neuropsychology, and so on, supply their own praxis.
Hence, it is mistaken to ask if psychology is a natural science or a cultural
science because, according to Hartmann (1993), psychology is both.
Psychology supplies practical interests in both fields. Subsequently
Hartmann discusses the statistical methods, like variance analysis, t-tests,
and so on, because for psychologists it is necessary to know of problems
pertaining to statistics. Reading Hartmann’s book makes obvious that he
will not solve one problem in psychology. First, every psychologist knows
that contradictionary approaches supply different practical interests.
Hartmann tells them that variety is good and that there is no need for
unity through reflecting on their subject. Second, Hartmann’s arguments
concerning statistics are superfluous because every student of psychology
already knows about them. It is nice to argue about the alpha- and beta-
error in computing t-tests, but psychologists are very well-informed on
this topic. Thus, Hartmann’s argument does not touch the point at issue.
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Janich (1996) states that it is necessary to have a look at the instruc-
tions in psychological experiments. Facing the instructions means getting
an appropriate view of psychology. Psychologists do reflect on the
instructions, but the problems of psychology are not solved. For example,
in the well-known imagery debate Kosslyn (1981) presented data sup-
porting the claim of an imaginal code. Pylyshyn (1981) changed the
instructions keeping all other conditions the same, and the data sup-
ported the claim that there was no imaginal code. Another example of the
importance of instructions known to psychologists is the current refuta-
tion of the famous “heurisitics and bias program”. Kahneman and
Tversky, the most famous cognitive psychologists, presented data that
demonstrate that humans are not able to reason logically under the con-
dition of uncertainty (see Kahneman, Slovic & Tversky, 1982; Kahneman
& Tversky, 1996). In current cognitive psychology it is claimed that these
“hard and robust” results that were replicated hundred of times during
the 1970s depended only on the instructions. Gigerenzer (1996) or
Gigerenzer & Hug (1992) changed the instructions keeping all the condi-
tions the same, and the data were totally different. The famous heuristics
and bias program turned out to be an artefact in current cognitive psy-
chology. Hence, reflecting on instructions is very important, but it will not
solve the main problem of psychology: the uncertainty of the psycholog-
ical subject.

Besides this issue, Wallner (1999) pointed out that the usual division
of theory and practice in natural sciences is erroneous in psychology.
Psychology is based on the European idea of subjectivity, which emerged
in the 16th century, and this base entails contradictionary approaches. If
psychology loses subjectivity and becomes an objective science, psychol-
ogy will lose its subject. But if psychology focusses totally on subjectivity,
then it will lose its state as science. Therefore psychology requires a dif-
ferent structure from other sciences. Wallner (1999) claimed that differen-
tiation of the level of microworlds and the level of interpretation must be
concepted anew for psychology. In contrast to natural science, in psy-
chology it is necessary to strangify every microworld to lifeworld. If
psychological microworlds are not strangified before application, they
will lose their psychological characteristics (see Wallner, 1999, p. 216).

NOTES ON THE INDIGENOUS PSYCHOLOGIES
APPROACH

Like mainstream psychology, there are different approaches in indigenous
psychologies. A first approach focusses on the collective representation of
psychological issues. In this sense Heelas & Lock (1981, p. 3) define
indigenous psychologies as “the cultural views, theories, conjectures,
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classifications, assumptions, and metaphors–together with notions
embedded in social institutions - which bear on psychological topics.”
This approach reflects an anthropological emphasis, the psychological
view is secondary. A second approach emphasizes psychological issues
and the mutual dialectics with culture, and we will dwell on this
approach presented by Kim & Berry (1993).

As mentioned above, the indigenous psychologies approach is a
result of the lack of importance of cultural issues in mainstream psychol-
ogy that established the natural science paradigm as the dominant frame-
work of psychological investigations. The cultural science tradition
developed theories and methods that are appropriate to humans. If main-
stream psychology neglects the importance of its cultural science tradi-
tion, it will become more and more museal (to use Kvale’s words
discussed above). However, Kim & Berry (1993, p. 2) defined indigenous
psychologies “as the scientific study of human behavior (or the mind) that
is native, that is not transported from other regions, and that is designed
for its people.” Sure, scientific investigations of indigenous knowledge
are still in their craddle, but the authors delinate six fundamental assump-
tions and research strategies that are shared in this indigenous psycholo-
gies approach. We sketch out these six points, and then reformulate them
in terms of constructive realism.

First, the indigenous psychologies approach emphasizes under-
standing rooted in ecological, cultural, political, and historical contexts.

The indigenous psychologies approach attempts to document, organize,
and interpret the understanding people have about themselves and their
world. It emphasizes the use of natural taxonomies as units of analysis. It
examines how individuals and groups interact within their context. This
information is then used as a tool for discovering psychological invariants.
The second step involves explaining causes behind the observed invariants.
The third step consists of comparing results across different contexts for
futher refinement and extension. (Kim & Berry, 1993, p. 3)

Second, Kim and Berry (1993) stress that indigenous psychologies are
not studies of exotic people in faraway places. Indigenous studies of
native people are necessary, but indigenous understanding is also needed
for developed countries: “The indigenous psychologies approach affirms
the need for each culture to develop its own indigenous understanding”
(p. 3). Third, as a consequence of point two, it is necessary to take into
account that within a particular society there are many perspectives not
shared by all groups. Fourth, the indigenous psychologies do not apply
any one particular method; they use a multitude of methods. The reason
is that “results from multiple methods could be integrated to provide
a more comprehensive and robust understanding of psychological
phenomena” (p. 4). Fifth, the authors stress that a particular perspective
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cannot be assumed to be inherently superior to another. But, the authors
state that “the assumption that a person must be born and raised in a par-
ticular culture to understand it is not always valid” (p. 4) They quote
Kleinman (1980) who suggested that cross-indigenous comparisons may
serve as mirrors for understanding one’s own culture. Sixth, according to
the authors the indigenous psychologies approach aims at discovering
universal facts, principles, and laws. They formulated the following: The
indigenous psychologies approach

does not, however, assume a priori the existence of psychological universals.
If they exist, they need to be theoretically and empirically verified. The dis-
covery process, however, differs qualitatively from that of general psychol-
ogy. In the indigenous psychologies approach, individual, social, cultural,
and temporal variations are incorporated into the research design, rather
than eliminated or controlled. This approach advocates the use of cross-
cultural and cross-indigenous investigations. (Kim & Berry, 1993, p. 4)

Formulated in terms of constructive realism, some of these six points
change their meaning. The first point is one of them. When Kim and Berry
(1993, p. 3) emphasized that the indigenous psychologies approach
attemps to document, organize, and interpret the understanding people
have about themselves and their world, we add that this understanding is
a kind of strangification. We not only view the interpretation as a strangi-
fication, but even the documentation and organization, because for docu-
mentation and organization of the understanding of native people it is
necessary to translate their psychological beliefs into another language
(English, for example). A translation changes these beliefs inasmuch as the
original meaning is taken out of its native context and is put into the con-
text of the language used for translation. It is necessary to mind that lan-
guage is connected with the social and cultural world inseparably. Hence
translation is a first strangification, and documentation and organization
are further ones. Even if Kim and Berry (1993) underlined the necessity to
take natural taxonomies as units of analysis, the original (native or indige-
nous) features of these natural taxonomies get lost because they are
viewed and judged from an external point of view. It is impossible to get
out of one’s own cultural skin. Taking the cultural impact and the impor-
tance of language for science into account, the etic/emic distinction (see
Berry & Kim, 1993, p. 278) should also be reformulated.

To use a further term from constructive realism, if you formulate an
indigenous psychology for the Western world (in English, Spanish,
German, and so on), then you will construct a microworld. This microworld
does not describe the mind; neither does the microworld of indigenous peo-
ple describe their mind. Thus, when Kim and Berry (1993, p. 3) add that
indigenous microworlds, translated in another language and applying sci-
entific methods, are, second, the base to look for psychological invariants
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and then, third, comparing the results across different contexts for further
refinement and extension, then the construction of microworlds becomes
obvious. As constructive realism claims, it is not possible to describe wirk-
lichkeit–humans are always constructing realität. Hence, the research results
of the indigenous psychologies approach are realität, too.

The second point says that not only exotic people are the subject of
indigenous psychological investigations, but it is also necessary for every
culture to develop its own indigenous understanding. In terms of con-
structive realism, understanding is only possible by strangification, and
strangification needs different contexts. Strangification within a culture is
possible because there are manifold perspectives in a culture not shared
by all social groups - the third point listed by Kim and Berry (1993, p. 3).
The many methods in the indigenous psychologies approach cannot be
reformulated in terms of constructive realism, but we agree to the claim
of Kim and Berry so far as results from multiple methods could provide a
more comprehensive and robust understanding of psychological phe-
nomena. The application of different methods requires a comparison of
results within the indigenous psychologies, and this comparison requires
taking the results out of their original context and putting them into the
context of another method (or scientific language). Obviously this is noth-
ing other than strangification. The acceptance of multiple methods entails
ways of strangification within indigenous psychologies.

The last two points listed by Kim and Berry (1993, p. 4) counter two
illusions: First, the illusion that people in faraway places who are born and
raised in a particular culture as well as persons of the Western culture are
conscious of their cultural assumptions and that they understand their cul-
ture entirely. Second, the illusion assuming that there are a priori psycho-
logical universals. The example of traveling abroad discussed above shows
that constructive realism agrees with Kim and Berry (1993) in the first point.
But the second illusion denied by the authors must be analysed precisely
because Kim and Berry (1993) neglect the a priori assumption that there are
universal facts, universal principles, and universal laws, but probably such
universals exist. It is mistaken to postulate psychological universals a priori,
but maybe indigenous psychologies reveal universals a posteriori. When we
reformulated the first point within the terminology of constructive realism,
a difference between the ideas of indigenous psychologies approach and
constructive realism concerning the view of science as a description or con-
struction became perceptible, but now the difference is obvious. In sharp
contrast to constructive realism, Kim and Berry (1993) view science as
description of the investigated subject. The indigenous psychologies
approach purports to describe the mind of indigenous people. It is the idea
and the necessity of interculturality in indigenous psychologies that takes
the edge off this view of science, and hence we will have a look at intercul-
turality in the indigenous psychologies approach.
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If psychological universals are not a priori assumptions, they must
result from empirical investigation. Therefore the indigenous psycholo-
gies approach, investigations of indigenous people, is supplied by the
cross-indigenous approach. This enlargement leads to the comparison of
results from one indigenous psychology with others “in search of universal
generalization” (Kim & Berry, 1993, p. 5). The authors repudiate the view
that the existing psychology is a universal psychology, it is best charater-
ized as American psychology. However, a comparison of psychological
phenomena between two cultures yields two kinds of knowledge: culture
specific and culturally shared. For example, in the United States most def-
initions of intelligence focus on cognitive ability. As Dasen (1984) states
the Baoulé culture, like American culture, views intelligence in terms of
literacy, memory, and the ability to process information quickly. But this
form of intelligence is regarded as meaningful only when applied for the
well-being of the community. In addition to cognitive abilities, the Baoulé
emphasize social intelligence. Further, Dasen reports on a unique feature
of intelligence of Baloué culture that is not found in the United States or
Europe, namely “to be lucky and to bring good luck.” This may reflect a
spiritual aspect lacking in the USA or in Europe. “By comparing intelli-
gence in two cultures, one not only discovers culturally unique and cul-
turally shared characteristics, but increases the total range of the
measured phenomenon.” (Kim & Berry, 1993, p. 7) The comparison of two
cultures may yield results that do not reflect true differences, but repre-
sent research artefacts (see Kim & Berry, 1993, p. 7), but this problem can
be solved within the indigenous psychologies approach. It is a problem of
methods that should be discussed by scientists.

It is also possible to compare a phenomenon in three or more cultures.
Kim and Berry (1993, p. 9f) discussed cross-indigenous research into the
form of address. In several European languages two pronouns are used to
mark social relationships. In Germany du represents the informal and
familiar form and sie represents the formal form. In a typical dyadic rela-
tionship, a person of higher social standing could use the du form to
address someone of lower standing. The person of lower standing usually
uses the sie form. According to Brown (1965), this reflects unequal status.
Further, the du form is used between dyads of intimate equals while the sie
form is used between strangers. These usages reflect social distance.
However, in Japanese there are no pronomial equivalents to the du/sie
forms, the levels of formality are directly coded in the verb endings. These
cross-indigenous comparisons are completed by investigations of forms of
address in Chinese, Greek, and Korean nominal forms. Kim and Berry
(1993, p. 10) state: “Brown’s invariant norm of address has been confirmed.
Thus, this norm could be considered a candidate for a true etic. Similar to
the norms of address, Ho (1993) suggests that the norm of reciprocity
could be considered universal.” For Kim and Berry (1993) the systematic
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studies of indigenous psychologies across different cultures allow research
of general principles and psychological universals. If this cross-indigenous
approach is integrated into indigenous psychologies, the “eventual out-
come can be termed a universal psychology” (Berry & Kim, 1993, p. 278).

For the purpose of our argument it is not necessary to discuss the
interesting contributions of Berry (1993), Berry and Kim (1993), Enriquez
(1993), or other contributions of indigenous psychologies. Up to now we
have pointed out the main ideas of the indigenous psychologies approach
(in the sense of Kim & Berry, 1993) pertaining to the theoretical scientific
foundation of this new approach in psychology. What we will discuss
next is: What does it mean to construct a universal psychology from the
viewpoint of constructive realism?

The application of constructive realism to the indigenous psychologies
approach shows that generalization of empirical facts is a challenge for
every science. No doubt, the problem of generalization in mainstream psy-
chology is solved by two postulates. First, the experimental generation of
data and the application of statistics to these data warrant generalization.
Second, there is the a priori assumption that the brains of humans are simi-
lar, and thus the reasoning is comparable. This second point that warrants
universalization is to be found in cognitive psychology. In this discipline the
brain is regarded as the hardware and reasoning as the software. Thus,
mainstream psychology tries to achieve one hundred or more test subjects
for an experiment because, according to textbooks of statistics, this number
warrants generalization. Generalization by statistics will only be possible if
the second assumption is taken into account.

This idea of generalization and universalization is repudiated by the
indigenous psychologies approach. Maintaining that mainstream psy-
chology is both culture blind and culture bound (see Berry & Kim, p. 277),
this approach claims that reasoning (and feeling, and so on) is not a func-
tion of the hardware brain, but results from being embedded in different
cultural matrices. In indigenous psychologies it is impossible to claim
that psychological phenomena result only from the function of the
brain because there are obvious differences between cultures that can be
explained by assumption number two of mainstream psychology only if
one culture (Western) is said to be superior. That is why the field of the
investigated phenomenon has to be enlarged to all cultures.

No doubt, this idea of generalization and universalization is an illu-
sion. First, it would be a very large-scale research program to travel across
the whole globe to investigate all indigenous psychologies. Second, for a
real universalization in this sense, the history and even the future of each
culture must be taken into account. In contrast to the view of universaliza-
tion in mainstream psychology, the view of universalization in the indige-
nous psychologies approach is not dangerous. The danger of adapting all
cultures to the US or European culture and of depreciating what is not
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adaptable is a corollary of mainstream psychology’s view. Maybe the way
of generalization and the way to a universal psychology proposed by the
indigenous psychologies approach is an illusion, maybe it is an idea in
the sense of Kant. However, constructive realism claims that even this view
of a universal psychology is a construct, not a description of the mind, and
constructive realism emphasizes that the idea of universalization is not nec-
essary for knowledge, and perhaps it even destroys knowledge.

As we mentioned, the theory of knowledge presented by construc-
tive realism requires different contexts, different constructs, different lan-
guages, and different lifeworlds. If the dream of a universal psychology
in the sense of Kim and Berry (1993), Berry and Kim (1993), or Berry
(1993) became true, then the multiple indigenous psychologies would be
formulated in one or in a few languages (in English and Spanish, for
example). For example, the Korean or the Indian indigenous psychology
can then be known by the community of indigenous psychologists, but it
is taken out of its original context and thus loses its cultural embedded-
ness. But, without being embedded in their original cultural matrix, the
indigenous psychologies lose the possibility of being a context of strangi-
fication. And this would be a great damage.

The indigenous psychologies approach is an impressive new
approach in psychology that makes obvious the boundaries of main-
stream psychology and underlines another understanding of human
beings. This understanding is also traced back to European ideas (as men-
tioned earlier), but the understanding of humans as cultural beings allows
and enables cross-cultural and indigenous investigations without depre-
ciation of other cultures. The view that one culture is not superior
becomes more important. Yes, this new view in philosophy and psychol-
ogy is in conflict with globalisation and the dominance of the Western
(namely the American) culture. The indigenous psychologies approach
offers ways of knowledge, but not in the sense of describing all psycho-
logical phenomena in all cultures, but in the sense of strangification.

We are critical of the idea of universalization presented by the indige-
nous psychologies approach because constructive realism pleads for giv-
ing up the old idea of unity. The sense of unity of humankind was, is, and
will be to blur or, in the worst case, to erase cultural differences. The idea
of unity says that all men and women are equal, but it was Westerners
who decided who is more equal” (to use Orwell’s well-known formula-
tion). This European idea does not claim that unity also includes differ-
ences. Therefore, we replace this idea with the idea of constructing realität
and the idea of living in constructed lifeworlds. In the first case, the con-
structor is an individual, in the second case the constructor is a social
group. In this way we hope to hold up the idea of difference.

Finally, we want to reiterate the importance of constructive realism
for the indigenous psychologies approach. First, constructive realism is an
intercultural philosophy of science. With its method, strangification, it
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presents a new and different theory of knowledge, and this is congenial to
the indigenous psychologies approach. Second, if indigenous psycholo-
gies take into account the ontology of constructive realism, an appropri-
ate formulation of its goals will be possible. Constructive realism excludes
the old idea of description and pleads for the idea of construction, the idea
of science as action. We believe the division of the three instances (wirk-
lichkeit, realität and lifeworld) is useful for indigenous psychologies.
Third, the ideas of constructive realism are not only applicable to further
constructions of indigenous psychologies’ microworlds, but also to those
just presented. Strangification means taking a microworld or parts of a
microworld and putting it or them in a different context. But strangifica-
tion is not meant as a onesided means to knowledge. It is not meant that
we (the American and European psychologists) use indigenous psycholo-
gies as contexts of strangification. Strangification forces a real dialogue
that offers both partners a way of understanding their own constructs.
Strangification focusses the process of dialogue because in this dialogue
the implicit assumptions become conscious. Strangification does not focus
on a goal. It is not possible to state at any point: Now we’ve got knowl-
edge, let us stop strangifying our constructs.

It is obvious that constructive realism is an appropriate philosophy of
science to indigenous psychologies and cross-cultural psychology. There
are many people who maintain that Popper’s critical rationalism is an
appropriate philosophy of science for current mainstream psychology.
But since mainstream psychology has become a museum of modern
thoughts, critical rationalism turns out to be an old fashioned (as opposed
to erroneous) philosophy of science. We hope that mainstream psychol-
ogy is changable inasmuch as it will take into account humans as cultural
beings, and then constructive realism will be an appropriate philosophy
of science. But at this juncture, constructive realism is critical to main-
stream psychology and agrees with new approaches in psychology such
as the indigenous psychologies approach.
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Chapter 4
Constructive Realism and
Confucian Relationalism

An Epistemological Strategy for 
the Development of Indigenous Psychology

Kwang-Kuo Hwang

A spirit of anti-colonialism in opposition to Westernized or Americanized
psychology inspired the emergence of indigenous psychologies in many
non-Western countries (e.g., Enriquez, 1981; 1982; Sinha, 1984; 1986) in the
early 1980s. This work attracted interest and attention from mainstream
psychologists throughout the 1990s (Shiraev & Levy, 2001), not to mention
widespread skepticism over the legitimacy of the approach. Bitter debates
occurred among psychologists supporting indigenous psychology and
cross-cultural psychology (Hwang & Yang, 2000).

The indigenous psychology camp argued that the mission of their
approach was “the study of human behavior and mental processes within
a cultural context that relies on values, concepts, belief systems, method-
ologies, and other resources indigenous to the specific ethnic or cultural
group under investigation” (Ho, 1998a, p. 94). The goal of indigenous
psychologists is to develop “a psychology based on and responsive to
indigenous culture and indigenous realities” (Enriquez, 1993, p.158),
through “the scientific study of human behavior that is native, that is not
transported from other regions, and that is designed for its people” (Kim
& Berry, 1993). Indigenous psychologists advocated focus on indigeniza-
tion from within (Enriquez, 1993), or “a bottom-up model building para-
digm” (Kim, 2000, p. 265) that treats people “as interactive and proactive
agents of their own actions” that occur in a meaningful context (Kim,
Park, & Park, 2000).



Cross-cultural psychologists criticized this approach. They argued
that the advantages of the indigenous approach, such as exclusive cover-
age of a particular culture group or the idiosyncratic approach of study-
ing native behavior in a meaningful context is also claimed by
anthropologists. Accumulating anthropological data with this approach
may therefore not have direct implication for psychological research.
Mainstream psychologists are interested in psychological phenomena,
not in anthropology. They questioned the legitimacy of the indigenous
approach as a scientific research method for psychology (Triandis, 2000).
Some cross-cultural psychologists argued that the difference in behavioral
repertoires across cultural populations should be understood against the
background of a frame of commonalties (Poortinga, 1999), and asserted
that too much emphasis on cultural uniqueness amounts to a kind of eth-
nocentrism in reverse (Ho, 1988; Poortinga, 1996).

In response, most indigenous psychologists have argued that the
development of numerous indigenous psychologies is not their final goal.
Rather, their final goal is to develop an Asian psychology (Ho, 1988),
a global psychology (Enriquez, 1993; Yang, 1993), a universal psychology
(Kim & Berry, 1993; Berry & Kim 1993), or a human psychology (Yang,
1993). To achieve this goal, they have proposed several research methods
or approaches, including the derived etic approach (Berry, 1989; Berry &
Kim, 1993), the metatheory method (Ho, 1998a), the cross indigenous
method (Enriquez, 1977; 1993), as well as cross-cultural indigenous psy-
chology (Yang, 1997, 1999).

The transition from indigenous psychologies to an Asian psychology,
global psychology, universal psychology or a human psychology implies
a significant change in philosophical assumption, which can be illustrated
by an important argument proposed by Berry, Poortinga, Segall and
Dasen (1992). They pointed out that there are three philosophical assump-
tions in cross-cultural psychology, namely, absolutism, universalism, and
relativism, which correspond to three research orientations: imposed etic,
derived etic, and emic. Western (American) psychology researchers ignore
cultural differences and insist on the imposed etic approach as well as its
philosophical assumption of absolutism by imposing Western theories and
research instruments on people of non-Western societies. In contrast,
indigenous psychology researchers follow the strategy of the emic
approach, with its philosophical assumption of relativism, using indige-
nous instruments and methods of research with the expectation of devel-
oping substantial theories or models that are culturally specific to local
people. However, the goal underpinning the search for a global psychol-
ogy, universal psychology, or human psychology can only be obtained by
changing the philosophical assumption from relativism to universalism.
If researchers maintain the philosophical assumption of relativism, and
insist on a bottom-up approach for constructing substantial theories

74 Kwang-Kuo Hwang



through the inductive methods of positivism, it will be very difficult to
achieve the goal of developing a global psychology.

My argument for the importance of universalism is supported by a dis-
tinction proposed by cultural psychologists to explain their fundamental
view of human nature: one mind, many mentalities (Shweder, 1996, 2000;
Shweder et. al., 1998). This phrase indicates that the psychological func-
tioning or mechanisms of the human mind are the same all over the world,
but that people may evolve various mentalities in different social and cul-
tural environments. The goal of achieving a global psychology entails the
expectation that the knowledge system constructed by indigenous psy-
chologists should reflect not only the universal human mind, but also the
particular mentality in a given culture. Differences in behavioral repertories
across various groups should be explained against the background of a
broader frame of commonness (Poortinga, 1999). Indigenous psychologists
should incorporate both cultural variation and cross-cultural invariance
into their research schemes. This goal cannot be achieved by the inductive
approach as suggested by those indigenous psychologists who insist on the
philosophy of positivism. Closer examination of the terms mind and men-
tality reveals the reason the inductive approach is insufficient.

According to Shweder’s (2000) definition, mind means “the totality of
actual and potential conceptual contents of human cognitive process,” and
mentality denotes “the cognized and activated subset of mind” (p. 210).
A mentality is owned or exercised by some group of particular individuals,
so it can be a subject for research in cultural psychology. In contrast, mind
refers to all the conceptual content that any human being might ever cog-
nize and activate or represent. This universal mind cannot become the sub-
ject of research in cultural psychology. If indigenous psychologists want to
achieve the goal of universalization with the inductive approach, they
would have to carry out a very large-scale research program traveling
around the globe to investigate all indigenous psychologies. Moreover,
they would also have to take into account what has been manifested in the
history and even the future of each culture (Wallner & Jandl, Chapter 3).

Obviously this is an impossible mission. So, how can indigenous psy-
chologists solve this dilemma and achieve the goal of a global psychol-
ogy? From the perspective of philosophy of science, they should abandon
the inductive approach advocated by positivists, adopt the philosophical
assumptions of post-positivism, construct formal theories about the psy-
chological functioning of the human mind on the basis of previous find-
ings using critical rationality (Popper, 1963) or creative imagination
(Hempel, 1966), and then use these theories to analyze the particular men-
tality of a people in an indigenous culture by examining their psychology
and behaviors in their lifeworlds.

Elaboration of this academic proposal is the goal of this article. First,
I briefly review the dramatic change in ontology, epistemology, and
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methodology that occurred in the philosophy of science with switch from
positivism to post-positivism. Based on the philosophy of post-positivism,
I critically review various approaches as suggested by indigenous psychol-
ogists for achieving the goal of universal psychology. In order to explain
the mentalities of people in non-Western societies that might develop with
modernization, I adopt the philosophy of constructive realism to illustrate
the difference between the knowledge constructed by scientists and the
knowledge used by ordinary people in their lifeworlds. From the perspec-
tive of constructive realism, the language and knowledge developed by a
cultural group during the progress of their history can be viewed as mani-
festations of the deep structure of that culture, which can be analyzed
through the method of structuralism. In the last section of this article, I use
my analysis of Confucian cultural tradition as an example to illustrate how
indigenous psychologists can construct a series of theoretical models both
to explain the psychological mechanisms of the universal human mind,
and to interpret the particular mentality of Confucian culture.

THE DRAMATIC CHANGE IN THE PHILOSOPHY 
OF SCIENCE

Since mainstream philosophy of science moved from positivism to post-
positivism, it has become clear that, epistemologically, scientific theory is
constructed through the critical thinking of scientists, not inducted from
empirical facts. It is not only methodologically impractical to verify scien-
tific propositions in the manner suggested by positivists, but falsification is
also difficult, as noted by Hempel and Lakatos. If indigenous psychology is
defined as a branch of science, indigenous researchers must face this
dilemma and seek its solution. Towards this end, in this section I review the
dramatic changes in epistemology and methodology that occurred with the
shift in the philosophy of science from positivism to post-positivism with a
brief presentation of Popper’s evolutionary epistemology, Hempel’s logical
empiricism, and Laktos’ concept of scientific research program.

Positivism

The method of induction had been regarded as the main approach for
acquiring knowledge through positivism. For instance, Wittgenstein
(1889–1951), whose earlier works had profound influence on the Vienna
Circle in the 1920’s, maintained in his famous writing Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus that the main activity of science is to use language to
describe the world. Atomic facts should be described with elementary
propositions in a scientific theory that can be verified with empirical
methods. Through the logical deduction of truth functions, elementary
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propositions can be combined into a scientific proposition. A proposition
is a picture of reality, and the totality of true propositions reflects the
nature science as a whole (Wittgenstein, 1922/1961).

Wittgenstein’s earlier philosophy takes a position of copy theory or
photo theory, insisting that a scientific proposition has to copy or to record
atomic facts and their structure clearly and correctly. Elementary proposi-
tions describe atomic facts repeatedly experienced by human beings, and
scientific rules are established on the basis of these repeated empirical
facts. Elementary propositions, which are the fundamental components of
a theoretical proposition, are induced from past experience.

Schlick (1882–1936), the organizer of the Vienna Circle, contributed
much to the promotion of the ideas of logical positivism. He argued that
when a person elaborates the meaning of a sentence, that person is trying
to explain the conditions for the sentence to be a true proposition, which
is the way to verify the sentence. As Schlick observed, the meaning of a
proposition is the way to verify it (Schlick, 1936).

Popper’s Evolutionary Epistemology

With active promotion by the Vienna Circle, logical positivism had an
extraordinary influence on the thoughts of the scientific community from
1930–1950. When it reached the peak of academic prestige, it began receiv-
ing criticism from its academic opponents. The first challenge came from
Karl Popper’s (1902–1994) evolutionary epistemology. Popper (1963) argued
that scientific theories are not induced from empirical facts, but deduced by
scientists with critical rationality. The procedure of scientific research should
begin with a problem. When a scientist finds new empirical facts that cannot
be explained, or inconsistencies in preexisting theories, a tentative solution
or theory may be proposed to solve the problem. Potential errors are elimi-
nated by examining the theory against empirical facts in the world.

The deductive method Popper advocated is not the traditional deduc-
tion grounded in axiomatic premises. Popper argued that the premises of
deduction for a tentative theory of scientific conjecture should be repeat-
edly subjected to empirical examination. This method is called deduction
with examination. Popper (1963) suggested, “Our intellect does not draw its
laws from nature, but tries-with varying degrees of success - to impose
upon nature laws which it freely invents” (p. 191). According to one of
Popper’s analogies, the water bucket of scientific theory will not be spon-
taneously full so long as scientists work hard to fill it with accumulated
empirical facts. Instead, theory is like a searchlight. Scientists must contin-
uously bring up problems and make conjectures, so as to cast the light of
theory on the future (Popper, 1972, p. 431-457). If a theory records only
previous findings, and nothing can be deducted from it except preexisting
facts, what is the use of the theory?
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Popper also opposed the principle of verification as advocated by
positivists. According to Popper, a theoretical proposition cannot be veri-
fied, it can only be falsified by empirical facts contradictory to the theory.
Scientific theory is stated with general predications. However, empirical
facts are individually experienced. No matter how many times a particu-
lar experience is repeated, it cannot verify a proposition of general pre-
diction. For instance, no matter how many white swans have been
observed, the proposition of general predication “swans are white” still
cannot be verified, because our observations cannot include all swans.
Therefore, scientists cannot verify theoretical propositions, only falsify
them, or reserve them temporarily before they are falsified.

Hempel’s Logical Empiricism

When logical positivism was criticized, Hempel, who had participated in
the academic discussions of the Vienna Circle in earlier years, tried to mod-
ify its shortcomings and proposed the new idea of logical empiricism. In his
Aspects of Scientific Explanation (Hempel, 1965), he proposed a model of cov-
ering law, which stated that scientific explanation usually contains two
kinds of statements, namely, general laws, and antecedent conditions.
Using these two kinds of explanans as the premises, a scientist can deduct a
description of a phenomenon, which is called the explanandum.

Hempel pointed out the difficulty of falsifying a hypothetical propo-
sition. When scientists test a hypothesis, they must propose several auxil-
iary hypotheses that prescribe the antecedent conditions for its
occurrence. Some of these auxiliary hypotheses are related to the scientific
theory itself, and some to experimental design, instrumental equipment,
or research procedures. A combination of all these conditions may lead to
the occurrence of the phenomenon observed.

Scientists obtaining a negative result from research, rarely give up
their general laws easily. Instead, they carefully examine their research
instruments, reconsider the experimental design, or even repeat the
experiment. These steps imply only consideration of whether there is any-
thing wrong with the auxiliary hypotheses, indicating that it is not easy to
falsify a hypothesis.

For this reason, Hempel (1965) argued that the target to be examined
in scientific activity is not a sole hypothesis, but the whole theoretical sys-
tem. Moreover, Hempel (1966) also believed that theory is not obtained by
induction. It was impossible for a scientist to induce theory from empirical
facts. For example, Newton’s law of gravity and Einstein’s theory of rela-
tivity were not inducted from a collection of observed phenomena.
Scientists created them through imagination to explain what was observed.
“The transition from data to theory requires creative imagination. Scientific
hypothesis and theories are not derived from observed facts, but invented in
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order to account for them. They constitute guesses at the connections that
might obtain the phenomena under study, at uniformities and patterns
that might underlie the occurrence” (Hempel, 1966, p. 15).

Lakatos’ Scientific Research Program

Lakatos (1978), one of Popper’s students, also denounced Popper’s falsi-
ficationism as a “naïve falsificationism” or “dogmatic falsificationism,”
claiming scientists will not easily give up propositions of a scientific the-
ory once they are falsified by empirical research as Popper predicted.

Empirical refutation cannot easily eliminate errors in theory because
propositions in scientific theory usually contain conditional sentences with
ceteris partibus. Examination of a theoretical proposition should be carried
out under specific conditions, no matter whether an experiment or obser-
vation is used. When an empirical fact obtained from an experiment or
observation contradicts the prediction of the theory, a researcher is unable
to ascertain whether it the contradiction was caused by theoretical mistakes
or by experimental or observational features. The famous Duhem-Quine the-
sis indicated that a theory can never be refuted if it is protected with auxil-
iary hypotheses. In other words, as long as a scientist is able to use
imagination, auxiliary hypotheses may be proposed to attribute anomalies to
other factors and to protect the core of the theory against falsification.

In Lakotos’ (1970) view, the weakness of Popper’s philosophy lies in
the fact that it is unable to provide a sound basis for falsification. A scien-
tific theory exists not in isolation, but as part of a series of theories with
tight inner connections. Thus, Lakotos proposed a sophisticated falsification-
ism and advocated replacing the idea of theory with a series of theories, called
a Scientific Research Program. He suggested that the basic unit for examina-
tion in scientific research is neither a particular scientific proposition, nor
an isolated theory, but rather a series of theories or a research program.

A Critical Review of Research Strategies for Constructing 
a Universal Psychology

The dramatic changes in epistemology and methodology with the
switch from positivism to post-positivism have significant implication
for indigenous psychologists in developing a global psychology. Strictly
speaking, indigenous psychologists cannot attain the goal of building
theoretical models for a global psychology through an inductive
approach. What they can do is use their creative imagination or critical
rationality to construct a formal theory on the psychological mechanisms
of the universal human mind that apply to various cultures, and then use
it as a framework for analyzing the specific mentalities of given cultures. If
indigenous psychologists insist on the inductive approach of positivism,
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which emphasizes construction of a substantial theory that can first be
applied to a particular culture, and then integration of these psychologies
to attain the goal of a global psychology, they will encounter several episte-
mological or methodological difficulties. In this section, I review and dis-
cuss the feasibility of methods for constructing a global psychology
proposed by several major indigenous psychologists, including the derived
etic approach, the cross-indigenous method, the metatheory approach, and
cross-cultural indigenous psychology.

The Derived Etic Approach

Berry (1969, 1989) classified the research approaches of cross-cultural psy-
chology into three categories, namely, imposed etic, emic, and derived etic.
The imposed etic approach assumes that the concepts used by a researcher
can be applied to all cultures. However, if concepts originate from outside
the culture in which they are applied, they are very likely to be insuffi-
cient. Most indigenous psychologists advocate the emic approach, which
emphasizes use of concepts and terms from the local cultural system to
understand the meanings of local phenomena. The derived etic approach
attempts to integrate the knowledge obtained by the imposed etic and
emic approaches through a process of comparison. Berry and Kim (1993)
regarded the derived etic approach as a necessary step in constructing a
more universal psychology.

A crucial question to ask at this point is what the nature of the
imposed theory to be used by indigenous psychologists in a derived etic
approach for constructing a theory of global psychology should be. If it is
a formal theory for interpreting psychological mechanisms of the human
mind that is applicable to various cultures (though assumptions might be
falsified by empirical facts), the derived etic approach proposed by Berry
(1969, 1989) is acceptable. On the other hand, if it is a substantial theory
referring to an acculturation strategy of integration “where psychology
draws upon the ideas, theories, methods, and findings of both [cultures],
[and] eventually all societies yield to the generalized universal psychol-
ogy” (Berry, 1993, p. 272), such an advocacy implies repeated use of
inductive method, and its feasibility is dubious. Following this approach,
no matter how many cultures are studied, the studies contribute only
“one small step toward a universal psychology” (Berry, 1993, p. 260). The
final goal of attaining a global psychology would always be far away.

The Cross-Indigenous Method

Enriquez (1977, 1993) separated indigenous research strategy into indige-
nization from within and indigenization from without. The indigenization from
without approach is very similar to the imposed etic approach. It advocates
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importing (Western) knowledge of psychology from dominant source cul-
tures to interpret data obtained from the target culture in the third world.
Enriquez strongly opposed this approach. Instead he advocated the indig-
enization from within approach using “the local languages and cultures as
sources for theory, method, and praxis” (Enriquez, 1993, p. 163). In order to
increase the generalizability of research findings in indigenous psychology,
he proposed a cross-indigenous method that entailed using various cul-
tures as the source for cross-indigenous psychology, expecting to broaden
the database for building a global psychology.

The focus of Enriquez’s (1977, 1993) discourse is language and cul-
ture. His cross-indigenization method is subject to the dilemma of the
inductive approach if it results in a substantial theory of psychology with
higher generalizability to different cultures. Though it is expected that
“with the cross-indigenous approach, not only can universal regularities
be discovered, but also the total range of a phenomenon investigated is
increased” (Kim & Berry, 1993, p. 11), there are still some doubts about
“how such an integration of knowledge derived in different cultural sys-
tems [can] actually be realized” (Poortinga, 1997, p. 361). Even Enriquez
(1993) himself admitted “cross-cultural psychology will remain a promise
so long as indigenous psychologies remain untapped because of language
and cultural barriers” (p. 154).

Meta-Theory Approach

Indigenous psychologists argue that blindly adopting imported foreign
theories may result in pitfalls of ethnocentrism, because they contain
many concepts that are strange to the target culture. But, Ho (1988; 1998a)
argued that relying on indigenous concepts alone might also lead to sim-
ilar difficulty, and would not eliminate the fundamental predicament of
culture-centrism. Ho distinguished theories along an indigenous-exotic
dimension (Ho, 1998a). Indigenous theories are constructed on the basis
of values and concepts of the target culture; they represent the viewpoint
of insiders. In contrast, exotic theories are produced with values and con-
cepts alien to the target culture and represent the viewpoint of outsiders.
In order to eliminate the potential incongruence of various theories, Ho
proposed development of a metatheory by comparing indigenous and
exotic theories in terms of contents, theorists, and cultures.

His approach also implies the potential difficulty from using an induc-
tive approach. Ho’s metatheory thus constructed is just a mini-metatheory.
“It may be expanded for multicultural and even holocultural studies in
which the target universe includes all known cultures in the whole world”
(Ho, 1998a, p. 93). Ho’s proposal raises the question: To what extent should
the target universe of such a mini-metatheory be expanded to include all
known cultures in the whole world?
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Cross-Cultural Indigenous Psychology

Yang (1993) supported the distinction between exogenous indigenization
and endogenous indigenization, or indigenization from without and indi-
genization from within made by Enriquez (1979). He further divided
indigenous psychology into monocultural indigenous psychology and
cross-cultural indigenous psychology, and argued that Westernized or
Americanized psychology is also a kind of monocultural indigenous psy-
chology. The construction of regional psychological theories cannot
merely rely on monocultural indigenous studies, but must integrate
related knowledge from several indigenous psychologies through cross-
cultural indigenous studies (Yang, 1997, 2000).

At the first glance, Yang’s arguments are very similar to Enriquez’s.
But, Yang went on to discuss the integration procedure from the perspec-
tives of content and approach. So far as content is concerned, he proposed
two types of integration, namely, empirical and theoretical. Empirical
integration “rests mainly on the common characteristics (components,
processes, constructs, structures, or patterns) and functions shared by all
the compared indigenous psychologies” (Yang, 2000, p. 258).

With respect to theoretical integration, Yang (2000) stated, “If a psy-
chological theory is able to adequately understand, explain and predict
psychological and behavioral phenomena in a certain domain across two
or more cultures, it may be said that the theory integrates the phenomena
in that domain for those cultures” (p. 258). His proposal is very similar to
the derived etic approach advocated by Berry (1993). But the question
remains, with insistence on the cross-cultural indigenous psychology
approach, who would be able to construct a theory to integrate the
common characters and functions shared by all the compared indigenous
psychologies?

Yang (2000) also proposed three integration approaches in his cross-
cultural indigenous psychology (CCI approach). To explain the integrat-
ing function of the CCI approach, Yang (2000) stated: “In each CCI study,
psychological and behavioral characteristics and their functions in a cer-
tain domain can be empirically and theoretically analyzed and organized
to form a meaningful miniature knowledge system” (p. 259). In order for
this cross-culturally indigenous knowledge to have high external validity,
Yang (2000) emphasized that “it is important to include as many diverse
or heterogeneous cultures as possible” (p. 259). Perhaps he was consider-
ing the feasibility of this proposal when he cited Huntington’s (1993,
1997) argument that there are three major distinctive groups of cultures—
Christian, Confucian, and Muslim. Because these three groups are highly
dissimilar and are composed of the largest populations in the world, he
suggested using cultures representative of this triad plus Buddhist culture
as subjects for future cross-cultural indigenous research.
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Three Levels of Breakthroughs

Though the question of whether the cross-cultural indigenous psychology
approach as proposed by Yang can be used to achieve the goal of a global
psychology is still open to discussion, his suggestion for studying the main
cultures of Christianity, Confucianism, Islam, and Buddhism in the con-
temporary world and their modernization deserves special attention from
indigenous psychologists. Modernization (or Westernization) is an
inevitable trend for most non-Western countries in the world. In order to
make progress in indigenous psychology or social science, it is necessary
for non-Western scholars to make three levels of breakthroughs: philosoph-
ical reflection, theoretical construction, and empirical research. They must
assimilate the major academic performance of the West to propose a phi-
losophy to illuminate their own historical situations. This philosophy must
be able to explain not only the meaning of modernization, but also specific
features of indigenous cultures in non-Western countries. It should also be
able to explain why social scientists in non-Western countries should
develop indigenous social science during their process of modernization.

In the context of this article there are essential differences between
the knowledge systems of non-Western countries inherited from local cul-
tural traditions and knowledge systems constructed by scientists after the
industrial revolution in the 18th century. Once the “one mind, many men-
talities” presumption of cultural psychology is accepted (Shweder, 1996,
2000; Shweder, et. al., 1998), it is necessary to establish a philosophy to
guide researchers in what the essential differences between the two sys-
tems of knowledge are, and what the changes to people’s mentalities dur-
ing the process of modernization in non-Western countries might be.

Constructive realism is just such a philosophy. It meets all the require-
ments stated above. In the following sections, I present the main ideas of
constructive realism, and use constructive realism to answer several dis-
putes about the indigenization of psychology. After that, I use my analysis
of Confucian cultural traditions as an example to illustrate my arguments.

CONSTRUCTIVE REALISM

Constructive realism is a philosophy of science proposed by the Vienna
School in attempt to synthesize the previous paradigm of social science
(Wallner, 1994; Wallner et al., Chapter 3). According to constructive realism
there are three levels of reality, the most important of which is called the
actuality or wirklichkeit. The actuality is the world in which we find our-
selves, or the given world that all living creatures must rely on to survive.
The given world may have certain structures, or may function by its own
rules. However, humans have no way to recognize these structures or rules.
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No matter how humans attempt to explain these structures, the explanation
and therefore our comprehension is always a construction of human beings.

Lifeworlds and Microworlds

The world as constructed by human beings can be divided into two cate-
gories: lifeworlds and microworlds. Human beings construct these two
worlds with different ways of thinking, which are supported by different
types of rationalities. The knowledge created in each construction results
in different worldviews with distinct functions. These two worlds consti-
tute two levels of constructed reality for human beings (see Table 1).

The first constructed reality is the lifeworld in which humans live.
For the individual, a lifeworld is a primordial world in which everything
presents itself in a self-evident way. Before human beings began to
develop scientific knowledge, they tried to understand their experiences
in daily life, and to make various explanations, structures, and responses
to their lifeworlds. These explanations and responses belonged to a
domain of pre-logical, pre-technical and pre-instrumental thinking, their
richness lies in individual life experiences (Husserl, 1970).

Any scientific construction can be regarded as a microworld.
A microworld can be a theoretical model built on the basis of realism, or
a theoretical interpretation of a social phenomenon provided by a social
scientist from a particular perspective. Within any given microworld, the
reality of the given world is replaced by a second order constructed real-
ity that can be corroborated.

Lifeworlds are constantly sustained by a transcendental formal struc-
ture called cultural heritage. Language is the most important carrier of cul-
tural heritage. People use language to play games as they interact in their
lifeworlds. A language game is any kind of human practice or activity shared
by people living in a given culture, which constitutes various forms of life.
Forms of life refer to patterns of thinking that are manifest in cultural her-
itage, such as customs, folkways, institutions and traditional practices in a
particular historical and cultural condition. Language games are inevitably
rooted in these forms of life (Wittgenstein, 1945/1958).
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Table 1. Two Types of Knowledge in Lifeworld and Microworld

Lifeworld Microworld

Constructor Cultural group Single scientist
Ways of thinking Originative thinking Technique thinking
Types of rationality Substantive rationality Formal rationality
Patterns of construction Participative constructive Dominative construction
Functions of worldview Meaning of life Recognition of world



Originative Thinking and Technical Thinking

People living in the same culture over a long-term period of evolution
construct the natural language used in a lifeworld. In the formative years
of a particular culture, people concentrate themselves on observing and
contemplating the nature of every object in their lifeworld. They rid
themselves of their own will and intention, and try their best to make all
things manifest in the language they create to represent it. Heiderger
(1966) labeled this way of thinking originative thinking.

The language and way of thinking scientists use to construct theoret-
ical microworlds are completely distinct from those used by people in
their lifeworlds. Scientific knowledge is not obtained by contemplating
the nature of things. Instead, scientists intentionally created it to reach
a specific goal, so it has a compulsory and aggressive character that
demands the most gain with the least cost. Such technical thinking has no
interest in representing things in the objective world, and making things
the object of knowledge. Instead, this type of thinking attempts to exploit
natural resources by every means, and to transfer them into the storage of
human beings.

The scientific microworld is not the only thematic world that human
beings have constructed. Guided by various themes for different needs,
human beings have also constructed the microworlds of ethics, aesthetics,
and religion. Because each thematic world is constructed with a particu-
lar way of thinking under the guidance of a certain theme, all phenomena
irrelevant to that theme will be excluded. Therefore, each microworld
bears a predetermined partiality and narrowness.

Substantive Rationality and Formal Rationality

Technical thinking uses certain ground principles as a foundation.
Modern people calculate their thinking with reference to a ground princi-
ple which serves as the foundation for rational thinking. But, what is
meant by rationality? Is the originative thinking needed by people in their
lifeworlds irrational or lacking in rationality?

These questions can be answered through a consideration of Max
Weber’s works on comparative religion. In order to investigate the cause of
the rise of industrial capitalism in the modern world, Weber (1921/1963;
1930/1992) proposed a set of contrasting concepts to highlight the unique
features of Western civilization. He indicated that with the occurrence of the
Renaissance in the 14th century, many west European countries experienced
an expansion of rationalism in such fields as science, law, politics and
religion. He noted that the unique feature of formal rationality characterized
the rationalism manifested in Europe after the Renaissance, which was
completely different from the substantive rationality emphasized in other
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civilizations. Formal rationality emphasizes the calculability of means and
procedures that can be used to pursue personal goals, and pays attention
only to value-natural facts. In contrast, substantive rationality refers to the
value of ends or results judged from a particular position, and provides no
clear-cut means and procedures for reaching goals (Brubarker, 1984).

According to Weber’s conceptual framework, all microworlds con-
structed by scientists contain the essence of formal rationality. Such
microworlds of scientific knowledge are products of construction attained
by scientists who are doing research in a specific domain utilizing the
Cartesian way of thinking that emerged after the European Renaissance
of the 14th century. It is essentially different from the way of constructing
knowledge used by non-Western people in their lifeworlds.

Participative Construction and Dominative Construction

This point can be illustrated with Levy-Bruhl’s (1910/1966) anthropolog-
ical study of primitive thinking. His pioneer works in this field indicated
that the cultural system of any primitive people, including their mythol-
ogy and religion, is constituted on a basis of the law of mystical partici-
pation (Evans-Prichard, 1964), which conceptualizes human beings as
parts of an inseparable entity that can be viewed as a consciousness of
cosmic holism (Taylor, 1871/1958).

In a pre-modern or primitive culture, the collective representation
constituted by the law of mystical participation would seldom be refuted
by empirical experience. Tradition and authority protect the culture from
challenges by antagonistic information. Members of the community usu-
ally experience collective representations with shared sentiment, rather
than examining them with empirical facts. People in many pre-modern
cultures describe people and objects encountered in various situations
with abundant vivid language. By doing so, they develop a rich lexicon in
which the meanings of words are not only flexible, but can also be
reshaped with the variation of experiences, people, and objects.

In pre-modern civilizations, people construct the knowledge in their
lifeworlds through participative construction (Shen, 1994). The scientific
microworlds constructed by Westerners with the philosophy of Cartesian
dualism can be called dominative construction. Knowledge constructed in
these two ways is completely different in nature and mutually incompatible.

Two Worldviews

The language games people play usually entail a particular worldview. The
worldviews in the lifeworld and the microworld are essentially different.
Walsh and Middleton (1984) indicated that the worldview in a given culture
usually answers four broad categories of questions: Who am I? What is my
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situation of life? Why do I suffer? How do I find salvation? A worldview not
only describes human nature but also the relationship between humans and
the world, as well as one’s historical situation in the world. It provides a
diagnosis for problems and prescribes a recipe for their solution.

The worldview in a microworld does not have such a function. In his
lexicon theory, Kuhn (1987) indicated that the scientific lexicon is com-
posed of a set of terms with structure and content, which constitute an
interrelated network. Scientists use terms in the lexicon to make proposi-
tions in a theory for describing the nature of the world. Scientific lexicons
contain a particular way of seeing the world. Members of the same scien-
tific community must master the same lexicon, understand meanings of
each term, and share the same worldview in order to communicate with
one another, think about the same problem and engage in related research
in the same scientific community. But, the microworld worldview pro-
vides no answers to problems related to the meaning of life.

THE EVOLUTION OF SOCIETY

The evolution of social representations from the knowledge of substan-
tive rationality constructed by originative thinking to the knowledge of
formal rationality constructed by metaphysical thinking is the conse-
quence of a series of qualitative transformations that are discontinuous in
both content and cognitive structure (Hwang, 2000). As microworlds are
developed, some of the language, rationality, and thinking entailed by
these microworlds may penetrate and become infused into people’s life-
worlds. Such transformation and penetration may result in drastic
changes in people’s social lives. However, the process of change may have
different implications for Western and non-Western societies.

Lifeworlds and Social Systems

The general impact of such a transformation on the social lives of human
beings can be understood by Habermas’ (1978) theory on the differentia-
tion of social systems from peoples’ lifeworlds. Habermas pointed out
that an individual’s lifeworld is composed of three levels, namely, culture,
society and individual. For people sharing a certain cultural heritage,
intersubjective communication may determine the interpretation of cul-
tural tradition, so they share the power of re-interpreting it. For a society,
communication may help people to establish acceptable standards of
behavior, identify with their community, and strengthen the integration of
society. For the individual, growth and learning resulting from constant
communication may enable individuals to strengthen their capacity for
action and help them to shape the integrity of their personalities.
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During the evolution of a society, social systems may become differ-
entiated from people’s lifeworlds, causing people to live in two completely
different worlds. Such differentiated systems are not only different from
people’s lifeworlds, but also antagonistic to one another. The three func-
tions of communication in an individual’s lifeworld are mutual under-
standing, coordination of action, and socialization. These functions of
communication may satisfy three kinds of social needs: cultural reproduc-
tion, social integration, and individual socialization.

In contrast, the major aim of sustaining most social systems in mod-
ern societies is material reproduction, and the criterion for evaluating
system evolution is the enhancement of social control. In order to achieve
this goal of material reproduction, each system must be paired with the
most efficient microworld of scientific knowledge. People working in the
system have to use the technical thinking entailed by the microworld to
solve the problems they encounter in their tasks. Because of the replace-
ment of originative thinking with technical thinking, money and power
replace the position of language in lifeworlds, and become the media for
system integration. Seeking consensus through communication and
coordination may also take into consideration the one-dimensional
thinking of reward and punishment. Systems in the lifeworld are liber-
ated from regulation by social norms, and become more and more
autonomous. Finally the new order of the social system begins to instru-
mentalize the lifeworld. This process is called colonization of the lifeworld
by the system (Habermas, 1978).

The Development of Non-Western Countries

The process of differentiating the social system from people’s lifeworlds
has completely different implications for Western and non-Western coun-
tries. The modernization of Western countries developed from the interior
of the civilization, while the essential elements of modernization for non-
Western countries are transplanted from the exterior of their traditional
cultures.

This point can be illustrated from a wider perspective. In order to
explain the cultural changes in the world in terms of dependency theory,
Henry (1986) argued that the patterns of cultural change in central and
peripheral countries were roughly similar before the emergence of a world
economic system. Religion was dominant in all cultural systems. Art, phi-
losophy, and other practical areas of knowledge were all subordinate to its
claims of truth. Religious symbols provided by priests were used to satisfy
people’s needs for identification.

However, with the emergence of a capitalist world system, central and
peripheral countries began to develop in different directions. While central
countries constructed capitalist systems of production, the new elites in
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these countries gradually came to control the machines of the nation. They
systematically connected scientific and producing activities, and established
global trading systems. Traditional pre-capitalism cultural configurations
became disorganized. Mythology, etiquette, and the metaphysic worldview
of religion were replaced by market rationality and instrumental rationality
for systems of scientific production. The balance between the two life
spheres organized by formal rationality and substantive rationality was
destroyed. Sub-spheres organized by purposive-rational actions gradually
overrode religious rationality, and became the dominating form of cultural
change in central countries.

While the dominating form of cultural change in central countries has
become the process of formal and scientific rationalization, in peripheral
countries, the leading form of cultural change is a structural and symbolic
adjustment process aimed at facing and legitimizing the foreign cultural
hegemony that makes their societies peripheral. Since capitalist peripheral
societies have accepted their particular role in the global economic system,
their functions of production are usually very narrow. Instead of produc-
ing by technical innovation in response to the demands of domestic mar-
kets, they usually produce a single original equipment manufacturing
product according to the demands of foreign markets. As a consequence,
the economic systems of capitalist peripheral countries produce the same
products in an unchanging way. They mostly produce primary industry
products with little modification or scientific innovation. The necessity for
scientific research is decreased, the possibility for developing a domestic
scientific community is diminished, and it is difficult to institutionalize a
productive research organization. All these factors may hinder the emer-
gence of a new cultural pattern that is characterized by the rationality of
formal science.

The Co-Existence of Modernity and Traditionalism

Because the production equipment and operation techniques in periph-
eral countries are transplanted from central countries, the technical
knowledge used need not be provided by the peripheral cultural sys-
tem. It is therefore unnecessary for peripheral cultural systems to ration-
alize their knowledge production systems scientifically. Though most
peripheral countries have universities, their main task is to train techni-
cians for maintenance and operation of their manufacturing systems,
rather than to promote rationalization of their cultural systems. The co-
existence of modernity and traditionalism has become apparent in many
non-Western countries.

During their process of growth, children learn traditional patterns
of thinking and behaving by acquisition of language in their lifeworld,
which shapes their personality orientation with originative thinking.
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As they grow up and attend school, they begin to learn scientific
knowledge originated from the West. Knowledge from different origins
with different natures becomes mixed in their cognitive systems,
and helps them to deal with problems in different situations of their
lifeworlds.

When adults in non-Western countries are engaged in production
work in a social system, they are likely to use knowledge from a scientific
microworld as well as technical thinking with formal rationality to solve
the problems encountered in their tasks. When they return to their inti-
mate society and interact with family members or acquaintances, they
may switch cognitive frames (Kitayama & Markus, 1999; Hong et al,
2000), and adopt some habitual patterns of activity and substantive
rationality learned during earlier socialization. When individuals
encounter crisis or drastic changes in life situations in which their prob-
lems cannot be solved by scientific knowledge, they are especially likely
to return to cultural traditions and seek solutions in their traditional
worldview. In order to understand the psychology and behavior of non-
Western people, it is necessary to develop indigenous psychologies in the
various non-Western societies.

BUILDING MODELS OF INDIGENOUS PSYCHOLOGY:
CONFUCIAN RELATIONALISM

The trend towards globalization facilitates intercultural communication
among cultures all over the world. It would be very difficult to find any
autonomous and self-contained cultural whole in the present post-
colonial age (Eldridge, 1999). How can psychologists develop a new par-
adigm of indigenous psychology to capture such features of modern
society as connectedness, cultural diffusion, and fluidity of cultural iden-
tity (Hermans & Kempem, 1998)?

From the perspective of constructive realism, to accomplish this goal
psychologists should construct microworlds encompassing the major
aspects of an indigenous culture using the paradigms of Western social
science, which might be used as a framework for studying the psychology
of people in their lifeworlds. On this point, Greenfield (2000) delivered
the following statement:

The incorporation of culture into mainstream psychology will not come from sim-
ply presenting data on group differences, no matter how exciting or dramatic these
differences may be. My most important theoretical mission is to introduce the idea
of a deep structure of culture. As in language, deep structure of culture generates
behaviors and interpretations of human behavior in an infinite array of domains
and situations. I believe that the concepts behind individualism and collectivism,
independence and interdependence, a relational vs. an individual orientation and so
on are all indexing a common deep structure. (p. 229)
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I strongly agree with Greenfield’s arguments. But, how can researchers
identify the common deep structures of the human mind?

The Deep Structure of Culture

From the perspective of structuralism (Lévi-Strauss, 1976), all human activ-
ities, including cognitions as well as actions, result from simulating various
relations in nature. Nature is a system with steady, unchangeable, and mutu-
ally-linked relations among its various components. As a part of nature,
from generation to generation people have gradually developed various sets
of customs in their lifeworlds that are congruent with the natural order.
These customs, rites, and various forms of life are the consequences of rou-
tinization, crystallization, or systematization of human practices in simula-
tion of nature. For the sake of survival and prosperity, human rationality has
to handle the various events encountered in a person’s lifeworld so as to
adjust to the environment. The diversified social phenomena seen in a given
society are manifested from an undetectable underlying structure that orig-
inated from the inherited capability of the human mind.

These structures are the unconscious models of human rationality,
which are a kind of autonomous model followed by human thinking. All
of the empirical facts in human social life are a result of the arrangement
and combination of these models. The human capability to simulate
nature is manifest in the customs and social relationships of pre-modern
civilization. The more advanced the society, the more progressed the civ-
ilization, and the more complicated the social relationships. Many link-
ages among people depart from the natural order, which makes
recognition of the original appearance of some pre-modern civilizations
difficult. The goal of structuralism is to reveal the fundamental structure
of cultural relations that might be very complicated in appearance.

From the perspective of structuralism, both the language games
played by people in their lifeworlds and the microworlds of knowledge
constructed by scientists have their own structures. But there are tremen-
dous differences between these two kinds of structure. In terms of Piaget’s
(1972) genetic epistemology, the structure of scientific knowledge is a con-
scious model constructed with formal operational thinking by an individual
scientist with fully developed intelligence. In contrast, the language games
played by people in their lifeworlds are constituted by the rationality of a
cultural group under the influence of their collective unconscious over the
history of their evolution. These language games originate from the deep
structure of the culture, which is an unconscious model. People are unaware
of it directly in their daily lives, but researchers may reveal the deep struc-
ture using the methods of structuralism.

With this insight, I constructed a Face and Favor model on the basis
of scientific realism (Hwang, 1987), used this model as a framework to
analyze the deep structure of Chinese cultural tradition by the method of
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structuralism (Hwang, 1988; 1995), and then constructed a series of theo-
retical models on Confucian relationalism (Hwang, 1997–8; 2000). The
Face and Favor model was constructed on the basis of social exchange
behaviors that are universal in human society. My examination of Chinese
cultural tradition used the most popular and important classics in pre-
modern East Asian civilization as materials and resulted in two levels of
analysis: social exchange behavior, and language. An isomorphic rela-
tionship between the Face and Favor model and Confucian ethics for
ordinary people is assumed.

The Face and Favor Model

In the Face and Favor model, the two parties in the interaction are defined
as the petitioner and the resource allocator. When a petitioner requests the
resource allocator to allocate the resources in his control in a manner ben-
eficial to the petitioner, the first cognitive process of the resource allocator
is to judge the guanxi (degree of closeness) of the relationship. The alloca-
tor must ask, “What is the relationship between us?”

The relationship in this model is represented by the rectangular box
presented in Figure 1. The shaded area of the rectangle is called the expres-
sive component, which denotes a tendency to consider the welfare of the
opposite party. The blank portion of the rectangle is the instrumental com-
ponent, which implies an attempt to utilize the relationship to attain a
personal goal. According to the proportions of these two components,
interpersonal relationships can be classified into one of three categories:
expressive ties, mixed ties or instrumental ties.

Classification of interpersonal relationships into three categories
incorporates some important concepts of Western justice theory. For
example, Lerner (1981) classified an individual’s experience of interper-
sonal relationships into three categories in accordance with the sequence
of one’s development: in the earliest stage, an individual may share emo-
tional responses with those of identical relationship, when the person
grows up, gradually increasing contacts with more kinds of people, unit
or nonunit relationships with others may be differentiated. Unit relation-
ships are with people similar to oneself in age, sexual distinction, or resi-
dence. Nonunit relationships are with others more obviously different
from oneself.

An individual may use different standards of justice to interact with
others of different relationships. In an identical relationship when an indi-
vidual cares about the development and welfare of the opposite party, a per-
son will likely use the need rule to allocate resources. In a unit relationship,
in which one treats the opposite party as a human being and emphasizes the
importance of maintaining harmonious relationship, the renqing (affection)
rule is more likely to be applied. In nonunit relationships, as both parties of
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the interaction consider only their own roles and emphasize the efficiency of
work, the equity rule is most commonly used (Deutsch, 1975; Greenberg &
Cohen, 1982; Lerner, 1975, 1977, Leventhal, 1976).

The Face and Favor model assumes that an individual may use the
need rule, the renqing rule, or the equity rule to interact with the three
kinds of people. This assumption can be viewed as a manifestation of the
universal model in Chinese culture. In interacting with any of these three
kinds of people, one may consider the cost to be paid, as well as the repay-
ment that may be obtained from the other party, and then calculate the
likely outcome of the social exchange. Because an individual expects to
associate with others of expressive or mixed ties again in the future, when
facing a request for a favor from a person of one of these kinds of ties, the
affective ingredient of the relationship is taken into consideration. As a
result, the decision may not be rational, and could result in dilemma of
affection or family conflict. In contrast, when interacting with another of
instrumental ties, only a rational act of calculation is necessary, so an
objective decision can be made.

From the discourse above, it may seem that the Face and Favor model
is constructed by integrating the core concepts of social exchange theory
and justice theory on the philosophical basis of scientific realism. Formal
theory constructed in this manner is universal and applicable to various
cultures. An understanding of Confucian ethics for ordinary people and
the five cardinal rules will illuminate the relevance of this theory to social
behaviors in Chinese culture.

Confucian Ethics for Ordinary People

In my book Knowledge and Action (Hwang, 1995), I analyzed the deep
structure of Confucianism and subdivided the ethical arrangements for
interpersonal relationships proposed by the Way of Humanity into two
categories: ethics for ordinary people, and ethics for scholars. The former
category, which should be followed by everyone including scholars, is
best described by the following propositions in The Golden Mean:

Benevolence is the characteristic attribute of personhood. The first priority of its expres-
sion is showing affection to those closely related to us. Righteousness means appropri-
ateness; respecting the superior is its most important rule. Loving others according to
who they are, and respecting superiors according to their ranks gives rise to the forms
and distinctions of propriety (li) in social life. Unless social inequities have a true moral
basis, government of the people is an impossibility. (Chapter 20)

These statements illustrate the crucial relationship among the con-
cepts of benevolence, righteousness, and propriety. Confucius advised that
social interaction should begin with an assessment of the role relation-
ship between oneself and others along two social dimensions: intimacy/
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distance and superiority/inferiority. Behavior that favors people with
whom one has a close relationship can be termed benevolence (ren);
respecting those for whom respect is required by the relationship is called
righteousness (yi); and acting according to previously established rites or
social norms is called propriety (li).

In justice theory of Western social psychology, the concept of justice
in human society is divided into two categories: procedural justice and
distributive justice. Procedural justice refers to the types of procedures
that should be used by members of a group to determine methods of
resource distribution. Distributive justice is the particular method
of resource distribution that is accepted by group members (Leventhal,
1976, 1980).

Confucius advocated that procedural justice in social interaction should
follow the principle of respecting the superior. The person who occupies the
superior position should play the role of the resource allocator. In choosing
an appropriate method for distributive justice, the resource allocator should
follow the principle of favoring the intimate. Furthermore, from the
Confucian perspective, it is righteous to make decisions in this way.

Figure 1 diagrams the dynamics of Chinese resource allocation.
Confucian ethics for ordinary people can be mapped into the model as
displayed in Figure 2. In the psychological process of the resource alloca-
tor, the expressive component in the relationship (guanxi) corresponds to
the concept of ren. Yi is to choose an appropriate rule for exchange by con-
sidering the expressive component (or affection) between the actors. After
careful consideration, the final behavior should follow the social norm of
politeness (li).

The Five Cardinal Rules of Confucianism

Emphasizing the principle of respecting the superior in procedural justice
and the principle of favoring the intimate in distributive justice constitutes
the formal structure of Confucian ethics for ordinary people. While this
formal structure is manifest in many types of interpersonal relationships,
Confucians made additional specific ethical demands on particular rela-
tionships. Confucians conceived five cardinal rules for the five major
dyadic relationships, proposing that social interaction between members
of each pair should proceed according to the Way of Humanity. Each of the
roles in these five relationships is distinct, indicating that the core values
emphasized in each are also different:

Between father and son, there should be affection; between sovereign and subordi-
nate, righteousness; between husband and wife, attention to their separate func-
tions; between elder brother and younger, a proper order; and between friends,
friendship. (The Works of Mencius, Chapter 3A: Duke Wen of Teng).
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Three of these rules were designed for regulating interpersonal rela-
tionships with the family (expressive ties). The other two are for mixed
ties–friends and sovereign/subordinate. It should also be noted that,
except for the relationship between friends, the relationships are all verti-
cal ones between superiors and inferiors.

What are the things which humans consider righteous (yi)? Kindness on the part of
the father, and filial duty on that of the son; gentleness on the part of the elder
brother, and obedience on that of the younger; righteousness on the part of the hus-
band, and submission on that of the wife; kindness on the part of the elders, and def-
erence on that of juniors; benevolence on the part of the ruler, and loyalty on that of
the minister. These are the ten things which humans consider being right. (Li Chi,
Chapter 9: Li Yun)

The passage above, which does not include a reference to relation-
ships between friends, promotes the idea that social interaction should
follow the principle of respecting the superior. In accordance with the idea
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of “the ten things of righteousness (yi),” persons who assume the roles of
father, elder brother, husband, elders, or ruler should make decisions in
line with the principles of kindness, gentleness, righteousness, kindness,
and benevolence respectively. And for those who assume the roles of son,
younger brother, wife, juniors, or minister, the principles of filial duty, obe-
dience, submission, deference, loyalty and obedience to the instructions of
the former group apply.

Among “the ten things of righteousness,” Confucians most empha-
sized the importance of “kindness on the part of the father, and filial duty
on that of the son.” The reason the ethical arrangements between parents
and child receive greatest emphasis in Confucianism is related to the
Confucian ontology of life. In contemplating the origin of one’s own life,
Confucians do not suppose that there is a creator independently existing
outside the world as Christians do. On the contrary, they recognize a sim-
ple and clear-cut fact on the basis of their cosmology. One’s life is inher-
ited from one’s parents and ancestors. All Confucian ideas about filial
piety are derived from this simple and indisputable fact.

The Psychosociogram

In my article “Chinese Relationalism: Theoretical Consideration and
Methodological Consideration” (Hwang, 2000), I cited Ho’s concept of
methodological relationalism (Ho, 1991; 1998b). I also pointed out that the
theoretical model of Face and Favor and the deep structure of Confucian
ethics for ordinary people are constructed with the intention of depicting
the person-in-relations, i.e., how a person interacts with others of different
relationships. According to constructive realism, both are microworlds
constructed by social scientists. In order to understand how personhood is
manifested in the lifeworlds of East Asian people, social scientists must
also consider all parties involved in a social event, i.e., persons-in-relation
in daily life.

In that same article, I cited Hsu’s (1971a) concept of the psychoso-
ciogram to illustrate how a person interacts with other persons-in-relation
under the influence of Confucianism. Hsu’s psychosociogram consists of
seven irregular, concentric layers: unconscious, pre-conscious, unexpressed
conscious, expressible conscious, intimate society and culture, operative soci-
ety and culture, wider society and culture, and outer world (see Figure 3).
Layer 4 in Figure 3 is labeled expressible conscious. It contains the feelings
and ideas that individuals communicate to fellow human beings: love,
hatred, greed, vision, and knowledge of the ways of doing things according
to the moral, social, and technical standards of the culture. Layer 3 consists
of significant others with whom the individual has intimate relationships,
pets, cultural usage, and material collections. The individual’s relationships
with humans, animals, artifacts, and cultural rules in this layer tend to be
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“a matter of feeling rather than of usefulness” (Hsu, 1971a, p. 26). In con-
trast, the individual may establish only formal role relationships with those
inhabiting Layer 2 by considering “their usefulness to him rather than his
feeling toward them” (Hsu, 1971a, p. 26).

Hsu labeled the shaded area covering Layer 3 and 4 and partially cov-
ering Layers 2 and 5 ren, and roughly translated this Chinese word to
English as personage. The Chinese conception of ren is based on an indi-
vidual’s transactions with fellow human beings. It implies that one may
maintain a satisfactory level of psyche and interpersonal equilibrium
within the shaded area only by endeavoring to be ren (zuo ren) and
learning to be ren (xue zuo ren). Hsu defined the process of maintaining a
constant state by fitting one’s external behavior to the interpersonal stan-
dards of the society and culture as psychosocial homeostasis (Hsu, 1971a).

Comparing my analysis of Confucian cultural tradition with Hsu’s
works, it can be seen that the arrangement of the father-son relationship in
Chinese society, i.e., the father-son axis (Hsu, 1971b), can be viewed as a

98 Kwang-Kuo Hwang

Unconscious

  Freudian
6 Pre-Conscious

5    Unexpressed Conscious 

4    Expressible Conscious 

ren (Personage)
3    Intimate Society and Culture 

2    Operative Society and Culture

1    Wide Society and Culture

0    Outer World

7

Figure 3. The Psychosociogram of Man (Adapted from Hsu, 1971, p. 25)



manifestation of the principle of respecting the superior. The Confucian eth-
ical system of benevolence-righteousness-propriety for ordinary people as
depicted in Figure 2 corresponds to Hsu’s psychosociogram in Figure 3. The
shaded area of ren in Figure 3 signifies the expressive component between
the resource allocator and others. Usefulness denotes the instrumental com-
ponent between the dyad. The intimate society of Layer 3 consists of expres-
sive ties and mixed ties, the operative society of Layer 2 is composed of
instrumental ties. When a Chinese person interacts with others by following
appropriate rules for social exchange, the phenomenology of that person’s
social world might be perceived in the manner described by Hsu’s psy-
chosociogram. In other words, my theoretical Face and Favor model
describes the state of psychosocial homeostasis with the precise terminology
of social exchange theory, and my analysis of Confucianism enables reinter-
pretation of the psychosociogram in terms of Confucian cultural tradition.

The Isomorphic Structures

From the viewpoint of constructive realism, the theoretical models of Face
and Favor and Confucian ethics for ordinary people discussed in the pre-
vious subsections are both microworlds constructed by social scientists.
Culture groups create the deep structure of their culture unconsciously
with rationality, but the structure cannot be recognized intuitively
through the rationality of ordinary people. The structure can only be rec-
ognized when revealed and reinterpreted by a researcher.

As soon as the unconscious model has been revealed by a social sci-
entist, it can be reasonably assumed that the model can be applied to var-
ious cultures. For instance, in his book entitled Structure of Social Life Alan
P. Fiske (1991) classified elementary forms of social behavior into four
main categories: Authority ranking is an unsymmetrical relationship that
is usually exhibited in the hierarchical order of status, which emphasizes
the exercise of power and command as well as its accompanying respect
and obedience. Communal sharing is a relationship of undifferentiated iden-
tity, community, group identification, or affection, which usually appears
in the intimate relations between kin. Equality matching is a one-to-one 
relationship. Each party is separate but equal to one another, so empha-
sis is on reciprocity of equilibrium (or an eye for an eye), allocating
resources equally without consideration of one’s own contribution, and
giving the same amount of compensation to those who occupy the same
position. In the market pricing relationship, both parties compare merit of
various goods on the basis of an intermodel metric of value, and calcu-
late their own gains and losses to decide how to process the exchange.

A comparison between my theoretical Face and Favor model and
these four modes reveals that authority ranking is implied in the relation-
ship between petitioner and resource allocator, and the relationships of
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communal sharing, equality matching, and market pricing, respectively
correspond to expressive ties, mixed ties, instrumental ties and their
related rules of exchange in my model.

By the same token, comparing Fiske’s four modes of interpersonal
relationships with Confucian ethics for ordinary people, it can be seen
that the procedural justice of respecting the superior corresponds to the
concept of authority ranking, while the Confucian distributive justice
of favoring the intimate corresponds to other modes of interpersonal
relationships such as communal sharing, equality matching, and market
pricing.

From the perspective of constructive realism (Wallner, 1994; Wallner &
Jandl, 2001), the theoretical Face and Favor model constructed on the basis
of social exchange theory can be strangified to the four elementary forms of
interpersonal relationships proposed by Fiske (1991, 1992). It is applicable
to other cultures as well. Using the linguistic records in Confucian scrip-
tures to analyze the deep structure of Confucianism, it is clear that the the-
oretical Face and Favor model and Confucian ethics for ordinary people are
isomphic to each other and can be strangified from one to another.
Nevertheless, linguistic analysis reveals the specific features of interper-
sonal relationships in Confucian society.

MODERNIZATION OF CONFUCIAN SOCIETIES

Considering my theoretical models in the context of constructive realism,
the meaning of modernization for Confucian societies is clear. The five
cardinal ethics emphasized in Confucianism are derived from the deep
structure of Confucian ethics for ordinary people as depicted in Figure 2.
Using the psychosociogram as illustrated in Figure 3, in traditional
Confucian society, individuals in daily life mainly interacts with those liv-
ing in their intimate society. Social statuses are mainly determined by con-
sanguineous relationships, and so it can be called an ascribed status.
Therefore, it is very likely for individuals to interact with others in terms
of Confucian ethics.

Under the impact of modernization, a variety of social systems
have developed that are different from the lifeworlds of people in tradi-
tional Confucian societies. For example, individuals need to use various
microworlds of knowledge to perform production work. Social status is
mainly determined by a person’s ability to perform work tasks or other
forms of power, and is therefore labeled achieved status. According to mod-
ern organizational principles, individuals should follow the equity rule to
interact with others of instrumental ties in such an operating society. But,
under the influence of Confucian ethics for ordinary people, the principles
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of respecting the superior and favoring the intimate might mingle with
imported organizational ideas to affect an individual’s interpersonal rela-
tionships in the operating society. In the next section, an example from
empirical research is used to illustrate this point, and the motivation to
work in East Asian societies explored.

Work Motivation in a Confucian Society

After completing a college education, an individual may find a job
within the social system and begin to use a particular microworld of
knowledge to perform production tasks in the operating society. Why
people will work hard under such conditions is a question frequently
asked in organizational psychology. Since 1960, a series of theories on
work motivation has been developed by Western psychologists, includ-
ing expectancy theory (Vroom, 1964), equity theory (Adams, 1965), goal
setting theory (Locke & Latham, 1990), and work characteristic theory
(Hackman & Oldman, 1976).

Liu (2001) reviewed these theories and found that they reflect the
profound cultural influence of Western individualism. In constructing
theories on work motivation, most Western psychologists paid attention
to the satisfaction of the individual’s hierarchy of need, evaluation of
work action, social comparison of input and outcome, achieving short-
term goals, and the job design for facilitating the individual’s motives.
They scarcely mentioned future development of the job, emotional reac-
tions to work conditions, or the possible influence of complicated inter-
personal relationships in the work situation.

Liu (2001) therefore adopted a bottom-up research strategy and
interviewed 524 employees from enterprises in Taiwan. He used the crit-
ical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954) to collect specific cases in which
subjects either wanted to work hard or didn’t want to work hard. He
then constructed a Work Motivation Scale on the basis of the data thus
collected, and administered it to 750 employees working in different
types of enterprises. Responses were analyzed with factor analysis.
Items with low factor loadings were deleted, and four factors were
obtained.

Items on the first factor, Future Development, were related to the
challenge of the task, the potential for future development, sense of
achievement, sense of mission, opportunity for promotion, the possibility
of realizing one’s ideal, and so on. Factor 2 was labeled Horizontal
Competition. It consisted of items relating to caring about one’s own
work performance, aggressive competition in work, unwillingness to lose
to others, taking care of one’s face, and willingness to work hard to obtain
a promotion, an increase in salary, or to be recognized by the supervisor.
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Most items on Factor 3, Vertical Identification, were related to evaluation
of and attitude towards the supervisor. For example, they included
whether the supervisor has to shoulder responsibility or not, whether the
supervisor takes the subordinates’ benefits into consideration, whether
the supervisor is supported by colleagues, or whether the supervisor is
worthy of trust and loyal devotion. Contents of items on Factor 4 were
mostly related to feelings to the current work environment, such as frus-
tration, being betrayed, being cheated, being in a dilemma, being indeci-
sive, and so on. Factor 4 was labeled Work Environment.

From the perspective of Confucian relationalism, the contents of
these four factors have very important meanings that require elaboration.
Both Factor 1 and 4 are related to the dimension of temporality. Factor 1
implies the opportunity to develop in ones’ job, and Factor 4 measures
one’s subjective feelings about the conditions of one’s current work.
Factors 2 and 3 are specialized to measure the interpersonal relationships
in one’s work environment: Factor 2 relates to one’s horizontal relation-
ships, while Factor 3 concentrates on vertical relationships.

Under the influence of Confusion relationalism, individuals tend to
perceive the self as integrated with society; the self can not be removed
from one’s complicated interpersonal network (Hwang, 2000). In
Chinese society, answers to the question of why people work hard are
not restricted to the satisfaction of personal need, equity in resource dis-
tribution, or rational assessment of the work environment. For most peo-
ple in Confucian societies, having a job means settling down in an
interpersonal network both physically and psychologically. Such a state
can be evaluated from temporal and social dimensions. For the temporal
dimension, one should consider not only the present condition of one’s
work, but also the potential for future development. For the social
dimension, in facing the complicated interpersonal relationships in one’s
work environment, one has to consider not only vertical relationship
with superiors, but also horizontal relationship with colleagues (Hwang,
1997–8).

Long-Term Orientation

In another study, Liu (2001) surveyed 1111 employees from various types of
enterprises to investigate the connection between the four aspects of work
motivation and the intention to work hard using correlation and regression
analysis. The correlation coefficients between the four motivational factors
and the intention to work hard were .49, .37, .40, and .37 respectively. When
the effects of intercorrelation were controlled with partial correlation, the
coefficients of partial correlation became .29, .14, .33, and .14. Both sets of
the aforementioned coefficients reached the statistical level of significance
(P < .01). A regression analysis with the four motivational factors as
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independent variables and the intention to work hard as the dependent
variable resulted in the standardized regression coefficients (β) of .30, .15,
.28, .14 respectively. All reached the statistical level of significance (P < .01).
The adjusted R2 was .37. All these statistical analyses indicate that there are
substantial correlations between the intention to work hard and the four
motivational factors measured by Liu’s instrument.

So far as the goal and performance are concerned, the temporal dimen-
sion has different meanings in Eastern and Western societies. Chinese peo-
ple tend to display a long-term orientation in pursuing the achievement of
their goals (Hofstede, 1993), and don’t care much about short-term per-
formance or failure. In order to pursue a long-term goal, they are willing to
patiently accept long-term training or education, establish their personal
relationships carefully, and accumulate wealth with the spirit of hard work
and thriftiness. The resources thus accumulated can be utilized to pursue
higher achievement (Hwang, 1999). When a psychologist studies work
motivation in a Chinese society, it is inadequate to study only short-term
goals as suggested by goal setting theory, or the satisfaction of personal
needs. The Chinese style is a process of pursuing future performance and
development through continuous learning and self-improvement.
Frustrations and difficulties may be encountered in the process of striving
for the goal. The Confucian cultural tradition emphasizes the importance of
self-cultivation by purging one’s desires and ambitions or by self-effacing
with with modesty in such a situation. It also promotes such work values
as “the more frustration, the more bravery” and “being unflinching despite
repeated setbacks,” rather than rational evaluation and choice among costs
and benefits of various alternatives. Therefore, feelings about current con-
ditions and future development of work may become a motive for hard
work among Chinese people.

CONCLUSION

In a keynote speech delivered to the Third Conference of Asian Social
Psychology, Kim (2000) pointed out several limitations of using
Confucian philosophy to explain the behavior of East Asian societies. He
argued that “Confucian philosophy can be used as a starting point for
research, but not as the end point. Confucian ideas can be used to
develop hypotheses, constructs, and theories about human development
and relationships. Once these ideas are developed, researchers need to
test and verify them empirically” (Kim, 2000, p. 283).

I generally agree with Kim’s arguments. Nevertheless, I also believe
that all theories about human development or relationships should be
constructed on the grounds of a sound philosophy. The attempt to con-
struct a theory about human relationships on the basis of Confucian
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ideas is no exception to this rule. Therefore, this article proposes the
epistemological strategy of using constructive realism as the philosoph-
ical basis for developing indigenous psychology, and advocates that the
important goals for indigenization of psychology in East Asian societies
are to ascertain the deep structure of various cultural traditions, con-
struct microworlds of scientific theory, and use these microworlds as a
frame of reference for conducting empirical research on people’s life-
worlds. In this article I have presented a series of models on Confucian
relationalism with several examples to explain how to conduct empiri-
cal research with indigenous psychology in East Asian societies. It is
hoped that such an epistemological strategy can be used as a starting
point, not as the end point, for future development of East Asian indige-
nous psychology.
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Chapter 5
From Decolonizing Psychology 

to the Development of a 
Cross-Indigenous Perspective 

in Methodology
The Philippine Experience

Rogelia Pe-Pua

It all began in 1975 when a postgraduate student at the University of the
Philippines Psychology Department decided to take a different approach
in her field research. Carmen Santiago (1975, 1977) was interested in
studying the concept of pagkalalaki, a term that is difficult to translate to
English but would roughly refer to maleness, manhood, manliness,
machismo, or all of these. She started reviewing the literature and found
that the available literature (mostly Western) was not relevant to this
Filipino concept. So she ventured out into a Philippine village without a
clear-cut research design or a literature review, and started interacting
with the local residents. What was clear to her was a single question for
the men whose views she was interested in obtaining: What is the mean-
ing of pagkalalaki? In the course of her finding the best strategies for con-
ducting this research, she discovered the pakapa-kapa approach, which was
later defined by Torres (1982, p. 171) as “a suppositionless approach to
social scientific investigations. As implied by the term itself, pakapa-kapa is
an approach characterized by groping, searching and probing into an
unsystematized mass of social data to obtain order, meaning and direc-
tions for research”. Pakapa-kapa provided the impetus for encouraging
Filipino social scientists to discover methods of research that are indige-
nous to Filipino participants. Pakapa-kapa was a turning point in
Philippine social science research.



This chapter will discuss the history of the development of indige-
nous methods in the Philippines, including the epistemological basis for
these methods. Specifically, it will explain the basis of indigenization
efforts in Philippine psychology, the debate within cross-cultural psy-
chology on the nature and value of indigenization, the application of
indigenous methods, and a critique of these methods.

DECOLONIZING PHILIPPINE PSYCHOLOGY

The seeds for developing indigenous research methods in the Philippines
were planted during the early years of the 1970s when Virgilio Enriquez
(Carmen Santiago’s professor) spearheaded a movement known as
Sikolohiyang Pilipino (Filipino psychology) that calls for understanding
Filipino thought and experience from a Filipino perspective or orientation
(Enriquez, 1975). The idea of the “indigenous” then becomes relevant in
relation to the Western psychology tradition (the exogenous, the colonial)
that has dominated the teaching and practice of psychology in the
Philippines and which has resulted in an understanding of the Filipino
that has been deemed inappropriate and insignificant. For instance,
Filipinos’ predisposition to be indirect when they communicate was
regarded as being dishonest and socially ingratiating and as reflecting a
deceptive verbal description of reality (Enriquez, 1992). In reality, i.e. using
a Filipino perspective, this indirectness serves a number of purposes, for
example, reflecting concern for the feelings of others to avoid the other
person losing face or getting embarrassed if directly confronted with neg-
ativity, conforming with the norm of humility and modesty by not directly
recognizing one’s own ability and achievements, and so on.

With the shift to an indigenous psychology, Enriquez and his col-
leagues and students were able to unravel relevant Filipino characteristics
and explain them through the eyes of the native Filipino. This effort has
resulted in a body of knowledge that includes indigenous concepts and
methods. One such concept that unfolded was kapwa (shared identity),
which is at the core of Filipino social psychology, and which is at the heart
of the structure of Filipino values. Enriquez refuted the widely-acclaimed
observation by an American researcher that the main Filipino value is
pakikisama, or maintaining smooth interpersonal relations, which would
explain why Filipinos try to go along with the group or majority decision
(conformity) (Lynch, 1961, 1973). Instead, Enriquez clarified that pakiki-
sama is simply a colonial/accommodative surface value, and that the core
value is pakikipagkapwa, which means treating the other person as kapwa or
fellow human being (Enriquez, 1978, 1994). The discovery of kapwa and
the articulation of its structure have an implication for the way we con-
duct indigenous research which I will elaborate later.
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The history, nature, and contribution of Sikolohiyang Pilipino have
been synthesized in a paper by Pe-Pua and Protacio-Marcelino (2000). We
outlined its different filiations or influential traditions, its major charac-
teristics as an indigenous Asian psychology, the development of indige-
nous concepts and theories, its impact on the teaching of psychology, its
areas of application, and the debates within Sikolohiyang Pilipino. Much of
the strategy for discovering Sikolohiyang Pilipino is based on assessing his-
torical and socio-cultural realities, understanding the local language,
rediscovering the dimensions of the Filipino character and explaining
psychological concepts using a Filipino perspective. These resulted in a
body of knowledge that includes indigenous concepts and methods, in
short, a psychology that is appropriate and significant to Filipinos. We
emphasized that indigenous psychologies such as Sikolohiyang Pilipino are
making a contribution to a truly universal psychology.

Initial work on developing Sikolohiyang Pilipino concentrated on a type
of indigenization that is based largely on simple translation of concepts,
methods, theories, and measures into Filipino. For example, psychological
tests were translated into the local language and modified in content so
that a Philippine-type version of the originally borrowed test was pro-
duced. On the other hand, another type of indigenization was given more
emphasis after the translation attempts failed to capture or express a truly
Filipino psychology. This attempt is called indigenization from within (as
opposed to indigenization from without), which means looking for the
indigenous psychology from within the culture itself and not just clothing
a foreign body with a local dress. In fact, the word indigenization is erro-
neous here because how can you indigenize something that is already
indigenous? Cultural revalidation is a better term (Enriquez, 1992).

FROM PAKAPA-KAPA TO A PARADIGM SHIFT

As mentioned above, pakapa-kapa was a turning point. Pakapa-kapa
“implies an exploration into cultural, social or psychological data without
the chains of overriding theoretical frameworks borrowed from observa-
tions outside the focus of investigation” (Torres, 1982, p. 171). This has
some advantages.

First, the presuppositionless approach results in putting aside, even if
momentarily, so-called “universal” concepts of psychology. Instead, pakapa-
kapa leads to discovering cultural particularities. Second, pakapa-kapa
enables the Filipino psychologist to be more creative in his tools and data
base. With this approach, he is not tied down to experimental and other sim-
ilar techniques. Neither is he hampered by the use of procedures which may
locally be irrelevant, difficult to apply, or costly. Instead, pakapa-kapa works
along traditionally accepted probe procedures. (Torres, 1982, p. 173)
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Pakapa-kapa paved the way for a close examination of the loopholes
of Philippine social research: many of the research topics were not rele-
vant to the needs of the people being studied, (Western) methods were
inappropriate to the ways of the people, definitions were based on
Western theories, and there was an overemphasis on data rather than on
the process of doing research. As an alternative, Santiago and Enriquez
(1976) proposed ways of making research more Filipino-oriented. The
resulting methods were considered indigenous—not imported nor
invented, but natural or existing patterns of behavior (not methods), dis-
covered and developed as research methods.

INDIGENOUS METHODS

A number of indigenous methods have been written about, drawing on
the Philippine experience. I will outline here some of the distinctive ones,
related to the well-known participant observation, interview, focus group
discussion, and personality testing methods.

The Indigenous Approach to Participant Observation

The indigenous methods developed in the Philippines have been likened
to field methods more familiar to anthropologists than psychologists
(Sevilla, 1985). This comparison is correct to a certain extent. The indige-
nous approach however gives participant observation greater precision

from the minimum of establishing and maintaining empathy through pag-
dalaw-dalaw (“informal visiting”, “dropping in” or the more culturally
idiomatic “napadaan lang po” in “passing by”), to a more direct interaction in
the culture bearer’s natural habitat pakikisalamuha (“interactive research”).
Data quality changes from pakikipanuluyan (“live-in visitor”) to pakikipanira-
han (“participant dweller”), and pagpisan (“live-in, one of us, participant”).
While they all partake of the defining characteristics of what is simply called
“participant observation” in Western anthropology, be it pakikipanirahan or
pagpisan, the Filipino anthropologist knows which type of data to trust on
the basis of the kind of participant observation used. It is indeed a difference
in kind and not just a difference in form. A higher data quality is expected,
for example, from pakikipamuhay (“living with”) as against pakikipanuluyan.
(Enriquez, 1994, p. 58)

Let us examine some of these indigenous variants of participant
observation. It must be noted that within these variants, indigenous
researchers incorporate specific techniques of data gathering such as
interviewing and observation.

“Nakikiugaling pagmamasid” was coined by Bennagen (1985) to
describe his version of participant observation as he worked with the
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Agtas (an indigenous tribe) of Isabela in northern Philippines. Pagmamasid
means observation, and nakikiugali means adopting the behaviors and
ways of a particular group as one’s own, which was what Bennagen did
because he is not an Agta. But, he added that this process of pakikiugali
includes not just observable behavior but mental behavior as well: “It is
important that one embraces not just the external ways, but becomes one
in thought as well—have the readiness of the mind to understand them”
(my translation) (Bennagen, 1985, p. 406). In this methodological approach,
the researchers have to embrace the culture of the group they are studying
as their own, at least temporarily, in order to fully understand and appre-
ciate it. Afterwards, they will look at this culture again from a distance in
order to organize the data they have obtained in a logical and reasonable
process that is true to the culture they have studied.

Pagdalaw-dalaw (frequent visits) also refers to a behavior Filipinos are
used to. It is expressed as pangangapitbahay (visiting neighbors), panga-
ngapitkuwarto (visiting people in the next room), and others. Two university
students used pagdalaw-dalaw to conduct research among the garbage scav-
engers of Malabon, Rizal (Gepigon & Francisco, 1978). They visited the
tambakan (dump sites) which was the source of livelihood of these scav-
engers. It was impossible for them to reside there, even if they wanted to,
for obvious reasons. Nor could they participate in their activities for it
would mean competing with their participants for a meager source of
income. The best thing to do was pagdalaw-dalaw which helped the partic-
ipants get used to the researchers. While the initial reception was charac-
terized by suspicion towards the researchers, the relationship between
researchers and participants eventually developed into one of friendship
and trust. In this study, the researchers also discovered the importance of
recognizing “dress code”. It was imprudent for them to come in attire sim-
ilar to the scavengers (i.e., tattered t-shirts and pants) in an attempt to be
accepted as one of them – to do so was to cast insult on their perceived low
status. So they came in casual jeans and t-shirts and blended quite well
with their research participants (pakikibagay or being in accord with).

The word pakikisama was first used in Philippine psychological liter-
ature to refer to a supposed Filipino value. Then it was identified as the
highest level of social interaction under the Ibang-Tao category. This time,
Nery (1979) used it to call the variant of participant observation which he
employed in his study of “callboys” in a bar in Manila. Nery knew that if
he were to use the traditional anthropological participant observation
method, the risk would be very high – either that he would become a call-
boy himself, or a client, or a pimp at the very least. So, instead, he started
out by simply frequenting the hangouts of the callboys, inviting them to
sit down and drink in the bar. Then, he invited them to eat or drink out-
side the bar or at his residence. These were timed to coincide with free
time of the callboys. However, despite the attractiveness of the pakikisama
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approach, there were some inconveniences that he had to overcome. But,
it still proved to be easier to handle than the participant observation tech-
nique which would have produced some ethical problems, and entailed
extremely unrealistic and serious sacrifices on the researcher’s part.

