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As the primary value system in Chinese culture for almost 2,000 years, Confucianism has profoundly influenced the mindset of Chinese people. Cultural psychology studies have highlighted that individuals with different cultural backgrounds vary in their preferences for certain personality traits, such as self-construal, and their metacognitive characteristics, such as thinking modes. Compared with Western cultures, Chinese culture shows a preference for the interdependent self and holistic thinking. To investigate the relationship between the relational-interdependent self, holistic thinking, and traditional Chinese values (which are represented by Confucian values), we surveyed 327 Chinese adults using the Confucian Traditional Values Survey, Holistic Thinking Scale, and Relational-Interdependent Self-Construal Scale. The results show that Confucian values positively influence both holistic thinking and the relational-interdependent self, the latter of which partially mediates the positive relationship between Confucian values and holistic thinking. This study deepens the understanding of the psychological features of Chinese culture.
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Introduction

In psychological research, values are generally defined as “the ideological cores that drive personal decisions or actions” and “the principles and basic tenets that individuals tend to follow, and that guide their judgments regarding whether various behaviors are ‘good’ or ‘worthwhile,’ thus guiding and influencing individuals’ words and actions” (Zhu, 1990, pp. 93–97; Schwartz, 1997). In essence, values are individual or socio-cultural phenomena that are important predictors of the human mind and human behaviors (Klukhohn, 1951; Zhai, 1999).

From 134 BC—when Emperor Wu of the Han Dynasty adopted the policy of “forbidding all schools, venerating Confucianism only”—to the New Culture Movement of 1919 AD, a period of approximately 2,000 years, Confucianism was the dominant ideology in Chinese society and the core component of Chinese traditional values (Fung, 2011, p. 228). The Confucian value system is just as momentous to East Asian culture and East Asian society as is the ancient Greek value system to Western culture and Western society. The value preferences exhibited by contemporary Chinese people, and other East Asians, emphasize familism and clannishness, unity and harmony, self-discipline and self-moderation, filial piety, modesty and prudence, and respect for education, all of which reflect the typical characteristics of Confucian values (Yang, 1991, pp. 15–17; Hyun, 2001).

In cultural studies, Confucian values were once considered a major impediment to the modernization of East Asian countries (Weber, 1951). However, with the economic emergence of the “Four Asian Tigers” after the Cold War, it became necessary to reexamine Confucian values in terms of their benefits for economic growth. This led Kahn (1979) to propose the “post-Confucian hypothesis,” which argued that the four cultural traits of family orientation, group orientation, class orientation, and interpersonal orientation encapsulated in Confucian values are important sources of economic development in modern East Asia. Today, globalization and modernization are thriving in East Asia, especially China. Confucian values continue to shape and influence many psychological traits that are unique to Chinese and East Asians (Yang, 1991; Huang, 2006).

As a representative expression of the supreme pursuit of Confucian values, “unity of heaven and humanity” embodies the Confucian mode of recognizing and comprehending the world, that is, a holistic view of humankind and nature (Tang, 2005; Wang et al., 2021). It also embodies the ideal realm of the Confucian self, that is, to link oneself with many others and with everybody and everything in the universe as a whole (Liu, 2011; Wang et al., 2019). “Unity of heaven and humanity” is a concept derived from the I Ching (The Book of Changes) and emphasized throughout the history of Confucianism, from Confucius and Mencius in the pre-Qin period to the modern Neo-Confucians (Tang, 2005; Fung, 2014). Therefore, from a psychological perspective, the following questions need to be answered: what is the relationship between holistic thinking and the relational-interdependent self-construal—both of which represent Chinese cultural psychological characteristics—and traditional Confucian values? And how do Confucian values influence holistic thinking and the interdependent self? This study aimed to explore these issues and examine whether Confucian values can positively predict the holistic thinking mode through the mediating role of the relational-interdependent self-construal.


