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Abstract 

This paper aims to introduce the religious self-viewed from the Indonesian context. Indonesia is a large country 
with diverse ethnic groups and the study seeks to investigate the self in relation to ethnicity. Specifically, the 
study examines the Sundanese ethnic group that has relatively few sub-groups compared with others found on 
the archipelago. The study undertakes a conceptual analysis to illustrate the religious self. In this regard, the 
social and cultural factors are examined to enable a proper account of the religious self, particularly in Indonesia. 
Relevant empirical evidence is presented to support and explain the religious self-concept. The study further 
presents a comparative analysis with previous self-concept studies. Finally, the paper concludes with a 
discussion on the direction of future research on the religious self. 
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1. Introduction 

The last decade has seen a rapid change in the social psychology theories of the self that are influenced by the 
desire to understand and to explain social behavior. The different studies on the self-have given rise to variations 
in the concept of the self. There is ongoing research in traditional areas which inlcude the personal self (Bennett, 
2011), the social self (Forgas & Williams, 2003; Mead, 1913), the true self (Miller, 1991) and self-concept (Kim, 
Chiu, Cho, Au, & Kwak, 2014; Gaertner, Sedikides, & O’Mara, 2008). The most interesting developments in 
relation to the self are in the neuroscience area (Ng, Ha, & Lai, 2010; Schmeichel, Vohs, & Baumeister, 2003) 
and in its implementation relative to physical health (Hardie, Critchley, & Morris, 2006; Logel & Cohen, 2011). 
Numerous self-related studies connect self-concept with culture (Fang, 2010; Hepper, Sedikides, & Cai, 2013; 
Kim, 2011; Lu & Yang, 2006; Markus & Kitayama, 2003; Mookherjee, 2013).  

There is a significant increase in the number of studies concerning cultures-particularly from the Eastern 
cultures- specifically studies about the self, after the various cross-cultural studies which have continued to 
confirm that there are some differences between the Western self and the self of individuals from the Eastern 
cultures. The first culture-studies focused on the differences between individualistic (Western) and collectivist 
(Eastern) cultures, with a particular emphasis on the feature-rich and complex Eastern cultures. The scope of 
such studies have since expanded to investigate the self-features of people from the Eastern societies. These 
Eastern self-feature studies have shown that individuals from certain cultural backgrounds have unique 
self-features. For instance, the Confucian self or the Confucian social self which are identical of the Chinese 
ethnic or people (Fang, 2010; Kim, 2011). Other studies showed specific Korean self-feature (Kim, Kim, Kam, 
& Shin, 2003) and South Asian (particularly Indian) self-features (Mookherjee, 2013).  

The Eastern cultures are inseparable from their religions. Religion is one factor that shapes culture; for example 
Taoism or Buddhism in China; Shintoism in Japan; Hinduism in India; and Islam in Turkey, the Middle East and 
several Asian countries including Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia and Malaysia. This has encouraged the 
emergence of studies on the religious self, in the context of religion as a culture (Perreira, 2010). 

In contrast with the relatively mono-ethnic countries such as China and Taiwan-with a majority of ethnic 
Chinese-or Korea, Japan and India, Indonesia is unique in its multi-ethnicity. Its major ethnic groups include 
Javanese, Malay, Batak, Dayak, Bugis, Minang, Sunda and Betawi. Each of these ethnic groups have various 
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sub-groups. For example, the Dayak people have 40 ethnic subgroups including Dayak Agabag, Tidung, Tegalan, 
Akolod, Taghol, Murut, Kenyah, Lepo’Ke, Merap, Punan, Bidayuh, Iban, Embaloh and Siang (Kopassus, 2012).  

When investigating the Maluku region, the 2014 Indonesian expedition differentiated the Ambon ethnic group 
into hundreds of sub-groups, each of which had a different culture (Kopassus, 2014). Culture, as a collection of 
beliefs, values and ways of viewing things that is internalized by its members to construct individual beliefs, 
values and ways of viewing things, can potentially influence the self. Cultural differences may thereby result in 
differences in the self between the various cultures. Such cultural differences result in nomothetic self-feature 
differences between individuals of the same cultural group, rather than in idiographic features of the individual 
self. The self can be conceptualized as a cultural self (Lalwani & Shavitt, 2009; Lu & Yang, 2006; Markus & 
Kitayama, 2003). 