Panunuluyan (“residing in the research setting”) was first articulated
as a method by Nicdao-Henson (1982), and then further elaborated by San
Juan and Soriaga (1985). Nicdao-Henson lived in the village of Tiaong,
Quezon for three months in the house of her cousin who was married and
had three children. The house was located at the center of town so other
parts of the village were accessible from there. By living in the commu-
nity, she gained an in-depth understanding of village life, both the com-
mon activities and the unique or special occurrences. This depth is
reflected in her report on the concept of time among the residents, con-
ceptualized as much in a symbolic way as in a temporal sense.

San Juan and Soriaga (1985) define panunuluyan as a method where the
researcher lives, sleeps in the house of, and shares food with a host who has
extended hospitality to the researcher. The host can be a friend, a relative, or
someone referred to the researcher by a friend or a relative. Panunuluyan is
more in keeping with Filipino culture compared to staying in a hotel when
one is traveling. San Juan and Soriaga link this behavior to a way of fulfill-
ing one’s need to connect with our fellow human beings (kapwa). They see
it as a form of pagdalaw (visiting) since the stay is temporary and short-term,
the host family is present, the visitor will be given a bed and food, money is
usually not exchanged, and the visitor is treated as a guest. (But, this must
be distinguished from Gepigon and Francisco’s pagdalaw-dalaw, or frequent
visits, which do not include living with research participants.) They also
draw the line between panunuluyan and paninirahan (residing more perma-
nently), and pananahanan (assuming responsibilities related to taking care of
the home), and pakikisuno (even less short-term, such as an overnight stay).
San Juan and Soriaga provided a detailed manual-like discussion of the art
of panunuluyan, covering the following topics: perspectives of the visitor
and the host and the relationship between the two parties; responsibilities
and expectations related to sleeping, sharing food, and other activities; the
importance of pakikiramdam (sensitivity to cues), and having a tulay
(“bridge” or middle person); and the step-by-step process (preparation, the
travel, observation, from pakikisuno to panunuluyan; greeting and getting to
know the host; settling down and sharing responsibilities in the house;
establishing rapport; getting on with data gathering; saying goodbyes and
thank-you and departure); and ethical issues.

The Indigenous Interview

Pagtatanong-tanong is a Filipino word which means “asking questions.”
The repetition of tanong (question) to tanong-tanong indicates apparent

114 Rogelia Pe-Pua



casualness when the inquirer is truly determined to get answers to his
questions. Pagtatanong-tanong is a behavior that Filipinos ordinarily
exhibit. Filipinos are used to spending hours chatting and exchanging
questions and ideas. Not many Filipinos are exposed to the interview, but
definitely, all Filipinos are used to pagtatanong-tanong (Pe-Pua, 1985, 1989).

Pagtatanong-tanong was first documented as a research method by
Gonzales (1982) although what Santiago (1975) referred to as pakikipanayam
(interview) was actually in the tradition of pagtatanong-tanong. Nicdao-
Henson (1982) also called one of her techniques pagtatanong-tanong in her
study of the indigenous concept of time. Nonetheless, Gonzales was the
first to write about the reasons and characteristics of this method. She
detailed the goals of the method, characteristics of the person using the
method, the venue, time and occasion, the respondents, and the step-
by-step process of pagtatanong-tanong. Pe-Pua (1985, 1989) later expounded
on these characteristics, explained the underlying assumptions and ele-
vated it to the status of a cross-cultural method after trialing it with non-
Filipino participants in Hawaii, USA.

Pagtatanong-tanong is sometimes interpreted as an informal interview
or at best an “improvisation” that approximates the interview method,
but this is not correct. Although there are some similarities, pagtatanong-
tanong is basically different from the interview. Besides, the use of the
local term pagtatanong-tanong highlights the importance of tapping cul-
turally appropriate indigenous research methods without claiming exclu-
sivity to it for the particular culture (Pe-Pua. 1985, 1989).

Pagtatanong-tanong has four major characteristics: (1) It is participa-
tory in nature, and the participant has an input in the structure of the
interaction in terms of defining its direction and in terms of time man-
agement. (2) The researcher and the participant are equal in status; both
parties may ask questions for about the same length of time. (4) It is
appropriate and adaptive to the conditions of the group of participants in
that it conforms to existing group norms. (4) It is integrated with other
indigenous research methods (Pe-Pua, 1985, 1989).

Santiago (1975) used pagtatanong-tanong very sensitively on a cultur-
ally sensitive topic, pagkalalaki (malehood, masculinity, etc.). She was
aware that if she insisted on interviewing the men in the village individ-
ually, people would misinterpret this as a ploy to “seduce” the men. So
she spent her first few days in the field trying to find out the best way to
get the men. Based on this, she went to places where the men commonly
gathered, such as the local makeshift store that would usually have some
benches in the front. She also invited the men to her house, but always in
a group because most Filipinos feel uncomfortable being “interviewed”
alone, and much more so if this is a male respondent being interviewed
by a female researcher. Santiago also avoided structured questions. She
started with a single question, “What is pagkalalaki?” and the rest of the
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questions followed on from the answers of the respondent. Her justifica-
tion for not having a set of standard questions is that the participants
would feel like they are undergoing an interrogation. There was also a
danger of word going around the small town – pretty soon, prospective
respondents would know what was being asked, and might even memo-
rize answers!

Nicdao-Henson (1982) also used pagtatanong-tanong within the par-
ticipant observation framework in her research on the concept of time.
Just like Santiago, she did not have a structured interview guide. The
questions developed as the pagtatanong-tanong went on. She also adjusted
her manner to the particular characteristics of the respondents. For exam-
ple, her voice and behavior became more gentle and soft when dealing
with older people compared to younger ones. She used pagtatanong-
tanong when there were realities that she could not understand, or when
she wanted to verify some data.

I used pagtatanong-tanong as the main method in my study of migra-
tion and return migration among Ilocanos (Filipinos from the Ilocos
region in the Philippines) who have lived in Hawaii for ten years or more
(called Hawayano upon their return to Ilocos). Since there were three of us
involved in the data collection, I prepared a list of topics and sub-topics
to be covered. This list was simply a guide. The wording of questions to
cover these topics was left to the nagtatanong-tanong (the person conduct-
ing the pagtatanong-tanong). There was no strict sequence to follow. Not
being a native speaker of the local language, I had to learn to speak
Ilocano, the language of the pagtatanong-tanong. A level of pakikipagpala-
gayang-loob (rapport, mutual trust) was attained for all cases. The com-
munity’s acceptance of the research was indicated by the openness they
showed me and the two other researchers who were local residents of the
areas. Another indication is when they would remark fondly every time
I would be around, “Here comes the Hawayana (female Hawayano)!”
A year after I carried out the study, even before I presented my disserta-
tion to the University of the Philippines to be given a Ph.D., I returned to
my research sites and presented my findings to the Hawayanos using the
Ilocano language. These presentations were attended by members of the
wider community as well. They remarked that this was a good gesture
since they were not expecting that they would be the first to learn the
results. The presentations made a lot of scientific sense as well since these
were opportunities to verify the findings, to clarify points that surfaced
during the data analysis that were a bit vague, leading to more confidence
in the validity of the study (Pe-Pua, 1988).

The pagtatanong-tanong can be carried out individually or in natural
clusters. Thus, a prospective participant is encouraged to bring along a
friend or two if he/she does not wish to be interviewed alone. Also, par-
ticipants know each other and feel comfortable in each other’s company.

116 Rogelia Pe-Pua



In some cases, the natural cluster atmosphere stimulates discussion affect-
ing participants more effectively than the individual pagtatanong-tanong.
Pagtatanong-tanong within a natural cluster works well for many Filipinos
who are used to being surrounded by friends and family in every stage in
their lives. When Santiago (1975) did not object to the men in her study
bringing along a friend or two, she was utilizing the natural cluster to
benefit her research.

The Children’s Rehabilitation Center (CRC) (1990) recommended
pagtatanong-tanong as a method for research in its training manual for
dealing with children in conflict situations such as children of war and
victims of abuse. They clarified the goals of pagtatanong-tanong as not just
gathering valid information, but clarifying, confirming and verifying data
collected for the sake of accurate and effective delivery of the study.

The CRC also recommended another indigenous variant of the inter-
view, pakikipagkuwentuhan (“story-telling”), when dealing with topics that
are not commonly discussed, for issues that people would not own up to,
such as sensitive issues related to sexuality or abuse. This method allows
a free flow of opinions and experiences (personal or that of a third party).
But there should be safeguards against deviating too much from the topic
of discussion. The method was earlier defined by a CRC staff as “an
indigenous research method of collecting data from a group or individu-
als who express their opinions, beliefs, knowledge and experience freely
and informally” (my translation) (Enriquez, 1988).

Pakikipagkuwentuhan was first described by de Vera (1976) by way of
relating how she used it to study extra-marital relationships. De Vera was
aware that Filipinos would not openly admit to having extra-marital
affairs so the formal interview or the pagtatanong-tanong was out of the
question as a research method. Instead, she used a popular item that
Filipinos like to talk about–movies. Since extra-marital affairs were (and
still are) a frequent element in Philippine movies, she used these as the
stories around which she asked about opinions on the reasons people
engage in these affairs, the consequences on and reactions of family,
friends, and the community. De Vera observed the advantage of this
method in bringing out opinions for which respondents would not feel
threatened to discuss, and its ability to allow respondents to express
themselves freely since the discussion was not focused directly on their
experience. She observed, however, that some participants tended to sim-
ply go along with the opinions of others, that women respondents were
less participative, that some participants were domineering, and some-
times the kuwentuhan (story-telling) deviated from the research topic.

De Vera’s pakikipagkuwentuhan method was criticized by Orteza (1997)
on the following grounds: The purpose of the research was hidden from the
participants who were made to believe that she was just interested in their
opinions outside the context of a research project. This trickery is a breach
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of the basic principle of indigenous research, that of treating the participants
as equal, according them the respect that one’s kapwa (fellow human being)
deserve. The level of interaction implied in de Vera’s use of pakikipagkuwen-
tuhan is that of pakikibagay (getting along with), which is still outside the
“one-of-us” category. The story-telling aspect was with the use of movie
plots as stimuli for discussion, instead of weaving stories related to people’s
lives. There were other technical problems such as the selective screening of
participants according to perceived credibility of their views, and the data
analysis of ranking responses, similar to quantitative approaches.

Orteza proceeded to provide us with a better articulation of
pakikipagkuwentuhan as a powerful method for collecting data about peo-
ple’s personal and collective experience and views. She compared the
pakikipagkuwentuhan of the 1980’s to that of the 1990’s and corrected
the mistaken notion that this is used only for sensitive and difficult
topics/issues. She made the important point that one can use pakikipagkuwen-
tuhan in practically any given situation in the spirit of pakikipagkapwa
(shared identity). Thus, when people engage in pakikipagkuwentuhan,
they would feel free to weave stories. In real-life situations, this transac-
tion can go on with people becoming oblivious of time. Elements are
added or subtracted from the stories going around the group. Even
when people meet for the first time, once rapport is established, they can
engage in this type of interaction. It simply cannot accommodate just
pakikibagay (getting along with). In reality, participants also become
oblivious of the level of interaction. It is assumed that pakikipagpala-
gayang-loob (being in rapport/understanding/acceptance with) exists.
Otherwise, it is not the indigenous method with which Filipinos are so
familiar (Orteza, 1997).

Orteza defined pakikipagkuwentuhan as

an informal, free, social process of exchanging information, thoughts and
knowledge that are innate in a group’s everyday life. It is a form of collec-
tive research where researchers and participants share equal status. The
whole process, which is guided by rules of pakikipagkapwa (treating each
other as fellow human being), must produce a story or stories that can be
analyzed (my translation) (Orteza, 1997, p. 22).

If participants are interested in the topic, they would join the kuwen-
tuhan (story-telling or discussion) spontaneously. In the spirit of equality of
status, the researchers would also be expected to share their views and add
to the stories. Orteza also discussed the role of the researcher and the par-
ticipants, the research topic, place and time, the pakikipagkuwentuhan ses-
sion, and how to analyze the stories produced. On the last point, the
grounded theory approach becomes relevant, where the resulting “theory”
is grounded on data gathered directly from the participants. Therefore, the
response categories are not pre-determined.
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Collective Indigenous Discussion

Pakikipagkuwentuhan is a cross between the interview and the focus group
discussion. The distinct characteristic of pakikipagkuwentuhan is the free
exchange of ideas leading to stories that can be analyzed.

There is another indigenous method that captures the group environ-
ment of the focus group discussion. This is the collective indigenous dis-
cussion or ginabayang talakayan. Galvez described this method very much
like a focus group discussion except for one basic element: the researcher
and participants collectively decide on the topic/s of discussion and the
flow of the discussion. Thus, the ginabayang talakayan is “a method of col-
lective research where a group of participants engage in sharing and
exchanging knowledge, experience and opinions on a topic/topics they
have collectively agreed to discuss” (my translation) (Galvez, 1988).

Galvez and Enriquez (1988, cited in Enriquez, 1994, p. 73) conducted
a study on understanding the Filipino male using the ginabayang talakayan
method. They recruited their participants through existing indigenous/
community groups such as men’s clubs, fraternities, barkadas (peer
groups), sports clubs, etc. Thus, the participants were assumed to have
rapport with each other, and this study focused on group opinion. The
discussion groups consisted of four to six participants per group, all
males, aged 16 to over 40, students and employees/workers. The sessions
went from three to three-and-a-half hours.

Another study that used this method was on Filipino sexuality (Pe-
Pua, Aguling-Dalisay & Sto. Domingo, 1993). Twenty ginabayang talakayan
were conducted consisting of four to six participants per group. Before
starting the discussion, we would first get their approval on a discussion
guide prepared by the facilitator. They could change this guide if they felt
it was insufficient, too long, or inadequate or irrelevant to their experi-
ence. This procedure somehow gave the participants a feeling of impor-
tance and control over the way the discussion would proceed. We held
separate discussions for men and women. The groups were also homoge-
nous in terms of age, marital status, and socio-ethnolinguistic group. The
women’s groups were led by a female facilitator, and the men’s groups by
a male facilitator. We used the local language or dialect. The sessions
would go for one to three hours. The discussions were informal, very
relaxed, animated, and interspersed with a lot of bantering and jokes. All
discussions were taped.

Enriquez gave the collective indigenous discussion a special meaning
when he described the way this was carried out by the Philippine
Psychology Research and Training House (PPRTH). During Enriquez’s
time, the PPRTH used to hold the Piling-Piling Huwebes (Special Thursdays)
that had three elements: an indigenous concept or practice, an indigenous
drink or beverage, and an indigenous food–all three having the same initial
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letter of the alphabet. For example, the PPRTH would invite a resource per-
son to discuss the indigenous concept of subli (a song form in Batangas). An
indigenous drink, salabat (ginger ale), and an indigenous food, suman
(a type of rice cake) would be served. Thus, this Special Thursday would be
called Salabat, Suman at Subli. Enriquez (1994, pp. 56–57) described this type
of discussion as “research cum consciousness raising” in the sense that
“The encounter always goes beyond the collective discussion of research
data and analysis.” Starting with the indigenous expert discussing the topic
and oftentimes, giving a demonstration or performance, the event would
continue on with an open forum or discussion. When the audience is
encouraged to be active in this discussion and sometimes experience the
topic of the day it is possible to gather research data on their attitudes, while
at the same time raise their consciousness and awareness of the indigenous
culture and practices. Enriquez proposed that this strategy (the PPH
approach) be used when dealing with research topics that are sensitive,
such as AIDS, sexuality, abuse, and so on. The Piling-Piling Huwebes even-
tually was renamed Piling-Piling Araw (Special day) and is a tradition
that is still pursued by the Philippine Psychology Research and Training
House and the Pambansang Samahan sa Sikolohiyang Pilipino (National
Association of Filipino Psychology).

Indigenization of Psychological Testing1

The area of Filipino Personality is the richest ground from which local
concepts and values were discovered. Hand in hand with this is the indi-
genization of psychological testing in the Philippines.

Reviews on the status of Philippine psychological measurement in the
1970s and 1980s pointed out the twin problems of the inapplicability of for-
eign-made tests and the dearth of locally developed tests (Carlota, 1980;
Guanzon, 1985; Lazo, 1977; Lazo, de Jesus & Tiglao, 1976; Ramos, 1977).
Carlota (1980) noted several trends in personality measurement, citing
developments in the areas of personality testing, and the measurement of
abilities and aptitudes, and of deviant behavior. Guanzon (1985) decried
the tendency of local test users to use foreign-made tests as it were “lock,
stock, and barrel” with no attempt whatsoever to adapt these tests through
item or test modification, test translation, or development of local norms.

Enriquez and his associates developed the Panukat ng Ugali at Pagkatao
(PUP) (Measure of Character and Personality) in 1975. This test utilized
dimensions of personality that are relevant to Filipinos. In the history of
Philippine psychological measurement, Enriquez’s PUP clearly stands out
as probably the first instrument that is culturally sensitive in its assessment
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of the Filipino personality. Psychological testing may be of Western origin,
however, the substance of the PUP originated from an indigenous under-
standing of the Filipinos. The test administration procedures of the PUP
were also adapted to Filipino ways (Enriquez & Guanzon, 1985). The
PUP was later followed by other indigenous personality measures.

Cipres-Ortega and Guanzon-Lapeña (1997) have given evidence of
an upsurge in the development of indigenous psychological measures
during the last five years. Interest has grown by leaps and bounds from
the handful of tests in educational psychology, which were locally devel-
oped in the 1950s, to the interest in personality testing of the projective
type in the 1960s. They further noted that

the 1970s saw tests developed in creativity, self-perception, personality and
vocational testing, and the 1980s an increased interest in personality testing,
with a number of researchers doing studies on the Filipino child and the
Filipino adolescent. And in the 1990s, tests were developed to measure a
wide variety of Filipino characteristics—katalinuhan [intelligence], pagkareli-
hiyoso [religiosity], kaasalang sekswal [sexual behavior], kakayahang magdala ng
tensyon [ability to handle stress], pagkamabahala [anxiety], kahustuhang emosy-
onal [emotional stability], kakayahang berbal sa Filipino [verbal ability in
Filipino, Filipino management style, dementia screening, empathy, and trust-
worthiness, to name a few. (Cipres-Ortega & Guanzon-Lapeña, 1997, p. 7)

APPLICATION OF PHILIPPINE INDIGENOUS 
METHODS OUTSIDE THE PHILIPPINES

Several researchers have attempted to apply Philippine indigenous
methods beyond Philippine soils and shores, and not necessarily with
Filipino participants. In 1982, I talked about pagtatanong-tanong at the
Center for Culture Learning at the East-West Center in Hawaii, USA. In
a study on social situational factors in cross-cultural adjustment headed
by Richard Brislin, I used pagtatanong-tanong among Korean, Japanese,
and Hawaiian respondents and discovered that it worked; it is a cross-
cultural method. It has similarities with the life history method as used
by Horoiwa (1983) in her study of Japanese growing up outside Japan.
The Hawaiians’ “talk story” behavior is similar to the Filipino pag-
tatanong-tanong and pakikipagkuwentuhan.

I have also continued to use not only pagtatanong-tanong, but the cross-
indigenous approach in researching migrant and ethnic communities in
Australia. Among street-frequenting youth, the natural cluster or individual
pagtatanong-tanong helped document the myriad issues affecting these
young people who were constantly negotiating their place in a multicultural
society (Pe-Pua, 1996). The ginabayang talakayan style was incorporated in
the focus group discussions with international students in two Australian

Cross-Indigenous Methodology: Philippine Experience 121



universities to understand issues such as intergroup relations, their per-
ceptions of the learning environment, and their overall adjustment to life in
Australia (Pe-Pua, 1994, 1995). Again, the pagtatanong-tanong and gina-
bayang talakayan approaches were very effective in our research on the
“astronaut” families and “parachute” children—Hong Kong immigrants
who “landed” in Australia and then one or both parents returned to Hong
Kong to resume work or business, leaving the spouse and children in
Australia to cope with cross-cultural adjustments, and changing roles and
responsibilities (Pe-Pua, Mitchell, Iredale & Castles, 1996). The same meth-
ods were applied to our study on the legal needs of migrant groups in a
Sydney local government area (Pe-Pua & Echevarria, 1998), and another
with refugee and family entrant families in Australia (Iredale, Mitchell,
Pe-Pua, & Pittaway, 1996). Only in a few instances were the research par-
ticipants of Filipino background. The research in Australia included
Macedonians, Pacific Islanders, Koreans, Serbians, Croatians, Lebanese,
South Americans, Portuguese, and so on—reflecting the multicultural com-
position of Australian society. I also include pakapa-kapa (searching tech-
nique) and pagtatanong-tanong in teaching research methods courses in the
undergraduate and postgraduate levels at the University of New South
Wales in Australia.

Moving on to other shores, the Philippine indigenous methods
worked effectively in my research on Filipino migrant workers in Spain
and Italy. The indigenous interview and collective group discussion
immediately sparked a wealth of information which the workers were so
keen to share. The research situation was also an opportunity for them to
put things in perspective and undertake a self-assessment of the value
and success of their sojourn (Pe-Pua, 2003).

Protacio-Marcelino (1996) used pagtatanong-tanong and pakikipagkuwen-
tuhan with second generation Filipino-American youth to examine the influ-
ence of Filipino and American cultures on their process of search, discovery,
creation and development of their cultural/ethnic identity. The pagtatanong-
tanong was aided by an interview guide, while the pakikipagkuwentuhan used
the style of asking the participant to simply tell the story of their lives as they
were growing up between two cultures.

After this snapshot of indigenous research methods, we are ready to
examine the guiding principles of these methods and the features of the
indigenous research approach.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR INDIGENOUS METHODS

Following on from the approach of tapping indigenous psychological
knowledge to discover indigenous concepts and research methods, follow-
ers of Sikolohiyang Pilipino transformed the core value of kapwa to become a
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pivotal concept to articulate five basic guiding principles for the use of
indigenous perspective in research. Kapwa (shared identity, fellow human
being) provides a guide for understanding the transaction between
researchers and research participants.

The first guiding principle in indigenous research is that the level of
interaction or relationship that exists between the researcher and the par-
ticipants significantly determines the quality of the data obtained. There are
two categories of kapwa: the Ibang-Tao (“outsider”) and the Hindi-Ibang-Tao
(“one-of-us”). In Filipino social interaction, one is immediately “placed”
into one of these two categories; and how one is placed determines the level
of interaction one engenders. For example, if one is regarded as ibang-tao,
the interaction can range from pakikitungo (transaction/civility with), to
pakikisalamuha (inter-action with), to pakikilahok (joining/participating), to
pakikibagay (in-conformity with/in-accord with), and to pakikisama (getting
along with). If one is regarded as hindi-ibang-tao, you can expect pakikipag-
palagayang-loob (being in-rapport/understanding/acceptance with, mutual
trust), pakikisangkot (getting involved), or the highest level of pakikiisa (being
one with). In the research context, one should aim at reaching the first level
under Hindi-Ibang-Tao, which is pakikipagpalagayang-loob, at the minimum, if
one wants to be assured of good quality data.

The dichotomy of the “one-of-us” and the “outsider” categories
reflects a value for defining membership in a group that determines the
boundaries or the extent of allowable behavior for a person. Many a time
the relationship between the researcher and the participants continues
long after the research is over.

Second principle: Researchers should treat research participants as
equal, if not superior—like a fellow human being and not like a guinea pig
whose sole function is to provide data. From this principle, certain behav-
iors on the part of the researcher are prescribed. For example, in the method
of pagtatanong-tanong (literally, “asking questions” in a fairly casual man-
ner), the participants are free to ask the researcher as many questions as
they want, therefore acting much like “researchers” themselves. These
questions should be accorded the same respect and not avoided (Pe-Pua,
1989). In many of the research methods, participants actually have an input
in the research process itself—in terms of time management, structure of
the questions, and interpretation—without their being aware of it.

Third principle: We should give more importance to the welfare of
the participants than to obtaining data from them. The goal of research is
understanding, but not at the expense of the very people from whom
this understanding will spring. The primary ethical responsibility of
researchers should be to the people and not to their institution or funding
agency. For example, if the publication of the research report will jeop-
ardize the situation of the people, then it should not be continued. If the
needs of the community are discovered in the course of doing research on
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a different topic, and it is within the researchers’ capability to help, then
they should help. The research, aside from being enlightening for the
respondents, should also be empowering.

Fourth principle: Research methods should be chosen on the basis
of appropriateness to the population (and not sophistication of the
method) and it should be made to adapt to existing cultural norms. For
example, having somebody else butt in in the middle of an interview
session is not something to be upset over; one should go through the
process of getting to know each other first informally before asking
questions on topics that are not that common to people. Researchers
cannot expect people to adjust to the method; the method should adjust
to the people. And here is where pakikiramdam is most needed—in try-
ing to figure out how the research method will work most effectively.
Pakikiramdam is another indigenous concept discovered in Filipino psy-
chology. It refers to a special kind of sensitivity to cues which will guide
researchers in their interaction with group members, especially with
Filipinos who are used to indirect and non-verbal manners of commu-
nicating and expressing thoughts, attitudes, feelings and emotions. It is
through pakikiramdam that a researcher will know when to ask personal
questions and when not to pursue them; when it is time to leave; or how
to interpret a “yes” or a “no”.

Fifth principle: The language of the people should be the language of
the research at all times. If this is not possible, local researchers should be
tapped for assistance. It is in their own mother tongue that a person can
truly express their innermost sentiments, ideas, perceptions, and attitudes.

FEATURES OF THE INDIGENOUS RESEARCH APPROACH

Enriquez (1992) tried to distinguish the indigenous research approach from
dominant, established approaches such as experimental research, survey
research, and participatory research–in terms of informal culture, formal
structure, and technological procedures (see Table 1). The indigenous
research approach would seem to be closer in characteristics to the partici-
patory research approach; but even with this, there are distinct differences.

Informal culture: In terms of values and ideologies, indigenous
research recognizes knowledge as inseparable from praxis, conscious-
ness, identity, and involvement. In terms of beliefs and theories, a multi-
method, appropriate and total approach is the way to obtain valid
information. In terms of norms and assumptions, the researcher seeks
to be one with the group being studied, by way of his/her actions
(Enriquez, 1992).

Formal structure: In terms of the division of labor, the indigenous
researcher and participants work at the level of unity. The researcher uses
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Table 1. A Comparison of Research Approaches in Culture, Structure 
and Procedures

Experimental Survey Participatory Indigenous 
research research research research

INFORMAL CULTURE
Values, Discover causal Data-based Social change; Knowledge as 
Ideologies laws; internally relationships; relevant praxis, 

valid external validity knowledge; consciousness, 
experiments mutual identity and 

influence involvement
Beliefs, Valid Valid information Valid infor- Valid informa-
Theories information from from sample mation from tion from a 

experimenter selection and relationships multi-method, 
objectivity and statistical control with research appropriate and 
control participants total approach

Norms, Adhere to Adhere to Negotiate Enhance 
Assumptions experimental ‘contract’ with issues jointly awareness as 

procedure participants as they arise one with-the-
other

FORMAL STRUCTURE
Division of ‘Experimenters’ ‘Researchers’ ‘Researchers’ Researcher 
Labor run ‘subjects’ collect data from and systematizes

in experiments ‘respondents’ ‘participants’ and participants 
work as reconfirm; 
colleagues researcher and 

researchee work 
at level of unity

Distribution Experimenters Researchers Researchers Culture-bearer 
of Power control subjects’ define and provides the

activities appropriate participants implied and 
responses negotiate articulated limits

activities on of the research 
equal footing enterprise

TECHNOLOGICAL PROCEDURES
Problem Experimenters Researchers Parties nego- Problem 
Definition deduce from induce issues/ tiate shared definition given 

theory variables from interests and by culture-
data define bearers. Issues 

problems must be part of 
their awareness.
Awareness may
be created
through involve-
ment on the
basis of identifi-
cation with the
indigenous

Continued



his/her ability to systematize things, with the participants reconfirming
such efforts. In terms of distribution of power, from the virtual absolute
power of the experimenter (full control of subjects’ activities), to the
diminished power of the survey researcher (determining scope, defining
responses, sampling respondents), to the clipping of the participatory
researcher’s power (researchers and participants negotiate activities on
equal footing), power rests not on the indigenous researcher but on the
culture-bearer participants who provide and determine the scope and
limits of research (Enriquez, 1992).

Technological procedures: In terms of problem definition, indigenous
research does not deduce this from theory (as experimental researchers do)
nor just evaluate issues from data (as survey researchers do), but actually
goes beyond the participatory research approach where the problem is
defined by researchers and participants together. Indigenous researchers
let the community of culture-bearers define the problems and issues. There
is no blueprint for a research design. Instead, the design is a result of the
collective planning and decision-making of the participants, with the
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Table 1. (cont.)

Experimental Survey Participatory Indigenous 
research research research research

Research From From From Research design 
Design experimental technologies pragmatic as output and 

design for sample possibilities not as blueprint. 
selection, of situation Secondary 
instrument research 
design strategies (e.g. 

survey, experi-
ments) adopted
whenever appro-
priate

Data Run Administer Most credible Involved party 
Collection experiments interview, party collects collects. Quality 

and tabulate questionnaire of data as a 
responses function of 

critical
involvement

Utilization of Disseminated to Disseminated to Shared with Primarily for 
Findings other researchers; or others relevant the culture-

experimenters policy-makers to action bearers; not 
for theory- shared with 
building others at 

culture-bearers’
expense

Overview of indigenous research (Enriquez, 1986). Statements on Experimental, Survey and Participatory
Research are from “Organizing Participatory Research: Interfaces for Joint Inquiry and Organization
Change,” (Dave Brown, Journal of Occupational Behavior, January 1983, 4 (1), 9–19).
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indigenous researcher acting as facilitator. In terms of data collection,
while participatory research encourages only the most credible party to
collect data, indigenous research allows only the involved party to collect
data. In terms of utilization of findings, the culture-bearer participants
determine how findings will be shared, or whether it should be shared at
all! (Enriquez, 1992) Data collection follows what Viney (1988) described as
the mutual-orientation model where “both data collector and contributor
give something to, and gain something from, the data collection” (cited in
Enriquez, 1994, p. 61).

We can see from the above discussion that indigenous research chal-
lenges the traditional role of researcher and participant. Enriquez (1992)
argued that experimental and survey researchers wield a monopoly of
power, making them “research emperors”, perpetuating their own interest,
preserving the status quo, sometimes at the expense of the powerless
indigenous people. This power relation is modified in participatory
research where researcher and participants begin to share power and status
and become co-equal. Indigenous research went a step further—reversing
the power role relation. Here, it is the culture bearer participants who deter-
mine the scope of the research, define the problem, lead the way to deter-
mining the appropriate method of obtaining information, collect the data,
and determine its use. The participants become the indigenous researchers,
and the social scientist contributes by being a facilitator, “a morale booster,
networker, or at most a consultant who confers about the research problem
with the community who are, in this case, the real researchers” (Enriquez,
1994, p. 59). Indigenous method is therefore not just culturally sensitive and
appropriate, but it is also people-oriented (Enriquez, 1992).

The indigenous research approach therefore represents a paradigm
shift, whereby facilitation research is the underpinning definition of
research.

Facilitation research in Sikolohiyang Pilipino operates with the knowledge
that an indigenous group has its own methods of research and documenta-
tion. In majority-minority relations, facilitation research stems from a strong
desire to empower the minority and immigrant peoples who used to be just
a source of data. (Enriquez, 1994, pp. 58–59)

DEBATES ON THE VALUE OF USING 
INDIGENOUS METHODS

Indigenous methods developed out of a realization that the non-selective
use of western methods has lead to a misunderstanding of Filipino psy-
chology, a picture that was based on using western, inappropriate criteria.
The pitfalls of such an approach were recognized in Philippine social sci-
ence literature as early as the 1960s and 1970s (Feliciano, 1965; Espiritu,
1968; Santiago, 1975; Santiago & Enriquez, 1976).
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Indigenous methods were applied and tested in various research sit-
uations. They have been reviewed by a number of writers (Sevilla, 1978,
1985; Margallo, 1982). Some of the issues raised were in relation to
language, the uniqueness of the method, the insider/outsider issue,
observer/investigator bias, and ethics.

The Language Issue

Full use of the native language or dialect of the indigenous group is inte-
gral to the indigenous research approach. The native language or dialect
is the language through which the members can best and comfortably
express their ideas, emotions, beliefs and attitudes. It is scientifically sen-
sible to use the local language as source of theory, method, and praxis
because the exclusive use of a mainstream language “can lead to the neg-
lect of the wealth of indigenous concepts and methods embodied in a lan-
guage more meaningful to the culture” (Alfonso, 1977).

Sevilla (1985) pointed out that a problem faced by Filipino indige-
nous research is that there has always been a strong bias toward English
as medium of instruction and thinking in Philippine academe. This is
based on a “colonial mentality” towards (a perception of superiority of)
Western-based knowledge, theories and methods. While this observa-
tion is true, the reality speaks for an upsurge in studies conducted in the
indigenous tradition with the full use of the local languages and
dialects. From this emerged a wealth of indigenous concepts that are rel-
evant to Filipinos, and which are a contribution to universal psycholog-
ical knowledge. Documentation was a task that Enriquez and his
colleagues took seriously. Since 1976, the Sikolohiyang Pilipino Resource
Collection (now housed at the University of the Philippines) accumu-
lated more than 10,000 papers written in the Filipino language on
Filipino psychology, culture, history, and the arts (Enriquez, 1992).
Student and professional researchers continue to contribute to this
wealth of material on indigenous psychology.

How Unique Are the Indigenous Methods?

Sevilla (1985) also questioned the “uniqueness” of the indigenous meth-
ods. Somehow, the indigenous perspective seems to promise us some-
thing quite different from the traditional methods of the West, for is it not
one of the reasons we “turned away from the West” to discover the
indigenous? And yet, these indigenous methods are not even unique to
psychology, Sevilla laments. They are very similar to techniques of partic-
ipant observation known to anthropologists and sociologists.

To address this concern, we must point out that a method that is
indigenous to one culture is not necessarily unique to this culture, but
definitely appropriate and thus relevant to it. Also, what is indigenous in
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one is not necessarily applicable to another culture. Thus, the cross-
indigenous perspective demands that we discover and use whatever is
found to be indigenous in the particular culture–with the end view of
comparing the outcomes with those emanating from other cultures using
their own indigenous methods and practices. As Enriquez (1992) put it,
“Indigenous psychology does not aim to create a psychology applicable
only to the indigenous culture. More accurately, indigenous psychology
aims to develop a psychology based on and responsive to the indigenous
culture and realities” (p. 91).

The Insider/Outsider Issue

The insider or the culture-bearer researchers have an advantage in doing
indigenous research. They know the language of the people. They can bet-
ter appreciate their values, sentiments, beliefs and experiences. They are
more likely to be readily accepted by the research participants since they
are “one-of-us”. Inasmuch as both the research participants and the
researcher are culture-bearers, the phenomenon of “going emic on some-
body else’s emic” (Enriquez, 1979, 1992) can be avoided. If the researcher
is not a member of the ethnic minority group nor has any close linkage
with it, he/she should exert extra effort to learn the language.

Does this mean then that the outsider or non-culture-bearer
researcher has no place in indigenous research?

In the end, having an outsider and an insider is the best arrangement.
The expected “bias” of the insider will be balanced by the assumed
“objectivity” of the outsider. The outsider can alert the insider about cer-
tain aspects of the research which the insider might be taking for granted.
On the other hand, the insider can comment on the interpretation of the
outsider and offer some suggestions for improvement or correction when-
ever possible and necessary (Brislin & Holwill, 1977).

Observer/Investigator Bias

One problem always brought out with the use of indigenous methods is
the subjectivity of the participant’s responses and the researcher’s inter-
pretation of the data. Subjectivity or reactivity of the participant who
wishes to please the researcher can be avoided in the first place if the
relationship between the two parties is one of mutual trust. Similarly,
consistency of the response can be checked by repeating the question in
a different way.

The problems of investigator bias and data contamination can be
solved by having more than one person do the research so that more than
one viewpoint is represented. This ensures reliability and validity. If the
researchers are familiar with the language, cultural norms and values of
the participants among other things, then accuracy and relevance of their
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interpretations can be optimized. They should try to approximate the sta-
tus of an “insider” to minimize responses tailored to the expectations of an
outsider. Threats to reliability and validity can be handled through repeated
sampling from as many participants as possible, manipulating situations
such that behavioral concomitants of a construct become probable, and
cross-checking data with other documents unobtrusively (Torres, 1982).

Pakapa-kapa or Careful Planning?

In her review of some indigenous studies, Margallo (1982) pointed out
that the indigenous research model is undoubtedly more suitable to the
Filipino culture. If not carefully planned and conducted, however, it could
be susceptible to confounding effects just like western methods. While
appearing simple, indigenous methods are in fact very demanding in
terms of the sensitivities of which one needs to be aware. Margallo’s com-
ments on the studies she examined brought to the fore the importance of
clarifying what pakapa-kapa entails. While the approach points to “grop-
ing” and “exploration,” a sense of “going with the flow”, the actual exe-
cution of indigenous research must still follow the rigors of scientific
research. By rigor, we do not mean standardization. Rather, we mean
careful planning, flexibility in design, attention to depth, sensitivity to
cues, conscientious and careful documentation, attention to individual
participants’ unique contribution or input, and so on.

Ethical Issues

Margallo (1982) raised another issue which she called the “ethics of
manipulation” (p. 237). The indigenous research model gives importance
to establishing a relationship between researcher and participants at a
level of rapport and mutual trust, a minimum level for obtaining authen-
tic data. In other words, data gathering is enhanced by winning the par-
ticipants’ friendship and trust.

The friendship, then, for all intent and purposes, is a mere strategy for data
gathering, a serious offence against the sacredness of personal relationships
among Filipinos. Here is where the Model apparently fails to suit the nature
of the people for which it was designed. (Margallo, 1982, p. 237)

This is indeed a serious issue that should be addressed. Indigenous
researchers should always remember to regard the participants as fellow
human beings first and foremost.

San Juan and Soriaga (1985) addressed the issue of “manipulation”
directly in relation to panunuluyan (‘living in’) by pointing out that the
participants have the power to decide the level of involvement and the
level of interaction that they want to occur. It is up to them to extend
friendship to the researcher, which more often than not, they would.
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In other words, friendship is not extorted for the sake of gathering
data. It is a fundamental requirement of the transaction in indigenous
research. And the researcher is compelled to respect this relationship.
Thus, San Juan and Soriaga (1985) proceeded to point out that when faced
with a decision on how to handle the results when there is a potential
harm to the participants, it should be clear that the welfare of the partici-
pants must take precedence over the researcher’s responsibility to the
funding agency, for example.

Mendoza (2001, ch. 4) gave a view contrary to the idea of the “ethics
of manipulation”. After describing how she incorporated Filipino indige-
nous approaches in her study of Filipino and Filipino American identities,
she noted that these methods

turn on a number of cultural value assumptions, that is, provisionality,
informality, cultural sensitivity, and successful attainment of relational
engagement (pakikipagkapwa or “being-at-one-with”) as the best, if not the
only, way to access cultural knowledge and to be welcomed to participate
in a community’s inner life. Well-documented in Filipino psychological lit-
erature, this establishing of personal contact, not only instrumentally as a
prelude to the attainment of strategic ends, but as an end in itself, has been
found to be normative in most Filipino (and I would presume, as well, in
Filipino American) communities. (pp. 67–68)

In other words, friendship is not used as a way to ensure valid data or
enhance the participants’ participation or self-disclosures. Establishing a
friendship-like relationship is a commonly valued goal in any social interac-
tion, including that which transpires in the course of undertaking research.

Ethical issues cannot be ignored especially if the researcher is sincere
about maintaining a status of equality between him/herself and the par-
ticipant. The researcher should never treat the participant as an object of
research, but as an active participant. The status of equality applies even at
the data reporting stage which will have to involve the participants them-
selves. The accuracy of data interpretation and the fairness of the presen-
tation should be confirmed by the participants. As much as possible, their
consent for publication should be obtained; afterwards, they should be
made aware of it. If the publication will harm the participants, then no
such action should be taken.

It is also worthwhile to find out the group’s reaction to the interac-
tion. What did they get out of it? Did they enjoy it? Did they learn some-
thing new, like knowledge about some other culture or group?

The social and moral responsibility of the researcher to the indige-
nous group is also challenged. Now that the researcher has learned a lot
about the group, what does he intend to do for them? Considering that
many researchers in the past have ignored the question, it is understand-
able that some participants feel reluctant and inhibited towards other
researchers.
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FROM THE INDIGENOUS TO THE CROSS-INDIGENOUS

As principal methods of investigation, Sikolohiyang Pilipino encourages
cross-indigenous method, multi-method, multi-language approach,
appropriate field methods, and a total approach (triangulation method)
(Enriquez, 1985, 1992).

The cross-indigenous perspective is shown in Figure 1. Indigenous
psychologies result from tapping the culture as a source of cultural knowl-
edge. The different indigenous psychologies are then put together in a pool
called “cross-cultural knowledge”. This knowledge is in contrast to the
“cross-cultural” knowledge derived from a psychology that is dominated
by Western theories and methods (see Figure 2) (Enriquez, 1979, 1992).

Enriquez viewed the cross-indigenous perspective in the light of
Alfredo Lagmay’s (another noted Filipino psychologist) total approach,
Campbell and Fiske’s (1964) argument for the multi-method approach, and
his own argument for a multi-language/multi-culture approach based on
indigenous viewpoints (Enriquez, 1975). By “total,” Lagmay was referring
to not just a social science method, nor just a philosophical approach. He was
also referring to “the fact that while the method is objective and the bias sci-
entific, the approach undeniably involves the total human being, including
human judgment and human values” (Enriquez, 1992, p. 92).

The use of several languages is also part of the framework of the cross-
indigenous perspective. The indigenous psychology is discovered through
the full use of the native language(s), the language of the research partici-
pants, not that of the university-trained social scientist. Thus, in evolving
“cross-indigenous” knowledge, several languages from several cultures are
the media through which cross-cultural realities are presented. The way pag-
tatanong-tanong and other indigenous methods have been used beyond the
Philippine geographical boundaries, and involving people from various cul-
tures is an evidence of the value and feasibility of cross-indigenizing.

It must be made clear that the indigenous and cross-indigenous
approach do not espouse a different brand of science from what is tradi-
tionally valued in the social sciences. “While Sikolohiyang Pilipino dissociated
itself from Anglo-American psychology by reconstructing its own history, it

CULTURE 1
as source

CULTURE 3
as source

CULTURE n
as source

CULTURE 2
as source

CROSS-CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE

Note: The direction of arrows indicates “indigenization from within”.

Figure 1. Towards a global psychology through a cross-indigenous perspective
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accepted the philosophical traditions and paradigms of science as neither
Eastern nor Western but global.” (Enriquez, 1994, p. 48) In fact, Enriquez
believed that

the indigenous Filipino philosophy of science is more exacting than its Anglo-
American counterpart … [and this] incorporates the demands of empirical
validation from katatagan (“replicability and reliability”), to katapatan (“multi-
ple operationism and validity”) but also requires patibay (“certification”), pato-
too (“affirmability and attestability”) and patunay (“authenticity”). (Enriquez,
1994, p. 49)

For example, the validity of a statement or conclusion is enhanced if
two or more sources of information corroborate it. Procedurally, this
entails presenting the findings of a study to the participants for affirmation
and attestation. Talisayon (1994) studied the concepts of patotoo (validity or
“establishing the truth”) among indigenous Filipino spiritual groups and
discovered that this process is not limited to empirical validation but
includes alternative modalities such as experiential authentication.

CONCLUSION

We have learned many social research methods from our colleagues in the
west. Some of these are appropriate (which we should continue to use),

DOMINANT SOURCE CULTURE

AUXILIARY SOURCE
CULTURES

PSYCHOLOGY OF SOURCE
CULTURES

Data from target cultures
Pseudo-etics/Imposed etics

Etic dimensions plus
emic definitions

CROSS-CULTURAL (WESTERN) PSYCHOLOGY

Country 1 Country 2 Country 3

Cultures-as-recipients

Third World countries
as recipents of scientific
cross-cultural knowledge

Figure 2. A schematic diagram of uni-national dominance in psychology (indigenization
from without)
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and some are not (which we should give up). We need to pay more atten-
tion to those methods that are indigenous, tried and tested that are rooted
in the indigenous culture.

Philippine psychology has come a long way in developing an alter-
native perspective in understanding Philippine realities and concepts.
Proponents of Sikolohiyang Pilipino have done a lot in terms of document-
ing advances in developing indigenous concepts and methods.

The development of indigenous research methods in the Philippines
gained momentum from the seminal work of Santiago and Enriquez
(1976) in espousing a Filipino orientation in psychological research. This
momentum has not faltered. Tapping indigenous behavior, indigenous
methods were articulated, trialed, refined and exported overseas. From a
basically indigenous perspective, Philippine psychology also made a bid
for a cross-indigenous perspective in support of a universal psychology
that takes into account the frameworks of indigenous cultures.

A “cross-cultural psychology” will continue to be only a promise for
as long as the indigenous psychologies are untapped because of lan-
guage and culture barriers (Enriquez, 1979). The advances of scholars in
the Philippines should serve as an encouragement to look within indige-
nous cultures for ways of doing research that are not only appropriate
and relevant within, but from which researchers in the West and East
could benefit.
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Chapter 6
Parental Ethnotheories of Child

Development
Looking Beyond Independence and

Individualism in American Belief Systems

Carolyn Pope Edwards, Lisa Knoche, 
Vibeke Aukrust, Asiye Kumru, and Misuk Kim

Over the past several decades, the topic of child development in a
cultural context has received a great deal of theoretical and empirical
investigation. Investigators from the fields of indigenous and cultural
psychology have argued that childhood is socially and historically con-
structed, rather than a universal process with a standard sequence of
developmental stages or descriptions. As a result, many psychologists
have become doubtful that any stage theory of cognitive or social-
emotional development can be found to be valid for all times and places.
In placing more theoretical emphasis on contextual processes, they define
culture as a complex system of common symbolic action patterns (or
scripts) built up through everyday human social interaction by means of
which individuals create common meanings and in terms of which they
organize experience. Researchers understand culture to be organized and
coherent, but not homogenous or static, and realize that the complex
dynamic system of culture constantly undergoes transformation as par-
ticipants (adults and children) negotiate and re-negotiate meanings
through social interaction. These negotiations and transactions give rise to
unceasing heterogeneity and variability in how different individuals and
groups of individuals interpret values and meanings.

However, while many psychologists—both inside and outside the
fields of indigenous and cultural psychology–are now willing to give up
the idea of a universal path of child development and a universal story
of parenting, they have not necessarily foreclosed on the possibility of
discovering and describing some universal processes that underlie



socialization and development-in-context. The roots of such universalities
would lie in the biological aspects of child development, in the evolution-
ary processes of adaptation, and in the unique symbolic and problem-solv-
ing capacities of the human organism as a culture-bearing species. For
instance, according to functionalist psychological anthropologists, shared
(cultural) processes surround the developing child and promote in the long
view the survival of families and groups if they are to demonstrate conti-
nuity in the face of ecological change and resource competition, (e.g.
Edwards & Whiting, 2004; Gallimore, Goldenberg, & Weisner, 1993; LeVine,
Dixon, LeVine, Richman, Leiderman, Keefer, & Brazelton, 1994; LeVine,
Miller, & West, 1988; Weisner, 1996, 2002; Whiting & Edwards, 1988;
Whiting & Whiting, 1980). As LeVine and colleagues (1994) state:

A population tends to share an environment, symbol systems for encoding it, and
organizations and codes of conduct for adapting to it (emphasis added). It is through
the enactment of these population-specific codes of conduct in locally organized
practices that human adaptation occurs. Human adaptation, in other words, is
largely attributable to the operation of specific social organizations (e.g. families,
communities, empires) following culturally prescribed scripts (normative models)
in subsistence, reproduction, and other domains [communication and social regula-
tion]. (p. 12)

It follows, then, that in seeking to understand child development in a
cultural context, psychologists need to support collaborative and interdis-
ciplinary developmental science that crosses international borders. Such
research can advance cross-cultural psychology, cultural psychology, and
indigenous psychology, understood as three sub-disciplines composed of
scientists who frequently communicate and debate with one another and
mutually inform one another’s research programs. For example, to turn to
parental belief systems, the particular topic of this chapter, it is clear that
collaborative international studies are needed to support the goal of cross-
cultural psychologists for findings that go beyond simply describing cul-
tural differences in parental beliefs. Comparative researchers need to shed
light on whether parental beliefs are (or are not) systematically related to
differences in child outcomes; and they need meta-analyses and reviews to
explore between- and within-culture variations in parental beliefs, with a
focus on issues of social change (Saraswathi, 2000). Likewise, collaborative
research programs can foster the goals of indigenous psychology and cul-
tural psychology and lay out valid descriptions of individual development
in their particular cultural contexts and the processes, principles, and criti-
cal concepts needed for defining, analyzing, and predicting outcomes of
child development-in-context. The project described in this chapter is based
on an approach that integrates elements of comparative methodology to
serve the aim of describing particular scenarios of child development in
unique contexts. The research team of cultural insiders and outsiders
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allows for a look at American belief systems based on a dialogue of multi-
ple perspectives.

PARENTAL ETHNOTHEORIES AND THE CHILD’S
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

In every cultural community, human beings form families, raise children,
and seek to pass on to them strategies that will promote their future sur-
vival and success as well as that of others in their group. Overarching
parental goals provide for children the framework of an agenda for
development, what Nsamenang (2000) calls the cultural “curriculum.”
This cultural curriculum has been described in many ways. John and
Beatrice Whiting, in founding the contemporary field of comparative
child development, coined the term cultural learning environment to refer
to all of the dimensions (macro and micro) of everyday life that set the
stage for child development and socialization (Whiting & Whiting, 1975).
At every age period of childhood, distinctively different normative styles
of companionship emerge and are influenced by the surrounding context
(Whiting & Edwards, 1988). Particularly powerful and influential aspects
of the cultural learning environment have been identified: gender, age,
status/rank, and kinship relationships of social partners; the ongoing
activities of work, play, and rest; and the basic organizing features associ-
ated with social structure (subsistence strategies, division of labor
between males and females, family and household structure, residential
patterns, education, media, technology, and social networks and commu-
nity institutions). These factors influence what kinds and how much play
and work children do, with whom they spend their time, how and where
they eat and sleep, what education they receive, and what contact they
have with the wider community.

Whiting (1976) argued that culture is too often treated as a “packaged
variable” by social scientists, who see it as a nebulous but all pervasive
explanation for variance left over and unexplained by individual variables
(age, gender, social class, intelligence, and so on), and simply packaged as
a black box called “ethnicity x” or “culture y.” Although Whiting argued
that human beings themselves may be ultimately unfathomable and
incommensurable, that is not true for human culture (understood as the
shared component of everyday beliefs, values, and practices). Whiting
(1980) strove to define cultural dimensions that explain important norma-
tive characteristics of adult and child behavior that could be observed,
measured, manipulated, and summarized by the techniques of science. The
best data on the transmission of culture can be obtained using multiple
methods, focusing on one domain and a limited set of hypotheses at a time.
She argued that researchers need to continue to search for independent
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variables at the cultural level that are most powerful for explaining parent
and child behavior around the world (Weisner & Edwards, 2001).

Thomas Weisner has advanced this basic perspective using the idea
of the ecocultural niche, or activity setting (Gallimore, Goldenberg, &
Weisner, 1993), to retain the functionalist assumption that cultural learn-
ing environments evolve continuously over time to promote adaptation
to constraints imposed by external factors, changes in the subsistence
base, climatic changes, and the political economies of the region. Activity
settings are the routine everyday experiences that provide children with
opportunities to learn and develop through modeling and interacting
with others. They are the instantiation of the ecological and cultural sys-
tems surrounding the child and family, and the means by which institu-
tions and prevailing cultural norms make themselves felt in the lives of
children and influence their development.

Super and Harkness (1986), focusing on the child as a developing as
well as learning organism, have put forward the term developmental niche
which, building upon the approach of the Whitings, they define in terms of
three key features: 1) organization of everyday life, that is, the physical and
social settings and daily routines in which and through which the child
lives, learns, grows, and develops; 2) parenting practices, that is, the cul-
turally-regulated routines of child-care and child-training that are used by
the child’s caregivers; 3) cultural belief systems, the cognitive models and
folk-theories, or parental ethnotheories, that caregivers hold regarding chil-
dren, families, and themselves, and bring to their interaction with children.

Harkness and Super (1995) believe that cross-cultural studies of well-
functioning families illuminate different cultural pathways to successful
parenting. They focus their research on the third component, parental eth-
notheories, because they believe that ethnotheories are the “nexus through
which elements of the larger culture are filtered,” and the source of the first
two components, daily organization and parental practices (Harkness et al.
2001, p. 9). In this respect, Harkness and Super disagree with the Whitings
who believed that values and beliefs (including expressive systems such
as the arts and parental beliefs) are consequences that derive from mate-
rial conditions and dimensions of everyday life, rather than the reverse
(Whiting, 1980; Whiting et al., 1966). The Whitings put forward for empir-
ical test the proposition that how families live is primary and predictive of
parental values and beliefs, and they hypothesized that changes in parent-
ing are brought about more by socioeconomic and population changes
than by the introduction of new ideologies (cf. Goodnow, 2001). As
Greenfield, Maynard, and Childs (2003) have put it, “In sum, socialization
and development are not fixed but adapt, in a coordinated way, to chang-
ing ecological conditions” (p. 455).

An example of findings that are consistent with the Whiting conjec-
ture about childrearing concerns is Kenyan village women’s changing
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beliefs and values (Edwards, 2002). An international, multidisciplinary
team of collaborators (Edwards & Whiting, editors, 2004) has recently
published their case study of Ngecha, a Gikuyu community in the Central
Province of Kenya undergoing rapid social change from an agrarian to a
wage earning economy during a five-year period shortly after national
independence (1968–1973). Village women became important protago-
nists and agents of social change as they experienced the various tech-
nological innovations and adjusted to the requisite modifications in their
daily routines and living arrangements. As they sought their children’s
success in formal schooling, the most modernized mothers modified their
concept of the “good child” and came to consider the constellation of
“clever, inquisitive, confident, brave” more praiseworthy than the tradi-
tional Gikuyu constellation of “respectful, obedient, generous, and good-
hearted.” Mothers rearranged their value priorities and long-term
aspirations for their children, leading to conflict between these new val-
ues and those of the Gikuyu of earlier generations. They participated in
increased importance of nuclear families with more communication and
closeness between young husbands and wives and greater autonomy
from the authority of elder extended kin. Ngecha women also displayed
a new resourcefulness in facing new opportunities to make money
through cash cropping and other farming activities, going to secondary
school and technical training, and making contact with the new national
politics and culture. An overall theme of the volume is family adaptation,
and how the change process impacted the daily lives of women and chil-
dren and was seen through the eyes of the women who were important
actors in the process. The volume documents the kaleidoscopic nature of
culture change indicating how a change in one aspect of economy, tech-
nology, resources, or external opportunities leads to unplanned conse-
quences in another set of cultural beliefs, values, and practices.

PARENTAL ETHNOTHEORIES IN THE UNITED STATES:
INDEPENDENCE/ INTERDEPENDENCE AND

INDIVIDUALISM / COLLECTIVISM

Having presented the basic assumptions underlying this chapter, we
now narrow the focus to one particular society and its cultural belief sys-
tems. We begin with a look at recent thinking about some domains of
parental beliefs of deepest and most abiding interest to North American
psychologists—that interest presumably stemming from the closeness of
those domains to core values of American mainstream culture: independ-
ence (versus dependence, or versus interdependence) and individualism (ver-
sus collectivism) (Stewart & Bennett, 1991). Contemporary researchers
have come to question these old dichotomies and have complicated the
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characterization of American core beliefs about independence and indi-
vidualism.

The broadest possible review of literature on American parental eth-
notheories about independence and individualism would conceivably
draw from the great body of past research on American childrearing and
socialization. However, since parental beliefs about childrearing have not
been empirically linked to values and behaviors in any definitive way, this
review is limited to the much smaller body of research in which investiga-
tors have looked at parental beliefs from an explicitly cultural framework
and seen them as evidence of cultural socialization. This more limited
body of research allows for an examination of the role of American culture
in the construction of parental thinking about children’s development,
based on the assumption that parental ideas are culturally shared sets of
meaning constructed within broader cultural belief systems (Goodnow &
Collins, 1990; Lightfoot & Valsiner, 1992).

Several concepts have been used in the literature to capture parental
ideas about young children. Some approaches have favored the concept
of folk theories (Bruner, 1996) when referring to the cognitive models that
parents hold regarding child development, socialization, and family inter-
action. Goodnow and Collins (1990) preferred the concept of parental ideas,
questioning the extent to which parental thinking about everyday life can
be regarded as a “theory.” Because there is considerable overlap in usage
of this terminology throughout the literature, however, we use the con-
cepts of parental belief systems and ethnotheories interchangeably to capture
the notion of parental cognitive models.

The most widely studied set of American parental beliefs concerns
independence. For many years, the dichotomy of interest was independ-
ence/dependence, based on the theoretical notion that dependency is a
learned motivational system, the manifestations of which are help-
seeking, approval-seeking, and proximity-seeking behaviors, all of
which serve to promote the survival of the developing child until their
purpose is outgrown as the child matures toward autonomous adult-
hood (Gewirtz, 1972). In recent years, however, many researchers have
come to believe that independence is a culturally specific goal of chil-
drearing and that many cultures favor interdependence rather than inde-
pendence as a developmental outcome. This debate positions both
independence and interdependence as alternative endpoints of matu-
rity. Independence and interdependence are polar opposites–either the
two ends of a continuum, or else mutually exclusive categories (Raeff,
2000). Researchers such as Greenfield and Suzuki (1998) note that both
independence and interdependence are manifest in a culturally diverse
society such as the United States, but independence is differentially pre-
ferred by mainstream Americans while interdependence is preferred by
many American minority and new immigrant populations. Along the
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same vein, others claim that European-American parents place greater
emphasis on the fostering of individual achievement in their children
than do members of many other cultures, whose people may place
greater value on family or community identification and on achieve-
ment conceived of as familial or group success (Harkness, Super, and
Keefer, 1992; Lynch and Hanson, 1998).

However, in recent years, more researchers are starting to criticize the
independence-interdependence dichotomy as too simplistic. Moreover,
they have sought to describe what may actually be a complex relationship
between, on the one hand, independence/interdependence and on the
other hand, individualism/collectivism. Individualism and collectivism are
usually defined as overarching value systems that can be used to charac-
terized groups of people at the societal level (Kim, Triandis, Kagitcibasi,
Choi & Yoon, 1994). In their meta-analysis of empirical studies of indi-
vidualism/collectivism outside and inside the United States, Oyserman,
Coon, and Kemmelmeier (2002) suggest that individualism in all of its
variations is commonly associated with valuing personal independence,
with facilitating interactions with strangers and with fostering “a willing-
ness to leave relationships that are not beneficial to the person” (p. 36).
Conversely, collectivism implicates obligation and duty to an in-group
and “willingness to remain permanently in relationships, even in person-
ally costly ones” (p. 36). They concluded that even though the diverse
research literature related to this topic does not lend itself to simple sum-
mary, individualism seems to promote ease of interacting with strangers
while collectivity promotes in-group preferences in relationships.
Individualism and collectivism are independent value dimensions, and a
society can score high or low in either individualism or collectivism. Their
review suggests that American samples generally score high on individu-
alism but moderately on collectivism. Americans generally interact with
more people more easily, than do the groups they were compared to, but
at the same time Americans still feel obliged to certain groups–the differ-
ence being that these obligations are perceived as voluntary rather than
compulsory.

Taking an extreme stand against the entire line of research, Killen and
Wainryb (2000) have argued that cultural communities do not actually
provide coherent and integrated systems of meanings and practices that
can be characterized as either individualistic or collectivistic. Instead,
Killen and Wainryb state that “individualistic concerns with independ-
ence and collectivistic concerns with interdependence coexist in Western
and non-Western cultures” (Killen & Wainryb, 2000, p. 7). Individuals
acquire multiple social orientations as they grow up, and cultures make
available to them multiple orientations for use in different situations.

Taking a somewhat different approach, Raeff, Greenfield, and Quiroz
(2000) have argued that both individualism and collectivism are complex
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and multifaceted value systems. In spite of being complex, however, these
systems are still useful for understanding different cultural values about
relationships. In their view, individualism and collectivism are value orien-
tations at the societal or cultural level, while independence/interdependence
are value orientations at the individual level. A society can be characterized
as collectivistic or individualistic, but not as independent or interdependent
in its value orientation. Rather, all societies, whether collectivistic or indi-
vidualistic, must provide viable pathways to both independence and inter-
dependence for their citizens, because both orientations are required for
individuals to function in a mature way as part of a social group (Raeff,
1997). The European-American assumptions of freedom and equality
include positive valuations of both independence and interdependence,
defined in relation to each other. To support this point of view, Raeff (2000)
found that American parents of toddlers defined independence in terms of
separateness from others and uniqueness, and interdependence in terms of
friendly engagement and prosocial behavior such as sharing, and they val-
ued both kinds of behaviors in their babies.

Weisner (2001) also presents a complicating view of the American
predilection for independence, but in a different way that centers on
intrapsychic conflict. In a special issue devoted to the contributions of
Beatrice Whiting to psychological anthropology, Weisner (2001) noted
that Whiting liked to caricature what she saw as the American preoccu-
pation with independence by calling it a “dependency hang-up.” Whiting
assumed that passionate arguments about a particular value often point
to deep-seated conflicts and underlying contradictions. As evidence of a
fundamental conflict about dependency underneath the American rheto-
ric about independence, she used data from the Six Culture Study
(Whiting & Whiting, 1975). The data comparing the observed behavior of
children aged 2 to 10 years showed that those from Orchard Town, New
England were especially high in the dependency behaviors of seeking
attention, resources and recognition from their parents. At the same time,
they were frequently rewarded for a more egoistic self expression and
pushed towards self-reliance in dressing, eating, toileting, sleeping, and
other self-help skills (Whiting & Edwards, 1998). Weisner (2001) analyzed
data from a longitudinal study of California countercultural and noncon-
ventional families from the 1970s who were trying to challenge and
counter American family practices and put new values into practice in
raising their own children, including questioning the dependency con-
flicts they had experienced growing up. Weisner’s observational data
showed that these families had high levels of children seeking attention
from parents, verbal negotiations, and dependency interactions, suggest-
ing that these parents and children were reproducing the characteristic
American “dependency/autonomy” conflict. This behavioral pattern
occurred whether or not parents were strongly countercultural in their
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values. At the same time, there was significant intergenerational trans-
mission of values from parents to children, a process revealing intergen-
erational as well as intrapsychic conflicts.

To conclude this section, the contemporary picture of American par-
ents’ ethnotheories has complicated considerably the characterization of
American beliefs about independence/interdependence and individual-
ism/collectivism. This viewpoint suggests the active and somewhat
unpredictable role that developing individuals take in negotiating per-
sonal meanings to guide their lives. Participating in social groups that are
significant to them, they co-construct complex and multifaceted belief
systems that allow them to function in a dynamic and fluid society. Put
more simply, people hold many ideas in mind, sometimes overlapping,
sometimes contradictory, in their cultural toolkits, which they can pull out
and use when needed.

However, generalized patterns can still be identified, and perhaps
now is the time to move beyond the preoccupation with concepts of inde-
pendence/interdependence (and individualism/collectivism) and
instead study other constellations of American parental belief systems in
their complexity. Looking at groups of American parents and children liv-
ing in communities that interact dynamically and change over time, we
can see how people’s identifications, affiliations, and short- and long-term
goals lead them to use their various conceptual tools in patterned and rec-
ognizable ways and to argue and act more on the basis of some belief sys-
tems rather than others. The belief systems that can be identified turn out
to be configurations of ideas that cannot be described in simple
dichotomies but that can still be understood as coherent and organized,
and that are instantiated or grounded in their everyday social relation-
ships and interactions with institutions.

AMERICAN PARENTAL ETHNOTHEORIES INVOLVING
YOUNG CHILDREN’S BELIEFS ABOUT CHILDREN’S

NEEDS FOR CLOSE RELATIONSHIPS OUTSIDE 
THE FAMILY

This final section of the paper draws on collaborative research (Aukrust,
Edwards, Kumru, Knoche, & Kim, 2003). The original source and inspira-
tion for this work was experience with intellectuals from European coun-
tries (especially Italy, Norway, and Scotland) who raised questions about
how the social relational value priorities of their countries contrasted with
the United States version of the Western mind. These Europeans raised
questions about whether there is any single Westernized mentality.

In earlier research addressing the question of contrasts between U.S.
and European approaches to childrearing, it was found that American
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and Italian parents and preschool teachers hold different assumptions
about the depth and quality of close relationships that young children can
form in the preschool, as well as for how important peer-peer and adult-
child attachments are for learning and development (Edwards & Gandini,
1989; Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1993, 1998; Edwards, Gandini, &
Giovannini, 1996; Gandini & Edwards, 2001). Samples of parents from
both societies say that they put young children in preschool or childcare
so they can make friends and develop cognitive and social skills that will
get them ready for primary school. However, relative to parents from
Italian samples (as well as parents from Japanese and Australian sam-
ples), parents from U.S. samples have very early expectations for their
children acquiring certain kinds of verbal skills for getting along and
negotiating with peers, independently of direct adult supervision and
intervention. For example, these American samples are found to state that
by age 4, children should have substantial capacities to take initiative,
negotiate, stand up for their rights, ask questions, state their own needs,
and explain their ideas—skills all clearly related to getting along in an
assertive and self-directed way with one’s peers at preschool (Edwards
et al.; Hess et al., 1980).

Building on this work, the purpose of our project was to discover
whether and how parents differ between and within cultures in their eth-
notheories as related to young children’s social relationships in childcare,
preschool, and primary school. In contemporary societies throughout the
world, parents must mediate and bridge their young children’s transitions
to a wider world. But how best to do so raises many questions for parents.
For example, should they focus on giving children experiences that help
them learn to form and maintain close ties with a few particular people?
Or, instead, should they provide experiences that foster connecting in a
friendly, less intimate way with a diverse succession of new people? The
answers that parents construct may depend at least partly on their beliefs
about what kind of preschool their child attends, as well as what kind of
society their children will need to deal with as they grow older.

Our hypothesis was that some parents (perhaps those in residentially
stable and culturally homogeneous societies) might expect that their chil-
dren will benefit most if the children develop intimate and long-term ties
with particular peers and teachers in preschools and primary schools,
because these children are going to continue to live in close proximity to
and interact with these same people for years to come. In contrast, other
parents might expect that their children most need to develop skills for
communicating and relating to people with whom they do not share a
continuing relationship history, because residential or educational mobil-
ity in a mobile, fluid, diverse society is their likely destiny.

In mainstream United States culture today, relationships and com-
munications both inside and outside the family have been found to be
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fostered when individuals use an explicit style of expression that allows
their views and goals to be clearly recognized by others whether familiar
or unfamiliar. This style of communication goes well with an assumption
that over their lifetime, children will need to form relationships, interact,
negotiate, and exchange resources with many people whom they do not
know and with whom they will have only limited, short-term contact
(Stewart & Bennett, 1991). Such a way of organizing relationships and
communications has been found to differ from the structuring of relation-
ships and communications in varied Asian, African, and South American
cultural groups. For example, in some Asian and Latino cultures, rela-
tionships within the extended family are often prioritized over relation-
ships outside the family (Lynch & Hanson, 1998). People are expected to
fulfill implicit social obligations toward one another through unspoken
emotional intimacy, based on long-term relationships and an implicit or
indirect communication style.

Parents from four communities participated in the study. Two of these
communities, Oslo (national capital of Norway) and Lincoln (state capital
of Nebraska) are typical cities from Western Europe and the United States.
Norway has been found to be distinctive in its emphasis on equality and
local belongingness (Kiel, 1993), giving rise to a particular “egalitarian indi-
vidualism” different from the more competitive American individualism.
The other two communities, Ankara (national capital of Turkey) and Seoul
(national capital of South Korea) provide contrasts from Middle East and
Far East Asia. Compared to the communities of Lincoln and Oslo, our lead
investigators from these countries (Kumru and Kim) expected parents in
Ankara and Seoul to value familism and social-relational continuity with
extended kin. However, because success in these societies is so dependent
on educational achievement, the investigators also predicted that parental
beliefs about their children’s needs would reflect values favoring skills
necessary for getting along in school.

The social organization of preschools and schools in these four com-
munities differs in interesting ways. Two of them (United States and
South Korea) feature preschool and primary school systems oriented
toward change because every year it is usual for children to be placed
with a new set of teachers and classmates (Shim & Herwig, 1997). We
wondered, does this method of organizing schools serve to prepare chil-
dren to succeed in a society oriented to residential and/or educational
mobility and capacity to deal with newcomers and strangers? In contrast,
the other two countries (Norway and Turkey) feature preschool and pri-
mary systems fostering continuity, because children stay with the same
teachers and classmates for several years (Bo, 1993; Kapci & Guler; 1999).
We wondered, does this way of organizing schools serve to maximize
children’s opportunities for developing multi-year extended relationships
with peers and teachers?
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We assumed that the macro features of educational organization–prod-
ucts of history and sociological forces–might be expected to reflect parents’
ideas about how children should learn to deal with people outside the
extended family. The Norwegian and Turkish school systems would seem
to orient parents to focus on child experiences that help them learn to form
and maintain close ties with a few particular people, and to develop a
continuing relationship history. The American and South Korean school
systems would seem to orient parents to focus on experiences that foster
connecting with a diverse succession of new people. The full results are pre-
sented in a journal publication (Aukrust et al., 2003), but here the focus is
what the findings may tell us about American parental models of close rela-
tionships for young children and sense of belonging in preschool.

The Lincoln, Nebraska, parents (n = 95, 90% mothers) were recruited
through 7 preschools or childcare centers. The class sizes varied from
10–15 children, with commonly 2 teachers per classroom. Each preschool
had its own curriculum and was supported mostly by parental tuition
(with subsidies for some qualified children). The children did not neces-
sarily live close to their school but were driven by parents. The mean age
of the parents was 32.8 years, and their preschool child had a mean age of
4 years 3 months. Most parents (74%) were married or living together
with the target child’s other parent. Mean number of children in the fam-
ily was 1.9. (The samples from the other communities were similar in size
and parental age and social class).

Residential stability was of particular interest to the investigators
because of the study focus on parental embeddedness in their local com-
munity as a predictor of their ideas and beliefs. Most Lincoln sample fami-
lies (72%) lived in proximity to one or more close relatives, such as the
child’s grandparents, aunts, uncles, or cousins. The Lincoln sample was the
most geographically mobile in our study, but perhaps not so very mobile by
American standards. Lincoln is a medium-sized city of the American
Midwest with many families living within driving distance of kin.
Nebraska is one of the U.S. states with highest residential stability: in most
counties, including Lincoln/Lancaster County, at least 60% of residents
were born in-state (New York Times, September 30, 2002, p. A16). The per-
centage of families in our sample who had moved within the past 2 years
was 51%. Parents were asked where they had grown up, and 65% had
grown up in the community in which they were presently living. Asked
about their plans to leave their city, 50% of the parents in the Lincoln sam-
ple reported that they would expect to move away at some point.

Findings from only two sections of our results are discussed here.
The first concerns the subscale called Parental Beliefs about Social and
Communication skills. It consisted of 6 paired sets of items that assessed
beliefs that parents might hold concerning the communication skills their
own young child needs most. One item in each set reflected preference for
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intensive, long-term relationships and communication style. The other
reflected preference for more short-term, immediate relationships and
communication style. Parents were asked to report their agreement with
one statement or the other (using a 4-point scale).

The findings (see Table 1) show that the Lincoln parents were fairly
close to the midpoint on four of the six choices (mean = 2.5). They were
more likely to favor the A versus B alternative when it came to believing
that young children should form attachment relationships with adults at
the preschool or childcare (versus only at home). They also favored the
proposal that young children need time together with a variety of people
from different backgrounds and cultures (versus getting to know a few
people well and become part of a close group). Thus, these parents
wanted their children to get along with diverse people and to be able to
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Table 1. Ethnotheories of Parents in Lincoln, Nebraska, USA, Concerning
Young Children’s Communication Skills

The following 6 statements reflect ideas that parents may think about young N = 95
children. Participants rated pairs of alternatives (1 = fully agree with A, 
2 = mostly agree with A, 3 = mostly agree with B, 4 = fully agree with B), 
considering their own child as they answered.
Higher scores indicate greater agreement with the second alternatives, indicating M (SD)
preference for intensive, long-term relationships and communication. A mean score 
of 2.5 indicates equal balance in parental preference for the A and B alternatives.

1. What young children today most need is

—confidence to meet and communicate with new people, in new 2.53 (.10)
situations, vs.
—capacity to form deep, meaningful relationships that provide security 
and continuity.

2. Communication skill comes from
—learning to make oneself understood to people who do not understand 2.55 (.10)
immediately, vs.
—having many conversations with people the child knows well.

3. Young children should have attachment relationships with adults
—at preschool as a basis for secure learning, vs. 1.61 (.07)
—only at home, not at preschool or child care.

4. Young children need
—time together with a variety of people from different backgrounds and 1.60 (.08)
cultures, vs.
—to get to know a few people well and become part of a close group.

5. Young children need
—playmates, but at this age it is not important whether they develop into 2.33 (.09)
close friends, vs.
—friendships that will last and continue into the years to come.

6. At any age, it is important and useful to
—make friends quickly and easily, vs. 2.70 (.10)
—hold onto close friends and have a few people you can really trust.



attach quickly and readily to new caregivers as a basis for secure learning
at preschool. In general, they put almost equal weight on both the A and
B styles of communicating and relating though leaning toward the A
alternative for two questions. If we return to Oyserman et al.’s (2002) def-
inition of individualism as an orientation promoting ease of interacting
with strangers while collectivism as one promoting in-group preferences
in relationships, then this sample of Lincoln parents appears to not
strongly favor one orientation over the other.

The second set of findings to be presented focuses on the subscale of
Parental Values About Dimensions of Preschool Quality. Thirteen items
allowed parental rating of dimensions along which preschool programs
might vary. Parents were asked to rate the items by selecting the 4 they
thought most important and the 4 to be least important, again thinking
about their own child as they answered. The items addressed children’s
groups (e.g. “children play with the same friends every day”), curriculum
(e.g. “activities build on children’s expressed ideas and interests”), group
size (e.g. “class group small enough so that teachers can give individual
attention”), parent-teacher relationships (e.g. “parent-teacher relation-
ships become close over time”), school reputation (e.g. “school has a his-
tory known to families and a special identity”), and administration (e.g.
“school leadership is stable and provides direction, is not chaotic”).

The findings show that the Lincoln parents were most likely to
choose the following four variables as the most important elements of
quality. These four variables seem to relate to qualities of the immediate
present, the here and now of a child-centered classroom and curriculum:
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Table 2. Ethnotheories of Parents in Lincoln, Nebraska, USA, Concerning
Dimensions of Preschool Quality

Parents’ beliefs about what dimensions of quality are most important for a M (SD)
preschool or childcare program. Parents selected their 4 most important 
dimensions, and 4 least important dimensions. For analysis, these were 
weighted as 3 = most important, 2 = not selected, 1 = least important.
1. Class groups are stable because few children come and go 1.66 (.07)
2. Class groups small enough that teachers can give individual attention 2.68 (.06)
3. Children play with same few friends every day 1.53 (.07)
4. Friendship groups stay together from one year to the next 1.52 (.07)
5. Parent-teacher relationships become close over time 2.18 (.07)
6. Children experience a sense of belonging in the classroom 2.74 (.06)
7. Parents get to know each other well and become a group 1.50 (.08)
8. School has enough teachers and space 2.29 (.07)
9. Many experienced teachers stay at school for a long time 2.20 (.07)

10. School leadership is stable and provides direction—is not chaotic 2.29 (.07)
11. Activities build on children’s expressed ideas and interests 2.47 (.06)
12. Activities connect and develop into long-term projects or themes 1.97 (.08)
13. School has a history known to families and a special identity 1.51 (.07)



♦ Children experience a sense of belonging in the classroom
♦ Class groups small enough that teachers can give children indi-

vidual attention
♦ Activities build on children’s expressed ideas and interests
♦ School has enough teachers and space.

The Lincoln parents also rated four variables as least important. These
variables seem to relate to relationships that involve continuity over time:

♦ Children play with the same few friends every day
♦ Friendship groups stay together from one year to the next
♦ Parents get to know one another well and become a group
♦ School has a history known to families and a special identity.

These findings are consistent with a prediction that a sample of
American parents would put strong emphasis on their children getting
along well with peers (not being excluded or left out), but at the same
time, put relatively less emphasis on their children having close and
enduring relationships with either adults or children in the nonfamilial
setting of preschool.

Multidimensional scalings of these data were performed by Knoche
(2001). This kind of analysis provides a statistical way of analyzing the
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Figure 1. Multidimensional Scaling of Ratings by Parents from Lincoln, Nebraska, USA, on
Dimensions of Preschool Quality
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configuration underlying how a set of variables relate one to another for
a set of research participants. Thus, it provides a window into their under-
lying meaning system as they responded to the questionnaire, thinking
about their own child as they answered. The Lincoln, Nebraska data were
susceptible to a 2-dimensional solution with acceptable stress (.15) and
explaining a high percentage of variance (.89). The visual rendering of this
solution is provided in Figure 1. It is quite easy to interpret this solution
as having a horizontal axis representing focus on quality in the immediate
present versus quality dependent on long term relationships. The vertical
dimension appears to represent adult quality variables versus child and
activity quality variables

Of special interest is variable 6 “sense of belonging in the classroom.”
In fact, across all four samples, this was a very highly ranked variable
(Aukrust et al., 2003). Figure 1 indicates that for the Lincoln parents, this
variable was positioned within a little cluster off by itself along with vari-
able 2 “class groups small enough that teachers can give individual atten-
tion.” In other words, children’s sense of belonging was believed by
Lincoln parents to be closely related to their children being in small class-
room groups where they received sufficient individualized attention from
teachers. In contrast, in the multidimensional scalings for the other three
communities, variable 6 “sense of belonging” took different positions in
the visual configuration. In the data from Oslo, Norway (Figure 2) for
example, “sense of belonging” was in a cluster with variable 2 “class
groups small enough” (as in Lincoln) but also containing variable 9
“experienced teachers stay at school a long time,” a variable not at all
close to variable 6 for the Lincoln parents. In the data from Ankara,
Turkey (Figure 3), “sense of belonging” was part of a tight cluster con-
taining 6 other variables (variables 2, 5, 8, 9, 11, and 12), but was far from
variable 3 “children play with the same few friends every day.” In the
data from Seoul, Korea (Figure 4), “sense of belonging” mapped closest to

Abbreviated Label Full Item Description

● School Leadership School leadership is stable and provides direction
● Play same friends Children play with same friends every day
● Stable groups Class groups are stable
● Activities build on interest Activities build on children’s expressed interest
● Enough teachers and space School has enough teachers and space
● Parent-teacher Parent-teacher relationships close
● Parents know others Parents get to know each other well and become a group
● School history School has known history and identity to families
● Friendship groups together Friendship groups stay together year to year
● Themed activities Activities connect and develop into themes
● Small, individualized groups Class groups are small enough for individual attention
● Sense of belonging Children experience sense of belonging,
● Experienced teachers Experienced teachers at school long time
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Figure 2. Multidimensional Scaling of Ratings by Parents from Oslo, Norway, on
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variable 3 “children play with the same few friends every day,” and was
also near to variable 10 “stable school leadership” and 5 “close parent-
teacher relationships,” but not close to variable 2.

If we again turn to Oyserman et al. (2002) concepts of individualism
as an orientation promoting ease of interacting with strangers, and col-
lectivism as promoting obligation to an in-group and willingness to
remain permanently in relationships, even in personally costly ones,
then this sample of Lincoln, Nebraska parents appears to be quite indi-
vidualistic in its understanding of what constitutes a high-quality
childcare or preschool experience. Indeed, the parental model goes
along with the organization of the early care and education system in
Nebraska (and elsewhere in the USA), where standards of quality are
rated on high teacher-child ratios, daily curriculum planning, and
plentiful resources, but not on teacher stability or children’s social rela-
tionships with peers.

In sum, the Lincoln, Nebraska, parents have a more balanced view of
the kinds of social and communication skills they value for their chil-
dren’s development (indicated by their responses to the Parental Beliefs
about Social and Communication skills scale) than they do for the kind of
preschool environment that they consider to be of high quality for their
children (found on the Parental Values About Dimensions of Preschool

158 Carolyn Pope Edwards et al.

•   Stable groups

•   School leadership •   Sense of belonging 

•   Parents know others

•   School history

•   Friendship groups together

•   Themed activities

•   Experienced teachers •   Small, individualized
    groups 

•   Enough teachers
    and space

•   Activities build on
    interest 

•   Play same
    friends 

•     Parent-teacher

Figure 4. Multidimensional Scaling of Ratings by Parents from Seoul, Korea, on Dimensions
of Preschool Quality



Quality measure). Individualism is more highly expressed in Lincoln par-
ents’ concepts about where their children should spend out-of-home time
than it is in their views of what social and communication skills are desir-
able for children.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Culture is organized and coherent, but not homogeneous and static. It is
a dynamic system that a group of people who share an environment use
to encode and adapt to their surroundings, make a living, raise families,
communicate with one another, and regulate their social behavior.
Parental belief systems are part of the learning environment that enfolds
developing children and embed their learning, growth, work, play, edu-
cation, and participation in a shared system of meaning.

The parental ethnotheories of American parents suggest some con-
tradictions and tensions in their configurations of beliefs about childrear-
ing, and perhaps these match the confusions and contradictions of
contemporary life as they know it. In the past, both researchers and the
public have tended to discuss American childrearing ideas in a long-
familiar language of independence and individualism. However, a fresh
and closer look reveals that their sets of beliefs contain some tension
between their goals for their children’s development and for their chil-
dren’s daily environments.

The approach of indigenous psychology takes researchers inside the
American system of parental ethnotheories and allows researchers to see
how parental beliefs and goals can be set into dynamic interrelationship
for parents and children. People frame issues in terms of the discourse
they use everyday and the situations and routines they face in their cur-
rent lives. In our four-culture project on Young Children’s Close
Relationships Outside of the Family, parents from Lincoln, Nebraska par-
ticularly wanted their children to quickly gain the social and communica-
tive skills for getting along and for functioning well in a community of
relative strangers, for example, being able to attach quickly and readily to
new caregivers as a basis for secure learning at preschool. At the same
time, they almost equally favored the social and communication skills
valuable for becoming part of a close-knit group and forming lasting rela-
tionships. In thinking about their own child’s needs and selecting what
makes a preschool or child care center high quality, Lincoln parents
looked to individualistic features related to the immediate present, such
as sense of belonging (not being excluded or left out), getting enough
individual attention from teachers, and having activities that respond to
their own interests in an environment with plenty of teachers and space.
While they wanted their children to be able to make close friends and
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become attached to teachers (values fostering interdependence), they did
not see a high quality out-of-home experience dependent on forming inti-
mate or relationships with either adults or children in the preschool.

In some ways, the ethnotheories of these Nebraska parents are part
of a framework of expectations about the kinds of social relationships
their children have at present and will meet in the future in a fairly
mobile (sometimes confusing and stressful) context that values close-
knit families and settled ties to Nebraska roots but at the same time pro-
vides incentives for people to change jobs, residences, schools, and
friendships fairly often—where many people learn to relish change and
its possibilities and opportunities while minimizing the costs of rela-
tionship turnover.
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Chapter 7
Close Interpersonal Relationships

among Japanese
Amae as Distinguished from Attachment 

and Dependence

Susumu Yamaguchi and Yukari Ariizumi

Japanese have an indigenous concept, amae ( ), that describes a behav-
ioral pattern typically found in mother-child relationships. This concept
became known internationally after the publication of a seminal book by
a Japanese psychoanalyst, Doi (1971), who claimed that amae is a key con-
cept for understanding Japanese mentality. Despite the numerous studies
inspired by Doi’s work, the concept of amae has remained vague, and con-
sensus among researchers has not yet been achieved. Many international
scholars misunderstand the concept, and believe that amae is similar to
dependence and unique to Japanese, implying that Japanese (as com-
pared to Westerners) are uniquely dependent in their interpersonal rela-
tionships. However, the uniqueness of the indigenous concept does not
necessarily imply that the Japanese behavioral pattern the concept
describes is also unique. This article clarifies the meaning of amae by dis-
tinguishing it from dependence and insecure attachment, both of which
are often confused with amae. The etic nature of amae is then discussed.

WHAT IS AMAE?

Definition controversies

Doi defined amae in various ways. For example, he wrote that “one may
perhaps describe amae as, ultimately, an attempt psychologically to deny



the fact of separation from the mother” (1973, p. 74). He also wrote that
amae roughly corresponds to dependency or dependency need (Doi, 1997),
whereas in yet another article amae is defined as depending upon another’s
love or basking in another’s indulgence (Doi, 1992). Most recently, Doi also
defined amae as acting on the presumption that one’s counterparts favor
one (Doi, 2001). According to Doi (2001), one engages in this kind of behav-
ior automatically without awareness. Amae is an expression of love and
also represents emotional dependence. Because Doi’s definition has been
broad and has fluctuated over time, researchers have criticized the ambi-
guity in his definitions and some have proposed their own definition of
amae (Kumagai, 1981; Lebra, 1976; Maruta, 1992; Okonogi, 1968; Pelzel,
1977; Sofue, 1972; Taketomo, 1986). For example, Sofue (1972) defined amae
as depending on others with the expectation that they will accept it.

Taketomo (1986), who has advanced the most systematic criticism
against Doi’s theory, argued that Doi ignored the rules in amae interac-
tions. According to Taketomo, amae episodes are characterized by the
following features: (a) Interactions are under a temporary suspension of
some ordinary restraints. (b) The suspension is agreed upon by the
interactants. In such a situation, interactants are allowed to do what
they are normally expected not to do. For example, a ten-year-old boy
may ask his mother to dress him, although ten-year-olds are normally
expected to dress themselves. A husband can behave like a child to his
wife, although he is a mature adult. In these examples, the boy and the
husband engage in inappropriate behavior that is not allowed in an
ordinary interpersonal relationship. Their behavior is accepted when
their counterpart accepts the suspension of the ordinary restraints: a
boy’s managing his own clothes and a husband’s behaving in a mature
way.

Given the disagreements on the definition of amae and the lack of
empirical research (except a few sporadic and unsystematic studies), Kim
and Yamaguchi (1995) administered an open-ended questionnaire on
amae to 237 junior high students, 224 senior high students, 243 college stu-
dents, and 137 adults. The questionnaire tapped various aspects of amae
in everyday interactions. The results indicated: (a) Amae is associated with
either positive and negative emotions or feelings. (b) Amae is acceptable
as long as it does not disrupt interpersonal relationships. (c) There are two
kinds of amae interactions: a vertical relationship, which is typically found
between mother and child, and horizontal relationship, which is typical
between friends.

What Amae Means in Everyday Life

Extending Taketomo’s (1986) argument and the results of the open-
ended questionnaire, amae can be defined as presumed acceptance of one’s
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inappropriate behavior or request (Yamaguchi, 1999a). In close relation-
ships, one is able to presume that one’s inappropriate behavior or
request will be accepted due to the positive or at least non-negative atti-
tude of one’s counterpart. This definition of amae implies that two com-
ponents, the inappropriate behavior or request and presumption of
acceptance, are involved in amae episodes.

The two components of amae are the focus of the empirical examina-
tion in this study designed to test the validity of the above definition.
Because amae is an everyday word, a folk psychology approach was
adopted (Yamaguchi, 1999b). Japanese lay people experience amae either
as the actor or the target in everyday life. In this sense, they are experts
in amae, albeit their lay epistemology may not be systematic and thus
limited scientifically. As Bruner (1990) stated, people anticipate and
judge one another and draw conclusions about the worthwhileness of
their lives through folk psychology. A folk psychology is also expected
“to provide a system by which people organize their experience in,
knowledge about, and transactions with the world” (Bruner, 1990, p. 35).
Thus, a folk psychology of amae can provide a thorough understanding,
because it reveals how people use the word in everyday life and thus
allows one to grasp the amae phenomenon as commonly observed in
everyday Japanese life. In addition, a folk psychology of amae guarantees
the ecological validity of the definition of amae. The definition of a con-
cept is ecologically valid if it is consistent with lay people’s perception
and judgment (Yamaguchi, 2004a).

Presumption of acceptance. In one study, participants were presented
with 20 vignettes describing amae interactions in which the protagonist
does something inappropriate (Yamaguchi., 1999b). In the presumption
condition, the protagonist presumed that the inappropriate behavior
or request would be accepted by the counterpart, whereas in the no-
presumption condition, the protagonist did not presume that it would be
accepted. In the control condition, no information regarding the pre-
sumption of acceptance was given. The participants were asked if they
would label the inappropriate behavior described in the 20 scenarios as
amae. Eighty-seven percent of the participants labeled the inappropriate
behavior or request as amae in the presumption condition, whereas only
42 percent of the participants in the no-presumption condition and 59 per-
cent of participants in the control condition labeled the inappropriate
behavior or request as amae.

Ambivalent attitude toward amae requester. Because amae involves an
inappropriate behavior or request, one might expect that the amae
requester is disliked. We hypothesized the contrary; amae is at least some-
times perceived as an expression of love, as Doi (2001) and Kim and
Yamguchi (1995) suggested. Thus, if one requests amae, one would be per-
ceived as expressing love toward one’s counterpart. In a similar vein, one
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who never requests amae can be perceived as a person who never expresses
love toward anyone. This kind of person would be perceived as cold.
Thus, we predicted that people would have an ambivalent attitude toward
an amae requester, because amae involves both positive and negative
aspects. That is, an inappropriate behavior or request and an expression of
love. To test this prediction, Yamaguchi (1999b) asked participants to eval-
uate a person (a) who always requests amae, (b) who sometimes requests
amae, or (c) who never requests amae, on a seven-point bipolar scale (e.g.,
warm-cold). The results indicated, as predicted, that the participants had
an ambivalent attitude toward the three types of amae requesters. On the
likeability dimension, they liked a person who sometimes requests amae
best and least liked a person who never requests amae. On the other hand,
on the fairness dimension, the person who never requests amae was evalu-
ated most highly and the person who always requests amae was evaluated
as lowest on the fairness dimension.

The data collected so far suggest that one can count on others in close
relationships when one wants to behave inappropriately or when one has
an inappropriate request. But, how is amae different from attachment and
dependence? Yamaguchi (2004a) claimed that amae can be differentiated
both from dependence and insecure attachment. In the next section,
Yamaguchi’s (2004a) argument is elaborated.

AMAE AND DEPENDENCE

Dependence is also a controversial concept. It has been defined in various
ways because it has been studied in three domains of psychology: develop-
mental, clinical, and social psychology (Bornstein, 1993). For example,
Birtchnell (1988) proposed a definition from a developmental perspective:
the dependent person is an adult behaving as though he or she were a child
(p. 120). Perhaps the most important characteristic of a dependent person
would be that the person is dependent on others for acceptance and
approval (Birtchnell, 1988). Attempting to incorporate previous definitions,
Bornstein proposed a comprehensive definition of dependence including its
motivational, cognitive, affective, and behavioral components. Dependency
is characterized by motivation to be guided by others, perception that oth-
ers are powerful and can control the outcome of situations, a tendency to
become anxious when required to function independently, and a tendency
to seek approval, guidance, and to yield to others (Bornstein, p. 19).

Perhaps the most important difference between amae and depend-
ence is its locus of control. In successful amae episodes, because the inap-
propriate behavior or request is accepted, the amae requester can control
the outcome of the situation. In contrast, the dependent person cannot
control the outcome. Thus, the amae requester can be a causal agent,
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whereas the dependent person has to be the puppet of someone else.
This difference in terms of the agent of control is discussed in Yamaguchi
(2001). Amae can be considered a kind of control attempt in which the
agent (i.e., amae requester) controls the situation through another person;
known as proxy control (Bandura, 1982). It is intriguing that in amae
episodes, the powerful people are controlled by the less powerful who
make an inappropriate request that is accepted by the powerful person,
especially when they are in a close relationship.

As Bandura (1982) correctly pointed out, proxy control has the prob-
lem that individuals attempting it have to give up their direct control over
the situation and thus miss the opportunity to acquire necessary skills to
directly control the situation. However, individuals with sufficient inter-
personal skills to persuade powerful others to work for their benefit have
advantages in terms of survival: they can keep the situation under their
control as long as someone who is powerful is available and willing to
help them.