Holistic thinking mode and Confucian values

Cultural psychology studies have shown that individuals’ thinking ways vary significantly across cultures (Bochner, 1994; Talhelm et al., 2014). Thinking mode refers to how people think and perceive the world; the thinking mode is formed through societies’ long-term historical development and, consequently, reflects the psychological characteristics of different cultures (Hou et al., 2016). Nisbett et al. (2001) conducted a series of in-depth studies on the differences between Western and Eastern thinking patterns and found that East Asians and Westerners perceive the world in very different ways. Westerners are inclined to use an analytical thinking mode and attend to a focal object, analyze its attributes, and categorize it to determine the rules that govern its behavior. By contrast, East Asians are more likely to use a holistic thinking mode, attend to a broad perceptual and conceptual field, notice relationships and changes, and group objects based on family resemblance rather than category membership. Similarly, Ji et al. (2000) suggested that Chinese people, when negotiating problems, tend to adopt a holistic cognitive orientation, emphasizing relationships and connections between things and integrating the problem with its context. By contrast, Americans tend to approach problems analytically, emphasizing the properties of things in their own right and using methods such as categorization to separate a thing from its context.

Peng and Nisbett (1999) connected the different preferences regarding thinking mode with the origins of Western and Eastern epistemological traditions. They argued that Western thinking follows the principles of Aristotle’s formal logic, with the law of identity, law of non-contradiction, and law of excluded middle as the basic rules. The correctness of a proposition is an either–or matter, without an intermediary; the essence of formal logic laws is to synthesize linear, logical, and unidirectional thoughts. Conversely, Eastern thinking, specifically Chinese thinking, prefers to regard the world as a universe of change, in which everything is a contradictory unity comprising opposites. Furthermore, when viewing and addressing problems, Eastern thinking focuses on dialectics and integrity. Overall, the application of the holistic thinking mode follows the principles of change, contradiction, and neutralization (Peng and Nisbett, 1999; Nisbett et al., 2001; Hou, 2007).

The above principles embodied in Chinese holistic thinking are consistent with Confucian values, such as the doctrine of the mean (zhong-yong), the pursuit of harmony, and the ideal of unity of heaven and humanity. The contrariety, coexistence, mutual dependence, and unity of opposites embodied in Chinese thinking are summarized in Chinese cultural psychology as “yin–yang thinking.” “Yin” and “yang” denote two opposite elements or dynamics that combine to produce all things. According to yin–yang thinking, all phenomena have both positive and negative sides, and the contradictory movements of yin and yang constitute the inherent basis for the continuous change in everything (Yang, 2006; Wang, 2018). The main feature of yin–yang thinking stems from the yin–yang theory presented in I Ching, the leading book among the Six Confucian Classics (Yang, 2006; Fung, 2011). The interpretation of the world and universe based on yin–yang thinking is both the ontological and epistemological basis of Chinese traditional philosophy. Therefore, Confucian values are directly related to holistic thinking. From the historical evolution perspective, the large-scale proliferation of holistic thinking in China and its emergence as the dominant thinking mode are associated with the promotion of yin–yang theory and the officialization of Confucian values that occurred during the Western Han Dynasty as a result of the efforts of Dong Zhong-Shu (Wang, 2018). Considering the above, it is clear that the influence of Confucian values on holistic thinking requires empirical confirmation.

Regarding the relationship between values and thinking modes, Li (2014) suggested that they are “intrinsically related and linked with each other, but also have relatively independent and different expressions with their own emphases.” Confucian values are expressed in the ideal of “inner saintliness, outer kingliness,” represented by the “Three Plateaus and Eight Entries” captured by the Great Learning, and its underlying doctrine is the theory of the original goodness of human nature and the humanistic view of the integration of “heaven, monarchy, and the people.” Such values form the basis of the Confucian thinking mode and cause Confucian thinking to manifest the holistic characteristics of “the unity of heaven and humanity” and the doctrine of the mean (Fung, 2011). Specifically, “the unity of heaven and humanity” is the framework of Confucian values, while the doctrine of the mean is the inner content. The texts of Great Learning and Doctrine of the Mean, respectively, represent exemplary expressions of the basic values and thinking modes of Confucianism (Li, 2014).

