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A response to the comments on “Confucian Ethics and Chinese Views on
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Empirical Research”
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Abstract

The target article entitled “Confucian Ethics and Chinese Views on Education:
Philosophical Reflection, Theoretical Construction, and Empirical Research™ describes the
author’s decade-long journey of academic pursuit. The author thanks three scholars who
commented on the target article from different perspectives. This paper responds to their
comments, focusing on (1) What culture was selected based on culture-inclusive theories? (2)
What are the possible directions for considering both the universality of the theory and cultural
specificity? (3) How can scientific progress be assessed? The dialogue between the target article
and comments can create a healthy academic conversation, spark new reflections, and further
activate the research momentum in Indigenous social sciences.

Keywords: culture-inclusive theories, the universality of the theory, cultural specificity,

scientific progress
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In 2000, when the Department of Psychology at National Taiwan University implemented
the Ministry of Education’'s "Plan for Excellence in Chinese Indigenous Psychology Research,"
| had just joined the National Taiwan University Center for Teacher Education and had the
opportunity to listen to discussions about the project across disciplines within the Department
of Psychology. | have always admired the dialogue and debate between teachers and students
in the department, and I look forward to an atmosphere where the truth emerges more clearly
through debate. Based on this, |1 would like to thank Professors Kuang-Hui Yeh, Shun-Wen
Chen, and Feng-I Feng for their assistance with my target paper, which | accepted humbly.
Professor Yeh pointed out that when researchers construct theories, and teacher candidates use
these theories to explain phenomena, they should consider the specificity of the situation or
domain and adopt a perspective aligned with social cognitive psychology research, from which
| benefited greatly. Professor Chen's supplementary explanation of the dual-mode achievement
goal theory framework makes "Confucian Ethics and Chinese Views on Education:
Philosophical Reflection, Theoretical Construction, and Empirical Research" (hereinafter
referred to as "Confucian” article) clearer and more complete; the questions and comments
raised by "Hard Core" help the author clarify blind spots. Furthermore, the feedback from the
three professors provided the author with a chance to reflect on the "Confucian" article once
more. This response article focuses on the following three parts: (1) How is the culture of "
culture-inclusive theories defined? (2) What is the possible direction for balancing the
universality of the theory and cultural specificity? (3) How is scientific progress determined?
Each of these points is explained separately.

I. How Is the Culture of ""Culture-Inclusive Theories" Determined?

Professor Feng asked why Confucian culture was chosen as the basis. Why was the role
obligation theory of self-cultivation selected to explain the Chinese views on education? The
author is not from the Department of Psychology. My research on the Chinese views on
education began during my studies at UCLA in the United States. | heard the professor
specifically point out that "Taiwanese students perform very well in the international evaluation
TIMSS." At that time, | was curious about how the educational performance of a small island
like Taiwan could attract the attention of scholars across the Pacific. The professor's words
planted the seeds of the research topic in my mind. After returning to Taiwan to teach, I noticed
that Japan, South Korea, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Taiwan have consistently performed well
in the international academic evaluations of TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and
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Science Study) and PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) (Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2023; von Davier et al., 2020).
Western scholars want to learn from the East, but they find that Western theories cannot fully
explain the learning and performance of East Asian students. Given that these East Asian
countries share the Confucian tradition (On, 1996), | was inspired to use Confucian culture as
the foundation for my research, attempting to construct theories to explain East Asian students’
learning in order to satisfy my curiosity.

Secondly, examining the various schools of thought in Chinese culture—including
Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism, Legalism, and Military Science—we find that
Confucianism is the most relevant to learning, so we will begin with Confucian culture. The
representative figure of Confucianism is Confucius, who is revered as a saint, with the Four
Books and Five Classics regarded as essential texts, many of which contain significant insights
related to learning. Here are some classic sentences: For example, In "The Analects™: "Isn't it a
pleasure to learn and practice it from time to time?"; "Learning without thinking is confusing;
thinking without learning is dangerous"; "If you are not angry, you will not be enlightened; if
you are not frustrated, you will not be inspired; if you do not use the other three corners to
reflect on one corner, you will not be able to recover."” In "Mencius": "Getting the world's talents
and educating them is the third joy." In "The Great Learning™: "If you are new every day, you
will be new every day, and you will be new every day.” In"The Doctrine of the Mean™: "Learn
extensively, ask carefully, think critically, distinguish clearly, and practice diligently.” In the
Five Classics, The Book of History states: "Learning is half learning, and teaching is half
teaching.” The Book of Songs says: "l admire the lofty mountains and the beautiful people.”
The Book of Changes states: "Heaven moves vigorously, and the gentleman strives to improve
himself." The Book of Rites states: "If jade is not carved, it will not become a tool; if people
do not learn, they will not know."