The second difference is the need for approval or guidance. The amae
requester knows what they want. In this sense, the amae requester does
not need any guidance and thus is psychologically independent. Because
the amae requester presumes that his or her inappropriate behavior or
request will be accepted by the counterpart, he or she does not need
approval from the counterpart. Thus, unlike the dependent person, the
amae requester can maintain or even bolster his or her sense of self-worth.
As long as the amae request is accepted, amae requesters can be self-confi-
dent in terms of controlling the environment to their liking and also in
terms of the approval of the counterpart.

One possible defect of amae, from a Western perspective, is the lack of
direct control of the environment. Amae requesters cannot control the envi-
ronment directly because they are less powerful or reluctant to do so
directly. This problem, however, depends on the dominant cultural values.
In a Western society, one is supposed to be independent and autonomous.
To become an adult in a Western society means that one has acquired the
requisite skills to function independently in the society. In East Asia, on the
other hand, individuals are not always required to be autonomous. Rather,
interdependence is emphasized (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) and proxy con-
trol is more widely accepted. Probably for this reason, amae episodes can be
seen among adults as well as children in East Asian societies. Successful
amae requesters are often successful in society because those who are good
at amae (i.e., proxy control) can control the environment to a greater extent
than those who never request amae. In Japan, children who cannot request
amae are often seen as maladapted (Okonogi, 1968). In amae episodes, one
can maintain and verify a close relationship and at the same time control
the situation. This may be the reason people choose to request amae rather
than attempt to directly control a situation.
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AMAE AND ATTACHMENT

According to Bowlby (1969), “attachment behavior refers to seeking and
maintaining proximity to another individual” (p. 241). Beyond physical
proximity, attachment involves strong bonds of affection to particular oth-
ers, typically one’s parents in the case of infants. Bowlby hypothesized
that an attachment behavioral system guides infants to be attached to
their caregivers for safety and survival. Although systematic empirical
research on attachment started with infants, attachment relationships
have been found among adolescents and adults as well.

In laboratory settings, attachment has been systematically studied
using the Strange Situation procedure (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall,
1978). In Strange Situation studies, securely attached children who play
happily with the toys and explore a new environment in their mother’s
presence are considered most adaptive. However, Rothbaum, Weisz, Pott,
Miyake, and Morelli (2000) advanced the argument that attachment the-
ory is deeply rooted in Western thought and cannot be readily applied to
Eastern cultures. They identified three core hypotheses of attachment the-
ory: sensitivity hypothesis, competence hypothesis, and secure base
hypothesis. Of those three hypotheses, the latter two are relevant here.

The competence hypothesis assumes that competence is a conse-
quence of infants’ successful attachment to their caregivers (Rothbaum
et al., 2000). Rothbaum et al. argued that the definition of competence
reflects Western values and cannot be valid in the East. Although compe-
tence includes autonomy, independence, and self-efficacy in the West,
those behavioral tendencies are not necessarily valued in the East, such as
Japan where interpersonal harmony is emphasized. Thus, the claimed
link between the secure attachment of infants and their competence can-
not be found in Japan (Rothbaum et al., 2000). As argued in the previous
section, one can attempt to depend on others when one has confidence in
their favorable attitude toward oneself. Thus, in terms of attachment the-
ory, securely attached children can afford to presume the acceptance of
their inappropriate behavior or request by their counterpart because they
feel they are accepted.

The secure base hypothesis of attachment theory assumes that the
secure base with the attachment figure is used by infants to gain the sup-
port necessary for adaptation to the outside world (Rothbaum et al., 2000).
From the perspective of amae, one would question whether the secure base
is used only to adapt to the environment. If infants can gain support from
the attachment figure, they may well use the attachment figure as a proxy
to obtain what they want. The goal of those infants would not be limited to
adaptation to the environment. If they can gain support from the attach-
ment figure, they may well overuse the secure base to the extent that their
inappropriate needs, which are not necessary for adaptation to the
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environment, are fulfilled. The Western theory of attachment assumes that
caregivers limit their support to what infants need to adapt to the environ-
ment. However, if caregivers are more flexible in terms of providing sup-
port, they can let infants request amae and accept such requests.

Rothbaum et al. (2000) related attachment to dependence in their
argument, because they equated amae and dependence. However,
because amae can be distinguished from dependence, the relationship
between attachment and amae should be readdressed. In this respect, it
can be argued that attachment can lead to amae when caregivers provide
support for infants unconditionally beyond their support for infants’
adaptation to the environment. Thus, from the present perspective,
attachment can be a source of amae, but it should not be equated to amae,
which involves an inappropriate behavior or request. As a result of
attachment, infants or even adults can develop amae behavioral tenden-
cies rather than independence and autonomy. Although Doi (2001)
argued that Bowlby’s work on attachment between child and mother is
relevant to amae in Japan (p. 83), attachment as studied in the West and
amae represent two different constructs.

MOTIVATIONS UNDERLYING AMAE

If amae is not equivalent to psychological dependence or insecure attach-
ment, what motivates people to engage in amae behaviors or requests? So
far, the need for unconditional love or favor has been emphasized by the-
orists. In normal situations, newborns are given unconditional love from
their mother. Then they may well develop the need for unconditional
love, which is similar to what Balint called primary object-love (Balint,
1956). According to Balint, infants assume that their pleasure is also their
care-givers’ pleasure. Infants also feel that they should be loved and sat-
isfied by their parents without giving anything in return to the parents.
This kind of love is passive and it can be distinguished from active love,
which develops at a later stage of individual development.

The second need that motivates people to engage in amae behavior is
the need for control. As discussed previously, people attempt to control
the physical and social environment for their own well-being using amae
requests.

Each of these two motivations would lead people to engage in inap-
propriate behavior or make inappropriate requests. In other words, amae
can be motivated by the need for unconditional acceptance and/or the need
for control. For example, when a boy requests an expensive toy, it can be
motivated by the child’s need for unconditional acceptance by his parents
and/or his desire for the expensive toy. If the acceptance by his parents is
more important for the boy, he will not insist on the expensive toy. As long
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as he can confirm that he is accepted by his parents, he will be happy even
if he is offered a less expensive toy. In contrast, if he is more interested in
the toy, he will insist on it. Once he gets the toy, he may ignore his parents
because his parents’ acceptance is less important in this case. This line of
reasoning suggests that there are two different kinds of amae, which can be
referred to as emotional amae and manipulative amae. Although both kinds
of amae include inappropriate behavior with the presumption of accept-
ance, the goal of the amae request is different in each case.

Emotional Aspects of Amae

This is a prototype of amae, because the need for love/favor is most essen-
tial for infants, who cannot survive without being taken care of by adults.
Even after having grown up, the sense of being accepted unconditionally
is comfortable for children and even for adults. Suppose that a young girl
requests her boy friend to purchase jewelry for her, even though she
already has a lot. If this request, which is inappropriate in an ordinary sit-
uation, is intended to confirm that she is accepted by her boy friend, the
requested jewelry is less important than confirming his unconditional
love. What she is seeking is his acceptance. As such, what is requested
does not matter. It can be a new dress, a car, or anything that is inappro-
priate for that situation. She is just eager to know that she is accepted by
him to the extent that even an inappropriate request is approved.

Manipulative Aspects of Amae

This type of amae is more frequently found among older children and
adults who have learned that they can obtain what they normally cannot
afford by requesting amae of more powerful people. As described, an amae
request can be used to control one’s social and physical environment. If
the need for control is dominant, what is requested is more important
than being accepted by one’s counterpart. In the case of the young girl
who requests jewelry, if she really just wants the jewelry, once she receives
it she may even leave him. In an extreme case, she would pretend that she
is seeking unconditional love from her boyfriend, who is really just a tool
to get what she wants. This kind of amae is manipulative and undesirable
to the counterpart.

The two kinds of amae are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Both the
need for unconditional love/favor and the need for control can underlie an
amae behavior or request (Figure 1). That is, amae requesters may be seeking
both unconditional love/favor and a specific object or goal to different
degrees, depending on the situation and the target of the amae request.
Thus, in most everyday practice of amae, it is very difficult for observers to
know which motivation is more dominant in an amae requester’s mind.
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The above reasoning has implication for how to deal with the unde-
sirable aspect of amae, i.e., inappropriate behavior or requests in close
relationships. When an inappropriate behavior or request is intolerable to
the amae requester’s counterpart, the counterpart can stop or decline the
inappropriate behavior. The mere rejection of an inappropriate behavior
or request, however, may be taken by the amae-requester as the rejection
of love, which is typically underlying amae as long as the request is not
completely manipulative. If this happens, the close relationship between
the son and the mother, for example, would deteriorate to the extent that
the son loses confidence in his mother’s love. It is advisable, therefore,
that the counterpart differentiates between the inappropriate aspect of
amae and the emotional aspect of amae. For example, suppose a ten-year
old boy asks his mother to dress him. The mother could reasonably
decline his request, but in doing so she is advised to add that she loves
him despite his inappropriate request.

UNIVERSALITY OF AMAE

Given the distinction between amae and closely related concepts such as
dependence and attachment, readers might be ready to accept the possi-
bility that amae episodes are universal rather than unique to Japanese cul-
ture. As a first step to examine this possibility, amae episodes in which a
protagonist requests something inappropriate with the assumption that
his/her counterpart will accept the request were presented to undergrad-
uate students in the U.S. and Taiwan (Yamaguchi, 2004b). In one episode,
a protagonist asked her best friend to take care of her cat for one week
after she had made reservation for a one-week tour, presuming that her

Presumed Acceptance of
Inappropriate Behavior/Request

Need for  Unconditional Love/Favor

Need for  Control the Environment

amae

Manipulative

Emotional

Figure 1. Motivation underlying amae.



best friend would agree to take care of the cat. In response to being asked
whether they would make such a request, U.S. and Taiwanese partici-
pants answered that they would do so to a greater extent than the
Japanese subjects, indicating that Americans and Taiwanese would
engage in a behavior which is labeled as amae by Japanese. Thus, although
the research still remains explorative, the initial evidence suggests
strongly that amae is an etic phenomenon.

CONCLUSION

Amae can and should be distinguished from the similar concepts of
dependence and insecure attachment. Even though individuals who
request amae may be physically or financially dependent on their coun-
terpart, they can be independent psychologically. Those who request
amae have their own agenda regarding how to adapt to the environment
or what they want. In this sense, they are psychologically independent
when they behave inappropriately or make an inappropriate request. If
their counterpart keeps accepting their behavior or request, the counter-
part is under their control. If successful in their amae request, they can-
not only adapt to the environment but also get what they want, even
though what they want may be inappropriate for their age, social status,
or situation.

Insecure attachment is also different from amae. One may request
amae of a person to whom one is securely attached, expecting of this per-
son almost unconditional love or favor. Thus, attachment provides a basis
on which one can request amae. When one is insecure about one’s accept-
ance by a caregiver or more generally a powerful person, one will not be
able to initiate an amae behavior or request. In this sense, amae reflects
healthy and socially acceptable psychological development in East Asia,
as long as its inappropriateness does not exceed a certain limit that varies
with relationship. Socially adaptive East Asians are those who can be both
autonomous and skillful amae requesters depending on the situation. As
previous studies have shown, those who request amae sometimes are best
liked. Psychologically independent and autonomous people in East Asia
can in some situations request amae to maintain harmonious interpersonal
relationships. Because the counterpart can feel valued by the amae
requester, inappropriate behavior or an inappropriate request within lim-
its can be useful in facilitating a close relationship.

Conceptual clarification of amae and related constructs such as inse-
cure attachment, and dependence suggests that amae may be a universal
rather than indigenous Japanese phenomenon, albeit the concept of amae
may be unique to Japanese culture. The initial evidence indicates that
people in other cultures also engage in inappropriate behavior described
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as amae by Japanese. Future studies will reveal the etic nature of what the
indigenous Japanese concept of amae entails.
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Chapter 8
Affect and Early Moral

Socialization: Some Insights and
Contributions from Indigenous
Psychological Studies in Taiwan

Heidi Fung

As reviewed by Gibbs & Schnell (1985) and Gibbs (1991a, 1991b), there are
two major contemporary theories of moral development: Kohlberg’s indi-
vidual-oriented cognitivism and Hoffman’s social-oriented emotivism.
The former stresses a progressive cognitive construction of moral reason-
ing and judgment following a sequence of invariant stages. In contrast, in
the latter approach, affect, empathy, or empathy-related guilt, plays a cen-
tral role in motivating the child toward internalization. A large literature
on moral development in the Taiwanese population has been developed
in the Kohlbergian tradition (e.g., Cheng, 1991; Fu & Lei, 1991; Hwang,
1998; Kohlberg, 1969; Lei, 1984, 1994; Ma, 1998; also see a review in C. F.
Yang, 1996, pp. 159–206). Some are supportive, others critical. By compar-
ison, not much attention has been given to the role of affect in moral
socialization until recently (Fung, 1994, 1999, 2001; Fung & Chen, 2001,
2002; Fung, Lieber, & Leung, 2003). The purpose of this paper is twofold:
first, it attempts to fill this gap in the literature in the light of accumulated
knowledge and findings from recent indigenous studies on moral social-
ization and early training in Taiwan, and secondly, with the support of
significant cultural variations found in these indigenous studies, it offers
a critique of the neglect of culture in Hoffman’s theory.

Similar to Hoffman’s argument, I shall stress the importance of affect
in moral development in Chinese culture. However, instead of the empa-
thy highlighted in American families, shame, with its culture-specific
facets and characters, turned out to play a crucial role in the context of



daily moral training in the observed Taiwanese families. Rather than
refuting the cognitive and physiological capacities of various feeling
states (including empathy, guilt, and shame) in children of either cultural
group, this finding reveals that the interpretation of the emotional com-
ponent highlighted in the foreground when disciplining young children
may vary across cultures. The Taiwanese experience of shame in early
training may challenge the common claim in the psychoanalytical and
psychiatric literature that shame, in contrast to guilt, is a dangerous and
destructive affect which has little to do with moral internalization.
Indeed, indigenous meaning of affective experiences has to be under-
stood and interpreted within its situated multi-layered social, historical
and cultural contexts, which in turn supports the value and the necessity
of adopting an indigenous approach in studying culture.

Before moving on to discuss Hoffman’s theory, I would like to first
say a few words about my view on cultural comparisons. In order to
“globalize local knowledge” (Shweder, 1999, 2000), I believe comparisons
within as well as across cultures are not only necessary but also impor-
tant. However, how to make such comparison is what really matters. In
the classic review essay on culture dated half a century ago, Kroeber and
Kluckholn (1952) laid out some principles for cultural comparison:

Comparisons of cultures must not be simplistic in terms of an arbitrary or
preconceived universal value system, but must be multiple, with each cul-
ture first understood in terms of its own particular value system and there-
fore its own idiosyncratic structure. After that, comparison can with
gradually increasing reliability reveal to what degree values, significances,
and qualities are common to the compared cultures, and to what degree dis-
tinctive. (p. 174)

In other words, it should be a process derived from a detailed study of a
specific (sub-)cultural group compared with other groups studied in
equal detail. Hence, instead of adopting Hoffman’s theory as a perceived
universal system, the comparison begins with a thorough understanding
of the indigenous affective experiences occurred in disciplinary encoun-
ters in each case.

HOFFMAN’S THEORY: AFFECT, DISCIPLINE, 
AND MORAL DEVELOPMENT

The overarching goal of moral socialization is internalization of rules and
norms in order to transform the novice into a competent cultural member
(Grusec & Goodnow, 1994; Kochanska & Aksan, 1995; Kochanska et al.,
1998). In Hoffman’s affect primacy theory, affect bears the key role in such
a process while empathy is the determining affect (Hoffman, 1975, 1983,

176 Heidi Fung



1984, 1987, 1991b, 1994, 2000). Empathy here refers to “the vicarious affec-
tive response to another person,” and instead of being defined in outcome
terms, it is “the processes responsible for one’s having a feeling more
appropriate to another’s situation than to one’s own situation” (Hoffman,
1984, p. 103). The earliest form of empathy seems to be manifested in the
contagious crying of infants. A more mature sense of empathy begins to
emerge during the second year of life when the child is able to differentiate
self and other and hence to develop an understanding of others as separate
beings. To progress from egocentric distress to altruistic concerns, and from
responses to the immediate situation to mental representations beyond the
situation, the novice has to achieve advancement in cognitive abilities,
including developing the concept of person permanence, person identity
on the empathic experience, the linguistic ability to comprehend and
express cues of affective states, as well as the ability to transform empathic
into sympathetic distress and to make causal attributions in the shaping
and transformation of empathy (Hoffman, 1984, 2000).

While these cognitive abilities are primarily biologically pro-
grammed, parental socializing inductions are seen as necessary and
important, because “even when children have the cognitive and affective
requisites of guilt, they may not actually experience it unless an external
agent such as the parent is present to compel them to attend to the harm
done to the victim and to their own role in the victim’s plight” (Hoffman,
1982, p. 98). Although Hoffman acknowledges moral norms could also be
taught in non-disciplinary encounters (such as in dinner table conversa-
tion or by setting up the adult’s own actions as examples), he argues that
the discipline encounter, a recurrent salient feature in the child’s daily life,
is most important in the course of internalization, because it provides not
only the direct and explicit link between moral norms and the child’s ego-
istic desires and behaviors, but also the earliest experience of being
expected to control one’s deviant actions (Hoffman, 1983). According to
him, the effective discipline mainly involves the following steps:

1. The inevitable conflict: When the child transgresses or harms oth-
ers, there will be conflict between the caregiver and the child
inherent in the discipline encounter, because from the latter’s per-
spective, any intervention to his/her motivated misdeed could
hardly be seen as fair and reasonable. On the caregiver’s side, a
mixture of various techniques, such as love withdrawal, power-
assertion, as well as induction, is usually deployed.

2. The emotion work: A reasonable amount of imposed fear is neces-
sary to stop the child from misbehaving and to make the child pay
attention to the information contained in the inductive component.
Elicitation of empathy, concerning the consequences of the child’s
misdeed and the well-being of the victim, is the main message
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embodied in induction and is central to the moral norm. Appropriate
arousal enables the child to produce a heightened awareness of both
the victim’s distress and the child’s role in causing it.

3. From affect to cognition: Through putting the child in the third
party’s perspective, parent-child conflict will be lessened. This helps
the child to perceive the parent’s intervention as fair and to focus on
the message content instead of its source (the parent). It results in his
feelings of emphatic stress and guilt, which motivate the child to
gain knowledge of moral norms. Such a co-occurring synthesis of
knowledge and affect, or rather, emotionally charged knowledge, is
termed by Hoffman (1983, 1991b, 1994) a hot moral cognition.

4. From compliance to internalization: Over time, from countless disci-
pline encounters as encoded in long-term memories, and owing to
the child’s active role in processing the information, the child will
eventually be transformed from being compelled to obey due to
external sanctions to autonomously experiencing the moral norm as
internally deriving from the self. In the parents’ absence, and even
before transgressing or harming someone, the child is able to antici-
pate the result and the feeling of guilt. The child’s egoistic motive will
yield to a moral motive expanding to higher order moral principles.

What Hoffman described is an information-processing model of moral
socialization and internalization. Through cues of distress from the victim
as well as the caregiver’s reprimand, the child has to process the informa-
tional content in inductions, the causal connection between the child’s
action and the victim’s physical or psychological state as well as any addi-
tional information regarding dimensions of the moral norm against harm-
ing others that may be communicated. Affect, empathy, or empathy-based
guilt, gives this cognitive process a motivational or obligatory quality. In
order to effectively motivate the child, an optimal level of discomfort and
stress needs to be aroused (Hoffman, 1982, 1983, 1984, 2000). Too little of
such arousal may prompt the child to ignore the moral message, while too
much may provoke excessive conflict or unnecessary negative reactions
(e.g., anger, resentment, anxiety, fear). Either problem could interfere with
the process of facilitating the child’s internalization of moral norms.

A CRITIQUE OF HOFFMAN’S THEORY

Hoffman’s theory has made important contributions, and it is also funda-
mentally different from Kohlberg’s theories.1 First, conceptualizations,
theories, as well as empirical data regarding moral development prior to
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Hoffman “had not viewed children as capable of moral actions and caring
behaviors until they reached school age” (Zahn-Waxler & Robinson, 1995,
p. 144). Hoffman not only assumed early developmental origins for
morality, but also laid out the significance of early socialization in the
developmental trajectory. Second, his theory incorporated the affective
dimension that had long been neglected in earlier studies. Affect indeed
accounts for the motivational dimension in internalizing moral norms
and hence plays a major role in the socialization process. Moreover, com-
pared to Kohlberg’s inclination toward ideological individualism and
rationalism (see for instance, Hogan, 1975), moral development in
Hoffman’s theory is much more social, relational, and interactive in
nature. Besides being tuned with prosocial and altruistic concerns, affect
(i.e., empathy) is also expressed in a relational context, the two-way mutu-
ally influencing interactions between caregiver and child. In addition to
socialization through inductions on the parent’s part, the child’s increas-
ing cognitive abilities could also enhance the sophistication or subtlety
that parents are likely to exercise in their inductions.

However, Hoffman’s theory completely overlooks the role of cul-
ture and the situated meaning of emotional experience in cultural con-
texts. He explicitly put forth his views about culture in his recent book,
in which he argued for the universality of empathy and the process of
its arousal on the grounds of universally shared physiological features
due to a common evolutionary history (Hoffman, 2000). It is evident,
for instance, that empathy has its basis in the human brain’s limbic and
neural systems, that all cultures presumably have language to express
feelings, and that all humans attend to a victim’s facial expression of
distress.

To Hoffman, possible cultural differences may come from only two
areas: the development of a sense of self and the role of induction in
socialization. As to the former, he refuted cultural psychologists’ reports
that, in his words, “the Western self is more fully developed than the self
in more ‘collectivist’ non-Western societies” (Hoffman, 2000, p. 275).
According to Hoffman’s reading of their theories, individuals in non-
Western societies, due to the cultural goal of interdependence, develop a
sense of self that is merged with others instead of being a separate and
distinct entity. This lack of a distinct sense of self may cause confusion in
the development from egocentric to altruistic empathy. However, based
on his observations of similar cognitive structures across the species,
Hoffman believed that human beings in any culture should all be aware
of the continuous kinesthetic sensations and inner feelings and thoughts
from their own bodies, and to mentally represent and sense their own
actions. He thus concluded, “It should therefore be impossible for an
adult with a normal brain to feel that his or her self is merged with others”
(Hoffman, 2000, p. 276).
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On the second area of possible cultural differences, Hoffman admitted
that in the absence of cross-cultural data, it is hardly conclusive.
Nevertheless, by associating induction with guilt and internalization, he
speculated that induction may not play an important role in other com-
munities where guilt and internalization are not emphasized. He says,
“transgression guilt and moral internalization may make little sense in
small, traditional, homogeneous societies in which individuals are under
constant surveillance by role models and other authorities throughout
life,” whereas “in liberal democracies, however, without ‘a cop on every
corner,’ and especially in the educated middle classes, induction, guilt, and
moral internalization are meaningful concepts” (Hoffman, 2000, p. 282).

Hoffman’s arguments reveal a rather simplistic, naïve and ethnocen-
tric view on culture. He sees cultures only in dichotomous paradigms
(Western vs. non-Western, individualistic vs. collectivistic), and each cul-
ture (or group of cultures) as a homogeneous and static whole (for
instance, all non-Western cultures are collectivistic while all Western ones
are individualistic). Even if the framework of interdependent vs. inde-
pendent self construals is cross-culturally validated, as argued by Markus
and Kitayama (1991),

an interdependent view of self does not result in a merging of self and other,
nor does it imply that one must always be in the company of others to func-
tion effectively, or that people do not have a sense of themselves as agents
who are the origins of their own actions. On the contrary, it takes a high
degree of self-control and agency to effectively adjust oneself to various
interpersonal contingencies. (Markus & Kitayama, 1991, p. 228)

Most of all, he failed to situate emotion in its cultural context and take
indigenous interpretations of affective experience into account. Therefore,
we do not know, for instance, why Hoffman believed induction only
works with guilt and why internalization would not be a socializing goal
or outcome for members in “small and traditional” societies, who are
“under constant surveillance.” Indeed, in addition to the biological, phys-
iological, and cognitive means for expressing feeling states (particularly
the so-called primary emotions) that are innate, affective experience also
pertains to sophisticated and complex rules and norms that are culturally
labeled, regulated, constructed, and interpreted (Briggs, 1970; Rosaldo,
1984; Lutz, 1988; Lutz & White, 1986; Miller & Sperry, 1986; Shweder,
1991). As Lutz (1988) pointed out, “the biological basis of human experi-
ence, including that termed emotional, is not denied,” but “the point has
been to critique essentialism in the understanding of emotion and to
explore the relatively neglected ways in which social and cultural forces
help to give emotions their observed character” (p. 210). She argued that
“emotional experience is not precultural but preeminently cultural,”
and that emotion “can more profitably be viewed as serving complex
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communicative, moral, and cultural purposes rather than simply as labels for
internal states whose nature or essence is presumed to be universal” (p. 5).

Even Mencius said, “All humans have feelings of empathy
( ceyin zhixin ren jie you zhi).” While there is little
doubt that empathy is universally experienced, nevertheless, similar affec-
tive experience related to empathic stress may have different meanings in
different cultural contexts, which extend far beyond facial or verbal
expressions. Besides, it may not necessarily be the only salient emotion in
the context of disciplinary encounters across cultures. In the following,
I shall exemplify the cultural aspect of affective experience with a case
study–the role of shame in early moral socialization in Taiwanese families.
Before doing that, indigenous meanings of shame have to be located in the
higher-order cultural and historical contexts in relation to Confucian ide-
ologies and Taiwanese childrearing beliefs and practices.

SHAME ( XIUCHI) IN TAIWANESE CULTURE

Despite the fact that shame has been recognized as one quintessential
socio-moral affect (Barrett, 1995; Karen, 1992; Kilborne, 1995; Lewis, 1992),
most works in the psychoanalytic and psychiatric literature assert that,
compared to guilt, it is a much less moral, desirable, constructive, and
altruistic emotion with little effect on internalization (Tangney, 1998;
Tangney et al., 1995, 1992; also see reviews in Creighton, 1990; Fung, 1994;
Fung et al, 2003). However, under the influence of Confucianism,2 shame
has been not only a highly elaborate or hypercognized emotion (Mascolo,
Fisher, & Lin, 2003; Wang, Li, & Fischer, 2001), but also an underscored
moral virtue in Chinese culture (Wilson, 1970, 1981; Schoenhals, 1993; 
Hu, 1944; King & Myers, 1977; Hwang, 1987; Zhai, 1995; C. L. Chu, 1972;
Ho, 1976; Fung et al., 1998). As Mascolo et al. (2003) remarked,

whereas shame in the United States carries stigmatizing connotations,
shame/guilt among the Chinese offers the promise of reintegration into the
family or community following reestablishment of appropriate behavior. As
such, shame is not primarily a threat to self-esteem; instead, it is a vehicle
for social cohesion and the development of self. (p. 395)
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2 Although there are concerns about over-emphasis of the dominance of Confucianism in
Chinese culture, and the possible gap between abstract elite ideologies and concrete mun-
dane life of the general public (e.g., Lau & Yeung, 1996; C. F. Yang, 1996), even with increas-
ing globalization, the essence of Confucianism is still found to be alive and well in various
aspects of contemporary Chinese lives, such as child-rearing (Ho, 1996; Wu, 1996; Chao,
1994, 1995), narrative practices (Miller et al., 1996, 1997; Fung, Miller, & Lin, 2004), leader-
ship in organizations (Farh & Cheng, 1999, 2000), family life (Hsia, Vera, & Berardo, 1999;
M. H. Yeh & K. S. Yang, 1997), interpersonal relationships (K. S. Yang, 1992; Gabrenya &
Hwang, 1996), as well as achievement (Li, 2001, 2002; Yu, 1996; Ho, 1994).



The salience of shame is eminently reflected in the rich and complex
variety of the lexical terms and labels for shame, humiliation, embarrass-
ment, face, and related notions in the Chinese language (Her, 1990;
Russell & Yik, 1996; Shaver et al., 1992; Wilson, 1981; Mascolo et al., 2003;
Wang et al., 2001; C. R. L. Chu, 1987, 1988, 1989, Hwang, 1997). In a cross-
cultural hierarchical cluster analysis of emotion categories (Shaver et al.,
1992), only in the Chinese sample (but not in the U.S. and Italian samples)
did shame emerge as a separately and distinctively labeled cluster, which
included shame, guilt, regret, and diffidence. In a follow-up study by
Wang, Li, and Fischer (2001), Chinese-speaking informants identified 113
core shame terms in Chinese, which were hierarchically organized into a
complex three-level system: various common situations that can cause the
self to fear losing face, the self’s actual feeling state of shame after losing
face, and the self’s moral conscience and the associated guilt feelings. Two
points are worth noting in these studies: first, the distinction between
shame and guilt in Chinese is often blurred both in concept and in termi-
nology (Wang, Li, & Fischer, 2001). Moreover, Chinese children seem to
learn these concepts quite early in their lives. While only a small propor-
tion of their American counterparts reported that their children under-
stood “ashamed” and “embarrassed” (10% and 16.7% respectively), 95%
of Chinese mothers reported that their three year olds had already under-
stood “shame” (Shaver et al., 1992, p. 199).

In addition to the Chinese language, a significant section of
Confucius’ Analects also deals with the value of shame (C. L. Chu, 1972).
Shame ( xiue zhixin), together with empathy ( ceyin
zhixin), reverence ( gongjing zhixin), and conscience (
shifei zhixin) were termed by Mencius “the four beginnings of virtue
( siduan),” the virtues being respectively righteousness ( yi),
benevolence ( ren), propriety ( li), and wisdom ( zhi). Likewise,
another renowned ancient philosopher, Guan Zhong ( ), also
endorsed propriety ( li), righteousness ( yi), honesty ( lian), and
shame ( chi) as “the four ethical principles of a country ( guo
zhi siwei).” When asked what makes a true scholar, Confucius presented
three characteristics in the following order: a sense of shame, being filial
and fraternal, and being sincere in what he says and carries out what he
does (Chang, 1997, p. 118). According to Confucian ideology, “a false
gentleman can be superior to a truly small man.” The distinction between
them is that since the former still wants and needs the appearance of pro-
priety to rule, his behavior can be constrained by shame, whereas the lat-
ter does not even have a sense of shame (Liu & Liu, 2003). Even to this day,
compared to European and North American cultures, shame plays a
greater role in constraining the power of the ruler in Chinese societies
(Hwang, 1987; Liu & Liu, 2003). Reviewing the Chinese concept of face,
Zhai (1995) maintains that the essential mechanism of its operation relies
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on shame, and raises several points regarding shame in Confucian
thought: 1) shame is greatly emphasized and valued; 2) shame is simulta-
neously about moral internalization and external sanctions; 3) shame is
part of the fulfillment of the ideal personhood; and 4) the criteria of shame
are closely related to the virtues of righteousness, benevolence, propriety,
and wisdom (p. 231).

There indeed has been a long tradition of associating shame with
moral socialization. In the Zhou clan’s familial instructions dated from the
Ching Dynasty in China, it is said that,

What distinguishes the human being from the animal is shame. When a per-
son does not know shame, his conscience would vanish. For such a person,
parents would have no way to discipline; teachers and friends would have
no way to advise. Without the will to strive upward, how could one
improve? To be an official without shame is treacherous; how could he be
loyal? To be a son without shame is disobedient; how could he be filial? To
be a neighbor without shame is wicked; how could he be benevolent?… As
one knows shame, the sense of right and wrong would be realized, and his
dying conscience would have a chance to revive. (Zhai, 1995, p. 232)

Two hundred years later, in today’s Taiwanese primary schools,
Chinese classes still teach that “To possess the feeling of shame is to be
near to courage ( zhichi jinhu yung),” taken from The Doctrine
of the Mean by Confucius. The following is its explanation in a standard
textbook:3

When one says or does something wrong, if he is able to reflect on his own
behavior and won’t repeat the same mistake again, this is “having a sense
of shame.” When one has a sense of shame, he would know what to say and
what to do, and after self-reflection, he is able to truly repent, amend his
wrongdoings, and proceed towards his ideals without any fear of difficul-
ties. Someone like this not only knows shame but also has the courage to
confront hardship; he is also a courageous person… After all ordinary peo-
ple are not saints or sages, so that one can hardly avoid transgressing.
However, after saying or doing something wrong, if one is not willing to
examine and mend his behavior, he does not seek ways to improve himself.
If he is able to truly reflect and truly repent, he will have the courage to
make changes and improvements, leading to the rebirth of a new person.

Although the above two passages come from different sources
several generations apart and were written for different purposes for
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3 This is quoted from Lesson Nine in a sixth grade Chinese textbook (p. 41) published by the
government National Institute for Compilation and Translation. By the academic year of
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lisher for all textbooks and curricula in all primary schools on Taiwan. Since year 1996, this
market has been open to private publishers and schools began to have the liberty to choose
and adopt various versions of textbooks and curricula.



different readers, they carry a similar message: Shame is a tool to teach
or advice right and wrong, which motivates one to repent and strive for
improvement. All its elements and objectives–self-reflection, confession,
repentance, and conscience–point to moral internalization. Shame is
motivational, prosocial, and moral. This may explain why Schoenhals
(1993) characterizes the Chinese culture as a shame-socialized culture.4

According to Schoenhals (1993), compared to non-shame-socialized cul-
tures, members in shame-socialized cultures are more likely to be explic-
itly socialized and expected to be sensitive to shame and have a greater
tendency “to use negative judgments about an individual’s actions–rather
than about the individual himself or his status or the sum of his actions–to
urge individuals to act well and appropriately” (Schoenhals, 1993, p. 194).

DISCIPLINE AND EARLY TRAINING IN CHINESE
FAMILIES

Even though affect or shame has not been directly addressed, a large body
of literature on Chinese socialization bears on this issue. Many describe tra-
ditional Chinese social structures as patriarchic and Chinese parenting as
authoritarian, strict, or even harsh (Ho, 1986, 1996; Wu, 1981, 1985, 1996;
Chao, 1994, 1995; Lay, Liang, Tang, & Wang, 1997a; Lay, Wang, Soong, &
Yang, 1997b; Lin & Wang, 1995). Such a fundamental inequality between
parent and child mainly comes from the traditional stress on filial obliga-
tions, particularly of sons (Wu, 1981; K. H. Yeh, 1997; K. H. Yeh & K. S. Yang,
1991; Ho, 1996). One of its salient characteristics is that “these obligations
were permanent, in force not only while the son was a child, but after he
grew up, and continuing even after the death of his parents” (through ances-
tor worship) (Schoenhals, 1993, p. 141). While some aspects of these tradi-
tions (such as the different treatment between sons and daughters, the
absolute authority entitled to fathers or household heads, and cohabitation
of several generations) have changed as society evolves over time, others
still persist in varying degrees (Lin & Wang, 1995; Schoenhals, 1993, chap. 6).

According to Wu (1981), even to this day, there are two co-existing
mechanisms that train filial piety, one of which is “the maintenance of
parental authority and children’s obedience through harsh discipline”
(p. 151). While recognizing the wide variation within the Chinese culture,
Ho (1986) concludes in his thorough review: “Chinese parents tend to be
highly lenient or even indulgent in their attitudes toward the infant and
young child, in sharp contrast to the strict discipline they impose on older
children” (p. 35). This shift is believed to occur when the child reaches “the
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age of understanding ( dongshi)” at around 4 to 6 years, and discipli-
nary techniques such as threatening, scolding, shaming, and physical pun-
ishment will become acceptable and are frequently applied (Ho 1986, p. 16).
However, others disagree with this belief in a golden age for young chil-
dren and report that parental discipline, correction, and training ( guan)
begin as early as when the child is able to walk, comprehend, or talk,
which usually occur before the age of two or three (Wu, 1981; Miller et al.,
1996, 1997; Chao, 1994; Fung et al., 1998). Through questionnaire surveys,
Lay et al. (1997a, 1997b) found that the usage of negative language is a
prevailing phenomenon in Taiwanese families as reported by the young
generation, regardless of the age of the child (from kindergarten to college
students) and the socioeconomic status of the parent. This negative or abu-
sive language involves shaming, threatening, name-calling, and rebuking.
Another cross-island survey on parental attitudes towards corporal pun-
ishment (Lin & Wang, 1995) revealed that, although most of today’s
Taiwan parents report that they have a peer-like relationship with their
children, they still believe that parents are fully responsible for disciplin-
ing their children, particularly for their moral development. Harsh pun-
ishment (e.g., corporal punishment) is seen as necessary and effective in
some situations, particularly for the sake of preventing youngsters from
becoming delinquent (Lin & Wang, 1995, pp. 45–47). Indeed, the tradition-
ally valued merit of filial piety could overemphasize parents’ rights and
legitimize their abusive and unreasonable behavior toward their children.

Nevertheless, there is also another mechanism in childreading: “the
inducement of both physical and emotional closeness so that a lifelong
bond is assured” (Wu, 1981, p. 151). Some noticeable phenomena include
the physical closeness between mother and child (particularly during the
first years of life), the degree to which Chinese parents are willing to sac-
rifice themselves for their children’s schooling, and the prolonged parent-
child interdependence (Chao, 1994, 1996; Wu, 1981). Even in discipline,
there are safeguards against excessive punishment as well. For example,
when one parent acts as the “black face ( heilian)” or the bad cop,
another (or the elders in the family5) often play the “white face ( bailian)”
or the good cop. Intimidation occurs much more frequently than actual pun-
ishing, and some seemingly severe punitive methods, such as kneeling
down for a period of time (often for the purpose of self-examination),
“though shameful for the child and effective, appears to be less harmful in
physical terms” (Wu, 1981, p. 156).

To conclude, when the two mechanisms are juxtaposed, strict disci-
pline is carried out largely by establishing a close tie. In his observations
of Chinese parents of teenagers, Schoenhals (1993) described, “in fact
the parents who insisted that their children yield to them were also
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the ones I observed indulging their children’s desire” (p. 152). Similarly,
the intertwining of parental love, care and affection with the heavily
didactic narrative practices observed in Taiwanese families may explain
why the child was able to accept repeated accounts of him/her as a
failed moral actor without becoming discouraged from making inde-
pendent moral judgment (see extended examples in Fung, Miller, & Lin,
2004). Such a “blending of voices,” in which a critical parental voice
blends with a voice of loving sentiments, may be hard to appreciate from
a Euro-American perspective (Miller et al., 1997, p. 566). This is also why
Chao (1994) argues that although Chinese parents tended to score higher
than their American counterparts on standard scales of authoritarian par-
enting style, applying the western concept of authoritarianism to Chinese
parents may not be fair. Unlike the notion of hostility, dominance, aggres-
sion, and rejection in the Western concept of authoritarian parenting, the
Chinese indigenous concept of strict discipline or training ( guanjiao)
takes place in a supportive, involved, and devoted context of parent-child
relationship (Chao, 1994, pp. 1116–1118).

SHAME AND EARLY MORAL SOCIALIZATION

Although not directly addressed, affect is certainly crucial in Chinese
moral development. Shame, in particular, may play a central role in such
a process, and its meaning has to be understood in its own terms in its sit-
uated cultural and historical contexts. In past years, my colleagues and
I (Fung, 1994, 1999, 2001; Fung & Chen, 2001, 2002; Fung et al., 2003) have
been examining how shame or shaming is employed and manipulated in
young Taiwanese children’s homes. In our ethnographic and longitudinal
observations6 of spontaneous family interactions in young children’s
homes when the focal child was between 2.6 and 4, “events of shame”
were found to occur regularly at all age points in all families (at a rate of
2.5 events per hour). Most of these events (78%) were occasioned by the
focal child’s precipitating transgression, and, through various commu-
nicative resources the caregiver, consciously or unconsciously, attempted
to provoke the child’s feelings of shame by casting him/her in an unfa-
vorable light in an effort to forestall or bring an end to the transgression
(termed “prototypical events of shame”). The communicative channels
could be linguistic (e.g., using explicit labels or makers for shame, invok-
ing the third party’s judgment, threats of abandonment or punishment,
making disparaging attributions, and name callings), paralinguistic
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(e.g., emphatic stress, angry intonation, and loud or slow delivery), vocal
(e.g., making disapproval sounds, and sighs), as well as nonlinguistic (e.g.,
displaying shame gesture, staring at the child, frowning, pursing up lips,
pushing the child away, and enacting physical punitive acts).

Accompanying the elicitation of shame feelings, there was also rea-
soning for what and why the child had done was wrong and reminder of
rules which were often emphasized as having been taught before. Yet,
“bringing the transgression to an end” or immediate compliance appar-
ently did not seem to be its uppermost purpose, because, in the majority
of the events (86%), shaming and reasoning still continued even after the
child had quit misbehaving. There were also events (22%) which occurred
when the child was well-behaved without a precipitating transgression,
in which the caregiver invoked the child’s transgression or shameful
experience in the distant past (termed “nonprototypical events of shame”)
as a way to provoke his/her shame feelings.

Moreover, one-third of both prototypical and nonprototypical events
occurred as sequential events. That is, several subevents or episodes are
contained within an event, one leading to another in chains (up to six in
succession), and involved multiple transgressions committed by the child
at different times in different places (up to four spacio-temporal worlds in
succession). Most of these subevents referred to subsequent transgression
in the here-and-now (60%), in which, for instance, the child’s inappropri-
ate responses to parental shaming and reprimand (e.g., crying or talking
back) could be interpreted as another transgression and brought more
shaming. The subsequent subevents could also involve further accounts
of previously committed transgressions (31%). The temporal reference
therefore dated back as recent as just before the taping session on the
same day or as distant as a few months to almost three years ago during
the child’s infancy. The remaining sequential episodes (9%), which usu-
ally drew the whole event to an end, were marked by a noticeable shift to
the future. In these future tensed subevents, instead of focusing on the
committed misdeeds, the emphasis was rather the norms, as the caregiver
tried to rehearse the “thou shalts” and the “thou shalt nots” with the child
in the similar anticipated situations and to project a better-behaved child
who would remember the rules and not transgress again.

In nearly half (46%) of these events and subevents, one or more
(1.2 on the average) persons7 were invoked as the judgmental other. These
third parties could be physically present or absent during the observed
period. Examples included, “Auntie (the researcher) is laughing at you,”
“Uncle hasn’t visited us for a long time because he’s scared of you,”
“Daddy will spank you when he comes back from work,” “I’m gonna go
ask your teacher and see if she would approve (of your behavior),” and
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“Other kids in school won’t like to play with you.” Of all non-present
judgmental third parties, the largest category was total strangers8 (60%),
followed by father (22%), and relatives and family acquaintances (18%).
Even future boyfriend or unborn sibling could be used as “shamers” (see
Fung & Chen, 2001). It is worth noting that although mostly it was the
mother who exercised discipline, she sometimes assigned the role of the
stern “black face” to the father as if allying herself with the child. The fact
that she would need extra weight from other respected or admired per-
sons might indicate that either she was not as authoritarian or harsh as
she seemed to be, or, consciously or unconsciously, she attempted to
deemphasize herself as an authority figure.

The child in fact was an enthusiastic participant in the process and
ranked the second highest (32%) in terms of contribution of turns at speak-
ing, next to the caregiver (48%) and higher than siblings and the researcher.
Interactions among them in these events were mostly carried out in a play-
ful manner (62% of all events).9 In our interview data, parents, for their
part, could not escape the burden of being alert to their children’s mis-
deeds, of keeping account of past transgressions, and of remaining vigilant
for opportunities to guide and correct, if they were to discharge their
responsibilities as moral educators of their children. While it was necessary
to have the child feel ashamed after committing a misdeed, they also
expressed concerns about the possible damage of harsh discipline and too
much shame or shaming. Doing so would only make the child escape from
being responsible for his/her own behavior and discourage him/her to
amend and improve (see Fung, 1999). However, interestingly, achieving
well-balanced shaming did not seem to be the sole responsibility of the
adult. The child, in fact, was also expected to be able to appreciate the
parental intention of motivating him/her and the moral message contained
in the reprimand, and hence to bear and handle a reasonable amount of
shame. In other words, the full effect of shaming and discipline was a joint
effort accomplished by both the caregiver and the child (Fung, 1999).

To summarize, events of shame often began with a past-oriented
“accusation” about the child’s failure to listen and follow rules that were
taught before. While most were triggered by here-and-now transgres-
sions, the “criminal scenes” in the distant past were also reconstructed
and the rules reenacted even when the child was well behaved. Charged
with reasonable amount of shame, the child was expected to cognitively
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respond, process, and comprehend the implicit moral message. Besides
the request for compliance and confession, these events also carried
strong future-oriented implications with expectations for a better self. The
caregiver literally took the child on a trip through multiple temporal and
spatial stages where the child had committed transgressions, and other
people, real or imaginary, acquainted or unacquainted, present or absent,
were ready to witness or judge the child’s behavior (as being invited by
the caregiver). At first sight, these disciplinary practices point to the culti-
vation of sensitivity to others’ possible criticisms and evaluations.
Nevertheless, when examined more carefully, such training also served
another more important objective–to develop the ability to examine and
reflect upon one’s own behavior. Since the child had not yet acquired the
ability to do so, caregivers assessed the child’s behaviors collaboratively
with him/her through explicit messages and instructions and overt con-
nections between spacio-temporal worlds, past, present as well as future.
Hence, similar moral messages could be repetitively packaged and
repackaged, and similar experiences could be interpreted and reinter-
preted, each time with subtle differences in its point, purpose, and/or
structure. Indeed, shaming practices at home with these young children is
about internalization. This explains why shaming and reasoning still pro-
ceeded even after the child’s submissive compliance in the here-and-now
or why they could be brought up by reenacting a past transgression.

As a consequence, although training in this manner seems too harsh
to children at such young age, this developmental stage is also the only
period in which I observed this type of practices at home. In my contin-
ued relationship with these families over the past decade, I have noticed
that the parents have long since stopped publicly shaming and disciplin-
ing their now teen-aged children, let alone invoking the elaborative forms
of sequentially chained events and invocations of judgmental third pari-
ties (Fung & Chen, 2002).

CONCLUSIONS

The findings in our studies reveal the role of shame in socializing practices
with young children in Taiwanese families. These affective experiences res-
onate with cultural meanings of shame in the Confucian tradition and
have to be understood within the context of a blend of harsh discipline and
close attachment in Chinese parenting styles. These indigenous works did
not start with an attempt of cultural comparison, nor did they ever apply
any “Western theories or models” (including Hoffman’s) to the under-
standing of the local phenomena. However, as shown in Table 1, the pos-
sible steps involved in these emotion-laden discursive practices may in
fact look very similar to those of empathy practiced by Euro-American
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families as reported in Hoffman’s studies. To these Taiwan families, shame
is indeed motivational, prosocial, and moral. It involves the induction of
the cognitive knowledge of moral norms, which is charged with an appro-
priate amount of affective stress. Nevertheless, unlike empathy, shame
may also involve parental invocations of the child’s past transgression, and
therefore the norms could be reestablished through reconstructing, reliv-
ing, and reinterpreting the past. Also unlike empathy, the third party intro-
duced by the caregiver is a judgmental witness rather than a victim.
However, he may serve a similar function–the voice of another person
could alleviate the inevitable parent-child conflict in discipline encounters.
While with the help of external weight, the ultimate goal nevertheless is
inwardly directed to internalize rules and norms and hence acquire the
ability to self-examine and self-reflect upon one’s own thoughts and
behaviors. Moreover, in addition to an assertion of the inner attributes and
abilities as is the case in Hoffman’s studies, such a goal of internalization
within the self in these Taiwanese families seems also to have a much
stronger group concern: to be accepted by other cultural members.

Our findings from intensive observations of daily interactions in
Taiwanese families support the contention for importance of affect in early
moral socialization in Hoffman’s theory. However, they also highlight
Hoffman’s neglect of culture in understanding affective experience. While
the feeling states at the physical and biological level may well be univer-
sal, the meaning of affective experiences can be culture-specific and has to
be interpreted in its socio-cultural context. For instance, in a narrative
study with the same Taiwanese children, Miller, Sandel, Liang, & Fung
(2001) found that parents’ storytelling of their own personal experiences
practiced in these families shared a similar function as that of their
European American counterparts–forging parent-child affective bonds
through the invocation of empathy. However, the difference between them
lies in the presumed nature of this empathy and in the ends that it serves
(Miller et al., 2001, p. 174). By citing concrete examples of admirable
behavior from their lives and the hardship the previous generation(s) had
endured, the Taiwanese mothers seemed to invoke the child’s empathy for
her; this empathy motivated the child to respect, appreciate, and emulate
the mother, and hence to live up to the parent’s high standards. In contrast,
in the European American families, through narrating the adults’ faults as
a way to equalize the parent-child asymmetry, the child empathized with
a fallible mother, and became more ready to admit his/her own faults.

Indeed, “it is ludicrous to imagine that the emotional functioning of
people in different cultures is basically the same. It is just as ludicrous to
imagine that each culture’s emotional life is unique” (Shweder, 1991,
p. 252). What is most challenging is to fully come to terms with the expe-
rience-near concepts and meanings (Geertz, 1984) in each (sub-)cultural
group. Experience-near concepts are not always naturally noticeable or
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easily articulated by its native members, whether it is the researcher or the
informant. This in turn supports the indigenization of psychological stud-
ies of Chinese people. As K. S. Yang (1997a) asserted, the indigenous
approach should “accurately reveal, or effectively reconstruct, Chinese
psychological and behavioral processes, mechanisms, and patterns
closely embedded in the political, economic, cultural, and historical con-
text of a Chinese society” (p. 71). We have to constantly pursue the high-
est degree of “indigenous congruousness or compatibility” (K. S. Yang,
1997a, 1997b) between the researcher, the researched topic, and the every-
day life of the people we study.
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Chapter 9
Cultures Are Like All Other Cultures,
Like Some Other Cultures, Like No

Other Culture

James Georgas and Kostas Mylonas

The theme of this chapter is the relationship between cross-cultural 
psychology and indigenous psychology1 and a methodological approach
that can potentially satisfy the goals of both. Indigenous psychology is an
integral part of cross-cultural psychology. Whereas cultural psychology
has taken the extreme stance that the essence of culture is unique in its
symbols and significance so as to preclude meaningful comparisons
between different cultures (Shweder, 1990), the accepted definition of
cross-cultural psychology includes two basic dimensions: universal psy-
chological phenomena across cultures and psychological phenomena
specific to cultures.

1 The etymology of the Greek term indigenous psychology might be of interest. It was gener-
ated by Adair’s (1999) differentiation between indigenous and autochthonous. Three words in
the Greek language are employed for this concept. One is, as Adair has written, autochtho-
nous. The root auto in Greece has a number of meanings. In this regard it means “he,” “she,”
“it,” “they,” or “those.” “Chthon” is derived from the root “chthonos,” which means “land.”
Thus, autochthonous is defined as “a resident from the onset in the land of one’s family.”
A second word is “gegenis,” derived from “ge” another word for “earth” or “land,” and
“genis,” derived from “genos,” which means “descent,” “lineage,” “family” and is defined
as “one who has been born in a specific place, who belongs there as a native inhabitant.”
A third term is “ithagenis,” “one who resides in one’s place of birth and descent.” The terms
“indigenous” in English or “indigene” in French are derived from “endogenis,” meaning
“endo” or “internal” and again “genos,” but which is defined in Greek as “that which is
caused by internal processes.” However, the term “indigenous” was mistakenly translated
into English by social scientists in the 19th century as meaning “native.” At this point the use
of the term “indigenous” has been established in scientific usage, and we of course will con-
tinue to employ it.



The theme “empirical, philosophical, and cultural issues in indige-
nous psychology,” is highly relevant to cross-cultural psychology at this
stage in its development. The relationship of cross-cultural psychology to
indigenous psychology and to cultural psychology has been discussed by
many researchers (Berry & Dasen, 1974; Shweder, 1990; Kim & Berry,
1993; Diaz-Guerrero, 1993; Sinha, 1997; Berry, 1999; Adair & Diaz-Loving,
1999; and in the special issue of Indigenous, Cultural, and Cross-cultural
psychologies, 2000).

Kim (Kim & Berry, 1993; Kim, Park, & Park, 1999) has been a protago-
nist in this effort to emphasize the need for psychologists from non-Western
countries not to merely copy western theories and methods but to take the
initiative to be creative and think about psychological concepts based on
the context of their own culture, and to experiment with methods.

Cross-cultural psychology was developed as a way of detecting cul-
tural diversity in psychology theories and research. At another stage, the
awareness of the domination of American and European psychology led
to the questioning of the application of western derived theories, meth-
ods, and interpretation of research results to non-western cultures.
A related question was the omission of psychological phenomena
observed in non-western cultures (Kim & Berry, 1993). Indigenous psy-
chology became a legitimate branch of cross-cultural psychology when it
emphasized the in-depth study of the cultural context in which psycho-
logical phenomena are embedded. This was in contrast to the conven-
tional practice in cross-cultural research of focusing only on the level of
the psychological phenomena and giving lip-service to the concept of cul-
ture by interpreting research results in terms of similarities or differences
in ethnic groups, e.g., “Greeks” or the name of the country “Greece,” and
without specifying relationships with potential cultural level context
variables. Thus, an important goal of indigenous psychology is to answer
questions regarding the second dimension of the definition of cross-
cultural psychology “psychological phenomena specific to cultures” by
specifying culture-psychology relationships. A proposal of one way of
doing this will be presented later in this paper.

The relationship of indigenous psychology to cross-cultural psychol-
ogy has been discussed by Kim and Berry (1993). They specified six key
aspects of indigenous psychology: 1) contextual understanding, 2) study
of peoples in all cultures and also ethnic groups in polyethnic nations,
3) distinction between nations and cultures, 4) employment of multiple
methods and new methodology, 5) clarification of external observer vs.
internal observer bias, and 6) discovery of universal facts, principles and
laws that could explain human diversity.

Berry (2000) has recently proposed a framework integrating the
cultural, indigenous and comparative traditions of research, described
as a symbiotic approach that could lead to the study of a “universal
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psychology,” and not a psychology that reflects western psychological
theories. Cross-cultural psychology is described as a symbiosis of the
cultural or in-depth approach and the comparative approach.

Kim, Park, and Park (1999) argued that the predominant findings and
methods of contemporary western psychology are not suited to other cul-
tures. Kim delineated the key elements of the Korean approach with an
emphasis on a bottom-up model-building approach. He also raised
important epistemological issues of two types of knowledge—analytical,
semantic, and declarative knowledge; and phenomenological, episodic,
procedural knowledge—as parallel methods of investigating psychologi-
cal data in different cultures and advocated more holistic and qualitative
methods as an alternative paradigm for a Korean indigenous psychology
approach.

Poortinga’s (1999) viewpoint regarding the tendency of some psy-
chologists to rely strictly on cultural interpretation of the uniqueness of
their findings also touched on an important epistemological issue. That is,
the scientific method is 1) public, meaning the researcher is obliged to
describe thoroughly the method employed, and 2) replicable, meaning
that other researchers must be able to apply the same method and repro-
duce the results. In other words, those who argue for a culturalist inter-
pretation of the uniqueness of behavior must also show that this behavior
does not occur in other cultures. Poortinga essentially agrees with Berry
(2000) that indigenous psychology should have both a cultural and a
cross-cultural dimension, and that the search for universals should be an
integral part of its goals.

Adair (1999) acknowledged the growing limitations of Western mod-
els in psychology and suggested that the goal of indigenous psychology
was to make psychological research more culturally sensitive and to make
it more autochthonous, that is, more independent of its imported origins,
and more focused on addressing local issues, customs, behaviors, and
local training.

Diaz-Loving (1999) took as a starting point the lack of cultural sen-
sitivity and the ethnocentric perspective of the “Euro-Meso-North-
American” scientific psychological tradition, which has resulted in
indiscriminate imposition of universal categories and findings across
behavioural settings. He supported the indigenisation of psychology 
in general and employed the example of Mexican ethnopsychology as
a potential solution. Diaz-Loving argued that autochthonous
researchers are aware of the social, ecological, and cultural variables in
their culture that provide a theoretical framework for interpretation of
results. He also suggested that one benefit of indigenous psychology is
the discovery of unique characteristics in a culture, and a second is the
study of the relationships of culturally relevant variables to universal
constructs.
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GREECE AND INDIGENOUS PSYCHOLOGY

Coming from Greece, and having written an indigenous analysis of Greek
culture (Georgas, 1993) and its effects on values and family (Georgas,
1999; Georgas, Berry, van de Vijver, Kagitçibasi & Poortinga, in press;
Georgas, Mylonas, et al., 2001) it is clear that we support the indigenous
psychology approach. When the first author returned to Greece in 1964
after training in psychology in the United States, his interest in cross-
cultural psychology and his emerging interest of looking at psychological
phenomena from the perspective of the Greek culture were stimulated by
certain experiences. Although the term indigenous psychology was not
employed at that time, this perceptual set was already established in the
first author’s approaches to psychology.

Over 30 years ago, in teaching courses in developmental psychology,
the descriptions of the crisis of adolescents of American developmental
psychology textbooks did not seem to fit the Greek adolescent or the
Greek family, e.g., the rebellion of adolescents towards parents, the goals
of American parents to encourage independence of their children, that
young adults should live in a separate household from their families, they
should be independent economically from their families, that psycholog-
ical problems of adolescents and young adults were interpreted as due to
their being too emotionally close to and too dependent on their parents,
and the prescription proposed by many psychotherapists for children to
distance themselves geographically and emotionally from their parents.
Since in Greek culture at that time, the opposite was observed or pre-
scribed, e.g., goals of parents were to encourage cooperation and interde-
pendence of children on the family, it appeared that either the Greek
family was pathological because they did not promote individualist
behaviors, a position actually taken by some American trained social and
behavioral scientists at that time, or perhaps these American bred psy-
chological theories did not pertain to the Greek context.

In writing a textbook on social psychology in Greek (Georgas, 1986),
the issue of American emic versus Greek culture emerged repeatedly. For
example, in reviewing the literature on attitudes and behavior, situations
employed in experiments were taken from the American context–with over
90 percent of the literature American–almost all examples were irrelevant to
the Greek culture. The final manuscript attempted to separate the concepts
and the theories which appeared to have cross-cultural invariance.

Construction of a scale of family values (Georgas, 1999) employed in
a number of studies was based on examination of the Greek literature on
family and on the generation of potential Greek values by Greek students.

An indigenous psychology approach was employed in Georgas
(1993), in which Greek culture was analyzed employing elements of
Berry’s (1976) ecocultural framework and also with a historical analysis
similar to the approach of Diaz-Guerrero (1993).
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METHODOLOGY AND INDIGENOUS PSYCHOLOGY

An old adage in psychology has always remained tucked in a corner of
the first author’s mind. It has played the role of an epistemological
prompter, albeit an oversimplification, in how to look at psychological
phenomena. The adage is (Kluckhohn & Murray, 1950),

Man is like all other men,
like some other men,

like no other man

The three hierarchical levels of personality implied by the adage are uni-
versal traits, taxonomies of traits, and individual traits. The upper two
levels also refer to nomothetic methods while the lowest level refers to
idiographic methods.

The adage could also apply to cross-cultural psychology and to
indigenous psychology, that is, “Cultures are like all other cultures, like
some other cultures, like no other culture.” Surely all cultures share uni-
versal features as well as universal psychological variables. Groups of cul-
tures share features on psychological variables. And cultures have specific
and possibly unique features and meanings, e.g., language, myths, mean-
ings, symbols.

However, the term culture has a number of definitions. One refers to
its constituent elements, e.g., patterns of behaviors, transmitted symbols,
values, etc. Culture is also employed to designate a group of people with
the same culture as defined above, or as a synonym for ethnic group or, as
used in our discipline, as a synonym for nation or country. Anthropologists
argue that if culture is defined strictly as referring to ethnic groups, their
numbers are estimated to be in the thousands. If culture is equated with
nation-state or country, the number is approximately two hundred.
However, culture is also employed in taxonomies of nations or ethnic
groups with similar characteristics, e.g., European culture, Arabian cul-
ture, or Francophone cultures.

Thus, in discussing the definition of a cultural group in indigenous
psychology, the unit of study has usually been a nation-state, but it has
also been ethnic groups within a country. The point here is that indige-
nous psychology may study a relatively small ethnic group or a country,
but the focus can also be on clusters of countries with similar constituent
cultural elements, or clusters of countries with similar psychological pat-
terns of variables.

The predominant arguments underlying the indigenous psychology
approach were presented earlier in this chapter. Among them are the search
for specific psychological adaptations to cultural elements. Research gener-
ated by non-western psychologists related to indigenous concepts, and
related to addressing their own cultural and social issues is highly desirable
in cross-cultural psychology and in psychology in general. The Korean
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indigenous bottom-up model-building approach described by Kim is very
positive. But the claim of uniqueness of psychological concepts in a culture
begs the question, as Poortinga has stated (1989), of to what degree these
cultural concepts or methods are unique to their culture. It is highly proba-
ble that there is a considerable degree of uniqueness of psychological phe-
nomena in every culture. A psycholinguistic analysis of the semantics in
any culture would reveal this uniqueness of words in any language, and
indeed in the same language in different cultures. A word such as amai, the
need for dependency, in Japanese (according to Doi, as cited in Poortinga,
1999), may have a unique semantic specification, the conceptual definition
and emotional loadings shaped by historical and cultural elements. Most of
us would agree, as psychoanalysis and psychology has shown us through
the idiographic approach, that “man is like no other man,” that the person-
ality of every individual is unique, even in identical twins. Does this mean
that psychology is composed of billions of personality theories? Most cross-
cultural psychologists would agree that the manifestations of psychological
processes are embedded in culture. According to Berry, et al. (1992), for
example, although cognitive processes are universal across cultures, the
different manifestations of cognitive processes represent different types of
cognitive adaptations to the specific ecological demands and ecocultural
patterns of cultures. That is, universals can be described as aptitudes, not
shaped by culture, while manifestations can be described as abilities or skill
levels influenced by culture. The same would apply to other psychological
variables, such as emotions, in which the basic emotional types are univer-
sal, but their behavioral manifestations are shaped by the cultural context
and historical development of the culture.

It is a matter of at which level psychologists want to look at phe-
nomena. If the purpose is to look only for unique phenomena at the
micro-level, then by definition, there is no comparison possible, e.g.
“Culture is like no other culture.” It is difficult to agree with the argu-
ments of cultural psychologists that the psychological meanings of each
cultural group are so unique to their cultural context that comparisons
between cultures are not possible. We do not believe that indigenous psy-
chology has taken or wishes to take this solipsistic path.

If we believe psychology is a science, then a basic epistemological
methodology is the in-depth analysis of a phenomenon as well as the
taxonomy of the phenomenon. And it is very possible that these unique
psychological variables within a specific culture may be similar to those in
“some other cultures,” which can only be determined through cross-
cultural studies. For example, Diaz-Loving reported (1999) the methodology
of the Mexican Historic-Socio-Cultural Premises (Diaz-Guerrero, 1993) which
led to results that indicated the importance of the family for all social
behavior. Key elements of family dynamics and values in Mexico were the
power and supremacy of the father, and the love and absolute and necessary
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sacrifice of the mother, the cardinal trait abnegation of satisfying the needs
of others over self, and the central traditionalism factor of Affiliative-
Obedience vs. Active Self-Affirmation (children should always obey their par-
ents, when parents are strict children grow up correctly, everyone should love their
mother and respect their father), hierarchical family structure based on
respect towards others who are higher in the social hierarchy, particularly
parents and relatives, etc. In research in Greece (Georgas, 1999), we found
very similar family structure and functions, with values such as, father
should be the head of the familyºhandle the money in the household...the bread-
winnerºprovide a dowry for the daughter. Mother should live for her chil-
drenºaccept the decisions of the fatherºagree with the opinions of the
fatherºplace is in the home. These values are related to the traditional roles
of the patriarchal extended family in which the father was the head of the
family who acted in an authoritarian manner and controlled the finances,
while the mother was a submissive, conciliatory housewife who cared for
the children. Yes, it is true that the historical and social cultural contexts of
Mexico and Greece are uniquely different, there are different symbols in
each culture, and the Greek and Mexican languages are unique. But if one
investigates the psychological concepts at the comparative level, there
appears to be a degree of similarity of the family in Mexico and Greece.

Thus, we do not see a conflict between the cross-cultural comparative
approach and the indigenous approach; they are complementary. We do
believe that the generation of cross-cultural research by autochthonous
researchers is desirable and necessary, including the employment of
indigenously generated methodology. But we also believe there is another
goal of indigenous psychology related to the cross-cultural or compara-
tive approach. That is, for scientists from non-western cultures to gener-
ate concepts and methods that can then be studied cross-culturally. This
is implied in point 6 of Kim and Berry (1993) that one of the goals of the
indigenous psychologies approach is the discovery of universal facts,
principles, and laws that could explain human diversity, or as Kim et al.
(1999) have called it, a “bottom-up” approach.

CULTURAL UNIVERSALS AND CULTURAL SPECIFICS

The purpose of this paper is to present a methodology that would enhance
the interaction between the indigenous psychology approach and the cross-
cultural comparative approach. This proposed methodology can classify
psychological phenomena into clusters of cultures as a complementary
methodology to seeking cultural universals. This is consistent with the pro-
posal discussed above, that the indigenous psychological in-depth study of
unique psychological concepts and their relationship to cultural factors in a
country is an important goal in cross-cultural psychology, but it is highly
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possible that at another level, the taxonomic level, a number of countries
will have common cultural elements and psychological similarities, form-
ing a common cultural cluster. Thus, the study of some psychological phe-
nomena will result in cultural clusters and not psychological universals; an
issue of relevance to the bottom-up approach in indigenous psychology.

In Georgas and Berry (1995) it was demonstrated that nations could
be grouped into clusters based on five a-priori dimensions based on
Berry’s Ecocultural Framework: Ecology, Education, Economics, Mass
communications and Population ecosocial indices, and Religion catego-
rized in terms of the major religions. Kroeber (1939) grouped many cul-
tures into broader culture areas. Forde (1934) demonstrated the existence
of broad groupings of cultures in Sub-Saharan Africa.

In a recent manuscript (Georgas, van de Vijver, & Berry, 2004) nations
were classified according to Affluence and Religious denominations and
relationships were explored with psychological data from studies of
Hofstede (1980), Inglehart (1997), Schwartz (1994), Smith, Dugan and
Trompenaars (1996) on values, and of Diener (1996) on subjective well-
being. The results indicated that employing the Ecocultural Framework to
classify countries with similar ecological, social, and institutional patterns
can lead to establishing cultural clusters with common ecosocial indices.
These ecosocial indices, in turn, were shown to have systematic relation-
ships with psychological variables.

Construct Equivalence and Psychological Universals

Construct equivalence is concerned with the equivalence of a construct
across cultures. If constructs are not identical across cultures, compar-
isons of items on a questionnaire are not possible. Construct bias can
occur if an imposed emic construct is merely compared in terms of means
between different cultures without investigating for equivalence of the
constructs (Poortinga, 1989). Construct equivalence can be established
with different statistical techniques (Leung & Bond, 1989; van de Vijver
& Leung, 1997), usually a combination of exploratory factor analysis and
target rotations, together with an estimation of the degree of factorial
agreement, most often Tucker’s Phi. The degree of equivalence needed to
establish, what is subsequently termed factor equivalence is a Tucker Phi
above .90, while values lower than .90 indicate lack of factor equivalence
across the cultures.

The process of attaining factor equivalence across cultures is
dependent on selection of the items loading on these common factors, so
that the degree of equivalence is above .90. Factor equivalence is often
attained by deleting items which are discrepant, that are not found in the
factor structure in all the cultures. In some cases, cultures that do not
have an equivalent factor structure with other cultures are also deleted
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until the degree of factor equivalence reaches .90. It is a methodology
employing these deleted items and deleted cultures that we will discuss
in the next section.

Equivalence and Cultural Clusters

The purpose of the methodology of Factor Equivalence is to establish
Construct Equivalence across cultures, that is, psychological universals.
And it makes sense that not all the items of a questionnaire will load on
these Factor Equivalent structures across all the cultures. It is possible,
however, that the deleted items may show patterns that define cultural
clusters on other non-equivalent factors, or may show supplementary
patterns of psychological factors that define clusters of cultures, even on
the construct with Factor Equivalence.

The utility of this method would be to enable the determination of
constructs specific to clusters of nations with common cultural psycho-
logical phenomena. It provides a complementary method to determining
psychological universals by establishing psychological constructs that
may be found only in some cultures–an extension, as argued above, of the
indigenous psychology approach.

THE EUROPEAN VALUES STUDY AND FAMILY VALUES

The methodology will be illustrated with data from the European Values
study (Halman, 2001). Georgas, Mylonas, Gari, and Panagiotopoulou,
(2004) analyzed the data related to family and values based on repre-
sentative samples (n = 39,919) from 33 European countries. The mean
age of the respondents was 45 years (sd = 17.18) and the range was from
16 to 99 years of age; 45.9% of the respondents were males and 54.1%
were females.

The purpose was to construct a family values framework by deter-
mining cross-cultural universals and differences, with the objective of
investigating the relationships between cultural variation and family val-
ues. Information was gathered within each culture on the relationship
between cultural and family values, which represent the indigenous
approach. The cross-cultural analyses presented the family values uni-
versals across all cultures, and the universal patterns of family values
that characterize the family in different clusters of cultures. Thus, the
findings provide a system of assessment that can be employed in study-
ing applied issues related to psychological correlates of family values in
these and other cultures, but will also employ a culture-specific approach
leading to a more valid interpretation of the meaning of these variables
within cultural zones.
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The European Values Study contained 71 sets of questions, with sub-
sets of questions from each set. The data were collected from 39,919 cases
(unweighted N) from 33 European countries2. Fifty one questions were
selected from the EVS questionnaire in the areas of family and marriage
(e.g., how important is family in life), parental issues and priorities (e.g.,
both parents are needed for a child to grow up happily in a family), occu-
pation related family values (e.g., being a housewife is just as fulfilling as
work for pay), religion and family (e.g., importance of shared religious
beliefs in marriage), and a few general value items related to family life
(e.g., freedom of choice and control over life).

UNIVERSAL CONSTRUCTS AND CULTURE SPECIFIC 
CONSTRUCTS

The methodology was carried out in two stages. The first stage sought to
determine which constructs were universal across the 33 countries. It was
expected that universal construct equivalence would be found, but would
not account for a large amount of variance. The second stage was based
on the hypothesis that there may be universal family constructs across the
countries, but there also may be culture specific constructs with items
characteristic of clusters of countries. This would require a clusters of
countries methodology.

CONSTRUCT EQUIVALENCE OF FAMILY VALUES

Stage 1: Universal Constructs

The purpose of the first stage was to determine universal factors of fam-
ily values. The procedure for establishing factor equivalence described by
van de Vijver and Leung (1997) and by van de Vijver and Poortinga (2002)
was employed. The first step was the exploratory factor analysis of the
overall correlation matrix based on the pooled data from all 33 countries.
The second step was the exploratory factor analysis of each country. The
third step was to compare the factor structure of each country with the
overall factor of the pooled data by employing Tucker Phi as the criterion
for factor equivalence.
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Step 1. Overall Factor Analysis of the Pooled Data

Because the EVS items were at different levels of measurement, e.g.,
some at two levels, some at three levels, some at five levels, correlations
could not be computed with Pearson r. Several ways of circumventing
the problem were considered, including mathematical transformations
for all continuous variables, and the use of Kendall Tau-b, Kendall Tau-c,
and Gamma coefficients; Spearman Rho coefficients seemed the most
appropriate for handling the ordinal data in the factor analyses despite
the large number of tied data. Employing Spearman Rho rather than
Pearson r in factor analysis, where there are problems with the metric
scale has also been supported by Thurstone (1947), Tabachnick and Fidell
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Table 1. Factor Analysis Outcomes for All 33 Countries

Factors 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

% of variance explained 12.21 7.39 5.62 3.55 3.39 2.98 2.77

attend religious services .79 .04 .22 .03 −.02 .07 .09
importance of religion .78 .07 .21 .05 .03 .10 .03
are you a religious person .74 .02 .09 .03 .03 .04 .05
spend time in church .69 .00 .21 .05 −.09 .04 .05
church and family life .60 −.01 .11 .15 .02 .04 −.04
shared religious beliefs .48 .11 .17 .09 .08 .02 .03
discussing problems .02 .73 .00 −.08 −.04 .06 −.02
talking about mutual interests .09 .70 .05 .10 .08 .11 −.03
spending time together .08 .66 .10 .13 .15 .09 −.04
understanding & tolerance in marriage −.01 .60 −.02 −.03 −.11 .01 .02
mutual respect and appreciation .02 .56 −.01 −.05 −.13 −.02 −.01
happy sexual relationship −.09 .51 −.06 .00 .30 −.02 .02
sharing household chores .02 .51 .00 −.05 .23 .07 −.22
abortion justified? .23 −.02 .81 .13 .10 .03 .03
approval of abortion if not wanting −.24 −.05 -.79 .07 .05 −.02 −.10
more children
approval of abortion if woman not −.22 −.03 -.79 .01 .03 .00 −.07
married
is divorce justified? .18 −.04 .63 .24 .14 .03 −.01
marriage or long-term relationship is .07 .07 .06 .67 .06 .06 −.08
necessary for one to be happy
woman needs to have children to be .07 −.07 .01 .64 .09 .01 −.01
fulfilled
both parents needed in a family .04 −.02 .10 .62 .03 −.03 .17
adequate income .00 .08 .00 .12 .71 .01 .01
good housing .00 .21 .00 .13 .62 .01 −.06
can people be trusted? −.01 .00 −.14 −.09 -.40 −.01 −.13
concerned with eldery .17 .09 .06 .05 .00 .70 −.04
help eldery .15 .19 .02 −.06 −.11 .69 −.03
prepared to do something to improve −.05 .03 .00 .03 .02 .64 .03
conditions of family

Continued



(1989), Kline (1993), Guilford (1956), and Graziano and Raulin (1989).
Thus, Spearman Rho coefficients for all 51 questions for all 39,799 partic-
ipants (weighted data) from the 33 counties in the sample were inserted
into a square matrix for further exploration of the overall factor structure
(Table 1).

Seven factors emerged for the overall factor solution (analyzing the
pooled correlation matrix for all 33 countries). The model employed was
principal component analysis with varimax rotation, and the number of
factors extracted was based on the Kaiser-Guttman and the Scree test cri-
teria. The explained variance was 37.9%. Loadings greater than |.40|were
interpreted. Factor 1 was named Religiosity and family life. Factor 2 was
named Companionship in marriage, and appeared to be consistent with the
relationship between husband and wife or partners in which they actively
share problems and interests, spend time together, have a happy sexual
relationship, and have an atmosphere of equality. Factor 3 was named
Abortion, divorce, and adultery. Factor 4 was named Children, family life, and
marriage; this factor is most likely related to a traditional nuclear family
structure. Factor 5 was named Family security and associates with housing
and income prerequisites and mutual trust in the family. Factor 6 was
named Importance of living conditions of family and the elderly. Factor 7
was named Working wife and mother and refers to working mother rela-
tionships with her children, fathers looking after children and income
provision from both husband and wife.

Step 2. Factor Analysis of Each Country

For each of the 33 countries, and following the same method of factor
analysis, seven-factor structures were computed. Spearman Rho corre-
lations were also used for the factor analysis for each country separately.

208 James Georgas and Kostas Mylonas 

Table 1. (cont.)

Factors 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

% of variance explained 12.21 7.39 5.62 3.55 3.39 2.98 2.77

concerned with living conditions of .00 −.05 .05 .09 .19 .54 .01
immediate family
working mother&children can have .05 .00 .12 .15 −.01 .01 .69
warm rels
fathers looking after children are well .10 −.13 .01 .03 .07 −.02 .65
suited for doing so
income should come from both husband .00 −.12 .04 −.30 −.08 −.05 .56
and wife

For Table 1, all questions with a loading of �.39� or less (not participating in any of the factors) are not
reported; total variance explained = 37.9%



Cultural Similarities and Differences 209

Step 3. Testing for factor equivalence of each country 
with the overall factor structure

The next step was to compare the factor structure of each country with the
overall factor structure based on the pooled data, employing Tucker Phi
coefficients of at least .90 as the criterion for factor equivalence. The factor
analyses of the countries resulted in a 33 by 7 matrix, with each matrix col-
umn containing 51 factor loadings (matrix rows). These 231 (that is, 33 × 7)
vectors would then be compared for their equivalence against the seven
overall factors, thus we calculated all Tucker Phi coefficients (231 vectors
× 7 overall factors = 1,617 Tucker Phi indices). Maximum expected factor
equivalence would yield 231 Tucker Phi coefficients greater than .90. Such
a result would mean that each of the factors in each country was equiva-
lent to one overall factor.

The Tucker Phi coefficient is somewhat tolerant of differences in fac-
tor loadings and is analogous to the number of items that take part in the
analysis. That is, the Tucker Phi coefficient takes into account the infor-
mation included in the proportion of items forming a factor, in compari-
son to the overall number of items (including those that do not take part
in this factor). However, if the number of items initially analyzed is large,
then it is more likely to neglect a rather large proportion of items with dif-
ferent loadings within the same constructs across two factor structures,
which is due to the large proportion of similar loadings for this compari-
son. This oversight may result in Tucker Phi coefficients that do not really
denote factor equivalence but merely factor similarity, although the index
remains high. However, for the purpose of our analysis, it would be
incompatible to employ other factor structure comparison methods3,
since the relevant literature is based on Tucker Phi indices. Thus, although
the previous remarks were taken into account, we decided to examine the
Tucker Phi indices for this factor equivalence testing stage.

The results of this comparison were:

● The first overall factor Religiosity and family life reached 100% factor
equivalence; that is, the same factor was found in all 33 countries.

● The second overall factor Companionship in marriage reached only
48% of equivalence (16 countries with Tucker Phi coefficients
greater than .90).

● The third overall factor Abortion, divorce and adultery reached 81% of
equivalence.

3 An alternative approach would be to employ the Cattell Salience coefficient (Cattell,
Balcar, Horn, & Nesselroade, 1969; Tabachnick and Fidell, 2001), a coefficient that is not com-
puted as the correlation between two factors but as a hypothesis-driven statistical criterion
and is accompanied by significance levels.
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● Only 6% of the countries had Tucker Phi coefficients greater than
.90 for the Children, family life, marriage overall factor.

● Only 3% of the countries had Tucker Phi coefficients greater than
.90 for the Family security overall factor.

● Importance of living conditions of the family and the elderly reached a
low 36% of factor equivalence.

● Finally, Working wife and mother had 0% agreement.

In summary, although there was absolute agreement with each coun-
try’s factor structure (33 hits) for the first overall factor, and satisfactory fac-
tor agreement for the third overall factor, it was not the case for five of the
overall factors. Thus, the Tucker Phi coefficients indicated that not all coun-
try factors were identical or similar to the overall factor structure. The ratio
of the observed factor equivalence to the expected overall factor equiva-
lence for the total of the seven factors was only 39% (factor equivalence was
observed for 92 Tucker coefficients for the seven factor structures elicited
for each country in comparison to the overall seven factor structure).

Stage 2: Factor Equivalence between Each of the 33 Countries

In this stage, factor equivalence was tested between each of the 33 coun-
tries. This is a stricter criterion than comparison of each country’s factor
structure with the overall or pooled data factor structure. The method fol-
lowed in this study was designed to distinguish between the items that
would give factor equivalent structures among all the countries and the
items that would give partial equivalence, that is, factor equivalence for
some countries but not all.

Step 1: Testing for Factor Equivalence between All 33 Countries

The factor structures of the 51 items as already computed for each coun-
try separately (principal components analyses–orthogonal rotation of the
axes) were implemented. Tucker Phi coefficients were calculated for the
factor structures between all pairs of countries (33 countries × 32 ÷ 2 = 528
pairs of countries) for seven-factor structures.

Step 2: Percent of Factor Equivalence for Each Factor Based 
on 33 Countries

Factor equivalence percentages were computed on the basis of the maxi-
mum expected number of factor equivalence hits possible (for all 528
pairs of countries in comparison for factor equivalence, the maximum
number of hits would be 528 × 7 = 3,696), since for each pair of countries,
maximum equivalence would mean that each factor of the first country in



the pair could be equivalent to just one factor in the other country of the
pair. The equivalent pairs for all pairwise comparisons were then counted
(out of the 25,872 Phi coefficients calculated in all, which is 7 × 7 = 49
indices in each of the 528 matrices), and resulted to the percentage of
equivalence for each factor. The percentage of number of hits could then
be regarded as a measure of overall factor congruence among countries. It
could be argued e.g., that 90% of the number of hits would mean strong
factor congruence, and 40% to 60% would correspond to a low percentage
of hits or partial factor congruence.

The results were that only 881 coefficients (24%) were equal to or
greater than .90 in the “hit matrix”. Thus, although factor equivalence was
high or moderate for the first 3 factors at the country-overall structures
comparison, it was low for the comparisons of all seven factors among the
33 countries.

Common Items Across Countries

After inspection of the equivalent factors among countries, it was appar-
ent that some items were common across most of the 33 countries e.g.,
“discussing the problems is an important part of a successful marriage,”
“talking about mutual interests is an important part of a successful mar-
riage,” “is abortion justified?” On the other hand, some items were found
only within some clusters of countries e.g., “faithfulness is an important
part of a successful marriage,” “importance of religion.” Thus, we have
examples of items that are a part of the overall factor equivalence by con-
stituting such equivalent factors across countries, but we also observe pat-
terns of items that may reflect the existence of clusters of countries with
potentially culture specific items. Table 2 presents two such examples of
item-patterns across the 33 countries: a homogeneous subset of items
loading on a single factor across all countries and a less homogeneous
subset of items loading on a second factor. The homogeneity reduction is
mainly due to a small subset of items that load on this second factor just
for a number of countries, possibly defining a culture specific facet for this
factor. A closer inspection of these items indicated that items like these
might support factor equivalence for clusters of countries, also “defining”
the cluster; for example, “spending time in church,” “attending religious
services,” and “shared religious beliefs are an important part of a suc-
cessful marriage,” had high loadings on the factor for specific countries
(Austria, Italy, Spain, Northern Ireland, Poland, Slovakia, and Greece),
although this same factor for all countries included a number of other
items as well. Such family values could be the country specific part and
could possibly define clusters of countries. However, the above is simply
a description of the patterns of items. In the next stage, we describe the
statistical technique employed to determine clusters of countries.

Cultural Similarities and Differences 211
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Our decision to proceed in determining clusters of countries was also
based on further consideration of the advantages and disadvantages of
the methods employed up to this point. These factor equivalence testing
methods assume universality, at least to some extent. The first method
compared the pooled correlation matrix of the 33 countries with each
country’s correlation matrix. The second method compared the factor
structures among all pairs of countries and also assumes that if univer-
sality exists, it should be present for all countries in the analysis, an
unlikely event in most cases, although there are exceptions (Georgas,
Weiss, van de Vijver, & Saklofske, 2003). Universality or equivalence of
factor structures is sometimes achieved by excluding discrepant items or
even countries from the analysis (Muthén, 1994; van de Vijver &
Poortinga, 2002). Thus, the above methods provide some information on
construct equivalence across countries, but do not provide information on
items that might be culture specific for clusters of countries.

A CLUSTERS OF COUNTRIES METHODOLOGY

The basic hypothesis of this paradigm is that there may be some univer-
sal family value constructs across cultures, but there also may be con-
structs made up of items which contain both common items across
countries and also items which are characteristic to groups or clusters of
countries.

Instead of deleting discrepant items or countries (van de Vijver &
Poortinga, 2002) in order to determine universal factors, a procedure was
followed with the purpose of identifying common or universal items in
each factor across clusters of countries and also items specific to the fac-
tor structure of each country cluster. The advantage of such a procedure
is that it employs the information contained in the same data used for fac-
tor analysis under a different perspective. Thus, instead of relying only on
the intercorrelations of the 51 items in the analysis and comparing the
33 factor structures, we should attempt a higher – aggregated – level solu-
tion, by also relying on the information of the similarities and dissimilar-
ities among the same 51 items at the country level as measures of
homogeneity among countries in their patterns of response.

Following the above rationale, a country level cluster analysis was
employed with aggregates of the participants’ responses, the 51 mean
values for each of the 33 countries, followed by a within clusters of coun-
tries factor analysis of the raw score family values at the individual level.
For the first stage of this country level analysis, the standardized trans-
formations of the 51 item means were inserted into a 51 items by 33 coun-
tries matrix and hierarchically cluster analyzed in the attempt to form
homogeneous country sets, that is, to determine clusters of countries
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with similar patterns of family values. Four clusters of countries were
obtained:

1. Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, France, West Germany, East
Germany, Luxembourg, Slovenia, Spain, and the United Kingdom.
This cluster is composed primarily of Western European
Countries, seven members of the European Union, with two
exceptions, the Czech Republic and Slovenia (n = 12,861).

2. Belarus, Bulgaria, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania,
Russia, Slovakia, and Ukraine. This cluster is clearly composed of
Eastern European and Socialist countries associated with the for-
mer Soviet Union (n = 11,527).

3. Croatia, Greece, Ireland, Northern Ireland, Italy, Poland, and
Portugal. This cluster is also composed primarily of Western
European countries, five members of the EU, with exceptions
Croatia and Poland (n = 8,358).

4. Denmark, Finland, Iceland, the Netherlands, and Sweden. Except
for the Netherlands, this cluster is composed of Scandinavian
countries (n = 5,560).

Malta was not a part of any of the four clusters. For each cluster sep-
arately (all countries involved were collapsed for their family value scores
within each cluster) correlation matrices were calculated for the raw score
family values; Spearman Rho coefficients were computed for all matrices
and all values and these matrices were then factor analyzed for each clus-
ter of countries. For all items, their participation to some common factor
across clusters, some partly common factor or specific factor, is presented
in Table 3 along with the overall factor structure as a starting point.

A closer look to Table 3 reveals interesting differences for family val-
ues among the four clusters of countries. There are items that contribute
to factor equivalence across all 33 countries (such as the “importance of
religion for family life” or the answer to the question “is divorce justi-
fied”; there are also items that contribute less to the overall factor equiva-
lence since they take part in the factor structures of two clusters of
countries (such as “mutual respect and appreciation importance for a suc-
cessful marriage” and the “adequate income importance for a successful
marriage” value). Then, there are other items that take part in a single spe-
cific factor structure that holds for only one cluster of countries, but may
very well form an overall factor in the overall factor solution. This is the
case for the items forming the FU2-OVR factor present for the countries in
the second cluster (Belarus . . . Ukraine) portraying the concerns about the
immediate members of the family including the elderly. On the basis of
such evidence, one might argue that some items form universal sets-fac-
tors for all 33 countries in their clusters, some other items form universal
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sets within some and not all clusters of countries, and finally, some items
form factors for just one cluster of countries as an indication of specific
properties on family values within this cluster only.

The next step was to compute the composite factor indices (as means
of the standardized raw scores, expressed as T-scores) to explore for the
actual support or rejection of these family value factors within each cluster
of countries separately. The respective means (for the weighted data) were
also calculated for the overall factors, and then analysis of variance results
were computed for all possible comparisons (if the factor existed for at
least two clusters of countries). Of course, the main objective of this analy-
sis was not to explore for the possible differences among the four clusters
of countries but to verify that these differences, although not extensive,
due to their systematic nature and their consistent pattern are an indirect
advocate of the general method employed. For example, it seems that clus-
ter 3 countries (Greece, Ireland, Northern Ireland, Italy, Portugal, Croatia
and Poland) stand more in favour of the religiosity and family life values
(mean T-score of 53.97) and strongly against abortion and divorce issues
(mean T-score of 47.38). Cluster 2 countries (Belarus, Bulgaria, Estonia,
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Russia, Slovakia, and Ukraine–all
associated with the former Soviet Union) support religiosity and family
life values (mean T-score of 51.45) and they also support values associated
with children in family life and marriage (mean T-score of 51.78). On the
other hand, cluster 4 countries (Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Sweden, The
Netherlands) are strongly in favour of divorce and abortion necessity
(mean T-score of 54.15) and strongly against family values that reflect the
conventional family life of “children, family life and marriage” (mean 
T-score of 45.17). Cluster 1 countries (Austria, Belgium, France, West
Germany, East Germany, Luxembourg, Spain, United Kingdom, the Czech
Republic and Slovenia) consistently hold the third place next to the cluster
4 Scandinavian countries for all four factors of family values.

CONCLUSIONS

The purpose of this paper was to present a methodology that would
enhance the interaction and communication between the indigenous psy-
chology approach and the cross-cultural comparative approach. The
indigenous psychology approach is extremely important in cross cultural
psychology for a number of reasons. It emphasizes the study of psycho-
logical variables within the context of the culture. Because psychology has
been dominated for over 100 years by western nations, many psycholog-
ical concepts and findings reflect psychological issues and concepts that
may not be as relevant or valid in other cultures. Cross-cultural psy-
chology has played a key role in emphasizing this issue. Thus, another
reason for the importance of indigenous psychology is to encourage
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psychologists from non-western cultures to creatively study psychologi-
cal concepts that may be important to their cultures. However, a critical
point in methodology is raised if it is claimed that the psychological vari-
able or phenomenon is unique in that culture.

It begs the question of what is meant by unique. Does unique refer to
psychological variables or phenomena, or does it refer to the manifestation
of the psychological phenomenon within the context of the culture? If it
means that certain psychological variables or concepts are by themselves
unique in a culture, e.g., that people in one culture have genetically specific
cognitive processes that differ from humans in other cultures, or that cer-
tain emotions in a culture are not found in other cultures, then we categor-
ically disagree. However, if cognitive processes are intrinsically related to
the context of a culture, e.g., people in hunting and gathering cultures do
not have use for calculus, or that the type of expression of emotions is
intrinsically related to context of the culture, then we agree. But even if this
result is found through a bottom-up approach, the indigenous psychologist
has to separate the analysis at psychological and cultural levels. That is, the
indigenous psychologist should seek to determine at the psychological
level if the psychological variable is also present in other cultures –the
cross-cultural approach. Second, the indigenous psychologist should seek
to determine the degree of similarity of the cultures–also a comparative
approach. This strategy enables the indigenous psychologist to determine
the degree to which the specific cultural contexts have shaped the mor-
phology of the psychological concept or behavior in the cultures.

The paradigms discussed in this paper, “Man is like all other men,
like some other men, like no other man,” and “Cultures are like all other
cultures, like some other cultures, like no other culture,” can be helpful
here. A methodology has been presented that can measure psychological
phenomena at three different hierarchical levels: universal, clusters of cul-
tures, and culture-specific. The use of the term culture-specific is important
here because it refers to the pattern of manifestation of the psychological
variable within the cultural context as unique, rather than maintaining
that the psychological phenomenon by itself is unique.

From the above examples and the overall procedure, it could be
argued that the findings provide a system for studying issues related to
psychological variables in two ways: 1) on the basis of factor congruence,
and 2) on the basis of the indigenous approach, which seems to salvage
the information for country-cluster-defining items or functions that
would otherwise be considered biased or simply not culture equivalent.
Thus, those differences found for family values that were non-equivalent
for all 33 countries, were also as important as the differences – or the
similarities–described for the country equivalent values. Thus, this
methodology might provide a means of determining clusters of countries
with common patterns of psychological variables as well as patterns that
may be culture-specific.
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Part III
Cognitive Processes



Chapter 10
The Mutual Relevance 

of Indigenous Psychology 
and Morality

Lutz H. Eckensberger

The relation of morality to indigenous psychology (IP) is examined from
four different yet complementary viewpoints. Basically, a western meta-
perspective is taken. First, the topic of morality is dealt with on a content
level: If social scientists (as a first approximation) conceive of IP as a psy-
chology that aims at understanding, explaining, and predicting people’s
behavior within specific cultures, then cultural rule systems, which are
normative frameworks for individual behavior, can be understood as
the core and the main differentia specifica of such a psychology. Morality is
one of these rule systems, both in the tradition of cultural relativism and
cultural pluralism. The crucial question of whether or not morality is cul-
ture specific (indigenous) or universal is discussed.

Second, the role of morality in the emergence of IPs is treated at the
science of science level. Certainly this is not the place to add to the dis-
cussion about what the concept of IP means and how this conception dif-
fers from cross-cultural psychology (CCP) as well as cultural psychology
(CP), which has become salient during the last decade. Yet, if one deals
with the topic of IP, one has to define one’s own position, and a moral per-
spective will be used to develop such a position.

Third, a slightly strange argument is developed based on the fact that
particularly from an IP perspective, research on culture does not just serve
an analytical function (answering the question “What is culture?”), but treats
culture as a characteristic of a group. It is postulated that this conceptualiza-
tion of cultures as more or less homogeneous entities has moral implications.

Finally, basic methodical implications are discussed, though they are
also addressed in the previous sections. It is postulated that the general
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research strategy proposed in CCP must also be complemented by heed-
ing moral arguments.

MORAL JUDGMENTS: UNIVERSAL OR CONTEXT BOUND
NORMATIVE ORIENTATIONS OF HUMANS?