However, previous studies addressing the relationship between Confucian values and thinking modes are mostly based on philosophical or cultural theories and methods (Li, 2014; Wang, 2018). Thus far, there is neither empirical evidence in psychological studies supporting the correlation between Confucian values and the holistic thinking mode, nor any investigation of the pathways and underlying mechanisms of this relationship.



Relational-interdependent self-construal and Confucian values

Self-construal, as a psychological characteristic closely related to thinking mode, is another important theme in cultural psychology (Triandis, 1989; Zhu et al., 2007). Markus and Kitayama (1991) developed the concept of self-construal, which suggested that individuals perceive their selves within specific cultural frames of reference, viewing the self through their culture’s perception of self–other relationships, especially the degree to which the self is separate from and connected to others. Markus and Kitayama (1991) initially divided self-construal into (1) the independent self, which is a bounded, unitary, stable entity that emphasizes an individual’s separation from the social context, and (2) the interdependent self, which is defined by social relationships and emphasizes connection with the social context; they suggested that the former is common in Western cultures, while the latter is usually prevalent in the East Asian cultural context. However, in a revision of their theory, Markus and Kitayama (2010) proposed that both types of self-construal generally exist in each cultural context and adjust to specific situations. There is not only separation but also mutual production, organization, and promotion between the two types.

The tripartite model of self, developed by Brewer and Gardner (1996), further distinguished between the basic forms of self-representation that exist in different cultures. Brewer and Gardner (1996) argued that the self-concept comprises three fundamental self-representations: the individual self, the relational self, and the collective self. The individual self refers to the self-concept that distinguishes oneself from others and emphasizes oneself as a collection of certain unique traits and personalities and separates from the social context in which one lives. The relational self is defined by one’s relationships with significant others and is based on interpersonal relations, such as parent–child, friend, romantic partner, and other specific role relationships (e.g., teacher–student and doctor–patient). Finally, the collective self is defined as the inclusion of oneself in certain types of social groups and contains self-concepts that distinguish in-group members from out-group members, often comparing the group to which one belongs (in-group) with other groups (out-groups; Sedikides and Brewer, 2015).

Synthesizing the interdependent self of self-construal theory and the relational self of the tripartite model of self, Cross et al. (2000) proposed the relational-interdependent self-construal (RISC) as a means of defining the self based on one’s intimate relationships with others. The RISC emphasizes paired interpersonal relationships (e.g., mother–child relationships) and the inclusion of significant others (e.g., parents, spouse, friends) and their relationships in one’s self-concept, which is achieved by actively building and consolidating good relationships with others (Huang and Bi, 2012; Jiang et al., 2017).

According to Cross et al. (2011), self-construal reflects one’s self-view within a certain culture. Social customs and institutions based on cultural values implicitly permeate people’s thinking modes, language use, educational systems, and even management systems; this provides a context for their behaviors and creates general preferences regarding the presentation of the self (Boucher, 2014). From the perspective of cultural psychology, the relational-interdependent self corresponds more to the self-presentation promoted by traditional East Asian cultures than in Western cultures. Eastern and Western self-presentation generally differ in the aspect of the perceived relationship between the self and others. The Western self emphasizes individual subjectivity, independence, and separation from others, while the Chinese self is based on “human relations” and focuses on embedding the self in a network of social relationships (Zhai, 2018; Wang et al., 2019).

