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Article

Relational Self Versus Collective 
Self: A Cross-Cultural Study in 
Interdependent Self-Construal 
Between Han and Uyghur in China

Marhaba Mamat1, Wei Huang1, Rui Shang1, Tianyang Zhang1, 
Hao Li1, Yao Wang1, Wei Luo2, and Yanhong Wu1,3

Abstract
Although differences between independent and interdependent self-construals have been 
extensively investigated, few studies have considered intra-cultural variability in self-construal in 
China. In the present research, we aimed at exploring ethnic group differences in interdependent 
self-construal. We first compared self-reported importance of the private self, relational self, 
and collective self between the Uyghur and the Han—two ethnic groups in China. The results 
show that the Han viewed the collective self to be less important than the private self and 
the relational self, while the Uyghur exhibited a different pattern, rating the collective self as 
more important than the private self and the relational self (Study 1). Three follow-up self-
referential memory experiments provided further support for the difference in interdependent 
self-construal between the Han and the Uyghur. Specifically, only the Han participants exhibited 
significantly better memories of mother-referenced information than famous-person-referenced 
information (Study 2). In contrast, only the Uyghur participants exhibited significantly better 
memories of group-referenced information (Studies 3 and 4). These marked ethnic differences 
in interdependent self-construal suggest that the Han privilege the relational self and the Uyghur 
the collective self, thus highlighting the intra-cultural variability of interdependent self-construal 
in Chinese populations.

Keywords
relational self, collective self, Han, Uyghur

The independent self-construal, which is relatively popular in the West, orients individuals to 
attend to self-focused information, whereas the interdependent self-construal, which is relatively 
more popular in East Asia, stresses the fundamental social connectedness between people 
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Although Chinese culture has been characterized as an interdepen-
dent culture, there are 56 official ethnic groups in China, each of which possesses unique cultural 
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backgrounds, customs, religious beliefs, and, in some cases, a distinctive language. However, 
few studies have considered intra-cultural variability in self-construal in China. The aim of the 
present research is to fill this gap. Specifically, the current research compared the self-construal 
of Uyghur, a major ethnic group in China, with the Han, the majority ethnic group in China.

Relational Self Versus Collective Self

There is a considerable evidence that people have three cognitive representations of the self 
(Breckler & Greenwald, 1986; Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Greenwald & Pratkanis, 1984; Triandis, 
1989): the private self (where cognitions related to traits, states, and behaviors are stored, for 
example, “I am honest”), the relational self (where cognitions related to one’s relationships are 
stored, for example, “I am a son”), and the collective self (where cognitions related to one’s 
groups are stored, for example, “I am Chinese”). Building on this finding, Brewer and Chen 
(2007) have differentiated individualism from two forms of collectivism: relational collectivism 
and group collectivism. The two forms of collectivism are distinguished on the basis of whether 
the social in-group is defined as a network of interpersonal relationships or as a depersonalized 
social category. According to this view, relational collectivism privileges the relational self and 
group collectivism emphasizes the collective self. Correspondingly, the relational self-construal 
emphasizes interpersonal relationships more, whereas the collective self-construal stresses group 
membership more. In the present research, we use this theoretical model to examine ethnic group 
differences in self-construals in China.

Ethnic Groups in China: Han and Uyghur

As mentioned, Chinese culture has been characterized as a collective culture that privileges the 
interdependent self (Qi & Zhu, 2002; Zhu & Zhang, 2002; Zhu, Zhang, Fan, & Han, 2007). 
Because this conclusion is based mostly on studies of Han Chinese, it cannot be automatically 
generalized to other ethnic groups, such as the Uyghur, which has its distinctive religion and 
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Current Studies

To test our hypothesis, in Study 1, we used a paradigm introduced by Trafimow and Finlay 
(2001) to compare the importance the Uyghur and the Han ethnic groups placed on the three 
types of self-construals. We predict that the Uyghur will place a greater importance on the collec-
tive self than the other two types of self, whereas the Han will place a greater importance on the 
relational self.