In this domain, Kohlberg’s theory of moral development undoubtedly
has had the most important and salient impact on cross-cultural research.
Therefore, the following arguments are primarily based on this research1.

In the Western tradition, moral rules concern what is considered
intrinsically good or bad. Moral principles refer to human rights in gen-
eral and to individual rights and obligations in particular, and they pri-
marily concern standards of justice, general welfare, and the avoidance of
harm to others. Morals develop along with the individual’s increasing
insight into social necessities and are therefore considered rational and
objective. Positive examples are personal honesty, responsibility, and
readiness to act when someone is in need of help. Examples of the absence
of moral regulation are theft, murder, or dishonest behavior.

Kohlberg deserves admiration simply for claiming during the period
of relativistic orientation in the fifties (Kohlberg, 1958) that morality (as the
epitome of cultural relativism) is a universal phenomenon and, addition-
ally, that it develops in a cross-culturally invariant sequence, always pro-
gressing in a non-reversible order (Kohlberg, e.g. 1976, 1986). At the
empirical level a considerable amount of data supports Kohlberg’s claims:
Universal developmental trends exist when the material was scored by
means of the latest manual (Colby et al., 1987). From a quantitative point
of view, stages 2 to 5 appear to exist trans-culturally, and the trans-cultural
invariance of the stages is supported within the limits of the reliability of
the manual (for critical details see Eckensberger, 1986), although stage 5 is
rarely found. It is important that these general trends in stage develop-
ment did not reveal much of a Western bias–higher stages were also found
in non-western cultures (like in Taiwan and India), though higher stages
are rare even in the West (for more detailed information on stage consis-
tency theory, A-/B-substages, developmental antecedents, etc. see
Eckensberger & Zimba, 1997; Edwards, 1986; Snarey, 1985; Vine, 1986).

But from a qualitative, indigenous point of view, serious doubts still
exist about the cross-cultural validity of the theory. Some critics call for
modifications of Kohlberg’s scheme only, others for more substantial
changes in it is considered incomplete at best, or misleading and wrong at
worst.

1 Since Kohlberg refined his theory continuously, it is difficult to do him justice. See
Eckensberger and Zimba (1997) for a discussion of the main changes in his theory.



Evidently morality in non-western cultures is duty based rather than
rights based, although this contrast was probably overemphasized by
American individualism rather than by western ethics in general. After
all, Kant’s deontic Ethic, on which much of the modern western ethics is
based (Kant, 1968/1788), was also duty rather than rights based.
However, this orientation towards duties is evident, for instance, in the
Japanese (Confucian) principle of giri-ninjo (loyalty-human affection),
the Indian (Hindu) ethic of duty (Miller, 1994; Shweder et al., 1987),
and the Confucian principle of filial piety, which according to Hwang
(1998) is a mandatory unconditional positive duty.

From a cross-cultural perspective, the status of stage 3 and 4 and
stage transitions to stage 4 are opaque, because these two stages represent
quite different understandings of the social world. Ma (1988) and
Edwards (1986) questioned the strict definition of Kohlberg’s stage 4 in
terms of laws and institutions. Based on her investigations of face-to-face
societies, Edwards concluded that the social perspective of an informal
understanding of roles should be sufficient for scoring stage 4. On the
other hand, much collective thinking based on various ideals of harmony
somehow seems to resemble stage 3 thinking. But, it is quite unclear
whether this relates to the stage notion or to basic moral principles.
Setiono (1994), for instance, claims that the Javanese concepts of hormat
(respect for older people) and rukun (harmonious social relations), resem-
ble Kohlberg’s stage 3, and thus that Javanese people showed a local
adaptation, in that they had already reached an optimal moral develop-
ment at stage 3. But Setiono (1994) simultaneously calls these concepts
moral principles. Snarey (1983) mentions the principles of collective hap-
piness in the Kibbutz. Lei and Cheng (1984) refer to different types of “col-
lective conflict-solving strategies”, not mentioned by Kohlberg, in some of
their Taiwanese interviews, which were thus difficult to analyze. Tietjen
and Walker (1984) faced similar problems in Papua New Guinea.

Ma (1998) reconstructed indigenous Chinese stages of moral thinking
by first assuming what he calls “a general or master structure” and then
constructing Western and Chinese sub-structures, the latter based on the
norm of filial piety and social altruism, social order, and the norm of pro-
priety. However, indigenous stages were only proposed for stage 4 and
higher. Stages 1 to 3 were assumed to be identical to those in the West.

These examples also suggest that in some non-western cultures equity
is more important than equality. Respect is distributed unequally. This is true
for respecting older persons (hormat) and for the ideal of harmonious rela-
tions (rukun) in Java, and filial piety in Confucian cultures. Similarly, Ma
(1988) pointed to the Chinese (Confucian) principle of ren (love, benevo-
lence, human-heartedness, man-to-manness, sympathy, perfect virtue). In
India justice is generally understood as what one deserves. But deserved-
ness differs along various aspects: Kinship (eldest son deserves most), Varna
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(Caste–Brahmins deserve most), gender (men deserve more). Equality only
exists when all other factors have been considered (Krishnan, 1997).

The relationship of some of these principles to western ethics (the
justice ethic and the ethic of responsibility and care) remains unclear in
detail. Hwang (1998) elaborated that many of the Chinese concepts–which
he called “Confucian ethics for ordinary people” (p. 216) like ren, yi and li
resemble Western concepts (benevolence, respect for others, and acting
according rules), although there are differences in detail. “Yi, for instance, is
often translated as justice, but it is usually linked to other Chinese charac-
ters which modify its meaning” (Hwang, 1998, p. 217). The Chinese princi-
ple of ren, the Javanese principles of hormat and rukun, the principles of
collective happiness, filial piety, collective utility, communal interconnect-
edness, and harmony all seem to represent principles close to Gilligan’s
(1982) concepts of care and responsibility, which as a whole represent moral
matters encompassing the voice of the “community” (Gemeinschaft; Snarey
& Keljo, 1991). Kohlberg himself tried to integrate both of these perspec-
tives (justice and care) when defining the “co-ordination between justice
and benevolence” as an important feature of the structure of stage 6 in one
of his last papers (Kohlberg, Boyd & LeVine, 1986).

In particular, Miller’s work indicated that Gilligan’s concept of caring
(and therefore also Kohlberg’s) varies cross-culturally. She claimed that
caring in Gilligan’s sense is based on Western cultural views of the self and
thus is culturally bound. Americans (and perhaps others from modern
Western cultures) conceptualize caring as based on perceived intrinsic
duties. Miller (1994) postulated an “individually oriented” interpersonal
moral code in the U.S. in contrast to a “duty based” moral code in India,
which gives less weight to individual discretion and choice in interper-
sonal responsibilities. It is also important, as Hwang (1998) clarified, that
filial piety, because it is considered mandatory, leads to a specific
Confucian dilemma”. Following filial piety is deemed more important
than other basic general principles like “do not steal”.

This tension between the relation of the self to the immediate social
world and the social world of humans at large is also evident in different
conceptualizations of weness (Choi & Kim, Chapter 15). In Indonesian Kita
and Kami refer to we-ness on different levels of social reality (Hassan,
2002). The Kami-mode refers to the level of interpersonal relations and
groups based on empathy and reciprocal respect–which also implies dis-
crimination and exclusion of others. The Kita-mode, however, refers to a
transpersonal level of moral thinking (Eckensberger, Döring, & Breit,
2001), which implies commonality with others oriented towards basic
human virtues and principles, which are true for all of humankind and
not only for a particular culture.

Complementing these types of social reality, a private and a public self
can be distinguished in many non-western cultures. In Hinduism, the
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individual role is samanya dharma, the societal role varnaashram dharma. In
Hong Kong a small I and a big I are distinguished (Ma, 1998). In Japan honne
means one’s natural, real, or inner wishes, and tatemai is understood as the
standards by which one is bound outwardly (Sugiyama-Lebra, 1976).

From here it is a small step to the notion that the relation between
agency and rule systems (particularly to morality) is crucial. In the west,
morality is clearly understood as being highly relevant to the self, ego, or
agency (see for instance the element upholding character in Kohlberg’s scor-
ing system). From a cross-cultural perspective, this relationship is even
more pronounced. In some cultures self-development is itself normative: In
Hinduism and Buddhism self-cultivation culminates in liberating oneself
from the self (Hinduism: Universal self–Atman, in Buddhism–Nirvana).
Beyond this, there is the duty of self-realization through education in India
(Clemens, 2004).

Apart from the fact that the distinction between personal concerns,
convention, and morality as rule systems, proposed by Turiel and Nucci
and their colleagues, was also found in other cultures (cf. Eckensberger &
Zimba, 1997), two aspects of this approach are becoming increasingly
important:

First, it is evident, particularly in cross-cultural research, that it is not
the prototypical event/situation as such that defines whether or not a spe-
cific behavior/action falls into one of these rule systems, but rather the
interpretation of such an event in the context of a whole indigenous cos-
mology. An example from Zimba (1994) may clarify this point.

The Chewa and Tumbuka of Zambia distinguish sexually hot indi-
viduals (teenagers and adults of child-bearing age) from sexually cold
ones (infants, seriously sick persons, neophytes in the rites of passage,
and adults who have ended their sexual involvement). They also believe
that engaging in chigololo, that is, premarital sex by hot individuals, causes
illness (the outbreak of vumba–a type of influenza) amongst the cold
moral patients. Chigololo pollutes sexually hot individuals and makes
them transmit the pollution to sexually cold individuals through fire,
touch, salt, and air. The harm that cold individuals may suffer due to the
sexual misconduct of hot individuals is real harm for the Chewa and the
Tumbuka. Consequently, they interpret premarital sex as a moral issue, as
opposed to American university students who understand such activity
as either a personal issue or as a convention.

The causal chain of harm that the Chewa and the Tumbuka perceive
is not shared at a universal level. Yet, it demonstrates that protecting
moral patients from harm, regardless of how this is conceived of in a spe-
cific context, can take different forms, conceptualizations, and character-
istics. Actions that do not protect moral patients from harm are morally
wrong in principle, whether local or universal, whether allowed or for-
bidden. Harming is harming and in an African context.
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Second, the most important difference in moral thinking and behav-
ior, based on the domain specificity of rule systems, is probably due to
what Vasudev (1984) highlighted in the case of India. In most Non-western
cultures, religion and morality (philosophy) are not separated into
philosophy or science as they have been in the West since after the
Renaissance and the Enlightenment. This does not mean, however, that
“ordinary people” in the West make this distinction, as can be seen in the
emergence of fundamentalist Christian moral arguments during the 2004
election campaigns in the US.

In fact, most of the concepts that define the different principles of
respect are rooted in religious belief systems rather than in morality, some
in Islam, others in Hinduism, or Confucianism. But these roots also lead
to entirely different prescriptive principles. Vasudev explained, for
instance, why the Indian principle of respect for all life exists, leading to
the principle of nonviolence (ahimsa) in Hinduism. Huebner and Garrod
(1991) pointed out that in some Hindu and Buddhist cultures morality is
embedded in conceptions about the nature of human existence itself. The
law of karma (i.e., the adding up of good [dharma] and bad [adharma]
actions, which may have been committed in earlier lives) is especially
regarded as crucial because it leads to types of moral reasoning totally dif-
ferent from the ones defined in Kohlberg’s stage theory and manual.

Ma (1998) also postulated a seventh stage, which is partially defined
by “sainted altruism” rooted in Buddhism. Kohlberg (1973) wrote some
“notes towards a seventh stage” (p. 201) as well, indicating clearly that
this stage would deal with the question of “why be moral?” And he
added, “The answer to the question ‘Why be moral?’ at this level entails
the question ‘Why live?’ (and the parallel question, ‘How to face death?’),
so that ultimate moral maturity requires a mature solution to the question
of the meaning of life. This, in turn, is hardly a moral question per se: It is
an ontological or religious one” (p. 202). So, social scientists end up where
they started: With a clear cut distinction of morality and religion in the
West, which is simply nonexistent in many non-Western cultures.

Shweder and his colleagues have doubts concerning the domain-
specificity of normative rule systems. Their Indian data suggest that the
moral domain appears to be the only one available for making social judg-
ments (Shweder et al., 1987). Shweder maintained that all socio-norma-
tive convictions are moral, but he assumed that there are different ways of
talking about morality: One kind of morality concerns freedom, right,
harm, and justice, which he called the ethics of autonomy. Another kind of
morality concerns duty and the collective enterprise, which he called the
ethics of community. A third concerns purity, sanctity, and the realization of
one’s spiritual nature, which he called the ethics of divinity (Shweder &
Haidt, 1991). However, whether and in what respect this proposal is really
different from the conceptions of different domains is debatable. In any
case, Shweder had a much broader concept of morality.
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The overall conclusion of this overview is not quite satisfactory, but
it is productive: On the one hand there are quite a number of culture spe-
cific (indigenous) materials and ethical positions that clearly differ from the
West. On the other hand, there is some communality at another, deeper
level. There are similarities between ethical concepts in different cultures,
pointing to some kind of common denominator or a certain universality
of ethical principles, even if they are rooted in religion.

Emergence of Indigenous Psychologies from the Perspective 
of Morality

The emergence of IPs is a rather recent development in the history of psy-
chology (Sinha, 1997). There are, however, several articles and chapters
that deal with differences and similarities between the big three culture-
based psychologies (CBPs), although unfortunately, there is no common
terminology or perspective. I argue that a moral perspective can help in
clarifying these concepts. Space limitations do not allow for a detailed
elaboration. This will be done elsewhere.

The three approaches (CCP, CP and IP) can be distinguished with
regard to many dimensions or aspects. Sometimes they are reconstructed
on the basis of the practical (social-political) reasons that led to their
development (Greenfield, 2000; Kim, 2000); sometimes they are distin-
guished by analytical dimensions, e.g. their aims, scope, and focus (Yang,
2000), by theoretical orientations (Shweder, 2000; Yang, 2000), or by
methodical perspectives (Yang, 2000). The features used to define and dis-
tinguish the three psychological camps also vary to quite an extent in
scope and number: just to indicate the variety - Yang (2000) used a total of
18 features, Shweder (2000) four for IP and six for CP.

If one takes a closer look at the arguments, then the three approaches
are evidently not regarded as equidistant by most authors. In many cases
CP and IP are considered much closer to one another than to CCP
(Shweder, 2000, Yang, 2000, as well as implicitly Kim, 2000).

If one applies a Kuhnian (1970) perspective to the three culture-
based approaches to psychology by looking at the underlying models of
humans hidden in these approaches, then one can argue that CCP fol-
lows a paradigm different to that of CP and IP (Eckensberger, 1979, 2002):
Mainstream CCP clearly stays within the natural science orientation of
mainstream psychology, it follows the nomothetic science ideal (which
either follows physics or biology). It complements mainstream research
strategies methodically by aiming to test cultural influences on the devel-
opment of behavior and examining the universality of psychological
structures and functions. It is based on causality, prediction (usually
by measurement), and objectivity (regarding subjects and culture as
objects). Culture as content is “invisible but obvious” (Smedslund, 1984),
however, because of the natural science program, it is not an explicit part
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of psychology. CP, on the other hand, conceives of humans as meaning
creating subjects (“homo interpretans”, cf. Eckensberger, 1993), who not
only anticipate events, but plan them intentionally and are in principle
potentially aware of their activities as well as of themselves and others.
Culture in the sense of symbolic meaning is assumed to be unique to
humans, hence a psychology of humans cannot do without it. This para-
digm or perspective is not simply another approach to CCP, rather it dif-
fers profoundly and qualitatively in many basic assumptions about
humans.

In CP, cultural rules that help one to understand human actions
replace or at least complement the natural laws used as a framework for
explaining human behavior. This distinction is precisely what was
implied when Shweder (2000) discussed the differences between humans
and nature, and focused upon goals, values, and pictures as the main con-
cern of CP.

Regarding IP from this perspective, it seems that it is difficult to dis-
tinguish from CP. Kim (1990, p. 195), for instance, regards IP as “psycho-
logical knowledge that is native, that is not transplanted from another
region, and that is designed for its people.” Enriquez (1982) defined IP as
a system of psychological thought and practice that is rooted in a partic-
ular cultural tradition. Berry et al. (1993, p. 381) interpret IP as the psy-
chology of a cultural group based on the day-to-day behavior of its
members, for which local points of view provide the paradigms that
guide the collection and interpretation of psychological information.
Greenfield (2000) made an interesting point in delineating IP from CP,
however, she maintained that IP goes beyond CP (which has concentrated
increasingly on ethnotheories in recent years) by taking “informal folk
theories of psychological functioning and formaliz[ing] them into psy-
chological theories” (p. 225).

The viewpoint of moral development helps to elaborate this point,
going even one step further by analyzing the type of folk theories IP builds
upon. From this perspective, it turns out that IP emerged exactly in those
cultures that do not distinguish between religion and ethics (in philoso-
phy), and where rules of conduct are rooted either in Buddhism,
Confucianism, Taoism, Hinduism, Islam, Shintoism, or tribal religious
belief systems. That is, it originated in Non-western religions. This point is
explicitly made by Ho, Si-qing Peng, Lai, and Chan (2001). In fact, if one
looks at empirical research in various fields (need to achieve, school
achievements, emotions), in most cases one of the enumerated religious
systems is referred to. Developmental stages in India, for instance, are often
summarized in terms of the stages distinguished in the Vedes (Saraswathi
& Ganapathy, 2002; Vasudev, 1984). This also appears to be true for Latin
America, where psychology is “inextricably embedded in the development
of language, magic, religion, and philosophy” (Diaz-Guerrero, 1994, p. 717,
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cited by Sinha, 1997, p. 144). This also seems to be true for Africa.
Nsamenang (1992), for instance, distinguishes three basic components of
selfhood (spiritual, ancestral, and social), which include religion. Thus for
many Non-Western psychologists, their own culture is visible and obvious
because an explicit relationship between their religious beliefs and their
cultures exists. So, from a psychological point of view, religion cannot sim-
ply be considered a system that competes with morality or even science,
rather it represents one rule-system that people believe in and which there-
fore also governs their behavior to a considerable extent. In this respect,
religion is an essential object of psychology as a cultural science, this is true
for CP in general, and for IP in particular.

If one agrees with this analysis, then IP (by necessity) also follows a
model of humans that is potentially self-reflective and that is the very
same model as CP. This is so because the basis for (any kind of) religion is
the self-reflectivity of humans. Humans not only reflect upon their exis-
tence, they also attach meaning to their life as well as to the world, and
also comprehend the end of this existence: Humans know for sure that
they will die, and they attach meaning to death. This is the cradle of reli-
gion (Eckensberger, 1993) and of culture (Morin, 1973).

Thus, my basic understanding is that the hidden assumptions made
in the three CBPs are firstly, the distinction between a natural and cultural
science orientation (CCP vs. CP and IP) and secondly, a distinction
between secular cultural rules and cultural rules (CP and IP) that do not
explicitly differentiate between secular and transcendental categories.
This analysis illuminates the rather large similarities between CP and IP,
and their shared differences from CCP.

Apart from moral and religious rules as differentia specifica of IP and
CP, moral aspects are relevant to the interrelationship of the three cul-
ture-based psychologies in practical research. Berry (2000) argued fruit-
fully that the three perspectives are complementary. But, again from a
Kuhnian perspective, this complementarity is not as easy to accomplish
as one would wish. This is so because the two paradigms (CCP on the
one hand, and CP and IP on the other) are not only different, but also
basically incommensurable. They are defended, evaluated, or even
devalued by the respective disciplinary matrices or scientific communi-
ties. Berry, for instance, accused cultural psychologists of just creating a
new niche for some people trying to attain specific social positions at the
IACCP conference in Yogyakarta (2002). If one agrees with the proposal
that this incommensuralibity should actually lead to complementarity,
then necessarily the various perspectives have to be mutually respected
by the different communities (Eckensberger, 2002). This is not easy for
CCP and CP because paradigms are defined by their methods (exem-
plars) to a large extent. Though methodical pluralism is increasingly
propagated in meta-discussions (van de Vijver & Poortinga, 2002), when
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it comes to normative programs of “how to do CCP”, a strictly quantita-
tive research strategy, in which subjects and cultures are regarded as
objects, following the basic strategy of classical physics (experimenta-
tion, quasi-experimentation, prediction, measurement, and control of
variables, see van de Vijver & Leung, 1997), is preferred (by the same
people who call for pluralism).

If this analysis is at least partially true, then the necessary mutual
respect between the three CBPs is even more difficult to achieve in case of
IP. This is so, because religions are rooted in existential dimensions. They
are not based on knowledge, but on faith. In addition, although the goals
of religion and cultural rules of conduct may be accepted as identical,
their content (the mentalities in Shweder’s sense) is quite different.

Theoretically, the program of how to develop tolerance for other reli-
gions (and thus also for different IPs) in order to attain mutual under-
standing appears to be clear: One follows Greenfield’s (2000) proposal that
there are “deep structures” in cultures that lead to a shared or universal CP.
This means, one simply has to dig for the deep structures of religions, find
the common ground, and then interpret the different manifestations of reli-
gion as metaphors for basically the same existential phenomena, thus com-
ing to tolerate them as well. Fuad Hassan (2002), in his brilliant
introductory keynote speech at the conference of the IACCP in Yokyakarta,
took a similar position when he proposed that social scientists should move
to the Kita-mode of we-ness that entails a sense of unity with others regard-
ing basic human virtues and principles, thus enabling people to share the
we-worlds of others with different religions.

Although I basically agree, there are three barriers that make realiz-
ing this plausible insight a really difficult task (Eckensberger, 1993). First,
it is an extremely delicate matter for the individual person to understand
or to develop the abstracted deep structure of religions because even most
adults in the West do not reach the stage of principled reasoning
(Eckensberger & Zimba, 1997). Second, and this is more intriguing, the
content of religion can be interpreted at different levels of abstractness or
directness–literally or metaphorically. At both levels different interpreta-
tions are possible. The literal interpretation directly implies religiously pre-
scribed ways of behaving. Usually there are claims that the respective
fundamentalist understanding represents the only truth. It seems quite
plausible that tolerance towards other religions (which imply other
truths) is rather unlikely. Tolerance means really accepting or respecting
something or somebody. But can one accept two religions and two truths,
while simultaneously claiming that there is only one?

Finally, the proposal itself could possibly lead to a serious dilemma.
If religions are interpreted entirely as metaphors for the basic existential
problems of humans, then their constructive quality by necessity will be
discovered and consequently they could lose one of the primary functions
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for which they were once developed: the function of coping with death.
When religion is regarded as a human construction, its basic function of
reducing existential anxiety about death is no longer being fulfilled.

THE MORAL IMPLICATIONS OF TREATING CULTURES AS
HOMOGENEOUS WHOLES

There is another angle from which morality constitutes an important
dimension in the discussion of the emergence of IP, namely whether cul-
ture is seen as a theoretical concept that defines the unique feature of
humans and therefore is common to all, or whether it is understood as a
characteristic of a special group, and, if the latter is the case, whether it is
seen as a dynamic “integrated constellation of common practices” or
rather as a “fixed categorical property of individuals” (Rogoff & Angelillo,
2002). Usually this issue is handled in the context of methodical or
methodological arguments, but it also has moral implications that are
frequently not considered. A summary of the history and complexity of the
concept of culture is not necessary here. However, regardless of the dimen-
sions or logical status of the concept, it is evident that a specific culture is
also formed by attribution processes, by constructions in the eye of the
beholder, and this construction highlights differences more than similari-
ties. This was stated rather vividly by Gutmann (1967) when he wrote:

[in the same way as] we find out that we are air breathers, and ‘air’ only
becomes an objectified datum, when we first fall into the water…cross-cultural
experience…gets us out of our social skin, out of our accustomed psychosocial
ecology. (p. 189)

This experience is based on subjectively interpreted superficial differ-
ences. Such cultural differences are more easily detected or experienced
than similarities (the visible but non-obvious). Research on morality across
cultures points to many underlying similarities of ethics/religions. The
same seems to be true for the other rule systems that can be distinguished.
But the argument here is that not only lay persons emphasize differences
more than similarities (at least at first culture contact), we as psychologists
have also more often focussed on differences than similarities, ever since
the context of development has been considered important. This is partic-
ularly true for IP, almost by definition. Even when social scientists do not
analyze individual cultures, the distinction between basic types of
cultures, mostly individualistic and collectivistic cultures, dominates the
whole field. This applies to all three camps of CBPs for different reasons.
Whether we index cultures in quantitative approaches, or whether we
assume shared meaning systems or practices–we demarcate cultures by
doing so. In the process of globalization, of migration, and economic
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competition, the moral implications of treating other cultures as groups that
are unique and therefore different, and consequently minimizing similari-
ties, is not only dysfunctional but may even be dangerous. This is especially
obvious in terror management theory (Greenberg et al, 1986), which is
explicitly based on the existential fear of death (Becker, 1973) and the secu-
rity gained by assuming or constructing shared cultural practices and
meanings. There is ample empirical evidence that in the case of threats and
danger, the social construction of sharing a culture and belonging to the
same cultural group is not only strengthened, but goes hand in hand with
a moral devaluation of other cultures, or more generally, of differing groups
of people. The reaction to September 11, which led to a general devaluation
of Muslims in some parts of the West, is a very recent example.
Psychologists, working in the field of culture-based psychologies should
therefore be particularly aware of these processes, as they bear a special
responsibility for the implications of their cultural models. This is probably
exactly what Fuad Hassan (2002) had in mind in the speech just mentioned.

There is a second aspect regarding the greater focus on differences.
Most of the intercultural communication literature is based on the funda-
mental differences in the cultural standards of cultures, as represented in
critical incidents (Brislin et al., 1986). Again, a moral dimension is crucial.
Much of this literature seems to aim at a better understanding of a foreign
culture through knowledge of its standards. But a second glance shows
that many programs of intercultural communication are strategic in
orientation rather than aimed at mutual understanding and respect. The
goal is to gain a better understanding of another culture to do better busi-
ness. This can be justified by moral reasons (improvement of living con-
ditions in the foreign culture), but there is always the danger of
exploitation that psychologists should be aware of and sensitive to.

However, to return to the central issue of whether different cultures
really need different psychologies, or whether there is some common
ground that will in the long run allow for one psychology for all humans:
Many authors of CP and IP are not really decided on this issue, though in
most cases their ultimate aim is to construct a psychology that applies to
all humans but retains cultural uniqueness. Berry and Kim (1993) con-
structed a matrix (of topics and societies) that basically follows the same
idea that Stern (1911) proposed in his early “differential psychology”–a
matrix to analyze the relationship between general processes and indi-
vidual cases (p. 17). Yang (2000) proposed a pyramid model. Shweder
(2000) differentiated a (universal) mind and (unique) mentalities.

The general point, however, is that this tension is not just an academic
issue; it has moral implications as well. Social scientists should focus on
similarities more than they do. Even Brett (2000), who discussed several
models of negotiation between cultures, started out by demarcating groups
according to their particular cultures, yet concluded with the observation
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that “there is a distribution of traits within a culture. Two negotiators from
cultures with distinct but overlapping distributions of cultural characteris-
tics may find they have very similar cultural values and norms, despite the
differences in their cultures” (p. 103). Sinha and Tripathi (1994) demon-
strated impressively that Indian culture is characterized by its heterogene-
ity. They elaborated in detail the coexistence of quite different orientations
within the Indian culture and even in Hinduism, in which “juxtapositions
of contradictory elements are to be found where dharma (duty) and moska
(salvation) coexist with pursuit of wealth (artha) and sexual satisfaction
(kama) as constituents of cardinal duties” (p 127). Of course, cultures are
dynamic and heterogeneous, but usually social scientists do not consider
the moral implications of “forgetting about it”.

THE MORALITY OF METHODS IN IP

This is probably a strange heading for those who are convinced that sci-
ence is morally neutral and that methods in particular are neutral. But the
opaque attitude of some researchers impels me once more to make at least
a few comments on this issue.

There seems to be no clear cut consensus about the question of whether
IP needs or leads to a specific method. Of course, it is agreed upon that (cul-
tural) contents have to be retained. The issue, however, is whether IP needs
or calls for different research strategies and methods of data gathering.
Kim, for instance, seems to be ambivalent about this point. On the one hand
he underlined the role of phenomenology (Kim, 2000), on the other hand he
considered the concept of IP as methodically open (pers. communication).
Others like Van Vlaenderen (1993, p. 93, as quoted by Sinha, 1997, p.142)
called for “a new methodology, new research techniques, and new types of
relationships between the researcher and research participants in the
research effort.” Yang (2000) also proposed a specific indigenous research
strategy. From a CP point of view, the methods clearly have to deal with the
analysis of subjective meaning, although other methods can be used addi-
tionally, depending on specific issues of concern. Again, only those dimen-
sions that follow from a moral point of view are mentioned in short.

The most widely accepted research strategy once proposed by Berry
(1969), which can be summarized as the emic, imposed etic, derived etic
sequence, is in a sense imperialistic in that it starts with one (usually
Western) culture. Under a CP perspective, one should, however, start with
a joint (top down) discussion of the concepts one aims to study. This dis-
course is not only based on mutual respect among researchers and their
cultural backgrounds, it also implies that one is confronted with cultural
similarities and differences, which means that it can lead to a fruitful
reflection of the concepts involved and the cultural prejudices one may
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have about the foreign as well as one’s own culture. As a result of such a
strategy, a consensual etic rather than a derived etic would result
(Eckensberger, 1994), which also reflects the fact that the validation of
theories is a social process. However, the problem of understanding
(amongst researchers) remains, both because of the different languages
(even if English is spoken, the connotations will certainly differ in many
cases) and the different cultural backgrounds. This problem is discussed
rather productively in analytical philosophy, where Quine and Davidson,
for instance, touch on problems of translation. Interestingly, these problems
are not formulated technically, but rather in moral terms, by proposing two
preconditions (a) the use of empathy, and (b) the principle of charity, which
means ascribing the maximum of truth to sentences uttered in a dialogue
(or foreign language) (Quine, 1976).

At the level of data gathering, a theory based on an agency by neces-
sity implies that the person tested is both a subject, whose own perspec-
tives, interests, and hypotheses have to be respected, and an object of the
study at the same time. So, the investigator necessarily has to adopt a
bifocal attitude. As methods are oriented toward processes rather than
outcomes, they are much more dialogical than methods usually are. Misra
(2001, p. 16) takes a similar position by arguing “We need to move from a
psychology of response to a psychology of construction. Construction (of
meaning) through continuous dialog between the researcher and studied
phenomenon takes place on the basis of indicators.” These dialogical
methods again imply a moral dimension, a performatory attitude on the
side of the researcher (Habermas, 1981).

Respecting the investigated person should be a precondition of all
empirical studies. Yet, it is interesting how seldom this is discussed with
reference to concrete methods. Keller (1997), for instance, is one of the few
developmentalists to reflect upon this problem with reference to the
stranger situation in the tradition of Ainsworth, which is applied almost
all over the globe. If it is true that babies experience stress in the stranger
situation, then it is hard to justify placing them in a situation that could
possibly change their attachment to their caretakers. This is even more
problematic if this kind of experience (being alone, and then meeting a
stranger) is rather unusual in a culture, such as in Japan, for instance
(Miyake, Chen and Campos, 1985).

HUMAN ACTION AS A POSSIBLE UNIVERSAL FOR 
PSYCHOLOGY

In an early analysis (Eckensberger, 1979) the tension between the unique
and the general, between the subject and culture, was used as criterion to
evaluate existing psychological theories from a cross-cultural perspective.
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Without repeating these early arguments, I discovered that all but one
theory family allows for the possibility of defining the uniqueness of the
single case (events, objects and persons) and developing a theory that
contains the individual as well as the culture. This was the family of
action theories based on the French tradition of Janet (Schwartz, 1951) as
well as on German philosophy (from Dilthey, 1894 to Habermas, 1981)
and Russian activity theory (see Eckensberger, 1995). They make use of
the perspective of homo interpretans, a meaning-creating and potentially
self-reflective agency. Action theory is not just a foundation for creating a
culture-based psychology (Boesch, 1991; Eckensberger, 1996), action theo-
ries are also particularly attractive in the present context in which moral-
ity is the object of theorizing and research because the concept of morality
analytically presupposes a decision made by a potentially self-reflective
agency capable of deciding. Without the assumption of an agency who
can be held responsible for an action and its outcome, a definition of
morality is hardly possible–which is why non-human nature is consid-
ered morally neutral.

It is assumed that humans are not only influenced by culture, but also
create culture, and that they use culture as the lens or medium to under-
stand the world and as a means of coping with it instrumentally and
socially. In addition a common deep structure is assumed to be funda-
mental to this entire dialectical process linking the agency and culture.
The model assumes that every human being as an agency is capable of
reflective processes and that actions can be differentiated analytically at
three levels. At the first level (primary actions), all humans develop goals
(intentionality), choose means, and evaluate the processes resulting from
interacting with the material environment (instrumental actions) or with
others (communicative actions), thereby creating their understanding of
the world during ontogeny (for a detailed explication see Eckensberger,
1990, 1995, 2002). In the person, schemata about the world are con-
structed, and in the environment material and social consequences of
actions occur that form the enabling and constraining conditions of fur-
ther actions. These schemata can be shaped by exclusively child-oriented
activities in the West or within co-occurring care structures in some non-
western cultures (Keller & Eckensberger, 1998), yet both can be formu-
lated within the same framework. Likewise, action controls (action
oriented or secondary actions) with corresponding control beliefs and
normative frameworks are developed that constitute social standards and
control beliefs in the person, and conventions and laws within the culture,
and which define constraints and support for further actions. They can be
based on the ideal of harmony in India (Sinha, 1996), for instance, or on
dominating the world in the West, yet, they can both be analyzed in terms
of the same function within an action. Emotions as important processes
in action regulations, like shame and guilt, can also vary in different
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cultures–shame, for instance, may be experienced in Japan in situations
that usually elicit anger and aggressive actions in the West (Kornadt,
2002), yet the basic function of emotions as regulators of actions remains
the same. They are just embedded in different meaning systems, and this
is what action theory is about. Finally, the agency is interpreted on the
basis of reflective processes (third order actions), though agencies may
differ in the sense of being interdependent or independent (Markus and
Kitayama, 1991), yet they still remain agencies. Most important, at this
level the operation of contemplating existence by the agency him- or her-
self is the very basis for religiosity in the subject and religion in the cul-
ture. So without an agency contemplating the ultimate, it is hard to define
what religion is all about.

We specifically applied this model to morality and its development in
context. The results are manifold and promising. Our action theory recon-
struction of moral development used action elements as a criterion of
structure (goal taking instead of role taking) and resulted in stages that
entail increases in the kind and number of action elements considered in
a moral decision. This analysis ended up with more stages than Kohlberg
proposed (Eckensberger & Reinshagen, 1980), and in four instead of three
levels of moral judgment (Eckensberger, Döring, & Breit, 2001). These are
generated in two social interpretation spheres, the interpersonal sphere,
defined by concrete interactions with concrete persons, and the transper-
sonal social sphere, determined by functions and roles. According to our
data and theoretical analysis, development proceeds from heteronomy to
autonomy within both levels, which implies that this model is particu-
larly suitable for defining the adequacy of moral structures in face to face
societies (Edwards’ problem), which constitute an interpersonal space.
This conceptualization solves the problem of the transition from stage 3 to
stage 4 in Kohlberg’s scheme elegantly, and it fits concepts like the
Indonesian concepts Kami and Kita perfectly. We have also started
research on the domain specificity of rules, and proposed ways of distin-
guishing and interrelating different domains of rule systems (conven-
tions, law, religion) by interpreting them as different forms of actions and
co-actions (Eckensberger, Kapadia, Wagels, 2000). So, this approach seems
to allow one to distinguish the general (action scheme) and the unique
manifestation of meaning systems and interpretations.

CONCLUSIONS

The analysis of the concept of IP and its relationship to CCP and CP from
a Kuhnian viewpoint by necessity results in the construction of cultures of
psychology, which may not represent what psychologists actually do or
how they think about their discipline in everyday research or counseling.
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Yet, it highlights the deep structure of these scientific cultures. One of the
main issues raised by the foregoing analysis is the question of the rela-
tionship between religious systems and daily life in different cultures. In
an earlier study, for example, Murray Thomas (1988), not only analyzed
different religions in the Orient (Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism,
Shinto, and Islam) at a theoretical level (as they are represented in the
scripts), but also popular beliefs about humans held by subjects from these
different religions. This work (which he does not consider a “complete
journey into the realm of Oriental theories” but “only as few steps along
the way”, p. 338) demonstrates that (a) these religions in fact have an enor-
mous impact on daily life (although this impact is domain specific); that (b)
of course people vary in their amount of knowledge about their religion;
that (c) modernization clearly has an influence (not Christianity but
Western life style)–a topic also highlighted in a recent study in India with
respect to the tension between Sanscritizing psychology and the evolving
new middle class structures (Säävälä, 2001); and that (d) in many societies
several religions compete with one another, but do not merge.

However, the main problem of how to deal with the tension between
CCP (and mainstream psychology) and various CPs will remain. What the
future of IP will bring is of particular interest. It is an open question whether
IP will align itself with the one rather than the other approach. From my
point of view, however, IP runs the risk of losing its particular cultural con-
tent, if it turns to CCP. I also expect that the more the non-Western cultures
change to a Western life style, the more closely the concept of IP will resem-
ble CP. On the other hand, a revival of religiously based life styles and insti-
tutions is occurring in the West as well, as is particularly evident in the U.S.
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Chapter 11
Naı̈ve Dialecticism and the Tao 

of Chinese Thought

Kaiping Peng, Julie Spencer-Rodgers, 
and Zhong Nian

All of Chinese roots are in the Taoist tradition. 
LU XUN, Chinese writer, 1918. 

A Chinese thought without Taoism is like a tree without roots 
JOSEPH NEEDHAM, 1990

Recent cross-cultural work on Chinese cognition, particularly research com-
paring Chinese and Western (mostly American) reasoning and social judg-
ment, has revealed substantial and fascinating differences in the ways
individuals from these two cultural groups make sense of their everyday
environments (see Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan, 2001; Peng, Ames, &
Knowles, 2001 for reviews). This line of work has shed light on differences
in how Chinese and Western individuals evaluate themselves (e.g., Markus
& Kitayama, 1991; Spencer-Rodgers & Peng, 2004; Spencer-Rodgers, et al.,
2004), attribute causes to events (e.g., Lee, Hallahan, & Herzog, 1996; Morris
& Peng, 1994), interpret physical phenomena (Peng & Knowles, 2003), and
make judgments and decisions (e.g., Ji, Peng & Nisbett, 2000; Peng &
Nisbett, 1999; Yates, Lee, & Shinotsuka, 1996; Yates, Lee, & Bush, 1997).
These empirical findings support claims frequently made by scholars in a
variety of academic fields concerning the different intellectual traditions of
the West and East (see reviews by Lloyd, 1990; Nakamaru, 1964; Needham,
1954), which have been characterized as contrasts between abstract and con-
crete (Nakamura, 1964; Northrop, 1946, 1966), analytic and holistic (Moore,
1967; Nisbett et al., 2001), linear and circular (Hang, 1966), Laplacean and
fatalistic (Phillips & Wright, 1977; Wright & Phillips, 1980), person-centered
and situation-centered (Hsu, 1981; Yang, 1986), dispositional and contextual
(Morris & Peng, 1994), argument-constructing and argument-abhorring
(Liu, 1986; Yates & Lee, 1996), synthesis-oriented and dialectical (Peng &
Nisbett, 1999; Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2004), and so on.



However, explanations of the differences between the East and West
have relied almost exclusively on theoretical constructs generated in
Western cultural contexts, based on Western concepts, and used by
Western scholars. For instance, early theories regarding Chinese reason-
ing have included notions of national character (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan,
Swidler, & Tipton, 1985), values (Kluckhorn & Strodtbeck, 1961; Schwartz,
1992), social systems (Parsons & Shils, 1951), morality (Shweder, 1982),
religion (Bakan, 1966), ecology (Berry, 1976, 1979), child-rearing patterns
(Barry, Child, & Bacon, 1959), economic development (Adelman & Morris,
1967), modernity (Berger, Berger, & Kellner, 1973; lnkeles & Smith, 1974),
and, more recently, individualism-collectivism (Hofstede, 1980; Hofstede
& Bond, 1984; Triandis, 1989, 1995), and independent-interdependent self
construals (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). The significance of these pioneer-
ing attempts is hardly disputable: If one-fourth of the world’s population
is thinking and reasoning in ways different from what we have learned
from current psychology (which is largely based on American samples),
then our understanding of human reasoning is at best incomplete and at
worst culturally biased.

Given the fact that few of the above theories were proposed by
Chinese scholars or based on Chinese concepts, the question then
becomes: How would the Chinese think about their own ways of think-
ing? In other words, would a Chinese theory of cultural differences be
different from a theory centered on Western concepts?

The idea of using Chinese concepts to explain Chinese psychological
phenomena is not entirely new. There have been genuine efforts in psy-
chology, particularly by psychologists from Taiwan, Hong Kong,
Singapore, and China, to develop theories and research paradigms based
largely on Chinese cultural concepts, a pursuit of an emic approach to
Eastern psychological phenomena that has been proudly labeled indige-
nous psychology. For example, Francis Hsu, a China-born and -educated
American cultural anthropologist, shifted from the use of Western
Freudian notions to the use of Chinese ren as the central theme of his the-
ory on Chinese psychology (Hsu, 1953). In addition, two influential social
psychologists in Asia, Kuo-shu Yang and Michael Bond, have used
Confucian value systems to explain Chinese social behavior (Bond, 1987,
1997; Yang, 1986), and several other East Asian psychologists (such as
Yang Zhong-Fang, Kwok Leung, David Ho, Huang Guang-guo, etc.) have
used other indigenous Chinese concepts, such as zhong yong, mianzi (face),
and guanxi (connection) to explain a variety of psychological phenomena.
These efforts have made a strong impact on mainstream psychology and
on the general public in the West. For instance, two Chinese concepts,
guanxi (connection) and mianzi (face), have been appropriated into the
English language, and have been popularly accepted as fundamental to
the operation of Chinese society (e.g., Gold, 1996).
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Yet one important aspect of Chinese culture has been consistently over-
looked. For years, Chinese philosophers and historians have suggested that
whereas Confucianism presides over Chinese social life, Taoism may play an
equally important role in Chinese mental life (Lu, 1918; Needham, 1990;
Zhang & Chen, 1991; Zhou, 1990). Indeed, the observation that Chinese are
Confucianists in public and Taoists in private may reflect the essence of
Chinese psychology (Shen, 1985). In other words, whereas Chinese sociol-
ogy and, to a certain extent, social psychology, may be based on Confucian
teachings (Bond, 1997), Chinese cognitive psychology, or the thinking and
reasoning of Chinese lay people, may be best seen as reflecting Taoist teach-
ings. Lu Xun, one of the most prominent Chinese writers of the 20th century,
claimed that all roots of Chinese thinking are in the Taoist tradition (Lu Xun,
August 8, 1918, Letter to Xu Shou-tang). He is not alone in believing that the
essence of Chinese thought is Taoist. For instance, British Sinologist Joseph
Needham wrote in his classic book History of Chinese Science and Technology,
“A Chinese thought without Taoism is like a tree without roots” (Needham,
1990, p. 198). Chinese philosopher Jing Yu-ling further argued that the epis-
temological principle of Chinese intellectuals is to “Practice the Tao, under-
stand the Tao, and master the Tao” (Jing, 1987, p.16). The Tao is considered
to be the highest goal of intellectual life and the defining motivation for
Chinese thinking and behavior. As Chinese philosopher Hsu Dao-jing
claimed, “The Tao has become the core of Chinese cultures, the beliefs of
Chinese people and the foundation of Chinese societies” (Hsu, 1994, p. 1).

This paper attempts to introduce the indigenous concepts of Tao into
mainstream cultural psychology. We suggest that Chinese are naïve Taoists
in spirit and that Chinese thinking and reasoning are guided by folk ver-
sions of Taoism, which we label naïve dialecticism. Such folk beliefs consti-
tute the foundation of Chinese implicit theories of knowing. We summarize
ethnographic evidence that supports the existence of a folk version of
Taoism in Chinese culture and then discuss the practice of folk Taoism in
the everyday lives of Chinese people. We argue that because of Taoist tra-
ditions, Chinese reasoning and thinking can be regarded as more contex-
tual, flexible, holistic, and dialectical as compared with Western thinking
and reasoning. We conclude with a Taoist view of cultural psychology and
cross-cultural research on human cognition and a discussion of an indige-
nous Taoist view of cultural differences in reasoning and thinking.

The Essence of Taoism

Taoism is one of the three teachings–Confucianism, Taoism, and
Buddhism–in Chinese culture. However, Taoism has rarely been referred
to as a religion, as it deals more with the art of living. In many ways,
Taoism is concerned with understanding the nature of the world, knowl-
edge, and human life, which is, in part, what folk psychology is all about.
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The Meaning of Tao

Although there can be no equivalent in English for the word Tao ( ),
loosely translated, it means “the way” or “the path.” In Tao Te Ching, the
great Lao-zi asserted that “The Tao is not the Tao” (570-490 BC/1993).
That is, the term Tao, which is expressible in words, is not the same as the
eternal Tao: a name that can be spoken cannot capture that which is intan-
gible. It is nothing and everything at the same time. The word Tao is just
a convenient way of describing a construct that is, in essence, nameless.
Lao-zi compared the Tao to water: Water flows naturally, without inter-
ference, and does not attract attention. In its weak, unnoticed actions,
water (in the same way as the Tao) is able to overcome the strong.

Even in contemporary Chinese, Tao has multiple meanings. According
to a national survey of Mandarin, the term has over ten different definitions
(Liu, 1990). In addition to its common meaning of “the way,” Tao also means
“rules,” “patterns and laws of nature,” and “an epistemologically driven
means of understanding.” Typical English interpretations of Chinese Tao
include “method,” “nature,” “spirit,” “rules,” “truth,” “pattern,” “meta-
physics,” and “perspectives” (Liu, 1990, p. 1). None of these interpretations
allows Western audiences to fully grasp the Chinese concept of Tao.

Basic Concepts of Taoism

It is somehow inappropriate to discuss basic concepts of Taoism, since Tao
is a holistic construct that cannot be decomposed. Nevertheless, it is pos-
sible to summarize Lao-zi’s essential points that inform the classic Tao Te
Ching, including the ideas of non-duality, two poles (yin-yang), perpetual
change, three treasures the five elements, and non-action.

Non-duality. The notion of non-duality refers to the belief that “mat-
ter is spirit” and that “spirit is matter.” The Tao is at once the void and all
matter that confronts us. If we say, “it is the void,” we are claiming that it
is not matter, which in fact it also is. Thus, to understand the void, we
must also understand matter.

Two poles. The ontological foundation of Taoism is the concept of yin
and yang. According to Taoism, the Tao operates through the interaction
of yin and yang. Yin is the negative, passive, and feminine, whereas yang
is the positive, active, and masculine. Neither can exist without the other,
and neither is inferior to the other.

A full circle of perpetual change. The rational basis of non-duality is the
notion of perpetual change. All things in the universe are seen as con-
stantly changing in orderly cycles. Taoism teaches observation and explo-
ration of these various cycles of change. Contemplation leads to
understanding; tranquility is achieved when pain and loss become as
essential as pleasure and gain.
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Three treasures. Ching (essence), chi (vitality), and shen (spirit) are the
three substances of energy in the Taoist view of life, and hence, the
essence of Taoism. These three substances are believed to be active at all
levels of being, from the tiniest organism to the vast universe itself.

Five elements (wu hsing). It is the Taoist belief that the natural interac-
tions in the universe can be characterized into the interaction of five ele-
ments (wu hsing): metal, wood, water, fire, and earth.

Non-action (wu wei). The notion of non-action does not mean that peo-
ple are to do nothing, but rather, they are to avoid doing anything that is
not spontaneous and should always adjust to the situation. They should
act effortlessly, like a tree that bends towards the sun when it needs sun-
shine. Upon reaching wu wei, people attain freedom from greed, anxiety,
and other mundane troubles.

The Essence of Taoism: The Mutual Dependence of Two Opposites

One of the most fundamental of Chinese beliefs is the notion of the
mutual dependency of two opposites, which is deeply rooted in the basic
teachings of Taoism. The Book of Lao Zi (also known as Tao Te Ching) has a
number of passages that deal with the importance of the mutual depend-
ency of two sides of a contradiction. In Chapter 2, Lao-zi (570?-490?
BCE/1993) states:

When the people of the world all know beauty as beauty,
There arises the recognition of ugliness.
When they all know the good as good,
There arises the recognition of evil.
And so, being and nonbeing produce each other;
Difficulty and ease complete each other;
Long and short contrast each other;
High and low distinguish each another;
Sounds and tones harmonize each other;
Front and back accompany each other.
Thus, the sage manages affairs by non-action,
And teaches by saying nothing. (p. 16)

Therefore, according to Taoist teaching, the two sides of any contra-
diction exist in active harmony; they are mutually opposed, and at the
same time, mutually connected, controlling, and dependent.

FOLK TAOISM IN CHINESE CULTURES

There is a notable difference between Confucianism and Taoism in that
the former is more officially sanctioned in social practice and belief sys-
tems, whereas the latter is more relevant to folk beliefs and practice
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(Chen, 1996, Yang, 2001). Hence Taoist thought has in fact a broader base
of appeal among lay Chinese, but has received less attention in elite
philosophers’ discussion of Chinese history. Chinese scholars have only
recently begun to study the influence of Taoism on Chinese life and sys-
tems of thought, such as Yang’s discussion of Taoist teaching methods
(Yang, 1996) and the influence of Taoism among ethnic minorities in
China (Deng, 2000). These authors, to a certain degree, are pioneers in
introducing the concept of Taoism to the field of cross-cultural psychol-
ogy. Chinese systems of thought are, of course, much more complicated,
multifaceted, and obviously the result of the blending of different reli-
gious and cultural heritages. But there is a folk version of Taoism extant
in Chinese thought and belief systems (naı̈ve dialecticism), which can be
studied through empirical psychological methods of inquiry.

One way to demonstrate the existence of a folk version of Taoism is to
examine folklore, or public representations of Taoism. In our studies, we
have consistently found an apparent connection between Taoist teachings
and Chinese folklore, notably in Chinese proverbs. Anthropologists
believe that proverbs are distilled embodiments of folk wisdom (see
Arewa & Dundes, 1964). They are defined as short expressions of cultural
wisdom, truth, morals, and norms that exist in a “metaphorical, fixed and
memorable form” that are “handed down from generation to generation”
(Mieder, 1993, p. 5). Thus, one way to see the significance of Taoism in
Chinese mental life is to identify Chinese proverbs that emphasize Taoist
teachings, particularly the notions of change, connection, compromise,
covariation, context, and contradiction (the mutual dependency of two
opposites). Empirical research has shown that such proverbs are indeed
numerous. For example, in a content analysis of Chinese proverbs com-
piled by Lian (1964), close to 20% were found to be Taoist in nature (Peng,
1997). For example, with respect to the notion of context, Chinese believe
that “even a ferocious dragon cannot beat the snake in its old haunts” and
“ice three feet thick is not due to one day’s cold.” With respect to the
notion of contradiction, Chinese believe that “a wise person can be victim
of his own wisdom,” “there is no sweet without bitterness,” and “failure
is the mother of success.” Other proverbs exemplify the notion of covari-
ation. Chinese believe that “if there is peace in one’s home everything will
prosper” and “there are no poor soldiers under a good general.” With
respect to the notion of change, Chinese suggest “one learns a lesson each
time one suffers losses.” Finally, Chinese warn that “when two tigers
fight, one is bound to lose,” exemplifying the notion of compromise.
These proverbs are not just thought-provoking. Rather, they serve many
of the same functions that culture does: Proverbs can summarize a situa-
tion, pass judgment on another’s behavior, recommend a course of action,
or serve as precedents for current action.
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Naïve Dialecticism as Collective Representations of Taoism

As cultural psychologists, it is not our job simply to recount folklore or
resurrect broad descriptive claims about Chinese culture made by
philosophers, anthropologists, historians, and other scholars in the
humanities. Rather, the role of the cultural psychologist is to answer
questions concerning how and why Chinese people think and reason dif-
ferently from individuals in other cultures. The first question to be
addressed is whether differences in philosophical traditions between
Chinese and non-Chinese are located at the broad cultural level or at the
level of the individual. That is, do the differences outlined here concern
cultural ideology or psychological phenomena? We argue that Taoist
teachings exist both as cultural ideology and as individual, cognitive rep-
resentations. We can connect the Taoist teachings with individual psy-
chology by studying individual representations of the Tao, and by
studying how these individual representations affect individual psycho-
logical processes.

If psychologists agree that cultural differences are a matter of individ-
ual psychology, the question then becomes: What sorts of mental processes
or structures are the source of these cultural differences? We argue for rep-
resentational differences, or differences in folk theories, as the fundamental
cause of many cultural differences in reasoning. There is mounting evi-
dence in psychology connecting cultural theories with individual psychol-
ogy (see Morris, Menon, & Ames, 2001; Peng et al., 2001, for reviews).
Culture-specific theories are shared mental representations among mem-
bers of different cultures–theories that are part of a culture’s “collective rep-
resentations” (Durkheim, 1898).

What are the Chinese collective representations of Taoism? It is dif-
ficult to identify the major components of Chinese representations of
Taoism precisely because they are Taoist in nature, and hence highly flex-
ible with multiple meanings and functions. This paper takes a rather
non-Taoist approach in decomposing Chinese dialectical epistemology.
Nevertheless, we believe that this epistemology can be identified and
summarized into distinctive principles by comparing it with central
themes of Western thinking and reasoning. This approach, admittedly, is
analytic and reductionistic, and fundamentally inconsistent with the
spirit of Taoism. The principles identified herein may also not cover all
aspects of Chinese collective representations, but only those that lend
themselves most easily to abstraction and analysis in empirical studies.
Because in some ways these naïve dialectical principles resemble cha-
racteristics of Hegel’s dialectics (without its idealism and method of
dialectics: thesis, antithesis, and synthesis), we refer to them as naïve
dialecticism.
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Principle of Change (Bian Yi Lu)

The principle of change holds that reality is a process. It does not stand
still; it is in constant flux. The example of the principle of change that
most readily comes to mind is the Taoist attitude towards concepts or
words that reflect existence and knowledge. Because reality is dynamic
and flexible, concepts that reflect reality are also active, changeable, and
subjective. For instance, Zhuang-zi explicitly claimed that concepts
should not be taken literally because they are not fixed. Zhuang-zi
asserted, “The Tao has never known boundaries (of concepts); words
have no constancy” (Zhuang-zi, 370-301 BC/1968, p. 43). That is, bound-
aries and distinct categories are associated with the impairment of the
Tao and are foreign to the Tao. Accordingly, Zhuang-zi said that the sage
does not discriminate among ideas and that “those who discriminate fail
to see (the Tao)” (Zhuang-zi, 370-301 BCE/1968, p. 44).

Principle of Contradiction (Ma Dun Lu)

The principle of contradiction argues that reality, particularly the reality of
life, is not precise and cut-and-dried, but rather, complex and full of con-
tradiction. The principle of contradiction among contemporary Chinese is
commonly expressed as “dividing one into two” (that are contradictory to
one another). This saying has been widely misattributed to (and officially
propagated by) Chairman Mao’s philosophical thinking (1937/1962).
However, the ideas behind this saying can be readily traced to the Yi ling/
I-Ching (Book of Changes), in which the principle of contradiction is clearly
expressed. For example, its basic theme is that “Yin and Yang make up the
way,” such that the world is simply a single, integrated entity. According to
the Yi ling/I-Ching, the differentiation and separation of things is but an
expression of the interaction between opposites (yin and yang); the moti-
vating energy for both parts of the contradictory pair of yin and yang all
come from the Tao (or origin of the universe) and revert to the Tao.

Principle of Relationship or Holism (Zheng He Lu)

The principle of holism maintains that in reality, as well as in human life,
nothing is isolated and independent; rather, everything is relational and
connected. If psychologists really want to know anything fully, we must
know all of its relations–how it affects and is affected by everything else.
The Chinese holistic mode of thought is epitomized in two basic assump-
tions of Taoism: the two poles (yin and yang) and the five elements. The
ideal state of human thinking is “the unity of heaven and humanity” (tian
ren he yi) that considers heaven and humanity as two sides (xiang fen,
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meaning separation) of an organic whole (he yi, meaning unity), but not
as independent parts of an integrated whole.

The straightforward translation of this principle is that our under-
standing of even a simple event must depend on all sorts of complex rela-
tionships, because everything in the universe is related to everything else
in some way. One can understand nothing in isolated pieces. The parts are
meaningful in their relations to the whole, just as individual musical
instruments are to an orchestra. The whole is more than the sum of its
parts. We must understand the whole to understand the parts. Anything
taken in isolation is out of context, and hence distorted.

We suggest that these Taoist principles are shared mental representa-
tions of Chinese people. They are interrelated, coherent elements of naïve
dialecticism. The principle of change is the logical foundation of naïve
dialecticism: The notion of change leads to a belief in contradiction, and
contradiction comes as a result of a belief in change (if all phenomena in
the universe are constantly changing, then what is true today may not be
true tomorrow). Holism, in turn, is the consequence of a belief in change
and contradiction. In many ways, these three principles are somewhat at
odds with the basic laws of Aristotelian logic, the building blocks of naïve
Aristotelianism. These basic laws include the law of identity (if something
is true, then it is true; thus A = A), the law of non-contradiction (no state-
ment can be both true and false; thus A ≠ not A), and the law of the excluded
middle (all statements are either true or false; thus (A v B) & (A & B)). Such
fundamental differences in thinking lead to interesting and important cul-
tural differences for psychological research.

For instance, there are various models in the psychological and
anthropological literature that describe differences between Chinese and
Western thinking and reasoning. Many are related to the principles of naïve
dialecticism. For instance, it has been suggested that the Chinese, in con-
trast to Westerners, have little interest in abstract reasoning. Their way of
thinking is more concrete, confined largely to the realm of the immediately
apprehended (Northrop, 1946). The Chinese way of thinking is also
described as utilitarian and pragmatic (Nakamura, 1960), focusing on con-
crete real-life problems rather than general theories or ideas. The psycho-
logical evidence for to this argument is the fact that Chinese prefer to use
concrete rather than abstract traits to describe themselves. This may reflect
precisely the naïve dialectical view that nothing is absolute and stable, and
hence can be abstracted. Research has found that abstract self-description
and concrete self-description may be two independent dimensions in East
Asian cultures (Rhee, Uleman, Lee, & Roman, 1995). In other words, East
Asian participants can respond abstractly or concretely to the “Who Am I?”
question, depending on the context in which the question is asked
(Cousins, 1989). In a recent study, we found that the Chinese not only used
more concrete self-descriptions, but more changeable, contradictory, and
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holistic statements when describing the self (Spencer-Rodgers, Boucher,
Mori, Wnag, & Peng, 2005). Chinese and European-American participants’
responses on the Twenty Statements Test (TST) were coded for any type of
transition (e.g., recent, ongoing, or desired change) in their personality
traits, physical characteristics, goals, etc. For example, the free-response “I
am someone who tries hard not to lie” represents a dynamic self-statement
relative to the static self-statement “I am honest.” In accordance with the
principle of change, Chinese listed three times as many dynamic self-state-
ments than did European-Americans. Consistent with the principle of con-
tradiction, Chinese listed a greater proportion of contradictory
self-statements (e.g., “I am young, yet old at the same time”), contradictory
paired self-statements (e.g., “I am hardworking” listed on line 2 and “I am
lazy” listed on line 8), and not-self statements (e.g., “I am not from a
wealthy family”), than did European-Americans. Finally, in accordance
with the principle of holism, they cited more holistic self-statements (e.g., “I
am one but many”) on the TST. These findings suggest that a greater
amount of dialectical self-knowledge is retrieved spontaneously from
memory among Chinese than European-Americans.

However, we have to point out that there is a fundamental difference
between Chinese naïve dialecticism and the commonly understood dialecti-
cal thinking in Western thought. In Western intellectual domains, dialectical
thinking usually refers to three levels of analysis, including dialectic dynam-
ics at the societal level (e.g., Hegelian or Marxist dialectics), dialectical argu-
mentation at the level of interpersonal discourse, and dialectical integration
at the intrapsychic level. Importantly, Chinese naïve dialecticism is different
from all three types of Western dialectical thought. Western dialectical think-
ing is fundamentally consistent with the laws of formal logic, and aggressive
in the sense that contradiction requires synthesis rather than mere accept-
ance. The key difference is that Chinese naïve dialecticism does not regard
contradiction as illogical and tends to accept the harmonious unity of oppo-
sites. Chinese tend to view people who don’t believe the coexistence of
opposites as having made a kind or error or as short sighted or narrow
minded. Western dialectical thought, particularly the Marxist dialectic, treats
contradiction as antagonistic. As Lenin (1961) wrote in the Philosophical
Notebooks, the unity of opposites is only temporary, transitory, and condi-
tional. Equilibrium and harmony are only temporary; conflict, contradiction,
and the struggle of opposing tendencies are permanent (Peng & Ames, 2001;
Peng & Nisbett, 2000).

Implication for Theories Concerning Cultural Differences
between East and West

An important theoretical argument made here is that cultural differences
between Western and Chinese people in the domains of thinking and rea-
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soning can be attributed to differences between Western and Eastern folk
epistemologies. Western folk beliefs of knowing, or understanding of the
nature of the world and human life are Aristotelian in spirit, emphasizing
constancy (identity), synthesis (non-contradiction), and extremes (no mid-
dle ground). In contrast, Chinese emphasize a dialectical approach that
values change, contradiction, and relationships. These important cultural
variation have broad implications for the ways in which psychologists
understand and theorize about cultural variation in general.

As discussed at the beginning of this paper, cultural variation
between the East and West has been understood in many different ways.
These differences are numerous and complicated, and each of the above
constructs may encompass different aspects of cultural variation. On the
other hand, none of these constructs can provide a coherent story to
explain all of the observed cultural variation. Even the relatively promi-
nent theories characterizing cultural variation between Chinese and
Western peoples would have difficulty explaining some specific cultural
variations, or would explain them in a way that is too sweeping. For
example, individualism-collectivism (or independent-interdependent
selves) alone cannot explain why Chinese tolerate contradiction in their
thinking and reasoning, because there are some collectivist cultures that
might not embrace dialectical approaches (e.g., Mexican American cul-
ture), and some cultures that value dialectical thinking are hard to char-
acterize as individualistic or collectivistic (e.g., Jewish American culture).

From a dialectical perspective, the common views of individualism-
collectivism and independent-interdependent selves, are, by their very
nature, examples of Western models of explanation, which are based on
all-or-nothing dichotomies that treat individuals and collectives as two
opposing entities. This perspective assumes that a culture must be either
individualistic or collectivistic (or possess either independent-selves or
interdependent-selves), but not both. In our opinion, this polarized
dichotomy is, in itself, a reflection of Western formal logic that cannot tol-
erate contradiction, even at the risk of exaggerating certain aspects of a
culture (e.g., individualism) or discounting other aspects of the culture
(e.g., collectivism).

The Chinese model of explanation presupposes a part-whole
approach. Thus parts exist only within wholes with which they have
inseparable relations. As applied to people, the Chinese perspective
rejects an atomistic explanation of individuals’ behaviors, and instead
refers to individuals’ relations to some whole, such as the family, society,
Tao, and so on (Hansen, 1983; Munro, 1985). Therefore Chinese explana-
tion of cultural differences are not based on dichotomies, but rather rely
on a holistic model in which each culture has a relatively differential affin-
ity to or distance from the whole. To illustrate, a Chinese understanding
of this paper would not conclude that Chinese are dialectical in dealing
with contradiction and Americans are not, but that all cultures can be
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more or less dialectical, and the Chinese happen to be more prone to
thinking dialectically than people from other cultures, because of their
Taoist folk epistemology.

We admit that it is unlikely that the single concept of naïve dialecti-
cism can explain all Eastern-Western psychological distinction, and it is
not intended to do so. Naïve dialecticism instead attempts to provide an
intermediate level of explanation of cultural variation, a bridge between
macro-level explanations (e.g., individualism-collectivism) and micro-
level explanations of cognitive differences (e.g., person-centered versus
situation-centered cognition). We believe that ecological or ideological
differences between East and West produce different social theories about
human behavior, such as individualism-collectivism. These social differ-
ences, in turn, facilitate the growth and development of culture-specific
epistemologies (e.g., naïve dialecticism) that affect people’s views about
the nature of existence and knowledge, as well as their understanding of
logic and rationality. Culture-specific epistemologies then lead to more
direct causes of cognitive variation among cultures, such as folk wisdom,
education, parenting styles, and customs (micro-level variables). Thus a
specific cultural difference in cognition can be explained by its direct
causes, and people’s culture-specific intuitive theories about the events
being studied. Cultural differences in cognition can be, and in many cases
have been, explained by culture-specific social theories and ecological dif-
ferences. However, these explanations must be tested and proven, not
assumed. A multilevel approach, we believe, is more constructive and
informative than simplistic, categorical explanations of cultural varia-
tions. This approach recognizes the complexity and relativity of cultural
differences and its predictions are concrete and falsifiable.

Normative Questions

So, which style of reasoning is better, the Western or the Chinese? If the
indigenous line of research seeks to accomplish anything, it is a new per-
spective on studying cultural differences. Instead of making normative
claims about which culture-specific ways of reasoning are better or worse,
the indigenous approach argues for the mutual dependency and comple-
mentarity of both. The focus is on understanding the paradox of univer-
sality and culture-specificity of cognitive processes, and the new evidence
that, across cultures, there are different cognitive styles that organize cog-
nitive functions in different ways. The cultural and social implications of
this research may reach beyond purely intellectual exploration. This
research may provide evidence that cultural diversity has important prac-
tical advantages: The Western approach may be excellent for many pur-
poses, and the East Asian dialectical approach, excellent for many other
purposes.
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Let us close with a symbol of Chinese culture, the symbol of Tao
(yin-yang tai ji tu), in which two famous cognates of Chinese dialectical
epistemology, yin and yang, stand for opposite qualities–a symbol of har-
mony between two extremes (see Figure 1). It is, in our opinion, an
exemplary symbol of naïve dialecticism. The wave shapes reflect contin-
ual movement, which is the essence of the principle of change. The prin-
ciple of contradiction is represented by the fact that there is a white spot
inside the black shape, and a black spot inside the white shape, which is
natural and logical according to Chinese naïve dialecticism. The principle
of holism is apparent, because the beauty of this symbol can only be
appreciated holistically, as the whole generates and regulates the cycle of
changes between yang and yin. If we use this symbol, in a loose way, to
characterize the cultural differences found in cross-cultural research,
then the reasoning style represented by Westerners would be “yang,”
because of its forceful, linear, and persistent style, which is optimal for
scientific exploration. On the other hand, the dialectical reasoning repre-
sented by Chinese would be “yin,” because of its tolerant, holistic, and
flexible style, which is optimal for negotiating in complex social interac-
tions. Therefore, the ideal state or ultimate strength of human thinking
should be a combination of both yin and yang, a synthesis of many dif-
ferent ways of thinking. 
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Chapter 12
Indian Perspectives on Cognition

R. C. Mishra

This chapter examines Indian perspectives on cognition to show how cog-
nition is conceptualized in traditional Indian systems of thought. Parallels
between Indian and Western conceptualizations of cognition are pointed
out. Effort is also made to examine the way in which traditional Indian
interpretations of cognition can be integrated with current thinking about
cognition in general, and cognitive processes and their development in
particular.

HISTORICAL ROOTS

Generally speaking, cognition refers to every process by which individu-
als obtain and utilize knowledge (Mishra, 1997). This knowledge may be
about the self or the external world, and may be real or imagined.
Analysis, recognition, labeling, categorization, thinking, reasoning, and
planning constitute the fundamental processes of cognition. They are
implicated in several behavioral domains. Psychologists and educators
have taken an interest in the study of these processes for a long time. The
common questions asked are: How do people come to know about them-
selves and their environment? Are there some general principles of the
acquisition of knowledge? Does this knowledge come mainly through
biological maturity, or through the individual’s interaction with the envi-
ronment, or through self-reflection? Is this knowledge absolute, or is it rel-
ative to individuals’ physical, social, cultural, and psychological
conditions? Both Western and Indian theorists have addressed these ques-
tions in the context of cognition.

A glance at the state of affairs in this field would suggest that ancient
thinkers in India (and also in the West) did not really make a distinction
between different disciplines of knowledge. In recent decades divisions
in the field represented only convenient arrangements for the study of a



specific set of phenomena by specific groups of people. As a result, quite
interesting communication and sharing among various disciplines in the
previous decades is evident. This is particularly true in India where most
psychology departments were nested in a department of philosophy. In
later years, the desire of psychologists to move closer to the natural sci-
ences led to communication breakdowns to the extent that psychology
and philosophy were considered to devote themselves to very different
goals. For example, Watson (1913) portrayed philosophy as “armchair
speculation,” and psychology as a science concerned primarily with the
solution of practical problems through behavioral technology.

During the following decades, this line of thinking became fairly
strong in the West through the work of Skinner and other behaviorists.
Consequently, psychology in the West came to be widely regarded as an
anti-philosophical and anti-religious discipline. It grew more along the
lines of the physical sciences. Laboratories served as the ideal place, and
“reductionism” as the ideal approach for the study of psychological phe-
nomena. Problems that could not be studied in the laboratory applying
the principle of reduction were dropped from the domain of mainstream
psychology (Berry, Mishra, & Tripathi, 2003; Mishra, 1981). The study of
cognitive phenomena in the West largely followed this lead for several
decades. This trend was so strongly reflected in India that psychology
here came to be regarded as “largely imitative” (Pandey, 1988). The effect
was evident in the choice of western concepts, models, theories, and
methods of study. As Asthana (1988) remarked, “The concerns of western
psychology of yester years are the current interest of the Indian psychol-
ogists” (p. 155–156).

The sole exception is perhaps the area of consciousness studies (Rao,
2001), which has inspired at least some research worldwide based on con-
cepts and models derived from classical Indian thought. Although it has
generated a reverse flow of activities from the Indian to the western world
(e.g., in research on yoga and meditation), the richness of Indian philoso-
phy has not yet been much utilized in the development and practice of
psychology either in India or in the West.

THE CONSTRUCTIONIST APPROACH

In relatively recent years, many scholars have resorted to a trend of
thought, which is now referred to as “constructionist.” Piaget (1954) pio-
neered this view of cognition in psychology in his book, The Construction
of Reality in the Child. Gergen (1985) and Harré (1986, 1987) popularized it
in psychology in relatively more recent years. This perspective stands in
sharp contrast to the highly reductionism view of cognition presented by
the positivistic scientific tradition in psychology.
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According to the constructionist perspective, human beings cogni-
tively construct and reconstruct a view of the world around them. All
people, whether children or adults, laypeople or philosophers, religious
or scientific, are involved in the task of construction, although they may
represent different levels of sophistication in their efforts. Piaget’s work
demonstrates how infants begin to know about the world around them
through their sensory (e.g., looking, listening, smelling) and motor (e.g.,
grasping, sucking) activities. Gradually many complex cognitive struc-
tures or capacities emerge that allow them to engage in formal thinking
based on abstraction and logic. Thus, Piaget finds in children the repre-
sentation of a philosopher who is seriously concerned with the discovery
of causality in various events encountered in the surrounding world. In
doing so, children behave much like a scientist; they engage in experi-
mentally verifying the lawful relationships among a variety of natural
events. This approach departs from mechanistic models by allowing a
greater role to individuals during the formative years of their cognition.

THE INDIGENOUS PSYCHOLOGY OF INDIA

The indigenous psychology of India is deeply rooted in the philosophical
and religious thoughts of the ancient sages. Diversity among philoso-
phers in explaining cognitive phenomena has led to the emergence of sev-
eral schools of thought, which present somewhat diverse views on human
cognition. It would be difficult to present an account of the different views
exemplified by these various schools. On the other hand, a search for
broad similarities among them reveals that many seem to accept either the
authority of the Vedas (the ancient most scriptural texts in India consid-
ered to be created by God and realized by seers), or the Upanishads (the
philosophical treatise created towards the later phase of the long period
when Vedic texts were composed, probably 1,500–600 BCE).

It is believed that even Buddha (563–483 BCE), who did not accept
the authority of the Vedic scriptures, knew the teachings of many of these
Upanishads, and considered them not only unorthodox, but also quite
useful for humanity at large. Later, several other systems of philosophy,
such as Mimansa, Vedant, Sankhya, Yoga, Nyaya and Vaishesik, emerged
from attempts aimed at providing integrated theories based on interpre-
tation of the Upanishads.

While these traditional sources continue to serve as treasures of psy-
chological thinking and knowledge, several scholarly monographs dealing
with the fundamental nature and scope of Indian psychology have also
been produced in the last few decades. They comprise most of what seems
to be relevant today for the development of psychological science, and
address topics ranging from basic psychological processes (e.g., sensation,
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perception) to broader domains of human behavior (e.g., human happiness
and health).

The most frequently quoted volumes are Hindu Psychology: Its Meaning
for the West (Akhilanand, 1948) and Asian Psychology (Murphy & Murphy,
1968). Three volumes of Indian Psychology have been published. They con-
stitute the richest source for discovering classical Indian psychological
ideas. The first volume of this book (Sinha, 1958/1986) is wholly devoted to
cognition; it covers a whole range of topics including, perception, memory,
imagination, language, and thinking, with material on dreams as well as
abnormal and supernormal perception. Development of Psychological Thought
in India (Ramachandra Rao, 1962) is another important work on Indian
thought. Safaya’s (1975) Indian Psychology presents a critical analysis of psy-
chological speculation in Indian philosophical literature, and proclaims that
“Indian psychology not only exists, but surpasses Western psychology in
scope, methodology, and validity of conclusions” (p. 5). Kuppuswamy
(1985) published Elements of Ancient Indian Psychology. Paranjpe’s (1984)
book, Theoretical Psychology: The Meeting of East and West is currently one of
the most frequently cited and influential publications. Another book, Self
and Identity in Modern Psychology and Indian Thought (Paranjpe, 1998) is also
equally influential. Discussion of the cognitive aspect of self in this book is
highly stimulating for those who wish to understand cognition from an
Indian point of view.

It may be mentioned at the outset that although all of these publica-
tions seem to be pregnant with grand ideas, conceptual schemes, and the-
oretical underpinnings, they have not stimulated much scientific research
in psychology in general, or on cognition in particular (except for a few
studies that try to apply and validate Indian concepts (e.g., Dwivedi,
1987)). Thus, while presenting Indian perspectives on cognition in this
chapter, the conceptual and theoretical aspects of cognitive phenomena
will surface more than empirical aspects. However, an attempt will be
made to link the Indian viewpoint with those that are popular in the cur-
rent scientific research on cognition.

Cognition in Indian Perspectives

Much discussion of the Indian perspective on cognition can be found in the
ancient scriptures produced in Sanskrit as well as in the collections and
interpretations made during the past few decades by both Indian and west-
ern scholars. First of all, there is no equivalent term in Sanskrit that can
exactly capture the meaning of cognition in the sense it is used in the disci-
pline of psychology today. The closest term is jnana, which is usually trans-
lated into English as “knowledge”. The popular term used in textbooks
written in Hindi is sanjnana, which literally means “appropriate knowl-
edge”. There are difficulties in accepting these meanings of cognition. For
example, knowledge generally involves the notion of veridical cognition,
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whereas jnana does not necessarily imply veridicality. According to Datta
(1932), the word jnana stands for all kinds of cognition, whether it is veridi-
cal (yathartha) or non-veridical (mithya). Then, there are several sources that
produce different types of knowledge or janana. One form of this knowl-
edge is scientific (e.g., knowledge of mathematics, physics, or history).
Another form of knowledge is collective (e.g., knowledge of a group of peo-
ple through traditions), and still another form is personal (e.g., personal
experiences). While the first form of knowledge may be acceptable to sci-
entists, the other two forms may not be acceptable as valid sources of
knowledge (Krishnamurthy, 1998).

There is another word in Sanskrit, prama, which means valid cogni-
tion. One of its grammatical derivations is pramatri, which means the
“knower” (i.e., the one who tries to obtain valid cognition). Another
grammatical derivation, pramana, refers to the source that causes or brings
about knowledge and validates cognition. Consciousness is regarded as
the first stage of cognition. This conceptualization goes against the notion
of Freud (1915) and Jung (1958), who showed how complex thought
processes could occur without awareness.

Indian philosophical literature deals with the problems of conscious-
ness in a very detailed manner. First of all, it is believed that the uncon-
scious is not the negation of consciousness; instead, it refers to mental
phenomena that are not readily available to introspection. Secondly, it
presents an elaborate account of sense organs, which are held responsible
for all kinds of consciousness. Buddhists recognize six types of sense
organs: visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory, tactile, and mental, each hav-
ing a different basis. The cognitive faculty that apprehends objects that
cannot be sensed is called mind. Although mind is immaterial and invisi-
ble, it is considered as a sense organ in Buddhist as well as other systems
of Indian thought.

A distinction is made between the organs of knowledge (e.g., eye, ear,
called buddhindriya) and the organs of action (e.g., hand, feet, called kar-
mendriya). The former serve as instruments of knowledge; the latter serve
as instruments for the expression and conduction of knowledge. This dis-
tinction is very similar to the distinction made between sensory and motor
mechanisms through which organisms know about the external world and
interact with it. These are called external organs or senses. The function of
these senses is presided over by internal senses that include manas (mind),
ahamkara (empirical ego), and buddhi (intellect). The external organs or
senses provide an immediate impression of various objects in a discrete
form. This impression is synthesized by the mind (the internal sense), and
the knowledge based on it is further synthesized and validated by the
other two internal senses respectively. Thus, manas is viewed as the chief
organ in relation to the functions of the external senses; ahamkara is
regarded as the chief organ in relation to the functions of manas; and bud-
dhi is regarded as the chief organ in relation to the functions of ahamkara.
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The external senses can apprehend only the present, whereas the internal
senses can apprehend not only present, but also past and future. In this
sense, the latter appear to be more vital organs than the former.

There is much discussion of the relationship between knowledge
(jnana) and intellect (buddhi). It is argued that intellect has the capacity to
utilize knowledge in order to think clearly, objectively, and understandably.
It is a capacity of direct apperception. Thus, on the one hand, one finds
knowledge that is always linked to the past, and to which something is
always being added. On the other hand is the intellect, which is extremely
sensitive, alert, and awakened. Because of these inherent qualities, intellect
neither holds on to a particular decision or evaluation, nor is it conditioned
with a particular place, time, or person. Sensitivity is regarded as the most
significant characteristic of intellect. In the absence of sensitivity, knowl-
edge may turn out to be extremely dangerous. For example, it can be used
for all sorts of destructive purposes. Hence, the Indian systems of thought
strongly aim at achieving consistency and balance between knowledge and
intellect so that knowledge can lead to positive outcomes.

The Indian view of cognition presented in philosophical traditions also
involves the notion of atman (individual self) or jiva (the embodied person)
that is seated within individuals and is destined not only with the capacity
of knowing, but also with the capacity of acting and enjoying. The notion of
atman or jiva as the “knower” in the Indian system of thought highlights the
importance of the underlying structures and processes operating within an
individual to account for cognitions or cognitive outcomes. Our beliefs,
faiths, and opinions constitute the parts of the cognitive system as long as
they help organize new information in understandable ways.

This conceptualization appears to be very close to the information
processing viewpoint currently so popular in psychology. Various
schemes of organization and their roles in cognitive processing represent
a dominant theme in research on cognition today. In order to understand
the known, a thorough understanding of the manner in which the
knower operates is considered important in the Indian system of
thought. Several practices are prescribed for the knower to guard against
the biases and prejudices that often enter into the process of knowledge
and color it with various shades. Pure knowledge is free from all kinds
of biases. It has no boundaries of time, place, or person; it is universal in
the true sense of the term.

COGNITIVE PROCESSES

Indian thinkers have attempted to conceptualize several cognitive
processes. In the following discussion, the focus is particularly on con-
sciousness, perception, memory, imagination, and thought processes.
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Consciousness

As discussed earlier, Indian thinkers consider consciousness as the first
stage of cognition. Since a lot of what follows later in cognitive terms
is determined mainly by what happens to objects or events at this
stage, a thorough understanding of this process is considered extremely
important.

Rao (2001) presented a major review of consciousness studies. He
clearly observed that “the importance of consciousness studies in the
Indian context is not based on the strength of Indian psychological
researches in this area but on the significance and heuristic value of
classical Indian ideas to contemporary concerns in consciousness stud-
ies” (p. 19–20). Consciousness is often used as if it is synonymous with
awareness. The process may be implicit or explicit. In its implicit form
it refers to the underlying principle of all mental phenomena or the
source of one’s subjective experience. In its explicit form it refers to
the awareness of specific objects and events whether they are real or
imaginary. In this sense, consciousness always seems to be conscious
of something.

Indian theories of consciousness try to answer three fundamental
questions (Mohanty, 1993): (1) Does consciousness necessarily manifest
itself as it manifests its objects, (2) is consciousness by its essential nature
linked to an object, and (3) does consciousness have a form, structure, or
content of its own? Yoga, Vedant, and Buddhist theories have particularly
attempted to address these questions.

The theory of yoga proposes that there are essentially two principles
that govern one’s being. These are called purusha (consciousness) and
prakriti (matter). Purusha is pure consciousness. It has no qualities or char-
acteristics of its own. Hence, it cannot be perceived; its presence can only
be inferred from the manifest purposefulness in the universe. On the
other hand, prakriti is the material basis of a person’s being, which is char-
acterized by three fundamental features (guna), called sattva (essence),
rajas (energy) and tamas (mass). Everything in this universe evolves from
prakriti. In this process the incoherent, indeterminate, and undifferenti-
ated prakriti manifests in a coherent, determinate, and differentiated form
(Dasgupta, 1922/1988).

In yoga, the functional mind of an individual is called chitta. It com-
prises not only cognitive processes, but also instinctual tendencies inher-
ited from previous lives including past experiences and their effects
(called vasanas and samskaras). Yoga also prescribes an eightfold path to
attain the highest state of consciousness in which the consciousness is
realized as such without any phenomenal awareness. Advait vedant dis-
tinguishes between four states of consciousness; (a) the waking state,
(2) the dream state, (3) the deep sleep state, and (4) the transcendental
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state. It is the first state in which the contents of consciousness are largely
determined by external objects. On the other hand, Buddhists have
identified some 121 states of consciousness based on a profound under-
standing of several cognitive, conative, and emotive factors that enter into
the determination of consciousness at any given time.

Perception

Perception is another important cognitive process to which Indian
thinkers have devoted substantial attention. In doing so, they generally
recognize two distinct stages of perception: nirvikalpa (indeterminate) and
savikalpa (determinate). The former refers to the immediate apprehension
of the form of an object; the latter refers to the mediate perception of an
object (recognition or naming) with its different properties and their rela-
tionship with each other. In modern psychological terminology, the for-
mer may be regarded as undifferentiated cognition, and the latter as
differentiated cognition. Psychological differentiation theory (Witkin et al,
1962) proposes that cognitive development proceeds from an undifferen-
tiated or less differentiated state to a more differentiated state of func-
tioning. A number of indicators have been identified to assess the level of
differentiation in different behavioral domains. Studies have presented
the ecological, social, and cultural determinants of psychological differ-
entiation (Berry, 1976; Berry, et al, 1986; Mishra et al, 1996).

The distinction between indeterminate and determinate perceptions
has engaged the attention of Indian thinkers for centuries. In general, most
schools of thought consider perception as indeterminate. This means that
perception does not apprehend qualifications like generality, substantial-
ity, quality, action, and the names of objects. These are supplied to the indi-
vidual by other faculties of cognition, and form part of determinate
perception. Thus, indeterminate perception is simple and common to
everyone. On the other hand, determinate perception is complex and spe-
cific to individuals depending on how they apprehend and construct it.
Only in the school of Vedant has the existence of indeterminate perception
been denied by arguing that there can be no thought without language,
and hence no nameless indeterminate perception. This position seems to
be quite similar to the position exemplified in the theory of linguistic rela-
tivity (Gumperz & Levinson, 1996; Levinson, 2003; Whorf, 1956).

Some interpreters have argued that indeterminate perception does
not necessarily imply the use of external sense organs. The cognition of
such sentences as “This is an orange” (a fruit) does not lie in its sensuous
origin. They are based on the identification of apprehending mode with
the apprehended object, which is capable of being perceived and present
at the time of cognition. In this case, the orange (the apprehended object)
is present to the apprehending mental mode, which goes out to the object
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and identifies itself with the object. Thus, the cognition produced by the
above-mentioned sentence satisfies all the conditions of perception, and
hence it may be regarded as perceptual in nature.

The above discussion suggests that in the Indian system of thought,
perception is taken much in the sense of cognition. While indeterminate
perception involves immediacy (the criterion often used in psychology to
distinguish between perception and cognition), determinate perception
involves elaboration, active construction, and interpretation in physical or
mental (image) forms of the information provided by sensory organs.

The foregoing discussion also suggests that indeterminate perception
is a process that provides purely presentational knowledge of an object.
On the other hand, determinate perception involves both the presenta-
tional and representational forms of knowledge. It deals not only with
direct perception of an object, but also its relationship with and differen-
tiation from other objects.

Some thinkers hold the view that perception involves an element of
inference, which is a major characteristic of cognition. According to them,
a complete perception takes place in the following five stages: (1) perceiv-
ing an object, e.g., a fruit (mango), (2) remembering the pleasure given by
that fruit (mango) in the past, (3) knowing the relationship between the
major and the minor terms (e.g., this “fruit” belongs to the class of
“mango”, called paramarsajnana), (4) inferring the pleasure-giving property
of the fruit perceived as “mango” (called sukhsadhanatva), and (5) inferring
the acceptability of the object (i.e., mango). The last two stages are akin to
the processes of syllogistic reasoning studied by Luria (1976). For example,
at the fourth stage, it would be something like this: “All mangoes are
pleasure-giving; the perceived fruit is a mango; therefore, the perceived
fruit must be pleasure-giving”. At the fifth stage, the inference would be
like this: “All things that give pleasure are acceptable (upadeya), the per-
ceived mango gives pleasure; therefore, the perceived mango is accept-
able.” Thus, a complete act of perception involves recognition, memory,
inference and acceptability. Many of these processes are not directly linked
to sense organs; instead, they constitute the processes of mind, and repre-
sent the higher cognitive function of human beings.

In dealing with the process of perception, Indian thinkers have pos-
tulated several kinds of intercourse (sannikarsa) of the sense organs with
their objects, which produce different kinds of effects (interpretations).
As individuals we acquire most of our knowledge of the surrounding
world through laukik (ordinary) or alaukika (extraordinary) intercourse of
our sense organs with objects. The former forms the basis of perception
within a given sense modality (e.g., knowledge of form or shape through
visual sense modality). The latter forms the basis of perception across
different sense modalities (e.g., knowledge of form or shape through tac-
tual sense modality). This explains the interrelationship among different
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sense modalities, i.e., how a particular kind of knowledge acquired through
one sense modality can be transferred to and accepted by another sense
modality.

Supernormal Perception

Supernormal perception refers to those cognitions that transcend the cat-
egories of space, time, and causality. Indian thinkers generally believe that
only through this process is the apprehension of the real nature of things
possible. This perception involves higher level processes, and is beyond
the ordinary or general laws and conditions of perception. It occurs
through the powers of occult medicines, incantations, and the practice of
austerities and intense meditation.

Indian and western scholars have tried to understand the processes
of supernormal perceptions. While some of this work is mainly anecdotal
(e.g., Chari, 1959; Thurston, 1993), other studies that focus on extra sen-
sory perception (ESP, Rhine, 1934) are empirical in nature. A major find-
ing of these studies is that ESP occurs mostly in the form of dreams and
waking intuitive experiences. Studies (e.g., Grosso, 1990; Haraldsson,
1987) focusing on “miracle makers” have provided mixed results. Since
these studies have not been carried out under controlled conditions, one
still does not know what is true in this case or similar cases.

Some schools of thought deny the existence of supernormal percep-
tions. They argue that various practices can modify only the manifestation
of natural capacities of the sense organs, which are limited to functioning in
particular sphere(s). For example, the ear can never perceive color or taste
even if it is extremely refined by the application of medicine or the practice
of yoga or meditation. Hence, supernormal perceptions can, at best, refer to
the recollection or memories of the past.

Much debate persists on the nature of yogic perception in the state of
ecstasy (samadhi). In general, it is considered to be a kind of immediate
intellectual intuition through which one can apprehend all objects of the
world simultaneously. This is a supra-conscious stage that a person can
reach in the highest stage of spiritual life after having conquered all
desires and cravings of an ordinary worldly life. Such an intuitive cogni-
tion is also called “arsa-jnana” (seer’s perception during ecstasy), which is
produced by direct experience, not by inferential marks.

Studies carried out with respect to the effect of meditation on percep-
tion have demonstrated positive outcomes. Rao, Dukhan and Rao (1984)
studied the ESP of a group of subjects who were practicing a standard form
of meditation. A comparison of pre and post meditation ESP scores was
attempted. The findings revealed that before the meditation session, the
participants obtained very low hit proportions. The same participants
obtained significantly higher hit scores immediately after meditation than
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they did before meditation, indicating the development of ESP as a result of
participation in the meditation program. In a previous study also, Rao and
Rao (1982) obtained somewhat similar results. In the first experiment of
their study they examined the relationship between ESP and subliminal
perception (SP), and found no evidence of relationship between the two
measures. In the second experiment, they examined the same relationships
again, but this time, one group of participants was allowed to practice
Transcendental Meditation (TM), while the other group served as a control.
The findings revealed a significantly positive correlation between the ESP
and SP scores of the TM group, but not of the control group. Comparison of
the ESP and SP scores of the TM and control groups revealed that the TM
group performed better than the control on the SP task, but not on the ESP
task. The findings also indicated that participants in the TM group who
produced more SP hits than the mean hits of the group produced signifi-
cantly more ESP hits than the high SP participants in the control group.
These results suggested that the relationship between ESP and SP might
depend on the strength of the subliminal signals and the state of the indi-
vidual. It was argued that the ESP might be meaningfully related to other
unconscious and subconscious phenomenon such as subliminal perception.

While these studies may appear to be quite impressive, it may be
noted that the standard forms of meditation (e.g., TM) are not compara-
ble with the state of ecstasy (samadhi). Hence, perceptual and other cogni-
tive phenomena noted under the conditions of meditation and samadhi
represent neither the same experience, nor do they convey the same
meaning. The Indian notions of yoga and samadhi need a deeper level of
operationalization and research using techniques other than those that are
currently in practice in psychological science.

Memory

Memory has been a fascinating topic of discussion in Indian systems
of thought. It is generally taken as a kind of recollection or recognition of
previous experiences. This conceptualization is very similar to the way it
is generally held by psychologists today. The most powerful exposition of
memory is given in the Nyaya tradition of Indian thought. It is argued that
recollection presupposes and implies a past apprehension of an object by
the self, an impression (samskara) produced by the past apprehension of
the same self, awakening (udbodha) of the impression by excitants, recog-
nition of the recalled object as perceived in the past by the same self, tem-
poral localization in the past and identity of the self (Sinha, 1958). The most
important thing in this respect is the “identity of the self”. This means that
the self that recalls an object must be the same one that had perceived it in
the past. If there were no identity of the self, there would either be no rec-
ollection, or there would be recollection of other’s impressions. Such a
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viewpoint implies that retention (dharana) and recall (smriti) are the funda-
mental elements of memory that mutually define each other’s existence.

Theorists have taken different stands on the definition of recollection.
Some assert that recollection cognizes an object that was perceived in the
past. Others define it as cognition that occurs either due to the revival of
the impression generated by the perception of an object on a pervious
occasion, or as merely due to the psychological presence of a particular
cue. In this sense, it is a kind of representative cognition elicited by the
physical or psychological availability of cues. This notion is basically
one of “cue-dependent” memory, which fairly matches the current con-
ceptualization of memory. It is also indicated that recollection is a medi-
ate knowledge (paroksa jnana), because an object that was perceived in the
past and is remembered at present can never be as vivid as an object being
perceived in the present. Thus, there is always the chance of misrepresen-
tation and distortion in memory.

A distinction is maintained between recollection and recognition. It
is argued that recollection is concerned with cognizing objects experi-
enced in the past, whereas recognition is concerned with cognizing
objects qualified by both the past and the present. This means that recol-
lection is based solely on impression; it does not require the presence of
the object, whereas recognition involves sense-object intercourse, which
is aided by impression. Thus, although they serve as measures of mem-
ory, recall and recognition differ in terms of their underlying processes.
Indian thinkers believe that recalling is an internal process. However,
this process is also expressed through a number of objective indicators
such as shaking the head or turning the head upward, lowering or
raising eyebrows, looking at the sky, gazing, or inhibition of body move-
ments. Since these behaviors facilitate recall, they are generally consid-
ered “aids of recall”. Memory aids are the most current topic of present
day discussion and research on retention.