Emphasis on interpersonal relationships is an important aspect of Confucian values. The core concepts of Confucianism, such as “benevolence,” “propriety,” “loyalty,” and “forgiveness,” are all constructed around human relationships (Li, 2014). In terms of historical evolution, Wang (2019) demonstrated that Confucian values have influenced the emergence and development of the relational-interdependent characteristics of the Chinese self. Philosophical and sociological studies about the Confucian self almost always emphasize ethical roles and relationships rather than a unique individual (see Ho, 1995; Liang, 2005; Fei, 2008; Yang, 2009; Ames, 2017; Zhai, 2018). Wang (2021) summarized the main characteristics of the self advocated by Confucian values as (1) interdependence, in which the boundaries between the other and the self are blurred, flexible, and elastic and the self is embedded in a more macroscopic social network, and (2) relationism, which is typified by the self-presentation that Confucian values promote and emphasizes the ethical positioning of roles, such that when referring to someone in traditional vernacular society, one often does not call them by their name, but rather by “what relationships they are of whom,” with the possessive case generally being those who are more closely related to the speaker. The “relational-interdependent self” studied in cultural psychology is closely related to the self-presentation promoted by Confucian values. This begs the following question: Does the effect of Confucian values on the relational interdependence of the self influence the holistic thinking mode promoted by Confucianism? This study aimed to answer this question.



The present study

Several studies have compared Westerners and East Asians in terms of similarities and differences in self-construal and thinking modes. The results have demonstrated that self-construal and thinking modes are often closely related within a given culture (see Kitayama and Markus, 1999; Yang, 2006; Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2009; Boucher, 2011; Talhelm et al., 2014). Although there is no empirical research that directly explores the underlying mechanisms of the effect of the self on thinking, the notion that thinking mode is influenced by the self is implicit in many existing cultural psychology theories. Moore (1968) and Hansen (1983) argued that Chinese people see the world as a whole of intertwined things in that they emphasize interpersonal relationships; thus, they constantly try to understand things on the basis of this complexity, and their analysis of things is not limited to the things themselves, but often includes contexts and environments. Western values originate from the ancient Greek civilization, which believed that the world consists of countless individual properties that can be regarded as independent objects, and each object has its own characteristics that can be separated from the whole (Wang et al., 2021). Therefore, Westerners are more proficient at analyzing the characteristics of objects and, thus, developing a clearer understanding of the essences of things (Hou et al., 2016). Nisbett and Masuda (2003) took the example of different cultural patterns regarding infant rearing to demonstrate that, when compared with other cultures, Asian infants develop stronger ties to their caregivers and have more complex relationships in the social environments in which they grow up, rendering them better able to incorporate significant others into their self-construal. This influences their cognitive traits, leading them to have a propensity for focusing on scenarios as a whole rather than as separate objects. The opposite is true for people raised in European and American cultures, where the simpler and fewer the social relationships, the more likely they are to view the attributes of primary objects in isolation from their surroundings, focus more on the interpretation of a single object, view the world as discrete and discontinuous, and have a greater sense of control over themselves (Nisbett et al., 2001). In sum, the emphasis on interdependence or independence of self-construal varies across cultures, thereby leading to differences in the metacognitive characteristics of the respective thinking modes.

This study aimed to explore the relationship between Confucian values, RISC, and the holistic thinking mode. Based on the above review, we hypothesized that the more individuals identify with Confucian values, the more they tend to have a relational-interdependent self, which, in turn, leads to a preference for holistic thinking; that is, their thinking conforms to the principles of change, contradiction, and relationism or holism. The hypothetical model for this relationship is illustrated in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
Hypothetical model for Confucian values, relational-interdependent self, and holistic thinking.





Materials and methods


Participants

The questionnaire used for this research was created on the Questionnaire Star website,1 and for participant recruitment, the link to the questionnaire was sent to WeChat groups. Each participant voluntarily agreed to complete the survey and signed an informed consent form. Interspersed among the main questionnaire items were four detection questions designed to test the participants’ authenticity and earnest. Our inclusion criteria were as follows: (1) age ≥ 18 years, (2) Chinese-speaking, and (3) resident on the Chinese mainland. Specifically, we excluded participants who (1) completed the survey in < 300 s, which is the minimum time required to read through the demographic questionnaire and the three scales (N = 9), and (2) provided wrong responses to any of the detection questions (N = 42, of which six also did not meet the time requirement). A total of 402 questionnaires were distributed, of which 45 respondents were excluded according to the above standards, thus resulting in a final sample of 357 participants whose data were included in the current analysis. The mean age of the valid participants was 25.26 years (SD = 6.80). Among them, 249 were female and 108 were male; overall, 63 had an education level of a high school degree or lower, 191 had a bachelor’s degree, and 103 had a master’s degree. Most of the valid participants were from Jiangsu (14.85%), Shandong (13.45%), Hebei (6.72%), or Guangdong (5.04%).