As for why the "role obligation theory of self-cultivation™ is chosen, it is closely related to
Confucian culture. Compared to Western society, which emphasizes individualism, Confucian
society focuses on relationshipism. Ames (2011) pointed out in his book Confucian Role Ethics:
A Vocabulary that Western ethics—such as the theory of utility, the theory of obligation, and
the theory of virtue—concentrate on individual autonomy and universal principles. If
Confucianism is explained using the framework of Western ethics, its core concept—
"interpersonal relationship"—may be overlooked. The worldview of Confucianism is grounded
in relationships, roles, and interpersonal harmony. The self is not an isolated individual; rather,
it exists within an interpersonal network of dual relationships (such as those between parents
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and children, couples, and teachers and students). Ethical behavior arises from understanding
one's position in these relationships and fulfilling the corresponding role obligations and
responsibilities. Confucian role ethics does not emphasize universal moral norms; instead, it is
role-based, judging the roles involved in specific relationships. For example, the role obligation
of parents is to "be kind to their children,” while the role obligation of children is to "be filial
to their parents."” The role obligations of parents and children differ, and thus they are not
universal. Confucianism uses the extent to which an individual strives to fulfill their role
obligations as an important criterion for assessing personal virtue, and virtue can reflect a
person's moral cultivation (Fwu et al., 2021). Moral cultivation is a dynamic process.
Individuals assume different roles at various stages of life and must continuously cultivate
themselves to meet the obligations of these roles. In other words, virtue is not fixed but is
gradually developed through lifelong learning and reflection, especially within families and
communities.

In response to comments regarding why the empirical research did not examine the
perspectives of parents and teachers, the potential lack of correlation to moral cultivation, and
the possible gap between children's perceptions and parents' educational views, the author
employs the "role obligation theory of cultivation™ as the framework. The empirical research of
Fwu et al. (2014, 2017) indicates that the more effort one exerts in school, the more they are
perceived to have met their role obligations, and the more they are regarded as possessing a
moral image and learning virtues. Reflecting on the author's empirical research, it is not limited
to the students' perspective. Fwu et al. (2014)'s study included samples from teachers, parents,
and students, highlighting that parents and teachers communicated that hardworking and
successful individuals fulfilled their role obligations and displayed a moral image throughout
the socialization process, which led to their praise. Students internalized these beliefs, resulting
in consistent outcomes and shared beliefs among the three groups. Additionally, Fwu et al.
(2022)'s research on teacher feedback integrated the perspectives of both teachers and students.
The author's 2024 National Science and Technology Accounting Project aims to investigate
teachers' and parents' views on discipline in recent years, particularly in light of the tense parent-
teacher relationships. In summary, the series of empirical research on Chinese views on
education includes important stakeholders, such as teachers, parents, and students, depending
on the topic, and is not restricted to the student perspective.

I1. What Is the Possible Direction of Considering both The Universality of the Theory
and Cultural Specificity?
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The original intention of the author's research was to explain student learning within the
Confucian cultural circle, starting from the perspective of the Confucian cultural system. |
would like to thank the three professors for their reminders regarding the cultural systems
approach. Professor Ye suggested that | develop a theory applicable to all human cultural
societies that can also explain cultural differences; Professor Chen encouraged exploring the
integration of different cultural systems; and Professor Feng recommended considering the
impact of globalization and social changes on the Chinese bicultural orientation. In fact, with
the rapid development of technology and media, the wave of globalization is unstoppable.
Appadurai (1996) pointed out that "globalization" is mostly derived from "Western culture.”
When Western culture encounters local culture, Hassi and Storti (2012) noted that the following
three scenarios may occur.

