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INTRODUCTION






Téa SERNEL]J and Jana S. ROSKER

Learning to Be Human - Confucian

Models of Education in a Global Age

Most of the contributions in this volume were originally published almost
a decade ago in the special issue of the journal Asian Studies, Volume 5,
Issue 2 (2017), on Confucian education. Given the ongoing relevance of its
central themes, especially in light of the deepening global educational crises
and the increasing interest in non-Western pedagogical models, we found
it timely and important to reissue these essays in a collected volume. In do-
ing so, we aim to offer a more accessible and coherent presentation of the
diverse perspectives on Confucian education discussed therein. This revised
and expanded edition also includes several new segments, particularly an
innovative, comprehensive study by Pan Hongru, which constitutes roughly
one third of the book and provides a fresh comparative analysis of Chinese
and American elementary math textbooks through a transcultural lens. Her
contribution brings new depth to the volume by connecting classical Confu-
cian educational ideals with contemporary practices in global education.

Since Immanuel Kant’s seminal essay “What is Enlightenment?”, independ-
ent, autonomous, and critical thinking has stood at the forefront of any “pro-
gressive” (and even reasonable) theory of education. Yet in today’s neoliberal
and globalized world, the commodification of knowledge has affected even
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this ideal. While critical thinking remains the basis of democratic agency;, it
has also become a product — something to be bought, sold, or even co-opt-
ed — along with its traditional home: institutional education. We may well be
witnessing the decline of a particular kind of humanistic learning.

This volume, however, does not mourn such a loss. Instead, it explores possi-
ble alternatives. It also brings attention to another educational tradition, that
of Confucianism. Though not grounded in ideals of absolute independence,
Confucian education has always emphasized critical reflection, ethical devel-
opment, and relational autonomy. Contrary to widespread prejudice, Confu-
cianism is not simply a doctrine of obedience and hierarchy. As the texts in
this collection argue, Confucian educational models are based on reciprocal
responsibility, moral cultivation, and a deep commitment to humaneness.

The Confucian classics assign central importance to ideational and ethical
elements — ritual, relationality, virtue, and justice — and view education as a
lifelong process of self-cultivation. While they also include subjects like the
“Six Arts” (ritual, music, archery, chariot riding, calligraphy, and mathemat-
ics), morality stands above all. Confucian pedagogy favours dialogical learn-
ing: teachers guide by asking questions and offering analogies, not through
authoritative exposition.

Confucius’ famous view that “learning without thinking is labour lost; think-
ing without learning is perilous” reflects the balance he sought between rea-
son and experience, autonomy and tradition. Confucian education, far from
being dogmatic, promotes tolerance and moral independence. In that spirit,
this volume seeks to offer models of learning that go beyond technocratic
training and neoliberal metrics of efficiency. It advocates for educational par-
adigms that foster relational selves — beings who think critically, act ethically,
and live meaningfully in community with others.

Admittedly, the values that Confucian education aimed to foster did not in-
clude much absolute independence, but it still laid emphasis on autonomous
critical thinking and genuine humaneness. While many believe that Con-
fucianism is incompatible with a critical mind and personal autonomy, this
volume aims to show that this widespread prejudice is rooted in a lack of
knowledge. The most common image of traditional Confucianism is that it
advocated a strict, rigid and hierarchically structured society based on the ab-
solute obedience of those at the subordinate levels of the system, and, anal-
ogously, on the absolute power of their superiors. However, we would like to
present another image of Confucian education, one that is more academically
justified and closer to the truth. It is important to recall that this model was
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originally, and especially in the classical Confucian teachings, rooted in the
principles of complementarity and reciprocal responsibility. Moreover, while
the autocratic model of hierarchy, by which the ruler’s authority was absolute
and their responsibility towards their subordinates reduced to a mere formal-
ism or symbolism, has undeniably held sway in Chinese history, we must also
bear in mind that Confucianism in its role as the state doctrine represented
the interests of the ruling class, and as such was defined by legalistic elements
that are not found in original Confucianism. We must not forget that hierar-
chical structures are also present in Western democratic systems, and most
importantly, authority based on experience, knowledge and abilities is not
necessarily a negative ideal, or a threat to individual autonomy.

As already mentioned above, a Confucian teacher never lectures at length
on a subject. Instead, he or she poses questions, quotes passages from the
classical works, or applies fitting analogies, and then waits for the students
to find the right answers “independently” — by themselves. This method is
based on the notion of moral autonomy, which is typical of the Confucian
ideal personality, and implicit in most Confucian discourses.

As such, promoting education is one of the most important Confucian val-
ues, and it is said that it is better to educate one’s children than to give them
wealth. However, education is not only the wealth of an individual, but also
that of the cultures and societies they live within. It is the most valuable leg-
acy we can give to future generations. Moreover, in today’s globalized world,
in which different traditions can interact and learn from each other, this kind
of inheritance can be exchanged, combined, synthesized and thus enriched.

As such, this volume aims to raise awareness regarding a particular, cultural-
ly and historically conditioned model of institutions, didactic structures and
axiological priorities, which differs profoundly from traditional Euro-Ameri-
can educational models. It is structured around two broad themes. The first
is linked to Confucian Theories of Education in China and the Sinic Area. This
first part opens with Margus Ott’s article “Confucius’” Embodied Knowledge”.
In this essay, the author argues that the modern embodiment theory could
help us to understand some critical aspects of Confucianism and the Confucian
theory of knowledge, and vice versa. Through a systematic analysis of classical
sources, Ott shows that — in contrast to Western ideational history — China in
general and Confucianism in particular has a very long tradition of embodied
knowledge and embodied cognition. This essay is followed by David Bartosch’s
paper, “Explicit and Implicit Aspects of Confucian Education”, and it investi-
gates Confucian methods of manifest and latent knowledge in order to identify
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possible approaches for their adaptation, modernization and fruitful synthe-
sis with modern educational science. The next two contributions deal with
Confucian education in the broader geopolitical context of East and Southeast
Asia, and thus in different regions belonging to the area that was historical-
ly influenced by Confucian teachings. The first was written by Marko Ogrizek,
who explores certain transformations and the fate of Confucian teachings in
pre-modern Japan. Ogrizek’s article, “Following the Way of the Ancient Kings:
The Concept of ‘Learning’ in the Teachings of Ogyi Sorai”, introduces Sorai’s
concept of learning, which is based on studying “the Way of the ancient Kings”.
Since Ogyu Sorai is among the most famous and influential Japanese Confucian
philosophers of the Edo period, his teachings had wide-ranging implications
both for the educational and political systems of pre-modern Japan. In order
to gain an insight into the ethical and political consequences of Sorai’s inter-
pretations, the author demonstrates how and why he was basing his interpre-
tation of value and meaning, as prescribed by the ancient sages, chiefly on the
reverence of the unknowable, and his concept of following the Way mainly on
faith in the sages. The last contribution of this first part is titled “A Vietnamese
Reading of the Master’s Classic: Pham Nguyén Du’s Humble Comments on the
Analects as an Example of Transformative Learning”, and was written by the
Vietnamese scholar Nam Nguyen. It offers a remarkable insight into a topic
that is still widely unknown in Western scholarship, namely the Vietnamese
reception and reinterpretation of Zhu Xi’s Neo-Confucianism.

The second part of this volume is devoted to the Contemporary Implications
of Confucian Education, and includes three contributions, written by Kirill
O. Thompson, Jana S. Rosker, and Pan Hongru, respectively. It opens with
Thompson’s article, entitled “Lessons from Zhu Xi’s Views on Inquiry and
Learning for Contemporary Advanced Humanities Education and Research”.
This paper deals with important questions regarding the crisis of the con-
temporary humanities, the sense, purpose and function of which seem to
be gradually getting lost in our globalized world. Because of widescale so-
cial transitions, which inevitably also influence education at all levels, formal
schooling is increasingly often reduced to just the training of efficient pro-
fessional experts, without considering that every society also needs respon-
sible, thoughtful and cultivated people. As a meaningful alternative, the au-
thor introduces Zhu Xi’s model of “advanced learning”, which is comparable
to contemporary college education and not only provides students with the
necessary factual knowledge about society and the world, but also cultivates
them in order to develop their sensibility, logic and abilities of autonomous
judgement. The author shows that Zhu Xi’s educational theories imply the
importance of such cultivation, which is a necessary and elementary part of
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every sensitive, responsible, reflective and self-aware human being. |, Jana
S. Rosker, the editor of this volume and author of the second article on this
broad theme, then write about “Contemporary Confucianism as a Form of
East Asian Social Knowledge”, and likewise ground my contribution in the
problematic global tendencies seen in contemporary education. Proceeding
from the notion of Confucianism as a form of social knowledge in East Asia,
in this text | aim to explain why and how the Modern Confucian empha-
sis on the traditional Confucian link between comprehension and the eth-
ical evaluation of being is of great importance for a gradual restoration of
the “credibility” of ancient Chinese thought in the context of modern social
knowledge. The last contribution in this volume by written by Pan Hongru, a
Chinese PhD student at the Faculty of Arts, University of Ljubljana. Her essay
“A Comparative Study of Chinese vs American Elementary Math Textbooks
Through a Transcultural Lens” investigates the influences of Confucian val-
ues in contemporary education in the People’s Republic of China. Pan’s pa-
per represents a comparative analysis of Chinese and American elementary
mathematics textbooks through a transcultural lens. It explores how Confu-
cian relationism and neoliberal individualism are embedded in educational
content, particularly in mathematics problems. While Chinese textbooks in-
corporate values like family, community, and environmental responsibility,
reflecting Confucian ethics and holistic humanism, US textbooks emphasize
autonomy, consumer behaviour, and competition, aligned with neoliberal
ideals. The study proposes a dialectical sublation of these paradigms to envi-
sion a more ethically grounded and relational pedagogy in global education.

Structured in these two main parts — on classical Confucian educational
theory and its contemporary practical implications, this book covers a wide
geographical and disciplinary range. It includes analyses of Chinese, Japa-
nese, and Vietnamese Confucianism as well as reflections on Zhu Xi’s legacy,
modern social knowledge, and intercultural textbook analysis. In doing so, it
invites readers to reconsider what it means to educate a person in today’s
world, and what we might still learn from an ancient tradition that never
ceased to consider this question.

We hope that this diverse collection of articles, which together illuminate
Confucian teachings and views on education from several different perspec-
tives, will help readers to obtain a better understanding of this important ele-
ment of ancient and traditional East Asian cultural heritage. It is an especially
valuable heritage, which can —inter alia — enable us to understand that educa-
tion is much more than a few years of training in professional expertise. It is a
lifelong process, because learning to be truly human is a never-ending project.
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Margus OTT
Confucius’ Embodied Knowledge

Abstract

The main purpose of the present article is to explicitly link the Analects to embodiment
theory (ET). As indicated in the introduction, embodiment has been an important topic
in recent Sinological research, but until now rather few explicit connections have been
made with ET. In relation to embodied knowledge, the article discusses the following
topics: embodiment, embeddedness, enactment, extendedness, emotivity, implicitness,
emergence, joy and apprenticeship or self-cultivation. The same themes are found to be
important in the Analects, with a plethora of examples. Arguably, ET could thus be a use-
ful paradigm for discussing several important themes of the Analects. And with the An-
alects being one of the founding texts of the Chinese philosophical tradition — although
similar concerns are found in other texts — it could also be beneficial to further develop-
ments in the ET itself, on the condition that its proponents familiarize themselves with
the Chinese philosophical tradition where important issues of ET have been explicitly
discussed for two and a half millennia.

Keywords: embodiment theory, Confucianism, Analects, comparative philosophy,
enactivism
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Introduction

Several claims similar to the ideas outlined in this article have been made
about the Chinese tradition from the 19% century until today. Notably, Chi-
nese thought has been described as “concrete” in contrast to “abstract”,
“practical” in contrast to “theoretical”, “aesthetical” in contrast to “scientif-
ic” (cf. Hall and Ames 1998; Nakamura 1964; Li 2010; Jung 2011), etc. In this
article, | propose Embodiment Theory (ET) as a useful framework for bring-
ing out deeper distinctions which, among others, could give a more precise
meaning to the claims of those authors.

|II ", |II
’

ET formed partly as a critique of the previously dominant understanding of
knowledge as disembodied, abstract, general, contemplative, explicit, rep-
resentational, free from emotions and particular contexts, and so on.! This is
a derived mode of knowledge that can never be completely separated from
its embodied context. Interest in different aspects of ET has been widespread
inrecent decades (for an overview, see Shapiro 2014; Wilson and Foglia 2015;
Gallagher and Schmicking 2010, 181-252).

In Sinology, too, there has been a growing interest in embodiment viewed
from different angles and concerning its various features in the history of Chi-
nese thought (Emerson 1996; Sivin 1995; Lewis 2006; Jullien 2007; Sommer
2008), medicine (Kuriyama 2002; Hsu 2007), Daoism (Schipper 1978; Des-
peux 2005; Kohn 2006), the senses (Geaney 2002; Sterckx 2003), emotions
(zhang 2007), and power (Zito and Barlow 1994), to name just a few exam-
ples. Some fields, like medicine, inherently involve the body. Moreover, in
principle, all overviews of early Confucianism should contain an explanation
of the role of rituals, and hence some presentation of embodiment.

Still, in Sinological works there are few explicit connections with contempo-
rary ET, and at the same time the Western scholarship on embodiment has
limited references to other traditions, perhaps simply due to the isolation of
various curricula.? The aim of the present article is thus to explicitly connect
ET with the Chinese tradition.

1 See Nietzsche’s (posthumously and controversially edited) Will to Power § 636 (1967, 339—
40) and “On the Despisers of the Body” in Thus Spoke Zarathustra (2006, 22—24) and Mer-

ro

leau-Ponty’s “Phenomenology of Perception” (1945).

2 Although there are, of course, places where they come together. For instance, National Tai-
wan University Press has a recent book series called “Body and Nature” (& &l 5 4R) that
has a volume edited by Shunde Yu (2015), directly concerning questions of embodiment in
both traditions.
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In what follows, | will briefly describe some aspects of embodied cognition
and then move on to a more detailed presentation of the corresponding top-
ics in the Analects.

Embodied Knowledge

It has been shown that our knowledge is shaped by the kind of body we have
(Shapiro 2014; Lakoff and Johnson 1980). Embodiment extends beyond the
brain and nervous system and even beyond our skin to other people and the
environment. Without the body, it is difficult to conceive how anything could
have a meaning or relevance, because meaning is something that stands out
from a background: something is selected and paid special attention to, while
everything else is left unheeded. Selecting everything is the same as selecting
nothing. But who or what selects, if not our bodies, we as embodied agents?
From the very beginning, the field of experience is differentiated and we make
axiological distinctions because our bodies — and we as embodied and social
beings — have positive needs for food, drink, warmth, human company, etc.,
and negative needs to avoid excessive tactile, chemical, auditory, and visual
stimuli, along with human aggression and other harms and irritants.