Measures


Confucian traditional values survey

To measure the participants’ level of Confucian values, we used the Confucian Traditional Values Survey, which was developed by Yang (2004) with reference to Bond’s “Chinese Values Scale,” Kahn’s Post-Confucian hypothesis, and Lau’s conception of Chinese materialism. The scale contains 40 items, each of which is rated using a four-point Likert scale ranging from “not important at all” to “extremely important.” The respondents use the scale to indicate the degree of importance they place on the topic of focus for each item. Higher total scores indicate a greater tendency to identify with traditional Confucian values. The scale contains five factors: familism, modesty and humility, face-saving relationships, unity and harmony, and tenacity and diligence. At the time of the scale’s initial development, the internal consistency coefficients for the five factors were 0.87, 0.82, 0.71, 0.84, and 0.6, respectively (Yang, 2004). For the current study, the Cronbach’s α for the entire scale was 0.928, while for the five factors, the values were 0.869, 0.808, 0.785, 0.857, and 0.664, respectively. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) of the scale showed that Chi-square/degrees of freedom (χ2/df) = 2.661, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.068, Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) = 0.983, confirmatory fit index (CFI) = 0.993, and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) = 0.021.



Holistic thinking scale

To measure the participants’ holistic thinking, the Holistic Thinking Scale developed by Hou et al. (2016), which was created by referring to Peng and Nisbett’s (2000) Chinese Dialectical Thinking Scale, and Chiu’s (2000) Chinese Zhong-Yong Thinking Scale, was adopted in the current study. This scale comprises 13 items, each of which is scored using a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 7 (“strongly agree”); the items measure one of three dimensions: connectivity, change, and contradiction. Higher total scores indicate higher levels of holistic thinking. In its original development, the scale showed good model fit indices (χ2/df = 1.386, RMSEA = 0.044, GFI = 0.940, CFI = 0.870); internal consistencies of 0.761, 0.62, and 0.61 for the connectivity, change, and contradiction dimensions, respectively; and retest reliability values of 0.79, 0.67, and 0.72, respectively. For the current study, the Cronbach’s α for the scale was 0.783, and the fit indices for the CFA were χ2/df = 2.551, RMSEA = 0.066, TLI = 0.825, CFI = 0.865, and SRMR = 0.076.



Relational-interdependent self-construal scale

The Chinese version of the Relational-Interdependent Self-Construal Scale (Huang et al., 2012), originally developed by Cross et al. (2000) to further differentiate between the types of interdependent self, was used in the current study. The Chinese version, which is similar to the original, uses a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 7 (“strongly agree”) and contains nine items (the original English language version contains 11 items; in the Chinese revision, items 8 and 9 from the English version were weakly homogeneous with the total score and were therefore deleted). This scale contains only one dimension: the relational-interdependent self. Higher total scores indicate stronger relational interdependence regarding self-construal. The Chinese version of this scale showed good model fit indices (χ2/df = 1.280, RMSEA = 0.030, NFI = 0.890, CFI = 0.870), and the internal consistency reliability was 0.73. For the current study, the Cronbach’s α was 0.823, and the fit indices for the CFA were χ2/df = 3.009, RMSEA = 0.075, TLI = 0.915, CFI = 0.936, and SRMR = 0.047.




Statistical analysis

IBM SPSS Statistics 26.0 was used to analyze the demographic variables and to conduct Pearson’s product-moment correlation analysis to examine the correlations between Confucian values, holistic thinking, and relational-interdependent self. Mplus 8.3 was used to develop structural equation models, with the maximum likelihood method being used to test the significance of the mediating role of the relational-interdependent self in the relationship between Confucian values and holistic thinking.