Indian thinkers also propose a distinction between two types of mem-
ory: passive memory and active memory. Passive memory is characterized by
spontaneous recall of objects depending entirely on their impressions with-
out involving any act of construction. Active memory depends largely on a
person’s will to remember. Hence, it involves certain acts of construction.
A distinction is also made between valid recollection and invalid recollec-
tion. If the past apprehension is valid, recollection will also be valid. If it is
invalid, the recollection will also be invalid. Thus, the validity of recollection
depends on the degree of strength with which an object or event has been
experienced in the past. This viewpoint is very similar to encoding theory
in which the accuracy of recall is predicted by the strength of encoding.

In conceptualizing memory, Indian thinkers have given great
emphasis to impressions (samskara), broadly defined as residua (vasana)
of momentary cognitions. The intensity of impression may vary
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depending on a number of factors. This conceptualization is very close
to the one proposed in trace theories of memory. The more frequent the
perception of an object or event, the stronger and more durable the
impression is likely to be.

Indian thought systems also present an elaborate discussion of the
conditions of retention. One of these is the healthy and vigorous condition of
the body. The intensity with which an object is attended to and perceived
produces deep impressions (samskaratisaya) and results in better memory
of that object. Repeated experience or frequency of experience of objects also
produces deep impressions and stronger memory, and so does the strange
or interesting nature of objects.

Things committed to memory cannot always be recollected auto-
matically. Indian thought system discusses several conditions that may
facilitate recall. The Buddhists enumerate 16 conditions of recall, which
include not only the characteristics of stimuli, learning conditions, or
learning cues, but also the characteristics of learners and the strategies
they adopt. Recent research on recall memory also attempts to explain
success or failure of recall in terms of these factors. These factors are
classified as material causes (samavai karan), nonmaterial causes
(asamavayi karan), and situational causes (nimitta karan) of retention and
forgetting.

Other systems of Indian thought have also produced elaborate mod-
els of memory. For example, Gautam, a leading scholar of one of the
thought systems, discusses 25 factors (e.g., attention, context, practice,
need, etc.) that may influence learning of materials and their subsequent
recall. However, these factors can be easily fitted into the same classifica-
tory scheme as described with respect to Buddhist factors.

Does memory arise within individuals subjectively, or is it called
upon by something outside the individual? Indian thinkers seemingly
believe both. They deal with certain excitants (udvodhaka) of recall, some
of which are located outside the individual such as associations
(sahacharya) due to the similarity of objects, whereas others, such as reflec-
tion (cinta), are located within the individual.

Loss of memory is another important issue to which Indian thinkers
have paid substantial attention. Since memory is largely explained in
terms of impressions of past experiences, forgetting is often defined as the
destruction of the impression of past experiences. This may take place for
several reasons such as lapse of time, organic conditions (e.g., in physical
and mental illness), obscuration or destruction of impressions, contrary
cognitions, obliteration of impressions, emotional states, preoccupation of
mind, and delusion or impairment of intellect. All of these factors have
been implicated in western research on memory in one way or another;
some of them have also served as the basis for the development of grand
theories of memory.

Cognition: Indian perspective 275



Imagination

Although some recollections seem to involve imagination, Indian scholars
propose a distinction between recollection and imagination. It is argued
that recollection focuses on objects experienced in the past; it never goes
beyond the limits of past experience. On the other hand, imagination gen-
erally transcends the limits of past experience, and in doing so it not only
creates new order into the contents of past experience, but also adds some
new dimensions to the objects or events. Thus, while in memory an indi-
vidual is constrained by the subject matter experienced in the past, one is
entirely free in imagination to reconstruct past experiences and to add
some new elements to it that were not already there. Imagination belongs
to the “territory of mind” (manorajya) in which one can exercise free will
in given situations.

The mental process that deals with cognitions that are devoid of
objects is called vikalpa. For example, when we speak of “sky flower”, we
have just a word (cognition) for something that does not correspond to a
real object. Such cognitions are often referred to as invalid cognitions,
because they are contained in words whose referent objects do not exist in
reality. They have to be created by individuals using the faculties of the
mind. In this sense, vikalpa seems to be linked to imagination.

Thinking

Thinking refers to a cognitive process that allows individuals to acquire
assimilative and discriminative knowledge of the environment. This
knowledge helps them in putting various objects into certain categories,
and thereby reduces the range of stimuli. This reduction becomes possible
through the process of assimilative knowledge (anuvritta buddhi), which
allows for the extraction of common characteristics from various objects.
This also calls in the process of discriminative knowledge (vyavritta buddhi),
which allows individuals to consider those objects as different from other
objects. The former is referred to as concept, and the latter as percept. It is
argued that commonness is wider in extent than distinctiveness.

Indian thinkers believe in the existence of a genus ( jati) or common
characteristics among objects or individuals including their hierarchy.
A distinction is made between summum genus (para jati) and subordi-
nate genus (apara jati); the former is considered to be higher up in the
hierarchy. Accordingly, concepts can be arranged from a higher to lower
order. While acquisition of lower order concepts takes place through
assimilation of individual entities, higher order concepts develop
through assimilation of lower order concepts. The process through which
such assimilations become possible is called abstraction. Recognition of
the generic identity of various objects in terms of the discovery of their
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commonality and its expression through words is essential for the acqui-
sition of concepts.

On the other hand, Buddhists do not believe in the doctrine of com-
monality. They argue that generality is only a cognitive construction
(kalpana), which represents the cognition that is capable of being associ-
ated with a significant word. In this sense, the thought process seems to
be intricately linked with language. When a substance or quality or action
is known through the genus of substance or quality or action, it is referred
to as qualified cognition (visista jnana).

Indian scholars also believe that thinking is carried out through
inference by which the self passes from a set of given judgments to a new
judgment. The process involves both inductive and deductive reasoning.
Even unseen objects can be inferred through this process. The inference
may be for oneself or for others. Inferential knowledge results from the
invariable concomitance between a problem and a probandum. A com-
mon example is given about the relationship between smoke and fire. It
requires the perception of a proban in the subject of inference (e.g., the
hill has smoke), the recollection of uniform or pervasive relationship
between them, called vyaptismarana (e.g., wherever there is smoke, there
is fire), the knowledge of the existence of the probans is pervaded by the
probandum in the subject of inference (e.g., the hill has smoke pervaded
by fire). Such inferences are supported by evidence of concomitance. The
more knowledge of these concomitances (e.g., uniform experience of
smoke with fire in the kitchen, outside the house, in the forest, on the hill,
etc.), the more precise and confident will be the inference about fire on
the sight of smoke. Thus, knowledge of invariable concomitances is the
principal cause of inferential knowledge. In Indian systems of thought,
one finds a very detailed discussion of conditions of inference, validity of
inferences, errors of inferences, and of impossible inferences. There is
also exhaustive discussion about the role of language in concept learning
and thinking.

CONCLUSIONS

The perspectives shared by Indian scholars on cognition and discussed in
the foregoing pages are quite useful for the development of psychological
science. There seems to be impressive psychological theorizing in classi-
cal systems of Indian thought, and it seems complementary to the psy-
chological perspectives presented by western psychologists. With such a
wealth of theoretical and experiential knowledge, one would normally
expect Indian scholars to attempt to develop a psychology that would
transcend the perspectives available from the western tradition.
Unfortunately this has not happened in this country. Instead of carving
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out a psychology from Indian philosophical and socio-cultural traditions,
psychologists in India have evidenced almost complete dependence on
ideas, concepts, methods, and theories borrowed from the west.

Why has psychology in India not been able to exploit the richness of
its traditional knowledge? One of the most frequently cited reasons is that
classical psychological thoughts are metaphysical, and they do not allow
empirical verification. However, as Rao (2001) argued, this should not
automatically disqualify them from empirical testing since “what is con-
sidered to be metaphysical and speculative at one point in history has
turned out to be empirically verifiable at a later time.” (p. 61). There is a
strong need to redefine and operationalize several concepts of psychology
in order to render them open to empirical verification.

Some scholars have suggested ways and attempted to integrate Indian
psychology with modern thought (Mishra, 1987; Paranjpe, 1984,1998; Rao,
1966, 2001; Sinha, 1965, 1981, 1997), but the effect has been fairly localized
and marginal. The insignificant effect is clearly evidenced by almost com-
plete absence of psychological research utilizing Indian ideas, conceptual
schemes, and theoretical notions. At best, the evidence suggests only a sort
of cultural tailoring of western psychological research in India

Reasons for the apathy of Indian psychologists towards rooting their
research in their own cultural traditions may be numerous. In the first
place, psychologists are generally not familiar with them. The textbooks
and course contents of psychology contain nothing in them that may be
called Indian. Having received their training in western psychological
tradition, they fail to appreciate the value of classical Indian ideas.

The overall climate that prevails in the field of psychology is another
important factor. The popularity of research and researchers is indicated
by the number of their citations in the writings of fellow researchers. Since
people are generally not interested in research on Indian concepts, the few
studies produced in this domain hardly stand any scope for cross-refer-
encing. This renders within the country a low academic status to those
researchers who work on Indian concepts. At the international plane also,
research on Indian concepts at the present time has seemingly failed to
draw the attention of scholars, except in one or two selected areas (e.g.,
yoga or TM).

An important reason for this state of affairs is the lack of coherent
models that may serve as the basis for evolving meaningful psychological
research programs. The information is so scattered that a new researcher
runs the risk of getting completely submerged. Systematization of Indian
knowledge in diverse areas requires a strong national movement not only
for making it researchable, but also for informing people of its academic
and social value. The disciplinary and social values of knowledge are
important factors in generating and sustaining people’s interest in it. As
Rao (2001) pointed out, “it is not a national pride that should prompt one
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to study traditional thought, but the possibilities it offers for an enhanced
understanding of human nature, for progress of psychology in general,
and for a better deal for psychology in the developmental process of the
country in particular” (p. 66).

In the field of cognition, the situation is further complicated due to
the recognition of cognitive processes as universal (Mishra, 1997, 2001),
and the attendant belief that the concepts used in comprehending these
processes have a pan-cultural appeal. Research reveals that these
processes are adaptive to ecological and socio-cultural conditions of indi-
viduals and groups. Indian research in this respect is both innovative and
productive. The interest has led to programmatic cross-cultural studies in
which cognitive processes of people of different ecological, cultural, and
linguistic backgrounds have been assessed using indigenous and stan-
dard methods (Mishra, 1997, Mishra, et al, 1996; Mishra, Dasen & Niraula,
2003). These studies do suggest substantial modification in the instantly
employed theoretical models. On the other hand, several processes and
mechanisms of cognition described in Indian systems of thought are not
yet understood. We need to operationalize those processes, and design
programmatic studies on them using such methods and technological
innovations that grant scientific legitimacy to research.

The overall impression that one gets by making a journey into the
domain of cognition from an Indian perspective is that except a little
research in some areas, the wider domain is characterized by gross spec-
ulation and empirically unverified theoretical hunches. The present state
of affairs in this domain seems to present a theoretical psychology whose
concepts are frequently experienced, talked about, and shared as part of
Indians’ collective heritage. We look forward to a time when they would
be dug out of the ground and become part of the larger scientific enter-
prise of psychology that is so strongly valued universally.
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Part IV
Self and Personality



Chapter 13
Indigenous Personality Research

The Chinese Case

Kuo-Shu Yang1

After a comprehensive and systematic review of psychological studies
on Chinese personality conducted before 1985, K. S. Yang (1986) charac-
terized Chinese personality research as thoroughly Westernized, or, more
precisely, Americanized, in the sense that nearly all of the studies uncrit-
ically borrowed theories, concepts, methods, and tools developed and
standardized in Western historical, cultural, and social contexts specifi-
cally for use with Euro-American subjects. Under the influence of an aca-
demic movement labeled psychological research indigenization, since the
mid-seventies increasing numbers of psychologists in Taiwan, Hong
Kong, and China have been conducting research with an indigenized
approach. This approach requires that the researchers’ theories, concepts,
methods, tools, and results sufficiently represent the natural structures,
mechanisms, and processes of the studied psychological and behavioral
phenomena as embedded in their original ecological, historical, cultural,
and social contexts (C. F. Yang, 1993a, 1996; K. S. Yang, 1993b, 1997a,
1997b, 1999, 2000). Numerous indigenous psychological studies on
Chinese behavior in various research areas of psychology have been pub-
lished in domestic and international academic journals. K. S. Yang
(1997a, 2000) has made selected reviews of the empirical, theoretical, and
methodological accomplishments of indigenized research on Chinese
psychological functioning. This chapter presents an additional review
that specifically stresses the integrative analysis of indigenized studies
on Chinese personality from the perspective of a particular conceptual
system in terms of individual and social orientations.
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A FOUR-LEVEL CONCEPTUAL SCHEME FOR CLASSIFYING
PERSONALITY ATTRIBUTES

Previous conceptual analyses and empirical evidence have repeatedly
demonstrated that there are two cultural syndromes at the macro level
(cultural collectivism and individualism), and two corresponding psycho-
logical syndromes at the micro level (psychological collectivism and indi-
vidualism). These syndromes prevail in contemporary societies all over
the world (e.g., Hofstede, 1980; Triandis, 1993, 1995; K. S. Yang, 2003). At
each level, collectivism and individualism represent two generic cate-
gories, or, more appropriately, prototypes, although they both have spe-
cific, concrete variants in different cultures. Judging from its major
characteristics (e.g., Ho, 1998; Ho & Chiu, 1994; King, 1991; Liang, 1974;
K. S. Yang, 1995), Chinese culture is unequivocally collectivistic in nature.
Specifically, it is a form of vertical collectivism in Triandis’ (1995) sense.
Associated with Chinese cultural collectivism is Chinese psychological
collectivism, which is embodied in Chinese social orientation as systemati-
cally conceptualized by K. S. Yang (1986, 1995). As a collectivistic psycho-
logical syndrome, Chinese social orientation is mainly composed of four
orientations: relationship orientation, authoritarian orientation, familistic
(group) orientation, and (generalized) other orientation. Yang’s conceptu-
alization of each of the four orientations is partially based upon previous
research on Chinese social psychological functioning conducted by
Chinese psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists.

According to K. S. Yang (1995), Chinese relationship orientation
stresses relational fatalism, relational formalism, relational interdepend-
ence, relational harmony, and relational determinism (the Chinese form
of particularism). Authoritarian orientation denotes an organized set of
affects, cognitions, and behaviors toward social authorities (especially the
head of the family), with authority sensitization (excessive sensitivity to
authority), authority worship, and authority dependence (including psy-
chological impotence before an authority) as its main features. Familistic
orientation is a complex set of family-centered thoughts, attitudes, values,
and behaviors that causes Chinese people to subordinate their personal
goals, interests, and welfare for the sake of their families’ existence, har-
mony, solidarity, glory, prosperity, and prolongation. Finally, other orien-
tation is composed of such psychological characteristics as constant worry
about non-specific or generalized (without individualized identities) oth-
ers’ opinions, strong conformity with non-specific others, deep concern
about social norms, and high regard for face and reputation.

These four orientations represent the most important aspects of
Chinese social psychological functioning whereby Chinese people attempt
to fit themselves into and form harmonious unions with their social envi-
ronments. Among the four, the relationship and authoritarian orientations



both belong to the interpersonal level with the latter exclusively emphasiz-
ing relationships with an authority in a social milieu. These two may be
combined for the sake of brevity to represent Chinese social psychological
functioning at the interpersonal level. It may thus be said that Chinese
social orientation is manifested at three levels: relationship (i.e., relationship
and authoritarian orientations), group (e.g., familistic orientation), and non-
specific others in the social environment at large (i.e., other orientation).

In contrast to social orientation, individual orientation, as defined by
K. S. Yang (1986, 1995, 1996), comprises such core components as self ori-
entation, autonomous orientation, independent orientation, and egalitar-
ian orientation, all of which are especially prevalent among people in
Euro-American societies. It is fair to say that individual orientation repre-
sents the major pattern of psychological individualism most prevalent in
the Western world (especially North America). However, it must be
pointed out that even people in social-oriented Chinese societies may man-
ifest certain individual-oriented characteristics under some circumstances.
This is increasingly true as Chinese people in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and
China gradually become less social-oriented and more individual-oriented
under the impact of social change induced by societal modernization (K. S.
Yang, 1996). In order to have a conceptual framework complete enough for
the systematic analysis of indigenized research on Chinese personality,
individual orientation is combined with social orientation (three levels) to
form a comprehensive four-level classificatory scheme.

This systematic scheme adopts a rather broad definition of person-
ality, slightly modified from Pervin’s (1996, p. 414) as “the complex
organization of aptitudes, temperaments, needs, cognitions, affects, and
behaviors that gives direction, consistency, and pattern (coherence), to the
person’s life” (italicized words added). Aptitudes, temperaments, needs,
cognitions, affects, and behaviors are all rather enduring characteristics
that result from being a person in a particular ecological, social, cultural,
and historical milieu. It is assumed that culture and personality attrib-
utes (even aptitudes and temperaments) are more or less bidirectionally
determined and mutually constituted (Kitayama, Markus, Matsumoto, &
Norasakkunkit, 1997; Markus & Kitayama, 1998). With this broad defini-
tion, four varieties of personality attributes, viz., individual-, relation-
ship-, group-, and other-oriented, may be meaningfully delineated in
terms of K. S. Yang’s conceptualization of individual and social orienta-
tion. Individual-oriented attributes are those formed mainly through
one’s interactions with one’s own personal self, which functions with
respect to the individualized aspects of daily life. Relationship-oriented
attributes are those formed mainly through one’s interactions with
another person. Group-oriented attributes are those formed mainly
through one’s interactions with one’s family and other groups. And
other-oriented attributes are formed mainly through one’s interactions
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with real or imagined non-specific unidentified others as the generalized
audience in the social environment.

Among the four varieties of personality attributes, the individual-
oriented ones include those personal traits (e.g., aptitudes and tempera-
ments) that are predominantly genetically determined and those
dispositions (e.g., self-oriented autonomy and independence) that are
mainly formed in the milieu of an individualist culture. These personal
propensities are embedded in the individual person or in the personal-
oriented self. In contrast, social-oriented personality attributes are com-
posed of relation-contextualized dispositions like harmoniousness and
relational determinism, group-contextualized dispositions like familism
and social identity, as well as other-contextualized ones like social desir-
ability and face consciousness. These variously contextualized disposi-
tions are deeply engraved, or even constituted with the social and cultural
roles, norms, obligations, customs, and practices involving relationships,
groups (especially the family), and generalized others.

Lay people may consider individual (personal)-oriented and social-
oriented personality attributes to be either fixed or malleable in Dweck and
his associates’ (e.g., Chiu, Hong, & Dweck, 1997; Dweck & Leggett, 1988;
Dweck, Hong, & Chiu, 1993) sense. Conceptually speaking, the origins or
sources of attribute stability or changeability may be different for people
from different cultures. In an individualist culture like that of the US, it
should be the individual person or the personal-oriented self that acts as
the major anchoring and stabilizing center of gravity for consistent and
coherent personality functioning in everyday life. Sociocultural factors
may be readily changed to suit the person’s needs in an alloplastic way in
Freud’s (1924) sense. It is thus likely that Americans in particular and
Westerners in general tend to view individual-oriented personality attrib-
utes as relatively fixed entities and social-oriented attributes as relatively
malleable ones. In contrast, in a collectivist culture like the Chinese, it
should be the sociocultural contexts, in terms of roles, norms, obligations,
customs, and practices that act as the major anchoring and stabilizing cen-
ter for consistent and coherent personality functioning in everyday life.
However, the person’s needs, cognitions, affects, and behaviors may be
readily changed to adjust effectively to the sociocultural environment in
an autoplastic way in Freud’s (1924) sense. It may therefore be inferred that
the Chinese and people in other East Asian countries within the
Confucian cultural circle such as Japan and Korea tend to view social-
oriented attributes as relatively fixed entities and individual-oriented
attributes as relatively malleable. In each type of culture, some personal-
ity attributes may be relatively fixed and others relatively malleable,
though in opposite patterns of relative fixedness and malleability.

This framework constitutes a comprehensive four-level scheme
for the systematic analysis of personality characteristics (see Table 1).

288 Kuo-Shu Yang



Chinese Personality Research 289

Ta
b

le
 1

.
A

Fo
u

r-
L

ev
el

 C
on

ce
p

tu
al

 S
ch

em
e 

fo
r 

th
e 

C
la

ss
if

ic
at

io
n

 o
f 

P
er

so
n

al
it

y 
A

tt
ri

b
u

te
s 

B
as

ed
 u

p
on

 I
n

d
iv

id
u

al
 

O
ri

en
ta

ti
on

 a
n

d
 S

oc
ia

l 
O

ri
en

ta
ti

on C
or

re
sp

on
d

in
g 

p
sy

ch
ol

og
ic

al
 

C
at

eg
or

y 
of

 p
er

so
n

al
it

y 
or

ie
n

ta
ti

on
(s

) 
in

 t
er

m
s 

of
 

M
aj

or
 k

in
d

 o
f 

ex
p

er
ie

n
ce

s 
at

tr
ib

u
te

s
K

. S
. Y

an
g’

s 
co

n
ce

p
tu

al
 s

ys
te

m
in

vo
lv

ed
 i

n
 a

tt
ri

b
u

te
 f

or
m

at
io

n
Fu

n
ct

io
n

 o
f 

p
er

so
n

al
it

y 
at

tr
ib

u
te

s

1.
In

d
iv

id
ua

l-
or

ie
nt

ed
 a

tt
ri

bu
te

s
In

d
iv

id
ua

l o
ri

en
ta

ti
on

E
xp

er
ie

nc
es

 o
f 

in
te

ra
ct

io
ns

 w
it

h 
on

e’
s 

Fa
ci

lit
at

in
g 

on
e’

s 
ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l 

pe
rs

on
al

 o
r 

in
d

iv
id

ua
liz

ed
 s

el
f 

fu
nc

ti
on

in
g 

as
 a

n 
in

d
ep

en
d

en
t, 

(i
n 

so
m

e 
ca

se
s,

 s
ub

st
an

ti
al

 g
en

et
ic

 
au

to
no

m
ou

s,
 a

nd
 s

el
f-

su
ff

ic
ie

nt
an

d
 m

at
ur

at
io

na
l f

ac
to

rs
 m

ay
 b

e 
in

d
iv

id
ua

l
in

vo
lv

ed
)

2.
R

el
at

io
ns

hi
p-

or
ie

nt
ed

 a
tt

ri
bu

te
s

R
el

at
io

ns
hi

p 
or

ie
nt

at
io

n
E

xp
er

ie
nc

es
 o

f 
cu

lt
ur

al
ly

 s
pe

ci
fi

c 
Fa

ci
lit

at
in

g 
on

e’
s 

ha
rm

on
io

us
 

A
ut

ho
ri

ta
ri

an
 o

ri
en

ta
ti

on
in

te
ra

ct
io

ns
 w

it
h 

an
ot

he
r 

pe
rs

on
 

in
te

gr
at

io
n 

w
it

h 
an

ot
he

r 
pe

rs
on

w
it

h 
w

ho
m

 o
ne

 is
 a

cq
ua

in
te

d
3.

G
ro

up
-o

ri
en

te
d

 a
tt

ri
bu

te
s

Fa
m

ili
st

ic
 o

ri
en

ta
ti

on
E

xp
er

ie
nc

es
 o

f 
cu

lt
ur

al
ly

 s
pe

ci
fi

c 
Fa

ci
lit

at
in

g 
on

e’
s 

ha
rm

on
io

us
 

in
te

ra
ct

io
ns

 w
it

h 
on

e’
s 

fa
m

ily
 o

r 
in

te
gr

at
io

n 
w

it
h 

on
e’

s 
fa

m
ily

 o
r 

so
m

e 
ot

he
r 

gr
ou

p
so

m
e 

ot
he

r 
gr

ou
p

4.
O

th
er

-o
ri

en
te

d
 a

tt
ri

bu
te

s
O

th
er

 o
ri

en
ta

ti
on

E
xp

er
ie

nc
es

 o
f 

cu
lt

ur
al

ly
 s

pe
ci

fi
c 

Fa
ci

lit
at

in
g 

on
e’

s 
ha

rm
on

io
us

 
in

te
ra

ct
io

ns
 w

it
h 

re
al

 o
r 

im
ag

in
ed

 
in

te
gr

at
io

n 
w

it
h 

th
e 

ge
ne

ra
liz

ed
 

un
id

en
ti

fi
ed

, n
on

-s
pe

ci
fi

c 
ot

he
rs

ot
he

r



In each of the four categories of personality attributes, the target of the
actor’s social interaction is progressively larger in the number of persons
involved. It is thus possible to arrange the four levels of personality attrib-
utes into a system of concentric circles, with the individual-oriented dis-
positions in the innermost circle, the other-oriented dispositions in the
outermost circle, and the relationship- and group-oriented ones in
between. Such a conceptual scheme is useful not only for the analysis of
Chinese personality, but also for the analysis of Chinese social behavior.
This framework should be equally applicable to the study of personality
and social behavior of people in other changing collectivistic-oriented cul-
tures, especially East Asian ones. The scheme is also general enough in
nature and scope to be potentially adoptable for analysis of personality
and social behavior of people in individualistic-oriented societies.

The relative band widths of the concentric circles in the four-level
conceptual scheme for the classification of personality attributes can
represent the relative importance of the four kinds of personality traits
in daily psychological functioning among people in a culture.2 In the
case of ordinary Chinese people, the relationship- and group-oriented
traits tend to be more powerful, pervasive, and influential than the
other-oriented ones, which in turn are more powerful than the individ-
ual-oriented ones, as shown in Figure 1a. In contrast, ordinary American
people’s individual-oriented traits tend to be more powerful, pervasive,
and inferential than their relationship- and group-oriented ones, which
in turn are more powerful than their other-oriented traits, as shown
in Figure 1b. Generally speaking, the concentric pattern of the four
kinds of traits in terms of relative importance in Figure 1a is basically for
people in social-oriented cultures, whereas Figure 1b is basically for
people in individual-oriented ones. As social-oriented cultures (like
those in Taiwan, Hong Kong, China, Korea, and Japan) are becoming
less social-oriented and more individual-oriented during the prolonged
process of societal modernization, their concentric patterns will gradu-
ally transform from that in Figure 1a to that in Figure 1b within certain
limits.

Most indigenous studies on Chinese behavior have been conducted in
the field of personality and social psychology. There are far too many to
comprehensively and thoroughly review them in this chapter. Findings and
concepts from indigenized research on the Chinese self, the Chinese con-
cept of justice, Chinese ways of thinking, and Chinese family socialization
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2 I would like to thank Professor Lawrence Pervin for reminding me to take care of this issue
by saying that “the size of these circles can vary from culture to culture” in his enlightening
comments on an earlier version of the paper.



are reported and analyzed in other chapters of this volume. My goal in this
chapter is to review selectively and critically the major indigenized studies
on Chinese personality from a broad perspective, synthesizing both the
dispositional and cultural psychological approaches3 with the hope that a
systematic picture will emerge.
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Other-oriented personality attributes

Group-oriented personality attributes

Relationship-oriented personality
attributes

Person
or self

Person
or self

Individual-oriented personality attributes 

1a. The hypothesized relative band widths for the Chinese case

Other-oriented personality attributes 

Group-oriented personality attributes

Relationship-oriented personality
attributes

Individual-oriented personality attributes

1b. The hypothesized relative band widths for the American case

Figure 1. The Relative Band Widths of the Concentric Circles Representing the Relative
Importance of the Four Kinds of Personality Attributes for Chinese and American People

3 It is Church (2000) who first pointed out the possibility of integrating the trait psychology
and cultural psychology approaches and first made an attempt to formulate an integrated
cultural trait psychology.



SEARCH FOR BASIC CHINESE PERSONALITY
DIMENSIONS

Traditionally, the study of personality encompasses five major research
areas, viz., personality genetics, personality development, personality
structure (and assessment), personality dynamics, and personality change.
Indigenized research on Chinese personality has focused on personality
structure and dynamics. Some of the studies have adopted a multidimen-
sional approach in identifying and measuring the basic dimensions of
Chinese personality and others have preferred to construct a unidimen-
sional scale with rather limited content coverage for the assessment of cer-
tain specific personality dispositions.

Until recently, psychologists in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and China have
almost completely relied upon translated or adapted Chinese versions of
Western-originated tests, inventories, questionnaires, and scales for prac-
tical as well as research purposes. In the case of Taiwan, nearly all the
major American omnibus personality tests have been translated, (slightly)
revised, and used over the last forty years under the dubious assumption
that as human beings, Chinese and Americans have a similar, if not iden-
tical, personality structure.

In the last fifteen years or so, a few psychologists with an indigenous
perspective from the three major culturally Chinese societies have begun
to question the universality assumption seriously, and have embarked
upon identification of basic Chinese indigenous personality dimensions
and development of new indigenized tests and inventories to measure
them. A number of researchers (e.g., F. M. Cheung, Leung, Fan, Song,
Zhang, & Zhang, 1996; F.M. Cheung & Leung, 1998; P. C. Cheung, Conger,
Hau, Lew, & Lau, 1992; Wang and Cui, 2003, 2004; K. S. Yang & Bond,
1990; K. S. Yang & Wang, 2000) have made a serious attempt with studies
of basic dimensions. Almost all these studies began with a lexical or
descriptive-term approach, but only two (i.e., F. M. Cheung et al., 1996;
Wang & Cui, 2003, 2004) went a step further to develop a pool of com-
plete-sentence items for construction of a multidimensional personality
inventory. Among the trait-oriented studies on basic Chinese personality
dimensions, the most representative are those conducted by F. M. Cheung
et al. (1996), P. C. Cheung et al. (1992), and K. S. Yang and Wang (2000), in
the sense that they are fairly indigenized and systematic in approach.

Major Studies on Basic Chinese Personality Dimensions

P. C. Cheung et al.’s (1992) research began with an initial pool of 191 bipo-
lar trait descriptors (adjectives and phrases) collected by the late Professor
William Lew (1998/2001) through a review of the literature on Chinese
culture and personality as well as interviews with Chinese graduate
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students. From Lew’s list, 178 bipolar descriptors were chosen and admin-
istered to 300 graduate students at the Chinese University of Hong Kong.
Based upon the analysis of the Hong Kong data, the Multi-Trait Personality
Inventory (MTPI) was constructed. It consisted of 122 bipolar descriptors
tapping attitudes, beliefs, affective reactions, and typical behavior to be
rated on a 6-step bipolar scale. About half of the final items reflected
Confucian teachings and traditional values. The MTPI was administered to
2,617 adult Chinese (1,673 men and 944 women) from four Chinese popu-
lations (China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and the United States) for the identifi-
cation of measurable personality dimensions. Factor analysis of the
obtained data generated five major bipolar factors, namely, Outgoing vs.
Withdrawn, Self-Serving vs. Principled, Conforming vs. Noncomforming,
Stable vs. Unstable, and Strict vs. Accepting. Comparisons of findings for
the four groups revealed that all the Chinese groups internalized such
Confucian values as moderation and self-discipline.

A much more serious attempt to identify major Chinese personality
constructs and to develop an indigenized multidimensional personality
assessment tool was made by F. M. Cheung, Leung, and their associates
(1996, 1998). The instrument they finally constructed was the Chinese
Personality Assessment Inventory (CPAI), which includes 22 normal per-
sonality scales and 12 clinical scales in the latest version. The development
of the CPAI started with an initial pool of about 900 items written in simple
Mandarin sentences in first-person format. “Items were selected from other
personality tests including English-language personality scales or their
translated Chinese versions, and locally developed Chinese scales” (F. M.
Cheung et al., 1996, p. 187). About 120 items were chosen from statements
about personality characteristics obtained during pilot studies to collect
trait descriptions from Chinese novels, books on Chinese proverbs, self-
descriptions, and descriptions of others’ personalities made by students
and professionals in Hong Kong and China. The researchers also wrote
about 150 additional items to supplement the scales or to develop new
scales. The 1991 trial and 1992 standardization versions of the CPAI were
successively administered to large samples of respondents from Hong
Kong and China for the purposes of item selection and scale standardiza-
tion. The inventory consisted of 34 scales measuring various personality
dimensions, 22 for the assessment of normal personality constructs, and 12
for the assessment of clinical constructs. The constructs measured by the
22 normal personality scales are as follows: Emotionality, Responsibility,
Practical Mindedness, Inferiority vs. Self-Acceptance, Graciousness vs.
Meanness, Optimism vs. Pessimism, Veraciousness vs. Slickness, External
vs. Internal locus of Control, Face, Family Orientation, Meticulousness,
Harmony, Ren Qing (exchangeable social favor) Orientation, Flexibility,
Modernization, Thrift vs. Extravagance, Introversion vs. Extraversion,
Leadership, Adventurousness, Self vs. Social Orientation, Logical vs.
Affective Orientation, and Defensiveness (Ah-Q attitude). Factor analyses
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performed for the personality scales generated four second-order factors
(i.e., Dependability, Chinese Tradition, Social Potency, and Individualism).

The third relevant research program for the investigation of basic
Chinese personality dimensions was conducted by K. S. Yang and his asso-
ciates (Yang & Bond, 1990; Yang & Wang, 2000; Hsu, Wang, & Yang, 2001).
Yang and Bond’s (1990) study, using Chinese personality adjectives, identi-
fied five bipolar factors, viz., Social Orientation vs. Self-Centeredness,
Competence vs. Impotence, Expressiveness vs. Conservatism, Self-control
vs. Impulsiveness, and Optimism vs. Neuroticism. These emic dimensions
were correlated with the five imported or imposed-etic ones (i.e.,
Extraversion or Surgency, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Emotional
Stability, and Culture), as empirically defined by Tupes and Christal (1958)
and Norman (1961, 1963), revealing a one-to-one relation for only two
(Social Orientation to Agreeableness and Optimism to Emotional Stability)
of the five indigenous factors. The others were multiple-determined. While
Yang and Bond’s (1990) research had the merit of using multiple target per-
sons, the external validity of the findings was limited by the fact that only
Taiwanese students were used as subjects, and the number of personality
adjectives actually employed was not large enough.

In order to do a better job of identifying basic Chinese personality
dimensions and addressing the issue of cross-cultural universality of the
American Big Five model, K. S. Yang and Wang (2000) initiated a second
wave of research, starting from 1995, continuing to rely upon a trait lexi-
con of the Chinese language. This time they started with a pool of more
than 4000 personality adjectives collected in Taiwan and mainland China
from Chinese dictionaries, novels, newspapers, and personality descriptors
generated by university students and adults. Chinese college students from
both sides of the Taiwan Straits were asked to rate each of the 1520 descrip-
tors chosen from the initial pool for meaningfulness, familiarity, social
desirability, and modernity. The researchers carefully selected 410 descrip-
tors (by excluding those with the lowest scale values on meaningfulness
and familiarity, the highest values on modernity, and the highest and the
lowest values on social desirability) as a representative sample of the 1520
adjectives, and administered them in a rating questionnaire format to four
samples of Chinese participants (university students and adults from
Taiwan and China). Participants rated their own personality on a five-point
scale. Factor analysis of the correlational matrix for the total sample of 1441
respondents revealed seven bipolar factors, 5 major and 2 minor, in the
decreasing order of the percentages of the total variance accounted for:
Competence vs. Impotence, Industriousness vs. Unindustriousness, Other-
Orientedness vs. Self-Centeredness, Agreeableness vs. Disagreeableness,
Extraversion vs. Introversion, Large-Mindedness vs. Small-Mindedness,
and Contentedness vs. Vaingloriousness. Separate factor analyses for the
Taiwan and China samples (students and adults combined) indicated that
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the two combined samples differed only in the seventh factor: Optimism vs.
Pessimism for the Taiwan sample and Contentedness vs. Boastfulness for
the China sample. Intercorrelations among the adjectives with higher load-
ings on the same factor were computed and factor-analyzed to generate
subfactors for each of the seven major factors. The first five factors were
each composed of two or three related subfactors, but the last two could not
be decomposed into subfactors.

Some of Yang and Wang’s (2000) seven factors are quite similar to
certain of Yang and Bond’s (1990) five factors. For the combined
Taiwan sample, Competence vs. Impotence, Other-Orientedness vs. Self-
Centeredness, Extraversion vs. Introversion, and Optimism vs. Pessimism
in the seven-factor model respectively corresponded to Competence vs.
Impotence, Social Orientation vs. Self-Centeredness, Expressiveness vs.
Conservatism, and Optimism vs. Neuroticism in the five factor model.
Moreover, Competence vs. Impotence, Other-Orientedness vs. Self-
Centeredness, and Extraversion vs. Introversion in the seven-factor model
for the combined mainland sample also had counterparts in the 1990
Taiwan five-factor model.

The newly identified Chinese Big Seven were then correlated with
the American Big Five as identified by Tupes and Christal (1958), Norman
(1961, 1963), and Costa and McCrae (1985), viz., Neuroticism (or
Emotional Stability), Extraversion (or Surgency), Openness (or Culture),
Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness, with data collected by adminis-
tering Norman’s (translated), Costa and McCrae’s (translated), and Yang
and Wang’s measuring instruments to the same Chinese samples. At
least three of the five Tupes-Christal-Norman (TCN) factors were
somewhat replicated in the Chinese seven-factor structure. Two Chinese
factors (Competence vs. Impotence and Large-Mindedness vs. Small-
Mindedness) were beyond the coverage of the TCN model. Three of the
five Costa-McCrae (CM) factors had corresponding Chinese factors, and
the Openness factor failed to substantially correlate with any of the seven
Chinese ones. Three Chinese factors (Competence vs. Impotence; Other-
Orientedness vs. Self-Centeredness, and Large-Mindedness vs. Small-
Mindedness) were beyond the coverage of the CM model. These findings
clearly revealed that while three of the basic personality factors of
the American Big Five do have more or less corresponding factors in the
Chinese Big Seven, three Chinese factors are beyond the coverage of
the American models. Moreover, the first or largest Chinese factor, that is,
Competence vs. Impotence, was one of the three not covered. These
results indicate that there are both differences as well as similarities
between Chinese and American basic personality dimensions. In other
words, the American Big Five is not a complete cross-culturally universal
model. The Culture factor in the TCN model did have a corresponding
Chinese dimension, but the Openness factor in the CM model did not
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have one, which may evidence the possibility that these two personality
constructs are not the same, at least for Chinese people.

K. S. Yang and Wang (2000) selected adjectives with the highest load-
ings on each of the seven factors along with their subfactors to construct
a personality measuring tool, the Multidimensional Chinese Personality
Inventory (MCPI), in the format of an adjective rating list for the assess-
ment of indigenous Chinese personality dimensions and subdimensions.
To go one step further, Wang and Cui (2003, 2004) constructed an omnibus
personality inventory to measure the seven corresponding factors for
Chinese, beginning with a large pool of more than 1600 items each in the
form of a complete sentence describing a behavior or life experience for
the concrete expression of the meaning of each chosen high-loading adjec-
tive (more than three items per adjective). The final 180-item Chinese
personality inventory was made to measure not only the seven basic
dimensions but also eighteen subdimensions.

Comparison of the Three Major Research Programs

Thus far, the three most representative large-scale research programs that
have attempted to identify and measure Chinese basic personality dimen-
sions using large samples of students and adults from China, Taiwan, and
Hong Kong have been reviewed. Three obvious differences among the
three programs deserve discussion here: degree of indigenousness,
research strategy adopted, and the construct level tapped.

First, while all three used a more or less indigenized approach,
they differed in the degree of indigenousness of the initial item pools.
P. C. Cheung et al.’s (1992) study may be criticized for its insufficient
indigenousness, or more technically, insufficient indigenous compatibility
(K. S. Yang, 1997b, 1999, 2000), because the initial pool of trait terms
included quite a number of descriptors directly chosen from R. B. Cattell’s
questionnaire (through personal communication with the late Professor
Lew at the very early stage of his endeavor to construct an inventory for
use in his research project on the personality development of Chinese
intellectuals). F. M. Cheung et al.’s (1996) research might also suffer from
insufficient indigenous compatibility due to the use of items of Western
origin in constructing their personality scales. It is reasonable to believe
that the items used in such culture-specific personality scales as Harmony,
Face, Ren Qing Orientation, Family Orientation, Thrift vs. Extravagance,
Responsibility, and Defensiveness (Ah-Q Attitude) were selected from
available indigenized tests or scales or newly written on the basis of col-
lected indigenous materials, but it is unknown how many items in the cul-
ture-general personality measures such as Introversion vs. Extraversion,
Leadership, Flexibility, Logical vs. Affective Orientation, Emotionality,
Adventurousness, and External vs. Internal Locus of Control were
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borrowed from Western tests or scales. As for K. S. Yang and Wang’s
(2000) research, its initial item pool included more than 4000 Chinese trait
adjectives collected from widely used Chinese dictionaries, popular
Chinese novels, leading Chinese newspapers, and personality descriptors
provided by Chinese university students and adults. The 410 adjectives
finally used in the factor analyses were carefully culled from the 1,520
descriptors chosen from such a highly indigenous and representative
pool. Overall, P. C. Cheung et al.’s research has a lesser degree of indige-
nousness, and Yang and Wang’s the greatest degree of indigenousness,
with F. M. Cheung et al.’s in between.

Second, the three studies differed in the strategy used to identify and
define basic personality dimensions. Yang and Wang (2000) typically
adopted a lexical approach to identify and define basic Chinese personal-
ity constructs by factor-analyzing a representative sample of adjectives in
the Chinese trait lexicon. P. C. Cheung et al. (1992) also used factor analy-
sis to extract personality dimensions from a relatively small sample of
adjectives and phrases that were not comprehensively and systematically
drawn from a large pool of Chinese trait descriptors. Unlike the other two
studies, F. M. Cheung et al. (1996) did not highly rely upon an empirical
approach to systematically identify and define the Chinese personality
dimensions for which all the final personality scales of their inventory are
constructed. Instead, they conceptually selected the possible or potential
scales that they thought were important to the understanding of Chinese
personality, and then collected and wrote items they thought were con-
ceptually appropriate for each scale. They refined each scale using an
internal consistency procedure. The personality constructs of the CPAI
were not systematically defined within the same coherent conceptual
framework of personality structure, or through a systematic empirical
analysis (e.g., factor analysis, latent structure analysis) of responses to a
sample of representative items drawn from a comprehensive item pool for
a well-conceived personality domain (e.g., temperamental, motivational,
or evaluational). The personality constructs were separately and individ-
ually judged and chosen for inclusion in the inventory simply for the rea-
son that each was seemingly important to the experiences of Chinese
people in one way or another and therefore had been much discussed in
the Chinese or American psychological literature.

A related problem with the CPAI is that, since the items for each per-
sonality scale were selected in terms of item-total correlations, rather
than in terms of factor loadings obtained by a comprehensive, multidi-
mensional factor analysis fulfilling the criterion of simple structure, cer-
tain individual scales may not be able to assess a well-integrated
personality construct. This selection procedure may be why internal
consistency reliabilities are quite low for some of the scales (for example,
.55 and .58 on Ren Qing Orientation for the Hong Kong and China

Chinese Personality Research 297



samples respectively), and why the four-factor solution obtained by fac-
tor-analyzing scores on all 22 personality scales did not display a good
simple structure pattern (8 out of 22 scales each had considerable load-
ings on two or three factors).

The third major difference among the three studies lies in the content
domain of the psychological entities tapped. The personality constructs
assessed in both P. C. Cheung et al.’s (1992) and K. S. Yang and Wang’s
(2000) research properly belong to the temperamental modality of person-
ality in Guilford’s (1959) sense. According to Guilford, temperamental
traits are basic dispositions that have to do with the manner in which one’s
actions occur. In contrast, what was assessed in F. M. Cheung et al.’s
(1996) research may be classified into two groups: (a) temperamental
constructs such as Emotionality, Responsibility, Inferiority vs. Self-
Acceptance, Graciousness vs. Meanness, Optimism vs. Pessimism,
Flexibility, Introversion vs. Extraversion, Adventurousness, Self vs.
Social Orientation, and Logical vs. Affective Orientation, and (b) social
psychological syndromes such as Face, Family Orientation, Harmony, Ren
Qing Orientation, Modernization, Thrift vs. Extravagance, and Leadership.
Social psychological syndromes are much broader in scope, more complex
in structure, and more affected by culture than temperament. All in all, as
pointed out earlier, the two groups of constructs simply are not psycholog-
ical entities at the same level or in the same modality.

Traditionally, psychometrically oriented personality psychologists,
especially those in Euro-American societies, have limited their search for
basic personality dimensions to the domain of temperamental traits in a
broad sense, usually excluding the domain of culture-specific, complex psy-
chological syndromes. F. M. Cheung et al.’s (1996) effort to mix such syn-
dromes with temperamental traits in measuring normal personality traits
represents an important need for indigenous-oriented Chinese psycholo-
gists to study heavily culturally-colored social psychological characteristics
from a psychometrical perspective. These rather culture-specific syndromes
are “social psychological traits” in Matthews and Deary’s (1998) sense. They
are social-relational in nature and may thus be simply called social-oriented
traits or dispositions from K. S. Yang’s (1986, 1995) perspective of social ori-
entation. Social-oriented syndromes tend to be multidimensional. The
necessity of constructing tools for the measurement of these highly indige-
nous constructs is obvious, because once these tools are available (and acces-
sible), it will be much easier for psychologists to conduct systematic
indigenized studies on each by adopting a construct-validity or other
research strategy. Since social-oriented and temperamental traits are con-
ceptually not at the same level, these two groups of psychological disposi-
tions should be assessed separately by different inventories, tests, or scales.

Furthermore, viewed from the four-level conceptual scheme in Table 1,
most temperamental traits (e.g., Competence vs. Impotence, Extraversion
vs. Introversion, Stable vs. Unstable) identified by one or more of the three
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research programs in search for basic Chinese personality dimensions may
be classified as individual-oriented personality constructs. Among the
social-oriented constructs identified by F. M. Cheung et al. (1996), some (e.g.,
Harmony, Ren Qing Orientation) may be classified as relationship-oriented con-
structs, some (e.g., Family Orientation, Leadership) as group-oriented
constructs, and others (e.g., Face, Ah-Q Attitude) as other-oriented constructs.
In addition to F. M. Cheung and her associates, other indigenous-oriented
Chinese researchers have also made an effort to develop standardized scales
for the measurement of various social-oriented constructs and to conduct
research with them. The ideas, scales, and related studies of some of these
researchers are reviewed and discussed in the next section.

ATTEMPTS TO ASSESS SOCIAL-ORIENTED PERSONALITY
ATTRIBUTES

While psychologists in individualist cultures have been more interested
in identifying and measuring personal-oriented personality attributes,
indigenous-oriented psychologists in collectivist cultures have been more
interested in identifying and measuring social-oriented ones. In the last
thirty years or so, an increasing number of Chinese psychologists have
endeavored to develop various indigenized scales and inventories to
assess social-oriented dispositions. In this section, a representative sample
of such personality constructs is reviewed in terms of three categories:
relationship-oriented, group-oriented, and other-oriented.

Relationship-Oriented Personality Attributes

Chinese culture has been repeatedly characterized as relation-based or
relation-centered by leading Chinese anthropologists and sociologists like
Chiao (1982), Fei (1980), and Liang (1974), and Chinese people have been
repeatedly described as relationship- or relational-oriented in their daily
functioning by Chinese psychologists like Ho (1991), Hwang (1987, 2000),
and K. S. Yang (1995). Chinese relationship orientation is so strong and
conspicuous even today that indigenous-oriented Chinese psychologists
have made considerable effort to assess relational-oriented personality
constructs. Indigenized scales and inventories have been developed for
the measurement of such constructs as interpersonal harmony, relational
determinism, yuan (predestined relational affinity), xiaodao (filial piety),
marital enqing (grateful love or affection).

According to K. S. Yang’s (1995) conceptual analysis, Chinese relation-
ship orientation comprises five major aspects, namely, relational formality,
relational reciprocity, relational fatalism, relational harmony, and relational
determinism. Chinese and Western psychologists have constructed
standardized scales for the measurement of relational fatalism, harmony,
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and determinism. Chinese relational fatalism may be most adequately
understood in terms of yuan beliefs. As a belief syndrome, yuan may be
defined as a predestined relational affinity or the cause of such an affinity,
which is believed to predetermine the occurrence, type, duration, and final
outcome of an interpersonal relationship. Chinese people tend to attribute
different types of relationships to different kinds of yuan as causal factors
for those relationships. Chang and Holt (1991) and K. S. Yang and Ho (1988)
made conceptual analyses of the meanings, kinds, and functions of yuan in
traditional and contemporary Chinese societies. Yang and Ho (1988) con-
tended that ascribing the formation and outcome of a relationship to yuan
as an external and stable factor is an attributional process in Weiner’s (1979)
sense. In Chinese societies, external attributions to yuan have important
social-defensive and ego-defensive functions that keep interpersonal rela-
tionships, especially those in the family, stable and harmonious in Chinese
social life. Based on K. S. Yang and Ho’s (1988) and Chang and Holt’s (1991)
conceptual analyses, Goodwin and Findlay (1997) constructed a yuan scale
and used it to measure and compare British and Hong Kong university
students’ yuan beliefs.

Once a relationship is formed, it is extremely important to keep it sta-
ble and harmonious. Relational harmony is so important to the Chinese
that they develop a strong propensity to pursue harmony for the sake of
harmony and a strong fear of disharmony (the traditional Chinese term
for conflict) (Huang, 1999; Leung & Wu, 1998; K. S. Yang, 1995). Zuo
(2000) constructed a brief scale to assess the tendency towards harmony
maintenance and disharmony avoidance. A more ambitious, systematic
attempt at harmony assessment is being made by Huang, who is in the
process of constructing a multidimensional scale for assessing the various
kinds of harmony and conflict, based upon her comprehensive theory of
interpersonal harmony and conflict (Huang, 1999).

Harmonious relationships are definitely useful. Chinese people have
been characterized as particularistic, in Parsons’ (1951) sense, in their
thought and behavior (K. S. Yang, 1995). They tend to see standards,
norms, regulations, and sometimes even laws as rough, abstract princi-
ples that are subject to modification when applied to practical, concrete
cases. Exceptions are always possible when necessary, and the specific
kind of relationship is the major factor according to which an exception is
judged necessary or not. Chinese people are likely to give exceptional
treatment or make special accommodation by relaxing or circumventing
rules or principles as a favor for another person with whom they have an
intimate or harmonious special relationship. It is the relationship with
another person that determines what kind of exceptional favor that person
will receive. Zuo (2000) constructed a short scale to measure this impor-
tant aspect of Chinese relationship orientation.

The standardized scales constructed for assessing Chinese relational
fatalism, harmony, and determinism are applicable to dyadic relationships
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in all domains of social life. Chinese psychologists have also developed
scales for measuring relational-oriented personality attributes in specific
domains of social life, of which the most important is family life. Typical
examples of scales for the measurement and investigation of relational
constructs in the family-life domain are those for xiaodao (filial piety) and
enqing (marital grateful love or affection). Ho and associates (e.g., Ho, 1996;
Ho & Lee, 1974) and K. S. Yang and associates (e.g., Yang, 1988; Yang, Yeh,
& Huang, 1989) have conceptually and empirically analyzed Chinese filial
piety. Ho and Lee (1974) constructed the first filiality scale. Sixteen years
later, using K. S. Yang’s (1988) definition of filial piety as a specific dispo-
sitional syndrome of cognitions, affects, intentions, and behaviors con-
cerning being good to one’s parents, K. S. Yang, Yeh, and Huang (1989)
developed standardized multidimensional questionnaires to assess the
four components of Chinese filiality: Reverence and Courteousness to
Parents, Self-effacing Obedience to Parents, Attentiveness to Parents’
Comforts and Worship of Parents after Death, and Protection and Glory
for Parents. Four separate questionnaires were constructed to measure
these four components at the cognitive, affective, intentional, and behav-
ioral levels. Applying this set of tools, a large-scale study was conducted
to investigate systematically the relationships between filial cognition,
affection, intention, and behavior in terms of the four filiality components
for each of the four relationships, viz., son to father, son to mother, daugh-
ter to father, and daughter to mother.

Another increasingly important relationship in the Chinese family is
that between husband and wife. Attempts have been made to assess and
investigate several matrimonial psychological constructs, of which Li’s
(1999, 2001) research on marital enqing (roughly meaning grateful love or
affection) is the most indigenized and potentially useful. Li (1999)
defined enqing as a kind of love, affection, and sentiment between hus-
band and wife that is mainly based upon one party’s feeling of indebt-
edness, gratitude, and appreciation for the other’s kindness,
consideration, favor, and tolerance during the history of the marital rela-
tionship. Based on qualitative data collected by depth interviews, she
constructed the Multidimensional Marital Affection Scale for the assess-
ment of enqing, which consisted of four subscales measuring the four
affectional components identified by factor analysis, namely, Grateful
Affection, Appreciative Affection, Intimate Affection, and Congenial
Affection. Judged from these components, Chinese marital affection is
apparently dominated by benevolence, forgiveness, forbearance, and
unconditional care. It is interesting to note that not a single item with a
sexual denotation can be found in the entire scale, vividly revealing
Chinese couples’ strong tendency to de-emphasize erotic love in their
marital relationship. This nonerotic nature of Chinese marital affection
seems to be different from American marital affection, which tends to
carry more erotic sentiments.
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Group-Oriented Personality Attributes

As repeatedly pointed out by C. F. Yang (1988) and M. H. Yeh and Yang
(1998), the family is by far the most significant primary group in which
Chinese people deeply and thoroughly function throughout their lives.
The family is so important to the Chinese that a special sort of strong
familism is formed through experiences of interaction with the family that
emphasize the undeniable predominance of the family over its individual
members in nearly all domains of life. At the core of Chinese familistic ori-
entation, M. H. Yeh and Yang (1998) defined Chinese familism as a multi-
faceted system of cognitions, affects, intentions, and behaviors concerning
the family that are held in common by the Chinese. They wrote separate
pools of indigenized items and developed separate multidimensional
scales to assess such components of Chinese familism as Family Harmony
and Solidarity, Lineage Prolongation and Expansion, Family Prosperity,
and Family Sentiments, as identified by factor analysis, for the measure-
ment of familistic cognitions, affects, intentions, and behaviors. Of the
four components, the first three are non-affective and the last affective.

Another group-oriented personality construct is paternalistic leader-
ship. A series of such studies was conducted by the Cheng and Farh group,
who used an indigenized perspective to conduct systematic research on
leadership behavior in Chinese business organizations in Taiwan, Hong
Kong, and China. Farh and Cheng (Farh & Cheng, 2000; Cheng, Chou, &
Farh, 2001) developed a theoretical framework of Chinese paternalistic lead-
ership, which proposed that paternalistic leadership is composed of three
elements, leader morality, leader authoritarianism, and leader benevolence,
which are respectively linked to three distinctive sets of subordinate
responses: respect for and identification with the leader, dependence on and
compliance with the leader, and indebtedness to and obligation to repay the
leader. To test this three-element model, they constructed scales for measur-
ing the three kinds of Chinese leadership (moral, authoritarian, and benev-
olent) and the three corresponding types of subordinate responses
(identification, compliance, and gratitude) and obtained supportive results.

The third group-oriented personality construct is the social-oriented
(S-O) achievement motivation, defined by K. S. Yang and Yu (1988) as the
dynamic tendency to strive toward an externally determined goal in a
socially chosen way with a certain amount of uncertainty in the outcome.
In contrast, individual-oriented (I-O) achievement motivation refers to the
dynamic tendency to strive toward an internally determined goal in a per-
sonally chosen way with a certain amount of uncertainty in the outcome.
Using these definitions, Yu (1990) and Yu and Yang (1993) constructed two
scales on the basis of a factor analytic study with a large set of theoretically
derived items written in accordance with a conceptual scheme to compare
systematically the two varieties of achievement motivation in terms of
their achievement goal, achievement behavior, outcome evaluation, final
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consequences, and overall characteristics. They found that the two scales
were negligibly negatively correlated. Empirical findings bearing on the
construct validities of the scales for measuring the two independent
achievement motives have been reported from a number of studies (for
reviews, see K. S. Yang, 1999; Yu, 1996). For example, K. S. Yang (1982) the-
oretically predicted that the S-O achievement motive is an increasing func-
tion of parental dependence training, whereas the I-O achievement
motive, an increasing function of independence training. Kuo, Zhang, and
S. Z Yang’s (1993) and Yu’s (1990) studies confirmed Yang’s prediction.
Yu’s (1990) study also found that the two types of achievement motivation
were differently related to the same consequent (behavioral) variables.
According to K. S. Yang and Yu’s (1988, 1989), Yu’s (1990, 1996), and Yu and
Yang’s (1993) definitional and conceptual analyses of the I-O achievement
motivation, it is corresponding to the achievement motive in McClelland,
Atkinson, Clark, and Lowell’s (1953) sense.

Other-Oriented Personality Attributes

Other-oriented dispositions are mainly formed through past experiences of
repeated interactions with non-specific, unidentified others in the social
environment. These stable psychological and behavioral tendencies are par-
ticularly evident among people from collectivist cultures. In the case of
Chinese people, the most pervasive and strong other-oriented dispositions
are those related to face behavior. Many Chinese psychologists, anthropolo-
gists, and sociologists, notably Chen (1989), Chu (1983), Ho (1976), Hu
(1944), Hwang (1987), and Zhai (1995), have advanced penetrating theoreti-
cal analyses of Chinese face psychology. A number of relevant empirical
studies (e.g., Chen, 1989; Chou, 1995; Chu, 1983; Zuo, 1993) have been pub-
lished since the early eighties. Chou’s (1995) research on protective (P) and
acquisitive (A) face orientations best represents those conducted on disposi-
tional terms. She defined the P orientation as face behavior oriented towards
protecting one’s lian (moral face), and the A orientation as face behavior
aimed at enhancing one’s mianzi (social/positional face), which K. S. Yang
and Yu (1989) and Yu (1996) termed social-oriented self esteem. Based on her
conceptual comparison of the two face syndromes and materials collected
from unstructured interviews, Chinese novels, daily newspapers, and
common observations, she constructed the Protective and Acquisitive Face
Orientation Scale to measure the two orientations, and standardized it on a
large sample of working Chinese-Singaporeans. The total scores of the P and
A subscales were found to be slightly negatively correlated with each other,
revealing two fairly independent face constructs.

Another example of an other-oriented syndrome is Chinese social
desirability (SD). The translated version of the Marlowe-Crowne Social
Desirability Scale (Crowne & Marlowe, 1964) has long been used to provide
a measure of SD as a response set control in many personality studies
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conducted in Taiwan. Using the perspective of self-presentation and
impression management, C. F. Yang (1997) made a systematic conceptual
analysis of the possible psychological processes behind Chinese people’s
responses to items on the SD scale. On the basis of this analysis, Lin and C.
F. Yang (2001) wrote a large number of items from which 40 were empiri-
cally selected to construct an indigenized SD scale. Factor analysis identi-
fied two SD factors, one having high loadings on positive items, and the
other on negative items, exactly like the two factors found in Paulhus’s
(1984, 1985, 1991) research. Paulhus (1991) interpreted the factor endorsing
positive items as self-deception, and the factor endorsing negative items as
impression management. In contrast, Lin and Yang (2001) made the oppo-
site interpretation. That is, from the perspective of Chinese culture, the fac-
tor endorsing positive items should be labeled impression management,
and that endorsing negative items, self-deception. Findings from subse-
quent research seem to be supportive of this interpretation. Lin and Yang’s
indigenized SD scale purported to be not only a measure of SD as a
response set for control, but also a personality construct for research.

Future Research on Social-Oriented Personality Attributes

Among the social-oriented attributes reviewed in this section, most were
found to be composed of two or more factorial components correlated
with each other. This general finding indicates that a multidimensional
social-oriented construct tends to be a psychological syndrome, rather
than a simple unidimensional disposition. It may well occur because
social-relational contexts in collectivist cultures are highly complicated,
and a person functioning in such a culture tends to have highly compli-
cated daily experiences that finally lead to the formation of complicated
dispositional patterns for better adjustment in such a culture. It is also
found that all the reviewed social-oriented constructs, unlike the individ-
ual-oriented ones, are apparently highly contextualized in interpersonal
relationships, important groups, or non-specific others.

Personality psychologists in individualist cultures have devoted much
of their time and energy to studying individual-oriented dispositions.
Psychologists in collectivist cultures should put more effort into studying
social-oriented syndromes, which have long been neglected by non-
Western psychologists who conduct research from a Westernized perspec-
tive. To echo C. F. Yang’s (1993a, 1993b) plea for more research on Chinese
personality in its cultural, social, and historical contexts, Chinese psycholo-
gists should conduct more indigenized studies on relational-, group-, and
other-oriented syndromes. Serious research is surely needed in many areas
of social-oriented attributes, but four seem to be particularly worthy of spe-
cial research attention, viz., self-related, affect-related, renqing-related, and
zhongyong-related personality constructs. While the Chinese self may be
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markedly different from the Western self, as pointed out by C. F. Yang
(1991) and K. S. Yang (2003), little indigenized empirical research has been
done on Chinese people’s self-related dispositional constructs. The two
most important sets of such constructs are self-concept and self-esteem, on
which K. S. Yang and associates (Yang, 2004; Yang & Cheng, 2002; Weng,
Hsu, & Yang, 2004) have done theoretical analyses and empirical studies
from a social-contextual perspective. They have developed indigenized
multifaceted scales for the assessment of the individual-, relationship-,
group-, and other-oriented modalities of the Chinese self-concept and self-
esteem for use in further research.

Chinese affect is also a research topic long neglected by Chinese
psychologists, indigenous and Westernized alike. Li’s (1999, 2001)
indigenized empirical study on the Chinese relational-oriented affection
between husband and wife and Y. Y. Yang’s (2001) on daughter-in-law
and mother-in-law are all good starts. But more research of this kind by
Chinese indigenous-oriented psychologists is badly needed. C. F. Yang
(2001) recently made a systematic, penetrating indigenized conceptual
analysis of Chinese affect that can definitely be relied upon as a theoret-
ical guide for future personality research in this area.

Somewhat related to relational-oriented affection is renqing (exchange-
able social favor), as conceptualized by Chu (1990), Hu (1944), Hwang
(1987), King (1980), and Zhang and Yang (2001). While several useful con-
ceptual analyses of renqing as a relationship-oriented social psychological
phenomenon have been made, empirical research on the topic is rather
meager. Hu (1944) and Zhang and Yang (2001) collected relevant empirical
data by unstructured interviews and open-ended questions from small
samples of people from China mainly for definitional purposes. K. H. Yeh
(1989) conducted a more formal study by constructing the first renqing scale
as a research tool. All these studies, however, are rather preliminary in
nature. More systematic research is badly needed. Zhang and Yang (2001)
have already provided a comprehensive conceptual framework for the
analysis of renqing that is useful in deriving testable hypotheses for future
personality research on this topic.

Finally, Chinese people are not the kind of people who interact or do
things with others in a simplistic, straightforward, or linear way. Instead,
they tend to live their lives in accordance with the way of zhongyong (zhong
refers centrality, mean, and equilibrium and yong to ordinariness, univer-
sality, and harmoniousness), which is the Confucian Doctrine of the Mean.
As a kind of meta-cognitive process, zhongyong is a Chinese way of dialec-
tic thinking, the goal of which is to create and maintain interpersonal har-
mony (Chiu, 2000). This thinking style, still widely prevalent even among
contemporary Chinese, “is characterized by holistic information process-
ing, tolerance of apparent contradictions, and avoidance of extremities in
implementation planning” (Chiu, 2000, p. 34). To assess this important
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mode of thinking, Chiu (2000) developed a unidimensional scale with sat-
isfactory reliability and validity. With this scale, a new line of research may
be conducted to explore the nature of zhongyong as a personality construct
of cognitive style and to investigate the cognitive, affective, intentional,
and behavioral processes and their interactions involved in the function-
ing of zhongyong in Chinese social life.

SOME GENERAL REMARKS

This chapter provides a review of a representative sample of empirical
studies on Chinese personality conducted from an indigenized approach.
As shown in Table 2, most of the reviewed personality attributes may
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Table 2. A Classification of Selected Personality Constructs for Chinese
People

Categories of Personality Attributes Exemplary Personality Attributes

Individual-oriented Attributes 1. Competence vs. Impotence
2. Expressiveness vs. Conservatism
3. Self-control vs. Impulsiveness
4. Optimism vs. Neuroticism

(1-4, K. S. Yang & Bond, 1990)
5. Outgoing vs. Withdrawn
6. Self-Serving vs. Principled
7. Stable vs. Unstable
8. Strict vs. Accepting

(5-8, P. C. Cheung et al., 1992)
9. Emotionality

10. Responsibility
11. Practical Mindedness
12. Inferiority vs. Self-Acceptance
13. Optimism vs. Pessimism
14. Veraciousness vs. Slickness
15. External vs. Internal Locus of Control
16. Meticulousness
17. Flexibility
18. Thrift vs. Extravagance
19. Introversion vs. Extraversion
20. Adventurousness
21. Logical vs. Affective Orientation

(9-21, F. M. Cheung et al., 1996)a

22. Competence vs. Impotence
23. Industriousness vs. Unindustriousness
24. Agreeableness vs. Disagreeableness
25. Extraversion vs. Introversion
26. Large-Mindedness vs. Small-Mindedness
27. Contentedness-Boastfulness

Continued
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Table 2 (cont.)

Categories of Personality Attributes Exemplary Personality Attributes

28. Contentedness vs. Vaingloriousness
(22-28, K. S. Yang & Wang, 2000)

29. Individual-oriented achievement motivation
(Yu & Yang, 1997)

Realtionship-oriented Attributes 30. Filial piety (K. S. Yang, Yeh, & Huang, 1989)
31. Marital Enqing (grateful love or affection) (Li,

1997)
32. Relational determinism (Zuo, 2000)
33. Relational harmony (F. M. Cheung et al., 1996;

Zuo, 2000)
34. Ren Qin (exchangeable social favor)

Orientation (F. M. Cheung et al., 1996)
35. Yuan (predestined interpersonal affinity)

(Chang & Holt, 1991)

Group-oriented Attributes 36. Familism (M. H. Yeh & Yang, 1998)
37. Family orientation (F. M. Cheung et al., 1992)
38. Leadership (F. M. Cheung et al., 1996)
39. Paternalistic leadership (Farh & Cheung, 2000)
40. Social-oriented achievement motivation (Yu

& Yang, 1997)

Other-oriented Attributes 41. Ah-Q defensive mentality (F. M. Cheung et al.,
1996)

42. Conforming vs. Nonconforming (P. C. Cheung
et al., 1992)

43. Defensive and acquisitive face orientations
(Chou, 1995)

44. Face (F. M. Cheung et al., 1992)
45. Other-Orientedness vs. Self-Centeredness 

(K. S. Yang & Bond, 1990; K. S. Yang & Wang,
2000)

46. Social desirability (Lin & Yang, 2001)

a The test constructors did not provide evidence to indicate that all of the 13 individual-oriented attrib-
utes are sufficiently indigenous.

be classified into a four-level conceptual framework in terms of four
categories of personality constructs, i.e., individual-, relationship-, group-,
and other-oriented. Together, the last three are labeled social-oriented
attributes. Individual-oriented constructs are devoid of substantial social
contextual and social intentional components, whereas social-oriented ones
are loaded with strong social contextual (relationship, group, and non-spe-
cific others) and social intentional considerations. While the four-level clas-
sificatory scheme as shown in Table 1 is useful for classifying Chinese
personality constructs, it is also general enough to be more or less applica-
ble to classification of personality characteristics of people in cultures all
over the world. In individualist cultures, individual-oriented dispositions
are more developed, differentiated, and influential in everyday life than



social-oriented ones, and therefore more studied by local psychologists in
these cultures. In contrast, in collectivist cultures, social-oriented disposi-
tions are more developed, differentiated, and influential than individual-
oriented ones, and therefore more studied by local psychologists in these
cultures. Chinese psychologists adopting an indigenized approach are
encouraged to do more research on social-oriented attributes. However,
since Chinese people in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and China have been psycho-
logically transforming from a social orientation to an individual orientation
under the impact of societal modernization (K. S. Yang, 1986, 1996), they are
gradually becoming less social-oriented and more individual-oriented in
thoughts, attitudes, values, and behaviors than before. This change necessi-
tates increased research on individual-oriented attributes even while
Chinese psychologists continue to emphasize research on social-oriented
attributes.

The term personality is used in this chapter in a rather broad sense to
include not only individual-oriented constructs but also social-oriented
ones. This usage is in dissonance with Hsu’s (1971, 1985) argument that
personality is an individualistic concept denoting a separate and fixed entity
distinct from society and culture. Hsu argued that personality should be
substituted by the interpersonal concept jen (or ren in pinyin, the Chinese
word meaning personage), “because the Chinese conception...is based on
the individual’s transactions with his fellow human beings” (Hsu, 1985,
p. 33). Hsu considered jen not as a fixed entity, but as something in a
dynamic state seeking to maintain a satisfactory level of psychic and inter-
personal equilibrium. He termed the process of maintaining this equilib-
rium psychological homeostasis.

Hsu set up personality as an individualistic concept as a strawman in
order to argue that jen is better than personality as a basis for understand-
ing human behavior with reference to sociocultural stability and change.
As a matter of fact, personality is neither an individualistic concept nor a
fixed entity. It is not individualistic for two reasons. First, the concept of
personality is perfectly applicable to Shao Liu’s classical theory of person-
ality as fully expounded in his widely read book entitled Renwu-ze (On
Personages) that appeared about 1,700 years ago in the Three Kingdoms
Period (AD 220–280) of Chinese history. K. S. Yang (1993a, 1999) described
and identified Shao Liu’s full-fledged complex theoretical framework as a
typical trait theory bearing all the basic characteristics of modern Western
trait theories such as those of H. J. Eysenck, R. B. Cattell, J. P. Guilford, and
R. R. McCrae and P. T. Costa. Liu’s whole theory of personality is based
upon five basic, intrapersonal traits of the temperamental nature concep-
tually derived from the Chinese doctrine of yin (passive, weak, and
destructive) and yang (active, strong, and constructive) and the doctrine of
wuxing (the Five Agents or Forces) (for a discussion of these doctrines, see
Chan, 1963). Liu’s theory provides clear evidence for the applicability of
the concept of trait in particular and of personality in general, not only to
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people in a highly individualistic culture like the modern American one,
but also to people in a highly collectivistic culture like that in ancient
China. This wide applicability is one reason why personality should not be
one-sidedly regarded as an individualistic concept.

Another reason against Hsu’s (1971, 1985) conceptualization of per-
sonality as individualistic is that personality can be quite social-oriented
in nature in people from collectivistic cultures. The relationship-, group-,
and other-oriented personality attributes reviewed in the second section
of this chapter are good examples of culture-specific social-oriented dis-
positions for Chinese people. All these attributes are formed through a
person’s transactions with fellow human beings in the social contexts of
dyadic relationships, the family, and nonspecific others. The highly social
nature of Chinese personality attests to the fact that personality may
not be a separate or isolated entity, distinct from society or culture.
Personality can be more individualistic or more collectivistic, depending
upon whether it develops in an individualist or collectivist culture.

Moreover, personality is not a fixed entity as conceptualized by Hsu
(1971, 1985). There are all sorts of existing entities with varying degrees of
stability or changeability in the world and the universe as well. In the
domain of psychology, there are different kinds of existing psychological
and behavioral entities with varying degrees of stability or changeability.
These entities should not be dichotomized into fixed and not fixed. We can
only say that some of them are relatively stable and some relatively unstable
or malleable. Personality can not be completely fixed; it is always change-
able and changing, but normally at a slow pace and in a small way. Unusual
change in personality may occur due to lasting drastic environmental
change, natural or social. This is especially true of social-oriented personality
attributes, which may change greatly with unusual changes in the social-
relational environment, as those experienced by an immigrant in the process
of rapid acculturation in the host country or by a non-Westerner in the
process of societal modernization in the rapidly tranforming home country.

As a normally lasting but changeable entity, personality is a kind of
structural system resulting from a person’s continuous effort to maintain
a uniform, stable, and beneficial psychological stability of dynamic equi-
librium involving both personal-internal and social-relational factors in
daily life. The social-relational aspects of personality, just as those of jen,
are gradually structured through a person’s transactions with other per-
sons separately or collectively in his or her specific sociocultural environ-
ment. Once formed, the relatively stable personality is beneficial in three
respects. First, a person’s personality allows one’s own thoughts and
behavior to be understandable and predictable to others in daily social life.
Second, a person’s personality enables one’s own thoughts and behavior
to be understandable and predictable to oneself in daily social life. Third,
and most important, a normal personality representing the most optimal
level of psychic and social-relational equilibrium will allow the person to
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adjust to the sociocultural environment more easily and smoothly, with-
out spending too much time and energy on trial-and-error.

Personality is not necessarily individualistic and definitely not fixed.
As an important kind of structural and functional psychological entity,
personality is composed of not only individual-oriented attributes but
also social-oriented ones. As such, the concept of personality can be
equally applicable to people in individualist and collectivist cultures in an
indigenous way. The social-oriented aspects of personality should be able
to effectively incorporate all kinds of experiences of social and relational
transactions with fellow human beings in sociocultural contexts. There is
no need to substitute the concept of personality with jen, which Hsu
(1971, 1985) failed to define as a well-integrated concept in a clear way.
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Chapter 14
An Historic-Psycho-Socio-Cultural

Look at the Self in Mexico 

Rolando Diaz Loving

In 1901, Ezequiel A Chavez, an influential Mexican academic, wrote the
following lines:

Character varies across ethnic groups, and thus, the most relevant human
endeavor is lodged in the study of the ethnic character of people. Not con-
sidering this cardinal rule has induced many to fall victim to the absurdity
of attempting the direct transplant of educational, repressive, or political
institutions, without even reflecting on the possible incompatibility of intel-
lect, feelings, and will, of the people who they intend to improve, offering a
beautiful, although inadequate reality . . . It is not enough for laws to satisfy
intelligence in the abstract, it is indispensable that they concretely adapt to
the special conditions of the people they were created for. Ideas and pro-
grams may seem very noble, however, a sad reality is lived to often in Latin
American countries, when marvelous plans are traced on paper, harmonic
constitutions are advanced, and like Plato’s dreams, they crash against the
crudeness of practice and reality.

This fragment offers at least two major considerations. On the one hand,
it points out the cardinal role of culture in the construction of reality, on
the other, it underscores the historic preoccupation of the Mexican people
with the roots and reaches of their identity.

Before the Spanish arrived on the Mexican coasts in the 1500s,
Mesoamerica was a thriving and culturally diverse region. Over one mil-
lion Aztecs populated a bustling Tenochtitlan. They were a powerful
warrior people who had many enemies. Among them, the Tlaxcaltecas
contributed over 12,000 fighters to the Spanish attack on their city. Many
other wonderful cultures developed in equally distinct geographical



ecosystems of the area, such as the Mayans and the Olmecas. Each Pre-
Columbian ethnic group contributed its biological and cultural heritage
across three centuries of colonial rule. A priest, Bartolome de las Casas,
wrote profusely in regard to the customs and rights of town and country
during the colonial years. Extracting from his legacy, a vivid and distinct
ethnic identity is conceivable for each group, and the depiction of inte-
gration of the races is full of clearly distinguishable paths. In the early
1800s, after a decade of war for independence, an army marched into
Mexico City. Indigenous people, Mestizos and Criollos each led a contin-
gent. However, Iturbide, a Spanish general also fighting for independ-
ence from Spain, arrived at the government palace first and established
himself as the monarch of the newly free Mexican Empire. Questions
arose as to whether the new nation’s ethnic identity was akin to a
European monarchy, or a multicultural republic led by the children of
Spanish men and indigenous women, or to the indigenous peoples
inhabiting the land before the Spanish ever came. Who did Mexicans
identify with? Who were they? What was their character? The nineteenth
century brought many new battles. After the independence movement,
there was a French invasion, a reform movement to separate church and
state, a military incursion of the United States into Mexican soil, and
finally 40 years of dictatorship in the hands of Porfirio Diaz. Through out
the 19th century, Mexican thinkers and philosophers quarreled over their
European heritage, their indigenous roots, and our mixed reality. As a
result, Mexicans grew for many years in the shadows of a comparison to
the European philosophies and way of life.

The emergence of the twentieth century saw a civil revolution. At
stake, aside from a power struggle, were the identity of a country and the
emancipation of an indigenous Mestizo movement. In its aftermath, Jose
Vasconcelos, a writer, politician, and thinker, promulgated the coming of
a cosmic race that extracted its strength from its mixed past. The measur-
ing stick for ethnic identity was now indigenous. No more comparisons
were made to the European past. In essence, a time directly in line with
the quote from Ezequiel Chavez had arrived.

However, as with any process of acculturation, stability only crystal-
lized for a brief moment. A few years later, in the 1930s, Samuel Ramos, a
Philosopher at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, avidly
read Adler’s depiction of the development of personality, and extracted
the importance of autonomy and independence for the development of
the self. With this new measuring tool in hand, he set out to the Mexican
countryside and interviewed indigenous people in an attempt to describe
the Mexican self. Over and over again he found depictions that focused
on the importance of the community, of family, of the cardinal place that
others have in the definition of the individual self. Ramos analyzed his
data, and forgetting Chavez’ admonition, took collective responses as a
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sign of a lack of independence. He arrived at the conclusion that the
Mexican self was covered by an inferiority complex. The result was dev-
astating to the ethnic identity of the Mexican people. Other writers and
philosophers set out on a self-fulfilling prophecy that led them to verify
the inferiority hypothesis with little or no data. It was as if the middle
ages had returned. The only possibility of Renaissance was the develop-
ment of serious and systematic psychological research.

The concept of self as a human endeavor has an ancient history. In the
West, before Christ, inscriptions at the Oracle in Delphi dwelled on the
importance of knowing thyself. Since, and before, all great philosophical
writings cover its components and processes. In all cases, how we per-
ceive ourselves, how we see ourselves through the eyes of others, if we
behave differently or consistently according to the contingency and char-
acteristics of the situations, how we see ourselves with the change of age
and the expectations of others, and the way in which we explain the con-
tinuity of our lives, appears constantly as part of the basic human charac-
ter. Without a doubt, the self-concept construct has been the reason for
research and deliberation in different areas of knowledge.

However, in no place is this more evident than within Euro-
American psychology, where the self functions as the core of every major
theoretical inclination in the discipline, revealing its cardinal essence. In
fact, the history of the self-concept as a psychological construct goes back
to writings of several of the oldest theoreticians. William James (1890)
considered not only the image that we have of ourselves, but the image
that others have of us. His work opened a social conception of self and the
promise to study the concept empirically. James distinguished three dis-
tinct components of the self. The material self, who worries about objects
and places, the social self, who is concerned with relationships and inter-
actions, and the spiritual self, who worries about immediate reality.
Although James emphasized the unit and the continuity of the self-
concept related to the continuity of the course of the individual’s thought,
he incorporated a plurality of selves derived from the social sphere. In his
own right, and in the same period, Sigmund Freud (1967) rejected phe-
nomenological positions, and thus had little use for a self-concept, but he
left it implicit in the conceptual structure of the ego, the objective entity
that gives a coherent organization to mental processes. Accordingly,
Freud elected to speak of an I (ego) as one of the three basic structures that
compose the personality of all individuals (id, ego, and super-ego). This
I is the social mediator between consciousness, unconsciousness and real-
ity. It controls all sensorial and perceptual functioning, dominates the
motor responses, and is in charge of confronting information and pres-
sures coming from outside and inside the organism.

Other influential authors of the past have focused on the processes
related to the development of the self. In the late 1800s, Baldwin (1897)
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centered on how the self emerges and is constructed by the individual as
a result of his/her interaction with others. Similarly, Cooley (1902) at the
beginning of the 1900s postulated the self develops as a reflection that
results from social interaction and the reactions those others have towards
us. Later, in the 1930s, inscribed in his social interactionism theory, George
Herbert Mead (1990) established the self as emerging from a process that
uses symbols and develops with time from contact with others in a con-
tinuous deluge of social communication. This process initiates when peo-
ple learn to see themselves as knowledge objects, which later will allow
them to think about themselves. For Mead, the self is itself an object of
knowledge that is not unitary, since it can be developed in multiple forms,
creating many selves based on different social groups. Some will be closer
to the individual self concept as in the case of traits, others to a social
group as in the case of identity.

The path of the self as the principal topic in psychology has continued
through out the twentieth century, as it influences all scopes of human
behavior. According to Allport (1976) the self is implicated in all human
conduct and influences the confidence, judgment, memory, reference
frame, aptitude for learning and all other motivational aspects of behavior.
In other words, because the self is so important in human life, it is defined
as the unifying force of all habits, characteristics, attitudes, feelings, and
tendencies of the human being. In summary, the self-concept is more than
a simple phenomenon, and has been presented as the central construct of
psychology, since it somehow rules human behavior, which is finally the
primary object of study in psychology as a science. However, recognizing
its importance was only a first step, the challenge became to delimit and
define the concept suitably. With the need, came an endless number of
sublime definitions and theories, which described it in terms of “I”, con-
sciousness, individualization, introspection, self-image, self-esteem and
identity.

Given the attention the self has engaged, it seems fair to ask before
continuing whether the self is a simple artifact of western psychology, or
whether it can be rescued as a human phenomena if socio-cultural and
eco-systemic effects are factored into the formula. The answer lies in a
synthesis of the social psychological perspective of the self and the evi-
dent preoccupation with identity in the history of the dwellers of the
Mexican territory. Adding these two theses, it seems clear that the phe-
nomenon extends to this cultural group. Therefore, by paying close atten-
tion to Chavez’s postulates and James’s proclivity, it seems inevitable to
study all selves from a socio-cultural perspective. True to this cross-
cultural initiative, Diaz Guerrero (e.g. 1971, 1982, & 1994) has repeatedly
shown that the interplay between biology (psychological structure) and
culture (social) determine the development of personality. He further con-
tended that each socio-culture offers a system of interrelated premises
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that provide norms for feelings and ideas, and hierarchy of interpersonal
relationships. In other words, the socio-culture offers a system of interre-
lated premises that are internalized by individuals in such way that they
provide norms for feelings, ideas, and behaviors by stipulating the types
of social roles, the interaction of the individual in those roles, and the
where, when, how, and with whom to play them. As result, the Mexican
self is embedded in a social developmental process that relies on the
socialization and enculturation practices of its people.

Based on this line of research, Diaz Guerrero (1977) proposed a typol-
ogy of the Mexican prototype, in which 8 different personality structures
would emerge. Given the strength an inclination of the socio-cultural prem-
ises in the development of personality, four of these types describe over
90% of the population. True to the emphasis destined in the Mexican socio-
culture to collective, social, and relational activities, the most widely spread
character, over 75% of the population, was an affiliative obedient type who
is affectionate, dependent, agreeable, controlled, and showed high need of
social approval and support. A smaller percentage of the population would
rebel against the dictates and norms of the society, producing an actively
self-affirming orientation, which would translate into autonomous, inde-
pendent, impulsive, dominant, rebellious, and intelligent characteristics,
very similar to the typical profile found in instrumental hierarchical indi-
vidualistic cultures. From the combination of the traditional premises and a
moderate self-actualizing tendency, another small portion of the population
would develop an active internal control, which would show through affec-
tionate, thoughtful, rational, flexible, and capable traits. Finally, construct-
ing from the negative emotional component of every bio-system and the
traditional socio-emotive norms, a passive external control type would
appear, engulfed in authoritarian, aggressive, corrupt, impulsive, pessimist,
uncontrolled, and servile orientations.

The psycho-socio-cultural tracing of the Mexican self initiates with
the research conducted by Diaz Guerrero (1982) using Osgood’s Semantic
Differential technique with Mexican adolescents in the 1960s. In a com-
parison of the evaluative, power, and dynamism scores of the self,
Mexican teenagers consistently scored lower in evaluation and power
than their cohorts from 16 other cultures. The activity scores set them at
the median in relation to the other youths. In addition, when the scores for
evaluation of the self were compared with other social and family stimuli,
such as father, mother, sister, brother, grandparents, friends, and even
strangers, the adolescents scored their self as less positive. This set of data
replicate the findings Samuel Ramos gathered in the 1930s. However, the
interpretation is different. Ramos instigated an inferiority complex as
the culprit. Diaz-Guerrero proclaimed the deeply social character of the
Mexican. In fact, in closer scrutiny of the data, the evaluation and power
means for Mexican adolescents are above 1 (the scale goes form −3 to +3),
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indicating an absolute positive score, although relatively lower than ado-
lescents from other cultures. Construing the Mexican self in a different
light has definitely had an impact on the identity built for the group.
A reanalysis of the events shows that when the Mexican philosophers
have conceptualized the self relative to European norms, and when
Ramos interpreted his results in congruence with Adler’s position, the
picture was dim. In contrast, when diversity was exalted by Vasconcelos
in his cosmic race, or the social core of the self was brought up by Diaz-
Guerrero, a collective, dependent, social, yet positive construal of the self
is possible.

From a more deeply indigenous perspective, one which included
method in its pursuit, La Rosa and Diaz-Loving (1991) set out to explore
the idiosyncratic make up of the self concept of Mexicans. Starting with
exploratory qualitative methodologies, they were able to discover social,
emotional, ethical, physical, and instrumental dimensions of self concept.
Brain storming and focus groups later led to free association sessions in
the hunt for the precise attributes to describe each dimension. In a fol-
lowing step, adjective check lists and open-ended questions introduced
the appropriate antonyms for each attribute. The resulting pairs of adjec-
tives were set on a semantic differential with the stimulus self at its head.
Factor analyses of the responses of over 3000 young Mexican males and
females yielded conceptually clear, culturally congruent, and statistically
robust dimensions. With out a doubt, the socio-emotional depiction of the
self in Mexicans is accurate. The population describes itself as amiable
and courteous in its social relationships, happy and optimistic in its out-
look on life, expressive and communicative with close ones, romantic and
sentimental with loved ones, and calm, conciliatory, and tranquil in all
situations. As expected, the physical self is not a single dimension and
does not form a factor, and the instrumental, individual, autonomous, and
independent self, so prevalent in western psychological depictions of the
self, appeared as a sixth factor, and even then was imbedded in a socio-
emotional current, as it stressed social responsibility together with the
more traditional industrious capabilities. In relation to the ethical dimen-
sion, attributes such as loyal and honest showed again the very social-
emotional milieu of the Mexican self.

Concomitant attempts at describing the indigenous Mexican self
have been carried out by Valdez (1994) and Lagunes (1996). Using seman-
tic networks as a methodological tool and role depictions of the self, they
asked participants to give words that best defined their selves as friends
in different family member’s positions. Their sampling included young,
middle aged, and older people. Based on the results of the first phase,
they constructed a psychophysical scale for each attribute and used self as
the stimuli. Their results generally mimic those reported by La Rosa and
Diaz Loving (1991). However, they report separate positive and negative
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evaluation factors, which is not the case in the previous studies. One pos-
sible explanation for the different pattern is that in the studies conducted
with the semantic differential technique, the factors were bi-polar and
included both positive and negative poles. Using bi-polar scales rather
than independent scales seems to have masked some of the negative
aspects of the self that can develop in the culture.

Aware of the ecosystem constraints of research conducted in Mexico
City (the urban area has over 22 million inhabitants) and hoping to gen-
eralize to the Mexican population (90 million in 2000); Diaz Loving and
Reyes-Lagunes (Diaz-Loving, Reyes-Lagunes & Rivera Aragon, in press)
set out to test the indigenous measurement instruments in four distinct
Mexican samples. Included were Mexico City and Toluca as representa-
tive of large and medium urban populations in the central mountains of
the country, Hermosillo in the Northwestern cost, and Merida in the
Southeastern Peninsula of Yucatan. Each of these sections boasts a unique
group identity and evolved from distinct indigenous populations. Mexico
City is a cosmopolitan melting pot, Toluca is a medium industrial city
with an Aztec ancestry and a mestizo overtone, Hermosillo is Yaqui coun-
try combined with an individualistic outlook, which is congruent with
its closeness to the United States of America, and Yucatan is deeply
entrenched in its traditional Mayan heritage.

For the measuring instrument, an attempt was made to capture the
strengths and avoid the weaknesses of the previous research enterprises.
Attributes were selected to include all unique items form the instruments
developed by La Rosa and Diaz-Loving and by Valdes and Reyes-
Lagunes. A total of 104 items were included and set on seven point picto-
rial Likert-type scale. Participants were to select the square size that best
indicated the amount that each attribute described them. The measures
were distributed to participants in each ecosystem, ensuring equal size
samples of males and females who were divided by age. One fourth were
between 16 and 21 years old and represented the youth who are con-
fronting the socio-culture in the development of their selves. A second
group was aged between 22 and 26 and was cementing their newly
acquired selves. The next group was between 27 and 35 and had young
children who they were socializing into the socio-culture, and finally, the
fourth group was between 36 and 44 and had adolescent offspring at
home questioning them about the strengths and weaknesses of the socio
culture.

Separate psychometric analysis by site, sex and age yielded generally
congruent and similar factor structures. Analysis of the total set of partic-
ipants, 800 in each location, is consistent with previous findings and adds
theoretical and empirical robustness to ethnopsychological research.
Congruent with the expectation of a social-emotional self, out of the seven
highly significant factors, (Eigen values above three and factor weights
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over .40 for each item), six are clearly rooted in social interaction. On the
socially desirable end of the spectrum, a first factor of normative affilia-
tion grows out of the tendency to be accommodating, amiable, polite,
courteous, decent, educated, honest, honorable, loyal, clean, straight,
respectful, simple and sincere. The Cronback alpha for this scale is .97 and
the scale mean is 5.5 on the seven-point continuum. The normative affili-
ation prototype is reminiscent of the Hispanic cultural script of simpatia
advanced by Triandis, Marin, and Betancourt (1984), which bestows a
general tendency that emphasizes positive and agreeable behaviors and
the avoidance of interpersonal conflict. These authors indicated that sim-
patia is a need to behave with politeness and respect that discourages crit-
icism, confrontation, and assertiveness. In addition to the simpatia script,
the normative affiliation orientation resembles the self modifying coping
style characteristic of people in the Mexican culture described by Diaz
Guerrero (1994). According to this author, when confronted, the tradi-
tional Mexican will actively change to accommodate the needs and
wishes of others. This abnegation behavior is so prevalent that Diaz
Guerrero contends that it is a cardinal trait of the culture (Diaz Guerrero,
1993). In fact, further inspection of the normative affiliation factor clearly
indicates that being courteous and polite is a moral imperative, given the
normative ascendance that this factor has with the incorporation of loy-
alty, honesty and sincerity as part of the profile. However, it is not enough
to have the good intention of being polite and loyal to become a truly
abnegated member of this cultural group. The dwellers of this territory
must also be patient in order to endure the strife of interpersonal rela-
tionships. This strength is extracted form the internalized emotional intel-
ligence factor which covers the virtues of being calm, stable, obedient,
peaceful, relaxed, serene, tolerant, and tranquil. A traditional Mexican
saying asks, “Why are you jumping so much if the ground is flat?” The
appearance of this dimension shows once more the impact of socio-
cultural premises built around enduring social interaction in a pleasant
and constructive manner in the practice of interpersonal relationships. In
fact, the strength of emotional self-control training, derived from the ever
present affiliative obedience parenting strategies prevalent in the social-
ization of norms (which indicate that children should always respect and
obey their parents who in turn should always love and protect their chil-
dren), replicates the findings of an array of studies into the psychology of
the Mexican.

The next two socially desirable socio emotional factors to appear
stress the importance of good and happy interpersonal relationships with
friends, family, and lovers. The first one, labeled social affection, explodes
on the core of intimacy and closeness and is composed of items like affec-
tionate, loving, caring, tender, romantic, generous, sentimental, noble,
kindhearted, and considerate. The internal consistency for the scale was
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Alpha .94 and the mean for all subjects was 5.3. The second dimension,
coined Mexican style sociability and extroversion, is composed of traits
like being a joker, jovial, sociable, friendly, talkative, fun, animated, pleas-
ant, merry, and of course, simpatico. The internal consistency was .95 and
the mean for all subjects was 5.2. These two factors replicated two of the
factors reported by La Rosa and Diaz Loving (1991), and fill in the need of
healthy and constructive social relationship with the spice of open com-
munication and closeness. It is clear that the simpatico schema is not only
about courteousness and a conciliatory demeanor; the self must also be
happy and transmit this joy into its relationships. Furthermore, when
these relationships enter the realm o f romance, they are intrinsically
devoured by tenderness, flirting sentimentalism, and generosity. Self-
modification and the pursuit of others’ well-being encompasses acquain-
tances, friends, family, and intimate partners.