Cognition and existence in general are embedded in a certain physical, social,
cultural, historical context (Damasio 1994, 83—-113; Heidegger 1996;3 Daw-
son 2014; see also Uexkill 1926 and 1957 for a general theory of Umwelt).
As we said above, the world we are embedded in is not homogeneous and
isotropic, but heterogeneous and anisotropic, i.e. it has distinctions and pre-
ferred directions according to our needs and desires. We do not live in an in-
different 3D space, but the space as we experience it opens up from a certain
viewpoint; it indicates possible movements and interactions in it; we experi-
ence space and things as affording certain actions and inhibiting others. An
experienced space is already a meaningful one.

Cognition is also enacted. We do not live in a predefined world that we should
somehow just “observe” and take notice of (which would require a special
effort), but, in the last analysis, we have to form all of our knowledge in an
experiential, enacted way (Varela et al. 1991; Noé and Thompson 2002; Noé
2004). This implies sensorimotor engagement with our environment. The

3 See, in particular his analysis of Being-in-the-World, Being-Together, Attunement, Care, Fac-
ticity and Historicity. Heidegger shows how the “ontic” spatiotemporal and social determi-
nations are based on a more primordial Being-in-the-World, Being-Together and Being-To-
ward-Death, and how these determinations are not extrinsic to the existence, but belong to
its very core.

17
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two parts, perceiving and acting, cannot be separated as in the traditional
“sandwich model”, according to which we receive some input (perception),
process it (cognition) and give some output (action) (see Ward and Stapleton
2012). Initially and for the most part, we do not perceive for some theoreti-
cal reasons, but perception is meant to inform our action. While acting, we
create certain perceptions that are fed back into the system, so that the re-
sults of our actions can modulate the way we act and we can become more
adapted in our activities.

As already implied in the concept of embeddedness, embodied cognition is
also extended: we think to a large extent with the help of the things in our
environment. The body itself has an extension and duration, and it can ex-
tend to other things, e.g. for a blind person, a stick becomes a sensing organ;
when we drive a car, our perceived bodily dimensions extend to the car (so
we can feel where we can pass and where not), etc. A very special way of
extending embodied knowledge is to adopt another person’s viewpoint. In-
deed, other people are very important “tools” for extending and correcting
our knowledge and behaviour.

Embodiment always also entails a certain emotive background for our life
and activities (Damasio 1994, 127-64; Maiese 2014). On a very basic level,
the needs that structure our world and experience have an intrinsic affective
aspect: by definition, a need is something we feel as a need. It concerns our
bodily existence in a positive or negative way, and we feel it as first-person
subjects. On an even more basic level, we could say in a Spinozist way that
the very fact of being directed towards our surroundings and being interest-
ed in them is an affect, more specifically, a desire (see Ethics lll, prop. 6-9,
Spinoza 2002, 283—4, cf. also Maiese 2011). Embodied existence is a desiring
existence. It is deeper than our conscious activities and self-understanding,
which presuppose it. Desire is the basis of our intentionality and directed-
ness towards something.

In addition to the five Es mentioned above (embodied, enacted, embedded,
extended, emotive) there are other important topics related to embodiment.
First of all, implicitness. This is an important aspect of the “personal” or “tacit
knowledge” discussed by Michael Polanyi (1962): a behaviour always contains
more than can be expressed in words or rules. In order to master an art (swim-
ming, sewing, playing the piano, etc.), textbook information is not enough,
and instead one has to acquire personal and experiential understanding of
the art. This applies not only in sports and crafts, but also in science (how to
handle a scientific apparatus, how to read the results, and so on).
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Embodied knowledge is emergent, it is not previously given in a programme,
but emerges in interactions with the environment. For example, Esther Thel-
en and Linda Smith (1996) have shown that although the general develop-
mental histories of children can be similar, they accomplish them by very
different means. Andy Clark (1998) has discussed emergence in the case of
robotics, with important implications for the general theory of embodiment.

There is one aspect that is present, but not particularly stressed in the cur-
rent ET, namely the joy entailed in the skilful performance of an art or ability,
when one is not constrained by the particulars of the art, but is able to per-
form them smoothly, gracefully, effortlessly (the “feeling of flow”, see Csiksz-
entmihalyi 2014).

Finally, embodied knowledge has to be learned through experience and with
guidance:

Connoisseurship, like skill, can be communicated only by example, not
by precept. To become an expert wine-taster, to acquire a knowledge of
innumerable different blends of tea or to be trained as a medical diag-
nostician, you must go through a long course of experience under the
guidance of a master. (Polanyi 1962, 56; cf. Deleuze 1994, 164 sqq.)

It also has implications for moral self-development (Jackson 1983; Strejcek
and Zhong 2014). In the following, we trace the aforementioned topics in the
Analects.

Embodied Knowledge in the Analects

With the help of ET, we can make sense of the parts of the Analects that
would seem the least philosophical to a Western reader,* such as the descrip-
tions of Confucius’ behaviour in book 10.

When called on by his lord to receive a guest, his countenance would
become alert and serious, and he would hasten his steps. When he sa-
luted those in attendance beside him — extending his clasped hands to
the left or right, as their position required — his robes remained perfectly
arrayed, both front and back. Hastening forward, he moved smoothly,
as though gliding upon wings. Once the guest had left, he would always
return to report, “The guest is no longer looking back.” (10.3)°

4 “This chapter is often skipped over in embarrassment by Western scholars” (Jones 2008,
121).

5 All the English translations of the Analects are from Slingerland (2003).

19
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A, Gzt 2. \ETELL, AT KR, ¥
Nt B, Ent. IR, WEGHE. [EABER. |°

When entering the gate of his Duke, he would draw himself in, as if the
gate were not large enough to admit him. He would not come to a halt at
the centre of the doorway and when walking would not tread upon the
threshold. When passing by his appointed place, his countenance would
become alert and serious, he would hasten his steps, his words falling to
a whisper as if he could barely get them out. When he ascended to the
Duke’s dais with the hem of his gown gathered in his hands, he would
draw himself in, slowing his breath to the point that it seemed as if he
were not breathing at all. Upon leaving the Duke’s dais, his expression
would relax as he descended the top stair, and he would seem at ease.
On reaching the bottom of the stairs, he would hasten forward smooth-
ly, as though gliding upon wings. When returning to his own place, he
would resume his attitude of cautious respect. (10.4)

AAFTY, Bgstnts, WnAE. AR, ATAER. AL, GEhin
t, s, HEUALE. SETHE, hnd, FRUAR
o . B, RO, Alhnd. REBEE, Rt B
Bz, BRESIN.

This shows that Confucius’ speech, behaviour and even physiological reac-
tions change according to the situation.” His actions have attained a supreme
grace, smoothness and ease (he seems to “glide upon wings” ¥ U1%). His
steps, countenance, breathing and everything else changes according to the
context: on official occasions he is serious, barely breathes, hastens his steps,
at home he is relaxed.

When grasping the official jade tablet, he would draw himself in, as if he
could not bear its weight. Sometimes he held it high against his forehead
as if saluting, while at other times he held it low at his waist as if offering
a gift. Alert and serious, his expression would be like someone about to
go into battle, and he would walk with shortened steps as though each
movement were carefully scripted. During the ceremonial exchange of
gifts, his countenance was accommodating; when having his private au-
dience, he seemed at ease. (10.5)

R, B, AR, bandE, M. s, LRHEE
e 248, AEG. B, .

The Chinese originals are from the Chinese Text Project.

It is indeed an ars contextualis, as Hall and Ames (1998) put it.
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The same book of the Analects also describes Confucius’ way of dressing, eating,
sleeping, sitting, riding a carriage and so on. This shows how all of his behaviour
is ritualized, up to the very details of his everyday life and even unconscious be-
haviour (sleeping, dreaming, cf. 7.5). This implies that Confucius’ teaching is well
embodied and embedded in a context.

Embedded (Temporal)

This is summed up in the final part of book 10, where Confucius says: “This
pheasant upon the mountain bridge — how timely it is!” (LI Z2MEHE, FEAR !
7k ! ). This timeliness has been traditionally understood as describing his
own behaviour — Confucius is a “timely sage”. In ET, it is stressed how the
agent is embedded in a context, and this context should not be understood
only in spatial but also in temporal terms: an action takes place at a certain
time, with certain temporal modulations (the swiftness or relaxation of Con-
fucius’ steps, for example), and at a certain age of the agent:

My master only spoke when the time was right, and so people never
grew impatient listening to him. (14.13)

RTRRZE, AMRES.

To speak when it is not yet time to speak — this is called being rash. To not
speak when it is time to speak — this is called being secretive. To speak
without taking into account the countenance of one’s lord — this is called
being blind. (16.6)

BEARRZIMEHCE:, SRZMAGHZE, RABEGMEHELZ
.

Confucius said, “The gentleman guards against three things: when he
is young, and his blood and vital essence are still unstable, he guards
against the temptation of female beauty; when he reaches his prime, and
his blood and vital essence have become unyielding, he guards against
being contentious; when he reaches old age, and his blood and vital es-
sence have begun to decline, he guards against being acquisitive.” (16.7)

LFE: THFH =M. D2k, MERE, BRI KHL
th, MsTH, AR, MEEW, mEBE, RS, |

This means that there cannot be a context-independent set of principles that
one could apply anytime and anywhere. Or to put it differently, the most
universal principles necessarily have to be enacted according to the time
and context. The same action can be right or not right, depending on the
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conditions. Flexibility is thus an inevitable part of adaptive embodied behav-
iour. A smooth and graceful action is an action that with real-time feedback
from the environment is able to change and adapt itself.® This is obvious on
the everyday level: for example, when | walk around, my feet and body spon-
taneously adapt to the conditions of the terrain (whether it is slippery or not,
what obstacles there are, in ascent or descent, etc.), or when | write with a
pencil, | automatically adapt to the specific pencil and paper | have at hand
(its thickness, the degree of pressure needed, the qualities of the paper and
the support it is on, etc.).’

Flexibility as sensitivity to context is highly valued by Confucians:

The Master was entirely free of four faults: arbitrariness, inflexibility, ri-
gidity, and selfishness. (9.4)

TN W, S, BRE, SRR

The Master said, “The gentleman is true, but not rigidly trustworthy.”
(15.37)

THE: [BTHIMAR.

On one occasion, two students ask Confucius the same question, but he gives
two different answers to them. A third student overhears both exchanges
and asks for the reason. Confucius replies:

The Master said, “Ran Qiu is overly cautious, and so | wished to urge him
on. Zilu, on the other hand, is too impetuous, and so | sought to hold him
back.” (11.22)

THE: [RMGR, HoEz: kA, BBz, |
A good teacher is able to adapt the message according to the receiver.

Confucian self-cultivation extends flexibility to very complex situations of so-
cial behaviour. Experientially, such adaptivity is clear and easy, but computa-
tionally, due to the real-time feedback and non-linearity that arises from it,
it is extremely complex. This is why machines, while excelling at things we

8 This does not necessarily mean being “spineless”, because certain social contexts (a tyranny,
for instance) might themselves be unadaptive to a wider order of things, to the dao. The
Analects contain plenty of denunciations of the social order of the time by Confucius.

9 Merleau-Ponty (1945, 180-1) remarks the ease with which organists are able to adapt them-
selves to different organs that can be very different from each other in their physical makeup.
A few hours of practice are sufficient for an organist to be able to play on a new organ. Keys,
stops and pedals are positioned at different places and distances, but an organist has a “feel-
ing” of how to play an organ, and so is able to adapt to the actual instrument.
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find difficult (computing), tend to be less adept at things we find very easy
(smooth movement).

Enacted

Confucius makes it clear that true knowledge is enacted and expresses itself
in corresponding actions: knowledge is meant to enlighten action, and action
reveals the level of knowledge:

The Master said, “I can talk all day long with Yan Hui without him once
disagreeing with me. In this way, he seems a bit stupid. And yet when we
retire and | observe his private behaviour, | see that it is in fact worthy to
serve as an illustration of what | have taught. Hui is not stupid at all.” (2.9)

TH: [HHEEF&H, NEWE. BigHA, Febli. [
W, AE. |

The Master said, “Look at the means a man employs, observe the basis from
which he acts, and discover where it is that he feels at ease. Where can he
hide? Where can he hide?” (2.10)

TE: [HEFTL, BEprd, e, NSEHSR? NGE®R?

Someone who is accomplished is upright in his native substance and fond of
rightness. He examines other people’s words and observes their demean-
our, and always takes the interests of his inferiors into account when consid-
ering something. (12.20)

KiEWLE, HEHMLFR, EFmPit, B

The Master replied, “l observed him sitting in the presence of adults, and
also walking alongside his elders. He is not looking to improve himself, but is
just after quick success.” (14.44)

TH: THEEERAE, REMESGEEWAT R, JEREE M, ok
.

Words, speaking and language are among the important aspects of expres-
sion, but they are also suspect, because it is much easier to lie with words
than with bodily behaviour; it is easy to talk more than one understands,
giving rein to boasting, deception, and make believe.

The Master said, “People in ancient times were not eager to speak, be-
cause they would be ashamed if their actions did not measure up to
their words.” (4.22)

TH: [EEFZAW, Rz Add. |
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The kernel of Confucius’ thought is the practice of rites, which is a set of
choreographed movements, songs and utterances, i.e. it is intrinsically em-
bodied and enacted. There is more to the rites than just rote repetition, and
we shall come to the when we talk about self-cultivation later in this chapter.

Extended

One aspect of the embeddedness and contextuality of knowledge is that it
is extended (Aizawa 2014). First, the body itself is an extended vehicle of
understanding, and second, it also extends to the items in the surroundings.
For example, for a Confucian, musical instruments, ritual clothes and ves-
sels, books, bows and arrows, etc. are all part and parcel of knowledge and
meaning-making.

Ru Bei [sent a messenger expressing his] wish to have an audience with
Confucius, but Confucius declined, saying that he was ill. As soon as the
messenger went out the door, however, Confucius picked up his zither
and sang, making sure that the messenger could hear him. (17.20)

AR T, LTk, #ardthF, BEEmEK, .

Those instruments extend the body, through them we are lead to the higher
meanings of existence (filial piety, humaneness, appropriateness etc).*®

The most important extensions of knowledge are other human beings, and
the most important extension is to replace one’s own viewpoint with anoth-
er person’s. This idea of extension is also expressed in the Golden Rule:

Do not impose upon others what you yourself do not desire. (12.2 and
15.24)

ST, IR N .