The Sundanese ethnic group was chosen to model the Indonesian cultural-self because 1) they are one of the few 
ethnic groups in Indonesia without numerous ethnic sub-groups and whose people still relate strongly enough 
with their culture to have a cultural self; and 2) like the Minang and Balinese cultures, the Sundanese are highly 
influenced by religion (Islam in the Sundanese and Minang cultures and Hinduism in the Balinese culture). This 
means that a study on the cultural self is inseparable from the religious self. This study investigates the cultural 
self and the religious self of the Sundanese people. The resulting model is compared with the previous concepts 
of the cultural self. The paper concludes by indicating the future direction of research on the cultural self and the 
religious self. 

2. The Indonesian Muslim Religious Self 

Sociology treats religion as an institution (Schaefer, 2009), whereby a person can join as a member and there are 
membership consequences. These include demands to comply with the rules that bind the members to the 
religion and reward and punishment mechanisms for every compliance with and violation of such rules. 
Anthropology, however, gives religion the same status as ethnicity and gender: traditionally, this is the ascribed 
status acquired by individuals from birth as a biologically innate or a culturally “given” condition (Bourguignou, 
1976). Recently, religion has become an individual preference or choice: this means that it is, generally, an 
achieved status. However, Indonesian societies-including the Sundanese-whose cultures are relatively 
inseparable from their religious values, still encourage their members to practice the culture-shaping religion of 
their ethnic group.  

Globally, religion has a strong influence on human psychology (Paloutzian & Park, 2005). From a psychological 
perspective, an individual’s diversity system can be differentiated into several dimensions (Glock & Stark, 1966): 
ideology, ritual, experiences, intellectualism and consequences. The diversity dimensions are also the cultural 
dimensions. Hence, it is logical that a cultured individual-whose culture is shaped by a certain religion-will also 
be a religious individual; not in the sense of “having a religious identity”, but in the sense of “internalizing 
religious dimensions”. 

Islam, which has a strong influence on shaping Sundanese culture, contains a paradigm that the human is a 
spiritual being who always tries to find internal spiritual values (Frager, 2012). Life’s goal-to find spiritual 
values-when internalized to the individual self, will create a self that dynamically moves to locate such spiritual 
values. Following the rituals and practices encouraged in the Islamic religion is one way to find the spiritual 
values. This motivates the Sundanese culture to encourage its individual members to conduct Islamic rituals and 
practices. These rituals and practices allow a religious self to take shape and the individual will think, feel and 
act in compliance with Sundanese culture. The religious self is the ideal self: this is the goal that individuals 
strive for during their self-development process. 

The Indonesian religious self is reflected through the study and development of spiritual features as a 
psychological determinant by the Centre for Neuroscience, Health, and Spirituality (C-NET) of Sunan Kalijaga 
National Islamic University, Yogyakarta, Indonesia. This study identifies four spiritual dimensions that 
determine the religious self: 1) the meaning of life, 2) spiritual experiences, 3) positive emotions and 4) rituals 
(Pasiak, 2012). These four dimensions are in line with other studies on the relationship between the divine, 
spiritual and diversity aspects and the thinking, feeling and acting (self) aspects (Rauf, 2004; Ali, 2012; Chittick, 
2007; Frager, 2012).  

The first dimension-that the individual’s meaning of life is to be God’s servant-has consequences: in serving 
God, the human has social duties, and must appreciate other people’s/society’s welfare before their own personal 
wants. This encourages individuals to take responsibility for realizing public welfare. This first dimension is 
interrelated with the other three dimensions; including acquiring spiritual experiences and positive emotions that 
arise from finding the meaning of life. 
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A Sundanese individual has the free will to choose the direction of their own self development. However, only 
the self-development that is oriented to other people’s serenity and welfare will be regarded as the religious self 
or the Islamic self. A Muslim individual acknowledges that divine values exist in each person’s conscience; this 
means that the individual simply needs to find and follow these. Such values are called natural loyalty and 
piousness (Rauf, 2004) or the spiritual soul (Frager, 2012). This is described by bio-molecular scientists as a 
loyalty that is instilled by God in everyone and is imprinted in life’s blueprint (gene) as the potential for 
goodness or the tendency toward righteousness (Murakami, 2006). Neuroscientists call this the faith gene 
(Newberg & Waldman, 2006). 