Common method bias control

As all three measurement tools used in the current study were self-report scales, there was a risk of common method bias; however, the following elements of the research design and the scales themselves minimized this risk: (1) all questionnaires were anonymous; (2) items were scored using four-point or seven-point Likert-type scales, which could inhibit the participants’ habitual responses, and the order of the three questionnaires was counterbalanced across the participants using the Latin square design; (3) the scales adopted in the current study had high reliability and validity and thus minimized or avoided systematic errors in measurement; (4) some items and dimensions in the questionnaire were reverse-scored; and (5) the participants were recruited from various geographical areas, which increased the variation in the dataset. In addition, after data collection, common method bias was further tested using Harman’s one-way test. A total of 15 factors showed eigenvalues greater than 1 in the unrotated case, and the variance ratio explained by the first factor was 21.444%, which was less than the critical criterion of 40%; this indicated that the study did not have a serious common method bias problem (Zhou and Long, 2004).




Results

The variables did not differ significantly in terms of the participants’ gender, age, educational level, or geographical location; therefore, these variables did not need to be controlled for in following analysis.


Correlation between Confucian values, holistic thinking, and relational-interdependent self

As shown in Table 1, there was a significant positive correlation between Confucian values, the relational-interdependent self, and holistic thinking (r = 0.41–0.55, p < 0.001), and the dimensions of the variables showed different degrees of significant positive correlation (r = 0.14–0.88, p < 0.01). The results of the correlation analysis were consistent with the hypothesis and could be further tested.


TABLE 1    Correlation matrix for Confucian values, holistic thinking, and relational-interdependent self.
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Model fit test

Based on the correlation analysis results, a structural equation model with Confucian values as the independent variable, holistic thinking as the dependent variable, and relational-interdependent self as the mediator was constructed. The model fit indices were all within the acceptable range (see Table 2): χ2/df < 5, RMSEA < 0.08, TLI and CFI > 0.9, and SRMR < 0.05.


TABLE 2    Model fit index.

[image: Table 2]



Mediating effect test

The test of joint significance (Hayes, 2013) showed that the overall mediating effect was significant. A bias-corrected non-parametric percentage bootstrap test was used with 2,000 replicate samples, and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) were calculated. The results of the structural model for the mediation analysis are presented in Figure 2; the results show that the coefficients for each path in the model were highly significant (p < 0.001).


[image: image]

FIGURE 2
Structural model of the mediating effect of the relational-interdependent self on the relationship between Confucian values and holistic thinking. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.


As shown in Figure 3, the five dimensions of Confucian values (i.e., familism, modesty and humility, face-saving relationships, unity and harmony, and tenacity and diligence) as well as the three dimensions of holistic thinking (connectivity, change, and contradiction) had significant effects in this model (p < 0.001).
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FIGURE 3
Latent variable path of the linear equation model. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. C1–C5 represent the five factors of Confucian values (C1, familism; C2, modesty and humility; C3, face-saving relationships; C4, unity and harmony; C5, tenacity and diligence); H1–H3 represent the three dimensions of holistic thinking (H1, connectivity; H2, change; H3, contradiction).


As shown in Table 3, the direct effect of Confucian values on holistic thinking in the model path was 0.290, accounting for 53.80% of the total effect, and the indirect effect was 0.249, accounting for 46.2% of the total effect. The 99% CI corresponding to the indirect path did not contain 0, verifying the mediating role of the relational-interdependent self in the relationship between Confucian values and holistic thinking.


TABLE 3    Path effects analysis.
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In sum, the relationship between Confucian values, relational-interdependent self, and holistic thinking supports the above model.