This is the prerequisite for becoming humane, ren {~. It is both descriptive
and prescriptive: on the one hand, humans have (as Mencius later explained)
a proclivity to empathize with others (as exemplified in Mencius’ famous sto-
ry of spontaneously wanting to help a child who is about to fall into a well);
and, on the other hand, during our lifetime we should expand and develop
this capacity. It potentiates self-awareness: | am aware of others being aware
of me. This leads to a generalized self-reflection (fan %) in Mencius.

10 It should be noted that in Western descriptions of embodiment technical devices are very of-
ten used as examples of extendedness (e.g. the analysis of the “things at hand” by Heidegger
1996, 94-97).
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Emotive

In this framework, emotions are not inherently an impediment to knowl-
edge, and the aim of self-cultivation is not to rid oneself of emotions, but to
refine and deepen them. A ritual without emotions is dead and without any
real meaning and value. Our being-in-the-world and being-with-others are
laden with emotive valences. Some of our strongest emotions are related to
our fellow human beings: there is affection between parents and children,
husband and wife, among friends, and so on. This is what happened after the
death of Confucius’ favourite student:

When Yan Hui passed away, the Master cried for him excessively. The
disciples reproved him, saying, “Master, surely you are showing exces-
sive grief I” The Master replied, “Am | showing excessive grief? Well, for
whom would | show excessive grief, if not for this man?” (11.10)

BRNAE, TR fEEE: [7@R. | B TAEEP? RN
AR

Two things are important here: first, that Confucius behaves in this way not
just in any situation, but in this special case, and thus he is not emotionally
unstable. And second, that he does not seek to inhibit himself at the death
of his favourite student, and is instead a sensitive man who is emotionally
affected by the most intimate human relations. Feelings come first and ritual
comes later (see 3.8).

Emotional engagement is one of the most important prerequisites of the
rites:

The Master said, “A man who is not humane — what has he to do with
ritual? A man who is not humane — what has he to do with music?” (3.3,
translation modified)

FE: TANmMAT, wsgfr? NmA, g |

Lin Fang asked about the roots of ritual. The Master exclaimed, “What
a noble question! When it comes to ritual, it is better to be spare than
extravagant. When it comes to mourning, it is better to be excessively
sorrowful than fastidious.” (3.4)

MRS 2 A, FE: R 4, BEEd, =g, 8, B
o, . |
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Emotions are the basis of things, and with rituals one can refine them, thus
improving the whole human personality.

In general, an exemplary person is free from negative emotions:

Sima Niu asked about the gentleman. The Master replied, “The gentle-
man is free of anxiety and fear” “’Free of anxiety and fear’ — is that all
there is to being a gentleman?” “If you can look inside yourself and find
no faults, what cause is there for anxiety or fear?” (12.4)

ABEMET. TH: [BTAEAM. | F [FERM, Wi
ZEFEF? | FE [WERK, RETEMR?

Those emotions are not so much discarded by a conscious effort, but rather
disappear by themselves when the personality is refined.

Implicitness

The contextuality of knowledge also leads to specific linguistic practices. On
the one hand, words and sentences, of course, enable us to take a distance
from the immediate situation and to take into consideration further facts and
details. But on the other hand, this very distancing capacity of language has
the danger of not suiting the context. Better than giving a general explana-
tion is to give hints and suggestions, so that the person concerned can work
out their own understanding in the particular context.

The Master said, “I will not open the door for a mind that is not already
striving to understand, nor will | provide words to a tongue that is not
already struggling to speak. If | hold up one corner of a problem, and the
student cannot come back to me with the other three, | will not attempt
to instruct him again.” (7.8)

THE: [AEAR, AHEAE, B-MANU=MER, RIAER.

The main aim of studying is to learn to (re)construct, to attain the generative
principles that manifest themselves in a specific situation. The teacher gives
one “corner”, one aspect, and the student has to guess the other, related
aspects or “corners”. In another fragment, Confucius approvingly says:

Zigong, you are precisely the kind of person with whom one can begin to
discuss the Odes. Informed as to what has gone before, you know what
is to come. (1.15)

P, MEFEERCR ! SRR .
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Embodied knowledge is inherently overdetermined and the linguistic strate-
gies that want to conform to this knowledge must also be greatly implicit, in
an intentional attempt to imply in an utterance more than is explicitly said.
An attempt to directly express an idea would remain inherently partial, poor.
This kind of teaching was later taken to the extreme in the encounter dia-
logues of the chan Buddhism tradition, where a certain way of speaking and
behaving was deemed to express enlightenment. Confucius’ acts and words
were also taken to express the right dao, a certain broader way of existence
that one had to unfold for oneself from the cues that he gave.

Emergence

Contextual and embodied knowledge is essentially emergent. It does not
contain universal ideas that are given beforehand, but arises in a specific con-
text between specific interacting agents. We considered a fragment where
Confucius gave different advice to different students according to the situa-
tion — this means that he did not have a ready precept, but that the knowl-
edge emerged in the specific situation, taking into account the character of
the given student. Another example is the following:

The Master said, “Do | possess wisdom? No, | do not. [For example, re-
cently] a common fellow asked a question of me, and | came up com-
pletely empty. But | discussed the problem with him from beginning to
end until we finally got to the bottom of it.” (9.8)

THE: TEAMPER? Mat. Aup ik, @2nd, RpE
W TS o

This is also a model to follow. One should encounter a situation with as few
presuppositions as possible, being as “empty” as possible, and so let the ar-
ticulations of the situation emerge by themselves. The problem with pre-giv-
en knowledge is that it makes you “full”, so that you are not able to see the
situation objectively or impartially, but take some arbitrary familiar aspects
of it and bend the whole situation according to some pre-existing matrix. In-
stead, if one is “empty” then one does not impose a ready-made framework
on the situation, but is able to listen to the nuances of the particular situa-
tion, and then respond adequately.

27




28

Margus OTT

Ease and Joy

The thorough ritualization of life should not be understood to mean that Con-
fucius was constantly following some ritual rules and thus must have been
rigidly formal all the time (although some of his critics might have said so).
On the contrary, we see that he switched between effort in official occasions
and relaxation in other times (cf. “In his leisure moments, the Master was
composed and yet fully at ease”, T iJE, HFHUIWM, KKUIth, 7.4),
and that he achieved an ease also in those official occasions. In the words of
Confucius’ student You Ruo:

When it comes to the practice of ritual, it is harmonious ease that is to
be valued. It is precisely such harmony that makes the Way of the For-
mer Kings so beautiful. If you merely stick rigidly to ritual in all matters,
great and small, there will remain that which you cannot accomplish. Yet
if you know enough to value harmonious ease but try to attain it without
being regulated by the rites, this will not work either. (1.12)

B, MAR. SEZENAZR, MREZ. BHAMT, FA
A, AUREEIZ, IRAAAT .

Or as Confucius puts it:

One who knows it is not the equal of one who loves it, and one who
loves it is not the equal of one who takes joy in it. (6.20)

MBI 2, W2 EAMBEL

Here, there is a deepening emotional involvement: first you know, then you
like and finally you are able to enjoy it. The most famous quotation in this
respect is 2.4:

The Master said, “At fifteen, | set my mind upon learning; at thirty, | took
my place in society; at forty, | became free of doubts; at fifty, | under-
stood Heaven’s Mandate; at sixty, my ear was attuned; and at seventy,
| could follow my heart’s desires without overstepping the bounds of
propriety.”

FTHE: [EPAELMETE, =Fimsz, WrHmAR, -k
fr, ANTMEME, Lok, A, |
Here Confucius is, in a sense, finally able to forget about ritual, so that even

when he follows his heart’s desires he does not overstep propriety. The joy
that a smooth action brings is consistent with the findings of contemporary
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psychology: Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi (2014) speaks about the “feeling of the
flow” in certain activities that require concentration and exercise (playing the
piano, tennis, etc.). Athletes, dancers, and musicians can attain this feeling
during a good performance, and it is rewarding and enjoyable in itself.

Joy is directly related to the ability to live out one’s years — —both for inter-
nal reasons (it can be supposed that good mood generally produces better
health) and most importantly for external reasons (when you are joyful, you
get along better with others, and thus it lessens the probability of punish-
ment, mutilation and execution):

Min Zigian was attending the Master, standing at his side in a straight
and correct manner; [also attending were] Zilu, looking bold and uncom-
promising, and Ran Qiu and Zigong, both of whom appeared happy and
at ease. The Master was pleased, but remarked, “Someone like Zilu will
not get to live out his years.” (11.13)

FAR ), Rt 7%, frfraitt; 35, 7R, fitfiliit.
T8, [Hbtd, AMFHIEA. |

Emotional self-cultivation does not imply suppressing emotions, but rather
regulating them:

Confucius said, “Beneficial types of joy number three, as do harmful
types of joy. Taking joy in regulating yourself through the rites and mu-
sic, in commending the excellence of others, or in possessing many wor-
thy friends — these are the beneficial types of joy. Taking joy in arrogant
behaviour, idle amusements, or decadent licentiousness — these are the
harmful types of joys.” (16.5)

LR TRRETA = SRAZMEMZE, §hZMAE
HZ &, REBAOMEHELIE. |
An exemplary person avoids, to use Spinoza’s terms, partial joys (or “tickle”
titillatio, as he calls them) that concern just one part of our body, not the

whole of us. Note that all of the beneficial joys are social, and that most of
the time the exemplary person is at ease and joyful.

This leads to a wuweij situation, to effortless action:

The Master said, “One who rules through the power of Virtue is anal-
ogous to the Pole Star: it simply remains in its place and receives the
homage of the myriad lesser stars.” (2.1)

TH: [RELE, Btk EHmRERZ. |
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The Master said, “How majestic! Shun and Yu possessed the entire world
and yet had no need to actively manage (yu &) it.” (8.18)

THE: T8#T! HEZAERTE, MARS. |

The Master said, “Is Shun not an example of someone who ruled by
means of wuwei? What did he do? He made himself reverent and took
his proper [ritual] position facing south, that is all.” (15.5)

THE: [fEATGE, HAME? K&, SOEMEmER.
]

Whereas Csikszentmihalyi speaks about the feeling of flow in the case of
master performers in sports and music, here the feeling arises from life as a
whole, most of one’s actions being appropriate to the context.

Self-cultivation

Michael Polanyi (1962) distinguished between explicit and tacit knowledge,
and embodied knowledge is very much about the second. Explicit knowledge
can be sufficiently specified in detail and transmitted by prescription over
large spatiotemporal gaps (e.g. when | read a book written in another coun-
try in another era), and its understanding can be nearly instantaneous (e.g. if
| learn the fact that 1+1=2 or that Zhu Xi < & was born on October 18, 1130).
But embodied knowledge is to a large extent tacit, it cannot be adequately
specified, and its teaching involves personal example and a process of expe-
rience that cannot be shortened at will.

Much of Confucius’ educational programme was precisely about how to
convey tacit, implicit, embodied knowledge, and his personal example was
extremely important in this (hence also the importance of his behaviour
described in book 10 and discussed above). This kind of apprenticeship for
students involves personal development and self-cultivation. It might seem
strange that Chinese traditions lacking many aspects of religion (most notably,
a description of gods or a God), like Confucianism or Mohism, have never-
theless inspired people for centuries (or even millennia) with a fervour and
dedication that otherwise seem to characterize religious movements. While
surely there were also aspects of religion in the narrow sense, they were often
downplayed, and at least part of this may come from the embodied and con-
textual practices themselves. Ritual, for Confucius, is by itself self-cultivation:

The Master said, “If you are respectful but lack ritual you will become
exasperating; if you are careful but lack ritual you will become timid; if
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you are courageous but lack ritual you will become unruly; and if you are
upright but lack ritual you will become inflexible. (8.2)

TEL TR AAG RIS, i AR, 5B A RIEL, B A
Q. ByBRE, IR, MEAE, MRAM. |

The ritual decides whether a characteristic trait (carefulness, courage, re-
spect, uprightness) becomes a weakness or strength. The ritual has an inte-
grating and modulating effect on different aspects of character. A weakness
is something that is separated from the rest of one’s personality, community
and nature, and ritual is a way to integrate these and thus to refine one’s
character as a whole, developing its different aspects, preventing it from re-
maining one-sided.!

This self-cultivation entails both effort and non-effort:

The Master said, “When native substance overwhelms cultural refine-
ment, the result is a crude rustic. When cultural refinement overwhelms
native substance, the result is a foppish pedant. Only when culture and
native substance are perfectly mixed and balanced do you have a gen-
tleman.” (6.18)

THE: TEPSCRIE, SCHERIS. SCEWW, RRET. |

The whole of self-cultivation is not only a conscious striving, but the aim is
to engage oneself as a whole, one’s whole body, including unconscious striv-
ings. The aim is not to artificially create a new man, but with the help of
artificial or external means, like rites and music, to cultivate and refine one’s
natural character. As in Mencius’ famous simile: one should not force one’s
nature like plucking the seedlings in order to “help them grow”, but rather
take care of one’s nature and to gradually, in the course of time cultivate it,
so that it grows by itself and becomes more nuanced.

Ritual is a kind of self-discipline:

Yan Hui asked about humaneness. The Master said, “Restraining your-
self and returning to the rites constitutes humaneness. If for one day
you managed to restrain yourself and return to the rites, in this way you
could lead the entire world back to humaneness. The key to achieving

11  InC.G.Jung’s (1971) theory the human psyche tends to develop, in the course of life, aspects
that are less pronounced in the beginning, so that under ideal conditions a person in a sense
finally changes into their opposite. This is the phenomenon of “enantiodromia” or becom-
ing-opposite. Of course, the previous dominant characteristics do not go away, so that the
result is not a simple opposite of the initial situation, but a more nuanced, richer personality.
It must be noted that Jung was also directly influenced by the Chinese yin-yang thinking.
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humaneness lies within yourself — how could it come from others?” Yan
Hui asked, “May | inquire as to the specifics?” The Master said, “Do not
look unless it is in accordance with ritual; do not listen unless it is in ac-
cordance with ritual; do not speak unless it is in accordance with ritual;
do not move unless it is in accordance with ritual.” Yan Hui replied, “Al-
though | am not quick to understand, | ask permission to devote myself
to this teaching.” (12.1, translation modified)

PRSI . TH: (oA, ~HwoE”, KRS,
A, mBAFE? | R TEEREH. | THE:

[AEE20, ARG 2038, 8215, AREZE). | Bk [ el
A, FEHEAEER.