Social and emotional components of the self are not only “tamales
and atole” (best semantic translation would be milk and cookies). There is
also a dark ugly side to the emotional social interaction that occurs in a
collective paradise. There are those who saddle others with their emo-
tional weakness. There are those who impose their ways through their
uncontrolled selfish and powerful behavior. The emotional vulnerability
comes forth in the negative passive emotional external control depicted
by attributes like corrupt, false, frustrated, undesirable, inept, pessimist,
submissive, sad, lazy, slow, unreliable, inflexible. This factor had an alpha
of .86 and a scale mean of 3.1. The negative emotional power is apparent
in the external negative instrumental factor guided by aggressive, author-
itarian, conflicting, hypercritical, dominant, egotistical, peevish, impul-
sive, stubborn, rebellious, rancorous, and temperamental tendencies. This
factor had an internal consistency of .85 and a scale mean of 4.2. These two
negative aspects of the social emotional self closely mirror the classic neg-
ative feminine expressive and masculine expressive-instrumental attrib-
utes disclosed in the gender literature (e.g. Diaz Loving, Diaz Guerrero,
Helmreich & Spence, 1981). Imbedded in a constant expressive, social and
emotional milieu, most children learn to control the negative edge of their
self-indulging sentiments and graduate to the light side of socio emo-
tional selves. However, the possibility is present of falling victim to 
bio-psychological personal needs and succumbing to the use of force or
pretended weakness to influence others into one’s whims.

There is also a time to produce and show agency and instrumental
qualities. The Mexican self also contains a constructive inclination
towards power, a positive instrumental internal control factor attests to
this. Being active, intent, capable, efficient, studious, intelligent, zealous,
laborious, punctual, orderly, and successful is also a part of the Mexican
self. The internal consistency of .94 and the scale mean of 5.3 also show
that it is coherent and quite common to identify with these characteristics.
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For this culture, this is the only instrumental agentic dimension. It is def-
initely not absent, but it is only a fragment of a very differentiated and
socio emotional laden self. And even here, where the individuals and
their productions reign, they do it in harmony with their ecosystem, they
do it through a humble persistence that is laborious and punctual, and
that is efficient and active. It is true that the outer spheres reach all the
way to intelligent and successful, but never come near the adventurous
individuals willing to stake all on their wings. The socio emotional self
comes through and works for the good of the group, not for personal
expectations or gains.

The road is winds from a universal perspective. The straight line
from conceptualization to measurement and conclusion has been lost. The
coveted generalization of internally valid data seems forgotten. However,
ethnopsychological approaches are also deeply rooted in methodology,
theory and empiricism. They may not be as enamored with the straight
lines of internal validity, but they are robust in their multi method
approach. In addition, they are much better equipped to tangle with
external validity issues. There is a goal. Part of it is the development of
idiosyncratic theory and concepts. Part of it is the pledge of allegiance to
the consideration of cultural end ecosystem variables, and part is the con-
struction of a more vivid and mundane psychology. The first steps have
been taken. Results show a consistent pattern of idiosyncratic and uni-
versal attributes. To follow the trend now requires further research that
can complete the picture–what are the antecedents, correlates, and conse-
quences of these selves?
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Chapter 15
The Chinese Conception of the Self

Towards a Person-Making ( )
Perspective

Yang Chung-Fang

The indigenous approach I have adopted for the past fifteen years entails
understanding the psychology of a people within their cultural/social/
historical context (C. F. Yang, 1991a; 1993). The way I have done this is to
construct, based on local materials and observations, a set of commonly
shared meaning systems with which the people under investigation make
sense of their lives and their experiences, and give out and derive meanings
while interacting with each other (C. F. Yang, 1991b; 2000a; 2000b; 2001).
This set of systems also helps indigenous researchers understand and
interpret the behaviors manifested by that people.

In the case of Chinese culture, this approach originated and an indi-
genization movement flourished from a general dissatisfaction among
psychologists and other social scientists over employment of the cross-
cultural approach for understanding non-western peoples (Li, K. S. Yang,
& Wen, 1985). One of the problems encountered by non-western psychol-
ogists in adopting the cross-cultural approach illustrates why I chose the
path I report here for investigation of the Chinese conception of self.

The problem involves the use of a common framework for compari-
son. As Geertz (1984) poignantly pointed out, differences are differences
because they are viewed from the same perspective and measured using
the same yardstick. Genuine understanding of another culture requires
not differentiating it from others, but examining it from a native’s point of
view. In cross-cultural psychology, the perspective used for comparison
has, almost without exception, been western. The cultures involved in the
comparisons, even if both are non-western, are often juxtaposed using a
western framework. The result is that the views of non-western cultures



are often distorted to fit a comparative framework (see examples in the
Chinese case in C. F. Yang, 1991c, 1996).

The indigenous approach advocates that non-local investigators put
aside their past training and experience and their habitual way of think-
ing and understanding things in order to examine local people from the
native’s point of view. Local investigators need to put aside any western
frameworks they adopted while receiving their social-science training in
western countries, and examine their own cultures from within.

This alternative view-taking requires investigators to see and under-
stand events and behaviors happening then and there. What is the think-
ing framework of the local people under study? Unfortunately, in pursuit
of different thinking styles for different cultures, investigators have often
returned to the cross-cultural approach. Consequently, western terminol-
ogy permeates the discussions and debates even at this meta-cognitive
level (see example in C. F. Yang, 2000b).

This paper has three goals: (1) to find a local thinking framework
with which to develop an alternative perspective to the western one in
order to discover new dimensions for future studies of the self, at least for
studies of the Chinese self; (2) to explore the concept of the Chinese self at
its formative stage, which was during the Pre-Qin ( ) period in
Chinese history (D. N. Zhang, 1989b; L. W. Zhang, 1989), and to use this
deep-rooted conception to study the evolution of self-concept in the
Chinese context and better understand the behaviors of modern Chinese
people; (3) and, to suggest an alternative approach to the study of the self.

These goals are particularly worth pursuing in the case of Chinese
culture for three unique reasons: (1) Scholars agree that mainstream
Chinese thought about the self has not changed much since its formation
in archaic times; (2) there are quite good written records preserved for
such a pursuit, especially in recent years since many ancient tombs have
been unearthed from which a number of books of important philosophi-
cal, social, and political thoughts have been recovered; (3) these writings
mainly concern how to be a person and thus are about the self.

Before I go into the main theme, two more points need to be clarified
to avoid misconceptions about the purpose of this paper. First, the pur-
pose of this paper is not to find the ancient conception of the self and
claim that modern Chinese are just copies of it. Employing a person-
in-culture position, which I will elucidate shortly, I aim to find the model
that modern Chinese people deal with and depart from. Understanding
the archaic conception achieves only half of the goal that the indigenous
approach sets. It lays out the foundation upon which the study of the
modern Chinese self can begin.

The second point I would like to make clear entails answering a ques-
tion often asked by readers of papers like this one. It is about whether
there is only one Chinese conception of the self and whether it is too
general and narrow-minded to think that there is only one model that
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shapes the modern Chinese mind. This question often leads to debate
concerning the usefulness of the pursuit just outlined for this paper. Many
people, especially those working closely with local people in the field, cast
doubt on such an effort because representative models have often failed
to help understand the everyday lives of local individuals.

My answer to this question is that there has been more than one com-
peting model, especially before and during the formative stage of the Pre-
Qin period. Political struggles at the time often determined which model
prevailed (A. Wang, 2000). However, in the process of forming a dominating
model, competitors learned and borrowed from each other as they consoli-
dated their own models. Once the struggles in the social and political arenas
ended and one model emerged as the official one, it had to incorporate rival
thoughts in order to ensure survival. The mainstream model, the Confucian
one in the Chinese case, actually absorbed many other thoughts prevailing
at the time. It is fairly safe to say that, at least for the Chinese case, the offi-
cial model has survived several serious challenges and emerged relatively
unscathed as it evolved, which may not be true in other cultures.

There is, of course, local opposition to this mainstream ideology in
China, but fully understanding the local scene requires examination of the
official backdrop. Therefore, the usefulness of conducting a historical
search for the main root is justified, whichever position researchers take
concerning the relationship between culture and the individual.

ORGANIZATION OF THIS CHAPTER

In this paper, I first introduce the age-old Chinese yin/yang ( ) mode
of thinking with the aim of replacing the western one for the study of the
self. In my illustration of this mode, special attention is paid to its differ-
ences from the modern western mode usually employed by social sci-
ences investigators. This comparison is made to demonstrate that the
futile comparison of lower levels of cognitive processes, as often studied
in cross-cultural research, could be the result of differences at the meta-
cognitive level.

With this new mode of thinking, I then carry out a search, inspired by
Wundt’s approach to the study of folk psychology as elaborated by
Jahoda (1992), for the root of the Chinese conception of the person and the
self. This historical adventure provides good material from which a pic-
ture of the inception of the Chinese self can be reconstructed.

Based on this sketch, I then adopt the person in culture position to
establish the link between culture and individual and to develop a new
perspective for the study of the self. The person in culture position exam-
ines what types of problems the people under investigation living under
and beyond the conditions and constraints of their cultural heritage face
and how they come to solve these problems and hence demonstrate
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certain behaviors as a result. In other words, researchers can derive a set
of meaning systems with which they can encode and interpret the mani-
fest behaviors of a people.

Taking this position to study the Chinese self, I discuss the main
problem with the Chinese conception of the self when applied to real-life
situations, and briefly mention how a two-tier (large- and small-self) self
meaning system solves this problem. With this meaning system, I suggest
a new approach to the study of the Chinese self and some areas that are
worth looking into.

THE YIN/YANG MODE OF THINKING

The basic Chinese mode of thinking has been discerned by many indige-
nous and outside scholars from various fields as being very different from
the western mode used by mainstream social science and humanities
(e.g., Meng & Kuang, 1993; R. B. Yang & Huang, 1996; L. W. Zhang, 1989).
Many scholars characterize and call it the yin/yang mode of thinking.
Adopting this mode of thinking, every phenomenon is viewed from a
perspective that enables the perceiver to summarize and label it with a
pair of terms, such as cold-hot, soft-hard, beautiful-ugly, etc. These terms
are referential in the sense that they do not represent objects but describe
states. They often seem as if they were contradictory or opposing, but
they do not have to be so, as, for instance, in universe-human and coun-
try-family, both of which describe a relationship of inclusion.

The fact that yin describes a shady side of things and yang a bright
side, has led many to think that these are not only logically incompatible
concepts (and therefore can be called a contradiction), but also value-
laden in the sense that yin denotes bad and yang good. This is not exactly
the true picture; yin and yang are merely symbolic representing a rela-
tionship–any kind that makes sense to an observer.

In his attempt to distinguish the yin/yang mode of thinking from the
western one, Choi (2000) argued that this Chinese mode, which on the
surface resembles dialectical thinking, actually is fundamentally different
from its western counterpart. The main terms of reference for the latter
include concepts, substances, logical opposites, categories, dialectics, and
compromises, which are all constituents of the philosophical thinking of
essentialism and dualism.

Choi stated that the yin/yang mode of thinking is basically non-
essentialist, and thus pays little attention and places little importance on
concepts and concept formation. Therefore, whether yin and yang are
opposites derived from formal logic is not relevant here. Yin and yang
are not two objects relating to each other on the basis that they have inter-
nal qualities or reducible elements that are clearly definable so that they
can be distinguished from one another.
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To Chinese philosophers, yin and yang are not objects; rather, they
are terms or labels describing two possible states or statuses of events or
situations that are developing along a time dimension. They do not mean
anything when they are presented alone, but when they are put together,
they represent a relationship of “one can be transformed to become the
other,” not that “one interacts with or influences the other”. Figure 1 illus-
trates this unique dynamic relationship. Choi said that the relationship is
like slow wavy movements that consist of ebbs and flows and that one
state gradually transforms into the other state.

The crucial characteristic that connects movement between the two
states is not the logical contradiction inherited in them, but the mobiliz-
ing force, and often comes from an actor whose actions direct the move-
ments towards either of the two end-states represented by the two terms.
So, yin and yang, even though they literally mean shadiness and bright-
ness, are actually generic terms representing any relationship discerned
to be the result of an actor’s action. This mode of thinking can be con-
sidered an actor-centered perspective. (See Figure 2 for an illustration of
this perspective.)

Since yin and yang are two possible end states or statuses involving a
particular actor in a particular event or situation, the foci of attention of an
investigation are naturally on: (1) detecting the possible actions taken by
an actor that dominate (2) the underlying relationship or movement, and
(3) finding the best action that achieves the most desirable result between
the two end states. This mode of thinking can be considered an action-
making perspective: finding the best action in a given event or situation.
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After introducing this meta-cognitive framework, and before we discuss
social-cognitive concerns regarding what the best action is and what action
achieves the most desirable result, I need first to elaborate the historical roots
from which this actor-centered and action-making mode of thinking came.
This root lies in the way Chinese people conceive of the person and the self.

THE HISTORICAL ROOT OF THE CHINESE SELF

In my historical account of the origin and development of the Chinese self,
I focused on the periods before the Qin dynasty (before 221 BC). Many
Chinese historians take the view that many of the key terms that are still in
use today were originated and formulated in those periods (e.g., Ding &
Wu, 1993; Jiao, 1991), including the Huang Di ( ) period (Before 3000
BC), the Yin-Zhou Transition ( ) period (around 1066 BC), the
Spring/Autumn ( ) period (770 – 476 BC) and the Warring States (
) period (475 – 221 BC).

Wo ( ) as Autonomous and Powerful

The original meaning of wo ( ), meaning I or me, is one’s consciousness
of oneself as a physically separate identity. Calling that awareness I or me
was probably the source of the idea of the self.

Historically speaking, although there have been many Chinese char-
acters denoting I and me, the main character that represents all of them
and that modern Chinese people still use daily, is wo. Wo was first dis-
covered on unearthed relics, like bone oracles and bronze wares, no later
than around 3000 BCE at the period when Huang Di ( ) first defeated
Chi You ( ) and reigned China.

Wo is a pictograph that depicts a bronze weapon resembling a spear
with an ornament hanging on the side (see Figure 3). Because pictographs
are usually a reflection of the conscious image of the character, Jiao (1991)
postulated that the idea of wo first came up into consciousness with
people involved in a war. As the Huang Di/Chi You War was the first
recorded war in Chinese history, this speculation sounds reasonable.

Jiao further stated that the wo inscribed on bone oracles and bronze
wares often did not appear alone, but with another two characters
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meaning I, alone ( ). Since a weapon with ornaments was probably
owned or held by persons with power, Jiao asserted that wo, the character
itself, originally may not have been used to refer to a single person, but to
a class of persons who had power and were the masters of a country, an
army, or a small community. This conclusion gains support from the fact
that the oracles or wares were used mainly on ceremonial occasions and
concerned the activities of emperors and kings.

Considering that only this group of people in the archaic times had
the power to own land and slaves, which may have given them the feeling
that they were their own masters and could do whatever they pleased, that
the sense of being a separate entity started from these people should come
as no surprise. According to Hori (1986), Chinese rulers allowed their citi-
zens to own lands as early as the Spring-Autumn period (770–476 BC).
Hori also stated that, no later than the Warring States period (475–221 BC),
the rulers implemented the Even-Land Policy ( ), which
allowed eight families to own private lands surrounding a piece of public
land (forming a territorial structure similar to the frame used to play the
game of tic-tac-toe with the public land in the middle.) This distinction
between private-owned land ( ) and public-owned land ( ) allowed
ordinary people to have a sense of what belonged to them, the private, and
what belongs to everyone, the public. The character wo became a symbol
for anybody who had a sense of control and mastery as a separate entity.

THE CONCEPTION OF PERSON

Affirming the Embodied Person

R. B. Yang (2000) stated that the conception of wo in archaic China is
hinted at through the mythological existence and descriptions of a type of
person called wu ( ). According to the accounts of scholars from the
Spring-Autumn Period, wu depicts a person who could be in two states of
consciousness interchangeably: the embodied and the disembodied. In
the latter state, the person was able to leave the body, sometimes with the
help of mythical animals, to converse with mythical figures including the
souls of deceased acquaintances.

R. B. Yang suspected that although according to these records, only
very few people had the privilege of being a wu, the idea of a person hav-
ing the possibility of disembodiment dominated the Chinese conception
of person at the time and even now. Since these records were written in
later times when Confucian ideology had already become the dominant
ideology, R. B. Yang speculated that people during the Yin/Zhou
Transition Period and even earlier, not just wu, often felt that they actually
left their bodies behind with the help of alcohol. Meanwhile, people of
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that time also believed that souls could harm them once they left their
familiar surroundings. Consequently, the person, as a separate entity,
might have been conceived of as relatively weak and unstable at the time.

Historical records credited to Zhuan Xu ( ), the grandson of
Huang Di, for putting an end to the idea of reaching souls in heaven and
earth through disembodiment. Since then, the soul had been considered
firmly grounded in the body. But R. B. Yang postulated that the practice
of wu based on the belief that a person could become disembodied prob-
ably remained prevalent and was sometimes even done on a massive
scale until the Xi Zhou ( ) Dynasty when new political, social, and
religious orders were firmly established.

Situating the Person in Society

We can safely say that the Yin-Zhou Transition Period was the most cru-
cial period in Chinese social history (Ding & Wu, 1993). During this
period, people were trained to engage in institutionalized collective activ-
ities, namely, li ( ) and yue ( ). Li is a set of role expectations that guide
people’s behaviors and yue, literarily meaning music, is the vehicle used
to arouse pleasant emotions to help people internalize and practice li. The
Zhou ( ) people who came from a remote western state, conquered and
ruled the Yin ( ) people who resided in the center part of China at the
time. The fact that they could overturn the Yin, indicates that the latter
state was politically and socially in chaos. The new rulers had to establish
everything anew not only to restore order, but also to assure their reign.

Claiming that they had the support of heaven, the Zhou rulers estab-
lished li and yue as messages from heaven in order to stabilize and tame
the Yin people. Positioning the Yin in a web of interconnected roles and
encouraging them to participate in activities that gave them a sense of
order and collectivity, presumably affirmed the importance and the
strength of the person as an individual. However, this strength came from
the tie between person and heaven, and between the person and society,
not from the individuated self. During this period, people no longer
needed to get help from spirits in heaven and earth to master the environ-
ment. According to historical writings from later periods about this period,
this solution aimed at restoring social disorder worked very well and
allowed the Xi Zhou ( ) rulers to rule the country for about 300 years.

Based on characters inscribed on the unearthed relics, some terms that
described psychological states, like de ( ), a feeling of accomplishment
from practicing li and yue, and jiang ( ), a sense of fearfulness, humble-
ness, prudence, and alarm, began to appear at this time. The former is an
internalization of li and yue and the latter a humble sentiment that allows
the person to see room for improvement. Both seem to have served the
function of consolidating individuals into persons with subjectivity and
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autonomy (Meng, 1993). Even more important, the person is conceived of
as tied to society and as needing to be improved constantly.

Jiao (1991) pointed out that even as early as in the Spring-Autumn
period of Chinese history many characters used wo as a definition or
explanation, which indicates that these characters all conveyed the same
meaning as wo and that wo was the generic term referring to one’s
physical self ( ). These characters, such as 

were used on different occasions by people with
different statuses, and of different genders. This fact clearly indicates that
the different wos were considered differently depending on the social status
of the person in society and the social occasion which required different li.
One interesting example Jiao gave was the character, zheng, . It was orig-
inally used by commoners, but later became the I reserved specially for
emperors or empresses. This change happened after the Qin ( ) Dynasty
united China and made it an autocratic state. After that, anyone other than
the ruler, who called him/herself zheng would be put to death. This exam-
ple demonstrates that a person is meaningful only as a member of society.

The Body/Mind Transformation

During this Yin/Zhou Transition Period, literature referred to people who
had de and jiang as people with an air of wei yi ( ), roughly translated
as authority and integrity. This connection between internal cultivation
and physical appearance precipitated the predominant Chinese concep-
tion of a close and dynamic relationship between body and mind.

Later when Confucius came into the picture during the Spring-
Autumn period he further expanded the notion by saying that a person’s
moral cultivation(li and yue) was, in three dedicated ways, related to bod-
ily changes and changes surrounding him via the presence of qi ( , air):
(1) inside a person’s body, (2) on the person’s appearance, and, (3) sur-
rounding the person (R. B. Yang, 2000).

Becoming a Jun Zi ( ) or Xiao Ren ( )

Confucius lived in the late Spring-Autumn Period after li and yue which had
helped the Zhou Dynasty rule the country for three centuries, had shown
signs of deterioration. Although he was a Yin offspring, he saw the value of
the Zhou Dynasty’s li and yue prescription in keeping up social order and
keeping social calamity away. How to achieve order and harmony in a soci-
ety preoccupied Confucius’ school of thought and he believed that the res-
cue could only come from individuals living in that society (Cheung, 1989).
In Confucian teachings, people were indispensable vehicles for achieving
societal goals, valued in their ability to cultivate themselves and to take
responsibility for maintaining social order and harmony.
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With this belief, Confucius created a ru ( ) model, called jun zi ( ,
literarily meaning gentleman), for his young followers to emulate. Jun zi
was originally used to denote noblemen who ruled the states of the pre-
Confucian Zhou Dynasty. The commoners under their rule were called
xiao ren ( , meaning little people). Gentlemen, the ruling class, were
urged to observe a different set of rules of conduct from their subjects, the
little people. Although the class undertone was not totally eradicated,
Confucius took the symbolic meanings of these two terms and distin-
guished jun zi from xiao ren primarily based on the degree of self-cultiva-
tion. The difference between the two lies in the principle they adopted to
guide their interactions with others. Gentlemen practiced the principle of
yi ( , righteousness) and small men the principle of li ( , self-interest).

The terms no longer represent two classes of people, but refer to two
possible models any person can emulate. The person, therefore, is con-
ceived of in Confucian ideology as capable of cultivating himself or her-
self, as long as he or she chooses to do so, of becoming a moral being, and
of having the virtue of ren ( , benevolence). The way to become such a
person, is to restrain oneself from behaving on impulse and to always
practice li ( in Chinese). The former implies that the person
needs to overcome personal weaknesses and the latter emphasizes loving
other people as one loves oneself, assuring social harmony and stability.

This gentleman/little people pair constituted the Confucian conception
of person and a major part of the discussion recorded in the Confucian clas-
sics. The idea of achieving social order through self-cultivation not only fur-
ther affirmed the importance of the person but also placed great faith on a
person’s ability to spread benefits to other people, and possibly to the rest of
the world. This ru model was later revised by Mencius ( ) and Xun Zi
( ) during the late Warring States period, and went through several
major modifications and reinterpretations when it faced challenges from
other philosophical and religious schools. However, its status as the main
conception of a person adopted by most of the rulers and their officials after
the Han ( ) Dynasty remains largely unchanged to this day.

Due to the importance of the gentleman/little people pair, the yi (right-
eousness)/li (self-interest) relationship has been a major topic of debate for
the past 2500 years. Even today modern Chinese people enter into this
debate frequently and with a great passion. Zhang (1989a) contended that
the debate on this relationship hinged mainly on the gong ( , public)/si
( , private) relationship which I will discuss later. Zhang concurred with
Confucian scholars in the Sung ( ) Dynasty like Ju Xi ( ), that the yi/li
pair was the most important subject for any Confucian scholar to study.

From External to Internal

In recently unearthed relics from Guo Dian ( ) some hand-copied
books written on bamboo pieces were found. They were authored by
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Confucius’ disciple Zi Si ( ) during the early Warring States period
(Gao, 2001). Zi Si’s and Mencius’ later work combined to form one of the
major schools that followed and consolidated Confucianism. The Si-Meng
School ( ), which emphasizes the internal cultivation of a person,
became mainstream among Confucian scholars for thousands of years to
come.

Although these books were written using the characters prevalent in
a particular locality, Chu ( ), many of the terms used and the style in
which they were written reflected not only their deep commitment to the
Si-Meng School of teaching in that subculture, but also the conception of
person of that school. In these books, many terms depicting the main
teachings of Confucianism, and which modern Chinese people still use to
denote the same meanings, were written in two versions. One was almost
the same as the modern version (shown in the upper row of Figure 4), and
the other was formed of compound characters: a radical plus another
character. All of these compound words had a xin ( , literarily meaning
heart) as the radical (shown in the lower row of Figure 4). The pictograph
xin resembles a heart, which is considered to be the most important organ.
Because it takes charge of thinking and emoting it is often translated as
heart-mind rather than just heart. That there were two versions for each of
these characters, one with a heart and the other without, indicates that no
later than just prior to when the Qin Dynasty united China, philosophers
and scholars made the distinction between external teaching and learning
and internalized psychological states.

The most revealing and interesting finding to psychologists from the
uncovered Guo Dian relics is that the Confucian terms convey a general
conception of a person as well as the process by which the person can
approach the final goal of self-cultivation, i.e., sagehood. For instance, the
second character from the left in the upper row of Figure 4, ren ( , benev-
olence) consists of two parts: and with the latter as a radical. The
two parts together literarily mean body and heart–body and mind united.
The third character, yi ( , conscience) is a combination of and ,
meaning I and heart–heart coming from oneself. The fifth, de ( , morality)
with and , means direct and heart–directly coming from the heart.
And the sixth, zhi ( , intellect) with and , means knowledge and
heart–knowledge in the mind.
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The character de ( ), direct from the heart, indicates that humans are
born good and moral in nature. To be a person, one needs to set up a goal or
model to strive for through self-cultivation. The model can be a morally per-
fect sage or a common person; it is up to the individual to decide what to
become. All one needs to do to reach the goal is to cultivate oneself from the
bottom of one’s heart. However, one’s heart first has to be filled with knowl-
edge (zhi, ) and kindness (ren, ), which is a harmonious and benevolent
state where body and heart (feeling and mind) unite. While yi ( ) is the
internalized thoughts and feelings that come from practicing li ( , propri-
ety), wo ( , I) guards the practice of those rituals in everyday life.

From Intention to Action

Many of these compound characters with heart ( , xin) as their radical,
also had a corresponding version that replaced xin ( ) with thuo ( ), lit-
erarily meaning walking or practicing. Examples are given in the lower row
of Figure 5. The upper row shows their simplified counterparts. The
process of self-cultivation does not stop at the distinction between external
teaching and learning and internalized moral motivation, but extends to
internalized intention and everyday practice (self-realization). The de ( )
used later and up to the present, has another radical, chi ( ), which has the
same meaning as thuo, added onto the earlier version, . It reaffirms the
earlier observation that the conception of de later evolved as a self-realiza-
tion or an externalization of internal virtue that directly comes from nature.

The Relationship of Tian ( , Heaven) and Ren ( , Human)

In the writings of Zhong Yong ( ), the only analects on Confucian
teachings that touched upon the metaphysical tian ( , the universe), a
whole/part relationship was prescribed to exist between tian and ren ( ).
The universe was construed as ever-changing but following some cosmic
order. The person, on the one hand, was an organic part of the universal;
human nature corresponds with that of the universe. On the other hand,
the person is a spiritual being situated at the center of the universe with the
capacity to include the universe in the internal world through the process
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of self-cultivation by which that person realizes morality or human nature
(Tu, 1994). By doing so, the person and the universe become homogenized.

Summary

A historical review of the development of the conception of personhood
during the formative Confucian/Mencius Era and sometime after, and an
exploration of the yin/yang mode of thinking has allowed examination of
the development and the relationships of several pairs of terms. From
these relationships, a general picture of how ancient Chinese intellectuals
envisioned the person and people’s relationship with heaven and fellow
citizens, society, and the world has been derived.

The person is construed as the center of the universe. People are not
valued for what they are, but for what they can become. The person is
born good and moral, but this nature is obscured by impulses and desires
coming from association with undesirable people and imperfect environ-
ments. One can cultivate oneself to perfection (to become a sage) by exer-
cising self-restraint and practicing rituals. The most important message is
that people are their own master in deciding what kind of a person they
want to become.

The gentlemen/little people pair gives a spectrum of moral possibil-
ities from which a person can choose, as does the person/society pair.
People can choose to keep to themselves or to unite with society and the
environment through moral cultivation. Similarly, a person can choose to
become a spiritual sage ( ) or to participate in making the world a
harmonious place for everyone by serving the country or society with
moral teachings ( ). Even when one chooses to perfect oneself for one-
self, the internal/external pair and the intention/action pair reveal that
self-cultivation is a process that involves both deliberation and practice.

Finally, the body/heart (mind/feeling) pair inherited in the term ren
(benevolence), sees the ideal of the person as an embodied actor who
homogenizes bodily behavior and mind/feeling when dealing with fel-
low beings and/or serving society. One is gathering a formidable force,
called qi ( ) inside that reflects on physical appearance and surrounds
one while one continues with internal cultivating and the homogenizing.

All in all, the mainstream (Confucian) conception of person is not
only individual -centered, but also action-oriented. It places great empha-
sis on the action of the person and the person’s ability to improve on
personal actions as a means to unite harmoniously with society. With this
conception of the person, it is only natural that Chinese philosophers have
spent much time on the individual and the self. The main ancient Chinese
philosophical writings can be said to be inward-oriented, placing major
emphasis on subjectivity and autonomy (Meng, 1993; Yu, 1993). They can
be seen as schools devoted to the study of the psychology of the self.
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However, a close examination of the conception of the self quickly reveals
that the self as envisioned by Chinese scholars was not quite the same as
that envisioned in western conceptions.

THE CONCEPTION OF JI ( ), THE SELF

If one examines ancient Chinese texts, one will find discussions of all
terms and issues that are normally included in any modern books Chinese
or western, of the same nature, except one: the self. Nor can one find
much discussion of the self in relation to another term representing a yin-
yang type of relationship, as one finds in so many other Chinese discus-
sions of ideas and thoughts. (A few exceptions are elucidated below.)
However, if one reads these texts, one finds the word JI ( ), the self,
everywhere. In these texts, the individual was so much the center of
everything that most discussions were about what JI ( ), the self, was
supposed to do or to improve. The few pairs of yin-yang relationships
involving the self that were discussed in these texts were usually from the
vantage point of the actor. The self was not viewed as an object to be stud-
ied and written about, but as an action-taker whose deliberation on “what
to do” to become a worthy person was the main focus of attention.

The Meaning of Ji ( )

The character, ji, which came into existence later than wo, originally meant
a centrally located house or place where consciousness and knowledge
resided. According to a Han ( ) dictionary, Shuo Wen Jie Zi ( ),
edited and interpreted by a Confucian scholar in the Qing ( ) Dynasty, it
is where li ( , principle or regularity) resides and it has to be understood
with the term ren ( , person). It states that an individual speaks of ji to
distinguish himself or herself from others and to describe a positional
relationship between the self and others. The former is situated inside and
in the middle, and the latter are on the outside and peripheral. However,
the pictograph itself resembles something that bends forwards and back-
wards in order “to conceal or to conform” (See the left-most character in
Figure 6). As in “human being”, it resembles a person hunching his back
and sticking out his stomach for the same reasons. This image depicts that
the self is flexible and thus cultivatable or malleable.

The Ji ( ) / Yi ( ) Relationship

In the same dictionary, ji also is said to share the same root as another
character YI ( ), which means “past, done, used, practiced or executed”.
They share the same pictograph resembling a snake, which become
uncoiled in the summer, but coiled in the winter. (See the two next to the
left-most character in Figure 6). Ji resembles a moving snake that does not
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coil itself to the fullest; yi resembles one that coils more fully symbolizing
something that has already been completed. The dictionary explains that
the difference between ji and yi is that the former represents ideas or inten-
tions whereas the latter solidity or reality. When one’s ideas and intentions
become solid and firm, one will take an action and make it a reality. This
explanation clearly discloses that ji is a psychological counterpart of the
physical wo. However, it does not refer to an entity, but a state of mind or
a stage of a person when ideas or intentions have not been materialized
into actions. So, it can be paired with outer behavior (externalized action)
to represent a relationship: the latter is the reality of the former.

As stated earlier, in Confucian teachings the person is a vehicle and
the self is a team player. The conception of person demands that the self
keep the person hollow and humble, always finding room for improve-
ment, and that the self is also the person’s enemy when it becomes inflex-
ible and insistent on acting according to raw impulses.

This conception of the self is further supported by the fact that the char-
acter for “fear, forbidden and dislike”, is ji ( ), which is a compound char-
acter consisting a ji ( ), the self, and a xin ( ), the heart (see the right-most
character in Figure 6). This compound word shows that the conception of
the self is a complex one. As an isolated and close state, it is what the person
needs to fear, to control, and to overcome. An open and inclusive state
makes the person a social, natural, and moral being (Liu, 2000). As an open
and inclusive state, its meaning can only be fully understood from writings
concerning its relationship with another term, ren ( ), human being.

Human Being (Ren, ) / Self (Ji, )

Adopting the yin/yang mode of thinking, the term, ji becomes meaning-
ful only when it is associated with another term, ren ( ). According to
Jiao (1991), ren ( ) has four meanings: human being ( ), the public
( ), a group of people based on ethnicity, or locality ( , ),
others except oneself ( ). When one speaks of the ren/ji relationship,
one is referring to a relationship between human beings and the self,
which is a whole/part relationship.

In this whole/part relationship, human beings, including oneself, are
considered to be born good and moral, as are all things in nature.
However, they are also all different in the sense that people choose their
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own ways to realize their natures and each finds different ways to serve
society. The relationship between ren and ji is an organic one in that all
individuals are fundamentally the same, although they live their lives dif-
ferently and contribute to the world differently. The similarity resides in
that together they made the world function smoothly as a whole. In
Chinese, this is described as “harmonious but not the same” ( ).

Group (Cun, ) / Self (Ji, ) Relationship

The same whole/part conception applies to the relationship between
group and individual as well. Yu (1993), in a paper discussing the
group/self relationship from a historical perspective, stated that both
individualistic and collectivistic positions concerning the group/self rela-
tionship were brought up by pre-Qin scholars. For instance, Legalists’ def-
initely emphasized the supremacy of the group, whereas mainstream
Confucian scholars’ did not emphasize either. Later, the evolution of
Confucianism demonstrated oscillations between emphasizing group
order and individual freedom.

In another article, Yu (1976) took a social/political perspective and
enumerated that after the unification of China during the Qin dynasty,
most of the emperors adopted the Legalist conception regarding how to
run a country; i.e., totalitarianism. However, the Confucian influence was
ever-present. Emperors often socialized their subjects with a modified
version of Confucianism within which a lot of Legalistic ideas were incor-
porated. The modified Confucian ideology dispatched a min gui ( ,
people first) message to the emperors and their officials but downplayed
individual citizens’ right to overturn an emperor.

Due to this social/political development, Confucian scholars were no
longer permitted by their totalitarian rulers to achieve self-realization
externally through participating in the political arena. They gradually
turned inward to become experts on self-cultivation adapting themselves
to the external environment. This self-psychology entails how one can
include others, society, and the universe in one’s mind and action, regard-
less of what the real world is. The process of self-cultivation becomes a
learning process for the self (de Bary, 1991).

Summary

The self is not construed as a solid thing, or even a concept, but a term
paired with other collective terms to represent many whole/part relation-
ships. The most important aspect of the self from this perspective is that
the self is always at the center, as shown in Figure 7, and is surrounded by
other people connected to one. The self-cultivation process involves the
perforation of the boundary of the individuated self to include others,
starting from those who are closest, such as family members. The process
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can also be seen as an inclusive expansion of the self rather than a con-
quering expansion (F. Y. Wang, 2002).

The self is also seen as a process of action-taking by which the person
improves relationships with the surroundings. The self-cultivation
process makes the self an actor who uses observation, insight, and knowl-
edge to link personal action with possible consequences that change the
status of surrounding relationships. To achieve the goal of self-perfection,
a person needs carefully to choose actions that can homogenize all these
relationships. Through this process, people make themselves a participat-
ing member of the universe and live naturally and smoothly in their
proper place. From this conception, it is clear that the self-cultivation
process is a person-making process. The self creates a person as construed
by the people of a particular culture.

THE PERSON-MAKING PERSPECTIVE OF THE SELF

The preceding discussion justifies a new way of looking at the self. I called
this new way the person-making perspective because I think that, at least
in the Chinese case, it is in the way one tries to become an all-around
moral person that one sees the significance of the self.

This new perspective requires a new framework and relying on a
culturally prescribed dimension of what is considered meaningful to the
self and way of going about becoming a person who makes the self
meaningful. Next, I use the Chinese case to illustrate the usefulness of
this new perspective.

The Center in Yin/Yang Cosmology

The impetus in the yin/yang universe is the person, who is the observer and
the actor. That is to say, the actor carefully discerns the various yin/yang
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relationships as the effects of personal actions in a given event or situation
and acts in the best way possible to achieve the most desirable results.

Since yin and yang are related by the course of action taken by an
actor, the pair actually represents many other possible states in between
with different graduations of yin and yang, as shown in Figure 2. All of
them represent the end-states the actor’s different actions may lead to
when dealing with a given situation. An acute observer/actor can not
only detect the connection between possible actions and various possible
states summarized by yin and yang, but also the minute progressive
changes from one end-state to the other as the result of the choice of
action. Based on this kind of observation and knowledge, a competent
actor can then choose among these action options to arrive at the conse-
quence that is considered most desirable for a given situation.

The Zhong Yong ( ) Principle–A Way to Person-Making

What is the most appropriate action in a given event/situation? It
depends on what kind of person one wants to become. It is related to
one’s person-making goal.

Person-making in the Chinese context refers to the process by which
one returns to human nature, which is good and moral. It is the process of
becoming through self-cultivation. The self-cultivation program of
Confucian thought took shape mainly after Confucius’ death and was
recorded in two books entitled Da Xue ( ) and Zhong Yong. In these
books, the proper route for self-cultivation was clearly prescribed: xiu shen
( , cultivating oneself), qi jia ( , raising a good family), zhi guo ( ,
running the country), ping tian xia ( , achieving world peace). On this
route, the self is not a static object, but an evolving and expanding entity. Its
final state is a unity of “the world and the self” and “heaven and person.”

The Zhong Yong book, which many scholars consider to contain the
quintessence of the Chinese spirit (e.g., Chan, 1963), deals with the cul-
tural directive concerning what is the most appropriate action for the
actor to take in dealing with a given situation. It outlined the principle
that: (1) the most desirable decision goal is always to maintain inner and
outer (interpersonal) harmony; (2) the most appropriate action leading to
such a state always lies in-between those actions that lead to the two end-
states dispatching a yin and yang relationship discerned by the
observer/actor; and (3) one has to strike a balance among all the optimal
actions each of which is the best action for a particular pair of end-state
relationships (Cheung, et al, 2001; Yang & Chiu, 1997).

In-between does not necessary mean a compromise or the mathematical
average. It means that the optimal course of action varies with the situation,
with the people involved, and with time (Creel, 1987). What is considered
optimal in a given situation involving a given group of people at a given
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time, may not be the same as that for another situation involving a differ-
ent group of people at another time.

In addition, several crucial factors influencing the self’s person-mak-
ing process are related to the actor’s personal experience and the level of
self-cultivation already acquired. The quality and accuracy of the actor’s
perception regarding what action will lead to what consequence in a
given context, depends very much on: (1) the person’s knowledge and
experience; (2) the skill in carrying out the chosen action; and, most
important of all, (3) the actor’s progress in his pursuit of moral perfection.

A NEW APPROACH TO UNDERSTANDING THE SELF

With this new person-making perspective, I propose that students of the
self adopt a new approach for investigation. The approach entails deviat-
ing from existing approaches in the following seven aspects.

First of all, researchers have to give up construing the self as an
abstract object or agent that always tries to exert influence or control over
personal behavior and environment. They also need to give up the notion
that a few key selves, past, present, or future, form the core of a person.

Second, the self is not a cause of a person’s behavior. The action a per-
son takes in a given situation is the self of that person, no matter what
motives are behind the action. There are as many expressed selves as
social situations.

Third, the self is not an object so it does not have motivational prop-
erties like self-consistency, self-enhancement, self-deception, etc. The self
is the result of a person’s strife for consistency, enhancement, and decep-
tion, all of which are strategic actions that may be employed to engage in
person-making.

Fourth, the self is viewed as the center of a bundle of relationships that
link a person’s action with the environment and beyond. The self is a cob-
web connected to many other people, each of whom is also a web. The
cobweb is a dynamic field in which the person, as an action-taker pursuing
everyday life and adjusting to the environment, has to think and do things
affecting not only the self, but also those people linked to the web. Many
actions may result in reshaping the web and all other webs associated with
it. A person’s deliberation and choice of action reflect that person’s self.

Fifth, the process of person-making, i.e., the process of becoming the
person in his natural and proper place in the society and the universe
( , in Chinese), should therefore be the focus of attention in the
study of the self. It involves the examination of the attempt to maintain
harmonious relationships with the rest of the world through self-growth.
The Confucian prescriptions for self-growth involve exercise of self-
restraint and practice of moral teachings.
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Sixth, researchers’ main concern should be to understand how an
actor derives what the most appropriate action in a given situation that
leads to the desired goal of inner and outer harmony. The actor pays
attention to relationships represented by various pairs of end-states and
to the deliberation of decisions about how to act most appropriately in
that given context. In his study of the Chinese political culture, Pye (1968),
made the poignant observation that the Chinese know perfectly what to
do; the problem always lies on the issue of how. His remark echoes the
point made here.

Finally, sharing of observations and perceptions of the actor allows
the researchers to derive the meanings of the actions taken by the former
and thus to understand them properly.

UNDERSTANDING THE CHINESE SELF

Although adopting this new approach to the understanding of the
Chinese self requires examination of an actor in a concrete, social, holistic,
contextual, distributed, fluid, practical, and action-oriented manner due
to the unique conceptions of the person and the self of a particular culture,
it is still worth setting out some general guidelines with which researchers
can achieve a better understanding of the Chinese self. The guidelines elu-
cidated below are derived from the person-in-culture view described at
the beginning of this paper. This view entails imagining what people liv-
ing in a Chinese culture who are inculcated with the described conception
of the person and self may do to run their lives. Taking this view, special
attention is paid to the problems they share and the solutions they come
up with to cope with these problems. These programs and solutions con-
stitute the meaning system with which one can arrive at a general com-
prehension of the Chinese self.

What Preoccupies the Chinese Self?

Three pairs of relationships seem to preoccupy the Chinese mind in
everyday interactions. All of them are derivatives of the Chinese people’s
shared conceptions of the person and self and all of them have moral
implications.

The Da Wo ( ) / Xiao Wo ( ) Conception

In the Chinese conception, the individual is not valued in the same way as
in modern western cultures. A person’s value lies not in the fact of being an
individual, but in the ability to develop human’s innate social nature, i.e.,
to love other people and to live with them harmoniously (Bodde, 1953).
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One means provided by the Confucian school of thought to realize this
value is to have the person gradually relinquish the private and individu-
ated self (called xiao wo, , literally meaning the small self) and to
embrace a larger collectivity to which one belongs as the operating self
(called da wo , the large self). The operating self refers the collectivity one
identifies with and represents in a given situation. As shown in Figure 7, the
person is encouraged to start off by including family members into the
large self (loving and serving one’s family), then gradually friends and
associates, and then the community, the country, and finally the world.

By cultivating oneself through this route, one gradually sets the bound-
ary of the individuated self to include all others. The ideal end state of the
developing self was sagehood in which one was united with heaven and
earth, which is represented in the middle of Figure 8 by the largest solid-line
circle. The other smaller solid-line circles included in Figure 8 stand for other
possible statuses of the self at various stages of self-inclusion or moral devel-
opment. However, all of these solid circles encompass the small individu-
ated self (the shaded area in the center of every solid-line circle).

Note here that the individuated small self is at the center of these con-
centric circles and that collectivities not only encompass it, but also
include people belonging to the collectivity smaller in size and closer to
the small self. In other words, these encompassing collectivities do not
just overlap one another, they actually hold a whole/part relationship.
Thus, the large selves do not represent the social groups to which a per-
son belongs, rather they refer to the operating selves available to a person
to choose from in dealing with a given event/situation. The more one’s
moral cultivation has advanced, the more large selves are available from
which one can choose as an operating self for a given situation.

In addition, a person’s self-cultivation requires placing the large
selves in front of small self when interacting with others in family, social,
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and political activities. When these goals conflict, the person needs to sac-
rifice the goal of the small self in order to accomplish those of the operat-
ing large self. When this sacrifice no longer represents a struggle, but is
performed willingly, the actor is considered to have advanced in self-
cultivation. Before then, people are constantly involved in and occupied
with struggle and self-debate concerning how to choose between the large
self and the small self, and among the large selves.

Public (gong, ) / Private (si, )

Japanese scholar Mizoguchi (1994) compared the differences between the
Japanese and the Chinese conceptions of the relationship between gong
( , public) and si ( , private) and gave a good historical account of the
transformation of the Chinese conception. He stated that the Japanese
gong, a word originally borrowed from the Chinese, refers strictly to a col-
lective entity or the head or symbol representing such an entity. What is
owned by oneself and one’s family is called si. For the Japanese, both con-
cepts are therefore territorial concepts that are mutually exclusive, value-
neutral, and in no way opposing to each other in meaning.

However, he found that, as early as in the late Warring States Period,
in China, gong had developed the meaning for all and for everyone in a col-
lective entity, as in a world for all (tian xia wei gong, ); whereas si,
for the private self, was more like private property (si chan, ).
Consequently, the public and the private relationship became a
whole/part relationship. One possible explanation is that the Confucian
conception of the self had already taken shape then and the concentric cir-
cles had become the prevailing conception of the self.

Furthermore, at this time, both of these terms started to carry evaluative
meanings. Anything associated with gong was deemed trustworthy and
moral (like gong ping, , fairness); anything with si was thought to be
treacherous and amoral (like si xin, , hidden agenda). This value impo-
sition is a natural consequence of the transformation of meanings, which not
only erased the territorial boundaries between the public and the private,
but also made one contain the other. The conception of the self as a devel-
oping entity almost requires the private to be subservient to the public.

When a person was said to be working for the public (wei gong, ),
or for a larger collectivity other than the individuated self, that person
was expected to work solely for the collective entity. The person was sup-
posed to work for the benefit of everyone in that entity without thinking
about personal interests as the larger entity was owned by all and by
thinking of the benefits of all one’s own benefit was included. If the per-
son did as expected, that person was said to be good and moral. However,
if the person treated the collective entity as if it were personal property
and did things for personal benefit, that person was considered for oneself
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only (wei si, ) and as amoral and bad. The way gong and si were used
in wei gong and wei si demonstrates that the meanings of gong and si were
more motivational than territorial.

The main distinction between working for the public and for private
interests lies in whom one has in mind while working for a collective entity.
This distinction, of course, is often very difficult to make by watching the
expressed action of a person. It becomes even more difficult when a moral
tone has been added making everyone want to show effort for public ben-
efit. Before a person has been morally cultivated to the point of total self-
lessness, personal needs and desires must be addressed from time to time.

The person had to resort to either fulfilling those needs indirectly
(through the help of others) or disguising them by pretending (C. F. Yang,
2000a; 2000b), especially for those who hold public positions and who on
many public occasions have to declare that they work for a well-defined
large self (the country or the community). The need to use such solutions
is even stronger than for ordinary citizens since for the public has to be
shown to people at all times. In the end, it becomes extremely difficult to
tell which people are really for the public and which people are actually
working for the private self. A set of attributional procedures are therefore
developed to help solve the problem (C. F. Yang, 2000a).

Even in modern Chinese societies, there remains a plethora of
phrases denoting how people handle this problematic issue of public vs.
private: Da gong wu si ( , being fair to all without self-serving
biases), ying gong wang si ( , going all the way for the public and
forgetting the self totally), jia gong ji si ( , seek self-interests in the
name of public interests), gong bao si chou ( , revenge for private
grudges with official excuses). This transformation of meanings of the
public and the private and their operation in group/self interactions have
led the Chinese to become very concerned about and constantly troubled
by issues of sincerity, loyalty, and trust (C. F. Yang, 2000a).

Gentleman (Jun zi, ) / Hypocrite (Xiang yuan, )

The standards set to become a Confucian gentleman were apparently too
high for common people to emulate even at the time Confucius was alive.
Confucius knew most could not attain the standard and made many
remarks about it. A lot of people exaggerated the rituals (li, ) prescribed
for gentleman without actually internalizing them; i.e., without affiliating
them with corresponding inner feelings (expressions of ren, , benevo-
lence). On several occasions recorded in Lun Yu ( , Confucius
Analects), Confucius showed his disgust for such insincere people. “The
full observance of the rules of propriety in serving one’s prince is
accounted by people to be flattery.” “Fine words and an insinuating
appearance are seldom associated with true virtue.”
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The most hash words coming from him were: “Xiang yuan ( ) are
the thieves of virtue.” Xiang yuan refers to people who live as if they were
loyal and sincere, and behave as if they were honest and austere. Both
characters in the word, xiang yuan, are compound characters containing
the radical, xin ( ) indicating they have to do with what is on a person’s
mind. Xiang yuan were considered hypocritical thieves because they con-
fused and took advantage of others by pretending they were gentlemen,
and therefore was deemed worse than those who claimed they were xiao
ren ( , commoners) in the first place.

There were many reasons for people however to want to falsely
speak and act like gentlemen throughout Chinese history: (1)
honor–many wanted to be labeled as learned gentlemen and as members
of the desirable and respected ruling elite class; (2) instrumental
value–speaking and acting like a gentleman often led to a good reputation
and a better job; (3) habit–the tradition of practicing rituals prior to devel-
oping corresponding feelings and sentiments is ingrained in education,
and breeds habits of feigned compliance.

The Study of Person-Making ( )

Based on these problems preoccupying the Chinese mind, the direction of
study of the self as a person-making process can be mapped out. In every
event/situation, one is always faced with at least an operating da wo, large
self, and a xiao wo, small self, each energizing and guiding one to act out a
prescribed action. At times, there is no conflict between the actions pre-
scribed for the large self and the small self, especially as one’s self-cultiva-
tion, and thus self-expansion, progresses. At other times, there is a conflict
between the two that requires the person to make a decision about what to
do and how to act. The decision making and the resultant action taken form
the person-making process. One’s resolution of the conflict in a harmonious
fashion makes the self grow to become a better person. In the Chinese case,
a better person is one that approaches a moral and social being.

The person-making and the resulting action are not the same as the self
as process discussed in western literature. The self is not the process by which
one controls or influences a person’s behavior. It is the meaning contained in
the person’s deliberation during the person-making process and the mean-
ings of the action taken that reveal the person’s self. These meanings often
require a set of cultural meaning systems to decode.

In the study of the Chinese self, three aspects, at least, of the self need
to be more closely examined. One is the conflict resolution process of the
large self and the small self, especially their relationship with the devel-
opment of a person’s moral self; i.e., with the degree to which the person
approaches the culturally ideal self. It is worthwhile for researchers to
adopt the yin/yang mode of thinking and study how the zhong yong prin-
ciple is used to solve this type of conflict.
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The other area that is worth in-depth scrutiny is the social compari-
son process by which one learns about how well one does in the pursuit
of the model self, jun zi (gentleman). As this Chinese model self is forever
unreachable in real life, one’s continuation of this pursuit as a cultural
imperative becomes virtually standardless. One has to resort to real-life
exemplars for comparison or to simply outperforming oneself. One’s tar-
gets for social comparison are therefore not the abstract unreachable ideal
self, but the human beings around one: past cultural role models or heroes
and heroines, and oneself, the past or present. The aim of the comparison
is always to surpass the target. The implications of this kind of social com-
parison on the social psychology of the Chinese people are complex but
an interesting topic deserving further investigation.

Finally, the self-esteem derived from this kind of social comparison
comes not from just that of any dimension or attribute, but mainly from
the large self/small self resolution. A recent example illustrates this point.
In 2001, a general who served a pivotal role in the history of modern
China during the Sino-Japanese War, Zhang Xue Liang ( ) died at
the age of 101. Due to his significance, many of the newspapers in Hong
Kong commemorated him in their editorials. The last few sentences in the
editorial of the Ming Bao ( ), a newspaper read mostly by Hong Kong
intellectuals represented the public sentiment:

Zhang sacrificed his own freedom to help rekindle the determination to
fight the Japanese, the big goal at the time for the country. From his personal
perspective, he was mistreated by his country and its people. However,
from a larger and collectivistic perspective, his words and actions helped
save the country and its people, and set up an everlasting example for his
countrymen to emulate. (October 16, 2001)

For a Chinese person, I think that no one would expect to get a better
evaluation than that General Zhang received; i.e., as one who sacrifices
small self for the larger self. One’s self-esteem is built on the hope that
after one’s death one would receive similar words to those Zhang
received. For the Chinese, history is recorded for future generations to
emulate and surpass. One’s self-regard, a better term than self-esteem, is
derived from other’s evaluations of oneself based on a shared cultural
model of the person. The self and self-regard, however, do not motivate
one to become a better person as some western theories claim (e.g.,
Sedikides & Strube, 1995). Rather, it is the goal (to become a better person)
one sets for oneself that motivates him/her to choose to do good and
moral deeds, thereby approaching the culturally ideal person.

Bridging with Western Self Psychology

Although I advocate studying the Chinese self using an indigenous
approach, I do not think that there is an unbridgeable gap between what
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is obtained using indigenous and cross-cultural approaches or from
indigenous and western studies. The influx of modern western ideology
of individualism and its conception of the self as individuated and
autonomous entity casts a long shadow on the Chinese mind in modern
societies. The influence of my own western training must be quite obvi-
ous in this paper. Research on “becoming” (e.g., Allport, 1955; Rogers,
1961), the relational self (e.g., Andersen & Chen, 2002; Curtis, 1991), per-
son/situation interaction in social psychology and personality theories
(e.g., Mischel & Shoda, 1995), interactional psychology (e.g., Pervin &
Lewis, 1978), action theory (e.g., Eckensberger, 1995; 2001), self-regulation
(e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1990; Miller & Brown, 1991; Brown, 1998) and self-
control (e.g., Logue, 1995), social comparison and self-evaluation (e.g.,
Festinger, 1954; Suls & Mullen, 1982; Wood, 1989), and self-presentation
(e.g., Leary, 1995) can provide opportunities for dialogue after indigenous
psychologists further refine these ideas.

The psychologies developed in western countries have introduced
psychology and helped train many Chinese psychologists in the past.
What I hope to see in the future is that indigenous psychological research
can enrich mainstream western psychology in return. What I outlined
here allows me to see this possibility in areas like group identity and iden-
tification, self-evaluation and self-regard, self-deliberation before presen-
tation, and the development of moral self. A further elaboration of these
research possibilities definitely requires more discussion.
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GLOSSARY
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Chi You ( )
Even-Land Policy

( )
Guo Dian ( )
Han Dynasty ( )
Huang Di ( )
Ju Xi ( )
Lun Yu ( )
Mencius ( )
Person-Making ( )
Pre-Qin ( ) – before 221

BCE
Private-owned lands ( )
Public-owned lands ( )
Qing Dynasty ( )
Spring-Autumn Period

( ) – 770 BCE – 476
BCE

Sung Dynasty ( )
Warring States Period ( )

– 475 BCE – 221 BCE
Xi Zhou ( ) Dynasty
Xunzi ( )
Yin-Zhou Transition ( )

– around 1066 BCE
Yi Zhuan ( )
Zhong Yong ( )
Zhuan Xu ( )
Zi Si ( )

– to keep to himself aiming
to become a sage

– to participate in making
the world a harmonious place
for everyone by serving the
country or society with moral
teachings

– a Confucian scholar
chi ( ) – to do and to practice
cun ( ) – the group
da gong wu si ( ) – being

fair to all without self-serving
biases

da wo ( ) – literally meaning
the large self

de ( ) – a feeling of accomplish-
ment from practicing li and
yue, morality

gong ( ) – public
gong bao si chou ( ) –

revenge for private grudges
with official excuses

gong ping ( ) – fairness
ji ( ) – the self
ji ( ) – a character for fear,

forbidden and dislike
jia gong ji si ( ) – seek

self-interests in the name of
public interests

jiang ( ) – a sense of fear, hum-
bleness, prudence, and alarm,
a humble sentiment that allows
the person to see rooms for
improvement

jun zi ( ) – noblemen who
ruled the states in pre-
Confucian Zhou Dynasty

li ( ) – a set of role expectations
that guide people’s behaviors,
propriety

li ( ) – self-interest
li ( ) – principles, regularities
min gui ( ) – significance of

people



ping tian zia ( ) – make
world peace

qi ( ) – air, formidable force
qi jia ( ) – raise a family
ren ( ) – benevolence
ren ( ) – human being
ru ( ) – Confucian model
si ( ) – private
si chan ( ) – private property
Si-Meng School ( ) –

emphasizes the internal culti-
vation of a person, became the
mainstream among Confucian
scholars for thousands of years

si xien ( ) – hidden agenda
tian ( ) – the universe
tian xa wai gong ( ) – a

world for all
thuo ( ) – walking/practicing
wei yi ( ) – authority and

integrity
wei gong ( ) – for the public

or a larger collectivity other
than oneself

wei si ( ) – for oneself
wo ( ) – meaning I or me

wu ( ) – a person who could be
in two states of consciousness
interchangeably, able to leave

the body to converse with
mythical figures

xiang yuan ( ) – people who
live as if they were loyal and
sincere, and behaved as if they
were honest and austere

xiao ren ( ) – the commoners
under junzi rule

xiao wo ( ) – literally meaning
the small self

xin ( ) – literarily meaning heart

xiu shen ( ) – self cultivation

yang ( ) – the bright side,
denoted good

yi ( ) – righteousness, conscience

yi ( ) – means done, used,
practiced or executed

yin ( ) – the shady side, denoted
bad

ying gong wang si ( ) –
going all the way for the public
and forgetting the self totally

yue ( ) – literarily meaning
music

zhe kuo ( ) – run the country

zheng ( ) – a wo preserved
specially for emperors or
empresses

zhi ( ) – intellect, knowledge
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Chapter 16
Naïve Psychology of Koreans’

Interpersonal Mind and Behavior 
in Close Relationships

Sang-Chin Choi1 and Kibum Kim

For Koreans, forming close relationships with each other has special
meanings to their interpersonal behavior. For example, quality of rela-
tionships between family members, close friends or colleagues is quite
different from that of relationships between acquaintances or strangers
(Cha, 1994; Choi, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1997, 1998, 1999, 2000; Choi & Choi,
1994; Choi & Kim, 1999a, 1999b, 2000; Choi, Kim, & Choi, 1993; Park,
1979; see also Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee, 1999). Categorization of weness
(ingroup identity) is a mechanism, which underlies how Koreans inter-
act with others. The former type of relationships, relationships with oth-
ers within the category of weness, is characterized by the strong sense of
our folks, private passion and emotion, interpersonal jung.2 Recently,
Korean goverment has changed the English spelling of Korean words.
The words jung and shimjung have  been previously written as cheong
and shimcheong.2 ( , deep affection and attachment) and uiri ( , loy-
alty) unconditioned friendship, mutual altruism and exclusive
favoritism (Choi, 1998; Choi & Kim, 1999a). The latter type of relation-
ships, relationships with others out of the weness category, however, is
characterized by reason-based rationality, objective social norms, indi-
vidual interests, social justice and equity. Like this, Koreans have differ-
ent types of interactions with others depending on whether they are
members of the weness category or not.

1 This work was supported by grand No. 1999-1-521-001-3 from the Basic Research Program
of the Korea Science & Engineering Foundation.
2 Recently, the Korean government has changed the English spelling of Korean words. We
have used the revised English spelling for Korean words.



Relationships between members of the weness category are based on
jung, which is critical in understanding social behavior and interpersonal
interactions of Koreans. The prototype of jung-based relationships can be
found in the interactions among family members (Choi, 2000; Choi &
Kim, 1999a; Choi, Kim, & Kim, 2000; Choi & Choi, 2001). The Korean fam-
ily as a community historically and culturally bound together by common
fate is characteristic of oneness, the sameness, self-sacrifice, mutual assis-
tance, personal relationship, and Jung. Korean relationships with others
on the basis of weness are a mere extension of psychology of within-family
relationships to social settings. Jung is a central concept in the formation
and maintenance of social relationships based on weness. The basic feature
of jung is to care for others, as do siblings, which consists of behavior
attentive, empathetic, helpful, and supportive.

Further, forming relationships based on weness imply that two minds
of two persons are tied to one. For example, close friends are frequently
rephrased as friends to share and understand their minds, or friends tied
by their minds. This emphasis on mind in close relationships leads
Koreans to be prone to evaluate behavior of their friends not by the
behavior per se, but by the quality and magnitude of mind which the
behavior conveys. Likewise, everyday discourses and narrations Koreans
produce in the relational contexts rely heavily on references to their mind
(refer to Harré & Gillett, 1994). For instance, the following expressions are
quite common in everyday life of Korans: “Do not say anything that does
not come from mind.” “Do not hurt my mind”, “I don’t know how to
show you my mind”, “One must have a good mind”, and so on.
Moreover, the Korean dictionary contains a large number of words that
include syllables meaning mind (New Korean Dictionary, 1974). This indi-
cates that for Koreans mind is a very important concept and so the schema
of mind is highly developed. Also, Korean concepts of self were found to
be structured around their own minds (Choi & Kim, 1999a). All of these
phenomena indicate that the main currency in Korean relationships is a
mind exchange rather than a behavioral exchange.

Although Korean behavior is centered a round mind, invisible
mind should be inferred from observations of behavior. This fact helps
Koreans develop schema concerning the inferences of others’ mind as
well as one’s own. However, those schemas may not always infallible,
so that sometimes behavior can be interpreted in the wrong way.
Possibility of misreading others’ mind is especially high when there is
a paucity of behavioral cues on their inner mind in ambiguous situa-
tions. This sort of situations likely engenders misunderstandings or
even conflicts between those who are involved in the relationships.
Under these circumstances, their shimjung is activated, which
helps recognize their own and their partners’ true mind (Choi & Kim,
1999a).
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CHARACTERISTICS AND WORKING PROCESSES 
OF SHIMJUNG

In the 88’ Seoul Olympics, a Korean athlete would not come down the ring as a reac-
tion against the unfair judgment when his loss was announced. This happening
ended up with delayed processes of the remaining agenda of the day. Most of
Western media criticized his behavior as illegitimate. However, Korean people
expressed sympathies with the boxer. Headlines of Korean newspapers read like this:
“Unfair judgment Kept a Korean boxer seated on the canvass”, “The boxer’s behav-
ior understandable” or “The boxer’s shimjung shared by Koreans.”

In this case, Western people focus their point of view on social rules in
evaluating the athlete’s behavior and come up with judgment of the
behavior as rule-breaking and so illegitimate. For Koreans, however, to
take the boxer’s personal feeling into account than to rely exclusively on
social rules is more important in evaluating his behavior. Korean people
frequently use such phrases as “treated unfairly”, “too apathetic”, “too
inconsiderate” and “to hurt my mind” in everyday discourses about their
relationships with close others (Choi, 1997; Choi & Kim, 1998; Choi &
Kim, 1999a; Shon & Choi, 1999). Those phrases represent phenomena
occurring inside the mind of persons involved in the close relationships.
Koreans think much of being empathetic with what others experience in
mind relating to their behavior and so of adjusting their behavior toward
taking others into account. Thus Koreans are almost habitually sensitive
to subjectifying inner experiences of others involved in close relationships
based on weness. In this sense, Koreans share their inner experiences with
each other as persons concerned, not as third persons (Choi, 1998).

Shimjung is a Korean word denoting personal experiences felt in mind.
This term is so commonly used as to appear frequently on Korean newspa-
pers and serial TV dramas. For instance, when a man of power is publicly
disempowered, many articles titled such as “President Kim’s shimjung”,
“President Chun’s shimjung”, “President Noh’s shimjung” or even “shimjung
of President Kim’s wife” come forth on Korean newspapers. Expressions
and discourses of shimjung may not be appropriate in formal interactions
that require of rational thinking and reason-based discourses. However, they
underlie a normative model of personal interactions based on weness or jung.

The term shimjung is constituted by two parts: Shim ( ) meaning
mind and jung ( ) meaning affection (New Korean Dictionary, 1974).
Shimjung means a state of aroused mind concerning a particular situation
(Choi & Kim, 1999a, 1999b). The scope of usage of mind is much narrower
for Koreans than for Western people. The English word mind carries with
it both cognitive and emotional aspects of human activities (The Oxford
Dictionary 2nd Ed.). However, the Korean word shim or maum (heart)
equivalent to mind in English concerns emotion rather than cognition. For
Koreans, mind corresponds to intentionality including interest, motivation,
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emotion, intention, determination and mood, as in “hurt mind”, “mind in
pain”, “mind not in good mood”, “motivated mind”, “lenient mind”, to
have no mind to do”, “determined mind”, and so on (Choi & Kim, 1999a;
see also Lillard, 1998).

For Koreans, mind is activated in conjunction to a wide range of
objects: living things, impersonal materials, events, situations and even
abstract concepts. Likewise, shimjung is activated in relation to specific
behavior or events concerning others in close relationships within the
weness category. The most frequently used expressions of shimjung are
“disappointed shimjung”, “rejected shimjung”, “sad shimjung”, “unfairly
treated shimjung”, “depressed shimjung”, “despaired shimjung”, etc (Choi,
1997; Choi & Kim, 1999a). Like this, shimjung Koreans express connotes
their desires and motivations to pursue toward, hope for, avoid, and dis-
like something. Shimjung is engendered when expected or desired out-
comes from close relationships are not achieved. So valence of shimjung is
generally negative although it can be positive when desires or motiva-
tions are fulfilled in the relationships.

A variety of emotions and minds Koreans have toward their partners
in close relationships can be experienced in the form of shimjung (refer to
Gergen, 1994; Harré & Stearns, 1995). For example, emotional states such
as jung, han ( , lamentation), love, hatred and envy could be transformed
into and experienced as shimjung. In this respect, shimjung can be consid-
ered an aroused state of emotion (Choi & Kim, 1999; 1999b). In addition to
this, several other characteristics, which have been created culturally, are
linked to shimjung: First, shimjung presupposes the existence of self-con-
sciousness, which makes the person concerned aware of the arousal of
emotion or mind. That is, both mind in action and conscious reading of
that mind are all involved in shimjung (Choi & Kim, 1999b; see also
Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1998). Secondly, on the side of the person con-
cerned, shimjung is constituted by evaluative judgment of aroused emotion
and explanation on psychological processes in which that emotion is
evolved in relation to interpersonal and situational factors (Choi & Kim,
1999, 1999b; Stearns, 1995). That explanation takes a form of introspective
narration of what makes one in a dyad feel such and such shimjung in
relation to behavior of the other (Choi & Kim, 1999b). Given the two
above-mentioned characteristics of shimjung, shimjung can be defined
as “mind aware of content felt in mind” (Choi & Kim, 1999, 1999b). Also,
the explanatory mode of shimjung has a sharp contrast to the reason-based
explanatory mode of facts. Several differences between these two are pre-
sented in Table 1 (Choi, 1997, 1998; Choi & Kim, 1999, 1999b).

Third, shimjung of a person is evoked when the extent of considerate
mind to which his or her partner expresses falls short of or exceeds the
expectation held by that person (Choi & Kim, 1999, 1999b). That is,
shimjung is not aroused until an expectation of considerate mind from the
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partner is formed. This expectation is based on the psychological distance
estimated between both in a dyad through reflective thinking of history
of their dyadic interactions. Thus, the history of relationships between
persons involved in shimjung or its arousal exercises important influence
on interpretation and evaluation of behavior of their partner (Choi & Kim,
1999). For instance, when an old chum in a weness relationship refuses to
offer a favor or rejects a personal request, Koreans express dissatisfaction
with his or her relentless mind in the pour-out of shimjung such as “it is
nonsense to refuse my asking in the light of our friendship of long stand-
ing”. Like this, expressions of shimjung take a form of story-telling with
reference to historical background of specific relationships.

Fourth, among most important characteristics which differentiate
shimjung from other emotions is a perspective on one’s own circum-
stances involved in the arousal of shimjung (Choi & Kim, 1999b).
Generally, emotions such as hatred, love and jealousy are oriented toward
external objects. Likewise, at the initial stage, shimjung is produced as a
response to the behavior of a specific partner. That is, when considerate
mind reflected in the behavior of the partner does not reach one’s expec-
tation, a negative shimjung is generated. Shimjung is developed onto
another stage, however. Shimjung leads the person concerned to turn his
or her attention to the self and then to evaluate negatively his or her own
ability, characteristics and resources in relation to his or her circum-
stances. Negative self-evaluation driven by shimjung usually results in a
self-pity and a self-handicapped feeling of humiliation, as expressed in
the phrases of “my unfortunate lot”, “my pitiful lot” and “my lot unap-
preciated by others” (Choi & Kim, 1999; Shon & Choi, 1999). So, the mode
of pouring out shimjung is very similar to that of complaining about mis-
fortunate circumstances.

An empirical study by Shon and Choi (1999) buttresses the idea that
shimjung is a combination of initial emotion induced by the behavior of
the partner and secondary emotion induced by negative evaluation of the
self. They asked a group of Korean undergraduates to list occasions which
hurt their shimjung. The following cases were high ranked in the rank
order of frequencies: (1) When a truthful friend betrays me; (2) When my
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Table 1. The Psycho-Logics of Shimjung and the Socio-Logics of Reason

The Logics of Shimjung The Logics of Reason

Between us Individual interactions
Private Public
Exchange of mind Social exchange of interests
Intersubjective Objectivity
Cheong Reason



mind is misunderstood; (3) When others are not considerate and kind to
me; (4) When I am not considered important; (5) when I feel myself terri-
ble; (6) when I am treated unfairly. The first three responses concern expe-
riences caused by one’s own expectations unfulfilled by behavior of
others, whereas the remaining three responses relate to the feelings of self-
pity and self-humiliation derived from self-consciousness of not being
acknowledged by others.

As mentioned earlier, shimjung is into operation in the contexts of
weness relationships based on jung. However, shimjung can affect in turn
the quality of those relationships. For example, when a negative shimjung
occurs, this negativity drives a reconstruction of weness relationships in
the way of under evaluating those relationships. In general, relational his-
tory of a dyad is important in the weness and Cheong-based relationships.
Also, those relationships are constructed in the heads of the persons con-
cerned by reflective thinking of that history. For example, Koreans
construct their relationships in the form of predispositions such as “jung
has emerged between us” by being aware reflectively of that they have
shared their fortunes with each other over a long period of time.

However, shimjung is not a reflective evaluation of relational history
of a dyad. Instead, it is an emotional state of “here-and-now” characteris-
tic of a mixture of emotion caused by behavior of the partner and emotion
related to self-evaluation. In this respect, shimjung is an immediate expe-
rience whereas the Weness- and jung-based relationship is a mediated
experience (Choi, Kim, & Kim, 1999, 2000). Regardless of this difference,
the relationship between these two experiences is like that of head and tail
of a coin, so that they are intertwined with each other in a complementary
way. That is, existence of one experience defines existence of the other.
Jung which cannot be transformed into shimjung is not Jung any more and
experience of shimjung evidence existence of Jung in the relationships. So,
shimjung functions as a cue for identifying or conforming weness- and
jung-based relationships (Choi & Kim, 1999b).

Finally, Jung and shimjung in close relationships are felt at a temporal
point or moment and those feelings are ephemeral in that they are not
persistent over a long period of interactions. Then, it is necessary to con-
sider when Koreans feel jung and shimjung toward others in a stream of
successive time. As noted earlier, jung and shimjung can be activated by
specific behavior of others at a given moment of time. However, it is also
possible without any apparent external stimulation. Recollection of the
past behavior done by others can instigate jung and shimjung not only by
providing cues for those emotions, but also by allowing reinterpretation
and reconstruction of that behavior (Bruner, 1990, p. 39). In this respect,
external stimuli are not indispensable to arousal of shimjung, although this
does not mean that shimjung could be activated spontaneously. shimjung
certainly requires either external or internal stimulations to be induced.
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IMPORTANCE OF SHIMJUNG EXCHANGE IN THE 
WENESS- AND JUNG-BASED RELATIONSHIPS

The weness- and jung-based relationships are characteristic of exchange of
mind with each other. Also, given that shimjung is a state of aroused mind,
exchange of shimjung is the most dynamic among a variety of exchanges
of mind. Shimjung exchange is not through verbal media and instead
relies frequently on non-verbal cues for shimjung. The reason is that when
shimjung is expressed verbally, it is often considered cognitive thinking
rather than emotional mind or disguised rather than true mind. So, peo-
ple in Confucian culture, including Koreans, regard as most ideal the
exchange of mind based on “from one mind to another” in the weness- and
jung-based relationships. Further, shimjung is a dynamic and active means
quite suitable for this type of exchange of mind. One in a dyad experi-
ences arousal of shimjung as an empathetic reaction to shimjung aroused in
the mind of the other and then the other is empathetic to one’s shimjung
(Choi & Kim, 1999b).

Interactions based on “from one mind to another” occur most fre-
quently between family members. Parents have developed the ability to
read their children’s mind and to act accordingly although those children
do not unfold their true mind. Children also behave in the considerate
ways of their parents’ wishes and desires although they are not men-
tioned. Ability to read each other’s shimjung unspoken outward and to
react accordingly is well-developed in the parent-child relationships of
Koreans (Choi & Kim, 1999, 1999b). In a serial Korean TV drama, when a
son comes back home from a long leave, the son and his mother do not
display blatant expressions of pleasure such as passionate hugging as typ-
ically shown in Western programs. It is because shimjung is a very special,
private and secretive emotion so as not to be publicly displayed.

Let’s take an example of shimjung discourse between son and mother.

On a rainy day, a mother was waiting for her son back from school with an umbrella
for him at a bus stop. Finally, the bus arrived and the son got angry on seeing his
mother, “You shouldn’t have come out here with the umbrella for me.” The mother
replied, “My baby, sorry about that.”

Superficial contents of this discourse are constituted by a complaint
made by the son about his mother and an apology made by the mother.
However, shimjung of high strength is interchanged behind this discourse.
The son must be grateful for the considerate behavior of his mother.
Nonetheless, the son hides his real shimjung of gratitude by getting angry
with his mother. The mother also conceals her true shimjung of being dis-
appointed at her son just by apologizing to him. Often times the strength of
shimjung in close relationships is reinforced by expressed emotions that are
opposite to the real and hidden emotions. The parent-child relationship and
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in particular, the mother-son relationship is based on in-depth shimjung. To
build up interpersonal relationships on deep shimjung means to become
one in flesh and spirit. These relationships make one’s shimjung dependent
on the other’s and finally make both feel identical shimjung.

Let’s take another example of shimjung discourses. It has not been
rare in Korea that a young man raises a hostage case. Every time, the
police bring his mother to the spot and ask her to persuade her son to sur-
render himself. In most cases, the mother solicits her son to consider her
painful shimjung and so to give up voluntarily. The man may be empathetic
to his mother because strong shimjung is already established in their
relationship. In the end, the man highly likely feels guilty at painful
shimjung experienced by his mother and so intends to surrender himself
for his mother’s sake. This is a method of persuasion using shimjung
transference.

Shimjung exchange does not always occur in the form of “from one
mind to another.” A long history of relationships, like that of relation-
ships between family members, facilitates Koreans to read shimjung of
others, although cues for their shimjung are not abundant and straight-
forward. However, some more specific behavior is required to exchange
shimjung between common colleagues or friends. Patting a child in the
head, grasping firmly hands of a close friend, sighing together with a
friend in trouble, and so forth are all acts to convey one’s own shimjung
to the other. Interpretations of those acts in terms of shimjung are usually
dependent on the situational contexts where they take place.
Interpretative frames for shimjung-related behavior are well elaborated in
Korean societies although they are not formalized explicitly (Choi &
Kim, 1999, 1999b). Diary of Rural Life, a serial Korean TV drama of most
long lasting, depicts delicately how Koreans exchange a variety of their
subtle Shimjung with each other in diverse situations. Without well-
developed shimjung and its schema, Koreans would not be attracted to
that drama.

In the election culture of Korea, a sympathy vote is far from negligi-
ble. This sympathy vote indicates that a voter casts his or her vote for a
candidate just because this candidate is miserable and poor. It is not rare
at all in Korea that a candidate in prison wins the election. Being locked
up in a prison often stirs shimjung of the public, which in turn stimulates
them to vote for the candidate. Moreover, a candidate with history of sev-
eral defeats in the past has higher probability of being elected. These anec-
dotal data demonstrate that Koreans are very sensitive and sympathetic
to Shimjung of others.

Westerners often define Asian culture as characteristic of non-verbal
communication. One reason that non-verbal communication is important
to Asians is that the best way to convey true mind and shimjung to others
is believed to be “from one mind and shimjung to another.” Sowol Kim,
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one of the most distinguished poet in Korea, relies almost exclusively on
paradoxical ways to express his own shimjung. For instance, sad shimjung
caused by being deserted by the lover is expressed like this: “I will never
shed a tear drop when your love to me dies away and so you leave me.”
Korean literature, Korean music, and Korean drama are all full of
shimjung expressions to illustrate pains and agonies of life (Choi, 2000;
Park, 1990). In short, shimjung is a central concept in the Korean culture
and so reading shimjung of others is a direct path to understanding the
Korean culture.

KOREAN MODES OF SHIMJUNG DISCOURSE

Given that shimjung is critical in the Korean culture, as mentioned earlier,
Koreans develop elaborate schema of shimjung and interchange frequent
communications based on shimjung with each other. That is, for Koreans
shimjung plays a central role in their interpersonal interactions and dis-
courses in the weness and jung-based relationships. Thus it is easy to con-
jecture that they should develop a variety of modes of shimjung discourse.
The primary form of shimjung exchange is non-verbal as noted earlier.
However, shimjung can not always be exchanged in non-verbal ways and
instead, verbal communication is sometimes inevitable to deliver one’s
shimjung to others (Choi, 1997, 1998; Choi & Kim, 1999b). Even in that
case, however, considering illocutionary functions of the words outspo-
ken is more important than lexical meanings of the words per se (Choi &
Kim, 1999, 1999b). For instance, Koreans often ask, “Where are you
going?” or “Did you take a meal?” when they come across with a friend.
In this type of discourses, what Koreans try to convey to the friend is their
consideration of and care for him.

When shimjung is delivered verbally, it often takes the form of narra-
tion and discourse. As noted earlier, (1) a mode of discourse based on the
logics of shimjung, (2) a mode of story-telling of what happened in inner
mind, (3) a narrative mode of describing and interpreting on the side of a
third person what already happened in mind (see Bruner, 1990, 1996;
Crossley, 2000; Fontana & Frey, 1994), and (4) a mode of speaking out true
inner mind straightforward are all available (Choi & Kim, 1999, 1999a).
The Shon and Choi’ study (1999) obtained results similar to those three
modes (2, 3, and 4). Korean undergraduates watched one session of a
serial Korean TV drama. Then the participants listed shimjung-related dis-
courses or situations in the drama, along with reasons described for each.
Top three reasons in the rank order of frequencies are: (1) because the per-
son concerned tells his or her inner mind; (2) because the person con-
cerned describes sore spots or shameful points generally hard to expose,
and (3) because the person concerned speaks out his or her mind frankly.
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When exposed to a wide range of modes of shimjung discourse from
partners, Koreans perceive their behavior as a delivery or a pour-out of
shimjung and also base their own behavior on the logics of shimjung rather
than those of reason. The conceptual constructions of mind and shimjung
are quite unique in the Korean culture. Koreans believe that mind and
shimjung spring up spontaneously and yet cannot be induced artificially.
Koreans have a pure view of mind and shimjung in that they regard these
two phenomena as beyond intentional control exercised by the person
concerned. Likewise, the person is not responsible for his or her shimjung
and mind even though they comprise contents unfavorable to others
involved in the close relationships (Choi & Kim, 1999, 1999b; Choi, Kim &
Kim, 1999, 2000).

Thus when at odds with partners, Koreans tend to express their own
feelings felt in inner mind to the partners through pour-out of shimjung or
diverse modes of shimjung discourse. When those subjective feelings are
not valid, behavior of the partners in the stream of shimjung-based dis-
course can correct those feelings. Also, their relationships can be made
better through shimjung-based interactions. For instance, Koreans often
invite close others in conflict with to bars and then interchange discourse
based on shimjung over a glass of alcoholic drink. Misunderstanding and
hard feelings between them are quickly dissipated in the shower of
shimjung discourses. Of course, ahead shimjung expression is behavior re-
confirming their weness- and jung-based relationship such as “We are
quite old friends” (Choi, Kim & Kim, 1999). This helps close others under-
stand that expression of shimjung is directed to improve their relationship.

Effectiveness of shimjung discourses in improvement of weness-based
relationships concerns emphasis Koreans place on Jung in the relation-
ships. Jung is a raw material for build up of weness-based relationships.
The core quality of jung is feeling rather than thinking. That is, jung is
more close to heart than head, to emotion than reason, to synthesis than
analysis, and to mind than act. Shimjung, as a feeling of the mind of both
one’s own and close others, is a concept and phenomenon embedded in
feeling-based relationships. Discourses between close persons are those
reactive to shimjung, with feeling and considering shimjung of others. In
this aspect, shimjung discourses function as most important cues for con-
firming Weness and Jung in interpersonal interactions (Choi, 2000).

Sometimes, however, Koreans pour out or narrate their shimjung in
order to earn sympathy on their own difficulties and points of view from oth-
ers rather than to improve their close relationships. In these cases, Koreans
express their shimjung to a third person rather than to the other involved in
the Shimjung. This sort of pour-out of shimjung is referred to as hasoyeon
meaning an appeal to a person for his or her sympathy. The effect of hasoyon
is thought of as next to catharsis of psychoanalysis. However, the basic pur-
pose of hasoyon is to earn social support and sympathy from others.
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In sum, for Koreans shimjung discourses can verify their weness- and
jung-based relationships, build up intersubjectivity between them, con-
form their relationships as based on true mind, and help them reconstruct
themselves in the relationship contexts. Also, shimjung discourses are con-
stituted by words from heart, weness- and jung-related words, and words
indicative of non-distance, decayed boundary, and oneness.

CONCLUSION

Observations of interpersonal interactions between Koreans uncover with
ease that shimjung is a phenomenological reality, which has been shaped
through the culture-bound history of longstanding and plays a pivotal
role in everyday social behavior of Koreans. The fact that shimjung-related
behavior is ubiquitous across a variety of situations and diverse modes of its
expressions are developed in conjunction to social context demonstrates that
shimjung is a very meaningful social product yielded by Korean culture.
Also, arousal of shimjung is closely tied to cognitive judgment and interpre-
tation of both one’s own feeling and emotion experienced in mind and
behavior of others concerned. In this respect, shimjung is far from a primitive
emotion which is under control of biological mechanisms of survival.

Koreans are sensitive to shimjung of their own and others concerned in
common situations. They also consider the quality and content of aroused
shimjung significant in defining their relationships. One fundamental rea-
son for this concerns Koreans’ belief that shimjung is indicative clearly of
how they are close to each other. That is, they believe that communications
through shimjung underlie weness- and jung-based relationships. Ideally,
Koreans thus try to co-experience intersubjectively shimjung aroused in the
mind of all the persons involved in the relationships. When shimjung-based
communication is available in spontaneous manners, Koreans evaluate
their relationships as most desirable where self and others are all one.

Shimjung, as a psychological experience, may also exist in Western
cultures. Western concepts as empathy, sympathy and confession may
include the same aspects of shimjung as understood in the Korean culture.
However, when shimjung is mentioned as an indigenous concept in
Korean culture, it means: First, Koreans are exclusively sensitive to
shimjung phenomena and weigh them in their relationships. Second,
Koreans define, understand and evaluate relationships in terms of
shimjung. Third, they have developed particular sets of communicative
grammars and frameworks on the basis of shimjung. Fourth, communica-
tive modes of shimjung such as discourses and pour-out of shimjung are
developed and elaborated.

As a social entity alive in the Korean culture, shimjung always occu-
pies the central point at the arena of communications between boss and
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subordinate, between teacher and student, between parent and child, and
even between judge and the defended. Shimjung is seen as pure, candid,
authentic and so beyond controversy in the eye of Koreans, and as such,
the existence of shimjung of diversity conveys particular meanings to
those Koreans who are involved in the shimjung. Finally, development of
shimjung discourses accompanies developments of thinking and feeling
based on shimjung. In this respect, a most important keyword is Shimjung
in the close relationships between Koreans.
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Chapter 17
Humanism-Materialism

Centuries-Long Polish Cultural Origins and
20 Years of Research in Cultural Psychology

Pawel Boski

In the paper that appeared in Indigenous Psychologies (Kim & Berry, 1993),
I proposed the following formula for examining the emerging field of
indigenous psychology:

IΨ = IP * (CV + IS)

This formula reads: indigenous psychology (IΨ) is a function of indige-
nous problems (IP) typical for a given national/cultural/regional entity,
and of cultural values (CV) plus intellectual styles (IS), which characterize
the ways in which those problems are approached and solutions are
sought. (The format of this statement does not suggest a literal mathe-
matical function.)

The goal of this chapter is to outline some indigenous problems of
Poland and values which remain in a reciprocal relationship to these
problems. Humanism, which was the centerpiece of my conceptual analy-
sis ten years ago, is now given a theoretical analysis and is supported with
empirical evidence.

POLISH CULTURE AS SHAPED BY ITS HISTORY: 
A PSYCHOLOGICAL INTERPRETATION

Three elements of Polish culture are discussed from historical perspec-
tive as antecedents of people’s mentality. They are: 1) Catholicism as a
system of religious beliefs and practices, 2) village and farming life as
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opposed to city and business life, and 3) national sovereignty under
threat and oppression.1

Catholicism: A System of Religious Beliefs and Practices

There is little doubt among social scientists that the type of dominant reli-
gion and religiosity over centuries exert profound impact on various
domains of secular life. In Poland, Catholic Christianity has been such a
religion for the last thousand years. I elaborate two of its effects: one is
identity, and the other is socio-economic values (mentality).

Catholicism and Polish Identity

Poland has been labeled a bulwark of Christianity, which refers to Poland’s
position as a Western frontier state against the Eastern Islamic world of
Turkey and the Tartars and also against Orthodox Russia. More specifi-
cally, the equation Polish = Catholic has been a strong identity symbol
since the 17th century counter-reformation. In that context, Catholicism
has also gradually became a contrasting feature against predominantly
Lutheran neighbors at the northern and western borders: Prussia and
Sweden.

A bulwark is, however, more of a defensive barricade than a cru-
sader’s fort; it serves more as a shelter of resistance against various
invaders and occupants than as a fortress from which to launch religious
wars (and from which the country was essentially spared). During the 200
years of foreign powers’ domination (from the end of the 18th to the end
of the 20th century), the Catholic church has played the crucial role in
national identity and culture maintenance.

An important feature of Polish Catholicism over the centuries has
been the cult of Virgin Mary the Queen of Poland. She has been a Goddess,
a figure of a sensitive, compassionate, protective mother holding the
country as a whole and each person separately as her child. Hence, femi-
ninity is an important psychological dimension of Polish Catholicism2.

Social-emotional displays and rituals characterize this brand of reli-
gion. These displays serve as markers of social identity rather than sym-
bolizing private spirituality. Since 1978 when John Paul II was elected, this
kind of religiosity has often been manifested in spectacular gatherings
with the Pope, drawing millions of people.

1 For an account of the history of Poland, see Davies (1981, 1982).
2 In line with Carl G. Jung, I consider Catholicism as feminine in its religious doctrine, when
compared to the Protestant or Orthodox churches. This view is largely different from
G. Hofstede’s (1980/2001) interpretations, with his emphasis on the male-dominated hier-
archy of the Catholic Church.



Catholicism and the Noneconomic Mind

The best example of religion causing economic activity is Weber’s theory
linking the rise and growth of capitalism to protestant ethics, especially
with its strict Calvinist version (Die Protestantische Ethik und das Geist des
Kapitalismus, 1904/1958). The theory was later elaborated by McClelland
(1961) who found that in Europe and North America, need achievement
was the psychological link between protestant culture and economic
growth. According to the author of Achieving society, socialization in
Protestant culture/religion (as compared to Catholic) facilitates higher
levels of achievement striving in boys and prepares them psychologically
for undertaking entrepreneurial challenges. Need achievement, or mas-
tery (in terms of Schwartz’s 1994 work on values), is also related to cul-
tural masculinity.

The Catholic doctrine has always been strongly opposed to the
essence of business on ethical grounds. In the writings of Medieval the-
ologians (e.g. St. Thomas Aquinas), interest on loans and profit-making in
general was incompatible with Christianity, or simply sinful. Human
greed and lust for money (psychological ingredients of early capitalism
and the modern market economy) are alien to the teachings of Roman
Catholicism.

Cast against this background, the principles of the early capitalist
economy did not influence Polish mentality of that time. The concepts of
profit, loans, interest, and banking were foreign to Poles and regarded with
disrespect on moral-religious grounds; if practiced, they could even lead
to banishment. An honorable citizen could not give a loan with interest
to another nobleman, nor could he get directly involved in any business
venture.

Though I am referring here to the historic past, Pope John-Paul II’s
encyclicals provide ample testimony to the church’s reservation towards
a market economy, which continues up to the present day. His teachings
emphasize human rights for living and working in dignity and appeal for
compassionate solidarity around the world. Since the Pope has been con-
sidered the most important moral authority in his native land, the impact
of his words is hard to deny.

If Protestant culture can be psychologically translated into need
achievement and individualism, what then could be the psychological
consequences of Catholicism? The official doctrine of the church and the
number of terms referring to humanism and its derivatives: human face,
human dignity, human rights, and being human (and the opposite, inhu-
man) justifies humanism as the most appropriate concept in response to
this question. Interestingly, socialist humanism became the central philo-
sophical concept in official Marxist doctrine during the decades of com-
munist regime.
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Farming and Village Life vs. Business Economy and City Life

Until well into the second half of 19th century, Polish society was com-
prised mainly of two social classes: 1) nobility or free citizens and 2) serf-
peasants. Although the former enjoyed freedoms and privileges while the
latter belonged to their landlords, both classes were paradoxically similar
in some important characteristics of their socio-economic existence; they
were settlers in the rural world of agriculture. One could say that landlords
and peasants belonged to their land, rather than that they owned or culti-
vated it. Land has not been treated as a market commodity, nor as a means
for profit-oriented farm production. Land meant an identity and life-style
for which people stood and fought. Excellent documentation of this orien-
tation is offered in Thomas and Znaniecki’s The Polish Peasant in Europe and
in America (1918/1927, vol.1). In Znaniecki’s account, land cultivation was
for Polish peasants far more than an economic activity; it was a way of
being, where naturalist, spiritual, and communal sentiments prevailed.

Townships were underdeveloped and economic activities typical of
town dwellers, such as trading or manufacturing, were foreign to ethnic
Poles for the reasons already discussed. The trading of grain and other
agricultural products was predominantly in Jewish hands while crafts
and manufacturing were organized by people of German origin. Town-
dwellers and Jews were long-deprived of citizens’ rights (until the end of
the 18th century). Later, if successful, they were regarded as exploiters in
terms of class conflict or nationalist ideology.

The core elements of this traditional social structure lasted until WW II.
Poland remained a predominantly agricultural country of small peasant
farms and large nobility estates. Jewish and German minorities held to
their enclaves of private industrial and commercial enterprises. Since the
end of the 19th century, an important newcomer to the social structure has
been the intelligentsia whose roots lay in nobility and whose mentality
reflected the same distance to practicality of earthly undertakings. Noble
landlords became noble intelligentsia as documented in the classics of
the 19th and 20th centuries. Novels of that time testify to the power of the
noble’s mentality of resistance to the challenges of the changing world
and to the plight of those who were trying to substitute pragmatic (posi-
tivist) calculations for romantic lofty ideals.

Polish society of the 20th century lacked sizeable cities with an indige-
nous middle class population to carry on economic growth. World War II
eliminated the most economically active groups: Jews perished as victims
of the Holocaust, while Germans –the perpetrators–were forced to leave
the country as members of the defeated nation or as guilty of Nazi crimes.
After social classes associated with the capitalist mode of production had
disappeared, Poland was ideally suited to enter the era of the communist
command economy, which froze the spirit of entrepreneurship for
another half century.
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Today when the main national task is catching up and a successful
integration with the European Union, the devastation brought by com-
munism can be seen better than ever. Poland’s inefficient industrial sector
has been gradually collapsing since the transformation began in the early
1990s. Agriculture, which stayed underdeveloped during the communist
freeze, is facing inevitable restructuring as 30% of the population is still
involved in family farming.

In conclusion, favorable conditions to instill the standards of work
ethics, systematic effort, and accountability, did never occur in the history
of Poland.

National-Political Issues: Between Internal Anarchy 
and External Aggression

For the last 300 years Poland has been the stage of numerous foreign
aggressions, internal uprisings, heroic defeats, and short days of triumph.
Historians debate what portion of blame should be attributed to internal
vs. external causes.

It may seem to be a semantic contradiction, but the name for the
Kingdom of Poland, which lasted until the end of 18th century, was the
First Republic. The reason for this name is that kings were elected as
presidents for life and efficiently controlled by the nobility against any
attempt to seize absolute power or to establish a dynasty. The privileged
ten percent, the nobility, basked in their golden freedoms or Nobles’
Democracy. Democracy operated according to a procedural rule called
liberum veto, which meant that all bills had to be passed unanimously–an
impossible task. Increasingly, liberum veto was abused by corrupt politi-
cians and gradually the country had neither effective executive nor
legislative power.

Individual golden freedoms contributed to internal anarchy so that
the country fell prey to stronger neighbors (Russia, Prussia, Austria), who
had been ruled by absolutist monarchs. Gradual partitioning took place in
late 18th century. After a brief period of 20 years of independence regained
after World War I, independence was lost again in 1939.