1. "Cultural homogenization" refers to the phenomenon in which goods, services, capital,
technology, or culture from different countries are constantly exchanged, creating a highly
homogeneous world. Because "globalization™ primarily originates from "Western culture,”
localized cultures are influenced by dominant foreign or global cultures, tend to adopt Western
European and American social organizations and lifestyles, and contribute to the creation of
standardized or universal culture. McDonald's is the most representative example of global
culture. In various regions or countries around the world, increasing numbers of people watch
the same entertainment programs, listen to the same music, use global brand goods and services,
and wear similar clothing. This represents global culture. For instance, 85% of the global
internet content originates from American companies, and American media and music are
pervasive globally. Therefore, "globalization™ seems to have become "Americanization."”

2. "Cultural heterogenization™ refers to the process of integrating global culture (Western
culture) into local culture. Due to globalization, local culture will experience continuous
transformation and reinvention. While it is challenging for local culture to remain unaffected
by globalization, its core concepts stay intact, with only the peripheral aspects experiencing
direct impact. Therefore, cultural heterogenization does not eliminate local culture. In essence,
foreign culture exists on the periphery of local culture, allowing global culture and local culture
to coexist simultaneously.

3. "Cultural hybridization" refers to the phenomenon of fusing "global” and "local” cultures
as globalization advances. For example, "global localization™ and "local globalization™ are both
applications of this concept. Cultural hybridization arises from the continuous mixing of

globalization and localization, resulting in new and unique cultures. It produces distinctive
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outcomes in different regions, reflecting the world's increasing diversity. Global localization
only blends the surface elements of culture, while deep-rooted culture is not easily mixed or
integrated. For instance, only marginal elements of culture, such as delicacies, fashion,
shopping habits, handicrafts, and entertainment can transcend national cultures, but deep-rooted
assumptions, culture, and beliefs remain connected to the original culture.

In the three scenarios mentioned above, "cultural homogeneity"” resembles prior research
that followed Western theories, yet scholars found it inadequate for explaining phenomena in
non-Western countries. After reflection, the author believes future research can take two
directions: "cultural heterogeneity” and “cultural hybridization." Regarding “cultural
heterogeneity,” we can refer to Chen and Wei's (2013) "two-factor model™ of college students'
learning motivation, which highlights the coexistence of global and local cultures. The article
points out that "academic identity" and "role identity" represent different motivational factors
and influence academic engagement behavior through distinct psychological mechanisms.
"Academic identity" refers to "the degree to which an individual understands and recognizes
his or her academic interests and academic abilities;" whereas "role identity" denotes "the
degree to which an individual recognizes the role obligations he or she has as a student.” The
first process is called the "academic identity influence process.” This process begins with
"academic identity," leading to "learning satisfaction,” and then from "learning satisfaction™ to
"academic engagement.” In other words, the more an individual understands or identifies with
his or her academic interests and abilities, the higher the overall satisfaction with the learning
experience. Subsequently, "learning satisfaction” significantly affects "academic engagement.”
These research findings resonate with contemporary Western achievement motivation theories,
emphasizing the connection between students' learning motivation and their satisfaction, as well
as the relationships among students' learning satisfaction, academic engagement, and academic
performance. The second process is termed the “role identity influence process." This process
demonstrates a significant direct effect from “role identity” to "academic engagement.” Thus,
the more an individual recognizes and identifies with the obligations of being a student, the
more engaged he or she will be in learning activities. In other words, local students might not
have a strong interest in academic goals but may still exert effort to meet their role obligations.
Therefore, in the future, further cross-cultural comparative studies could investigate whether
both Eastern and Western societies exhibit the two processes of "academic identity influence
process™ and "role identity influence process,” though the proportions of students undergoing
these processes may differ between the East and West. For instance, Western societies may
have a higher proportion of students inclined toward the "academic identity influence process,"
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while Confucian societies may show a greater proportion of students leaning toward the "role
identity influence process.” This dual-factor integration model can apply to theories shared
across all cultures and societies and can also elucidate cultural differences. It will be a
significant direction for future research. Additionally, the "academic identity” component of
the dual-factor model addresses aspects of students' spontaneous learning that Professor Feng
mentioned, which the author may have overlooked.