Zizhang asked about getting by in the world. The Master replied, “In your
speech, be dutiful and trustworthy, and in your conduct be sincere and
respectful. [...] When standing still, visualize these principles standing by
your side; when riding in your carriage, see them resting before you on
the crossbar. Only then will you get by in the world.” Zizhang then wrote
these words on the end of his sash. (15.6)

FoRMAT. THE: [FEME, T84, L] or, AIRELZSARE;
e, QR AEE., KRBT, | %%E%E%,\\EFO

Ritual becomes a constant means of self-monitoring, a vehicle for self-devel-
opment and also a very high ideal. Supposedly it means, on the one hand,
an ever more graceful and perfect performing of the rites in the strict sense
of the word, but on the other hand, it also develops a feeling of flow that
one should strive to attain in every life-situation. By perfecting the rites in
the narrow sense, Confucius’ follower refines their psycho-somatic capaci-
ties and learns to become “empty”; then they extend this attitude to all of
the existence. As we said, the feeling of ease and joy that it brings is also
immediately rewarding, not to mention its generally positive effects on one’s
social interactions.

Conclusion

In this article | argued that the Embodiment Theory (ET) could help us un-
derstand some critical aspects of the Chinese tradition in general and of the
Analects in particular. | brought out several important topics of ET in the An-
alects: embodiment, embeddedness, enactment, extendedness, emotivity,
implicitness, emergence, joy and self-cultivation. Arguably the abundance of
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examples suggests that those topics were also important in the Analects, and
that ET could be used as a useful framework for interpreting the Analects.
This article focused on the Analects, but it must be said that similar examples
can easily be found in most of the Chinese philosophical texts. Contemporary
ET formed quite recently, and largely as a critique of the former dominant
Western understanding of knowledge, but as we can see, its central topics
were discussed early on in the Chinese tradition. Due to the more or less
continuous development of this tradition over two and a half millennia, a
large body of philosophical texts has accumulated that could be useful for
the development of ET itself, on the condition that its proponents become
more aware of similar ideas in the Chinese tradition.
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David BARTOSCH

Explicit and Implicit Aspects of

Confucian Education

Abstract

This essay provides a philosophical reflection on key elements of pre-modern Confucian
learning. The topic is developed by presenting essential elements across the spectrum
from explicit, linguistically expressible knowledge to symbolic aspects, as well as the
philosophical problem of ineffable knowing. The investigation begins with the general
conception of humanity underlying mainstream Confucian learning. Building on this, the
more explicit content and explicable subjects or branches of classical Confucian learning
are mapped out. This becomes the foundation for reflecting on a more symbolic, second
layer of Confucian pedagogy, which leads to the core level of Confucian learning and the
problem of ineffability. The present chapter references important classical passages and
some ideas of Wang Yangming.

Keywords: Confucian learning, ren 1= (“inter-humaneness”), explicit knowledge, implicit
knowing, ineffability, Confucian classical literature, Wang Yangming
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As a Starting Point: A General Confucian Conception of
Humanity'

In the Liji T87C, a human being is defined as tian-di zhi xin KHZ (>
(“heart-mind of Heaven-and-Earth”).2 In the case of Confucian learning,
the centrality of man does not mean a fixed “acquis”, let alone a formal
designation of a central characteristic of something like an eternal sub-
stance (much less in a sense assimilable to that of traditions of Aristotelian
descent or other comparable traditions of philosophical thought). From
the original Confucian perspective, to speak of the centrality of humanity
first and foremost means a practical obligation. Among other things, this
is also expressed in the context of Wang Yangming’s (£ [5HH, 1472-1529)
discussions on “zhi-xing he yi 14713 —" (“knowing and action, together
as one”).? To understand and internalize the Confucian endeavour proper-
ly, our actions have to align with this obligation in each and every possible
situation of our lives:

Human — from time immemorial, this (word) means the excellence of
tian-di KM (“Heaven-and-Earth”), the crossing of yin-yang [Zk5, the
convergence of (Earthly) ghosts and (Heavenly) spirits, the refined gi
%. of the wu xing TLiT (“five phases”). [...] That is why the human
being is the heart-mind of Heaven and Earth, the foundation of the five
phases.*

1  This text is a revised version of an essay from 2017. While the content and structure remain
unchanged, the text has been revised in terms of expression and any remaining errors. The
translation of Chinese terms and passages has also been revised. The original version was my
first publication in English. This stylistic revision aims to present the argument more clearly
and accessibly. Unless stated otherwise, the translations and insertions in quotations within
square brackets in this text are mine.

See the first quotation in the running text below.

See also, for example, Wang (1933b, 38-39): “WH A T2 0» - RIZ N - RIE R - Blj2
172 4% - " [“[To know] one has to have a heart-mind which is eager to take action. After
that, one knows the path. That (eagerness) is yi 7= (‘willing’) and this is already the begin-
ning of action.”] Regarding further extensive analysis concerning zhi-xing he yi, see Bartosch
(2015, 520-590). With regard to Wang Yangming, the German-French philosopher Albert
Schweitzer (1875—-1965) once remarked: “Concerning the implementation of the idea that
trueness is an experience in which cognition and action are involved with one another in a
mysterious way, Wang Yangming is truly a consummator of the teachings of Confucius and
Mengzi.” (Schweitzer 2002, 275)

4 Liji #85C, “Liyun 83", 20: “BONE, R 248, K215 2 A8, At 2 &, AT Z 5. [..]
W, Rz oA, FUAT 2 3, L]
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The “heartness” of ren A (“human”®), namely as the convergence and
centre of tian-di K, is only real inasmuch as it is permanently realized
through one’s own actions. Wang Yangming later described this as the
basis of the learning of the sheng ren ¥2 \ (my translation: “sagely hu-
man”). By following the directionality of his innate and unceasing liang
zhi BN (my translation: “good-knowing”) permanently and freely, the
human being is able to realize that “Heaven-and-Earth cannot appear as
Heaven-and-Earth without (every) human’s liang zhi: Heaven-and-Earth
(and) the ten thousand things form one ti #& (“generative whole”) with
the human being.””

To exemplify (this), (we can talk about) the body of a human being:
The eyes see, the ears hear, the hands grasp, the feet walk. (They all)
contribute to the (living) functioning of (this) body as a whole. The
eyes are not embarrassed about themselves (for) not (being able to)
hear. But (when) the ears notice something, the eyes will necessarily
turn toward where (the sound is coming from). The hands are not em-
barrassed about themselves not (being able to) grasp. But (when) the
hand is reaching for something, the feet by necessity are moving there
(with it). Under the surface, its source gi is operating everywhere (in
this body) in the same way. And blood and veins show no impairment.
Thus, (we can say that) if one is troubled by an itching or one is out of
breath, a (reciprocal) reaction of our thoughts and emotions is taking
place in a mysterious way. We have no words for it, and yet its mirac-
ulous mysteriousness can be noticed. That is why [in the wider sense]
the learning of the sheng ren [sagely human] is very simple and ex-
tremely accessible; (it is) easy to know and simple to follow. The learn-
ing is easy; competences and skills are easy to obtain. (It is) just (about)
sincerely matching the great goal, that is, to remain in the primordial
state of xinti .[>% (the “heart-mind’s generative whole”) — (which is)

5 This general translation is due to the more generalizing philosophical nature of this essay.
And it is related to the above cited passage of the Liji and the use of the word in the context
of the thought of Wang Yangming. The author is conscious of the fact that with regard to
different classical authors as well as regarding each of these cases separately, ren A might
also be translated more specifically and divergently. On this subject, the author thanks Prof.
Dr Wolfgang Kubin for some insightful talks at Beijing Foreign Studies University back in 2017.

6 This has often been translated as “body”, but | think that the expression “generative whole”
is more fitting because it presents us with a more conceptual meaning than “body” (which
sounds more metaphorical).

7 Wang (1933c, 17): “RHMBEARIRA - IR K RIR - R EY) - B JZE—

## . 7 see also my German translation in Bartosch (2015b, 157).

39



40

David BARTOSCH

equality. Extensive knowledge [e.g., in the sense of Zhu Xi’s programme
of gewu ¥:#) (“investigation of things”)] and technical abilities have no
place in this teaching.?

Seen from this angle, the foundational level of human consciousness might
best be understood as an integrated state of intuitive spontaneity which
is constantly in accord with the situational changes of what premodern
Neo-Confucians defined as /i # (my translation: “principle of patterning”).
This kind of an integrated spontaneity is to be thought of as something
which (as a form of naturally “knowing-in-action”®) always lives through
one’s own actions while being permanently directed from ren 1— (my trans-
lation: “inter-humaneness”?®) and growing out of the fundamental interre-
latedness of all humans and living beings. In this sense, it is to be under-
stood as the basic condition as well as the main agent of the fountainhead
of every living existence.

Accordingly, Confucius already sowed some important seeds for the later dis-
cussions. In the Lunyu &G, he states: “Man is born for uprightness.”** Here,
the idea of an inborn or innate completeness of the human being is already
foreshadowed.’? As recorded in the Liji f&aC:

| heard from Zengzi what [Zengzi] had heard the Master say: “That which
Heaven produces (and grows) and that which Earth (gives birth to) and
raises — none (of it is) as great as the human being.” To be given life

8  Wang (1933b, 51): “#2 —~ A& - HHHIE - FHREAT - DI S22 H - BARH
R - MH 2P - BLEE - RABRHMIN - TR - RO - FHITER
[« MLIRKGES « 2 DA RITIR - st e - A A S MR - LB N EPTUE 5%
fil - ZAHIE - BHREMA B - BV AR OIS R - TAnaEee - e
1R - 7; see also my German translation in Bartosch (2015b, 530-531).

9  This term is used here in a transferred sense with regard to Wang Yangming’s “zhi-xing
he yi”. Regarding the origin of the expression “knowing-in-action”, see Neuweg (2005,
582-3).

10 | am translating “ren” as “inter-humaneness”, because the classical translations by Legge
and others, such as “benevolence” or “humaneness”, do not address the above-stated fact
(see running text) that humaneness is not to be thought of as the actuality of an individual
character trait, but as naturally “growing out” of the human interrelationships into which
the individual human personality is born. This point of view holds true at least for the main-
stream Confucians who followed thinkers like Mengzi, Zhu Xi, or Wang Yangming. Translating
ren by using, for example, the expression “humaneness” tends to “veil” the interrelational
nature of this humaneness. Therefore, | have used “inter-humaneness” here. One could also
say that it more explicitly represents the “ " (two) in “{_".

11 Lunyu &g, “Yongye ZEH”, 19: “AZ A E.. 7 (Trans. Legge).
12 Cf. also the discussion in Reich and Wei (1997, 39-40).
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whole by one’s parents and to return (oneself) wholly to them — this can
be called xiao Z (my translation: “filial love-and-duty”3).2

More explicitly, the innate goodness of the human being was highlighted as
the starting point and central theme of Confucian education by Mengzi 7
“F, and later by such great proponents as Zhu Xi %< and Wang Yangming.
Mengzi remarks: “To desire to be honoured is the common [heart-]mind of
men. And all men have in themselves that which is truly honourable. Only
they do not think of it.”?®

In this sense, every human consciousness is born into unique, personal, and
ever-evolving constellations and patterns of the process of their existence
with a common obligation: from their mother’s womb, every person is cen-
tred in between Heaven-and-Earth like a promising seed.?® In this figurative
sense, every individual manifestation of human consciousness (to be under-
stood as a unique relation of general humanity in time and space) exists in a
way of being enabled to permanently grow within an indispensable network
of human and extra-human relations. In accordance with Wang Yangming’s
famous core tenet zhi-xing he yi %1175 — (“knowing and action, together as
one”), this constant unfolding or realization of human consciousness (in and
of itself) should be understood as a natural process through which the human
being can be characterized as the heart-mind of Heaven-and-Earth (tian-di)
— not as a mere theoretical abstraction resulting from action, but as realizing
and doing things in a state of an undivided (and yet itself differentiating) at-
tentiveness. This state accords with a dynamic harmony of all relations within
the whole process of Heaven, Earth, and the ten thousand things:

The heart-mind of the sheng ren resembles a clear and bright mirror:
(It is) simply clear brightness. Then, by following (what is) sensed and
responding, there is nothing it does not reflect. There are no previous
images still remaining within it. (And) there are no images yet to be mir-
rored present within it in advance.”

13 The original translation using “piety” has been much criticized. | am using the special expres-
sion “love-and-duty” instead.

14 Liji #8370, “iyi 4237, 29: “BEEEE TG TR R TE: [ R 2 Frie, A%
Ko | ZEAIMAEZ, FATNERL, TEFER. 7

15 Mengzi i, “Gaozi shang & I, 17: “BkE#H AZFLH. ANAFEROH,BE
H.. 7 (Trans. Legge).

16 This is an allusion to the following passage in Lunyu it “Zi hanF5”, 22: “FE: [
AFHEFRER! FMAEEABZK! | 7 [“The Master said, ‘There are cases in which the
blade springs, but the plant does not go on to flower! There are cases where it flowers but
no fruit is subsequently produced!”” (Trans. Legge).]

17 Wang (1933a, 11): “HE N2 0o « Hoe— 8 - RIFERGMIE - AR - RE O
ZIEHAE - RIBZ G E « 7; see also my German translation in Bartosch (2015, 99).
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In this state, the student experiences the meaning expressed by Wang Yang-
ming in the following statement: “The heart-mind (xin :(») is (inextricably one
with) the principle of patterning (/i #) . Could there be anything under Heav-
en outside of xin, or any /i outside of xin?”*®

On the other hand, a human being is not a puppet of dao & but retains
the constant freedom to either embrace or reject the Way. Human existence
inherits the potential to do evil and the capacity to choose the wrong path.
An individual may decide to “walk” where they should not — specifically, the
wrong path of their own implicit “belittlement”. Either unconsciously or even
consciously, one may choose to act in the state of a xiaoren /> \ (“self-belit-
tling human being”).*®

Wang Yangming defines this condition as a state of zisizili 4. EF (“self-
ish desires”). He sees it as the sole root of all human evil.>° Moreover, evil
does not dwell in solitude; the neglect of ren or dao (in the Confucian sense
of a self-induced “belittlement”) naturally comes with consequences, which
always seem to expand their reach. Human consciousness is not separate
from everything else. The negative path of egoism inevitably affects the self
in its social and environmental embeddedness. As a consequence, it furthers
a destructive and self-damaging potential for everything that the turbid xin
> (“heart-mind”) of the xiaoren comes into contact with. This is especially
the case if such a person’s social function is that of a decision-maker (like a
politician, manager, general, etc.).

Consequently, Confucian education and (constant) training were established
as a way to safeguard humankind — or at least the ruling administrative elites
— against this road of a self-induced decline and dehumanization. For two
and a half millennia, adherents of the Rujia f%Z (“Confucian school(s)”)
have discussed, reflected upon, and practised ways of swimming against
the stream of those gnawing and corrosive forces of humanity’s self-disinte-
gration. Although their methodological views differ in many respects, all of
them share the same motivation: striving for the right way to become fully
human, thereby redeeming humanity’s great promise of being the heart-
mind of Heaven-and-Earth (tian-di zhi xin).