Each time loss of independence came as a blow, reawakening patri-
otic feelings and solidarity in resistance. Poles staged a large number of
national uprisings in the 19th and 20th centuries, most of them were
defeated and the toll of ultimate sacrifices was high. Heroes were eulo-
gized in national literature, poetry, fine arts, and in music. Romanticism
has been the prototypical artistic expression in Poland, largely instru-
mental to the national cause. Fed by heroic struggle against the forces of
oppression, romanticism created a national mythology, which instigated
the next generation to fight for just causes against the odds.

Well rooted in the 19th century, the tradition of insurrections contin-
ued until recent times. Of all countries belonging to the Soviet block,
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Poland had by far the strongest anti-communism movement. Solidarity
during the 1980s was the last of the national efforts directed against that
system. It was characterized by the same romantic idealism as earlier
uprisings.

Anarchy during the periods of independence and heroism during
foreign dominance had similar psychological underpinnings: the bottom
line was a low level of reality-testing and of pragmatic cost-benefit assess-
ment. While anarchy could be interpreted as extreme egocentrism (my
rights above anybody else’s), heroism meant a selfless sacrifice. If the for-
mer reflected a hedonistic principle, the latter was an expression of a
moral principle. Liberum veto used to be justified by the supreme value of
freedom; gloria victis was the moral tribute paid to those who fell fighting
for a just cause. In both cases the proper act rather than its outcome and
consequences was what really mattered.

POLISH CULTURE: INDIVIDUALISM/COLLECTIVISM 
OR HUMANISM-MATERIALISM?

Based on this historical analysis, a number of psychological themes
stand out to characterize Polish culture. The list below has a hypotheti-
cal status and the research reported later serves to verify some of these
assumptions.

1. Close personalized human relations. This should be the consequence
of strong family ties on one hand and of a poorly-developed inef-
ficient administration system and civil society on the other.
Individual survival depends on solid networks of loyal friends.

2. Non-utilitarian, non-pragmatic approach to daily activities; low priority
of business mentality. A consequence of the inhibitory impact that
Catholicism and subsistence farming had on the development of a
market mentality and competences.

3. Romantic orientation in national-political matters. Legacy of centuries
long history and modeling principles: “fight for the right cause
whatever the outcome,” “measure your strengths against your
strivings” (rather than the reverse order).

4. Low priority of legal matters and procedures, low trust in state authori-
ties. Legacy of anarchistic tendencies and laws treated as repres-
sive instruments, serving alien outgroup interests.

5. Low priority given to work conceived of as a hard, systematic, and effi-
cient effort. This view is a consequence of work being treated as
either a mixture of extrinsically enforced duty and ritual (peas-
ants’ farming) or as a spontaneous, intrinsically rewarding pas-
time (among intelligentsia).
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6. High status of women and femininity. This value is a consequence of
the unique cult and worship practices accorded to the Virgin Mary,
the Queen of Poland. Also, there have been equal inheritance laws
for descendants of both sexes, and widespread norms of chivalry
and courtesy displayed by men toward women. At the same time,
cultural models for men emphasize heroism but, more often than
not, for a lost cause. Machismo was unknown.

A question arises as to whether these psycho-cultural characteristics
could be subsumed under any of broad pan-cultural etic dimensions, or
whether social scientists face a more complex, indigenous emic constella-
tion. The first part of this question draws researchers’ attention to collec-
tivism/individualism. Does the picture provided above suggest a definite
tilt of Polish culture toward collectivism or towards individualism?

Pro-collectivist arguments might be: Catholicism (as compared with
reformed Christianity), a rural-agricultural (rather than urban-entrepre-
neurial) way of living, familism, and a preoccupation with national sov-
ereignty. Pro-individualist tendencies are also clearly seen in the
following: the nobility’s golden freedoms bordering on anarchy and their
subsequent evolution in the intelligentsia’s ethos where intellectual free-
dom and spontaneity of the mind were considered key values. Deficits in
group-organized and coordinated productive efforts point in the same
direction. Finally, romantic patriotism (as immortalized in national litera-
ture and arts) is more about individual experience and action (lonely soul
suffering for the nation) than organized group behavior. With this type of
mixed and contradictory evidence, I do not see the collectivism/individ-
ualism construct as offering a sufficient explanatory model fit to account
for the psychological phenomena of Polish culture.

Humanism and Collectivism/Individualism

When one reads the literature on collectivism/individualism that does
not abstain from axiological comments (Triandis, 1990; Kagitcibasi, 1997),
it is easy to find both those who criticize and others who eulogize one
end point of the construct or the other. But authors who give individual-
ism contrastingly different evaluations do not speak about the same
issues. For those who define individualism in positive way, this mode of
culture is associated with freedom, self-direction, active agency, and
progress in all domains. Critics do not question these values but point to
selfishness (egoism) and damage to the web of social connections, and
depletion of social responsibility, all of which characterize advances of
individualism.

It is possible then, to differentiate between two axes which remain the-
oretically confounded in the concept of individualism and which feed the
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endless debates: 1) agency and self-direction vs. subjugation, and 2) self
interest vs. social interest. By deconfounding the sense of agency, I or
not-l, from the type of interest (value orientation), me or others, we have
conceptual space for four separate mentality types. This new theoretical
framework results in the taxonomy displayed in Table 1.

The framework presented here is partly derived from Greenwald
(1982), particularly from his observations that deindividuation phenome-
non can assume a pattern of alienation in an anonymous crowd or a for-
mat of “melting” within group uniformity. A similar argument can be
extended to individuation, where a self-directed person may strive either
for predominantly individual interests or be motivated by concerns for
other people’s (community) well-being. Thus, for instance, humanism
shares some elements common with collectivism and some with indi-
vidualism. With the former it is the social embeddedness of value-
orientation, with the latter it is self-directedness in pursuing these goals.

An even closer reference to our theorizing can be found in
Kagitcibasi’s twofold taxonomy of self in family context: 1) agency as
autonomy vs. heteronomy, and 2) interpersonal distance as relatedness vs.
separation (Kagitcibasi, 1996a, 1996b, pp. 52-71). Her argument has been
that these two conceptual axes should be viewed as independent, rather
than equating autonomy with separation and relatedness with heteron-
omy. Thus, humanism is very close to autonomous relatedness.

Schwartz (1990) raised similar arguments in his critique of collec-
tivism/individualism. In Schwartz’s own theory of value structure, ele-
ments of collectivism and individualism are split into a number of
separate value types. Collectivistic values, for instance, are found: 1) in
self-transcendence and in conservatism at the individual level of analysis
(Schwartz, 1992), and 2) in embeddedness and in hierarchy at the cultural
level of analysis (Schwartz, 2004).

Finally, a concept and a measurement scale of Humane Orientation
appear in the GLOBE project (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, and
Gupta, eds., 2004). “Five questionnaire items in the GLOBE study were
used to operationalize the societal Humane Orientation: Being concerned,
sensitive toward others, friendly, tolerant of mistakes, and generous”.
(Kabasakal, Bodur, 2004, p. 571). They are similar to my operationaliza-
tion of humanism.
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Table 1. A Taxonomy of Value Orientations: Humanism and Its Alternatives

Agency, Direction

Interest, Orientations I-as-Subject I-as-Object
Social Humanism Collectivism
Self Individualsim Alienation



PSYCHOLOGICAL STUDIES ON HUMANISM-
MATERIALISM VALUES

Although they have provided a major breakthrough in cross-cultural psy-
chology, studies of universal value dimensions are not the only and last
word in the progress of this discipline. Even if researchers endeavor to
measure individualism/collectivism, masculinity/femininity, power and
a host of other value dimensions worldwide, and the result is useful for
some broad comparisons (similar to macro-economic indices, like GNP),
the sense and understanding of cultural specificity will still be missed.

Paradoxically, the universalist approach does not assume any prior
cultural knowledge of the phenomena studied. This is clearly seen in the
study of values. Terms denoting values in the Rokeach-Schwartz survey,
such as pleasure, wealth, health, wisdom, etc., are as free from any cultural
context as a person from the Euro-American tradition can think of. In con-
trast, the essence of cultural psychology consists of emic or indigenous
values (syndromes) extraction, which can only be done with intimate
knowledge of the culture of origin. Syndromes like Greek philotimo
(Triandis, & Vassiliou, 1972; Georgas, 1993); Mexican-Hispanic simpatia
(Triandis, Marin, Lisansky & Betancourt, 1984; Marin, 1994) or Chinese
Confucian dynamism, and filial piety (Chinese Culture Connection, 1987;
Hofstede, 2001) would not be discovered without this kind of expertise.

Cultural Identity and Immigrants’ Acculturation

The first set of studies, where humanism-materialism emerged as a value
dimension was conducted in the late 1980s and early 1990s as part of a
research project on the cultural identity of Polish immigrants in North
America. A research instrument called the Emic Culture Value and Script
Questionnaire (ECVSQ) was designed for these studies. The ECVSQ con-
sists of 66 items, which were formulated in terms of specific and context-
loaded cultural values, Polish and American, and in two languages
simultaneously. Since cultural identity was theoretically conceived of as
the distance (similarity) between self and perception of culture (or cul-
tural prototype) on important values, two levels of measurement were
implied: individual and cultural3. Accordingly, participants attempted
self-reports and constructed their representations of American and Polish
cultures (culture prototypes). The answering format of the questionnaire
assumed a Q-sort distribution.

I present here the results from four studies, comparing HUMAT at
both levels, among various categories of Poles, Americans, and Polish
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immigrants from three generations. These studies stretch over the period
of ten years (1986–1995), the details of locations and charactersitics of par-
ticipants follow:

1. Warsaw, Poland [1989–90, n = 100];
2. Kingston (Ontario), Canada [1986, n = 66]. Participants were: new

[Immig.CAN(a)] and old [Immig.CAN(b)]. Polish immigrants;
and Polish-Canadians of first generation [POL-CAN 1stgen.];

3. Passaic-Bergen, New Jersey, USA [1989, n = 59]. Participants were
direct immigrants from Poland; Passaic-Bergen, New Jersey (1990,
n = 77). Participants were again immigrants, 1st and 2nd generation
Polish-Americans;

4. Jacksonville, Florida (1995, n = 155). Participants were Euro-
Americans (not of Polish descent); foreign students from a large
numbers of countries were also included. Most of subjects were
UNF students.

The total number of participants was N = 456; they were at least high
school graduates (according to Polish, Canadian, or American criteria).
Females and males were equally represented, while age distribution was
from mid 20s (in all samples) to mid 60s (in Canadian, New Jersey, and
Warsaw samples).

As the studies progressed, Q-sort data of self and prototype con-
structions were gradually factor-analyzed. Table 2 presents the factor
dimension of HUM-MAT, based on all measures from four studies (due to
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Table 2. Humanism–Materialism Scale

Humanism-materialism [HUMAT] Loading

01. Selfless sympathy and helpful hand .669
02. Care for long lasting friendships .565
03. Principles of Christianity-guidance in life .558
04. Happiness and harmony in family .524
05. The well-being of own children .514
06. Having and valuing a sense of humor .418
07. Gentleman towards women .406
08. Kindness and politeness .405
09. People of all races equal .510
10. Public affairs of interest only if affect personal well-being −.462
11. Watching TV programs hours and hours −.490
12. Happy to see bank account grow −.530
13. With others -business-like −.553
14. Cunning and law evasion −.560
15. To become a successful business person −.563
16. Buy a house, sell it, buy a better one −.573
17. Always tease out profit or advantage −.609



repeated measures of self and cultural prototypes, the number of obser-
vations was 1,274, exceeding the sample size by three).

The scale is based on the 17 items (9 humanistic and 8 materialistic,
with negative loadings) that emerged as the first component with oblim
rotation, explaining 12.95% of the total variance with high reliability,
Cronbach α = .855.

It can be clearly seen that the bipolar scale constrasts two domains of
concerns: people and relations vs. things and pecuniary matters. At the
humanist pole, other people are imbued with autotelic value by a subject
who shows genuine prosocial concern for them. In contrast, the impor-
tance of money and profit define the materialist end of the scale, while
fellow human beings are reduced to instrumental means.

The self-related measures of HUM-MAT were compared in 9 cohorts.
Though the omnibus ANOVA yielded a significant result F(8,446) =

5.13, p <.001, eta2 = .084, the differences appear slim. Indeed, post hoc com-
parisons (Tukey’s HSD) confirmed that the only significant differences
were those between Americans from Florida (lower results) and 1st gener-
ation Polish-Canadians or 2nd generation Polish-Americans; the same two
immigrant categories differ from the Warsaw sample, taken as control
(Dunnet’s test).

It appears clear, though puzzling, that humanism reached its highest
levels among those participants whose ancestors came from Poland. I am
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Figure 1. Humanism as self-value in a range of Polish-American categories



inclined to interprete this result in terms of a freezing effect that immi-
gration exerts on transmission of ancestral culture, which lags behind the
flux of change that continuously takes place in the home country. Other
supporting evidence for the reported findings comes from the observa-
tion that Polish immigration in North America has been noted for lack of
entrepreneurial spirit or spectacular business success.

A very different picture is obtained when we compare humanism at
the level of culture representations. Among the five cohorts in which the
two types of measures were taken (excluded are Americans and foreign
residents in Florida who did not construe their image of Polish culture),
Polish culture is perceived as humanist, while American (or Canadian) as
materialist, F(1, 219) = 177.59, p < .001, eta2 = .360. Of no less interest is the
fact that American culture appears equally materialist for Poles who
never lived there as for Americans who never migrated from their coun-
try. As the interaction effect of participant category and culture shows, it
is again among the immigrants that a more benevolent image of American
culture is kept; F(4,219) = 24.28, p < .001.

It also follows, that levels of humanism in self and own culture are
much closer among Poles and Polish immigrants than among Americans.
When Warsaw and Florida residents were compared, the magnitude of
this difference was striking: F(1,217) = 156.68, p < .001, eta2 = .42. Poles seem
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to come very close to their cultural ideal in humanism, while Americans
who are not lower in personal humanist values appear alienated from
their materialist culture in this respect.

Humanism-Materialism and Other Value Dimensions

The four value-type taxonomy (Table 1), which differentiates humanism
from collectivism/individualism on theoretical grounds, needed a validity
test of its own. This was done within the framework of a broader research
project on the understanding and evaluation of political democracy in
Poland.4 The project was a longitudinal study conducted in five waves
between 1992 and 1995 on a convenience sample of 160 teachers, bank
employees, city councilors, and skilled laborers from public and private
industrial sectors of Warsaw and Lodz, the two largest cities in Poland.

Humanism was measured at culture and individual levels with the
items reported earlier. Sample collectivism items include: “I am at distance
with others until we have decided to call each other by our first names.”
“I feel comfortable with others only if I have come to know them as the
palm of my hand.”

Individualism was measured with items like: “I think of myself as
being an individualist.” “During a travel to another city, I would stay at a
hotel rather than with my relatives.”

Political alienation was measured after Korzeniowski (1995) with
items such as the following: “One can never be sure whether the decisions
made by political authorities are correct and appropriate or not.”
“Ordinary people have no influence on decisions made by politicians.”

The measures of humanism were found to be negatively correlated
with all three remaining normative dimensions, while alienation corre-
lated positively both with measures of collectivism and individualism.

Since alienation is symptomatic for being a misfit and feeling estranged
in one’s socio-cultural environment, the pattern of results suggests that nei-
ther collectivism nor individualism could be considered the normative core
of Polish culture; this role is better represented by humanism.
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Table 3. Project on Democracy: Correlations between Humanism and Other
Mentality Scales

Alienation Collectivism Individualism

Humanism −.235** −.047 −.410***

Alienation .404*** .234**

Note: *** p<.001; ** p<.01, * p<.05

4 The project was directed by Janusz Reykowski at the Polish Academy of Sciences
(Reykowski, 1995) and funded by the Committee for Scientific Research (KBN) of the Polish
Government.



Another test of discriminant validity for humanism is provided by com-
paring the levels of its measures derived from five social categories of our
research Ss, F(4,127) = 7.97, p < .001, eta2 = .201. As Figure 3 shows, human-
ism was consistently high (from wave 1 to 5) among the social categories
working with people, i.e., city councilors and teachers, while those employed
in the private sector of economy, i.e., physical laborers or educated bank
employees, had significantly lower scores on measures of humanism.

A different picture emerges with measures of collectivism and indi-
vidualism (see Figure 4). Here, more educated city councilors and bank
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employees had the lowest scores on collectivism, in contrast to less
educated laborers, whatever their job sector, F(4,118) = 12.64, p < .001,
eta2 = .300. Finally, and predictably, bank employees had the highest
scores on individualism, F(4,118) = 3.27, p < .05, eta2 = .100; and they dif-
fered from teachers and city councilors again.

All of these empirical results convincingly demonstrate the discrimi-
nant validity of humanism as a theoretical construct separate from collec-
tivism as well as from individualism. Most revealing in this respect is the
contrast between city counsilors who have lowest scores on collectivism,
while remaining highest on humanism, and bank employees who score
low on both these measures but are high on individualism.

Humanism-Materialism in Political and Economic Domains

The results reported in the above paragraph come from the study whose
main goal was to establish the psychological predictors of political
democracy emerging in Poland in the last decade of the 20th century. The
measure of political democracy was designed by Reykowski (1995). It
consists of a set of normative markers constitutive for the concept (e.g.
free elections, freedom of expression, equality in law, protection of minor-
ity rights) and of unrelated though politically sensitive buffer items (e.g.,
market full of goods affordable to everyone, safety on our streets and in
communities, full employment). Participants are instructed to sort the
pool of 54 items into descriptive categories that are essential, more or less
important, or irrelevant to democracy. Another task is to elicit evaluative
characteristics of all these items.

The four mentality dimensions discussed in the taxonomic model
(Table 1) were employed as predictors of understanding and preferences for
political democracy. As argued by Reykowski (1994), individualism should
be positively related to the principles of political democracy, while collec-
tivism (considered as a communist legacy) should be an impediment to
democracy in the post-communist transformation. Humanism, which char-
acterized Polish positive cultural prototypes, personalized by “Solidarity”
activists opposing the communist totalitarian regime in the 1980s, should
also be a predictor of preferences for democratic political system.

We used a hierarchical regression model to predict understanding
and preferences for democracy from mentality variables among the five
categories of participants. In the final wave #5 we obtained five predictors
that contributed to R2 = .468, F(5,117) = 22.49, p < .0001. Table 4 summa-
rizes results of the regression analysis.

As the results demostrate, indices of humanism at both personal
(self-endorsed values) and cultural (societal representation) levels are
positive antecedents of democratic thinking, while alienation and collec-
tivism are negative predictors of democracy. Of all social categories, being
a bank employee brings also an independent positive contribution.
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It might be argued that humanism should be under pressure and
declining during the period or rapid economic transformation from com-
munism command to market economy, which characterized the past
decade of Polish history. Having the 1989 baseline measures (reported in
the first set of studies), we were in a fortunate position to check this possi-
bility. Comparative results came from two convenience samples run
in 1996 and 1997. Participants were students from a business school in
Warsaw and their acquaintences from the entrepreunerial sector. This sam-
pling decision served to select people who might represent the least
humanist approach to life and to give our cultural hypothesis the toughest
test. Participants filled out the ECVSQ three times: 1) their self-reported
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Table 4. Understanding democracy: Summary of regression analysis

Beta R2 change F change

Alienation −.435*** .373 71.98***

Humanism (Individual) .212** .028 5.69*

Collectivism −.133* .025 5.20*

Humanism (Cultural) .154* .024 5.20*

Bank employees (dummy) .216** .039 9.05**

Note: *** p<.001; ** p<.01, * p<.05



value priorities, 2) in reference to a person considered as a positive Polish
prototype, and 3) in reference to a person considered as a negative Polish
prototype. Results from these three studies are presented in Figure 5.

The findings reveal with consistency that humanism characterizes
the self and positive (idealized) image of Polish culture, while material-
ism is attributed to its negative prototype, F(2,384) = 478.63, p < .0001. Yet,
this pattern also shows changes over the period of 7–8 years, Fint.(2,770) =
11.79, p < .001. Admittedly, it is the change in materialism, accentuated in
the negative prototype, that has been the main consequence of market
economy reforms in Poland, and even at the heart of business elites of the
country!

By its intensity and dynamism, the equation: materialism = negative
social evaluation, prevails in the Polish cultural landscape. Only the
targets labeled with this stigma have changed: from communist leaders
in 1980s to business people ten years later. Another conclusion, heavy in
political consequences, should to be drawn from these results: As much as
it promotes democracy in government and social life, humanism inhibits
and devalues the private business mentality in the economy.

Humanism and the European Union

On May 1, 2004, Poland became a member state of the European Union.
Integration with the EU has been an extended process since the country
reached the status of associate member in 1997, and will continue in the
years to come. EU membership has been the main challenge for external
negotiations, internal adaptation, and an important topic of public dis-
course. Much of the debate for vs. against integration has concentrated on
cultural identitity–its maintenance, threat, or need for modification. In
this context, a large survey study has been conducted to determine the
psychological factors responsible for favorable and unfavorable orienta-
tions to the process of unification.

Research was conducted on a country representative sample of 1,092
participants (from 1999 to 2001). Values were the prime object of investiga-
tion. The study implemented a conceptual distinction between descriptive
and evaluative aspects of cultural values. Descriptive refers to representation
of cultural reality of a given country, organization, or group. Here the ques-
tion is whether a value is or is not entrenched in a (perceived) lifestyle of
that social entity. The evaluative aspect has to do with the desirability of that
value, ranging from rejection, ambivalence, through maintenance, to acqusition
(importation) or outside expansion (exportation).5 Common to acquisition and
expansion is the high desirability of the values, but while the first reflects the

Humanism and Materialism in Poland 389

5 Expansion was not considered as one of the alternatives in this study.



state of deficit and inferiority, the other indicates a mission of those who feel
themselves to be culturally superior.

Accordingly, respondents were asked to complete two separate
tasks on the questionnaire items (ECVSQ): 1) to sort the items in a
descriptive manner, whether they represented (i) Polish, (ii) European
Union, (iii) combined, or (iv) neither way of life; 2) to perform an eval-
uative sorting, i.e. to decide whether each item should be: (i) acquired
(assimilated), (ii) preserved, (iii) rejected, or (iv) considered as ambiva-
lent. Presented below are the findings that jointly characterize Polish and
European values in their descriptive and evaluative (preferential) modes.

Both distributions are highly uneven (see Figure 5). The mean scores in
rows demonstrate that disjoint values attributed to the EU (28.56%) and to
Poland (27.64%) prevail over common cultural elements (21.32%) and those
considered to be alien (22.48%), F(3,3105) = 101.05, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.09. This
suggests a sense of relative separetedness between the two cultural entities.
Results aggregated in columns, F(3,3105) = 258.63, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.20, show
that well over 50% of the total pool of cultural items are deemed to be
changing or need changing. Of them, the ones to be acquired (33.15%) are
greater than those that should be rejected (21.43%). Barely over one fourth
(26.41%) of the current cultural reality is regarded as worthy of preserva-
tion, leading to another conclusion: Poles are determined to overhaul the
profile of their present culture radically. This inclination for a cultural revo-
lution can be best appreciated when one considers the three value categories
(descriptive * evaluative cells) of largest capacity: European to be acquired
(17.10%), Polish to be preserved (11.83%), and Polish to be rejected (9.90%).
Among European values, virtues strongly prevail over vices. In Polish cul-
tural heritage the balance is tilted towards vices.
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Table 5. Polish and European Union Values: Crossing Descriptive
and Evaluative Classifications (in percentages)

Evaluation
Description Acquire Preserve Ambivalent Reject Total rows

PL * EU 5.84 9.49 2.86 3.13 21.32
PL * ~ EU 2.02 11.83 3.90 9.90 27.64
~ PL * EU 17.10 2.52 4.26 4.68 28.5
~ PL * ~ EU 8.20 2.57 7.99 3.72 22.48
Total 33.15 26.41 19.01 21.43 100%

Note: Figures in cells, rows, and columns represent mean percent points. The total (100%) is based on
66 items of ECVSQ or on lower number of valid answers, when missing values appeared. PL = Poland;
EU = Europeon Union;* = and; ~ = non.



The question arises how do the humanist values stand this critical
historical test: do they belong to the core domain that needs to be pre-
served or should they be overhauled? I will answer this question in sev-
eral steps, starting with simple frequency statistics of virtues and vices
(Table 6) within the three largest categories mentioned above.

Poles wish to preserve their interpersonal, family-related bonds and
national attachments, often buried in the historical past. They would
equally like to get rid of other also interpersonal ways of being or excesses:
propensity for contentiousness, nonchalance towards observing laws, and
fulfilling obligations. These vices have been noticed for centuries and
appear not less grounded in culture than the virtues. Both aspects of cul-
ture are consequences of values dominating the interpersonal world: while
virtues are their positive occurrences, reinforced externally and internally,
vices indicate controversial satisfactions in other contexts of social life.
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Table 6. Polish and European Union values (vices and virtues) of highest 
consensus in the research sample

Polish values

Reject (vices) % Preserve (virtues) %

Heated political debates 68 Memories for deceased 61
Uneasy at someone’s success 60 Strong family bonds 42
Make the ends meet 53 Patriotism 42
Don’t compromise easily 49 Courtesy for women 39
Be smart and sly 46 Three generation family 39
Take it east, things will turn 

out OK, somehow 43 Life long friendships 39
Enjoy your life, you live once! 42 Fantasy, romanticism 35

European (Union) values

Reject (vices) % Acquire (virtues) %

Human relations business like 30 Youths taught independence 57
Human value=material worth 28 Solid work 56
Catching up with pace of life 25 Being on time 54
Profit is everything 23 Harmony with nature 49

Tolerance for alternative styles 48
Smiling face 41
Secular public life 40
Business mentality 39
Politic.-economic freedom 38
Meet other cultures 38
Respect for laws 38
Professionalism 37
Optimistic outlook 37
Stylish outlook 37
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Table 7. Four Value Dimensions (Factorial Scales)

Item in ECVSQ Humanism Liberalism Materialism Sarmatism

Selfless help .550
Generosity for charity .514
Life-long friendships .480
High culture cultivation .479
Patriotism .476
Broad intellectual horizons .449
Happiness, harmony in family .439
Forgiveness and mercy .434
People of all races equal .395
Remembrance of those who passed away .394
Love without format commitment .580
Grown-up children living with parents −.572
Standing by the teachings of the church −.570
Tolerance for alternative life-styles .487
Grandparents with children −.423
Taking life with `grain of salt’ .422
Sacrifice and hardship −.407
Secular public life .386
Business-like with people .579
Catching up with modern world .554
Tough competition .529
Always calculating profit .470
Improving housing conditions .468
Work, always hard work... .458
Business-entrepreneurial values .453
Well planned, organized life .423
‘Your worth is what you own’ .395
‘Mind your life, leave others’ .393
‘Enjoy! – you live once!’ .636
‘Take it easy, things will turn out somehow’ .539
Hospitality, big parties .514
Laid back life, not to die of overwork .472
Be smart and sly .424
‘Hold to your positions, don’t look for .362

compromise’

In terms of preferences, European values are not evenly split like
Polish values. Most of them are located in the positive category “to be
acquired (assimilated).” Of most interest is the fact that these positive
European values belong to different domains than the Polish virtues and
vices. European values form a cluster of more impersonal and profes-
sionally efficient lifestyles. They represent a culture of less intensive per-
sonal involvements and are more fit for smooth, goal-oriented interaction
with variety of partners.

Principal component analysis with oblique rotation was performed on
the ECVSQ evaluative data. Four factors emerged as reported in Table 7.



The four factors explained 22.20% of the total variance. Their respective
contributions were: HUM = 7.86%, LIB = 5.59%, MAT = 4.80%, and
SARM = 3.96%. Much of the variance was left unaccounted for due to the
fact that evaluative item scales were reduced to three points: positive
(acquire or preserve), ambivalent, and negative (reject). This led to scores
highly deviating from a normal distribution.

As with the earlier studies, humanism emerged as the central cul-
tural dimension, but materialism was a separate factor. A bipolar HUMAT
dimension in the first set of studies may have been due to the fact that the
analyses were performed on data pooled from repeated measures contain-
ing self and cultural prototype construals, which were highly polarized
evaluatively. Sarmatism is an indigenous label given to values and lifestyles
characterized in the introduction as anarchic personal freedoms, impulsive
self-assertion, and social hedonism. Finally, liberalism is an expression of
(post-)modern individualism: autonomy and non-coercive relations with
other people. Humanism was by far the most positively endorsed orienta-
tion, while sarmatism had the lowest acceptance rate. Also, and similar to
the earlier reported study (see Figure 3), the highest net humanism (HUM
minus MATerialism) was found among the intelligentsia, while lowest was
in the private business sector.

To find out how these four value dimensions matched the prefer-
ences for preservation vs. change in culture patterns, the two sets of vari-
ables were correlated as shown in Table 8.

Humanism is built on values of traditional Polish culture and is con-
sidered as the locus of the virtues that must be preserved and continued into
the future. Sarmatism, on the other hand, represents the negative side of past
heritage, and, being negatively correlated with the rejection of cultural vices,
manifests a retreat to a defensive orientation. Readiness to overhaul Polish
traditions is strongly associated with a low appreciation for sarmatism.

Endorsement of work-materialistic values was related to low rejec-
tion of EU values. Finally, liberalism was negatively related to Polish her-
itage and positively related to European values. Consequently, liberalism
was the strongest predictor of Euroenthusiasm, an aggregate measure of
pro-EU attitudes, (β = .178, p < .001), followed by materialism (β = .100,
p < .001) (Boski, 2004).
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Table 8. Correlations between Category Capacity of Polish and EU Virtues 
(+) / Vices (–) and Four Factorial Value Dimensions (n=1037)

Humanism Sarmatism Work-Material Liberalism

POL. (+) preserve (+) .553 .315 0 −.365
POL. reject (-) −.189 −.629 .136 .329
EU acquire (+) 0 −.248 .132 .310
EU reject (-) .145 0 −.459 −.316



Liberalism in the Polish context appears destructive to indigenous
culture, it tries to eradicate Poland’s positive heritage as much as its vices.
Most public ideological debates in Poland today are a contest between
liberalism and humanism as contrasting visions of the country’s future.

Two More Culture Constrasts within a Four Value-Dimensions
Framework

The four value dimensions structure discussed above was recently used
in several research projects of my students. Studies by Rymek (2002) and
Nosarzewska (2004) are briefly reported.

Rymek set her study within an acculturation context. Her aim was to
compare inter-generational culture transmission among Poles in Warsaw
and Polish immigrants to the U.S. Parents performed a descriptive task of
Polish and American culture perception on ECVSQ. Next, both parents
and their young adult children performed the evaluation task on the same
value items: “How important are these values in my family and in my
personal life?” Figure 6 summarizes the descriptive part of Rymek’s
results for parents from the two countries, Poland and the U.S.

The numbers of items in each of the four value categories: (HUM),
(SARM), (MAT), and (LIB) refer to their frequencies allocated in Polish,
Polish-American (joint), and American cultures, respectively.
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The interaction between the four value types and their cultural dis-
tribution was highly significant, F(6, 660) = 241.15, p < .000, eta2 = 0.62.
Humanism and Sarmatism were considered charactersitic of Polish cul-
ture, while materialism and liberalism belonged to American culture.
Moreover, on each of the four dimensions the two national cultures occu-
pied extreme high or low positions, with the hybrid Polish-American cat-
egory always in the middle.

Next, the evaluative aspects of dimensions and of cultures as wholes
were examined. Their respective results are presented in Figure 7.

On the left side, mean evaluation scores for the four dimensions appear.
They differ substantially, F(3,160) = 151.08, p < .000, eta2 = 0.36. Humanism
was the most prefered, with liberalism second, while evaluations of sarma-
tism and materialism were much lower. Thus, each culture had a positive
and a darker (shadow) side. For Poland, there was a contrast between
humanism and sarmatism. For the U.S., it was the opposition of liberalism
and materialism. Consequently, the level of general evaluation for the two
national cultures (Figure 7B) was similar. The Polish-American hybrid
entity and the remaining neither categorgy, had much lower appeal,
F(3,160) = 108.37, p < .000, eta2 = 0.31. It is particularly interesting that the
integrated (Polish * American) culture received the lowest evaluation. This
result runs against the well established preference for integration among
other acculturation strategies (Berry & Sam, 1997).

Nosarzewska (2004) ran her project with a group of French expatri-
ates residing in Warsaw and with Polish controls matching for socio-
demographics. The context of her study was acculturation of the French.
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Descriptive measures of both cultures on four value dimensions were
taken from French and Poles, followed by their personal value endorse-
ments. Figure 8 shows the descriptive data.

Both cultures differed profoundly in their value profiles, Fint.(3,273) =
115.90, eta2 = .56. LIBeralism is essentially a French value system, per-
ceived this way by expatriates and by Polish hosts. Similarly, HUManism
and SARMatism are Polish, with much consensus again. The only signif-
icant interaction in culture perception occured for Sarmatism, where each
national group construed its own culture as more sarmatic than the other.

HUM had the highest personal endorsement among both nationalities,
and it was the only value appreciated more by Poles than by French, Fint. (3,270)
= 14.40, eta2 =.138 (Figure 9). In contrast to their culture level judgements, Poles
appreciated SARM considerably less, and also gave higher ratings to LIB.

In conclusion, the two studies by Rymek (2002) and Nosarzewska
(2004) showed similar contrasts between values characterizng Polish cul-
ture on one side and American or French on the other. These findings are
also convergent with earlier reported results in the context of European
integration. Poland appears to be a place where humanist sentiments pre-
vail, to the extent that liberalism dominates Western culture. This picture
is complemented by two secondary dimensions of sarmatism and materi-
alism, which are regarded as vices rather than virtues.

Humanism–Materialism and Ingroup/Outgroup Orientations

The last set of empirical results to be reported in this paper comes from a
number of studies where the consequences of humanism on intergroup
relations were investigated.
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1. Immigrants’ feelings towards Poland and the host country (Canada). As
part of a research program on immigrants’ acculturation (see sec-
tion 1), Poles’ feelings toward their homeland and toward their
host country were measured. As usual, feelings were polarized into
negative (humiliation, grievance, shame, despair, etc.) and positive
(happiness, gratitude, hope, pride, etc.) affects. In a regression model
analysis, humanism emerged as the strongest predictor of positive
affect for Poland (b = .276, p < .01) and for Canada (b = .336, p < .01).

2. Americans’ outgroup evaluation. In a study conducted in the USA,
the research question was to investigate relationships between
personal values, identities, and outgroup evaluations (Boski,
1998). American students answered the ECVSQ and responded to
videorecorded episodes featuring gender role interactions within
the context of Polish culture. Results showed that humanism was
a strong positive predictor of the foreign culture’s approval ratings
(b = .423, p < .001) and a negative predictor of prejudice against
that culture (b = -.335, p < .001).

3. Own vs. foreign cultures in the multicultural landscape of Warsaw.
Warsaw residents reacted to a number of cultural stimuli (mainly
temples of various denominations and ethnic restaurants) located
in the capital of Poland. We were interested to find out how the
syndrome of multicultural orientation (knowledge, competence
and attitudes) related to Polish cultural orientation and whether
the two could be predicted by humanism–materialism (Boski,
2002a). Our results showed that multicultural and Polish cultural
orientations were unrelated. Each orientation formed two clusters
(individuals high vs. low in multiculturalism, and high vs. low in
Polishness). The two classifications differed significantly along the
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humanism-materialism dimension. Higher levels of materialism
characterized people who had a low appreciation of any culture:
their own or foreign. A net positive HUM-MAT score promoted
appreciation of foreign cultures.

4. Humanism, patriotism, and nationalism. Patriotism and nationalism are
often differentiated in the literature as alternative manifestations of
attachment to one’s country-state (Staub, 1997). While patriotic
attachment is a sentiment without prejudice of other countries or
ethnic communities, nationalism is founded on superiority/inferior-
ity comparisons (nationalism thrives on animosities). In several
studies reported earlier, we were interested in finding the roots of
these orientations in values. It was predicted, in particular, that
humanism should be the precursor of patriotic feelings. Confirming
results were reported in the study on psychological antecedents of
preferences for democracy. Not only was humanism a predictor of
patriotism (b = .207, p < .05) but its negative relationship with nation-
alism was even stronger (b = -.350, p < .001). Individualism, on the
other hand, was a negative correlate of patriotism (b = -.263, p < .01).
The later survey study on Values and Identity in the Context of European
Integration extended these results. Humanism again correlated posi-
tively with patriotism (r = .250, p < .001), while liberalism correlated
negatively (r = −.133, p < .01). Also, while patriotic feelings assumed
selective attachment to the values of cultural heritage, nationalistic
feelings were linked to uncritical approval of that heritage.

The overall pattern of results is consistent: Humanism promotes
positive feelings to the home country and to the host country among
immigrants. It was related to positive appreciation of foreign cultures
among Poles as well as Americans. Humanism strengthened patriotic,
non-antagonistic attachment to the homeland.

CONCLUSION

With the help of historical analysis, several psychological themes were
postulated as characteristic of Polish culture. Humanism was suggested
as its core element. This approach resembles some other works in the field
of indigenous psychology (e.g. Diaz-Guerrero, 1982, 1993). But humanism
as a value dimension (or type) was also derived theoretically from the
analysis of ambiguities concerning collectivism/individualism. Thus, the
emic (bottom-up) and etic (top down) strategies converged in what Berry
has called derived etic (Berry et al., 1992, p. 234).

An empirical measure of humanism–materialism (HUMAT) emerged
some 20 years ago with the use of Emic Culture Values and Scripts
Questionnaire (ECVSQ), in the context of research on acculturation of
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Polish immigrants in Northern America. HUMAT showed deep contrasts
between Polish and North American cultures. Similar differences were later
found in Polish-West European (EU) comparisons. These constrasts turned
out to be of lesser (though still consistent) scope at the level of personal
value endorsements. To date, we have accumulated cross-cultural evidence
confirming humanism as a Polish value priority in comparison with data
from England (Lewandowska, 2003), France (Nosarzewska, 2004),
Lithuania (Kaminska, 2002), Austria and Sweden (Aleksandrowska, 2003),
Italy (Chojnowska, 2003), Pakistan (Soomro & Boski, 2002), Canada and the
United States (Boski, 1992; Rymek, 2002) and the European Union (Boski,
2004).

Humanism is conceptually and empirically separate from collec-
tivism/individualism. It differentiates various sectors of Polish society,
being high among inteligentsia, teachers, and local politicians, but rela-
tively low among business people and bank employees.

Durings the years of political transformation in Poland, humanism
has shown stability in self and positive prototypes. Materialism has largely
increased in negative Polish prototypes, reflecting culturally embedded
mistrust against business activities and their outcomes. This tradition has
been further reinforced by current media reports and personally witnessed
pathological aspects of the indigenous market economy such as “becom-
ing rich overnight” by fraudulent or corrupt practices.

While humanism should be seen as an inhibitor of a business orien-
tation, it facilitates political democracy, constructive patriotism, and
appreciation of other cultures. Humanism is part of the cultural heritage
that Poles wish to preserve, and our empirical evidence strongly suggests
that cultural identity maintenance largely depends on the continuity of
humanist values. Moreover, the growing neccessity of openness to the
ouside world within the European Union and beyond is accepted by the
vast majority of Poles and remains compatible with humanist acceptance
of outgroups, as long as these ingroup traditions are not denied.

My final note concerns potential challenges to the claim for the indige-
nous status of humanism construct. Indeed, some of the reported findings
show that it has similar consequences beyond the context of Polish culture
(eg. outgroup appreciation among Poles and Americans). The problem is
more general and relevant for discussion of any indigenous concept:
Is amae, for instance, uniquely Japanese? Studies by Yamaguchi (2005)
demonstrate the fruitfulness of crossing the borders with investigations on
concepts originally conceived as indigenous.

Indigenous themes, along the proposed line of reasoning, belong to
broader families of pancultural concepts but profiled in a unique way.
A recent study by Kaminska (2002) suggests that humanism may be a
mixture of conservation and self-transcendence (or benevolence) in
Schwartz’s scheme of universal value types. But as benevolence is not
equivalent to collectivism (in Schwartz’s own terms), so humanism is not
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equivalent to benevolence either. Both have separate theoretical founda-
tions and different modes of expression. What is particularly important is
that Poland has a relatively low position on benevolence and on egalitar-
ianism, to which benevolence subsumes at culture level of analysis.
Poland ranks well below Sweden, Italy, France, or Austria (Schwartz,
1994, 2004); each and all of which have been shown to score considerably
lower than Poland on humanism!

How can we reconcile such contradictions? Perhaps the similarity of
the constructs is more apparent than real. Unlike a pancultural scheme,
which takes general snapshots of world’s cultures, the indigenous
approach focuses on in-depth analysis of a single culture, and its recurrent
themes that have molded the lives of subsequent generations. As Schwartz
recently found, even cross-cultural psychologists, experts in the field, are
not very good at making valid learned guesses in a task where seven cul-
tural value types are hidden behind ‘blind’ country rank orders (Schwartz,
2003). It is very difficult to distinguish not only between the adjacent value
types (e.g. hierarchy and embeddedness) but even between opposites, like
harmony and mastery. Consequently, such pancultural hierarchies are per-
haps not the best tools for orientation and understanding of a given cul-
ture. The indigenous approach is a better choice.

The indigenous approach may be theoretically less ambitious than the
pancultural wholistic view. It is about the psychology of a local people and
their relations (wars and peaceful exchanges) with neighbors whose collec-
tive software of the mind has been shaped by different environmental con-
ditions and events. Still, it is a psychology of direct interest for millions of
people and indirectly for many more who may want to learn about diver-
sity within humankind. Individualism has been an indigenous Anglosaxon
construct, which drew world-wide interest, even from those who do not
share this cultural orientation, or are opposed to it. Similarly, humanism
(and its opposites materialism and sarmatism) offers interpretation of the
collective fate of Poles and expands understanding of human nature.
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Chapter 18
Chinese Conceptions of Justice 

and Reward Allocation

Zhi-Xue Zhang

Questions about justice arise whenever decisions are made about how
resources should be allocated among people. Justice takes an important
role in human social life, ensuring that people receive what they are due.
Researchers from several fields have explored this question. In this chap-
ter, justice will be examined from a social psychological perspective.

The study of social justice has focused on two issues: distributive jus-
tice and procedural justice. In this chapter, I focus on distributive justice,
which is also the first form of justice to capture the attention of justice
researchers, although procedural justice has received somewhat more
attention in the past decade (Cropanzana & Greenberg, 1997). Distributive
justice concerns whether resource allocation is fair in terms of the outcome
people receive. As the outcome always results from a specific set of
processes or procedures, people are very concerned about whether the
procedures themselves are fair (Leventhal, 1980; Lind & Tyler, 1988).

Distributive justice theorists generally hold two perspectives on the
justice norm that allocators use to distribute rewards. Equity theorists
assume that the equity principle, which dictates that one’s obtained
reward is in proportion to one’s contribution, is the only way to achieve
the goal of “being fair to all” (Adams, 1965; Walster, Berscheid, & Walster,
1973). In contrast, multi-principle advocates have highlighted the impor-
tance of context in which the resource allocation occurs, and argue that
principles other than equity, such as equality and need, may be more
appropriate in some situations (Deutsch, 1975; Lerner, 1975; Leventhal,
1980).

Empirical studies have indicated that the choice of allocation norms
is subject to the influence of many factors, including social interactive fac-
tors such as the relationship between the participants, the goals of social
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interactions, and the anticipated social interactions (for a review see
Tornblom, 1992). A theory is needed to integrate these factors and explain
the nature of distributive justice.

Cross-cultural studies have revealed that cultural background sub-
stantially influences either people’s conception of justice or their choice of
distribution principle. For example, it has been found that Americans are
more likely to distribute resources according to the equity norm than
Europeans (e.g., Gergen, Morse, & Gergen, 1980). All of these augments
and findings suggest that an individual’s fairness perception is culture-
specific rather than universal.

Individuals in different cultures define fairness differently.
Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey (1988) maintained that fairness in indi-
vidualistic cultures is viewed from a self-oriented and short-term per-
spective, which implies that people should get what they deserve on the
basis of their inputs and commitment level. In contrast, in collectivistic
cultures fairness is typically interpreted from an other-oriented and
long-term perspective, which implies people should be rewarded evenly
regardless of their contributions. Both Sampson (1975) and Deutsch
(1975) criticized that the preference for equity, which stresses agency,
individualism, and competition, epitomizes the particular historical and
cultural pattern dominant in Western culture, and results from the per-
vasiveness of economic values over other concerns in Western societies.
They posited that equality and need may be more relevant to the ques-
tion of justice in societies where communion, collectivism, and coopera-
tion are valued.

Chinese people characterized by social orientation treat others differ-
ently depending on their relationship with others (Yang, 1995). Such a
tendency is also reflected in reward allocation. Due to cultural differences,
Chinese people and their Western counterparts may follow different dis-
tribution principles in the same situation. Western theories of justice are
not adequate to fully explain the Chinese conception and behavior of
social justice.

In this chapter, I first review justice research in Chinese societies.
Empirical studies conducted in a Chinese context as well as conceptual
thinking on Chinese justice are examined. Following this, I propose a
social interactional perspective on reward allocation, in which allocation
decision or behavior is interpreted as a social act governed by the preva-
lent social norm. Subsequently, I report several empirical studies demon-
strating the social interactional nature of reward allocation. While past
researchers have considered reward allocation or fairness judgments as a
simple process of determining whether the outcome benefits the individ-
uals, these studies examined the distribution of rewards in social interac-
tional contexts. Finally, based on existing research, I draw some
conclusions on the conception of Chinese justice.
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JUSTICE RESEARCH IN THE CHINESE CONTEXT

In the past two decades, social psychologists from Hong Kong and
Taiwan have examined the justice issue in Chinese societies. Some of them
replicated studies originally conducted in the West using Chinese sam-
ples, and others engaged in cross-cultural studies. These studies found
differences between Chinese and Western people in fairness perception.

In an early study on reward allocation, Chu and Yang (1976) found
Taiwanese participants did not distribute rewards according to relative
contribution. When their performance was lower than their coworker’s,
they allocated the reward according to the equity norm; however, when
their performance was greater, they divided the reward according to the
equality norm. This study revealed that Chinese allocation decisions are
not based only on self-interest concerns.

Cross-cultural research findings have indicated two differences
between Chinese individuals and their Western counterparts in the distri-
bution of rewards. First, compared with Western individuals, Chinese
individuals seem generally to prefer the equality norm to the equity norm.
Second, Chinese people are more likely to follow the allocation norms that
are to their counterpart’s advantage. Hui, Triandis, and Yee (1991) found
Chinese participants are more generous and other-serving than American
participants when dividing a fixed amount of reward with their counter-
part, especially with friends, and they are more egalitarian when there is
no constraint on the total amount of reward to be distributed.

Yang and Hui (1986) found that the more university students in Hong
Kong regard their work team as a group, the more they judge an equal dis-
tribution to be fair. Leung and Bond (1984) revealed that Chinese and
American allocators followed different norms for different coworkers. The
Chinese employed the equity principle more closely than Americans for a
stranger, but were more likely to use the equality principle for a friend. If
a participant’s input was higher than a friend’s, they followed the equality
norm more closely than American participants. In addition, Leung and
Bond found that Chinese participants like an allocator who divides the
group rewards equally with a friend more than one who divides equitably,
but American participants like an allocator who allocates equitably with a
friend more than the one who allocates equally. These findings suggest
that the relationship between people has a bearing on the perceived fair-
ness of a distribution. More recently, Li (1993) found as compared to their
American counterparts, Chinese participants’ judgment of the fairness of
an act was more dependent on the person who did the act.

Cross-cultural researchers have attributed the difference between
Chinese and American fairness perception to the difference in cultural
value of Individualism-Collectivism (I-C), assuming that the Chinese are
collectivists, whereas the American individualists (Hui, Triandis, and Yee,
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1991; Leung & Bond, 1984). However, Chen, Meindl, and Hunt (1997)
commented that the conceptualization of I-C alone is weak and needs to
be refined. They distinguished vertical and horizontal collectivism, where
vertical collectivism means that individuals subordinate their personal
goals to those of the collective and horizontal collectivism indicates inter-
personal harmony among group members. Chen, Meindl and Hunt
pointed out, previous cross-cultural justice studies have only investigated
the horizontal dimension of I-C, ignoring the vertical dimension.

Many scholars have attempted to pinpoint the nature of Chinese
justice, and these perspectives are helpful for our understanding of the
aforementioned differences between Chinese and Westerners in fairness
perceptions or justice behavior.

Hwang (1991) claimed that social justice in Confucian thought is
based on the concept of benevolence (ren), which demands that one
always convey affection (qing) for others. One way of showing feeling
for others is to offer the resources in one’s possession to others.
However, people only have a limited amount of resources, and thus can
not give something to everyone. They have to show different levels of
feeling to the different people with whom they maintain relationships.
This feeling is not always expressed spontaneously, but is expressed in
the form of fulfilling one’s relational obligations. According to Hwang
(1987), in a distribution situation, allocators first judge their relationship
(guanxi) with others before making a decision. If the relationship is per-
ceived to be an instrumental tie, the equity norm is employed. If it is an
expressive tie, the need norm will be used. In a mixed tie, allocators
employ the renqing (affective) norm to distribute resources to others in a
beneficial way.

Chiu (1991a) advanced the idea that the Chinese conception of justice
is based on the concept of righteousness (yi), which calls for doing the right
thing at the right time and in the right context. Yi prescribes different oblig-
atory requirements for various role relationships and requires one to fulfill
the functions of one’s position and observe the prescriptive rules implied
in one’s social role. In one multidimensional scaling study, Chiu found that
yi shares the same semantic meaning with fulfillment of role expectations,
and both yi and fulfillment of role expectations are good predictors of
Chinese judgments of justice. Chiu’s (1991b, 1991c) studies also indicated
that Chinese people have different justice standards for different social
relations, and that the dominant justice standard in a particular relation-
ship can be predicted from the specific behavioral expectations attached to
that relationship.

Chiu (1991a) concluded that both roles and imposed obligations are
essential parts of the Chinese conception of social justice, and are where
the differences between Western and Chinese conceptions of justice con-
ception lie. While the former implies the use of distributive principles
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applicable to everyone concerned, the latter suggests the incorporation of
obligatory considerations that are context-specific and relation-bound.
Chiu (1991a) further postulated that the Chinese notion of justice seems to
have a bearing on renqing–the norm that governs an individual’s social
interactions with others in Chinese culture. Unfortunately, he did not
elaborate this seminal idea.

More recently, Chiu and Hong (1997) linked the Chinese notion of
justice with the fundamental principles of social regulation in Chinese
societies. They claimed that four principles of social regulation are closely
relevant to Chinese justice judgments, they are: enforcement of role
behavior, sharing of group responsibility and outcome, regulation of indi-
vidual motivation and morality, and conflict containment. Chiu and Hong
tried to integrate extant research findings in this framework. However,
such a post hoc theory is not cogent given that they did not provide con-
vincing arguments for the proposed four social regulation principles.

In sum, research has indicated that Chinese individuals have differ-
ent ideas about fairness, and thus make different reward allocations or
show different behavior from their Western counterparts. Underlying the
difference is the Chinese individuals’ motivation to fulfill their obligatory
requirement in their relationships and to express affection towards others.
Based on these findings and thoughts, I advanced a new perspective on
reward allocation to integrate the essential factors underlying Chinese
distribution decisions.

A SOCIAL INTERACTIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON REWARD
ALLOCATION

The distribution of rewards or outcome is a social action in which indi-
viduals communicate feelings with each other. A distribution decision is
not just a calculation-and-allocation act motivated by self-interest con-
cerns, but an interpersonal-oriented act with symbolic meanings. From
this exchange, individuals consider their counterpart’s personal charac-
teristics, attitudes, and motives, based on which they estimate the possi-
bility of their further interaction with that person. In this regard, how an
allocator distributes a reward is inevitably influenced by social interactive
factors such as the relationship between the participants and the nature of
their previous social interactions. Therefore, guanxi (interpersonal rela-
tionship) matters in making allocation decisions.

Moreover, human behavior is regulated by a society’s fundamental
principles (Chiu & Hong, 1997; Deutsch, 1985). Since the distribution of
a reward always occurs in social situations, the allocator has to follow the
social norms governing people’s conduct, one of which is the Chinese
relational norm—renqing. As both guanxi and renqing have roles in
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allocation decision and behavior, I shall briefly describe the two concepts
before we proceed.

Guanxi refers to the status of the ties between two parties. It is con-
strued to contain ascribed and interactive components (Yang, 2000). The
former, which has also been called “guanxi base” (Jacobs, 1979), represents
a collection of institutionally ascribed relationships shared by the interact-
ing dyad (such as locality, kinship, colleague, etc.). Each of these relation-
ships prescribes mutual obligations for relational partners. According to
Yang (2000), the interactive component of guanxi refers to the experience
accumulated through two or more parties’ direct interaction. Ascribed rela-
tions differ in the pressure for relational partners to fulfill obligations. The
pressure is usually the strongest in family relationships. Once guanxi
evolves to a close tie due to the change of affective feelings involved, for
example, from “casual friends” to “good friends,” the obligations lodged in
the relationship change accordingly and so does the obligatory pressure.

Guanxi is more obligation-bound than the Western conception of
social relationships. Chinese people’s behavior is based on guanxi (Jacobs,
1979), and they treat others differentially according to the type of guanxi
they have with a particular individual (Hwang, 1987). Theorists have
characterized Chinese culture as a relation-oriented culture because
Chinese people are very much concerned about interpersonal harmony,
group solidarity, and the fulfillment of social obligations (Ho, Chan, &
Chiu, 1991; Yang, 1995). Having described guanxi and its function, let us
look at another indigenous Chinese concept—renqing.

Literally, renqing means “affection,” “human sentiment” or “human
emotion”. Renqing refers to either human emotion (Hu, 1949) or a rela-
tional norm. When renqing refers to a relational norm, it requires people
to perform proper behaviors in various interpersonal situations, and to
show good feelings in front of others. The expression of renqing could be
practiced by helping others, caring for others, and showing sympathy to
others (Zhang & Yang, 2001). Renqing functions in every sphere of Chinese
people’s social life. As a social norm, renqing is shared by most Chinese
individuals, governs their social interaction, and regulates all kinds of
guanxi among individuals (King, 1980; Zhang & Yang, 1998).

Zhang and Yang (1998) argued that, in general, Chinese people adopt
three norms by which to treat others: the renqing norm, the reasonableness
(he qing he li) norm, and the fairness (he li) norm. Their major distinction
lies in the degree to which individuals emphasize affection (qing) and rea-
son (li) in making social decisions. The renqing norm requires individuals
to convey good feelings to others so as to maintain interpersonal har-
mony. People sometimes are required to be concerned about the matter of
fairness (he li) and they have to make a rational judgment or decision
in order to achieve instrumental ends. Sometimes people may strive for
a balance between the affective and rational aspects so as to make a
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reasonable (he qing he li) decision. The reasonableness norm requires peo-
ple to integrate their considerations of both affection (qing) and reason (li)
in making a decision.

Guanxi and renqing interact to influence Chinese social behavior in
general and reward allocation in particular. As the renqing norm is preva-
lent in Chinese culture, it is quite likely that, in making allocations, peo-
ple would also observe it besides the fairness concern. Moreover, they
decide who should be given what kind of affection and how much affec-
tion based on their guanxi with others.

Chinese individuals’ offering renqing to others does not mean they
are ignorant of fairness. In distribution situations, if allocators exactly
know a participant’s relative contribution to the task, they are required to
make the distribution relevant to the person’s actual contribution. As a
consequence, allocators usually face two conflicting demands from ren-
qing considerations and fairness concerns. To accommodate the two
demands, they may make a compromise by taking both renqing and fair-
ness into consideration. Consistent with this notion are studies demon-
strating that Chinese people tend to exercise dialectical thinking or a
moderate style of thinking by seeking the golden mean (a middle way)
(Peng, 1999; Tu, 1976).

REWARD ALLOCATION STUDIES IN THE CONTEXT 
OF SOCIAL INTERACTION

Following a social interactional perspective, this author conducted a
series of empirical studies to examine Chinese individuals’ allocation
decisions under different social situations.

Influences of Guanxi and Renqing on Allocation Decisions

As discussed, to solve the conflicting demands from renqing and fairness,
Chinese allocators make a compromise by following the reasonableness
norm by taking both the rational and affective aspects of reward alloca-
tion. Results of one study (Zhang & Yang, 1998) supported this prediction.

In this study, adult participants were divided into six groups and each
of them was asked first to read a scenario and then to answer some ques-
tions. The scenario was described as follows: Two individuals collaborate
on a task for a company and obtained a bonus of 100 yuan (US$12) after
they finished it. Their contributions to the task are 70% and 30% respec-
tively. Each participant was instructed to act as the high performer and to
divide the bonus six times, each time assuming the coworker was a differ-
ent relational partner. The six imagined partners included a parent
(father/mother), a sibling (brother/sister), a friend, a colleague, a casual
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acquaintance, and a stranger. Each participant in five groups was instructed
to allocate the reward to each of the six coworkers according to one of the
following norms: the fairness (he li), reasonableness (he qing he li), renqing,
“should” (ying gai), and equity (gong zheng) norms. Participants in another
group were asked to make the distribution under no specific instructions
(the “would” condition).

The findings indicated that, allocations under the “would,” “reason-
able,” and “should” conditions did not differ. This suggests that what
Chinese individuals would do is consistent with what they should do,
and what they should do is to deal with others in a reasonable way by
accommodating the affective and rational aspects. Further statistical
analysis revealed interesting results. For parents and siblings, the rea-
sonable allocations did not differ from the renqing allocation, but were
more than the rational allocations. For friends, the reasonable allocations
were less than the renqing allocations, and were marginally different from
the rational ones. For colleagues, acquaintances, and strangers, the rea-
sonable allocations were much less than the allocations with renqing con-
siderations, but were not different from the rational ones. These results
suggest that the reasonableness norm is flexible under different interper-
sonal contexts.

In sum, this study (Zhang & Yang, 1998) indicated that the distribu-
tion of reward is influenced by the guanxi between the participants, and
the results also echo previous findings that Chinese people make different
allocations depending on their relationship with the coworker (Chu &
Yang, 1976; Hui, Triandis, & Yee, 1991; Leung & Bond, 1984; Li, 1993).

The Effect of Interactional Experience

Relationships are characterized by both ascribed and interactive compo-
nents (Yang, 2000), but researchers who look at the relationship’s influ-
ence on reward allocation have not distinguished the two components.
The study just described indicated the influences of the ascribed compo-
nent of guanxi on reward allocation. How can we learn the impact of the
interactive component?

Research has shown that when future interaction is anticipated, the
allocator tends to make a distribution beneficial to the other and less
beneficial to himself or herself (Shapiro, 1975). Likewise, the individu-
als’ interaction in the past also influences reward allocation. Taking the
interaction between person A and person B as an example, A tends to
evaluate B’s attitude and personality during their interaction. If A feels
B is a nice partner, he/she will show kindness or help. In turn, B will
hold a positive attitude of A, and initiate more agreeable contacts
with him/her. They become closer and closer through the reciprocal
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exchange. However, if A perceives B is not a good partner for some rea-
sons, he/she will discontinue their social exchange.

Consequently, the affective quality of a relationship is reflected in the
frequency of the two sides’ interaction. The frequency of past interaction
is predicative of future interaction, as people who have maintained fre-
quent interaction are likely to continue more interaction. The frequency of
past interaction is predicted to influence allocation decisions like the
expectation of future interaction.

The relationship between colleagues may be used as an example. It is
common to almost all people. The relationship is established because the
individuals work at the same organization. However, interaction between
two colleagues varies. People may maintain a distant or a very intimate
connection with their colleagues.

Zhang (2001) asked four groups of participants to read a scenario
similar to that in the study reported above, but the two partners were
described as colleagues. The scenario presented to each group differed in
the two coworkers’ interactions. Their past interaction was described as
frequent or infrequent, and the anticipated interaction was manipulated
in terms of whether one person was described to leave the current organ-
ization very soon. Four conditions were created. Participants were asked
to act as the high-input coworker and to allocate the bonus. They were
also required to indicate their attitude and behavioral responses to the
low-input partner.

Results indicated that past interaction proved to have a significant
effect on allocation decisions. Participants in the two “frequent past inter-
action” conditions not only made more allocations than in the two “infre-
quent past interaction”, but also scored higher on the frequency of two
colleagues’ future interaction, the likeability of the partner, and their will-
ingness to cooperate with the partner. The four conditions share the same
type of relationship but differ in the affective quality, which led to the allo-
cation difference.

This study also involved additional conditions, in which the rela-
tionship between the two partners was described as strangers, good
friends, and casual acquaintances. Allocations in the four “colleague”
conditions and those in other conditions were compared. It was found
that the allocation for a colleague with whom one has kept frequent inter-
action was not different from that given to a good friend. However, the
allocation for a colleague with whom one seldom interacted was close to
that for a stranger or an acquaintance. Although the type of relationship
is the same, the interacting experience exerts an effect on the allocation
decision. As Yang (2000) claimed, the interactive component of a relation-
ship takes a more and more important part than the ascribed component
as people continue their interaction.
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Social Treatment and Allocation Decisions

Distributive justice researchers have usually ignored the symbolic mes-
sage conveyed in distribution decisions. They usually adopt the mini-
mum interaction paradigm in their studies, in which participants know
nothing about the coworker except their relative contribution to the task.
They have generally found that participants divide the reward based on
relative contribution. I suspect these participants have to use the avail-
ability heuristic to make the allocation decision (Tversky & Kahneman,
1974) as contribution is the only information available.

In reality, when individuals are working together, they are concerned
about how they are treated by others. They judge the coworker’s person-
ality, attitude, and motive according to how he/she behaves. In allocating
the rewarded bonus, they take into account these pieces of information in
addition to the relative contribution. On the other hand, since an alloca-
tion decision is deemed to communicate how an individual is treated
(Lind & Tyler, 1988), the allocator recognizes that the coworker judges
him/her according to the decision itself. The allocator thus manages
his/her impression in front of the coworker. One strategy the allocator
uses is to follow a general social norm to deal with the coworker (Chiu &
Hong, 1997; Deutsch, 1985). The minimal interaction paradigm adopted
by previous researchers just captures the one snapshot of an individual’s
fairness judgment, filters these pieces of relevant information, and over-
simplifies the nature of people’s social interactions. It fails to see the effect
of social interactional factors.

When the two coworkers have a chance to interact during their work,
they will try to reach interpersonal harmony by generating and maintain-
ing a positive social-emotional atmosphere. If one participant acts accom-
modatingly and behaves in an agreeable manner, the other will be pleased
and form a positive impression of the individual. When the latter is asked
to divide the obtained bonus, he/she will consider not only the partner’s
contribution but also how the partner behaves during their interaction.

Zhang (2000) examined the reward distribution between two strangers
who have neither past interactive experience nor future interaction.
Participants were asked to read a scenario regarding two strangers’ collab-
oration on a task, which is similar to that adopted in the previous two stud-
ies. The high performer would act as the allocator. The behavior of the low
performer during the work was detailed differently in the three groups. In
the first condition, the stranger does not greet the allocator when arriving
at the office, and then totally concentrates on the job. This stranger goes out
for a break, and never talks with the high performer during the work (“no
talk” group). In the second condition, the stranger warmly greets the other
when arriving at the office, and chats with him/her during the break
(“chat” group). The stranger in the third condition warmly greets his/her
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partner allocator when arriving at the office, talks with the coworker dur-
ing the break, and offers him/her a better ball-pen to complete the task (“do
favor” group).

Having read the scenario, each participant in the three conditions
was instructed to be in the high performer’s position and to divide the
bonus. Participants were also asked to assess the stranger’s personal char-
acteristics such as whether he/she is warm, helpful, and friendly, and
whether this person has a feeling of renqing as well as their behavioral
responses to the partner including whether they like him/her and
whether they would like to have further interactions with the stranger.

Participants’ allocations, their judgments of the stranger’s personal
attributes, as well as their behavioral responses to him/her, were quite
different in the three conditions. Participants in the “no talk” and “chat”
groups differed in ratings of all six items, and participants in the “chat”
and “do favor” groups significantly differed in ratings on five items
except “friendliness.” The three groups of participants differed in their
perception of whether the stranger was helpful, friendly, and warm.

Zhang and Yang (2001) reported that the Chinese conception of ren-
qing implies an individual’s good nature including being helpful, friendly,
and warm. It was shown that participants in the “chat” and “do favor”
groups perceived the stranger has the feeling of renqing to a greater degree
than the “no talk” group. The different person perceptions of the cowork-
ers in the three conditions confirm Zhang and Yang’s (2001) findings on
renqing.

The coworker’s behavior also affects the allocator’s decision. In the “no
talk” group, the allocation was nearly in proportion to the stranger’s con-
tribution. The coworker in the “chat” group was depicted as a friendly per-
son, and in the “do favor” group as one willing to do favors for the allocator
as well as having a friendly nature. Our study showed that Chinese indi-
viduals generally have a positive attitude to people who show renqing
(Zhang & Yang, 2001). Participants in the “chat” and “do favor” groups
judged that the stranger had more renqing than the “no talk” group and
they made greater allocations than for the “no talk” group. The coworker in
the “do favor” group did a favor for the allocator, and the allocator recip-
rocated with greater allocations. In Chinese culture, renqing requires a per-
son to reciprocate another’s help or favor (Zhang & Yang, 2001). In this
sense, renqing implies the norm of reciprocity (Goulder, 1960).

The allocation decision is made according to the coworker’s social
characteristics instead of contributions. The finding suggests that individu-
als are sensitive to social interactional cues, based on which they judge
whether their partners have desirable personality traits and attitudes. The
perception in turn influences their decisions toward the partner. Past
reward allocation researchers who employed the minimal interaction para-
digm have failed to consider the influence of social interaction. Some justice

Chinese Reward Allocation 413



theorists have used interactional justice (Bies & Moag, 1986) and interper-
sonal justice (Colquitt, 2001) to refer to the fairness of the interpersonal
treatment received during the enactment of decision-making procedures.
However, most empirical studies on interactional justice or interpersonal
justice have focused on people’s perception of fairness when they are
treated in a certain way. However, our study shows that the reward deci-
sion-makers tend to consider how they are treated socially by the other and
vary their treatment of the other accordingly.

The Judgment of Guanxi and Reward Allocation

Outsiders can judge the type or the nature of the relationship between
two persons from their interaction. This judgment also influences the out-
sider’s distribution of rewards between the two parties. Zhang’s (2000)
study confirmed this prediction.

This study used the scenario-based experiment in which participants
were exposed to hypothetical situations. There were two experimental
groups and one control group. The experimental groups were presented
with two scenarios, with the first concerning a gift exchange between two
colleagues, and the second regarding the two colleagues’ collectively work-
ing on a job. The control group was only presented with the second scenario.

The gift exchange scenario described person A giving a present to
person B, after which B either reciprocated with a gift of equivalent value
a few days later (“short interval” condition), or gave A a gift a few months
later on A’s birthday (“long interval” condition). In this scenario, three
variables were manipulated: (a) the time between receiving and return,
(b) the comparability of the benefit returned to that received, and (c) the
occasion on which the benefit was returned. After they read the scenario,
participants were required to judge of the quality of the guanxi between
the two colleagues.

Participants in all the three conditions were asked to read the second
scenario. This scenario delineated that the above two individuals do a job
for their organization and get a joint reward of 100. A’s contribution to the
task was 70%, and B’s 30%. Person A was asked to divide the reward.
Participants were asked to estimate the amount of money person A would
give person B.

The two parties’ relationship was judged to be closer in the “long inter-
val” condition than the “short interval” condition. Participants in the “long
interval” condition not only judged that A liked B more, but also inferred
that the frequencies of their past contacts and future interactions were
much higher than the “short interval” condition. The result is consistent
with previous theories. Researchers have suggested that, the greater corre-
spondence in the type and value of the gifts received and returned, the less
affective component exists in the relationship (Roloff, 1987; Schwartz, 1967),
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and the noncomparability of the benefits given and taken as well as the flex-
ibility of the time gap between receiving and return are two salient cues to
the existence of friendship (Clark, 1981; Roloff, 1987).

Allocations under the two experiment groups differed significantly,
and the allocation in the “short interval” condition was much less than
that in the control group. The allocation in the “long interval” condition
was much more than that in the control group. Chinese people hold a
heuristic theory on the closeness of relationships between individuals,
and they make their judgments based on their interactions with particu-
lar partners. They also believe that individuals who have engaged in a
certain type of relationship will treat each other in a particular manner, for
example, showing generosity towards others with whom one has a close
relationship. People understand the relational norms and predict individ-
uals’ behavior in general and allocation decisions in particular according
to the social norms. This study once again demonstrated that an individ-
ual’s reward allocation is greatly influenced by how individuals interact
with each other in distributive situations.

In conclusion, the four studies reported above show that an individ-
ual’s distribution of rewards is not just motivated by the maximization of
self-interest. Allocation decisions are affected by many social-contextual
factors, including the affective quality of the coworkers’ relationship, their
interactions, the social-emotional climate in the situation, and even the
general norms governing social exchange. In particular, individuals are
concerned with their relationship with others and how others treat them.
Underlying these concerns are people’s motivations to fulfill the obliga-
tions inherent in a social relationship and to maintain interpersonal har-
mony with others.

In these studies, participants were provided with the information
regarding the coworkers’ relationship or interaction in addition to the two
parties’ relative contribution to a task. Such a rich-context research para-
digm can capture the dynamic nature of an individual’s allocation deci-
sion-making process and the interpersonal facet of distributive justice.

PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS ON CHINESE
CONCEPTION OF JUSTICE

The findings reported above indicate that Chinese people have a different
conception of justice or have different perceptions of fairness from
Westerners. Based on these findings and that of previous research, some
conclusions on Chinese conceptions of justice may be drawn.

Buchanan and Mathieu (1986) suggested that different views of human
beings will lead to different conceptions of justice. Western theories and
research on justice have resulted from the American culture’s economic
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socialization practices that emphasize agency, individualism, and competi-
tion (Sampson, 1975). As most of the individuals are motivated by a need
or desire to maximize their own outcomes, allocation behavior or decision
is considered as an instrumental and rational act.

Chinese individuals are characterized by relational or social orienta-
tion (Ho, Chen, & Chiu, 1991; Yang, 1995), and they are more concerned
about how others look at them and are very sensitive to the way they are
treated by others. In distributive situations, how allocators make alloca-
tions is considered a signal indicating their attitude and treatment. Some
theorists have noted that fairness judgments communicate symbolic mes-
sages for the individuals who are involved, such as whether they are
treated with respect and sensitivity (Bies & Moag, 1986; Lind & Tyler,
1988). However, these scholars have considered this aspect as international
justice or procedural justice rather than a facet of distributive justice1.

In Zhang and Yang’s (1998) study, when two groups of participants
were asked to make allocation under the instruction of “to be fair” (he li)
and “to be equitable” (gong zheng), it was found that the two allocations
were not different. However, the “equitable” and “fair” allocations for
each of the six relational partners were much higher than the average allo-
cation based on the equity norm reported in Western literature.

Zhang and Yang’s (1998) study shows that guanxi considerably influ-
ences the distribution of rewards. Allocations for the six partners corre-
spond to the closeness of an individual’s guanxi with them. The close
guanxi with family members or close friends either brings with it a strong
obligation or implies a good interactive experience between them.
Allocators are obligated to offer more rewards to them and make the dis-
tribution to their advantage. In contrast, the guanxi with acquaintances
and strangers implies weak obligations, and an allocator who has made
the higher contribution to the task makes the distribution of rewards
according to contributions, which is beneficial to himself/herself. These
results are very robust and have been consistently found in previous stud-
ies (Chu & Yang, 1976; Hui, Triandis, and Yee, 1991; Leung & Bond, 1984).

Based on these findings, this author suspects that the Chinese con-
ception of justice may consist of two components: one is the Western con-
ception of equity and the other is the obligation prescribed by guanxi.
While the former guarantees that allocations are made at least according to
the participants’ contributions (30% in Zhang & Yang’s study), the latter
assures that allocators grant an additional allocation to represent their ful-
fillment of obligations to close relational partners. In other words, Chinese
conceptions of justice require individuals to fulfill the obligations implied
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in their social roles or relationships. Similarly, Chiu and Hong (1997) pro-
posed that Chinese conceptions of justice are closely tied to an individual’s
role requirements as well as their group membership. Hwang (1991) also
related Confucian justice to the fulfillment of social obligations. One of
Chiu’s studies revealed that fulfillment of role expectation is a good pre-
dictor of Chinese justice judgments (see Chiu, 1991a). In Chinese societies,
people have to fulfill their obligations and meet the expectations imposed
on them. Therefore, a person’s judgment of fairness is not based on purely
rational calculations, but is influenced by the prescribed rules which dic-
tate what social members should and should not do.

On the other hand, Chinese conceptions of justice are also related to
renqing. As Chinese people expect to maintain interpersonal harmony
with others, they tend to express renqing for others by caring for their wel-
fare, fulfilling relational obligations, and expressing positive emotions. In
a distributive situation, individuals who rigidly follow the equity norm in
dealing with close guanxi partners are regarded as a “cold-blooded” with-
out a feeling for renqing. As a kind of emotion, renqing refers to Hu’s (1949)
assumed emotion. It is similar to what Markus and Kitayama (1991)
labeled other-focused emotion. As an other-focus emotion, renqing repre-
sents a feeling of interpersonal communion that has other persons as the
primary referent, and results from one’s being sensitive to others.
Expressing renqing helps Chinese individuals to facilitate the reciprocal
exchanges and to reinforce them to be bound with others. It is almost
compulsory for Chinese people to express renqing in order to operate
effectively in social interactions.

Previous scholars have linked Chinese conceptions of justice with
renqing (Chiu, 1991a; Hwang, 1991). While Western conceptions of jus-
tice emphasize rationality and self-interest, Chinese conceptions of
justice are inseparable from renqing. In this regard, Chinese justice
implies interpersonal responsiveness. As Miller (1994) claimed, inter-
personal responsiveness and caring hold different moral status from jus-
tice obligations. Justice concerns are general and rationally grounded,
but interpersonal expectations are particularistic and affectively based.
This may be the greatest difference between Chinese and Western con-
ceptions of justice.

In conclusion, our research findings clearly demonstrate that Chinese
reward allocation decisions are influenced by the relationship between
the partners, by their past interactions and anticipated social interactions,
and by the present experience of the interaction. The role of guanxi (inter-
personal connections) and renqing (human emotion) in reward allocation
decisions suggest that Chinese conceptions of justice are related to the
obligation in relationships and social norms requiring people to treat
others in a proper way. These conclusions are preliminary, and await
systematic empirical investigation.
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Chapter 19
Family, Parent-Child Relationship,

and Academic Achievement in Korea 
Indigenous, Cultural, and Psychological

Analysis

Young-Shin Park and Uichol Kim

During the past century, South Korea (abbreviated as Korea) experienced
dramatic social and cultural changes. After 35 years of oppressive
Japanese colonial rule (1910–1945), Korea was arbitrarily divided along
the ideological line by the Soviet Union and the United States (abbrevi-
ated as U.S.) in 1945. The devastating Korean War broke out in 1950 in
which more than a million people lost their lives and millions more were
dislocated and separated from their family members. It was followed by
a decade of economic, social, and political turmoil (Kim, 2001a).

In 1960, Korea had all the problems of a resource-poor, low-income,
illiterate, and under-developed nation (Kim, 2001a; Park & Kim, 2004a).
Korea was one of the poorest nations in the world, with per capita GNP at
a meagre $82. The vast majority of people were dependent on agricultural
products produced on scarce farmland. The infant mortality rate was one
of the highest in the world: 124/1,000 live births for children under the age
of five. From 1965, however, the Korean society has been dramatically
transformed, with the economy growing at an average annual rate of over
8%. The per capita GNP increased to $1,640 in 1981 and to $14,100 in 2004.
By 2002, the infant mortality rate was dramatically reduced to nine.

The phenomenal economic growth and social change in Korea have
been spurred by educational transformations (Park & Kim, 2004b). In 1965,
only 54% of elementary school continued to the middle school. The school



enrollment reached 99% for middle school in 1985 and for high school in
1995 (Korea Educational Development Institute, 2003). By 1983, Korea had
the highest percentage of adolescents wishing to obtain a university degree
(85%), followed by the U.S. (81%), Thailand (69%), Japan (62%), England
(50%), and France (38%) (Korea Educational Development Institute, 1983).

In 1998, 98% of Korean parents wanted their children to obtain at
least a college degree (Im, 1998). Korean parents wanted to educate their
children for the following reasons: Education provides access to obtaining
a desirable job (37%); it is a method of cultivating a moral character (35%);
it helps children to improve their natural talent and interests (14%); it
increases their chances of finding a good marriage partner (9%); and it can
compensate for their own low educational status (6%) (Korea Educational
Development Institute, 1995). Currently, adult literacy rate stands at 98%,
youth literacy rate is 100%, and more than 80% of students enroll in a col-
lege or university (Korea National Statistics Bureau, 2005).

The purpose of this chapter is to examine factors that influence aca-
demic achievement of Korean children and adolescents. In the first part
section, the authors review the results of international studies of academic
achievement. In the second section, the authors trace the changes in the
traditional parent-child relationship. Although the structural features of
the family have changed, the basic features of parental socialization that
emphasize sacrifice, devotion and educational aspirations remain strong.
This type of socialization practices instills a sense of indebtedness,
respect, and emotional closeness in their children and it is responsible for
high academic aspirations and achievement. In the third section of this
chapter, the influence of Confucianism and educational system is
reviewed. In the fourth section, a series of empirical studies that used
indigenous methodology to examine the relationship between parent-
child relationship and academic achievement is reviewed. These results
challenge traditional psychological and educational theories emphasize
biology (i.e., innate ability, intelligence), individualistic values (e.g.,
intrinsic motivation, ability attribution and self-esteem) and structural
features (e.g., high educational spending, small class size and individual-
ized instruction). Indigenous psychological analyses can provide a pow-
erful and rigorous understanding of parent-child relationship and
academic achievement in Korea.

INTERNATIONAL STUDIES OF ACADEMIC
ACHIEVEMENT

In international studies of academic achievement of middle-school stu-
dents (39-nation study of Grade 8 students, National Center for
Educational Statistics, 2000, abbreviated as TIMSS) and in the 31-nation
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study of Grade 9 students (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development, 2003, abbreviated as PISA), Korean students are top
achievers in mathematics, science, and reading literacy. In TIMSS (2000),
Korean students are ranked second in mathematics and fifth in sciences.
In PISA (2003), Korean students are ranked first in sciences, second in
mathematics, and sixth in reading literacy.

Students from the U.S. perform far below their Korean counterparts.
They are ranked 19th in mathematics and 18th in sciences (TIMSS, 2000). In
PISA (2003), they are ranked 15th in reading literacy, 19th in mathematical
literacy, and 14th in scientific literacy. Follow-up studies conducted in 2003
indicated a similar pattern of results (PISA, 2004; TIMSS, 2004).

These results baffle many psychologists and educators since they are
inconsistent with existing psychological and educational theories.
Traditional psychological and educational theories that emphasize biol-
ogy (e.g., innate ability, I.Q.), individualistic values (e.g., intrinsic motiva-
tion, ability attribution, self-esteem), and structural features (e.g., high
educational spending, small classes, and individualized instruction) can-
not explain the relatively poor performance of American students and
high performance of Korean students.

First, although the U.S. government spends more than twice the
amount per student than Korean government and the class size of U.S.
schools are much smaller, Korean students perform much better than
American students. Second, although American students perform rela-
tively poorly in mathematics and science, they have high self-esteem for
these subjects. They are ranked first in self-esteem for science and fourth
for mathematics (TIMSS, 2000). By contrast, Korean students had rela-
tively low self-esteem: 32nd in self-esteem for mathematics and 21st for
self-esteem in sciences. Similar pattern of results has been found in sub-
sequent studies (PISA, 2004; TIMSS, 2004) forcing researchers to question
the validity of self-esteem measures and theories.

Third, as to the motivation for studying math, 41% of U.S. students
strongly endorsed the personal motivation (i.e., it is “to get the desired
job”) (TIMSS, 2000). However, only 10% of Korean students strongly
endorsed the personal motivation. For Korean students, 85% agreed that it
is to “enter a desired university” (social motivation) and 62% agreed that
it is “to please their parents” (relational motivation). For Korean students,
relational and social motivations outweighed the personal motivation.

Fourth, in developmental psychology, Freudian, Piagetian, behavioral,
and humanistic theories do not systematically examine the role played by
parents. Although attachment theory examines the role of parents, it affirms
individualistic values by asserting that separation and individuation are
necessary for healthy human development (Bowlby, 1969). In Korea, par-
ents play a central role in child development by defining the goals of social-
ization, teaching children the necessary cognitive, linguistic, relational, and
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social skills, and providing them with a supportive family environment
(Park & Kim, 2004a). Parents play a central role throughout a child’s life,
even through adulthood, and the maintenance of strong familial relation-
ships is the key to understanding the educational and success and main-
taining a high quality of life (Kim & Park, 2004; Park & Kim, 2004b).

Fifth, concepts such as guilt have a very different connotation in
Korea (Kim & Park, Chapter 2; Park & Kim, 2004a). In many Western psy-
chological theories, guilt is presumed to reflect irrational beliefs, neurotic
fears, or forbidden wishes. The extensive experience of guilt is believed to
cause developmental problems in adolescence and adulthood. In Korea, it
is considered appropriate that children feel guilty and indebted toward
their parents for all the devotion, indulgence, sacrifice, and love that they
have received (Park & Kim, 2004a). Children feel indebted to their parents
because they cannot return the love and care that they have received.
Guilt in Korea has a positive aspect and it is viewed as an important inter-
personal emotion that promotes filial piety, achievement motivation, and
relational closeness.

KOREAN CULTURE, FAMILY, AND SOCIAL CHANGE

In contrast to Western philosophy that emphasizes the individual unique-
ness, separateness, and abstracted identities, Confucian worldview
focuses on relations and emotions that bind individuals and family mem-
bers together (Kim, 2001b). The Korean word for human being is ingan
( , “human between”). In other words, the human essence is basically
relational and it can be defined in terms of what happens between indi-
viduals and not solely within an individual. Mencius stated that: “If you
see a child drowning and you don’t feel compassion, you are not a human
being.” It is compassion that helps us to relate to the child and propels us
to take the necessary risks to save the child’s life. It is the in ( , “human-
heartedness”) that binds parent and children and becomes the basis of all
human relationships (Kim & Park, Chapter 2). Maintenance of human
relationship is considered basic, moral, and imperative.

Confucianism has influenced all facets of Korean society: Conception of
self, family relationship, education, and organizational life (Kim, 2001b; Kim
& Park, Chapter 2). Relationships and not individuals are considered to be a
basic unit and parent-child relationship provides the basis of the develop-
ment of the self. Parental devotion and indulgence are two important fea-
tures of the traditional socialization practice which still remain in modern
Korea (Kim & Choi, 1994; Park & Kim, 2004a). In Korea, parents view
unselfish devotion and sacrifice to their children as their basic role and duty.

For many Korean women, motherhood is their single most important
role (Kim & Choi, 1994; Park & Kim, 2004a). A Korean mother’s self is not

424 Young-Shin Park and Uichol Kim



abandoned, but extended to that of her children. It is not a case of self-denial,
but of self-transformation, becoming one with their children. The life-goal
for Korean mothers become closely and intrinsically attached to their chil-
dren (Park & Kim, 2004a). Korean mothers see their children as extensions
of themselves. Children’s accomplishments become their own and children
vicariously fulfill their dreams and goals. For Korean mothers, attaining this
vicarious gratification is one of the most important personal goals (Gallup
Korea, 1985; Park & Kim, 2004a). The relational orientation of Korean moth-
ers is best evidenced by their persistent and enduring support for their chil-
dren throughout their lives. Even adults report that their parents provide
strong emotional support and they are important figures enabling them to
succeed in life (Kim & Park, 2003; Park, Kim & Tak, 2002).

Traditional Family Structure and Relationship

In traditional Korean society, socialization begins from the onset of preg-
nancy, with the umbilical cord symbolizing the connectedness between
the mother and the child. During pregnancy, a mother is taught to think,
feel, and act on behalf of the baby in the womb. When the child is born,
the physical bond is transformed into psychological and relational bonds.
To maintain and cultivate the close mother-child relationship, a mother
remains close to the child to make the child feel secure, to make the
boundary between herself and the child minimal, and to meet all of the
needs of the child. Children’s strong dependency needs, both emotional
and physical, are satisfied by their mother’s indulgent devotion, even if it
means a tremendous sacrifice on her own part.

A child’s psychological and physical well-being is considered the
prime responsibility of the mother. It is the role of the mother to indulge
the child and gratify children’s wishes as much as possible. In weaning,
toilet training, and bedtime, a tremendous degree of flexibility is exer-
cised (Kim & Choi, 1994; Park & Kim, 2004a). Children are not forced to
eat by themselves until the age of three. Even at this age, if children do not
show any intention to do so, they are not pressured. Bedtime is not strictly
enforced and is usually determined by the child. Emotional relatedness,
not independence, is emphasized during infancy.

As children mature, they sense that it is through the mother that they
obtain gratification, security, and love. As such, children become moti-
vated to maintain the close relationship. They do so by gradually taking a
more active role by attempting to please their mothers and behaving
according to their mothers’ wishes. The feeling of relational dependence
helps children to incorporate their mothers’ values and beliefs as their
own. They learn to develop a strong sense of proxy control (Bandura, 1997)
in which children learn that it is through their mothers their physical and
psychological needs can be satisfied.
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The mother uses her strong emotional bond to encourage the child to
extend himself or herself to others, such as the father, siblings, and teachers.
The role of the father is to educate the child for society and he becomes an
active socializing agent when the child is about four or five years old.
A mother represents the inner world of acceptance and indulgence and the
father represents the outside world of strictness, rules, and responsibility
(Park & Kim, 2004a). The role that a father and mother plays is differenti-
ated and complementary and it is best summarized in a popular Korean
phrase umbu jamo ( , “strict father, benevolent mother”). In a
mother-child relationship, a mother shows her devotion to her child
through sacrifice and indulgence (i.e., it flows downward, from a mother to
a child). (See Figure 1). In a father-child relationship, children are required
to display their devotion to their father through obedience, respect, and
compliance (i.e., it flows upward, from a child to a father).

Figure 2 depicts a prototypical extended family structure in the tradi-
tional agricultural communities. The three-generations-in-one-roof was
considered as the basic family unit. Although Confucius considered the
father-son relationship to be primary, it is the relationship between the
husband and wife that is basic. Through the union of husband and wife
children are born and the family is maintained. In the traditional extended
family, the role of each family member is defined and prescribed.

As the symbolic head of the household, the father represents the fam-
ily and makes decision concerning the family. The father represents a link
between the family and the outside the world. Through the father, children
are linked across time (i.e., through his lineage) and across space (i.e.,
through his position in the community). It is the responsibility of the
father to maintain, propagate, and elevate the position of the family. When
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making a decision, he must consider implication of his decision on the par-
ticular individual, family, lineage, and community. Wisdom and foresight
are essential ingredients of the decision-making process in order to main-
tain harmony. Children are considered not capable of understanding such
a complex process and they are required obey, respect, and abide by fathers’
decision. From children’s perspective, it often means sacrificing personal
interests for the benefit of the family.

One of the prime responsibilities of the father is to give birth of a son,
who can continue the family line. Without a son, the lineage of the family
can come to a stop. The other main responsibility is to educate his son so
that he will be able carry on the family name and to represent the family.
As the symbolic head of the household, he holds the authority to repre-
sent the family, to speak and act on behalf of the family, but not against
the family. For example, property was the communal possession of a fam-
ily, and not the father (Kim & Lee, 1994). Although he had the right to dis-
pose of the property for the benefit of the family, the other family
members also had rights to the property (Kim & Lee, 1994). An arbitrary
decision by the father against the family was considered uncustomary
and an illegitimate act (Kim & Lee, 1994). A father had the authority, duty,
and responsibility of handling family property on behalf of the family and
not for himself.

Mother is responsible for raising children, ensuring that children
respect and obey their father, taking care of elderly parents and extended
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family members, and managing the household affairs. She socializes her
sons and daughters differently. The son is taught to be a leader and to
become a breadwinner and the daughter is taught to follow and to support
her future husband and family. Once the daughter is married, she is con-
sidered a member of her husband’s family and no longer a member of her
birth family. The mother is responsible for managing the household affairs,
including household finance, maintaining social relationships, and ensur-
ing that the children are properly socialized. She is also responsible for
ensuring that the daughter-in-law is respectful to her son and actively par-
ticipates in the socialization of the grandchildren. While the father repre-
sents the outside world, mother represents the inside world of family and
she is responsible for maintaining harmony in interpersonal relationships.

The age of 60 represents a full cycle in one’s life: It represents a sec-
ond birth. At this age, the father typically passes his property and power
to his eldest son and the son becomes responsible for managing the fam-
ily affairs. He takes on the role of the grandfather. Similarly, the mother
passes her role and responsibility to the eldest daughter-in-law and takes
on the role of the grandmother. They no longer hold major responsibilities
and they are to be taken care of and indulged like children.

In Korea, the conception of past and future are relationally based.
Ancestors represent the past and children represent the future. It is impor-
tant to pay respect to the ancestors since it is through one’s ancestor one
has come into being. Even in modern Korea, people pay respect to their
ancestors by bowing to them in their grave and symbolically sharing a
meal with them. Grandparents are a living testimony and linkage to the
past. Children, on the other hand, represent the future of the family and
as such tremendous emotional, financial, and social investments are made
for them and in them.

Social and Cultural Change

With modernization, urbanization, and industrialization, the traditional
extended families have virtually disappeared. Currently, less than one in
ten families have three generations living under one roof (Korean National
Statistics Bureau, 2005). In 1975, the average size of household was more
than five, but this number was reduced to three in 2004, even in rural areas
(Korean National Statistics Bureau, 2005). While the economy has rapidly
grown, fertility rate has seen a dramatic decrease. The fertility rate of 6.0 in
1960 has been reduced to 1.17 in 2004 (Kim, Park, Kwon & Koo, 2005).

With modernization, urbanization, and industrialization, the nuclear
family structure has replaced the traditional extended family. Although
grandparents no longer play a significant role in family life, the core fam-
ily structure has remained the same (Kim et al., 2005). (See Figure 3). In
the modern nuclear family, the role of educating children has transferred
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to the mother. It is the responsibility of the mother to educate the children
and to ensure they succeed academically. She serves as a mediator
between her children and the school and it is her primary role to ensure
that the children succeed academically (Park & Kim, 2004b). In addition,
mothers are financial managers at home, responsible for handling and
investing household income. In some case, mothers are also required to
work outside the home to increase the family income. In this situation, her
workload has doubled, being responsible for the family and her career.

Although many people assume that Korea has simply adopted
Western values, this is not the case. Although capitalism, industrializa-
tion, urbanization, science and technology have been adopted, the under-
lying cultural values that emphasize human-relatedness remain strong.
Western commerce, industries, and institutions became modified to fit
underlying Korean values that emphasize human-relatedness and collec-
tive solidarity (Kim, 2001a). The main change that occurred is a shift from
status quo, conservatism, and harmony with nature to change, progress,
and control of the environment. (See Table 1). Traditionally, learning has
been linked to Confucian Classics and literature. Currently, success is
defined in terms of acquiring scientific and technological knowledge. The
primary role of the parents is to educate their children in a highly com-
petitive world. Traditionally, women did not receive a formal education,
but currently both men and women have to be educated to succeed in life.
Sex-role differentiation and discrimination have diminished significantly
in the family and schools, and to some extent in the workplace.

Family and inheritance laws have been changed to give greater equal-
ity to women. In 1990 Korean Civil Law Article 837 gave greater equality to
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women (Kim et al., 2005). The Korean inheritance law guarantees rights of
the wife, sons, and daughters as being basic and inalienable. Although the
eldest son is allowed to receive a higher inheritance to perform ancestor cer-
emonies, the Supreme Court of Korea upheld a decision that the wife and
other children have a basic right to the inheritance, even if it is denied in the
will left by the deceased father (Kim et al., 2005). Also, the wife and children
are responsible for the debt left by the deceased father. A mother has the
same right to custody of the child as the father. From 2008, a child will have
the right to take on the family name of the mother or the father.

Educational System

With the adoption of Confucianism about 2,000 years ago, individuals of
merit were selected through regional and national examinations. During
the Three Kingdom period, the Goguryo Kingdom (37 B.C. – 668 A.D.)
established the National Confucian Academy in 373 (Kim & Park, 2000).
The curriculum consisted of learning Confucian and Chinese classics. The
National Examination system was established in 788 that allowed youths
from aristocratic class to compete for a government position.

Successful candidates in the national examination were given a posi-
tion as a government official (Kim & Park, 2000). In return for their serv-
ices, they were given a large track of land from which they could acquire
a stable income for three generation. Passing the national examination
was considered to be one of the most important filial duties of a son.
Educational success benefited the individual, family, and the lineage and
it became the primary avenue to success.