To control for the effect of demand characteristics and social desirability biases, in Studies 2 
to 4, we used the self-reference (SR) paradigm (Rogers, Kuiper, & Kirker, 1977). In this para-
digm, participants are first asked to judge whether a trait is suitable to describe either the self 
(SR) or a famous person (other reference, OR). Subsequently, participants’ memory of the trait 
words was measured in a surprise recognition test. Typically, SR person information is better 
remembered than OR person information. This difference is called the self-reference effect (SRE; 
Symons & Johnson, 1997). In addition, the SRE is measured at two levels: remembering (partici-
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for the mean rating of the private, relational, and collective self in the Uyghur participants were .80, 
.88, and .81, respectively, whereas those for the Han participants were .83, .84, and .84, respec-
tively. The importance ratings were analyzed with a 2 × 3 mixed ANOVA. The between-partici-
pants factor was Ethnicity (Uyghur vs. Han). The within-participants factor was Type (personal 
characteristics, personal relationship, and group memberships).

The two-way Ethnicity × Type interaction was significant, F(2, 46) = 7.07, p = .001, η2 = .13, 
suggesting that the influence of Type on importance was different in two ethnic groups. The main 
effect of Ethnicity was also significant, F(1, 46) = 18.73, p < .001, η2 = .29, while that of Type was 
not. Next, we conducted single-factor repeated-measure ANOVA for each ethnic group separately.

The Han participants showed a significant main effect of Type, F(2, 23) = 4.86, p < .05, η2 = 
.17. The least significant difference (LSD) pairwise comparison test showed that the private self 
and the relational self were rated as more important than the collective self, t(23) = 2.05, p = .052, 
Cohen’s d = 0.45; t(23) = 3.68, p = .001, Cohen’s d = 0.82, and the difference between the private 
self and the relational self was not significant. The Uyghur participants also showed a significant 
main effect of Type, F(2, 23) = 3.36, p < .05, η2 = .13. However, the LSD pairwise comparison 
test showed a different pattern, with the collective self rated as more important than the private 
self and the relational self, t(23) = 2.20, p < .05, Cohen’s d = 0.63; t(23) = 2.12, p < .05, Cohen’s 
d = 0.50. The private self and the relational self were rated as equally important.

In summary, for the Han participants, both the private self and the relational self had higher 
importance than the collective self, whereas for the Uyghur participants the collective self had 
higher importance than the private self and the relational self. Although both the Han and the 
Uyghur people champion the interdependent self-construal, the Han emphasized the collective 
self less than the Uyghur. However, Study 1 used an explicit measurement of importance of the 
different self-construals. To verify the validity of the finding from Study 1, in the following stud-
ies, we used the SR paradigm, a well-established paradigm that is relatively immune from social 
desirability bias and demand characteristics. This paradigm also reveals how deeply different 
types of self information are encoded in long-term memory (Wagar, 2003). In Study 2, we com-
pared the relational self of two ethnic groups.

Study 2

Method

Participants.  Forty undergraduates participated in the experiment for compensation. Twenty (10 
females) of them were Uyghur from Xinjiang and studied at the Minzu University of China; all 
of them identified themselves as Muslims. The other 20 (10 females) were Han and studied at 
Peking University. The mean (±SD) ages of the Uyghur and the Han participants were 22.00 ± 
1.40 and 21.2 ± 3.27, respectively.

Procedure.  We used a 2 × 4 within-group design. One factor was Ethnicity: Uyghur and Han. The 
other factor was Reference: self (“Does this adjective describe you?”), mother (“Does this 

Table 1.  Means (Standard Deviation) of Importance Ratings of Private, Collective, and Relational Self-
Cognitions as a Function of Ethnic Category.

Type of self-cognitive structure

Task Private self Collective self Relational self

Han 69.29 (18.31) 61.84 (14.85) 74.27 (15.32)
Uyghur 77.24 (14.00) 84.79 (9.60) 80.03 (9.47)
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patterns of recognition performance for the two ethnic groups. We also performed the same 4 × 2 
mixed ANOVA on R score2 (the proportion of remember minus false alarms); however, only the 
main effect of Reference reached significance, F(3, 38) = 10.51, p < .001, η2 = .22. Thus, we ran 
a single-factor repeated-measure ANOVA on corrected recognition score only for each ethnic 
group.

The Han participants showed a significant main effect of Reference, F(3, 19) = 8.31, p < .001, 
η2 = .30. Post hoc analyses showed that the memory performance was better for SR information 
(M = 0.72, SD = 0.14) than OR information (M = 0.56, SD = 0.20), the mother-referenced infor-
mation (M = 0.64, SD = 0.14), and the father-referenced information (M = 0.62, SD = 0.18), t(19) 
= 6.22, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.99; t(19) = 2.29, p < .05, Cohen’s d = 0.57; t(19) = 3.37, p < .05, 
Cohen’s d = 0.63. The memory performance of the mother-referenced information was signifi-
cantly better than the OR information, t(19) = 2.17, p < .05, Cohen’s d = 0.50. By contrast, the 
main effect of Reference was not significant for the Uyghur participants.