18 lbid., 2: “/LBEPEEHE « KR A LA F AP BET- - 7; see also my German translation
in Bartosch (2015b, 177, footnote 185).

19 See my analysis in Bartosch (2015b, 679—706). This chapter also contains some transcultural
(comparative) remarks regarding the Christian tradition (Master Eckhart, Nicolaus Cusanus).

20 See the last footnote above.
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In this context, it is important to remember that in Confucianism a human
being is not seen as a creature.** This means humans are not viewed as in-
dividual creations in the context of a cosmic creatio continua, to use a word
from the context of Medieval Christian philosophy in the transferred sense
here. Humans do not depend on a personal, supra-human force of creation
akin to a creator (or Deus, unum, etc.). On the contrary, in historical Confu-
cian schools, such as Xinxue > (“Learning of the Heart-Mind”), each hu-
man being and humanity as a whole are comprehended as the central living
and self-reflecting aspect (i.e., the xin ‘(> “heart-mind”) of Heaven-and-Earth
— without the need for a personal creator (principle) “above”. Ideally, this
central “anthropocosmic”?? aspect, or tian-di zhi xin 32 > (“heart-mind
of Heaven-and-Earth”),? should generate itself in concert with the autopoi-
etic transformations of the universal whole. Consequently, Confucians reject
the notion or the hope regarding a divine or Heaven-sent saviour or messiah
who intervenes on behalf of humanity. There is no saviour of humanity but
humanity itself.**

For a Confucian, no religiously connoted consolation is available; and neither
“paradise” nor “hell” awaits humans beyond what they may create during
their lifetimes within the varying contexts of their social surroundings and
through all the specific situations of their unique life experiences. Concern-
ing death, the only possible “remuneration” for which an individual human
can hope might be a feeling of satisfaction that, at least, the continuation of
the family is possible and that one’s right deeds may help provide stability
for one’s descendants, as well as for other people and future generations in
general.

Therefore, it is of utmost importance to contribute to a dynamic and flexible
equilibrium of the social relationships among one’s family members, as well
as to the stability of the state in which one lives. In this regard, the only true
and lasting “salvation” of humanity lies in persistent learning and teaching,
as well as moral training and reciprocal self-cultivation:

However fine the viands be, if one does not eat, he does not know their
taste; however perfect the course may be, if one does not learn it, he

21 See my comparison of the philosophies of Nicolaus Cusanus and Wang Yangming in this re-
gard in Bartosch (2015b, 25-122, the chapter “Kreativitat” [“Creativity”]).

22 Tu (1973, 202).
23 See above, the first citation in this essay and the footnote with the source text there.

24 At least in this regard, we ought not abandon hope when taking matters concerning human-
ity in our own hands from a Confucian perspective.
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does not know its goodness. Therefore, when he learns, one knows his
own deficiencies; when he teaches, he knows the difficulties of learning.
After he knows his deficiencies, one is able to turn around and examine
himself; after he knows the difficulties, he is able to stimulate himself to
effort. Hence it is said, “Teaching and learning help each other”, as it is
said in [Duiming 4], “Teaching is half of learning”.%

Within the Confucian sphere of influence, it was not a religion or some
other kind of dogmatic belief system which became the prime mover of
civilization; in China and some of its neighbouring lands, learning, educa-
tion and the path of spontaneous insights into general wisdom became the
forces that bound (and continue to bind) together many important aspects
of society:

The jade uncut will not form a vessel for use; and if men do not learn,
they do not know the way (in which they should go). On this account the
ancient kings, when establishing states and governing the people, made
instruction and schools a primary object; as it is said in [Duiming], “The
thoughts from first to last should be fixed on learning”.®

For a human being to fulfil humanity’s obligation as xin ‘> (“heart-mind”) of
Heaven-and-Earth, it is necessary to prevent human society from descending
into chaos. Therefore, the people have to be provided with special ways of
learning that will enable them to keep the heart-mind in a permanent state
of realizing itself through permanent communion with others, as well as with
tian-di wan wu K E %) (“Heaven-and-Earth and the ten thousand things”)
in general. These methods of learning should aid in the reflection and reali-
zation of the people’s full dignity as tian-di zhi xin K2 > (“heart-mind of
Heaven-and-Earth”). From a Confucian perspective, every kind of learning
that does not fit this goal of achieving one’s innermost (inter-)human(e) com-
pleteness would have to be labelled pointless.

25 Liji T87C, “Xueji £250”, 3: “BEA A, IVE, A G M, M EE, B, ARl
WCEESRAB FNAS B, FUABR I . JIA R, AR RE R J, SRR BE A SR, TEL: 3
BEM. () Bl [ERE | HEZ FHF ! 7 (Trans. Legge, with some changes
to the punctuation by DB).

26 Ibid., “Xueji 24507, 2: “EABK Apds; AANE, AmiE. Rz FEREBRER,
R (Sedn) B [&auni+4, | HIbZ 8T 7 (Trans. Legge).



Explicit and Implicit Aspects of Confucian Education

Explicit Knowing in Confucian Learning: Subjects and
Modalities

But how is humanity’s innate goodness — or, to use the term popularized by
Wang Yangming, liang zhi L1 (“good-knowing”) — to be nourished and
cultivated? To begin, it is evident that humans must learn basic skills and
techniques that provide them with the means necessary to create a civilized
state of human existence. In the present paper, this kind of knowledge or
know-how is referred to as explicit knowledge (of Confucian learning). In this
context, we must bear in mind that although this kind of knowledge seems to
be in the foreground, it ultimately functions as a kind of “user surface” that
contains —and in some respects more or less “overlays” — deeper aspects of
Confucian learning.”’

Starting with the “outer layer” of Confucian learning, it can be said that al-
though Confucius (Kongzi L1, 551-479 BCE) is generally known as a “moral
teacher”, he did not neglect to integrate objective knowledge into his way
of learning. In the Lunyu & (Analects), for example, he emphasizes in one
passage the value of the Shijing (< (Book of Odes) also for the particular
reason that one can learn much about animals and plants in that work.? Such
forms of explicit knowledge (or know-how) can also be understood as explicit
contents of Confucian education. Moreover, not unjustifiably, Wang Yang-
ming has been criticized for appearing to diminish this aspect of the original
Confucian teachings with his focus on action and situational engagement,
so to speak. With regard to the modern environment, but also to potential
ways to reconcile the positions of Zhu Xi and Wang Yangming with regard

27 In a wider sense, the explicit knowledge within Confucian learning must be understood as
some “apparitional circumference” (as one might call it) of a wisdom that “shines through”
all of these necessary fields of knowledge and skills taught at school in a much more subtle or
implicit sense. With regard to Confucianism, explicit forms of knowledge must be understood
as a kind of impetus for a deeper kind of learning, the goal of which is becoming a decent hu-
man being. The explicit content and subject matter of ancient Confucian learning can also be
comprehended as an integral part of the whole “body” of (interpersonal) human existence
and reflection.

28 See Lunyu Ffing, “Yang Huo P15, 9: “Zil i SR ELAR 24, 7 In my opinion, this opens
up the tradition of Confucian learning as a practice of personal self-cultivation relevant to
today’s science-based environment. It implies that there is no contradiction in following the
path of a modern Confucian while also being a natural scientist. Besides that, one can find
many examples of pre-modern Confucian scholars who have done marvellous scientific work
(in the sense of the pre-modern Chinese contexts). The famous prince Zhu Zaiyu 15
(1536-1610), for example, combined music, physics, mathematics, and astronomy in a very
scientific manner.
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to gewu ¥ (“investigation of things”) in the future, this aspect of original
Confucian learning in regard to explicit knowledge should be acknowledged.
Regarding present-day requirements, natural science — which is mainly based
on the inseparable unity of knowledge (theories) and practice, namely exper-
iments within the context of certain experimental systems as a combination
of evolving knowledge and experimental activities and scientific communi-
ties — could easily be analysed in an extended and modernized framework
based on the general idea of Yangming’s understanding of zhi-xing he yi 5147
& — (“knowing and action, together as one”).

In principle, it can be said that said explicit contents (Confucius’ knowledge
about birds, etc.) can readily be articulated and taught, because they are
expressible in a systematic way. Therefore, explicit knowledge might be un-
derstood as functionally equivalent to some teachable technical know-how,
which is needed to sustain society, to balance human communities, or to
improve our living conditions in general. In this sense, the explicit contents
of Confucian learning were transmitted within contexts of comparatively ma-
ture educational systems very early on:

According to the system of ancient teaching, for the families of (a hamlet)
there was the village school; for a neighbourhood there was the [xiang
JF£]; for the larger districts there was the [xu J¥]; and in the capitals there
was the college [xue £%]. Every year some entered the college, and every
second year there was a comparative examination. In the first year it was
seen whether they could read the texts intelligently, and what was the
meaning of each; in the third year, whether they were reverently atten-
tive to their work, and what companionship was most pleasant to them;
in the fifth year, how they extended their studies and sought the compa-
ny of their teachers; in the seventh year, how they could discuss the sub-
jects of their studies and select their friends. They were now said to have
made some small attainments. In the ninth year, when they knew the
different classes of subjects and had gained a general intelligence, were
firmly established and would not fall back, they were said to have made
grand attainments. After this the training was sufficient to transform the
people, and to change (anything bad in) manners and customs. Those
who lived near at hand submitted with delight, and those who were far
off thought (of the teaching) with longing desire. Such was the method
of the Great Learning; as is said in the Record, “The little ant continually
exercises the art (of amassing)”.?*

29 Liji IHRC, “Xueji BERL”, 4: W Z B, KA, BAFE, WA, BAAS. WENSE, fiEE
Ko —EMBEAEHE G, =R UCESERE, TR L B Ba, GRS UK, 2/
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This leads us to the question of precisely which kinds of subjects or fields
of study Confucius promoted. In fact, the Master identifies several fields
of study. Writing and mathematics were seen as basic skills, or Xiaoyi /)»k
(“Learning of the Smaller Arts”). To these, Confucius added four additional
subjects: poetry, history, ritual, and music. In my view, all of these subjects
blend into each other as a sort of holistic training. Against this background,
Confucius attaches great importance to activating his students’ abilities to
reflect, act and grow independently. In this context, the followers of Confu-
cius — probably much to the dismay of the master himself** — have stressed
the importance of learning by rote, especially with regard to the content of
the Shijing F#E:3

My children, why do you not study the Book of [Odes]? The Odes serve
to stimulate the mind. They may be used for purposes of self-contempla-
tion. They teach the art of sociability. They show how to regulate feelings
of resentment. From them you learn the more immediate duty of serv-
ing one’s father, and the remoter one of serving one’s prince.??

History was seen as important, because it helps one gain a good orientation
in political practice; thus, one ought to learn from the past. In this spirit,
“[t]he Master said, ‘A transmitter and not a maker, believing in and loving the
ancients, | venture to compare myself with our old Peng.’”33

Music was also to be practised on a regular basis. Its transformative power
was emphasized, when “[t]he Master said, ‘It is by the Odes that the mind is
aroused. It is by the Rules of Propriety that the character is established. It is
from Music that the finish is received.”** “For changing their manners and
altering their customs, there is nothing better than music.”**

JUE RN BB, sE LT AR, 2 K. TR 2 ML G486, ik &5k, g1,
RS EW., (GE) Fl: TRz, | HiIbZ #8F! 7 (Trans. Legge).
30 See Tan (2014).

31 Rote learning has been an important element of premodern learning all around the world.
Another example is presented by the classical educational culture of India. But also some
great scientists of the 20™ century were supporters of rote learning, such as Lorenz and Kreu-
zer (1988, 49).

32 Lunyu i®F8, “Yang Huo F5E”, 9: “/N\TF | MEEKRES ? 55, oI DI, O] DUER, ol U B, BT L
3 WM2BERIEIEE -7 (Trans. Legge).

33 Ibid., “Shu Er v 1fi”, 1: “F-H :  DBRWAAE G, G R Z ., | 7 (Trans. Legge).

34 Ibid., “Tai Bo Z8{H”, 8: “1-H : [HLRAFE LTS, FOREE, | 7 (Trans. Legge).

35  Xiaojing ##%, “Guang Yaodao FEELE", 1: “FEJR SR, FLE A LS, 7 (Trans. Legge).

47



48

David BARTOSCH

Besides these skills and fields of knowledge,?*® Confucius also emphasized the
importance of physical education. Hence, he introduced archery and chariot-
eering as two additional subjects that his students were obliged to practise
diligently. The idea behind this was that the personalities of the students
should be shaped by these specific forms of action. The general background
here was that “[flrom the Son of Heaven down to the mass of the people, all
must consider the cultivation of the person the root of everything besides” >’
Still today, East Asian cultures that have been influenced by Confucianism
can be partly analysed with regard to this aspect of xiu shen {&& (“culti-
vating (the somatic) character”) — which encompasses not only the ways of
an individual human being, but also the social “community-characters” of
groups of people in that context.

Finally, we can also draw from ancient Confucian teachings to learn some-
thing about the foundational modalities of Confucian holistic learning. A pas-
sage from the Zhongyong " f# sheds light on these foundational modalities
of learning, which still have very inspiring potential with regard to current
understandings of education. They are defined as follows: (1) boxue &£
(“extensive study”), (2) shenwen F&[t] (“accurate inquiry”), (3) shensi 15
(“careful reflection”), (4) mingbian Fl# (“clear discrimination”), and (5) dux-
ing BE4T (“earnest practice”):

He who attains sincerity is he who chooses what is good, and firmly
holds it fast. To this attainment there are requisite the extensive study
of what is good, accurate inquiry about it, careful reflection on it, the
clear discrimination of it, and the earnest practice of it. The superior
man, while there is anything he has not studied, or while in what he has
studied there is anything he cannot understand, will not interrupt his
labour. While there is anything he has not inquired about, or anything in
what he has inquired about which he does not know, he will not inter-
rupt his labour. While there is anything which he has not reflected on,
or anything in what he has reflected on which he does not apprehend,
he will not interrupt his labour. While there is anything which he has
not discriminated or his discrimination is not clear, he will not interrupt
his labour. If there is anything which he has not practised, or his prac-
tice fails in earnestness, he will not interrupt his labour. If another man
succeeds by one effort, he will use a hundred efforts. If another man
succeeds by ten efforts, he will use a thousand. Let a man proceed in this

36 According to the Xiaoxue /)N 22, all of the aforementioned subjects were later subdivided into
a plurality of minor subjects.