In terms of “cultural hybridization," after the collision between Confucian traditional
concepts and Western culture, these may merge to form new viewpoints. Taking "implicit
theory™ as an example, Dweck and Molden (2017) indicated that in North America, about 40%
of both adults and children hold the "essential view" and "enhancement view," while another
20% remain undecided. Chiu et al. (1997)'s cross-cultural comparative study demonstrated that
American students tend to adopt the “essential view," believing that personal traits such as
ability are fixed and immutable, whereas East Asian students tend to favor the "enhancement
view," believing that personal traits such as ability can change through hard work. Under the
obligation theory of self-cultivation, the author proposes the "obligation view," emphasizing
that personal traits are not only changeable but must also improve over time. The author's
research group, Yang et al. (2025), investigated the types and distribution of beliefs among
college students in Taiwan using latent class analysis (LCA). The results revealed that (1)
10.1% of students endorse an essentialist view, (2) 20.1% adopt an enhancement view, (3)
41.8% hold both an obligation view and an enhancement view, and (4) 28.0% maintain both an
obligation view and an essentialist view. This indicates that, amidst globalization, cultural
hybridization has occurred, forming new and unique beliefs. A significant 70% of students
adhere to beliefs related to the "obligation view," including those who embrace both the
obligation view and the enhancement view, making this the largest group at 42%. This is
followed by those who hold both the obligation view and the essentialist view, accounting for
28%. Despite global localization, 70% of students' beliefs are still tied to the original cultural
"obligation view." In other words, the implicit theory of the "essentialist view" and the
"enhancement view" can only explain 30% of the Chinese student sample, leaving another 70%
unaccounted for. Under "cultural hybridization," new categories, such as "people who hold both
the obligation and enhancement views" and "people who hold both the obligation and essential
views," emerge. The former category emphasizes that personal characteristics can change,
suggesting that the two views are not contradictory. In contrast, the latter category believes that
personal characteristics cannot change while simultaneously insisting that they must improve,
resulting in a conflicting mindset. Notably, the belief conflict among “people who hold both the
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obligation and essential views" places them in a dilemma, as this group has the highest
proportion of students with severe mental health issues, accounting for 21.7%. Following
"cultural hybridization,” these new categories may create theories applicable to all human
cultural societies, provided cross-cultural research is conducted, and they may explain the
phenomenon of cultural differences. This represents the second potential direction for future
research.

I11. How to Judge Scientific Progress?

Professor Feng discussed the validity of approximate truth and the criteria for assessing the
explanatory power of a theory. Different philosophers of science hold varying criteria for
scientific progress. Karl Popper noted that all theories are equivalent in terms of their closeness
to the truth. Since the degree is a relative concept, if "fidelity" is used to gauge how closely a
theory approaches the truth, then "fidelity” is only relevant in comparing two theories and is
not suitable for evaluating a single theory. For instance, if theory T2 can make more accurate
predictions, explain more facts, describe facts more comprehensively, or pass tests that T1
cannot, then T2 demonstrates higher fidelity than T1. Although a theory will inevitably confront
facts it cannot explain or tests it cannot pass, as long as T2 can explain more facts than T1, even
if it is proven false by certain facts, its fidelity must still be taken into account, allowing T2 to
be considered more advanced than theory T1 (Hwang, 2001, pp. 150-151). Additionally, Larry
Laudan argues from a pragmatic perspective that the purpose of science is to solve problems.
In any field, two theories developed sequentially can only be deemed progressive if the latter
theory resolves the problem more effectively than the former and ultimately replaces it (Hwang,
2001, p. 222).

The author's research on Chinese views on education initially focused on addressing the
issue that Western theories do not fully explain the learning and performance of students within
the Confucian cultural circle. According to the recommendations of the three professors, if we
can adopt "cultural heterogeneity” and "cultural hybridization" to develop a theory that is
applicable to all human cultural societies, it could also account for the phenomenon of cultural
differences. Additionally, if we can support cross-cultural comparative empirical research, it
should be able to explain more facts, clarify more phenomena, and solve problems more
effectively than the original theory constructed by the "Confucian article” Chinese views on
education. This way, the theory developed later is stronger and more convincing than the
previous theory.
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IVV. Conclusion

Reflecting on the past, the author entered the field of indigenous psychology to address the
problem that arose when Western theories were introduced to teaching practice during teacher
education, where teacher candidates complained that theories were useless. Echoing the
beginning of this article, the critiques from the three scholars provided me with intellectual
nourishment for growth and prompted deeper contemplation about the future direction of
research. This approach is not limited to indigenous psychology; it can also be extended to
indigenous social sciences. The author hopes that the dialogue between the "Confucian article™
and the three commentators fosters a space for constructive academic conversation, generates
new insights, and invigorates the potential of indigenous social science research.
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