Our results of the Han participants replicate the findings of previous research; the Han partici-
pants remembered both the SR and mother-referenced information better than OR information 
(Qi & Zhu, 2002; Zhu & Zhang, 2002; Zhu et al., 2007). We extended the previous results by 
showing that the Uyghur participants remembered the person information equally well in the SR, 
OR, mother-referenced, and father-referenced conditions. We believe that the importance of the 
collective self of the Uyghur might have overwhelmed the effect of the relational self. However, 
the interaction between Ethnicity and Reference was not significant for the R score. We return to 
this point in General Discussion. To further confirm our hypothesis of intra-cultural variability in 
interdependent self-construal, in Study 3, we compared the collective self between the Han and 
the Uyghur to investigate whether there was a difference in the GRE between them.

Study 3

Method

Participants.  Forty undergraduates participated in the experiment for compensation. Twenty (10 
females) of them were Uyghur from Xinjiang and studied at the Minzu University of China, all 
of whom self-identified as Muslims. The other 20 (10 females) were Han participants and studied 
at Peking University. The mean (±SD) ages of the Uyghur and the Han participants were 21.25 ± 
1.68 and 21.8 ± 2.52, respectively.
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Study 4

Method

Participants.  Forty undergraduates participated in the experiment for compensation. Twenty (10 
females) of them were Uyghur from Xinjiang and studied at the Beijing Normal University; all 
of them self-identified as Muslims. The other 20 (10 females) were Han and studied at Beijing 
Normal University. The mean (±SD) ages of the Uyghur and the Han participants were 21.7 ± 
1.17 and 21.65 ± 1.87, respectively.

Procedure.  We used a 2 × 4 within-group design. One factor was Ethnicity: Uyghur and Han. The 
other factor was Reference: self, in-group (“Does this adjective describe students in general?”), 
out-group (“Does this adjective describe employees in general?”), famous person. “Student” was 
an in-group reference and “employee” was an out-group reference for both the Han and the 
Uyghur participants. As in Studies 2 and 3, the experiment consisted of a study phase and a test 
phase.

Results and Discussion

The memory performances of 20 Han and 20 Uyghur participants are shown in Table 4.
As in the previous studies, we performed a 4 × 2 mixed ANOVA on corrected recognition 

score and R score, with Ethnicity being the between-participants factor and Reference being the 
within-participants factor. The results showed that both the main effects of Reference and its 
interaction with Ethnicity were significant—Recognition: F(3, 38) = 24.61, p < .001, η2 = .39; 
F(3, 38) = 3.56, p = .02, η2 = .09; R: F(3, 38) = 26.03, p < .001, η2 = .41; F(3, 38) = 3.23, p = 
.025, η2 = .08, suggesting the presence of different patterns of recognition performance between 
the two ethnic groups.

We then ran a single-factor (Reference: self, in-group, out-group, famous person) repeated-
measure ANOVA for each ethnic group separately. For the Han participants, the main effect of 
Reference was significant for both the corrected recognition score and the R score—Recogni-
tion: F(3, 19) = 16.83, p < .001, η2 = .47; R: F(3, 19) = 18.44, p < .001, η2 = .49. Further post hoc 
analyses showed that the memory performance of the SR information (Recognition: M = 0.61, 
SD = 0.14; R: M = 0.52, SD = 0.15) was better than the OR information (Recognition: M = 0.40, 
SD = 0.13; R: M = 0.30, SD = 0.16), the in-group-referenced information (Recognition: M = 0.50, 
SD = 0.16; R: M
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performances of the in-group-referenced and out-group-referenced information were both better 
than the OR information—Recognition: t(19) = 3.79, p = .001, Cohen’s d = 1.74; t(19) = 2.02, p 
= .058, Cohen’s d = 0.19; R: t(19) = 3.44, p = .03, Cohen’s d = 0.59; t(19) = 1.98, p = .06, Cohen’s 
d = 0.44.

