
 

 

The European Proceedings of 
Social and Behavioural Sciences  

EpSBS 
 

www.europeanproceedings.com e-ISSN: 2357-1330 
                                                                               

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 
4.0 Unported License, permitting all non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided  

the original work is properly cited. 

DOI: 10.15405/epsbs.2021.06.02.27 
 

 
(i-COME’20) 

INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON COMMUNICATION AND MEDIA 2020  
 

THE IMPACT OF CONFUCIANISM ON INTERPERSONAL 
COMMUNICATION AMONG YOUNGER GENERATIONS   

 
 

Joyce Cheah Lynn-Sze (a)*, Pua Kit Yin (b)  
*Corresponding author 

 
(a)  Universiti Utara Malaysia, 06010 Sintok, Kedah, Malaysia, joycecheah@uum.edu.my 

(b) Universiti Utara Malaysia, 06010 Sintok, Kedah, Malaysia, jyin0006@gmail.com 
 
 

Abstract 
 

Many recent studies provided much insight into Confucianism values and practices in Asia. However, not 
many studies have been conducted to compare the similarities and differences in Confucian values 
between countries. Thus, the objective of this study is to explore the understanding of Confucianism on 
interpersonal communication from the perceptions of the Chinese students from Malaysia and China. The 
specific aims of this study are to identify the Confucian values practiced in the Chinese society and the 
impact on interpersonal communication from the perceptions from both countries. In-depth interview with 
12 Chinese students, six students from China and six students from Malaysia from one the of public 
universities in Malaysia were conducted. Based on the findings, there are three perceptions about 
Confucianism which are moral values, cultural teachings and “not a religion”. Besides, there are three 
impacts of Confucian values which influenced the Chinese students from China and Malaysia, such as 
effective communication, sustaining a harmony relationship and increase self-credibility. The study 
presented will clarify the similarities and differences between the two countries with regard to 
Confucianism and thus provide many hints for understanding the two countries. 
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1. Introduction 

Confucian values are widespread throughout East Asia, China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, 

South Korea, and Japan (Huang & Chang, 2017). Scholars have long claimed that Confucian values affect 

social norms, influence individual decision making, and possibly to interpersonal communication 

(Chuang & Wang, 2018). Confucianism had a major influence on the Chinese life for two thousand years, 

so an understanding of the influence of Confucianism is essential for successful teaching in East Asia. C 

Confucius or Kong Fuzi was born around 551 BC in the Zhou Dynasty. Confucius is the most 

influential philosopher in the Chinese history that provides a guideline for proper behaviour (Yan & 

Sorenson, 2006). While Kong Fuzi acknowledged as the innovator of Confucianism, he had a huge 

influence in China that followed by over 3,000 students and 72 disciples who transmitted his teachings in 

Analects of Confucius.  

 In China, Confucianism uses discipline to guide human in their learning. According to Choi and 

Niemine (2013), Confucianism showcased the importance of education, which to this day remain obvious 

in East Asian societies especially China with their focus on education. Besides, Confucianism has been 

emphasized in the aspects of life, including arts, history, social life and government. The findings found 

out that Chinese students placed a higher concern on certain values, such as respect to older people, 

hardworking and filial piety. According to Swain (2017), China was emphasised the study of 

Confucianism in the education fields to ensure the Confucian values such as humanness (ren), propriety 

(li), righteousness (yi) adapted by their students.   

In the context of Malaysia, Confucian values was passed down through the Chinese education 

since the 19th century. The Malaysian Chinese immigrants have continued to practice and promote the 

Chinese traditional culture seriously after they immigrated to Malaysia. Since the early Chinese education 

system until today, moral values has always been the focus for the Malaysian Chinese (Liew & Yam, 

2018). However, Confucianism was categorised in the minority philosophy that adapted by Malaysians 

because of the multi-races and influences of other cultures in Malaysia (Liew & Yam, 2018). 

Although there have been changes in applications in the world today, Confucianism is still very 

much apparent in Chinese society (Marginson, 2011). Even some contemporary principles and practices 

have been introduced in the current Chinese culture, some traditional values still persisted (Marginson, 

2011). Asian cultures are still based on moral values and displaying collectivism in their culture.  