Discussion

The current study explored the relationship between Confucian values, RISC, and holistic thinking modes and verified that there was a significant two-way positive correlation between them. This indicates that the more people hold Confucian values or believe in Confucianism, the stronger the relational interdependence of their self-construal and the more holistic their thinking. Moreover, the mediating effect of the relational-interdependent self on the relationship between Confucian values and holistic thinking was demonstrated; that is, the direct effect of Confucian values on holistic thinking and its indirect effect through the mediation of relational-interdependent self were verified.

First, our hypothesis that Confucian values influence holistic thinking was verified. According to previous studies in cultural psychology, holistic thinking is one of the most typical Chinese psychological characteristics (Talhelm et al., 2014; Wang, 2018). Chinese people’s holistic thinking mode is related to the Confucian epistemology of seeing and understanding the world, which emphasizes that each individual is embedded in a large and complex network of relationships and contexts (Yang, 2009). Particularly, Confucianism emphasizes the “unity of heaven and humanity” and the merging of man and nature; this opposes the fragmentation of the relationship between human and nature and, as stated in Wen Yan, I Ching, promotes the “harmony with heaven and earth, the harmony with the sun and moon, and the harmony with the order of the four seasons.” This view has a direct influence on the holistic thinking of Chinese people (Fung, 2014). Moreover, the doctrine of the mean (zhong-yong) promoted by Confucianism stresses that things should be viewed with a dynamic, developmental, and balanced perspective, grasping the “middle” while also seeing both contradictory sides (Chiu, 2000). Some Chinese psychologists summarize Confucian thinking characteristics as zhong-yong thinking, which refers to “considering things carefully from different aspects and conducting appropriate behaviors to account for entire situations” (Yang, 2010), which is the embodiment of the holistic thinking mode in the philosophy of Chinese life practice (Chiu, 2000; Wu and Lin, 2005; Gao, 2021). In recent cross-cultural comparative studies, Chinese participants have been found to place greater emphasis on tolerating contradictions, anticipating change, and viewing problems holistically when compared with Western participants (Nisbett et al., 2001; Talhelm et al., 2014; Wang, 2018). The current study builds on such results and reveals the deeper mechanism underlying them, that is, the influence that Confucian values have on the holistic thinking mode.

Additionally, our findings concerning Confucian values’ influence on the relational-interdependent self were consistent with our hypothetical expectations. Zhai (2018) summarized the theoretical research on the Confucian self discussed in Neo-Confucianism and sociology in the twentieth century, pointing out that the Confucian self, which describes the relational-interdependent self formally influenced by Confucian values, is the base of the Chinese self. Cross et al. (2000) suggested that relational interdependence is fundamentally different from collective interdependence. The latter type places greater emphasis on the subordination of individuals within a group; exemplars are the Chinese Mohists or certain religious groups in the West, whose values tend to promote a kind of “universal love” or “philanthropism” that emphasizes equality. By contrast, Confucian values advocate a gradual and progressive benevolence from cultivating oneself, family harmony, moving toward country management, and eventually world peace and emphasize differentials in order (Wang and Wang, 2021). In short, Confucian values advocate a kind of “self-extension,” meaning “extending oneself to others,” which refers to accommodating self-development (in a pro-social sense) rather than conquering expansion (Yang, 2006; Wang et al., 2019). The supreme goal of self-extension is achieving “unity of heaven and humanity,” in which the self will accommodate everyone and even everything (Tang, 2005; Liu, 2011). Therefore, it is inaccurate, in traditional cultural studies, to categorize Chinese and East Asian cultures as simply “collectivism.”