The Uyghur participants also showed a significant main effect of Reference for both the cor-
rected recognition score and the R score—Recognition: F(3, 19) = 10.98, p < .001, η2 = .37; R: 
F(3, 19) = 11.52, p < .001, η2 = .38. Further post hoc analyses showed that the memory perfor-
mance of the SR information (Recognition: M = 0.54, SD = 0.18; R: M = 0.51, SD = 0.21) was 
better than the OR information (Recognition: M = 0.44, SD = 0.14; R: M = 0.38, SD = 0.16), the 
in-group-referenced information (Recognition: M = 0.47, SD = 0.18; R: M = 0.41, SD = 0.17), 
and the out-group-referenced information (Recognition: M = 0.38, SD = 0.16; R: M = 0.32, SD = 
0.17)—Recognition: t(19) = 3.59, p = .002, Cohen’s d = 1.65; t(19) = 3.09, p = .006, Cohen’s d 
= 1.42; t(19) = 5.08, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 2.33; R: t(19) = 3.55, p = .002, Cohen’s d = 0.70; t(19) 
= 2.73, p = .01, Cohen’s d = 0.53; t(19) = 5.47, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.00. Most importantly, the 
memory performance of the in-group-referenced information was better than that of the out-
group-referenced information—Recognition: t(19) = 3.21, p = .005, Cohen’s d = 1.47; R: t(19) = 
2.88, p = .01, Cohen’s d = 0.53. The memory performance of the OR information was better than 
that of the out-group-referenced information with R score, t(19) = 2.00, p = .06, Cohen’s d = 0.36.

According to the results above, the Han participants showed the SRE. However, the GRE 
effect for social role information was not significant. In contrast, the Uyghur participants showed 
the GRE for social role information. This finding suggests that the Uyghur people’s collective 
self-construal is not confined to ethnicity and that it can exert an influence on other social catego-
ries, such as social role. The results of Study 4 confirmed and extended the finding in Study 1 by 
providing further evidence that the Uyghur participants privilege the collective self-construal and 
the Han participants the relational self-construal.

General Discussion

Both the Uyghur and the Han people value the defining characteristics of interdependent self-
construal (fitting in, accommodating, and other-focused; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). However, 
the two groups differ in the relative importance of different forms of interdependent self-con-
strual. In Study 1, the Han participants placed greater importance on the relational self and the 
private self than the collective self. In contrast, the Uyghur participants valued the collective 
self more than they did both the relational self and the private self. We also assessed the rela-
tional self and the collective self with the SR paradigm. In Study 2, the Han participants 
showed the SRE and the mother-reference effect, whereas the Uyghur participants showed no 
difference in memory performance across all four reference conditions. A possible explanation 
for the latter result was that the strong collective self-construal of the Uyghur overwhelms the 
better memory performance for relational information. This speculation was confirmed in 
Study 3, which demonstrated that only the Uyghur participants showed the GRE on ethnicity. 
Finally, Study 4 showed that the collective self-construal in the Uyghur participants was also 
present with social role. In short, the present study confirmed our hypothesis and suggested 
that the Han people tend to emphasize the relational self, whereas the Uyghur people empha-
size the collective self.

The current finding highlights the presence of intra-cultural variability of interdependent self-
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more important for the Han participants and the collective self is more important for the Uyghur 
participants (Brewer & Chen, 2007; Choi & Han, 2009). Our results also offer valuable evidence 
in favor of the model proposed by Brewer and Chen (2007), by providing empirical evidence of 
relational and collective self-construals.

However, some limitations of the present study should be noted. First, our results showed 
differences in memory performance between the two ethnic groups. This can be attributed to 
two possible confounding factors. First, the materials used for the Uyghur participants, trans-
lated into the Uyghur language from Mandarin, had longer words and more characters than the 
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Notes

1.	 Both the main effect of Gender and its interaction with other variables were not significant in Studies 
2, 3 and 4. Therefore, we excluded the factor of Gender in further analyses.

2.	 For the K measure, both the main effects and the interaction were not significant in Studies 2, 3 and 4.
3.	 The difference in the false alarm rates between Uyghur and Han participants were significant in terms 

of Recognition and R score in Studies 2, 3, and 4—Study 2: t(38) = 6.36, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 2.06; 
t(38) = 4.79, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.55; Study 3: t(38) = 3.38, p = .002, Cohen’s d = 1.10; t(38) = 3.61, 
p = .001, Cohen’s d = 1.17; Study 4: t(38) = 3.48, p = .001, Cohen’s d = 1.13; t(38) = 3.15, p = .003, 
Cohen’s d = 1.02.
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