Therefore, this article attempts to understand how Confucian values influences the younger 

generations between the Chinese Malaysians and Chinese in Mainland China on interpersonal 

communication, as influenced by value systems in Malaysia and Confucius’ philosophical foundations in 

China. This research will increase the understanding of the comparison between local and international 

Chinese youth besides provide more information about Confucianism values that insists in Chinese 

society in the last 2,500 years ago. 
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1.1.  Confucian values 

According to Chan and Jiang (2017), there are five constants of Confucianism: Ren, Yi, Li, Zhi 

and Xin. According to the researcher, ren 仁emphasizes the obligation of humaneness and love toward 

others, while Yi义 or righteousness promote that people should distinguish appropriate (good) behaviour 

from impertinent behaviour which should not seek or get private benefits at the expenses of others (Fang 

& Faureb, 2011). On the other hand, Li 礼 advocates on proper social behaviour or norms that provide as 

guidelines for ethical behaviour (Rosemont & Ames, 2016). Zhi 智 focuses on wisdom or having the 

knowledge to say what is true. In term of xin 信, people should keep his/her promise and should not 

reveal people privacy that will affect the trustfulness of a person. Furthermore, Confucius also added 

some good values such as zhong 忠 (loyalty) in social interaction, xiao孝 (filial) in family, zhong yong 

中庸 (the mean in common practice) in individual cultivation and cheng诚 (sincerity) which are solved 

the social problems in term of moral issue. 

Generally, we acknowledged that Chinese are more value-oriented and concerned with social 

stability, humaneness and righteousness (Yeo et al., 2017). Similarly, Pohl (2002) conducted a 

comparative study of value preferences indicated that Chinese students emphasized on collectivism 

compared to Australian students. While Hong and Howes (2014) study stated that Chinese were found to 

have a higher concern of cooperation, togetherness and maintaining good relationship. Chinese children 

were also mentioned to have fewer interpersonal conflicts and confrontations (Domino & Hannah, 1987). 

1.2.  Malaysian Chinese culture 

In Malaysia, ethnic Chinese people are born and raised in Malaysia. They are one of the minority 

ethnic groups in Malaysia, which consists of three main ethnic groups, Bumiputra (70%), Chinese (23%), 

and Indians (7%) (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2015). Although most of the Malaysian Chinese are 

generally from multiple generations in China, it is common among Malaysian Chinese to maintain their 

culture, religious practices and identification with their heritage.  

According to Chuah et al. (2016), the traditional Chinese cultures such as Confucianism among 

Malaysian Chinese obtained from the immigrant experience and exposure to Western culture in colonised 

settlement nations. Therefore, the existing Confucian values were not completely retained or adapted 

because Chinese heritages under different historical transition have developed different practice of the 

Confucian Analects.  

According to Cheah and Ahmad (2017), Malaysian Chinese still emphasising on Confucian values 

in the context of leadership communication. Based on the study, Confucianism values will create a good 

leader and maintain the harmony relationship between leader and follower. There are three values that 

mentioned by leaders which are wisdom, trust and filial piety. Besides, Malaysian Chinese also agree 

with the benefits and positive influences that bring by these values and enhance the effectiveness in 

leadership. Thus, leader should understand and emphasise the Confucian values that effective in 

improving the leadership practice in general.   
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1.3.  Confucianism in China 

Wu (2015) stated that education in the modern era of China, Confucius teaching is still adopted as 

a symbol representing Chinese culture. Scholars affirmed Confucianism is to maintain and develop 

Confucian thoughts among the followers (Tang, 2015). Researchers still believed that moral values in 

human relationships are still valued and practiced because they are important into the development of the 

younger generation. Furthermore, Confucianism that emphasised a harmonious and personal moral 

cultivation will maintain harmony in Chinese society (Tang, 2015).   

Although China has experienced rapid economic growth and social changes over the years, many 

Confucian norms and practices still exist and have continued until today (Ebrey, 2014).  While Zhou et al. 

(2019) showed that juniors still have to show respect to their seniors, while seniors are expected to give 

valuable advice and offer assistance to juniors. 