37 Liji T47E, “Daxue KE, 2: “H K F-LIERIEN, T EELMET %A, 7 (Trans. Legge).
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way, and, though dull, he will surely become intelligent; though weak, he
will surely become strong.*®

The Crossing: Ren and Confucian Bildung

The above-mentioned skills and fields of knowledge, as well as the modal-
ities of Confucian learning, might best be understood as an “outer layer”
of the endeavour to become a junzi &-1-.>° In the following, the attention
is directed to some core aspects which are not so easy to convey — at least
not theoretically. The reason for this is clear. To assist students in transform-
ing themselves into better human beings, it is not enough to merely provide
them with technical know-how or to teach them music or train them in oth-
er physical or martial arts (like archery or charioteering) devoid of deeper
significance being attached to them. Self-cultivation is not merely a way of
achieving the external recognition of others, but the (re)transformation of
one’s whole personality in the direction of one’s aforementioned (universal)
innate goodness.

The genuine nature of this Confucian Bildung® starts from the valuable in-
sight that man is permanently woven into and woven out of an ever-changing

38 Ibid., “Zhongyong HTRE”, 22: “FRZFE FEE E L F L, HELY SN2, EEE, B
T2, A IRER L e, ah At o A IR R, R o, BR A A R SR AT,
Hith s B PR PR B, R, G AT AT O bR, A —Rez o E 2 A TREZ
O, FLAelkiE 22, jE 2 BH, ESR 58, 7 (Trans. Legge).

39 Thewordis at least partly translatable into German as “(ein) Edler” or “(der) Edle”, which con-
tains the possible meanings of the words “noble-minded”, “exquisite”, “gentle”, “generous”,
“genteel”, “virtuous”, “lofty” (in a positive sense), and “gallant”. The word “(der) Edle” is akin
to “Adel” (“nobility), which has also been used in the sense of “Geistesadel” (“nobility of the
mind”). The latter also overlaps with meanings of “noble spirit” or “spirit of nobility” but has
a wider “halo” of meanings, so to speak. Overall, the translation of “junzi & ¥ remains a
complex challenge.

40 During the 19 and 20™ centuries, the discourse of German philosophy connected the word
Bildung with criteria for an education that, in a certain sense, shows several similarities with
the intent of Confucian learning. Bildung is a word that has no direct counterpart in the En-
glish language. At least until around the end of the 19t century, when the traditional German
study system and the understanding of its philosophical background in the teachings of von
Humboldt and others started to be gradually replaced by other principles (a process that
took approximately another century), the word Bildung meant a process that transforms
and activates the whole person, their mores and manners and skillfulness, while nourishing
the self-reflexivity of the learner. In this sense, one might think of Germany’s famous writer,
poet, scientist, and politician Johann Wolfgang von Goethe as a counterpart to the poly-
maths of Confucian learning and administration in China (those truly striving to live the life
of a jianzi 7 1-). It might be in this regard that Goethe once wrote to a friend: “The Chinese
people share many similarities with the Germans” (Eckermann 1982, 458).
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web of (transpersonal) human relations. Every person is an internal relation
of a living family system which, in turn, is integrated or embedded as an in-
herent relational manifestation of the dynamic macrocosmic overall-relation
of tian-di K (“Heaven-and-Earth”).

In this context, the enduring point of departure in all forms of human self-cul-
tivation is reflected in the Confucian term “ren /=",

In a narrower sense, this term stands for the loving and caring relationship
between a benevolent and caring father and a receiving, respectful, and fil-
ial son. For Confucians, this is the archetype for a humane interrelationship
and for “inter-humaneness” (ren 1=). From a Confucian perspective, this key
human(e) relationship is to be understood as the “gravitational centre” of all
human civilization and cultivation.*

The son sees the father as a role model, while the father reflects on himself as
a son in relation to his own father. From their respective fathers, the sons re-
ceive their basic human principles of conduct and their sense of a shared com-
mon decency. On that foundation, the fundamentals of human society should
be kept alive and practised on a daily basis. In addition, the loving and caring
meaning of ren 1=, in the sense of a reciprocal relationship of giving and taking,
of teaching and being taught, is also valid regarding the relationship between
an older and younger brother, between husband and wife, as well as between
an older and younger friend — a connection which also marks the link between
the family system and its surrounding sociological environment.

Traditionally, ren 1= is also understood as a key principle defining the rela-
tionship between a ruler and minister. Last but not least, “ren{_” is an impor-
tant part of the word “ren’ai 13" (“inter-humaneness (and) loving care”),*
which expresses how superiors should cultivate and regulate their environ-
ment and the well-being of their subordinates. Just as all families — in their
basic human interrelatedness in the sense of ren {—- — can be seen as the con-
stituent cells of a community, the relationship between ruler and minister is
to be understood as the foundational pillar of the political meta-structure.
This institution is meant to centre all the actions of the people in a kind of
organic and dynamic equilibrium as a whole. The relationship of ruler and
minister in the field of governance and administration is analogous to the
relationship of father and son.

41 Regarding Confucius’ one-sided focus on father, sons, and brothers, the common historical
neglect of the female aspect is undoubtedly a limitation, leaving significant scope for future
Confucian gender studies.

42  Regarding this term, cf. Chen (1991, 268-276).
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At least ideally speaking, the difference, of course, lies in the fact that the
relationship of ruler and minister should not be based on actual descent or
family ties but should be determined exclusively by the worthiness of the
subordinate administrator, while the superior should also be worthy of the
leadership position. Similarly, at least in an ideal situation, the worthiest heir
of the dynasty should be the next to ascend the throne. According to the
meritocratic principles that became prevalent in Chinese “imperial manage-
ment”, only the most learned and skilled men were to be entrusted with the
administration of the country. Thus, in principle, only the worthiest “sons” of
the realm were supposed to be granted such responsible posts.

Accordingly, the character of the ruler was also supposed to have been
moulded by the practice of xiao . As emperors (with no human superior),
the rulers of Zhongguo H' [ were not only understood as simply the sons of
their birth parents, but each was also seen as the “Son of Heaven” (tianzi <
“F). They had to implement tianming KA (“Mandate of Heaven”). At least
in the sense of an ideal, they were seen as the channel or conduit through
which human society would be provided with omnipresent cosmic order and
celestial harmony, connecting humanity as much as possible with the ways
of Heaven and the ever-unfolding and permanently transforming order of yi
% (“(universal) change(s)”).

In this context, one ought not forget that the imperial family itself was sup-
posed to serve as an exemplar for all other families under Heaven. Some
important passages in the Daxue K% reflect on this topic in the following
sense:

What is meant by “In order rightly to govern the state, it is necessary first
to regulate the family,” is this: It is not possible for one to teach others,
while he cannot teach his own family. Therefore, the ruler, without going
beyond his family, completes the lessons for the state. There is filial [love-
and-duty] — therewith the sovereign should be served. There is fraternal
submission — therewith elders and superiors should be served. There is
kindness — therewith the multitude should be treated. [...] From one [im-
perial] family [realizing inter-humaneness] a whole state becomes [one
realm of inter-humaneness], and from its courtesies the whole state be-
comes courteous while, from the ambition and perverseness of the One
man, the whole state may be led to rebellious disorder. Such is the na-
ture of the influence. This verifies the saying, “Affairs may be ruined by a
single sentence; a kingdom may be settled by its One man.” [...] [W]hen
the ruler, as a father, a son, and a brother, is a model, then the people
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imitate him. This is what is meant by saying, “The government of his
kingdom depends on his regulation of the family.” 4

We therefore see that the innate goodness of man has to be cultivated with-
in at least two different spheres, which are inseparably intertwined. The first
environment of Confucian learning is the family; the second is the social envi-
ronment of human coexistence. In addition to this, the aforementioned bond
between older and younger friends might then be understood as a third
sphere for cultivating one’s innate human goodness. One need only consider
the reciprocal relationships of Confucius and his disciples to see that the re-
lationship of teacher and pupil was also originally understood as being based
on friendship. A person who integrates all three spheres in their personal
self-cultivation and strives to extend their learning to the utmost degree is
characterized as a junzi.

If we analyse the core principles of Confucian ways of teaching how to live
a life that expresses the true foundations of human nature in the abovesaid
sense, we can see that a very substantial task in this context lies in the stimu-
lation of the innate xiao Z and the nurture of the all-encompassing practice
of ren {—.. Starting with the closest relatives, ren is supposed to be extended
to become the sole basis and framework for regulating all possible human
relations and situations. In this regard, it is Wang Yangming who states:

Therefore, (when 1) love (gin 1) my father as well as the fathers (of oth-
er) people, extending this to the fathers (of all) people under Heaven,
then my humanity truly joins with my father, the fathers (of other) peo-
ple, and the fathers of all people under Heaven to form one generative
whole (together with all of them). This true togetherness of forming one
generative whole results in the brightening of the clear virtue of filial
love-and-duty.

When | love my older brother and the older brothers (of other) people,
extending this to the older brothers (of all) people under Heaven, then
my humanity truly joins with my older brother, the older brothers (of
other) people, as well as the older brothers of all people under Heaven,
and it forms one generative whole (together with all of them). This true
togetherness of forming one generative whole (with all) is followed by

43 Liji #85C, “Daxue K&, 11: “Fralin B o K #, HEA BN ANG, B2,
WEFARKMABORE: 5, frolFad; B8, frildiRd: 258, frolds
Mo [ —FAD, —BIEAT, —oKEE, —BIEEE: — AR, —BIEAL. Bk, B
HoEEHE, AT ] HERRFRBEEMEREZM - ILEABEERHER -~
(Trans. Legge).
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the brightening of the clear virtue of brotherly respect and love. Ruler
and minister, husband and wife, friends — and extending even to moun-
tains and rivers, ghosts and spirits, birds and beasts, grass and trees —
there is nothing which would not be loved (like kin) in order to attain the
(unbound) inter-humaneness of myself forming one generative whole
(with Heaven, Earth and the ten thousand things). Only then there is
nothing that would not be brightened in (the light of) my clear virtue,
and the one generative whole of Heaven, Earth and the ten thousand
things can truly be realized in this way.*

We should also recall what Confucius himself points out: “Xiao [“filial love-
and-duty”] is the root of (all) virtue, and (the stem) out of which (all moral)
teaching is growing.”*

In this context, Confucius emphasizes the ruler’s responsibility not only for
the well-being of his subjects but also for a form of public education that
achieves the goal of realizing ren 1—- throughout the entire human communi-
ty. Therefore, in the Lunyu, we find the following famous passage:

When the Master went to Wei, [Ran You F£] acted as driver of his car-
riage. The Master observed, “How numerous are the people!” You said,
“Since they are thus numerous, what more shall be done for them?”
“Enrich them,” was the reply. “And when they have been enriched, what
more shall be done?” The Master said, “Teach them.”4®

Through the process of educating the people and raising worthy citizens for
the administration of the state and the common good, the ruler must also
act as a role model. In this sense, he should be capable of acting as the ideal
teacher. He ought to embody virtue to assist his people in the never-ending
struggle for the realization of ren 1=. Therefore, it is emphasized:

These were the words of the Master — Difficult is it to attain to what is
called the perfect humanity of the superior man! It is said in the Book of

44 Wang (1933d, 36-37): “EMHEZ R « ARANZA « ERTAZAR - MiREZ/E
HlE 7 QNZARLBR T N2 R A 85« FHly 2—88 - MRFE WG R -
Bzl e UBANZ W« LERTAZN « ifaE A gHE 2 AZ B R T A2
Mz —fE R« HHly &—48 MR B MR 2 - HEW - Rl - AW - UE
A RIS EREORE - ZEAEE U2 - DUEE 82 - SRR E 2 G A
B - T E AR AR A — R R

45  Xiaojing ZF#E, “Kaizongmingyi BAZZRAZE”, 1. “RF 2 AWM, ZBoo Fr AW, 7 (Trans.
Legge).

46 Lunyu imss, “Zi Lu FBE7, 9:FEEMT, A . TH: TRERE&! | AR [BERER,
XArmE? 1 HE: [Ez. | B [BEER, XMms? | B [#Hz. |7 (Trans.
Legge).
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[Odes], “The happy and courteous prince is the father and mother of his
people.” Happy, he (yet) vigorously teaches them; courteous, he makes
them pleased and restful. With all their happiness, there is no wild extrav-
agance; with all their observance of ceremonial usages, there is the feeling
of affection. Notwithstanding his awing gravity, they are restful; notwith-
standing his son-like gentleness, they are respectful. Thus he causes them
to honour him as their father, and love him as their mother. There must be
all this before he is the father and mother of his people. Could anyone who
was not possessed of perfect virtue be able to accomplish this?*

In a transferred, broader sense, this also applies to every Confucian teacher
in his relations to his students. The personality of the teacher is extremely
important. Beyond the mere content of his teaching, a Confucian teacher is
also supposed to serve as a role model. As mentioned earlier, this is especial-
ly the case when it comes to educating future leaders and political adminis-
trators. In the Lunyu, Confucius therefore states with regard to the outcome
of such an education: “(If) his self (is) upright, things will proceed (properly)
without commands.”*®

Confucius felt responsible for the learning of more than 3,000 students.
Through his actions, he exemplified the practice of empathy — thereby didac-
tically mediating one of the root principles of his teaching without relying on
words. In the Lunyu, we find the following passage: “When the Master was
eating by the side of a mourner, he never ate to the full.”*® Confucius even
taught empathy with respect to the animal kingdom.*®

Based on this practice of empathy, Confucius was also able to see into the
personal characteristics of each of his students. In the Lunyu, he states: “See
what a man does. Mark his motives. Examine in what things he rests. How
can a man conceal his character? How can a man conceal his character?”*!

In his actual teaching practice, Confucius often draws on real situations
from everyday life which then serve as valuable examples of certain general

47  Liji #8570, “Biacji EKFL”, 26: “FE2: [EFZimaf-H#HET! GH = [958
T RZACEE | YLLIsRE ;s UG ZE L . GETM UE5E, A 18 T B I 22, 25 2R
AR, AR B ki n] LLA A RE 52, AR B4 ghge w72 7 (Trans.
Legge).

48  Lunyu ik, “Zilu 18", 6:“ [ H B IEALIT: [ ”

49 Lunyu faG, “Shu Er iR T7, 9: “T&AG EH 2, RE#ItL. ” (Trans. Legge).

50 See Bartosch (2015a).

51 Lunyu s, “Wei Zheng ALY, 10: “ [HILRT DL BILArd, B e, NEER? |7
(Trans. Legge).
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insights derived from specific situations. On one occasion, when the Master
sees a bird-catcher who is intentionally catching only young sparrows, he
asks the man why he does not try to catch any old birds. The bird-catcher’s
answer is quite insightful: “The old sparrow is very smart, that is why he is
hard to catch. The young ones are only desperate for food. For this reason,
they are easy to catch.” The Master then addresses his students and, among
other considerations, draws the following comparison:

Did you listen? [...] The fortune or misfortune of the sparrow depends on
whom he follows: [...] If one follows the prudence of an elder, one has
the ladder to self-preservation. If one follows the ideas of the inexperi-
enced youth, one easily encounters danger and death.>?