The current study also provides an alternative interpretation of the relationship between Confucian values and holistic thinking by developing a structural equation model, which demonstrated that the relational-interdependent self serves as a mediator between them. Specifically, Confucian values can influence holistic thinking directly and indirectly through the relational-interdependent self. Spencer-Rodgers et al. (2009) ascertained that one’s self-conceptions are indicative of folk epistemologies and thinking modes. Self-conceptions and self-construal trigger people to think about their life experiences and social world. As Markus and Kitayama (1991) argued, if people see themselves as dependent beings embedded in a broader context, they are likely to perceive surrounding objects or events in a similar way. That is, people with interdependent selves are better able to naturally relate all things to their contexts because they can place themselves within a larger whole and promote harmony between themselves and their surroundings. This may be related to long-standing forms of social organization. The ancient Greek city-state system focused on individuals’ contractual spirit in public life and emphasized the rights and obligations of each individual as a separate entity, thereby inculcating the logic system (Fung, 1922; Peng and Nisbett, 1999). By contrast, the patriarchal clan system that has existed in China since the Western Zhou dynasty emphasizes relational connections between individuals, using blood and blood-like ties to bind one’s self to the identity traits defined by his/her social relationships. Confucian values advocate a ritual and music system based on the patriarchal clan and enfeoffment systems, thereby further promoting self-construal toward the direction of relational interdependence (Fung, 2011). Individuals with a Confucian cultural background imbued with such relational ties tend to think in more complex networks and in larger contexts.

Although previous studies have addressed the relationship between cultural values and self-construal, cultural values and thinking modes, or thinking values and self-construal from either theoretical or empirical perspectives (e.g., Markus and Kitayama, 1991, 2010; Nisbett and Masuda, 2003; Yang, 2004; Wang, 2018, 2019), few empirical studies have been conducted to explore the relationship between all three concepts. This study, although a preliminary attempt, fills this gap in the literature and lays the foundation for further causality studies.

In previous studies, holistic thinking and the interdependent self have been identified as signature psychological traits of East Asians (Peng and Nisbett, 1999; Yang and Lu, 2009; Zhu and Ng, 2017). The results of this study—which proves that self-construal and thinking modes are not culturally isolated or static psychological traits but instead are significantly influenced by socio-cultural factors—provide a way to understand the personality as well as the thinking patterns of East Asians. Furthermore, the significance of studying Confucian values is not limited to the context of East Asian cultures; indeed, they are a presentation of psychological patterns that influence human personality and thinking in a socio-cultural context. These finds are also the response to the advocacy of “one mind, many mentalities” in cultural psychology (Shweder et al., 2007; Henrich et al., 2010).

In summary, the present work explored the interrelationship between Confucian values, the relational-interdependent self, and holistic thinking in the Chinese cultural context. The present findings regarding the partial mediating role of the relational-interdependent self provide a basis for further exploration of the formation mechanism of Chinese holistic thinking. However, this study has some limitations worth noting. First, although our sample size was sufficient to validate the hypothesis model, it was insufficient to explore the role of geographical, age, and intergenerational effects. In future research, it would be worth employing cross-cultural or cross-subcultural samples, as well as examining a wider range of ages. Besides, the structural equation model only verified the quasi-causal relationships in the hypotheses, which were derived from existing theories (Wen and Ye, 2014). However, we acknowledge that the correlational nature of our design does not provide strong evidence for causal mediation and prevents us from concluding whether there is a better model (Kline, 2015). A design with an experimental approach would provide evidence for causal mediation (Spencer et al., 2005). Therefore, in future research, the causal relationships between cultural values, self-construal, and thinking modes should be explored more effectively, such as by using initiation or intervention methods to manipulate cultural value variables to examine their direct effects on self-construal and thinking modes. Third, this study focuses only on the effect of Confucian values on the cultural and psychological characteristics of Chinese people. Although Confucianism was the most profound ideological system in ancient China, the traditional Chinese culture is regarded as a trinity of Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism (Fung, 2011; Wang and Wang, 2021); it is worthwhile to explore the effect of Taoist values and Buddhist values on the Chinese thinking and self. Finally, at the sociological level, China has, in the last century, experienced unprecedented value and social structural transition as a result of Westernization, globalization, and a series of political movements; consequently, traditional Chinese value systems face collapse and disintegration (Lu, 2013; Cai et al., 2020). It would be worthwhile for cultural scholars to investigate how changes in values will lead to changes in the self-construal and thinking mode of Chinese people from a longer historical vicissitude perspective.
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