2. Problem Statement 

Previously, scholars have been conducting research that focused on the comparison of values in 

China and Western countries (Huang & Chang, 2017). There are limited research on comparing the 

traditional values of people from the same cultural tradition but being brought up in different 

environment. Thus, it is very interesting to explore into the values held by younger generations from 

Malaysia and China. Tamai and Lee (2002) stated that Confucian values have gone through different 

processes of history in each country. There must be some differences in perceptions and understandings 

of Confucian value between Chinese youth in Malaysia and China. It is necessary to bring out a research 

on the perception and the impact of Confucian values that inhibits in Malaysian Chinese.  

In addition, there are insufficient study done on younger generations in Malaysia about the 

Confucianism philosophy. Chinese values in Malaysia that live in a multi-national cultures where most of 

the population is Malay might influence by the other cultures. In this context, Truong et al. (2016) pointed 

out that a culture cannot understand specific practices, behaviours, and beliefs unless considering the 

culture of which they take part. According to Tan (1983), Malaysian Chinese do not have a definite term 

for their traditional religion and diffused into various aspects of Chinese culture. He also stated that most 

of the Malaysian Chinese misconception’s Confucianism as a religion. The political factor determines 

ideology of the country and further influences education policy in Malaysia (Storz, 1999). Besides, the 

central element of a culture or civilization are moral values and communication. For example, some 

political leaders and scholars in Eastern countries will put “Asian values” to distinguish from Western 

“universal values”. Therefore, it is necessary to bring out a research on the perception and characteristics 

of Confucian value that inhibits in Malaysian Chinese. 

Besides, there are not many studies on the impact of Confucian values in fact the moral values still 

have a strong influence and concurrently exist with the new social values (Truong et al., 2016). Confucian 

values are still highly valued in society among East Asian countries that bring benefits to student's 

everyday life. According to Kang et al. (2017), over 20% of the world’s population infuses to Confucian 

culture that provides guidelines for the correct behaviour of an individuals in community. It cannot be 

denied that not all East Asians would follow the Confucianism values in interaction or communication in 
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the community, but they are likely to influenced by the Confucian cultures in which they live. The 

consideration of cultural issues that influence by Confucian values become increasingly important in 

Chinese society (Huang & Chang, 2017). Therefore, a study on how Confucian values impacted the 

Malaysians and mainland Chinese will be able to increase the understanding of Confucian values in their 

interpersonal communication. 

3. Research Questions 

 What are the perceptions of the Chinese students in Malaysia and mainland China on 

Confucianism? 

 How does Confucian values impacted the Chinese students in Malaysia and mainland China on 

interpersonal communication 

4. Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to understand how Confucian values influences the younger 

generations in Malaysia and Mainland China on interpersonal communication. 

 To understand the perceptions of the Chinese students in Malaysia and mainland China on 

Confucianism.   

 To determine how does Confucian values impacted local and international Chinese students’ 

everyday life 

5. Research Methods 

Researchers used in-depth interview in collecting data to gather a better understanding of the 

Confucian values among local and international Chinese students.  This study involved 6 local and 6 

international Chinese undergraduate students in Universiti Utara Malaysia. All data collected were 

transcribed by the researchers. Data transcribed were imported and analysed using Nvivo 8. 

6. Findings 

6.1.  Perceptions of Confucianism 

• Moral values 

Moral values are principles that one follows to distinguish the right and the wrong that related to 

the fundamental human emotions and experiences that motivate human in various ways (Harbour, 2012). 

Based on the interviews, both Malaysia and China students think that Confucianism inhibit good moral 

values that are worth to follow and learn. The informants stated that Confucianism as moral values that 

help and guide people in developing a better personality and guidelines for avoiding bad habits and 

values.  

Informant 1 said that she learned about Confucian values for instance filial piety and humanness 

through her parents and teachers by story-telling. She thinks that Confucianism provided the moral values 
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that should be followed and adapted to create a harmony relationship between human to build a better 

personality and society.  