This alludes to another well-known characteristic of Confucian learning, which
projects the role of the caring father onto that of the elder teacher providing
guidance for the young — who venerate and follow him for that reason.

Implicit Knowing in Confucian Education:

The Ineffable Centre

At this stage of the investigation, it has to be emphasized again that all the
aforementioned subjects and practices were not intended merely to teach
the students some practical skills, knowledge, or some techniques in the
sense of “art for art’s sake”. Even regarding the explicit content of learning,
the underlying intention is always implicitly two-fold. Much like Confucius’
method of drawing his pupils’ attention to actual situations of everyday life,
drawing conclusions by analogy (like the analogy between the behaviour of
sparrows and humans in the last quote), all of the practices, subjects, and
contents of explicit learning implicitly refer, in a symbolic sense, to an inef-
fable aspect of Confucian teaching. This entails insights and understandings
which cannot be conveyed or transmitted with words. The knowing that is
to be aroused by the teacher cannot be conveyed like the characteristics of
a physical object, the steps of a technical process, or the mere technical as-
pects of an art (e.g., the know-how of holding the writing-brush properly or
how to shoot an arrow with a bow). The difficult part is that the student has
to realize this symbolic dimension of learning through his own efforts.

52  Cf. the whole passage in Confucius Jiayu fL-F 55k, “Liu Ben 7SA”, 7: “fLT RAE & 1S
BEI/NE, Rz E: [ REBRAE MW | #HE. [ REZEMHS, 1
BEMSME. HOARKENAS; KEREZDNDNAS. | LrBEER TH: (88
DLIE SR B A, B O 2, T % DL 2 i . WO IR E . DLRE 28 A
EHZ R EAANEZE AR B, |7
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Symbolic meaning, as an underlying implicit dimension of the explicit mean-
ing of possible knowledge content, is not precise; it transcends the bounda-
ries of fixed notions. It always remains open for further personal development
and must be cultivated practically and regularly until it becomes permanent
and takes root in the all-encompassing fountainhead of one’s xin (> (“heart-
mind”). By practising the art of charioteering, for example, the student opens
a way for himself to potentially grasp the underlying symbolic meaning of this
activity (a meaning which cannot be finalized and which is permanently en-
riching itself). In this sense of a symbolic practice of learning, the practice of
charioteering implicitly helps the learner understand how to always attentively
follow the right road or right path in life (especially in, metaphorically speaking,
“uneven” and difficult social “terrain” in the context of a leading position).

Here we touch upon the preliminary aspects of a topic concerning a more
hidden, but rather central, issue. Confucius tries to navigate this matter
throughout his teachings. In my opinion, all of Confucius’s sayings contain
an underlying level of deeper symbolic meaning. In this regard, something is
always left unspoken, thereby pointing to a level of wisdom, to an inexpress-
ible dimension of understanding —a dimension which cannot be conclusively
articulated. Although this level of wisdom and achievement might be alluded
to from different angles, it remains inexpressible in its entirety or totality. In
brief, it confronts us with the philosophical problem of ineffability.

From a transcultural comparative perspective, this might be likened to cer-
tain aspects of education, for example, in late “pagan” Neo-Platonism. In this
context, the student was required to master several branches of philosoph-
ical learning (metaphysics, ethics, psychology, etc.). The unified processing
of these branches of learning was meant to culminate in an experience of a
fundamental understanding or “enlightenment” — a universal understanding
which cannot be adequately conveyed through words, as already the author
of the famous Platonic Seventh Letter (originally ascribed to Plato) explained,
early on.>® At least in the sense of a partial analogy, the branches of explicit
learning in Confucianism also lead back to a hidden centre of wisdom. Wang
Yangming hints at this in one of his poems, when he states: “Every human
heart-mind holds a Zhong Ni (Confucius).”**

53 See also Edelstein (1966, 100): “But to be sure, such a vision is not a vision of ordinary ex-
perience or thought. Unlike such experiences or thoughts, it can, the letter holds, not be
expressed in words. It also falls within the province of a specially gifted soul. ‘Neither recep-
tivity or memory can ever help him who is not kindred to the object [to see it], for it does not
arise to start with in alien states [of the soul]’ (344 A).”

54  Wang (1933d, 128): “fiilflil A A A8 -~
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To be able to reflect on this issue more clearly, one can visualize the branches
of the liu yi 752 (“Six Arts”) in the form of a six-pointed star resembling a
snowflake, with smaller offshoots on the branches of the crystal, symbolical-
ly representing the corresponding subdivisions of each of the Six Arts. The
ineffable aspect of Confucian learning symbolically occupies the centre of
this “snowflake” or “six-pointed star”. The centre is the seventh aspect — in
which all six branches are rooted and ultimately coincide.

The significant distinction between early Confucianism and traditions such
as West Eurasian Neoplatonism is that the problem of ineffability is not con-
nected to any metaphysical issues (in a possible Western sense of “meta-
physics”). Instead, Confucius keeps his attention mainly focused on the moral
fountainhead and on the social life of humanity. He strives for the better-
ment of humankind without looking for any remedies outside of its foun-
dation in “inter-humaneness” (ren 1=). This is rather distinctive and keeps
his method of self-perfection focused on the human being. Confucians were
consequently in the favourable situation of not being susceptible to getting
lost in mental visions or abstract forms of religious mythology of any sort,
let alone any form of distracting theological dispute> — which also became
an important trait in the evolution of the Confucian administrative tradition.

In this favourable and unique sense (which does not deny the court rituals
and the underlying glimpses of ancient spiritual worldviews, but maintains
a more or less agnostic position with regard to the ultimate questions), the
unspeakable process of dao & cannot be conceptualized as such. Yet, it can
be realized indirectly (and only situationally) through the indicative allusions
of the Master (who himself already dwells in — or as — the limitless proces-
suality and oneness of dao). Notably, Confucius and other great Confucian
thinkers, such as Wang Yangming, did not define or explain what dao “is”".
Unlike Socrates, Plato, and others in ancient Greece, they did not pursue a
theoretical path regarding the key terms they used. Any such approaches in
modern Confucian philosophy of the 20" and 21* centuries are influenced by
the reading of Western philosophers, such as Kant, or by the philosophical
classics of Greek antiquity, and others. The words “theoretical” and “theory”
point to a very different origin from that of Confucian thought and its unique
enlightening or pedagogical function.®® Confucius himself did not seek to

55  For a transcultural comparison which deals with the philosophical problem of ineffability in
Neo-Platonism and Neo-Confucianism, cf. Bartosch (2015b, 233-300).

56 There is not sufficient space left in the present text to address this important issue in greater
detail. For a supplementary reference, please consult my extensive and partly comparative
analysis on the topic with regard to Plato’s and Aristotle’s ideas, as well as other notions
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create abstract meanings which were then intended to be transcended into
“higher” intellectual spheres of self-reflection. Such practices would have
been meaningless within these earlier pre-modern Confucian circumstances.

Instead, pre-modern Confucian teachers employed language in a varying and
therefore always contextualizing manner (i.e., in accord with the individual sit-
uations and unique (inter)personal circumstances of their respective students).
This is because they always used their speech to guide the conduct of their
students.” The Confucian situational use of terms might best be understood
as the use of semantic “pointers” or “pointing-rods” (akin to Max Scheler’s
(1874-1928) concept of “Zeigestdbe”). This method simply consists of seman-
tically pointing out (or pointing towards) the right “direction” in the context of
a situation. In the Ming-dynasty context of his time, the Confucian Wang Yang-
ming even alludes to this with regard to Chan f#-Buddhist practices:

Once, there was a Chan master. People came to ask about the Dhar-
ma (of the Buddha). But he just lifted a fly-whisk. One day, his students
hid his whisk. They were curious to know how he would demonstrate
the Dharma. The Chan master was looking for his fly-whisk which he
did not find. He then raised his empty hand into the air. My (remarks on
the ineffable foundation of the) good-knowing (liang zhi K %) (can be
compared to) the demonstration of the Dharma by means of the whisk.
What else could | raise into the air besides this (expression liangzhi 2
F1)? A short while later, another friend asked about the essentials of
the task. Yangming looked down to his side and said: “Where is my fly-
whisk?” Instantaneously, (that which he had alluded to) appeared vividly
to all those sitting around him.>®

and origins of the philosophical use of the word “Bswpia” in Bartosch (2015b, 489-506,
the chapter “Exkurs: Zu Kontexten der cusanischen Theorieauffassung” [“Excursus: On the
Contexts of Cusanus’s Views Regarding Theory.”]). | must emphasize here that Confucius did
not strive to live a theoretical life in a sense that would be comparable to Aristotelian views;
his sayings are not part of a sort of vita contemplativa; nor did he have an analogion to the
Platonic “Bela Bewpia” (“vision of God”) in mind, of course. Moreover, Nicolaus Cusanus’s
(1401-1464) metaphorical philosophical interpretation of Greek “Bewp®” as “I run and see”
is also not suitable to describe the Confucian ways (cf. Bartosch 2015b, 500 and the citation
on page 291). See also Rausch (1982, 21-47). The most important original meaning of the
word “theorist” (Bewpag) is that of an envoy to a religious festival who leaves his polis to “see
the god” (namely, in the sense of a statue in a temple) at another sanctuary or polis. To put it
differently and more bluntly, Confucian rituals are not about a form of self-reflection analo-
gous to visio Dei, and Confucian teachings are not theoretical in the classical Western sense.

57 See Schmidt (2005, 134); Bartosch (2015b, 261).

58 Wang (1933b, 19): “— KN RAY) - JeEH - SRThR - O H —RiERE - 45 H
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This illustrates how a Confucian thinker avoids defining a basic term he uses
in the sense of a fixed or “immovable” meaning:> the foundational level of
the overall and general meaning in this word use remains ineffable; it can
only be alluded to situation-wise. To put this another way, Confucius and his
followers knew that the moral character could only be awakened individual-
ly and from the inside. Wang Yangming was aware of the fact that it would
never be possible to drum the life of the junzi into a student’s xin from the
outside.

In that sense, the wisdom which is the fountainhead of Confucian education
is ineffable and belongs to the field of implicit knowledge. The core insight
of liangzhi K %1, which only emerges out of individual practice as an accom-
panying intuition, is implicit and has to be realized by every student along
their own observer path, so to speak. It is inherently without words. It can be
understood as the situational harmony and overall progression which moves,
generates, and guides everything through everything, integrating all exist-
ence in a constant flow or transformation of the whole of “Heaven, Earth and
the ten thousand things” (tian-di wan wu K & 47).

From a Confucian perspective, learning can be regarded as a gentle ascent to-
wards that ineffable wisdom (another “fly-whisk” would be the word “dao”),
which Confucius also alludes to as “one to permeate everything”. In that con-
text, Confucius asks one of his pupils: “/Ci, you think, | suppose, that | am one
who learns many things and keeps them in memory?’ [The answer was], ‘Yes
— but perhaps it is not so?’ ‘No’, was the answer; [‘| have one to permeate
everything.]’”®® In another passage, the Master says: “[M]y doctrine is that of
an all-pervading unity.”®!

But we can still ask: what does this “one” mean? In principle, “it” cannot be
defined conclusively. “It” is “something” that permanently (in the sense of a
verb) “principles” and is always correcting itself through all the changing oc-
currences of our personal lives, in accord with the constant self-development

SATAEER] - RAAZWIE - TEMHIER - AT - RIERE S LRk
Fl - BRI 2T « JeEE - BIRZEIRE 0K - ?ﬂéﬂ?ﬁ&EU&Tlﬁ HAH ARG - N
E}EF'ﬁli RABRE AR « — H « HAER R R - b dn ik - 4 EW%E%J%K
- ”f%zi*nsi RIEH R ESUER R - & VI8 ﬁﬁT? - DR X
K Fﬁﬂjﬁitﬂ% AR - R AT - —‘H§Y£:l:%‘ SHREAR -

59 This is because there is no such fixed sense, and meanings are created by the use of words.
As such, this usage is always situational.

60 Lunyu FfiEE, “Wei Ling Gong 122 /A", 3: “ [, L LI F AL 2z ZEl? | B, |
RAEEL? | H. TR, F— U»EZ 1 7 (Trans. Legge).

61 Ibid., “LiRen H{"", 15:“ [2T ! HiE—PIEZ. | ” (Trans. Legge).
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and self-modification of each living being’s and each “thing’s” (wu ¥) exclu-
sive situation. One might hint at it by saying that it is the fully realized, per-
manent self-reflection in and as concrete action. In this sense, the obligation
of each human being (as the heart-mind of Heaven-and-Earth) lies in mirror-
ing or self-reflecting the flow of situations in their ever-changing process of
the unfolding of things — permanently and without aberration. With regard
to the inherent aspect of ineffability, Confucius himself states that he would
prefer to convey his teaching without using any words:

The Master said, “lI would prefer not speaking.” Zi Gong said, “If you,
Master, do not speak, what shall we, your disciples, have to record?”
The Master said, “Does Heaven speak? The four seasons pursue their
courses, and all things are continually being produced, but does Heaven
say anything?”®?

In a certain sense, this resonates with the central importance of this topic of
ineffability for another major stream of earlier Chinese thought, emerging
from the Daodejing 1E 4% and the (Book of) Zhuangzi 3. In this tradition
of Philosophical Daoism, dao i& — as the root of all wording and language
— is itself without words and (finite) concepts.®* Wang Bi T 5 (226—249),
however, argued that Confucius’s approach to the ineffability of dao was
more evolved than that of Laozi & - and Zhuangzi . Instead of speaking
about the ineffability of dao, Confucius methodologically embodied the in-
effable fountainhead of all wisdom and transformation.®* While centring his
efforts on the human plane, he thereby constantly manifested that all-per-
vading oneness. It should be noted that Wang Yangming, among others, later
combined Daoist and Chan Buddhist ways of communicating the incommu-
nicability of dao with the understanding of the embodiment of dao in Con-
fucian learning in various ways. On one occasion, Wang Yangming referred
to this later Confucian synthesis or “absorption” of those related Daoist and
Buddhist insights as the da dao Ki# (“Great Way”).5

Wang Yangming thereby even compares or relates the activities in the
sense of his approach to Confucian learning and teaching to acts of

62 Ibid., “Yang Huo BH&”, 19: “FH: [THES. | TEHE: [TUOARFANFMR
5?1 FH: [RAMSER? WRATE BWAES, RMSE5R? | 7 (Trans. Legge).

63 See the first stanza of the Daodejing IEfEAS, 1; alternatively ibid., 41: “WEE M . JoMETHE,
EEH. ” [“Dao—hidden and without name, this dao alone is good at bestowing and
completing.”]