What factors motivate Muslims to bind themselves to God’s rules? Islam considers “life after death” to be a form 
of a human’s accountability to God by their every action in the world. In the afterlife, the people who comply 
with God’s rules will live happily in heaven, while the people who violate the rules will live in eternal misery in 
hell. Believing that God asks for accountability makes those that believe in it develop self-control and 
self-regulation to act according with the rules of God. Individuals must go through experiences in the form of 
rituals and practices until they find the meaning of life, spiritual experiences and positive emotions. For those 
who find them, their knowledge and faith will be an empirical knowledge (Ihsan, 2010) or a logical knowledge 
(Zainal, 2009). 

3. The Sundanese Self 

The fundamental self of the Sundanese people as a group is similar to that of other Eastern societies. Eastern 
psychologists believe that it is inaccurate to define an individuals’ self in the Eastern context by detaching it 
from the individual context (Markus & Kitayama, 2003); the context being a cultural one. Sundanese people-like 
those in other Eastern societies-grow and develop in relation to the cultural norms, rules and values that 
influence almost every aspect of their life. A Sundanese individual will always view themselves as part of their 
cultural context, and this, indirectly, means seeing themselves as part of their society. For a Sundanese individual, 
other people are very important, in that when viewing themselves, individuals always relates themselves toward 
their social context. This is what Markus and Kitayama call self-in-relation-to-other (interdependent view of the 
self) or how to view oneself as interdependent with others. The Sundanese culture emphasizes caring for and 
adjusting to others and, importantly, developing synergic interdependences with others.  

Self-functioning may be influenced by external factors, such as social influence, or through self-control (Burkley, 
Anderson, & Curtis, 2011), as is the case with Sundanese people. A Sundanese individual always feels 
interdependent (constantly in a relationship) with others and tries to maintain that interdependence by controlling 
themselves to harmonize with others. For example, a Sundanese woman is expected to take care of her parents 
when they get old, so she will choose a husband who will allow her to live close to her parents so that society 
recognizes her as a dutiful daughter. This is in contrast to Javanese women; their culture considers that when a 
girl gets married, she must be willing to follow her husband anywhere that he goes. A Javanese woman will 
choose a husband based on his independence and responsibility, rather than his willingness to live near her 
parents. Generally, Sundanese and Javanese men understand the demands of their own culture. Hence, in 
same-ethnic marriages, a Sundanese man will accept that his Sundanese wife will have to take care of her parents 
and he will also participate in that responsibility, while a Javanese man will accept the full responsibility of 
taking care of his wife without any outside help.  

Markus and Kitayama (2003) note that a culture constructs a specific object in its own way, and represents it in 
memory in such a way that influences-and even determines-how someone thinks about the object. As an object, 
the self is treated in the same way: it is culturally constructed. In Western culture, the self is viewed as an 
independent object; while in Eastern culture, it is viewed as an interdependent object. 

The interdependent construction of the self is based on the various realities found in Eastern culture in terms of 
stressing the importance of the connectedness and interdependence with others (Markus & Kitayama, 2003). 
Schweder and Bourne (1984) called this the socio-centric self/social self. Concerning the interdependent view of 
the self, Markus and Kitayama illustrated that interdependent experiences are characterized by the view of the 
self as a part of a social relationship and that an individual’s actions are determined by, connected to, and 
organized by the individual’s view on the thoughts, feelings and actions of others in their relational network. 
Individuals with this type of self will feel most meaningful when they are in, and act in, the appropriate social 
relationship. They will be motivated to find a way to accommodate other people and to be part of various 
interpersonal relationship networks. 