The Confucian educational system was maintained until Japanese col-
onization in 1910. Highly centralized, bureaucratic, and authoritarian edu-
cational system that was modeled after German völk school was instituted
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in Korea. With the liberation of Korea from Japan in 1945, the U.S. educa-
tional system was adopted. The current educational system is thus a blend
of Confucian, German and U.S. educational systems.

In modern Korea, mothers play a mediating role between the home
and school environment. With the competitive academic environment,
children spend most of their time preparing for their schoolwork and the
entrance examination. It is the role of the mother to take care of their chil-
dren’s emotional, physical, relational, and financial needs. A mother’s job
is to use her close relationship with her child to encourage their children
to expand their relationships and to succeed in life. She becomes a medi-
ator between the home environment and the outside environment by
socializing appropriate values and norm. As children grow up, they are
expected to transfer their identification and loyalty from their mothers to
teachers.

A typical climate of Korean schools affirms the strong relational
bond, pressures the student to strive for excellence, and encourages stu-
dents to cooperate in a group. Children are taught to please the teacher
and their attention is focused on the teacher. Even in a class size that is as
large as 50, Korean students are attentive, devoted to doing their school-
work, and motivated to do well (Park & Kim, 2004b). There is a high
degree agreement among adolescents, parents, and teachers about the
value of academic achievement and how to attain it (Park & Kim, 2004b).

EMPIRICAL STUDIES

Qualitative Studies

A series of empirical studies were conducted from 1996 to examine factors
that influence academic achievement of Korean students using the indige-
nous methodology. In 1996, focus group interviews were conducted with a
sample of Korean students, teachers, and parents to explore the factors that
influence academic achievement of children and adolescents (Ahn, Hwang,
Kim & Park, 1997). In addition, ecological analysis of the school environ-
ment and the surrounding areas were conducted. These qualitative analy-
ses indicated the important role played by parents, teachers, and friends
and social support that they provided (Ahn et al., 1997).

Based on the above studies, an open-ended questionnaire was devel-
oped and administered to a cross-section of Korean students and adults
(Kim & Park, 2003). A total of 1,157 respondents participated in the study,
consisting of 730 students and 427 adults. Participants were asked to write
down their important accomplishments, achievements, or successes in their
lives. They are then asked to list the people who supported them and the
type of support they received from them. They are asked to specify what
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they consider to be the most important factor contributing to their success.
A similar set of questions were asked about their failure experiences.

For the most proud achievement, students mentioned educational
attainment, followed by self-development, friendship, and human relations.
(See Figure 4). For the adult sample, occupational success was mentioned
most frequently, followed by family life, self-development, and educational
attainment.

When respondents were asked to list the person who provided social
support, both students and adults mentioned their parents most fre-
quently (students=35%, adults=27%). For the student sample, it was fol-
lowed by friends (26%), teachers (15%), and other family members (6%).
For the adult sample, it was followed by other family members (23%), col-
leagues (8%), and friends (8%). As for the type of social support received,
both groups reported emotional support (students=35%, adults=34%),
followed by advice (students=32%, adults=25%).

As for the most important factor that contributed to their success,
for both groups self-regulation was listed as being the most important.
(See Figure 5). The self-regulation category consisted of items such as
effort, will, persistence, patience, and endurance. For the student sample,
it was followed by family environment, social support, positive thinking,
personality, and friends. For the adult sample, personality was the second
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most frequent response, followed by religious faith, family environment,
social support, and positive thinking.

As for their failure experiences, both groups listed academic failure
as being the most painful failure experience (students=45%, adults=30%).
In the student sample, it was followed by human relationship (22%), lack
of self-management (20%), and problems in family life (5%). For the adult
sample, it was followed by problems in family life (20%), lack of self-
management (17%), human relationship (14%), and occupation (11%). In
terms of the people who contributed most to the failure the student sam-
ple listed no one (25%), followed by friends (23%), myself (20%), and par-
ents (8%). For the adults sample, other family members were listed most
frequently (23%), followed by myself (18%), no one (14%), friends (14%),
and parents (11%).

In terms of the most important factor that led to their failure, the stu-
dent sample listed a lack of self-regulation, followed by personality prob-
lem, bad surrounding, myself, and a lack of ability. For the adult sample,
the most important factor was personality problem, followed by a lack of
self-regulation, bad surrounding, and a lack of ability.

In 2001, a follow-up study was conducted using a matched sample of
Korean students and their parents (Park, Kim & Tak, 2002, 2005).1 A total
481 students and 507 parents completed the same open-ended question-
naire as in the 1997 study. The results of the 2001 study paralleled the
results of the 1997 study. The importance of educational success, social
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support received from parents, and self-regulation become more pro-
nounced in 2001.

These results indicate Korean students view academic achievement and
adults view occupational success as the most important accomplishment in
their life. For the failure experience, both groups listed academic failure as
being the most painful. In order to succeed in Korea, whether it is academic
or occupational success, people believe that self-regulation is the most effec-
tive strategy. If they work hard and try their best, they believe that they can
accomplish their desired goal. In contrast, a lack of self-regulation is respon-
sible for their failures. The second most important factor for success was the
social support received from parents. Even adults considered social support
received from their parents as being very important. Thirdly, the type of sup-
port they received was affective in nature.

In contrast to the importance in self-regulation and social support,
ability and environment factors were considered to be less important.
Although personality was listed, the items in the category reveal that
good personality was necessary for maintaining harmonious social rela-
tionship in school and at work. Overall, it appears that Korean respon-
dents believe that success is contingent on self-regulation and
maintaining harmonious interpersonal relationship, and they play down
the role of ability and environmental factors.

The Role of Parents

The qualitative studies have revealed the importance that parents play in
children’s development and academic achievement. A series of studies
have been conducted to examine the parent-child relationship as per-
ceived by children and adolescents (Park & Kim, 2004a). Previous studies
indicated that Korean and American adolescents view parental control
very differently (Kim & Choi, 1994). Although American adolescents
viewed parental control negatively, Korean adolescents viewed parental
control as a sign of warmth and low neglect (Kim & Choi, 1994). This has
been replicated with a sample of elementary, middle, and high school stu-
dents in Korea (Park & Kim, 2000). In addition, parental achievement
pressure was positively correlated with academic achievement and low
delinquency among Korean students (Park & Kim, 2004b).

An opened-ended questionnaire was distributed to elementary, mid-
dle, and high school students in Korea and they were asked to write down
what came into their mind when they thought about their mothers and
fathers (Park & Kim, 2004a). The most frequent response was that they felt
gratitude towards their parents, followed by respect, indebtedness, close-
ness, conflict and distance. In a follow-up study, a sample of Korean stu-
dents (elementary school = 212, middle school = 267, high school = 284)
were asked how much they felt respect, indebtedness, close, conflict and
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distance toward their mother and father on a 5-point scale and the reasons
why they felt that way (Park, Kim & Han, 2003).

The results of the study are presented in Figure 6. (See Figure 6).
Students are most likely feel gratitude, respect, indebtedness and close-
ness to their parents and much less likely to feel conflict or distance.
The feeling of gratitude and respect is slightly higher among elementary
school students, and the feeling of indebtedness is higher among middle
school and high school students. The feeling of closeness is lower for mid-
dle and high school students, especially for fathers. Feeling of conflict is
highest among high school students, followed by middle school students.
The feeling of distance is highest for fathers among high school students,
but differences for mothers were not found.

Students were then asked, in an open-ended format, the reasons
behind their feeling gratitude, respect, indebtedness, close, conflict, and
distance toward their parents. As for the reason for feeling gratitude
towards their parents, the most frequent response was their sacrifice
(father = 26%, mother = 50%), followed by their suffering for the family
(father = 41%, mother = 22%), and by emotional support (father = 20%,
mother = 17%). As for the reasons for respecting their parents, the most
frequent response was their sacrifice (father = 35%, mother = 39%), sin-
cerity (31%, mother = 27%), consanguinity (father = 12%, mother = 13%),
and benevolence (father = 10%, mother = 11%).

As for the reason for feeling indebtedness to their parents, the most fre-
quent response was failing to meet their expectations (father = 31%, mother
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= 43%), followed by failing to obey them (father = 27%, mother = 43%), fail-
ing to be diligent in schoolwork (father = 19%, mother = 19%), and not being
filial (father = 16%, mother = 14%). As for the reason for feeling close to their
parents, the most frequent response was that parents understood them
(father = 20%, mother = 27%), followed by feeling comfortable (father = 21%,
mother = 22%), and consanguinity (father = 21%, mother = 17%).

As for the reason for having conflict with their parents, around a
third of the students reported not having any conflicts (father = 37%,
mother = 31%). For those students who reported having conflict with
their parents, it was due to generational gap (father = 25%, mother = 28%)
and academic achievement (father = 15%, mother = 18%). As for the rea-
son for feeling distance with their parents, more than half of the students
reported that they did not feel distance (father = 50%, mother = 63%). For
those students who reported feeling distance with their parents, it was
due a lack of communication (father = 16%, mother = 11%), followed by
interpersonal difficulties (father = 11%, mother = 18%), and by genera-
tional gap (father = 8%, mother = 9%).

These results indicate that Korean adolescents have close parent-
child relationship into their adulthood. They felt gratitude, respect,
indebtedness, and close to their parents and they were much less likely to
feel conflict or distance, regardless of their age. Although the feeling of
gratitude and respect were lower for middle and high school students, the
feeling of indebtedness was the highest among the high school students.
Majority of the students did not feel distant to their parents and a third of
the students reported not having any conflicts with their parents. This
pattern of results has been found in a series of studies examining parent-
child relationship in Korea (Kim et al., 2005; Kim, Park, Kim, Lee, & Yu,
2000; Park & Kim, 2000, 2004a, 2004b; Park, Kim & Chung, 2004).

Cross-Sectional and Longitudinal Studies

A cross-sectional study was conducted in 1998 to examine the factors that
influence academic achievement of Korean students (Park & Kim, 2003a).
A total of 961 elementary school, 898 middle school and 1,236 high school
students completed a structured questionnaire. Approximately equal
number of male and female students participated in the study. The ques-
tionnaire included the social support received from their father, mother,
friends and teachers (developed by the present researcher), life-satisfac-
tion scale (developed by Taft, 1986) and the self-efficacy scales developed
by Bandura (1995). In addition, relational efficacy and efficacy for pro-
moting social harmony developed by the presented researchers, have
been included.

The results of the structural equation model for high school students
are presented in Figure 7. The goodness-of-fit for all three models were at

436 Young-Shin Park and Uichol Kim



the acceptable level (Park & Kim, 2003a). (See Figure 7). The results indi-
cated that self-efficacy has a direct and positive influence life-satisfaction
and academic achievement. Life-satisfaction has a positive influence on
academic achievement. Support received from parents and friends has a
direct and positive influence on self-efficacy, while support received from
teachers is not significant. Support received from parents has a direct pos-
itive influence on life-satisfaction.

For middle school students, a similar pattern of results has been
obtained. Self-efficacy has a direct and positive influence life-satisfaction
and academic achievement. Life-satisfaction has a positive influence on
academic achievement. Support received from parents and friends has a
direct and positive influence on self-efficacy. Support received from
mother and teachers has a direct positive influence on life-satisfaction.

For elementary school students, a similar pattern of results has been
obtained, with teachers playing a more important role. Self-efficacy has a
direct and positive influence life-satisfaction and academic achievement.
Support received from parents, teachers and friends has a direct and pos-
itive influence on self-efficacy. Support received from teachers has a direct
positive influence on life-satisfaction.

These results document the important mediating role self-efficacy
play in positively influencing life-satisfaction and academic achievement.
Second, social support received from significant others help to raises the
self-efficacy beliefs for children and adolescents. Parents play an important
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role in raising their children’s self-efficacy in all three samples and life-sat-
isfaction for the high school sample. Social support received from friends
increase the self-efficacy of adolescents in all three samples. The role of
teachers is important for elementary students, but the influence is non-
significant for high school students.

Finally, a six-year longitudinal study has been conducted to examine
the factors that influence academic achievement of Korean students. Park,
Kim and Chung (2004) examined longitudinally influences that parents
have on their children’s academic achievement and the mediating role of
self-efficacy and achievement motivation. In the first phase of the longitu-
dinal study, a total of 961 Grade 6 students participated in the study. When
they became Grade 9, 830 students participated in the study and 694 when
they became Grade 11. The present chapter reports on the results of the
critical transition from middle school (Grade 9) to high school (Grade 11).

In terms of parents-child relationship, the following variables as per-
ceived by adolescents are included: Social support received from parents, a
sense of indebtedness to parents, and parental pressure for academic
achievement. In addition, the following variables are assessed: self-
efficacy, achievement motivation, studying time and academic achievement.
The achievement motivation scale is developed by Yu and Yang (1994).

The results of the path analysis are presented in Figure 8. (See Figure 8).
Efficacy for self-regulated learning, achievement motivation and studying
time have a direct and positive influence on academic achievement for
Grade 9. Efficacy for self-regulated learning has a direct positive influence
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on achievement motivation. Parental support and parental achievement
pressure have a direct positive influence on efficacy for self-regulated
learning. Parental achievement pressure and a sense of indebtedness to
parents have a direct positive influence on achievement motivation.
Mastery experience in term of academic achievement in Grade 9 predicts
adolescents’ academic grade in Grade 11.

The results of the path analysis indicate that parental factor (i.e. pres-
sure and social support) and relational factor (i.e. a sense of indebtedness
to parents) increase academic achievement through efficacy for self-
regulated learning and achievement motivation. In other words, close
parent-child relationship and social support are important factors in
elevating adolescents’ self-efficacy and achievement motivation, which in
turn increased their academic achievement.

DISCUSSION

Consistent with Confucian values, Korean students and adults view edu-
cation as an important life goal and persistent effort and discipline as the
means to the goal. The sacrifice and support received from parents are
viewed as essential ingredients for success. Emotional support in the form
of encouragement, praise, security and understanding are valued.
Koreans believe that ability can be acquired and personality can be pol-
ished through persistent effort and the support of significant others.

The results from the series of empirical studies conducted in Korea
affirm the important mediating role that self-efficacy play in influencing
academic achievement and life-satisfaction (Kim & Park, Chapter 2).
Social support received from parents, achievement pressure and a sense
of indebtedness raise self-efficacy, which in turn raise students’ academic
achievement and life-satisfaction. These results are consistent with the
results obtained in Europe and U.S. (Bandura, 1997).

Results from a series of indigenous psychological analyses in Korea
point to the limitation in the traditional psychological theories. First,
very few Koreans emphasize innate ability. Instead they believe in self-
regulation as being the most important factor that can lead to success and
failure. Second, most developmental theories do not examine the influence
of parents on child or adolescent development. The series of studies clearly
indicate the central role parents play in children’s development and
achievements. In Korea, parental support and influence are strong during
childhood, adolescence and they persist even in adulthood. Fourth, close
ingroup members are highly influential, while professional relationships
are less important. The support from teachers is important when children
are young, but their influence decreases when they become older. Fifth,
emotional support rather than informational support is found to be the
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most influential factor. Sixth, self-serving bias has not been found in Korea.
Koreans attribute their success to persistent effort and failure to a lack of
effort. Finally, although Western theories have assumed guilt to be nega-
tive, it is considered appropriate that children feel indebted toward their
parents in Korea for all the devotion, sacrifice, support and affection they
have received. A sense of indebtedness has been found to be a positive
interpersonal affect that promotes achievement motivation.

Korean students are able to become high achievers since they live in a
culture in which education is valued and self, proxy and collective efficacy
for academic achievement is high (Kim & Park, 2005). Children are taught
to discipline themselves to become high achievers. Many high school stu-
dents study up to 14-16 hours a day focused on their academic work.
Parents play a key role in providing emotional, informational and financial
support to ensure that they children succeed in school. They set high goals
for their children and pressure their children to excel in school. They pro-
vide a good studying environment so that their children can focus their
attention on academic work. Their peers also view educational success as
the most important life goal. Schools and teachers complete the picture by
providing adolescents in developing the necessary academic skills. It is the
concerted effort of the adolescents, parents, teachers and administrators
that is responsible for promoting high self, relational and collective efficacy
for academic achievement (Kim & Park, 2005).

The ingredients necessary for academic success is not limited to
Korea. Similar patterns of results have been found in other East Asian
countries (Stevenson, Azuma, & Hakuta, 1986; Stevenson & Lee, 1990). The
main factor that is responsible for high academic performance lies in
socialization practices that promote and maintain a strong relational and
emotional bond between parents and children (Azuma, 1986; Ho, 1986,
Park & Kim, 2004b). This type of socialization promotes the development
of proxy control. A second major factor is the emphasis on self-regulation,
especially the belief in the importance of persistent effort. The third major
factor is the compatibility of values between the family and school envi-
ronment that promotes collective efficacy.

The importance of self-regulations, parental support, and collective
control is not unique to East Asia. In the U.S., Asian American students
are high achievers since they possess the above characteristics (Farkas,
Grobe, Sheehan, & Shuan, 1990; Hsia, 1988; Kim & Chun, 1994; Kim &
Park, 2005). Similarly, socialization practices and emphasis on education
in Finland closely parallel those values found in East Asia, which may be
partially responsible for the high level of educational achievement of
Finnish students (Helgesen & Kim, 2002; PISA, 2004).

Although Korean students are high achievers, they are costs. In 1996,
when students were asked to describe the most stressful aspect of their
lives, 28% report pressure to achieve academically, followed by human
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relationship (20%) and family life (15%; Kim & Park, 1997). During the
economic crisis in 1999, 44% reported pressure to achieve academically as
being the most stressful (Park, Kim & Kim, 2002). Even with the pressure
and stress, when students succeed academically they are given social,
relational and economic rewards and they feel that it is worth the invest-
ment (Park et al., 2002).

Korean society, however, is not prepared to deal with those students
who cannot adjust to the rigid school system, cope with the pressure to
achieve, fail to do well academically, and adolescents who engage in
delinquent behavior (Park & Kim, 2003b). The rates of students who
refuse to attend school, the level of delinquency and school violence have
been increasing in recent years (Park, Kim, & Tak, 2004). Nearly half of the
teachers and students feel that teachers and administrator have lost some
of the leadership and authority to teach and regulate students and around
half of the elementary, middle and high school students report experienc-
ing school violence (Park et al., 2003b).

Students, teachers and parents have low efficacy in dealing with
school violence and they are unable to stem the rising tide (Park & Kim,
2004b). Korean society has been able to foster the development of self,
proxy and collective control in promoting high academic achievement.
But it has yet to develop the necessary control in stemming the rising
dropout rate, delinquency and school violence. This is the next important
challenge for Korean society in the 21st century.
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Chapter 20
Paternalism

Towards Conceptual Refinement and
Operationalization

Zeynep Aycan

Few constructs in the management literature are as intriguing, complex and
controversial as “paternalism.” The nature of paternalism is hard to cap-
ture, and yet almost every discussion about it (scholarly or otherwise) is
loaded with controversy as well as ideological and moral overtones. This is
reflected in metaphors, descriptions, and titles of books or papers on pater-
nalism, such as “benevolent dictatorship” (Northouse, 1997, p.39), “legiti-
mated authority” (Padavic & Earnest, 1994, p.391), “noncoercive
exploitation” (Goodell, 1985, p.252), “the sweetest persuasion” (Jackman,
1994, p.9), “strategic flexibility” (Padavic & Earnest, 1994, p.397), “the vel-
vet glove” (Jackman’s book title, 1994, implying an “iron fist in a velvet
glove”), “remoralization of the workplace” (Warren, 1999, p.51), “role-tran-
scending concern of an employer” (Padavic & Earnest, 1994, p.396), “from
paternalism to partnership” (Fitzsimons, 1991, paper title), “the business of
benevolence” (Tone, 1997, book title), “cradle to grave management”
(Fitzsimons, 1991, p.48), “paternalism vs. autonomy” (Cohen, 1985), “pater-
nalism vs. benevolence” (Jackman, 1994, p.11). Is paternalism “something”
to endorse or avoid; moral or immoral; effective or ineffective; empowering
or repressing; exploitative or benevolent? These controversies make pater-
nalism an interesting construct to investigate.

There are other unique features of paternalism that make it important.
First, while, paternalism is rooted in indigenous psychologies of Pacific
Asian, Middle-Eastern, and Latin American cultures as a salient cultural
characteristic, it is perceived negatively in Western developed and indus-
trialized societies. Despite the negative attitudes, however, Western soci-
eties now consider it as a viable solution to some societal and
organizational problems. Paternalism now goes beyond its indigenous
boundaries and is considered as a tool to contribute to societal development



in both the East and West.1 Second, paternalism remains as an issue that
evokes opinions in almost opposite directions in Eastern and Western cul-
tures, which suggests that it is a construct that has potential to yield sub-
stantial variation in cross-cultural organizational research. Third, it can be
construed at individual (e.g., paternalistic leadership), organizational (e.g.,
paternalistic organizational culture and practices), and socio-cultural levels
(e.g., paternalism as a cultural dimension). This enables cross-cultural
researchers to utilize it at different levels of analysis. The focus of discussion
in this chapter is on paternalistic leadership at the individual level.

Despite significant scientific and practical implications, paternalism
remains a topic that has received little attention from contemporary schol-
ars of management and psychological sciences (cf. Jackman, 1994; Mead,
1997). This chapter aims to fill this void by providing a conceptual refine-
ment. It also presents preliminary findings of research to validate the con-
ceptual framework and operationalize the construct of paternalism.

PATERNALISM: A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Jackman’s (1994) assertion that “paternalism is a time-worn term that has
had indefinite meaning in common usage” (p. 10) reflects its complexity.
Whilst the context may determine its meaning, being paternalistic, as the
name denotes, refers to acting in a manner similar to the way a father
behaves toward his children. Webster’s (1975) defines it as “the principle
or system of governing or controlling a country, group of employees, etc.
in a manner suggesting a father’s relationship with his children.” This
definition implies that paternalism occurs in a dyadic and hierarchical
relationship between a superior and subordinate, and that there is a role
differentiation in this relationship. In the organizational context, the role
of the superior is to provide care, protection, and guidance to the subor-
dinate both in work and non-work domains, while the subordinate, in
return, is expected to be loyal and deferential to the superior.

Paternalism is one of the most salient cultural characteristics of Pacific
Asian cultures (Dorfman & Howell, 1988; Pye, 1986) such as those in China,
Japan, Korea, Taiwan, and India. The literature also suggests that paternal-
ism is prevalent in countries of the Middle-East (Ali, 1993; Aycan, Kanungo,
et al., 2000; Ayman & Chemers, 1991) and Latin America (Osland, Franco, &
Osland, 1999). The underpinning of paternalism in Asian cultures is the
traditional value of familisim with a strong emphasis on patriarchal,
patrilocal, and patrilineal relationships within the family unit (Kim, 1994).
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In time, paternalistic relationships went beyond family boundaries, and
vertical relationships in the family were extended to those based on senior-
ity and gender in workplace and social life (Kim, 1994, Redding & Hsiao,
1990). Chao (1990) links paternalism to one of the fundamental principles of
Confucian ideology that balances an employer’s authority and guidance in
exchange for loyalty and deference from subordinates.

Paternalism has assumed a significant role in society. In the past,
maintenance of hierarchy and social order was ensured through the
power of paternalistic families or dynasties (Redding & Hsiao, 1990). In
the absence of social control regulated by laws, paternalism served an
important function in the feudalistic system where protection of the less
powerful was ensured in exchange for their loyalty and submission.
However, with the establishment of formalistic control and structure in
society and its organizations, a tendency to move away from paternalistic
norms emerged, as in the case of China (Kao, Sek-Hong, & Kwan, 1990).
Kim (1994) argues that the establishment of trade unions and collective
bargaining provided the necessary protection to all workers, and hence
resulted in the demise of occupational welfare in the West.

Although through a different root, paternalism has enjoyed a long
reign also in American and European industrial history (Tone, 1997). Weber
(1958) traces the nexus of paternalism back to nineteenth century philan-
thropy, religious ideologies, and early industrialization. The American mill
owners of the nineteenth century and the bourgeois entrepreneurs of the
twentieth century were concerned with the physical, moral and spiritual
well-being of their workers, and promoted social and moral welfare of
workers based on the principle of “industrial betterment” (Kerfoot &
Knights, 1993). However, the positive sentiments soon turned into severe
criticisms against paternalism due to their association with racism in labor
relations (e.g., Black Detroit workers of the Ford Motor Company between
1937–1941, Meier & Rudwick, 1979), worker exploitation (e.g., Blumer,
1951; van den Berghe, 1967), slavery in the American South (e.g., Genovese,
1972), and rural labor relations in Britain (e.g., Newby, 1977). As will be
reviewed in the next section, many scholars attack paternalism on ideolog-
ical and philosophical grounds (e.g., Carter, 1977; Drowkin, 1971; Kleining,
1983; Mill, 1950 [1859], Van DeVeer, 1979). Increased public awareness of
alternative ways of democratic relationships through the mass media, edu-
cational, and political institutions and a decline in individualized interac-
tions in the workplace, such as market determinism pushing for large-scale
lay-offs, unionization, and national welfare policies resulted in the demise
of paternalism (Padavic & Earnest, 1994). The Weberian (1966) analysis of
modernization theory purported that paternalism would be superseded by
the rational-bureaucratic, modern industrial authority.

In recent years, however, paternalism seems to have been resurrected
in the West in national welfare programs and organizational contexts. State
welfare programs are now becoming more paternalistic mainly due to
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political and economic pressures. According to recent polls about welfare
and poverty, paternalism is the social policy that is preferred by the major-
ity of Americans (Mead, 1997, p.13). In the “new paternalism,” as it is now
called (e.g., Mead, 1997), there is increased governmental intervention and
interference with the lives of the poor and deviant who are not able or will-
ing to assume responsibility for their own well-being. The new approach
now questions the assumption of individual accountability, efficacy, and
autonomy; ironically such questioning constituted the basis for attacks
against paternalism.

In the organizational context, new paternalism is developed to
humanize and remoralize the workplace as well as establish more flexible
management systems instead of rigid and contractual relationships
between employers and workers. Padavic and Earnest (1994) attributed
the rise of paternalism to the pressures of labor exploitation and declining
union power. Anthony (1986, p. 77) put it well by stating that paternalism
“mediates between humanity and economic exploitation. Between the
awfulness of one alternative and the ineffectiveness of the other, pater-
nalism is a model that is worth re-examining”. Warren (1999) asserted that
“the new paternalism [is implemented] in HRM policies to elicit
employee commitment and team based productivity” (p. 51). In the new
paternalism, companies are more involved in the non-work lives of their
employees by assisting them in their social and family problems.
According to Gordon (1998), “companies are helping themselves by help-
ing their employees” (p. 68), because such programs ease personal bur-
dens, and promote performance and commitment.

Despite the recent resurgence of interest in paternalism in Western
industrialized societies, it remains controversial. The next section will
compare the ideological underpinnings of paternalism in Western and
Eastern cultures to be able to capture its complex nature.

“IS PATERNALISM ‘GOOD’ OR ‘BAD’?”: ISSUES OF
CONTROVERSY

In its broadest sense, the organizational context of paternalism denotes
treating employees as if they are part of the extended family. In interper-
sonal relationships, the paternalistic superior behaves in a fatherly manner
towards his subordinates.2 We must first understand what this relation-
ship entails in order to analyze the reasons behind the controversies
surrounding paternalism. It is possible to outline paternalistic leadership
behavior as follows (e.g., Aycan, Kanungo, et. al, 2000; Kim, 1994; Padavic &
Earnest, 1994; Redding & Hsiao, 1990; Sinha, 1990):
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■ Creating a family atmosphere in the workplace: behaving like a father
to subordinates, giving fatherly advice to subordinates in their pro-
fessional as well as personal lives.

■ Establishing close and individualized relationships with subordinates:
establishing close relations with every subordinate individually,
knowing every subordinate in person (personal problems, family
life, etc.), is genuinely concerned with their welfare, takes a close
interest in subordinates’ professional as well as personal life.

■ Getting involved in the non-work domain: attending important events
(e.g., wedding and funeral ceremonies, graduations, etc.) of his
subordinates as well as their immediate family members, provid-
ing help and assistance (e.g., financial) to subordinates if they need
it, acting as a mediator between an employee and their spouse if
there is a marital problem.

■ Expecting loyalty: expecting loyalty and commitment from subordi-
nates, expecting employees to immediately attend to an emergency
in the company even if this requires employees to do so at the
expense of their private lives.

■ Maintaining authority/status: giving importance to status differences
(position ranks), and expecting employees to behave accordingly;
believing that he knows what is good for subordinates and their
careers; not wanting anyone to doubt his authority.

Employee reactions and behaviors in a paternalistic relationship have
not been systematically investigated in the literature, but anecdotal evi-
dence and qualitative studies (e.g., Aycan, 1999; Fikret-Pasa, 2001; Padavic
& Earnest, 1994) suggest that employee loyalty and deference are mani-
fested in various forms as follows.

■ Considering the workplace as a family: accepting the workplace as
his/her own family, feeling that there is emotional bonding with
the paternalistic leader, feeling proud to be associated with him,
seeking his advice on personal and professional matters because
they genuinely trust his/her opinions.

■ Being loyal and deferential: protecting the leader from criticisms
inside and outside the company, working hard to reciprocate the
managers’ favors and not lose face in front of him, showing loyalty
and deference towards the leader out of respect, leaving the organ-
ization with the manager if he quits, doing voluntary overtime if
needed.

■ Getting involved in non-work domains: going out of one’s way to help
the leader in his personal life if needed (e.g., helping him to paint
his house).

■ Accepting authority: willingly accepting the leader’s authority, gen-
uinely believing that the leader knows what is good for the
employee.
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These are some of the sample behaviors of subordinates and superiors
in a paternalistic relationship. When I give public presentations on such
behavior manifestations of paternalism, I observe two main reactions from
audiences. One reaction (mainly from Asian audiences), is members nod-
ding their head indicating an approval of paternalistic behavior, while the
other reaction (mainly from audiences of North Americans) is of shaking
their heads indicating a strong disapproval. What is right in this picture for
the first group that is so wrong for the second group? I argue that the dis-
agreements between Eastern and Western scholars arise for two reasons.
First, the socio-cultural context determines whether or not the paternalistic
relationship is perceived as appropriate. As will be discussed in the next sec-
tion, paternalism is congruent with characteristics of collectivistic and high
power distant cultures. In addition, levels of affectivity, particularism, and
diffuseness affect the acceptance of paternalism as an appropriate leadership
style. Second, the controversy may arise because there might be various
types of paternalism that yield different outcomes. I will argue that benevo-
lent paternalism is more effective than exploitative paternalism to elicit
higher employee satisfaction and higher organizational commitment.

The Socio-Cultural Context

Individualism vs. collectivism: Paternalism seems to be a valued characteris-
tic in collectivistic cultures compared to individualistic ones. Ho and Chiu
(1994) discussed five main components of the individualism-collectivism
construct, and three of them have direct implications for paternalism:
autonomy/conformity (including privacy expectations), responsibility,
and self-reliance/interdependence. In collectivistic cultures where there is
high conformity, more responsibility-taking for others, and more interde-
pendence, paternalism is viewed positively. In contrast, in individualistic
societies where autonomy, self-reliance, and self-determination are of piv-
otal importance, paternalism is undesirable. A paternalistic leader’s
involvement in an employee’s personal and family life can be perceived as
a violation of privacy in individualistic cultures, whereas it is desired and
expected in collectivistic ones.

In a paternalistic relationship, compliance to the paternalistic leader
is on a voluntary basis. Singh and Bhandarker (1990) summarized the
paternalistic relationship in the following way:

A person looks for a father-figure (symbolically speaking) in the work place
for empowering, protection, grooming, and development. In return, the
individual develops respect for his superior and demonstrates willingness
to accept his authority. (p. 134)

Similarly, Kao, Sek-Hong, and Kwan (1990) summarize the paternalis-
tic leader-subordinate relationship based on Confucian logic where
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“personalized obligations and loyalty [of the leader] leading to subor-
dinates’ willingness to comply and conform with the wishes of the ‘sur-
rogate’ parents in their leadership roles” (p. 105). Because compliance
and conformity with authority cannot be perceived as something to be
done voluntarily, paternalism has always been equated with authori-
tarianism in the Western literature.

Paternalism also implies a voluntary dependency on the paternalistic
leader. Protection, guidance, and various benefits provided to employees
and their families create a dependent relationship. Kim (1994) observed
that “Westerners are usually surprised when they see that this depend-
ency is not resented, but usually appreciated by employees. This willing-
ness to welcome dependency, however, is more explicable to Westerners
if they understand Korean familism and paternalism” (p. 257).

Because conformity and dependency are contradictory to individual-
istic values such as autonomy, self-reliance and self-determination, pater-
nalistic practices have been criticized in the context of elderly care (e.g.,
Cicirelli, 1990; Cohen, 1985; Gordon & Tomita, 1990), child protection pro-
grams (Calder, 1995), health care (e.g., Backlar, 1995; Beisecker &
Beisecker, 1993; Christensen, 1997; Kjellin & Nilstun, 1993; Mesler, 1994),
and academia (e.g., Callahan, 1988). In all these studies, the ethical dimen-
sion of paternalism was discussed. The emphasis was on the extent to
which experts (e.g., leaders, social workers, doctors, teachers, etc.) should
have the right to act in a paternalistic way (i.e., claiming that they know
what is best for the ones under their care) despite the wishes of those who
seek their advice or treatment. Therefore, paternalism is viewed as a prac-
tice that restricts individual rights to exercise autonomy and choice
(Blokland, 1997).

Power Distance: Paternalism is endorsed in hierarchical societies. The
paternalistic relationship is based on the assumption of power inequality
between the paternalistic leader and his subordinates. In high power dis-
tance cultures, inequality in the distribution of power is approved and not
resented. Paternalism is criticized in Western societies because of this
unquestioned power inequality and its implications. One of the major
implications is that the paternalistic leader assumes that he has superiority
over his subordinate with respect to key competencies (knowledge, skills,
and experience) as well as moral standards. Van de Veer (1986), in his
provocative book Paternalistic intervention: The moral bounds of benevolence
defines paternalism as a relationship “in which one person, A, interferes
with another person, S, in order to promote S’s own good” (p. 12).
Underlying this definition is an implicit assumption that the superior
“knows what is best for the subordinate.” The assumption of the manager’s
superiority and of the employee’s inferiority maybe invalid, but it is never-
theless unquestioned and unchallenged. The paternalistic leader’s status is
ascribed by the virtue of his position, age and experience, and therefore his

Paternalism 451



power and authority is legitimated. Van den Berghe (1985) criticized pater-
nalism for this particular aspect: “Paternalism should be regarded as a legit-
imating ideology characteristic of agrarian societies and as the model of all
relationships of inequality within such societies” (p. 262).

The power inequality is manifested in many ways, but two of them
are particularly important: being in a position to determine employee
wants and needs, and not allowing reciprocity. Luke described the
process of defining a subordinate’s wants and needs sharply:

A may exercise power over B…by influencing, shaping or determining his
very wants… Is it not the supreme and most insidious exercise of power to
prevent people, to whatever degree, from having grievances by shaping
their perceptions, cognitions, and preferences in such a way that they accept
their role in the existing order of things, either because they can see or imag-
ine no alternative to it, or because they see it as natural and unchangeable,
or because they value it as divinely ordained and beneficial? (1974,
pp. 23–24)

In this description, Luke argues that the power and influence process is so
strong that the subordinate is not even aware of the fact that he is being
manipulated. This represents one of the most fundamental and intriguing
criticisms against paternalism.

The power inequality is also manifested in the rules of reciprocity. In
paternalistic relationship, the dominant party makes sure that he is the
provider while the beneficiary is the receiver. Goodell (1985) asserts that
the power inequality “guarantees that the beneficiary cannot get back,
answer back, question, help himself, . . .reciprocate, or repay, in short,
regain his autonomy” (p. 254). This is the ideology of paternalism that
rests on the denial of reciprocity in similar terms and in the short-run. The
generosity of the giver, according to Levi-Strauss (1969, p. 53), aims at
crushing the receiver. In this sense, Goodell (1985) argued, paternalism
resembles patronage and potlatch (a ceremonial giveaway to perpetuate
the power establishment).

Affectivity, particularism, and diffuseness: Paternalism is most likely to
occur in cultures also high on affectivity (vs. emotional neutrality, cf.
Trompenaars, 1993), particularism (vs. universalism, cf. Trompenaars,
1993), and diffuseness (vs. specificity, cf. Trompenaars, 1993). The relation-
ship between the paternalistic superior and loyal subordinate is a heavily
emotional one. The emotional bonding is so strong that often times both
parties go beyond their role boundaries to help and nurture one another.
Their happiness and sorrow are lived together as a joint experience (cf.
Kim, 1994). The affectionate nature of the relationship is another contro-
versial aspect of paternalism. Jackman (1994), for example, argues that the
friendship offered in a paternalistic relationship is a “potent weapon with
which to extract compliance” (p. 273, emphasis added) from those who
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depend on the superior for emotional and social needs. It has even been
compared with an intimate love relationship with sexual overtones (e.g.,
Jackman, 1994; Kerfoot & Knight, 1993). In this context, the emotional
nature of the paternalistic relationship is contrasted with Western profes-
sionalism (cf. Gupta, 1999). In strictly professional business relationships,
emotions have no place; what matters is job performance and goal achieve-
ment. Care, protection, and affection in the paternalistic relationship may
easily create an organizational culture in which low performers are pro-
tected and tolerated (e.g., Osland, et al., 1999).

Rules in the paternalistic relationships may also vary depending on
the situation and person. Padavic and Earnest (1994) promote paternalism
in Western cultures now simply because universalistic practices are too
costly and rigid. Instead, the new paternalism brings a strategic flexibility,
so that there is no guarantee of getting benefits from the employer: “The
system of impersonal, legalistic system of mutual rights and obligations
[is replaced] by employer’s enactments of his role-transcending concern
which is situationalized and subject to his criteria” (Padavic & Earnest,
1994, p. 395). Paternalistic leaders may not be able or willing to meet the
needs of every employee to the same degree. Organizations in many
developing countries suffer from the lack of institutionalization because
of the established paternalistic pattern of differential treatment. Sinha (1995)
attributes this to the increasing size of the organization as well as the
employer’s liking of some members more than others:

The differential love and care [of the paternal boss] are generally recipro-
cated by similar feelings and acts. The loved and cared ones get increasingly
close to the father [the paternal figure] while others are distanced…The
leader indeed starts believing that so-and-so is really bright and dynamic
and therefore, in good faith, tends to extend favors to him.” (p. 78)

In such cases, paternalism may pave the way to nepotism and favoritism.
That is why it is sometimes referred to as “discrimination without the
expression of hostility” (Jackman, 1994, p. 10).

Finally, paternalism transcends boundaries. In diffuse cultures, role-
boundaries are permeable, and this is exactly the case in a paternalistic rela-
tionship. The superior is more than an employer or a manager in his role.
At times, he is like a father, a close friend, a brother, and so on. He is
involved in employees’ personal lives, and he has the right to expect per-
sonal favors from them. This raises the issue of invasions of privacy, where
the extent and justification of boundary-crossing is constantly questioned.

The Nature of Paternalism

Duality between control and care: Duality between control and care, which
is inherent in paternalism, may be difficult to comprehend and reconcile
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for Western scholars. In order to appreciate this duality, it might be nec-
essary to examine the relationships within the family as the idea of pater-
nalism in work and social life derives from the relationships between
parents and children.

In the family, parents assume a dual role of both control and care.
These roles have been juxtaposed in the Western literature. Control has
been equated with authoritarianism and therefore rejected. However, Lau
and Cheung (1987) challenged this position by arguing that there are two
types of parental control: dominating (restrictive) and order keeping (car-
ing), and that the latter is associated with parental affection and love.
Similarly, Kagitcibasi (1970, 1996) provided evidence for the independence
of parental affection and control, and showed that both can coexist in
child-rearing practices. Another example of this coexistence comes from
one of the predominant Indian values pertaining to the role of karta, the
father figure “who is nurturant, caring, dependable, sacrificing and yet
demanding, authoritative, and a strict disciplinarian” (Sinha, 1990, p. 68).

A similar duality in managerial roles can also be observed. Western
scholars (e.g., Likert, 1961; Vroom & Yetton, 1973) drew a clear distinction
between task- and people-oriented management styles. Strictly task-
oriented managers are portrayed as authoritarian who emphasize inequal-
ity in power distributions, whereas people-oriented managers are
portrayed as participative who emphasize equality among all. However,
based on his research on Indian organizations, Sinha (1980) proposed that
both task and people concerns can coexist even in a relationship where
there is a power hierarchy. He labeled such leaders as nurturant-task lead-
ers. Similarly, Misumi (1985) proposed a PM leadership theory in which he
also reconciled managerial concerns with control of performance (P) as
well as maintenance of harmonious relationships among workers (M).
These seemingly conflicting and yet coexisting roles that parents and man-
agers assume are at the root of paternalism. In addition to benevolence,
care, and generosity, there are elements of authoritarianism and obedience
in paternalism. Because such conflicting values are not easy to reconcile for
western scholars, their perception of paternalism is not favorable.

The issue of Intent and types of Paternalism: Perhaps the strongest criti-
cism of paternalism is related to its agenda. Why do employers take a
close interest in the personal and professional lives of their workers? Is it
really for employees’ own good or does it serve different strategic pur-
poses? Goodell (1985) concludes that most studies credit the paternalist
with benevolent rather than Machiavellian intentions. However, not all
scholars agree with this conclusion. Jackman (1994, p. 13) ponders two
critical questions: “Is the paternalist capable of assessing the best interest
of others, and separate this from his or her own interests? …How is the
observer to distinguish acts that are altruistically or benevolently moti-
vated from malevolent acts that merely purport to be benevolent?”
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What is the hidden agenda (if any) of the paternalistic leader? The lit-
erature discusses possible beneficial outcomes of paternalism for the
organization, including reduced cost (Padavic & Earnest, 1994; Kim,
1994), increased flexibility (Kerfoot & Knight, 1993; Padavic & Earnest,
1994), decreased turnover (Kim, 1994), and improved commitment, loy-
alty and teamwork (Gordon, 1998; Kim, 1999; Sinha, 1990). Paternalistic
organizations save costs because the allocation of various resources and
benefits are done on an individual basis, rather than for the entire work-
force as it would be in more institutionalized systems. Such flexibility
reduces employers’ liability. As one manager puts “there is no warranty
on the stuff you give and that’s good. You don’t want to guarantee these
little benefits” (cited in Padavic & Earnest, 1994, p. 395). Moreover, pater-
nalistic systems reduce the control costs. Kim (1994) found that managers
in Korean organizations favored in-kind benefits because this enables
them to exercise control over employees.

Loyalty and commitment are perhaps the most important benefits of
paternalism for employers. Especially in the context of developing coun-
tries, loyalty is more valued in a worker than his/her job performance and
competencies. (see, Cheng, 1999, for an excellent discussion). Employees
give their best to the job not to lose face for their beloved managers. This
is almost the only possible way of reciprocating the benefactor’s care, pro-
tection, and nurture. Employees derive their sense of identity as members
of “one big family” (cf. Warren, 1999), and teamwork flourishes in this
environment.

The issue of intent is the key to distinguish among various forms of
paternalism. Two types of paternalism that are most frequently discussed
in literature are exploitative vs. benevolent paternalism (cf. Kim, 1994). The
most distinguishing factor is the motivating force behind (a) employer
generosity and care, and (b) employee loyalty. In exploitative paternalism,
the emphasis is almost exclusively on organizational outcomes, whereas in
benevolent paternalism there is more emphasis on and genuine concern
for employee welfare. From the employee perspective, loyalty towards the
paternalistic leader is a way to reciprocate his/her sincere generosity and
care in benevolent-type paternalism. In contrast, in exploitative paternal-
ism, employees show loyalty and deference mainly because they know
that the leader is capable of fulfilling their needs or depriving them of crit-
ical resources.

Figure 1 depicts the proposed conceptual framework where the two
types of paternalism are contrasted with authoritarian and authoritative
management styles. Accordingly, benevolent paternalism occurs when the
main emphasis is on the employee’s welfare by the employer. In return, the
employee shows loyalty and deference out of respect and appreciation for
employer’s benevolence. In exploitative paternalism the overt behavior is also
care and nurturance, but for a different reason, which is to elicit employee
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compliance to achieve organizational objectives. Authoritarian management
relies on control and exploitation on the part of the superior, where the sub-
ordinate shows conformity and dependence in order to receive rewards or
avoid punishment. Authoritative management also exercises control, but the
underlying reason is to promote a subordinate’s welfare. The subordinate,
in return, respects the superior’s decisions and complies with the rules,
knowing that this is for his/her own benefit. The distinction between
authoritative and authoritarian parenting has been drawn in the literature
(e.g., Kochanska, Kuczynski, & Radke-Yarrow, 1989), but there are few
studies dealing with this issue in the organizational context.

MODEL VALIDATION AND SCALE CONSTRUCTION

This section describes three empirical field studies testing the proposed
model to operationalize the construct. It should be noted that the scale
that was developed captured paternalism in the work context only, and
did not aim at measuring different types of paternalism (i.e., benevolent
vs. exploitative).

First Phase: Verification of the Conceptual Model of Paternalism

The purpose of this research was to test the relationship among the four
types of management/leadership styles that were described in Figure 1. It
was hypothesized that benevolent paternalism would have a significant
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Figure 1. The conceptual framework contrasting benevolent and exploitative paternalism
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negative correlation with exploitative paternalism and authoritarian man-
agement, whereas it would be positively correlated with authoritative
management. Exploitative paternalism, on the other hand was expected
to correlate positively with authoritarian management, and negatively
with authoritative management.

Participants: A total of 60 employees were randomly drawn from var-
ious private (90 %) and public sector (10 %) organizations in Turkey.
Slightly more than half of the sample was comprised of females (55%),
and the mean age for the overall sample was 28.08 years. The sample had
high educational attainments: 46.7 % were university graduates, and the
rest were high school or vocational school graduates.

Measurement: The questionnaire designed for this research had two
parts. The first part assesses the perceived status difference (i.e., power dis-
tance) in eight dyadic relationships (e.g., employer-employee, doctor-
patient, parent-child, etc.). Participants rated the perceived status
difference in each relationship using a 7-point Likert scale (0 = no status
difference; 4 = of equal status; 6 = very large status difference). In addition,
participants were presented with four possible sources/reasons of the sta-
tus difference (e.g., knowledge, experience, tradition, other resources), and
were asked to indicate to which they attributed the status difference. For
each relationship, participants evaluated the extent to which each reason
influences the existing status difference by using a 7-point scale (0 = is of
no influence; 6 = is of great influence).

The second part included 62 phrases that included descriptions of the
roles of superiors and subordinates in our culture as per the four types
depicted in the proposed model. For example, the following eight phrases
were developed for the employer-employee relationship.

– Employers genuinely care for their employees to promote their
well-being (benevolent paternalism)

– Employers care for their employees because they are exploitative
(exploitative paternalism)

– Employers control their employees to get them to work harder
(authoritarian management)

– Employers control their employees to promote their well-being
(authoritative management)

– Subordinates show loyalty and deference towards their superiors
out of respect (benevolent paternalism)

– Subordinates show loyalty and deference towards their superiors
to get benefits or avoid punishment (exploitative paternalism)

– Subordinates show conformity and dependence to their superiors
to get benefits or avoid punishment (authoritarian management)

– Subordinates show conformity and dependence to their superiors
out of respect (authoritative management)
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Similar phrases were developed for all other dyadic relationships.
The 64 phrases were presented in a random order, and participants were
asked to rate their level of agreement by using a 5-point Likert scale 
(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree).

Results. Descriptive findings showed that the maximum status differ-
ence occurred in teacher-student relationship, whereas almost none
existed among colleagues, married couples, and friends. Therefore, these
relationships were not included in the subsequent analyses. The power
distance between student-teacher and patient-doctor who have
status/level differences were reported due to differences in knowledge
and experience levels. The difference between parent-child was due to
traditions and cultural norms as well as knowledge and experience (see,
Table 1). Among the remaining four relationships that had high power
distance, benevolent paternalism and authoritative approaches were
observed mostly in parent-child relationships, whereas exploitative
paternalism and authoritarian approaches were mostly observed in
leader-follower and employer-employee relationships.

In order to examine the validity of the conceptual model, the rela-
tionships among four types of management/leadership behaviors were
examined. Pearson Product Moment correlations showed that benevolent
paternalism was negatively correlated with exploitative paternalism and
authoritarianism (r = −.25 and r = −.21, p <.05, respectively), and posi-
tively correlated with authoritative approaches (r = .53, p <.01).
Exploitative paternalism was positively and significantly correlated with
authoritarianism (r =.50, p <.01), and negatively but not significantly cor-
related with an authoritative approach (r = −.12, p <.10). The results con-
firmed the hypotheses.

Additionally, the relations among these four types of superior and sub-
ordinate behaviors were also examined. As expected, a high score on
benevolent care on the part of the superior was correlated positively with
respect-based loyalty and deference as well as conformity and dependence
on the part of the subordinate (r =.43, r =.40, p <.001, respectively). Similarly,
a high score on exploitative paternalism was positively correlated with
subordinate loyalty (r =.24, p <.05) and conformity (r =.36, p <.01) due to
the expectations of rewards and avoidance of punishment. This further
provided preliminary evidence in support of the model.

Second Phase: Scale Development

Participants: A total of 177 employees participated in this phase. Among
the 23 employees who participated in the pilot study, 82.6 % were women,
95.2 % were private sector employees and 65 % were university gradu-
ates. The mean age for this sample was 25.34 years and the average tenure
was 15.13 months. Among the 154 employees who participated in the
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main study, 84.4 % were males; the mean age was 24.36 years; 59.1 % were
high school graduates and 27.3% were university graduates; the average
tenure in the organization was 3.03 years.

Results: Twenty-six items were initially generated to assess paternal-
ism. After the pilot study, participants reported that all but 2 items were
easy to understand and respond to. These two items were dropped from
the subsequent analyses. Furthermore, participants were asked to guess
what the items were trying to assess, 84 % claimed that the items were
about behaviors of managers who try to create a family environment in
the workplace.

In the main study, the internal consistency coefficient was found to be
α =.81 for the 24-item scale. The item-total correlation ranged. 30 to .64.
For three items, item-total correlations were low, and these items were
removed after which Cronbach’s alpha increased to α = .85. The mean
score of the 21-item scale was 3.79 (SD = .55), the lowest score was 1.65
and the highest score is 5.00. Items as well as overall scores distributed
normally (for scale score, skewness = −0.31; kurtosis = 0.62).

Principle Components Analysis was conducted to investigate the
dimensions of the construct. Table 2 presents the 5-factor solution after
Varimax Rotation. Five factors explained 62.70 % of the total variance.
Kaiser-Meyer Olkin measure of sampling adequacy test (KMO =.82)
and Bartlett’s test of sphericity (Chi-Square (136) = 846.58, p <.001) esti-
mates were acceptable. The first factor, which explained 18.42 % of vari-
ance, was entitled “Family atmosphere at work”. The factor consisted
of five items. The second factor, which explains 16.30 % of variance,
consisted of four items that expressed the superior’s relationships with
each of employees. The factor was named as “Individialized relation-
ships”. The third factor was named as “Involvement in employess”
non-work lives. This factor had four items and explained 10.41 % of
variance. The fourth factor was “Loyalty expectation” included three
items and explained 9.72 % of variance. The last factor consists of five
items that concerned “Status hierarchy & authority”. The factor
explained 7.85 % of variance. The factor structure closely resembled the
aspects of paternalistic leadership behaviors outlined in the
Introduction. However, further research with larger samples is required
to test the stability of this factor structure.

Third Phase: Validity Study

In this last phase, the validation study of the paternalism scale was con-
ducted. The Nurturant-Task Leadership Scale (NT), developed by Sinha
(1990) was used to test the convergent validity. As for the divergent valid-
ity test, the Authoritarian Leadership scale was used (Sinha, 1995). Finally,
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Table 2. Principle Component Analysis with Varimax Rotation

Factor Loadings

Factor / Item 1 2 3 4 5
FACTOR 1: Family atmosphere at work
● Behaves like a family member (father/mother or 0.72

elder brother/sister) towards his / her employees.
● Provides advice to employees like a senior 0.70

family member.
● Creates a family environment in the workplace. 0.67
● Feels responsible from employees as if they are 0.66

his or her own children.
● Protects employees from outside criticisms. 0.60

FACTOR 2: Individualized relationships
● Places importance to establishing one-to-one 0.74

relationship with every employee.
● Places importance to knowing every employee 0.70

in person (e.g. personal problems, family life etc.).
● Shows emotional reactions, such as joy, sorrow, 0.68

anger, in his or her relationships with employees.
● Closely monitors the development and progress 0.66

of his or her employees.

FACTOR 3: Involvement in employees’ non-work lives
● Does not hesitate to take action in the name of 0.83

his or her employees, whenever necessary.
● Is ready to help employees with their non-work 0.80

problems (e.g. housing, education of the children, 
health etc.) whenever they need it.

● Attends special events of employees (e.g. 0.78
weddings and funeral ceremonies, graduations etc.)

● Is prepared to act as a mediator whenever an 0.67
employee has problem in his or her private life 
(e.g. marital problems).

FACTOR 4: Loyalty expectation
● Expects loyalty and deference in exchange for 0.79

his or her care and nurturance.
● Does not consider performance as the most 0.77

important criterion while making a decision about 
employees (e.g. promotion, lay-off).

● Places more importance to loyalty than 0.65
performance in evaluating employees

FACTOR 5: Status hierarchy and authority
● Is disciplinarian and at the same time nurturant 0.79

(sweet & bitter).
● Believes that s / he knows what is best for 0.77

his or her employees.
● Asks opinions of employees about work-related 0.66

issues, however, makes the last decision himself 
or herself.

● Wants to control or to be informed about 0.65
every work-related activity.

● Despite establishing close relationships with 0.63
employees, keeps his or her distance.

Explained variance 18.42 16.30 10.41 9.72 7.85



concurrent validity was tested using the Organizational Commitment
scale (Mowday, Porter, & Steers, 1982).

Participants: Participants of the validation study were 100 employees
of a large privately-owned rubber factory. The majority of the participants
(91 %) were males; 54 % were university graduates and 27% were high
school graduates. The mean age was 28.2 years, and the tenure was 3.03
years on average.

Results: As expected, the paternalism scale was positively and signifi-
cantly correlated with the Nurturant-Task leadership (r =.69, p <.001), and
the Organizational Commitment scales (r =.25, p <.05), whereas it was neg-
atively correlated with the Authoritarian Leadership scale (r = −.27, p <.05).
This provided initial support to the validity of the scale.

Further evidence for the validity of the scale comes from a large-scale
cross-cultural research (including the 10 countries of the USA, Canada,
China, Romania, Germany, Israel, Turkey, Pakistan, India, and Russia) on
the impact of socio-cultural context on work culture and human resource
management practices (Aycan, Kanungo, et al., 2000). In this study, a short
version of the questionnaire was used. Paternalism as a socio-cultural
dimension yielded the largest variance among countries (omega-square:
0.27). According to the findings, India, Turkey, China and Pakistan scored
the highest on paternalism, Russia, Romania, the USA and Canada scored
in the middle, and Israel and Germany scored the lowest. Paternalism
was positively correlated with the work culture dimension that empha-
sized the importance of fulfilling obligations towards one another in the
workplace. However, paternalism was negatively correlated with the
work culture that promotes proactivity and initiative taking. It was also
negatively correlated with job enrichment in HRM practices which
involved work design in a manner where workers have more autonomy,
use various skills, receive more feedback, and comprehend the impor-
tance of what they do for the company and for others’ lives. Paternalism
positively correlated with empowerment and participation.

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Paternalism is a salient and powerful construct that has many faces. It is
an effective leadership style in the socio-cultural contexts where it origi-
nated. However, when taken out of its original context and applied in
Western organizations, paternalism loses its meaning and has become
the object of criticism and controversy. Even in its appropriate cultural
context, social scientists need to understand the personal and situational
contingencies under which its efficiency is maximized. There are a num-
ber of fruitful research avenues. First, future studies should investigate
the characteristics of employees who are most and least likely to prefer
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paternalism and benefit from it. Included in these characteristics are
demographic attributes such as education, gender, age, profession, and
position, as well as personality- or socialization-related variables (e.g.,
attachment style). Similarly, the personal attributes of superiors should
be investigated to find out the differences between benevolent and
exploitative paternalists. Such research projects have been initiated by
the present author. Finally, institutional paternalism as well as organiza-
tional attributes such as size, age, industry, ownership, and develop-
mental stage that are more prone to the occurrence and effectiveness of
paternalistic leadership should be studied.

Second, research should explore the outcomes of paternalism for the
organization as well as its employees. Especially important is the empow-
erment of the subordinates. Aycan, Kanungo, et al. (2000) found a positive
relationship between paternalism and empowerment. However, the liter-
ature suggests that the loss of autonomy and high dependency are con-
trary to empowering practices. Third, examining the relationship of
paternalism to other relevant constructs such as mentoring, coaching,
charismatic leadership, participative leadership, and nurturant-task
leadership will help refine the conceptualization. Fourth, the empirical
studies presented in this chapter are based on Turkish samples. Future
cross-cultural research should investigate whether or not the characteris-
tics of paternalism identified here are similar in other cultural contexts.
Fifth, in order to test the conceptual model fully (Figure 1), future studies
should develop measures to assess employee reactions and behaviors in
the paternalistic relationship. Finally, the dynamics of paternalism should
be investigated in other dyadic relationships including teacher-student,
doctor-patient, and husband-wife.
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Chapter 21
Creating Indigenous Psychologies

Insights from Empirical Social Studies of the
Science of Psychology

John G. Adair

About 20 years ago I was introduced to the concept of indigenous psy-
chology by a young graduate student in Canada, Uichol Kim. Intrigued
by the concept he was presenting, I posed the question, “How do you
know when the goal is achieved — when a non-indigenous psychology
within a country has become an indigenous psychology?” Uichol
responded with examples of indigenous concepts, that only made me
puzzle more about the dynamics of the process called indigenization. My
question had been posed from my social studies of science perspective
rather than from my perspective as a cross-cultural psychologist. I was
interested in operationalizing and studying how the indigenization
process worked.

My work over subsequent years has applied social science research
methods, e.g., bibliometric and content analyses, interviews, surveys, and
database analyses, to the study of the science of psychology — in this case
how it develops and is made culturally appropriate in countries around the
world. Social studies of science are not common within psychology, and
particularly uncommon in the study of indigenous psychologies. Aside
from occasional empirical data collections on the state of development of a
subfield or of the discipline within a country, Gabrenya’s (2004) research on
the indigenous psychology movement within Taiwan represents the only
other systematic program of research on the topic from this perspective. His
research has focused on understanding the individual, interpersonal and
organizational dynamics, and contextual factors influencing the community
of psychologists engaged in indigenising psychology within a single coun-
try, Taiwan. In contrast, my research has focused on the indigenization



process across several countries. My approach is to empirically describe the
course of change in research over time with the goal of determining the fac-
tors that facilitate and impede the ways in which an imported discipline is
made more culturally sensitive and appropriate and of identifying the vari-
ables that impact on this process. My approach is primarily descriptive and
analytical of what has occurred rather than prescriptive or normative of
what should occur. In this paper I review some of the insights that have
emerged as a result of these studies.

HOW THIS APPROACH DIFFERS

A social studies of science approach differs in many ways from those that
pursue the identification and promotion of indigenous research accom-
plishments. For example, rather than culturally unique findings as the
goal for this research, indigenous psychologies and the way they develop
are the objects of study. This different perspective hopefully will challenge
and inform thinking about indigenous psychologies.

Indigenous contributions vs. Indigenous Psychologies

The first difference may be the distinction between indigenous contribu-
tions and indigenous psychologies. Research is conducted in discrete proj-
ects. Research projects that attempt to explain thoughts and behaviors that
are unique to a culture with concepts and measures developed within the
culture may make identifiable indigenous contributions. Such contribu-
tions are important to the society and to the development of its indigenous
psychology. They may better represent the culture, identify differences
from so-called Western mainstream psychology, and serve as stimulants
and models for indigenous research by others. But we should resist the
temptation to equate indigenous contributions with an indigenous psy-
chology. Indigenous contributions are like anecdotes — they serve a useful
purpose, but are an inadequate means of assessing discipline progress. For
example, it is safe to say that many of the research projects that proceeded
in the fashion described at the opening of this paragraph would not make
significant contributions, yet such research by any definition would be
regarded as that found in an indigenous psychology.

Moreover, it should not be assumed that merely increasing the number
of such indigenous contributions will, like building blocks, ultimately lead
to an emerging indigenous psychology. Such a perspective confuses indig-
enization as a goal with its function as a process to develop an “appropri-
ate” psychology for the culture. Much more is involved. The creation of an
appropriate psychology for any country is not solely dependent upon its
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indigenization. Other factors, such as a basic core of researchers, supportive
research environments, established research training programs, and good
quality national journals have received less attention than indigenization of
the discipline. Yet general development of the discipline is an essential
adjunct to the process of indigenization. My empirical research seeks to
study and inform these broader processes by which indigenous psycholo-
gies develop. Before turning to this research and reviewing its findings, two
additional general observations are in order.

Source of the Problem

Psychology has its roots in Europe, however, it is the modern discipline
developed in the United States, which was generally an acultural, posi-
tivistic, experimental psychology that has been imported into countries
around the world. Often it took some time to notice that this imported psy-
chology did not always work and that there was a need to indigenize the
imported discipline and to adapt it to the local culture and problems. But
often the blame for the ill fit of the imported discipline has been placed on
the model, or, less constructively, politicized by pejorative references to
U.S. colonialism or imperialism. Without denying some of these concerns,
this negative perspective unnecessarily externalizes a problem that must
be seen as a problem of the country importing the discipline.

The alternative perspective is to internalize the problem. It was the
local psychologists who returned from their Western graduate training
and uncritically attempted to apply to their own culture the psychology
that seemed to work in graduate school. Whereas it is true that they
were not trained to recognize the role of culture or context as variables to
consider, acceptance of responsibility for the challenge provides a con-
structive context and attitude for the psychologist who must now cope
with the problem. This perspective replaces the need to belittle or deni-
grate U.S. psychology with an emphasis on the need to modify, build
upon, and shape the imported psychology to the needs of one’s own cul-
ture. Psychology seemed at one time to be worthy of being imported;
there may be much to be gained by recognizing the amount of the
imported psychology to be retained and the amount to be modified or
indigenized.

Indigenization: Need Is Universal, but Unequal across 
Countries

An important point to understand is that although the need for indigenous
psychology development is universal (outside of the United States), the
extent of that need and the degree of transformation of the discipline that is
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required is not uniform throughout the world. For example, differences
between European and American social psychology have been observed on
numerous occasions (Jaspars, 1986; Rijsman, 1990). These differences are
obviously not as large as those between psychology in the U.S. and in
Taiwan, but the need for indigenization of the discipline is present for
developed world countries as well as for those in the majority world. This
is true because (a) psychology has been imported from the U.S. into every
country in the world, and (b) psychology was developed earlier and is
more established in the U.S. There will be differences between sets of coun-
tries in the extent of transformation required. The extent of change required
will vary largely as function of (a) the extent of the difference with U.S. cul-
ture, and (b) the stage of development of the discipline. The greater the
cultural difference and the less developed the discipline, the greater
the degree of indigenization of the discipline required. Based on this analy-
sis, the need for indigenization of psychology will be greatest in Asia and
Africa, much less in Latin America, even less in Europe, and probably least
in Canada. Although the logic of this hierarchy is obvious now, it was not
so apparent when I first began this research.

Empirical Study of Indigenization

My research began as a study of the indigenization process. Within the lim-
ited early literature most analyses (Atal, 1981; Azuma, 1984; Sinha, D.,1986;
Sinha, J.B.P., 1984) contended that indigenization was a transformative
process of gradual stages through which the discipline moved toward the
goal of creating an indigenous psychology. The problem was that these
analyses were conceptual, often anecdotally-based, and without empirical
documentation of the discipline’s movement toward culturally appropriate
psychological research within any country. It seemed to me that it should be
possible to operationalize and measure the process to reveal more about
indigenization than we could discern from citable indigenous contributions.

I adopted an operational definition of indigenous psychology as
reflecting the extent to which the theories, concepts, research problems,
hypotheses, methods, and measures emanate from, adequately represent,
and for which the results reflect back upon the cultural context in which the
behavior is observed, rather than coming from and addressing a foreign
research literature. Assuming that indigenization develops by degrees,
increasing sensitivity to the local culture should appear in the studies of a
widening circle of native researchers. These changes would be reported
and archived within their published research. Because journals are the uni-
versally accepted outlet for empirical work, they provided a uniform data-
base for assessing the discipline at each stage of its development.
Indigenization within a country, therefore, could be empirically measurable
over time by content analysis of the research published in representative
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journals. Because indigenous theories, concepts and methods occur infre-
quently in any new discipline, measures of the indigenization of a disci-
pline had to be sensitive to modest changes in degree of general concern
with culturally-relevant variables and focus on the process rather than on
indigenous accomplishments.

I devised 65 different measures of research change that could be
recorded within research reports. Because so much research in developing
countries emulates research from the developed world, I regarded any
attention to the local culture as a movement toward indigenization. For
example, reference to the culture within the Introduction and Discussion
were separately rated on seven-point scales as containing no, slight, or
modest references to culture or culture reference equal to prior literature
or mostly or solely local culture. The rationale or justification for con-
ducting the research was rated according to whether it was because of the
absence of any prior research on the topic within the culture, because of
some unique cultural relevance to the culture, or because of some univer-
sal rationale. The source of the research problem was rated as arising from
social norms, social traditions, religion, or exclusively from the prior lit-
erature. Tests were rated according to their origins in developed world
countries or locally constructed or adapted. Research subjects were coded
as reflecting the traditional society or the ubiquitous undergraduate.

Ratings of these elements of research over an extended period of time
enabled a quantification and measurement of discipline change, particu-
larly of its maturation and indigenization. These measures were applied in
content analyses of psychological research published in international and
national journals within India (Adair, Puhan, & Vohra, 1993), and national
journals in Bangladesh (Shirin & Adair, 1989) and Canada (Adair, 1999a;
1999b) during the period between 1972 and 1987. Articles were selected
from among those journals in which culture would be expected to play a
role, e.g., in social psychology, or broad band journals from the soft side of
the discipline, e.g., developmental, personality, organizational behavior.
Although limited to this time period, content analyses across the three
countries provided a composite picture of the indigenization process.
Rather than update content analyses to the present, I have recently com-
pleted much broader assessments by country of research presented at
international congresses and in PsycLIT entries (Adair, Coêlho, & Luna,
2002) to document the international visibility of research in each country.

THE INDIGENIZATION PROCESS

Indigenization is the process by which an imported psychology is trans-
formed into a discipline that is more appropriate to the culture, i.e., into
an indigenous psychology. Indigenous psychology develops and evolves

Creating Indigenous Psychologies 471



through a series of stages. Importation, implantation, indigenization, and
autochthonization are the four stages that I have identified through my
research and analysis. Autochthonization refers to the processes leading
to the emergence of a self-perpetuating discipline independent of its
imported source, the culmination of the indigenization process. These
stages are outlined and elements within each are detailed in Table 1. I will
elaborate on these in the course of the ensuing discussion of findings from
studies of the indigenization process in Bangladesh, India, and Canada,
countries that varied in the nature and focus of their national disciplines
and in their responses to the need for indigenization over the years of my
content-analysis study. Coming from three well-placed locations on the
indigenization continuum, a look at each provides a composite of the
indigenization process.

Toward Indigenization: The Bangladesh Example

Bangladesh is a heavily populated, economically poor country that had a
small psychological discipline just emerging from the early stages of
importation in the early 1970s. Most faculty had been recently trained in
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Table 1. Stages and Activities in the Spread of Psychology around the World

1. Importation
a. Discipline is introduced to a country,
b. becomes part of the university curriculum, and
c. scholars are sent abroad to be trained.

2. Implantation
a. Returning scholars begin functioning as psychologists,
b. conduct research emulating Western training model,
c. research topics selected from journals,
d. use textbook application of methods to guide research, and
e. teach discipline as it was taught in graduate school.

3. Indigenization
a. Scholars criticize Western models and methods as inappropriate,
b. adapt tests and methods to language and culture,
c. research topics in the national interest, and
d. identify culturally unique behaviors/thoughts for study.

4. Autochthonization
a. Establish graduate training programs to self-perpetuate discipline.
b. Locally-authored/edited textbooks published and used.
c. National association promotes journals, discipline, and
d. standards for research ethics and professional practice.
e. National funding reliably available for research, and
f. critical mass of mature, established scholars focus on research problems that are cul-

turally appropriate and nationally important.



the U.K., or Canada, and subsequently a few more trained in the U.S. and
India. Some were trained within Bangladesh, but most of these were
employed as teachers with lesser expectations for research activity. The
stronger academics with expectations for research were trained abroad.

Our content analyses of Bangladeshi publications (Shirin & Adair,
1989) during this earliest period indicated an unexpectedly high degree of
research sophistication in design and statistical methodology, higher even
than that found in Indian psychological research some years later.
However, closer examination revealed that most of these earliest publica-
tions were simply reports of dissertations and other research conducted
abroad while the new faculty had been graduate students. This pattern of
an apparent regression of research sophistication is likely duplicated in
other countries at this early stage of discipline development. Subsequent
Bangladeshi research fell into a more typical pattern of replications of pre-
viously published research. Moreover, these studies appeared often to be
presented as if replication of a Western finding within Bangladesh was
evidence of the researcher’s investigatory ability.

Unpublished interviews of faculty conducted in 1987 indicated that
most were unaware of the concept of indigenization and not broadly sen-
sitive to the ill fit of Western psychology to their cultural context. Survey
responses of Bangladesh psychologists similarly indicated a lesser need
for research to become more sensitive to their culture. These facts pro-
vided strong evidence for the discipline positioned at a pre-indigeniza-
tion stage. Moreover, the numbers of psychologists working on similar
topics were insufficient to provide a critical mass for the stimulation of
ideas and feedback or to create a complete, broad-based discipline, thus
precluding conditions necessary for rapid progress toward the indige-
nization stage of development.

Indigenization of Psychology: The Indian Example

Indian psychology, on the other hand, provides a classic example of a
discipline at the indigenization stage of development. Although it has
had a long history and large numbers of research-trained scholars, psy-
chology in India has continued for many years to manifest a discipline
that has engaged in what Mohanty (1988) called Yankee Doodling (i.e.,
replication of Western psychological research). This led Durganand
Sinha to issue several calls for changes in Indian psychology: a call for
psychology to become more relevant to Indian society through attention
to national social problems (1973) and a companion call for indigeniza-
tion (1984), i.e., for developing a psychology that was more culturally
appropriate.

Empirical assessment of progress. Our content analysis of published
Indian psychological research over 16 years (Adair, et al., 1993) provided
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evidence of a slow but increasing response to Sinha’s calls. Rather than
a compilation of indigenous contributions such as those that are reported
in this collection of papers, these measures provided evidence of subtle
changes in the sensitivity and changing nature of Indian psychological
research and insights into the manner in which the indigenization process
evolves. Although these data and interpretations come from only one
country, the following summary of enumerated conclusions from this
research likely reflects the manner in which the indigenization process
unfolds in many countries. Overall the response to calls for indigenization
and the progress toward indigenization has been manifest in several
distinctive ways.

(1) The starting point, of course, was the universal orientation of vir-
tually all Indian research. Ratings indicated that the vast majority of
research emanated from the previous literature and analysis of references
indicated substantial dependency upon Western psychology in 1972–74,
with only gradual improvement over subsequent time periods.

(2) In early research reports, cultural sensitivity was displayed typ-
ically by passing references in the Introduction sections of research
articles — an initial almost ritualistic response or need to pay homage to
the culture — followed by its noticeable absence later in the article. One is
tempted to interpret that researchers had some inclination to direct their
attention toward their own culture, maybe in response to Sinha’s calls, but
either lacked understanding of how to do this, or were distracted by their
attention to statistical methodology that led to universalistic interpreta-
tions of their data. Over time this pattern was gradually replaced by more
balanced expressions of cultural sensitivity throughout some articles. In
spite of these averaged increases, there still was not any evidence of
increased sensitivity to the Indian context among a broad base of Indian
scholars.

(3) The third noticeable pattern was for greater cultural sensitivity to
be expressed in non-empirical analyses and theoretical reviews rather than
within research articles. This was most evident within the more recent time
periods of the study where references to the culture within non-empirical
articles were much greater than those found within both the Introduction
and Discussion sections of empirical articles. These trends suggested the
importance of some conceptual level analysis and psychological under-
standing of the culture as a precursor to its appearance in the empirical lit-
erature.

(4) The nature of empirical indigenous developments, although
infrequent, also changed over time from the identification of simple dif-
ferences between India and the West or within India to more complex
explanations of Indian problems and behaviors. More substantial
increases occurred in the most recent time period in the combined fre-
quencies of the two most indigenous categories — attempts to explain
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typical behaviors of Indians and references to indigenous theories. The
nature and timing of these observations, however, suggests they could
have resulted as much from the maturation of the discipline as from its
indigenization.

(5) The infrequency of applied research on national social problems
precluded the discipline in India making obvious indigenous contribu-
tions to their resolution. Because several of the journals we surveyed
included reports of applied research this observation was not due to a
sampling bias. Rather, it seems as if there was a lesser response to Sinha’s
call for socially relevant research than to his call for indigenization. An
applied approach and contributions should be an important component
of an indigenous discipline. Applied research focuses investigators on
their own culture, provides local perspectives and solutions to social
problems, and generates new research questions within the culture. But to
achieve an applied approach requires new perspectives and skills — in
addition to understanding of the culture and problem, the researcher
must have an understanding of the nature and difficulties of applied
research. It seems as if the difficulties due to the lack of perspective and
experience that the Indian researchers had in initiating indigenous
research, similarly impeded their development of applied contributions.
Possibly at a later stage in the indigenization process as the numbers of
experienced researchers increased, applied research could be an effective
device for further indigenizing the discipline. Encouraged to solve prob-
lems, experienced researchers should find that problem-oriented research
frees them from the shackles of methodology (which is Western) to focus
on what can solve the (indigenous) problem. It might also engage a larger
number of psychologists within the country to look at problems within
their own culture.

(6) The attraction to publish in better quality foreign journals common
among psychologists in many countries was also found to be true of Indian
psychologists (Adair, Pandey, Begum, Puhan, & Vohra, 1995). Indeed, con-
tent analyses revealed that Indian research published abroad was generally
more culturally sensitive than the research published in India. The fact that
research that contains culturally unique elements is more readily publish-
able in foreign or international journals encourages leading scholars to pub-
lish their indigenous research there rather than in their own country. High
quality, indigenous research that could serve as the model and stimulus for
similar research within the country is at least initially directed to the wrong
audience, a problem that is not uncommon among developing countries
(see Öngel & Smith, 1999).

(7) Truly indigenous developments were least evident within research
methodologies, a finding that has been general across countries. Indigenous
test constructions were uniformly rare across the duration of the study, and
overall indigenous methodology was much less advanced than progress
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toward increasing cultural sensitivity and indigenous conceptualizations.
This finding may be disconcerting given the strong criticism of Western
methodology, but not unexpected given the challenging task of devising
new methods. Researchers need considerable experience with the imported
discipline before they are in a position to alter Western methods or develop
indigenous methodologies. Similarly, experience is necessary for the devel-
opment of indigenous concepts and contributions and this relationship
suggests the importance of discipline development to the indigenization
process.

Within a newly imported discipline, the vast majority are either
newly graduated psychologists or young researchers still in training.
Most are just beginning to establish themselves as independent investiga-
tors. To these scholars, previous research serves as a model for how
research should be conducted and topics to research are readily selected
from the journals. As researchers become more experienced they more
confidently begin to identify problems arising from within their own cul-
ture that their research methods can address. With increasing numbers of
seasoned researchers a critical mass is reached whereby researchers begin
to stimulate and guide one another to increasing levels of indigenous
research. This intertwining of indigenization and discipline development
is integral to defining autochthonization as the next and final stage in the
indigenization process to which Indian psychology aspires.

Contextual Influences on Indigenization of Psychology in India. In addition
to the general role of discipline development, factors specific to India have
been instrumental in shaping the unique character of its indigenous psy-
chology movement. Most influential were Durganand Sinha’s calls for
indigenization of Indian psychology. In contrast to the leading proponents
in other countries, i.e.,Yang (Taiwan), Enriquez (Philippines), and Diaz-
Guerrero (Mexico), each of whom focused on cultural aspects of the prob-
lem in their native language, Sinha’s (1973) initial call was for increased
relevance — for application of psychology to informing and resolving
national social problems. His subsequent appeals for indigenization (e.g.,
1984; 1986; 1994) were always made in the English language, and empha-
sized relevance and the importance of looking at research from the Indian
context or perspective. He regarded research based on cultural traditions
or early Vedic writings as acceptable modes for indigenising the discipline,
but seemed more inclined to promote the full transformation of the disci-
pline into an indigenous psychology applicable to Indian thought and
behavior, rather than a cultural psychology of the Indian subcontinent, an
ethnopsychology, or a subspecialty of Indian psychology.

The result has been to make Indian indigenous psychology some-
what different from that found in other countries. There is not a specific
journal or forum in which indigenous contributions are collated, nor is
there a single accepted format or model for indigenous research.
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According to Sinha (1994), even some locally-conducted, Western-based
research has yielded indigenous contributions by virtue of findings inter-
preted and researched from the perspective of the Indian context.
Achievement motivation (Agarwal & Misra, 1986), for example, has been
demonstrated to be based by Indian participants upon familial and social
goals rather than on personal achievement. Similarly, J.B.P. Sinha’s (1980)
organizational research has led him to postulate a theory of a nurturant-
task leader as a better fit than Western leadership models for the Indian
context. Other indigenous contributions to Indian psychology have been
derived from concepts identified within ancient Indian religio-philosoph-
ical writings, such as Pande & Naidu’s (1992) study on detachment as a
means of stress relief, or Chakraborty’s (1987) conceptualizations of work
motivation as an almost spiritual personal duty rather than a contractual
obligation. Viewed positively, J. Sinha (2000) has labeled this process of
accepting indigenous insights from all manner of sources as integrative
indigenization. On the other hand, because these diverse indigenous con-
tributions are scattered and loosely connected if at all, they problemati-
cally give the impression of indigenization of psychology in India as
lacking focus and integration, and as proceeding quite slowly.

Another consideration is the effect of English as a national language
on the indigenization process in India. Although it is unclear whether it
has diminished progress, it is obvious that the widespread use of English
has fostered Indian participation in the larger world of psychology. For
example, among all of the countries around the world (Adair, et al, 2002),
Indian psychologists were found to have a greater presence at interna-
tional congresses and their research more frequently included within
PsycLIT than any other majority-world country and even more than
many developed-world countries. But has this external presence of Indian
research diminished its indigenous thrust within? These interesting ques-
tions reinforce the view that indigenization of psychology within a coun-
try is a complex, multi-determined process, and not a matter of simply
increasing sensitivity toward one’s own culture.

At the same time that Indian research has been gradually becoming
more culturally sensitive, psychology in India has made significant
strides toward autochthonization of its discipline. The Indian Council of
Social Science Research (ICSSR) has not only provided a national source
of funding for research, it has promoted and financed several infrastruc-
ture developments that would be the envy of the discipline in most coun-
tries. Recognizing the difficulties of researchers maintaining awareness
and gaining access to the vast amount of psychological research con-
ducted within the country, ICSSR has sponsored the regular publication
of a journal, Indian Psychological Abstracts and Reviews, each issue of which
contains a feature review article together with indexed abstracts of recent
Indian research. ICSSR has also sponsored a series of edited books
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compiling and reviewing the accumulated Indian research since the last
publication. Although published less frequently than the Annual Reviews,
the format is similar. The impressive three-volume series Psychology in
India: The state of the art (1988), was followed by another set of volumes
Psychology in India Revisited: Developments in the Discipline (2001). Both
series, under the general editorship of Janak Pandey, are important for
taking stock and for the promotion of further research within the disci-
pline. These exceptional infrastructure developments strengthened by
additional high-quality journals, a strong national association, and other
professional developments within the country will be useful in moving
Indian psychology toward that final stage of an autochthonous discipline.

Indigenization and Autochthonization of Psychology: 
The Canadian Example

Development of the discipline and its independence from its foreign
origins is ultimately necessary for the realization of an indigenous
psychology. Although it is listed as the final stage, the need for
autochthonization emerges much earlier with the perceived needs
for local graduate training and other resources. The processes of indige-
nization and autochthonization are thus continuously intertwined, until
an autochthonous, indigenous psychology is ultimately realized.

Need for a Canadian psychology: Canadians and Americans may seem
similar in appearance and behaviors, but their cultures differ in a number
of important ways: Canada is a multicultural society with a national policy
that promotes maintenance of an immigrant’s ethnic heritage and customs,
which leads to a society that is characterized as an ethnic/cultural mosaic,
not a melting pot. The country is officially bilingual. Its aboriginal popula-
tion is proportionally much greater than that of the U.S., whereas its black
population is proportionally much less. Canada has a more socialized sys-
tem of health care and other social services, different laws, sports, and life
style. As a discipline, psychology in Canada is considerably smaller and
was much later in its development than in the U.S. The importation of a
large number of foreign-trained psychologists in the late 1960s and early
1970s deterred development of a national indigenous psychology although
in some ways it facilitated the development of the national discipline.

Unlike European psychology, Canadians have had an additional
obstacle to autochthonous development: It is so close to the United States
that it is difficult to carve out a distinctive identity. I have argued through
previous research and writing (Adair, 1999a) that the development of the
Canadian national discipline had to undergo a degree of both indigeniza-
tion and autochthonization. I next summarize and underscore the paral-
lels of the Canadian experience with those of psychologists in other
cultures. I contend that the Canadian example that follows serves as a
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prototype of the processes that every country experiences. Readers may
have difficulty accepting that indigenization or autochthonization of psy-
chology in Canada has any relevance or applicability to the indigeniza-
tion process in majority-world cultures. I would simply urge the reader to
substitute the name of their country, e.g., Taiwan, for the name of my
country, Canada, and to substitute Chinese or Taiwanese for example,
wherever I have used the word Canadian. Such a substitution is an effec-
tive device for realizing that the experiences of Canadian psychologists
have been prototypical of those within majority-world countries. Just as
in many of the countries of Asia and elsewhere, psychology in Canada has
been heavily influenced by the United States. We had grants in the early
years from the Rockefeller and Ford Foundations that were designed to
help us get started. For several additional years Canadian researchers
were able to hold grants from U.S. agencies. Canadian funds were seldom
available. For our fledgling discipline, it was expedient to adopt the APA
Code of Ethics and APA clinical accreditation standards. Our classrooms
were dominated by U.S.-produced textbooks and Canadians who had
gone abroad (to the U.S.) for graduate training and returned to teach a
universal psychology with examples from their U.S. experience. No more
than one or two Canadian textbooks had been written. The parallel with
conditions within developing countries at about this same stage is strik-
ing. We even added obstacles to our own indigenization.

But from the mid-1960s to about the late 1970s, Canadian higher edu-
cation underwent enormous expansion. My own department grew from
about 10 persons to over 40 in just over five years; in a single year we hired
12 new faculty members! Canada had few established doctoral training
programs to produce the quantities of new Ph.D.s that were required. As a
consequence Canada imported large numbers of new faculty, some from
Europe, but primarily from the U.S. These U.S.-born and certainly U.S.-
trained psychologists began teaching a universalistic (mostly U.S.-based)
psychology to Canadian students. U.S.-trained faculty typically did not
understand that there were Canadian issues and there was relatively little
research on topics of national interest to Canadians. The excellent
Canadian research that was conducted (e.g., Lambert’s work on bilingual-
ism) was not widely known among many faculty who exclusively read
U.S. journals and belonged to the APA rather than becoming members of
the Canadian Psychological Association (CPA).

Although calls for Canadianization of the social sciences became
common, in psychology primarily from John Berry (1974), it was difficult
for many of us to know how to respond. Just as in India, content analysis
of Canadian publications revealed them to be largely universalistic in ori-
entation, stimulated by and largely only extensions of the prior literature,
and relatively devoid of cultural sensitivity. It was comparable in many
ways to the situation that prevails in many majority-world countries and
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in many respects the resolution or indigenization of Canadian psychology
can be regarded as an analogue of the indigenization process in these
countries. Slowly, measures of cultural sensitivity began to reflect changes
in Canadian research.

The process took about 20 years in spite of great financial resources
made available to Canadian Universities and to Canadian psychology.
A number of developments and policies were helpful in bringing about
this change. These elements that would be necessary across most coun-
tries are listed in Table 2. The first step, probably unique to the Canadian
context, was to make “Canadian First” the instruction to all hiring com-
mittees. The task of hiring Canadians was made possible in large part by
the graduation of increasing numbers of high-quality Ph.D.s trained
within newly established graduate programs.

As large numbers of new faculty established their research programs
and became more seasoned scholars, the amount, quality, and cultural
sensitivity of their research began to increase. Critical masses of scholars
emerged within many research areas and increasingly their work began to
focus and have impact on Canadian national issues -an aging population,
family, and women at work – and on topics that were of uniquely
Canadian concern: multiculturalism, immigration, acculturation, bilin-
gualism, stereotypes and prejudice. This shift was facilitated by the
national granting agency targeting funding on some of these topics.

As a first step in addressing the need for Canadian textbooks, edited
books of readings were produced that brought together examples of
Canadian research on culturally-relevant issues. Concurrently, the infra-
structure for the discipline was developed and enhanced: Two new jour-
nals were added, a code of ethics was drafted and adopted, CPA began to
assess and accredit its own clinical training programs, ultimately in joint
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Table 2. Necessary Elements in the Creation of an Autochthonous Indigenous
Psychology

i. A critical mass of researchers,
ii. who are seasoned scholars capable of independent problem-centered research

iii. and are aware of or sensitive to thoughts and behaviors unique to their culture and
who

iv. include culturally-appropriate variables in their research and
v. research topics of importance to society.

vi. make a number of original research contributions to understanding local thought and
behavior and national social issues (as well as universal knowledge).

vii. This research may then be compiled and described in locally edited/authored text-
books,

viii. utilized in more culturally-relevant curricula and classroom teaching, and
xi. developed into graduate training programs to make the discipline self-sustaining and

no longer dependent upon foreign training.
x. A developed discipline infrastructure sustains accomplishments.



site visits and accreditations with the APA were set up, and an independ-
ent national office for the Canadian Psychological Association was estab-
lished with a full-time executive director.

I marked the culmination of the Canadianization process with the
publication of a Canadian-authored textbook (Alcock, Carment, &
Sadava, 1988) that highlighted Canadian research as part of the world lit-
erature in social psychology. The significance of this publication was the
realization that enough Canadian research had been accumulated as the
basis for a textbook and for classroom instruction. Moreover, the number
of researchers and the quality of their research had increased greatly over
the previous three decades. They have contributed much to the under-
standing of Canadian society, as well as to the universal understanding of
behavior. That there was a distinctively Canadian psychology to market
commercially affirmed the vitality and relevance of the discipline and its
status as an indigenous and autochthonous psychology.

The indigenization process was much broader than merely becoming
aware of Canadian issues and shifting research to culturally appropriate
topics. Discipline development was as important as the cultural sensitiv-
ity of the researcher to the need for indigenization. Although government
money and other resources were available, the indigenization process was
gradual and extended over a long period of time. To many of us it was
slower than we would have anticipated. But that may have reflected the
complexity of the process and the many elements that had to fall into
place before Canadian psychology could achieve its current status.

In conclusion, the goal of developing a culturally appropriate psy-
chology of Canada was achieved through the dual processes of making
the research more culturally sensitive and relevant, and developing the
discipline into a mature, autochthonous psychology. These processes
were intertwined. Culturally sensitive contributions were necessary for
stimulating investigators’ indigenous research and for providing models
of what and how it could be achieved. Discipline development, on the
other hand, strengthened the base of researchers who would conduct this
research. Both processes were essential for the indigenization of
Canadian psychology. Similar processes and stages will likely need to be
followed by disciplines in other countries seeking to develop indigenous
psychologies.

Dilemmas Confronting Indigenous Psychologies

The process of creating indigenous psychologies is complex and the differ-
ent variables that come into play are far greater than this summary descrip-
tion has covered or that my research has so far examined. But in these
closing paragraphs I conceptually present several variables and processes
that pose dilemmas confronting the creation of indigenous psychologies.
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Languages of science and of the culture. A dilemma for indigenous psy-
chologies arises from the language in which research must be conducted,
in which the science is taught, and in which the science must be written.
The language of science is English; the language of culture may be Hindi,
Mandarin, Spanish or German. This dilemma for psychologists attempt-
ing to promote an indigenous psychology was vividly articulated for me
by a psychologist I interviewed during my research in India. She said, “As
a psychologist I think in English; but as a person I feel in Hindi.” In other
words, although writing and publication must be in the language of
science, indigenous research is likely to be more successful if it is concep-
tualized and the data are collected in the native language.

English is the language of science because its use is intended to facili-
tate international communication. Unfortunately for psychologists from
the majority world, this communication is largely uni-directional and less
is achieved than is hoped for in absolute terms. International scientific
communication occurs through both publications that are internationally
accessible and presentations at international congresses. In recent research
(Adair, et al., 2002) we empirically researched this question by examining
the country affiliation of first authors in PsycLIT as an international
database of the psychological research literature, and in a database of the
presentations at the International Congresses of Applied Psychology. We
documented that majority-world psychologists have a proportionally
much greater share of the presentations at international congresses,
whereas within PsycLIT that share is discouragingly small. Although we
were surprised to find that an impressive 45% of the entries in PsycLIT
were for research by psychologists from outside the United States, non-
English entries, which were once about 12% of the database, have sub-
stantially declined to only about 6% on average in recent years. Finally,
only about 3% of PsycLIT entries were for research by persons from major-
ity-world countries. These figures discourage psychologists from these
countries from attempting to communicate with the broader world of psy-
chology. Yet, as I argue next, it is important to the indigenous discipline to
make that effort.

Communicating Indigenous Research Within the Country or to the Larger
World of Psychology. An important dilemma confronting indigenous psy-
chologies is where to communicate its research results. There is always
value in communicating research to broader audiences. They provide you
with feedback, criticism, and advice. Such communication can also pro-
vide opportunities for cross-indigenous comparisons within other cul-
tures and countries. And, lastly, it provides the important opportunity for
indigenous psychologies to contribute to a new universal psychology. On
the other hand, communicating research to others who are also research-
ing indigenous concepts may stimulate the work of others. Some balance
has to be reached.
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Uniqueness vs. relevance. An early concern I expressed about indige-
nous psychology was the danger of an investigator, accepting the need to
indigenise psychological research, researching culturally-unique traits or
concepts, without regard to how commonly they occur, how they concep-
tually integrate, or how behaviorally-meaningful they are to contempo-
rary society (Adair, 1996). Following indigenous contributions as the
model for their “culturally-appropriate” research, some have been led to
equate indigenous research narrowly with a search for either (a) uniquely
native traits or concepts, (b) early religious or philosophical writings, or
(c) linguistically-defined constructs. Each of these meet the major criterion
of cultural uniqueness, yet if they are to have a place in a larger indige-
nous psychology of the country, the criterion of relevance to explaining
contemporary behaviors and cognitions must also be met. In particular
some attention must be given to the theoretical integration of these
contributions into a larger meaningful indigenous psychology with con-
temporary relevance.

How much of a national discipline of psychology needs to be indigenous?
This question raises all sorts of concerns to which attention must be
directed. What portion of behavior and cognition is not determined or
substantially influenced by culture, and hence does not need to be indig-
enized? What portion of social, developmental, and clinical psychology,
i.e., areas substantially influenced by culture are likely to result in derived
etics or universals, and hence supplant the need for indigenous findings?
Our study of Canadian psychology offers some insight into this by
substantial yet relatively modest levels of culturally sensitive research
contained in its broad band social/developmental/applied journal
Canadian Journal of Behavioral Science over 15 years of study. Some of our
measures indicated a degree of cultural sensitivity in as much as 20% to
30% of published research, but this seems to have reached an upper limit.
Whereas it is unlikely that such percentages will rise much higher, future
research might examine the types of studies that do not reflect the cultural
sensitivity our measures were designed to assess.

Conclusion

This analysis of indigenous psychologies has shown how an empirical study
of discipline indigenization offers a different view of the process that can
inform the thinking of researchers engaged in indigenous work. At the same
time, it can be used to provide an objective assessment of where the disci-
pline is as a counterbalance to hopes of where it might be or of negativism
regarding its lack of development. Empirical data also provide a baseline
against which to judge the impact of calls for indigenization or other histor-
ical events within each country. It is particularly helpful for providing
insights into the variables that influence the indigenization process and its
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development within a country. In summary, a rigorous, empirical social
study of the science can be used to assist psychologists in majority-world
countries to realize their goal of creating an effective indigenous discipline.
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