“These values and knowledge were taught by teacher in primary school. Teachers in primary 

school encouraged students to adapt Confucian values by giving small gifts as a motivation to students 

that well-behave during school”.  (Informant 2) 

 

• Cultural teaching 

Cultural teaching is a teaching that shapes the thinking process of groups and individuals 

(Garmeau, 2014). Based on the interviews, informants think that Confucianism is a cultural heritage that 

should be pass down to next generation. Informant 5 from Malaysia said that Confucianism is a teaching 

that were passed down from ancestors while Informant 6 from China stated that Confucianism is a 

teaching that originated from China.   

Confucian values were implied in human everyday life that caused us to perceived that 

Confucianism is a cultural teaching that contributed to a lot of good values, behaviours that should be 

follow by everyone. (Informant 3) 

 

• Not a religion 

On the other hand, Informant 8 and 11 from China and Malaysia respectively have their opinion 

about Confucianism is not a religion. According to Ebrey (2014), most of the people emphasised on the 

theoretical forms of religion that important in practical expression and form of worship. Thus, informants 

think that Confucianism is not a religion that need to imply in practical procedure and worship. 

Confucianism is not a religion because it does not have the requirement for applying the values of 

Confucianism in our daily life. Although there are Confucian temples worshipping, it does not make 

compulsory to all. Confucianism is just an ethical or moral teaching that can be adapted by everyone.  

(Informant 8) 

6.2.  Confucian values and its impact 

Based on the interview, Confucianism provides many knowledge and wisdom that are beneficial 

for the society to create a morality community. Confucian values that enable a people to enhance the 

morality and build a better personality had played a significant role in student’s daily life. There are 

several impact of Confucian values such as effective communication, sustain a harmony relationship and 

increase self-credibility 

 

• Effective communication 

Effective communication is defined as high completeness and effectiveness in conveying a 

message to receiver (Choi & Niemine, 2013). The adaptation of Confucian values in daily life would also 

improve the effectiveness of communication among students’ social circle. Confucian values such as 

propriety and filial attitude would help students transmit and convey the messages effectively to others. 

Informant 8 stated that truthfulness and righteousness that able to increase a person’s self-credibility can 
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also assist in the process of persuading or sharing information or ideas to others. This is because people 

would like to give more attention for people that is trustworthy and fair.  

 

• Sustaining a harmony relationship 

Sustain a harmony relationship refer to maintaining a peaceful relationship with others (Sim & 

Chow, 2019). Furthermore, adapted Confucian values in daily life also able to sustain a harmony 

relationship with others. Confucianism that strongly emphasis about the harmonious and peaceful 

relationship lead people to appreciate the interaction and conversation with others. Besides, Informant 7 

and 10 stated that a relationship can be improved by applying good values such as propriety, humanness, 

filial attitude. These values would improve the satisfaction in the conversation and interaction with others. 

 

• Increase self-credibility 

Increase self-credibility is enhanced the qualities of personalities in establishing a better self to 

others (Liu & Kang, 2017). In the context of increase and enhance self-credibility, Informant 3 and 2 

which come from Malaysia and China stated that Confucian values such as righteousness, truthfulness 

and self-discipline can increase a person’s credibility. These values are important in create the 

performances, enhance the experiences besides improve the self-qualities. Moreover, increase self-

credibility would also contribute in the future works for students and become an additional advantage for 

students to get chances in future.  

7. Conclusion 

The findings showed that the perceptions of Confucian values are quite similar among Chinese 

students in Malaysia and China, and that some differences might be explained by social context. Beliefs 

and communication will be necessary if we inspire to achieve mutual understanding because perception 

of Confucian values vary across cultures. This research suggested that individuals seem to view 

interpersonal communication, such as communication between families and friends as central to good 

values. Overall, both Chinese students in Malaysia and China perceived Chinese values to be important. 

These comparisons intended to provide better insights on the perceptions of Confucianism on 

interpersonal communication that vary across Asian cultures. Based on the multi–cultural country in 

Malaysia compared to mainland China, it was clear that Malaysian citizen of the Chinese ethic 

background who were growing up in a friendly environment would put more emphasis on moral values 

when explaining about their everyday communication beliefs. In the age of interconnected world, it 

would be crucial to attain mutual understanding on how individuals make sense of their world. 
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