The concepts pertinent with this type of self-include socio-centric, collective and relational concepts. For 
someone with an interdependent self, other people are an inseparable part of the relevant situation or context. In 
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almost every domain of social life, the opinion, capabilities and characteristics of the interdependent self must 
uphold their primary function: to maintain interdependence with others. 

4. Sundanese Self: Empirical Evidence 

This study examines the Sundanese self from the perspective of collectivism and religiousness. A total of 176 
students (146 females and 30 males, with an average age of 21) of Sundanese origin who live in West Java 
(where the Sunda tribe originated) participated in this study. They were asked “How do you describe yourself 
when somebody asks?” Each respondent was given a sheet with 20 slots to write their responses outlining their 
own self-concept. The responses ranged between 3-20 statements, there were an overall total of 1322 statements 
and the average number of statements for each respondent was 7.51. The data were coded by the 
self-conceptualization that provided the analysis framework.  

The results confirm the assumption that the Sundanese self has similar traits with other those of Eastern cultures 
in terms of the interdependent self (relatedness and interconnectedness). The results show that the interdependent 
self exists: an average of 56.13% of each respondent’s total self-entity. Moreover, the study confirms that the 
religious self exists; however, the proportion (16.00%) is smaller than that of the interdependent self.  

In the context of the interdependent self, the “others” that the respondents identify themselves as being a part of 
(from highest to lowest) are nuclear family, extended family, ethnic group and close peer group. The respondents 
consider that those groups play a part in shaping their internal way of thinking (paradigm), principles, attitudes 
or feelings. The roles that those groups play are categorized into two: the expected group roles and the group 
roles that “had to be” listened to or followed to gain group acceptance. 

From an interdependent self-perspective, the study concludes that the Sundanese always view themselves as part 
of a group, regardless of whether the group provides them with positive contributions or negative demands.  

The interdependent self-characteristics found in Sundanese individuals are the trait and personality types that 
these individuals showed. The inventory of the participants’ traits reveals that they were mostly interpersonally 
related, such as friendly, shy, open, introverted, reserved, sensitive, gregarious, loner, selfish, uncaring, firm, 
easily persuaded, humorous, easily bored and flexible. Hence, the study participants view themselves primarily 
from their relational position with others, rather than presenting individual self traits such as hardworking, 
disciplined and strong. 

5. Other Self Models 

The Sundanese cultural self is similar to the interdependent self (Markus & Kitayama, 2003) or the 
self-in-relation-to-other-a way to view oneself as interrelated with others. Markus and Kitayama stated that based 
on the interdependent self’s interdependency with its social context, the characteristics of the interdependent self 
cannot be identified precisely as a whole unit because its self-structure will change according to the specific 
social context that it interacts with. The unique self is created by the configuration of the various relationships 
that each person experienced and developed. This is apparent when the Sundanese self-interacts with a 
non-Sundanese. This is also conceptualized in relational-interdependent self-construal (RISC), which is the 
tendency to think of oneself in terms of your relationships with those close to you, and it influences relationship 
thoughts (e.g., closeness, commitment, perceived similarity) (Morry & Kito, 2009).  

The Sundanese self is also shown to have some traditional Chinese self-characteristics that are oriented toward 
social aspects, emphasizing roles, status, position, commitment, and responsibility (Kim & Yang, 2010; Kim, 
2011; Lu & Yang, 2006). 

Further, the religious self can be analogous with the interdependent self (Markus & Kitayama, 2003), though it is 
not synonymous. From a religious self-aspect, the other is God, so the conceptualization becomes the 
self-in-relation-to-God. Individuals with a God-personal interdependent self will motivate themselves to consider 
the effect of their actions on the acceptance and reprisal of God for their thoughts, feelings, attitudes and 
behavior. In this context, they consider whether they have thought in line with God’s commands and whether 
their behavior will please God so that God will reward them or whether God will be angry and punish them. This 
is consistent with the construction of the self as a dynamic process of spiritual development presented by Tu 
concerning the Chinese self (Lu & Yang, 2006). However, there is one difference: in Chinese self-development, 
the spiritual aspect is Confucian, while in the Sundanese self, it is godliness. 
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