64 See also Yuet (1999, 64); Wagner (1991, 463).

65 See Wang (2006, 1180): “B A\ BRI RYAINE 1. #h. 2. AEB G M, 2 ZiERKiE.
“IREMHEE R ANE, 7
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divination (bushi b #%). In that context, the aforementioned five foundation-
al modalities of holistic learning from the Zhongyong (see part 3) — namely
(1) boxue (“extensive study”), (2) shenwen (“accurate inquiry”), (3) shensi
(“careful reflection”), (4) mingbian (“clear discrimination”), and (5) duxing
(“earnest practice”) — should be understood as fundamental forms of “div-
ination” in a much deeper, symbolic, and extended sense. This implies that
these modalities should be viewed as direct ways of reflecting the ineffable
source of the ever-present transformation of the generative whole of “Heav-
en-and-Earth and the ten thousand things” (tian-di wan wu K EY)). In
this regard, Wang Yangming states:

[Most people] do not know that questions and answers between teach-
ers and friends of the present day, as well as extensive studies, accurate
inquiry, careful reflection, clear discrimination and earnest practice, are
all [acts of] divination [in the sense of “reading”/reflecting dao in the
context of a specific situation].®

Drawing upon these deeper levels of learning and teaching, Confucius him-
self unfolded his personal path of wisdom in such a way that, in every situa-
tion and change of his life, he was able to earnestly state: “I have no course
for which | am predetermined, and no course against which | am predeter-
mined.”®” At this stage of learning, human consciousness is restored to its
utmost clarity and spontaneity, while simultaneously being confronted with
the inherent (philosophical) problem of (in)effability.

Final Remarks and Outlook

Concerning the further internationalization and modern transformation of
Confucian-based practices of learning and self-cultivation, it is necessary to
consider how to connect classical Confucian learning — and the explicit and
implicit modalities of learning and understanding presented in this investiga-
tion — with compatible conceptions of modern Western and other non-West-
ern systems of pedagogy.®® In my view, certain aspects of pre-modern Confu-
cian learning are uniquely suited to help address the problems of the modern
world. The element of ineffability, and the manner in which pre-modern Con-
fucian teachers have dealt with it, remains inspiring. Confucian scholars and

66 Wang (1933b, 12): “AEN4 2 Afi A M2 - 14 - 55RT - i - s - AT - B2 b
ﬁ/zf o
67 Lunyu ifisg, “Wei Zi 71, 8: « [ FRAE A, Ml AT, | ” (Trans. Legge).

68 For a proposal in this regard, see Bartosch (2015b, 427, 522-8).
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practitioners have shown that their way of learning stays open to receiving
and absorbing whatever might provide some means to solve current affairs
or any problems of the day.®°

It seems obvious that our current Information Age will have to be “recharged”
by means of the interpersonal human(e) bonds which naturally “grow out”
of ren 1=; yet, we face the problem that our modern method of education
is mostly fixated on the cultivation of explicit knowledge. We should start
to understand that our technological and informational rationality — and
its artificial extensions — form a rather superficial exterior compared to the
possibilities of deeper forms of holistic, “inter-human(e)” Bildung. It is more
important than ever that humanity learns not to be carried away by techno-
logical reality, by overstimulated senses, or by the results of technologically
enhanced explicit knowledge. Without neglecting the achievements of mo-
dernity, humanity now has the obligation to return to the original — innate
— wisdom of the “heart-mind” (xin (), namely, the symbolic and situation-
al root of an intuitive and situational consciousness which always “finds its
way” by striving for a continuous and humane self-integration in the constant
flow of Heaven-and-Earth and the ten thousand things.

Reviving Confucianism in a new form and adapting it to the needs of the 21+
century, or combining it with modern educational or philosophical concepts,
might help humanity to swim against the stream of entropy amplified by the
technological and scientific revolutions of the last 200 years. Achieving equi-
librium and maintaining an economic, ecological, and social balance should
be the utmost concern of humanity as a whole. In this regard, pre-mod-
ern Confucian learning offers a wealth of valuable insights that have to be
brought into dialogue with the pedagogical and related philosophical tradi-
tions of other ancient civilizations in a future-directed perspective.
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Following the Way of the Ancient
Kings: The Concept of “Learning”
in the Teachings of Ogyu Sorai

Abstract

Ogyu Sorai conceptualizes “learning” as the study of the way of the ancient kings. The
way thus represents the rites, music, penal laws and administrative systems which the
ancient kings established. Making faith in the sages the foundation of learning, Sorai
designates the ancient kings as intermediaries between the ordering activity of heaven
and human society. This article tries to examine some of the implications of such a con-
ceptualization, both for the proposed system of social organization as well as for Sorai’s
own project of elucidating the way.

Keywords: Ogyu Sorai, Tokugawa Confucianism, learning, way of the ancient kings, sages
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Introduction

Ogyl Sorai (1666—1728) is considered one of the most influential Japanese
thinkers of the Edo period (1603-1868) and a sharp critic of Zhu Xi’s School
of Structural Principle. His central works are the two philosophical dictionar-
ies — the Bendo 1! and the Benmei 542 — in which he systematically
discusses a wide variety of classical Confucian concepts: chief among which
is the way of the ancient kings (senné no michi, 4 F 2 1&). This article tries
to examine Sorai’s project based on his concept of “learning” (xue/gaku =) —
firstly from the perspective of the proposed subject, methodology and goals;
and secondly by taking a closer look at some of its ideological and political
implications.

Sorai promotes the study of the way of the ancient kings, which is a creation
of the sages — it is not a natural way. It is the way of governing the people and
bringing peace and stability to the kingdom under heaven. As such it has its
concrete form — the rites, music, penal laws and the administrative systems
(li le xing zheng/reigakukeisei L. %5 TH¥X), which the ancient kings founded.
By following the way, the people are brought to their proper virtues (de/toku
1i). By gaining their proper virtues the people find their place within society.
The societal whole is in turn ordered and made peaceful.

The way is the way of the early kings — but while the kings are many, the
way is always one. Sorai struggles to provide a proper explanation as to how
the one way functions through a myriad of different cultural expressions;
and also how the way is adapted through time. There seems to be no better
approach for him to try to square a variety of traditions with the one true
ordering activity of the way than to assert the extraordinary intelligence of
the sage kings and its wide-ranging influence. The ancient sages are used as a
societal/historical myth — to bridge the gap between the activities of heaven
and human society, while at the same time providing an explanation for the
value of particular cultural expressions over others.

Sorai’s concept of the way of the ancient kings places the way firmly within a
certain historical and cultural context — but the way also possesses universal as-
pects: namely, its ordering activity. By connecting the origin of the way with the
concept of the patterns of heaven — which the sages alone could understand
and convey — Sorai sets reverence (jing/kei %) for heaven (tian/ten X) and
faith (shin 15) in the ancient sages (sheng/sei %£) as the foundations of learning.

1 Distinguishing the Way.
2 Distinguishing Names.
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This article thus tries to examine some of the reasoning for, as well as the
implications of, such a conceptualization of “learning”, for both the system
of social organization that is proposed as well as Sorai’s own project of eluci-
dating the way.

The Way of the Ancient Kings

Sorai’s interpretation of classical Confucian concepts is characterized by a
sharp move away from discussions of personal self-cultivation and in the di-
rection of the social and political. Sorai’s work itself can in a way be con-
sidered political in ambition, though it is first and foremost educational in
nature.

To demonstrate the deeper ideological and political aspects of Sorai’s
concept of “learning”, it is necessary to first explore its proposed subject,
methods and goals. Sorai sets these out in a simple and precise manner, as
follows:

“Learning” refers to studying the way of the ancient kings. The ancient
kings’ way is contained within the Book of Poetry, the Book of History,
the Book of Rites, and the Book of Music. The method of learning should
consist of studying what is in the Books of Poetry, History, Rites, and Mu-
sic, and that is all. These subjects are the “four teachings” or “four arts”.?
The Book of Poetry and the Book of History are repositories of ritual prin-
ciple, the Book of Rites and the Book of Music set out the models for vir-
tue.* Virtue refers to that by which the self is established; ritual principle
refers to what is followed in governing. Studying the Book of Poems, the
Book of History, the Book of Rites, and the Book of Music is sufficient for
educating scholar-knights.®

Possessing extraordinary virtue and intelligence, through which they were
able to follow heaven’s decree (tian ming/tenmei K1), the ancient sages
established the way, which the princes study and the people follow (Ogyi
1974, 219). The act of founding the way is in fact what defines sages — no one

Sorai here quotes from: Liji, Wangzhi.

Sorai here quotes from: Chungiu Zuozhuan, Xi gong ershigi nian.

5  FHE. AT ZIEM. KT, EREELE. W27 RERFELETOR.
e . NFEZ DU, FEEE RN, AR A, FE DL O, 28
F B . WEE AL, L&+ . (Ogyd 1974, 249; Ogyd 2006, 312). In rendering
various parts of the Bendo and the Benmei into English, | lean heavily on the English trans-
lations by John Allen Tucker in Ogyd (2006). To not burden the text with marking how the
translations differ, | provide page references to Tucker’s original translation.
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can reproduce their work and no amount of learning can make the people
of today into sages (ibid., 216). Rather, the goals of education encompass
developing the talents and virtues needed to follow the way that the sages
have already set out.

Studying the way of the ancient kings consists of following what the ancient
kings established, but according to Sorai this itself has now become one of
the central problems, because the sages’ way, as a living transformational
force, has been completely depleted since even the time of Confucius. Con-
fucius — who according to Sorai was himself born in the wrong age to be a
proper founder — nevertheless helped convey the proper teachings through
editing the six classics (Ogyl 1974, 217). The six classics then came to rep-
resent the sole repositories of the way of the ancient kings. Unfortunately,
in time even the proper understanding of ancient words and phrases be-
came lost, and wrong interpretations of the texts thus came to prevail (ibid.,
209-210).

Being a creation of the sages is a key aspect of the way: “The way of the an-
cient kings consists in what the ancient kings formulated. It is not the natural
way of heaven and earth.”®

With the way being a creation, the ultimate standard (ji/kyoku 1) — the fun-
damental standard of what is proper and good —is also wholly defined by the
ancient kings (ibid., 248). Sorai explicitly discards the cosmo-ontological dis-
cussions of his predecessors, and sets the ancient sages as the sole origina-
tors of not only a common system of values and meaning represented in the
way, but also as the originators of the only possibility of a common standard,
and therefore of any common system of value and meaning as such. Sorai
does not believe people can live outside such a system. Through his concep-
tualization of the heart-mind, he identifies the people’s need for a life within
a community — a fundamental natural tendency of the people. While they
can differ from one another greatly and are basically prone to disordered
lives, the people are fundamentally communal:

While natural tendencies of people do differ from person to person, re-
gardless of an individual’s knowledge or ignorance, worthiness or un-
worthiness, all are the same in having heart-minds that mutually love,
nourish, assist, and perfect one another. People are alike in their capaci-
ty to work together and undertake tasks cooperatively. Thus for govern-
ment, we depend on the ruler; for nourishment, we depend on the peo-
ple. Farmers, artisans, and merchants all make a living for themselves by

6 JEziE. JeEpnEl. ERMERZIEN. (Ogyld 1974, 201; Ogyd 2006, 142).
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relying upon each other. One cannot forsake society and live alone in a
deserted land: these are simply people’s natural tendencies.’

People’s natural tendencies are turned towards communal life and cooper-
ation — but they are at the same time disordered and without proper stand-
ards and therefore need to be directed along the way of the ancient kings
— ordered, so that society can be ordered in turn. The way of the ancient
kings brings the people to their proper virtues and in this manner orders and
defines society as a whole. The way encompasses the proper practices and
institutions established by the early kings; while virtues represent what peo-
ple gain by following the way according to their natural tendencies (xing/sei
%), talents and abilities (Ogyd 1974, 212).

The way of the ancient kings possesses an explicit purpose. Sorai writes:
“The way of the ancient kings is the way that provides for the peace of the
kingdom under heaven.”®

Because the way has been lost as a concrete system of common practic-
es, which once held the living transformational and ordering powers of the
sages’ own virtues, and because even the ancient words and phrases are
now misunderstood and wilfully reinterpreted, the project of distinguishing
names must be undertaken —one with a special emphasis on the proper phil-
ological study of ancient words and phrases (kobunjigaku T SCEFE2%) (ibid.,
251). This becomes Sorai’s central project.

Everyone can follow the way, but understanding it is extremely rare (ibid.,
215) — people may thus only follow it according to their capabilities. Knowl-
edge of the way comes from the proper practice of the rites, which happens
through a process of internalization. This is also what “investigating things”
(gewu/kakubutsu ¥$%)) means to Sorai (ibid., 250). By understanding the
names of “the concrete”, the people can practice the way and develop vir-
tues — which then further strengthen the way. Sorai claims the way to be a
“universal way” (ibid., 212) — and thus there are not different ways for rulers
and the ruled — but it is also quite clear that the concept of education for
Sorai is a multi-tiered process: one which is not the same for those who rule
and those who are ruled.

Possessing concrete form, the way is further placed within a definite histori-
cal and cultural context:

7 NTEEEERF. ARMAIBREAY. SHMEMEMEEER 0. BHER/ZAE R,
WEEAE. BEAR. BTEHE. BHEEHE. ARELHEBMIA N2 8.
ANz ME#A9R. (Ogyd 1974, 213; Ogyl 2006, 187).

8 SeEZiE. %R FZIEH. (Ogyd 1974, 200; Ogyd 2006, 139).
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The way is a comprehensive name. It refers to everything that the ancient
kings established, especially the rites, music, penal laws and administra-
tive institutions. The way embraces and designates them all. There is not
something called the “the way” apart from their rites, music, penal laws,
and administrative systems of government.®

The way of the ancient kings is a comprehensive term which combines dif-
ferent aspects of a well-ordered society: the legal, political and cultural. The
penal laws and the administrative system are both part of the way, but in the
Bendé and the Benmei Sorai does not put much emphasis on them. More
than once he emphasizes that even though they represent the legal and the
political aspects of the way, they are not enough to bring about a well-or-
dered society of peace and stability — and neither is learning through lan-
guage alone (Ogyl 1974, 219). The way can only be actualized through rites
and music, which represent its concrete cultural substance.

Unfortunately, Sorai never properly problematizes his own concepts, and in
the Bendo and Benmei remains rather vague about the related rites and mu-
sic as such. He states that the way is one of bringing peace and stability to the
kingdom under heaven — but he never questions what such a peace would
actually entail. A generous reading of his views therefore offers a system in
which people each find their place within the common way according to their
abilities and natural tendencies. A less generous reading offers a well-argued
excuse for a system of strict social hierarchy in a deeply unequal society, not
unlike the Tokugawa shogunate of his time.°

Culture as the Concrete Form of the Way

The way of the ancient kings was created by the sages and encompasses
the rites, music, penal laws and administrative systems that they founded.
The sages established these by properly naming “the concrete”, and thus
enabling the people to follow and finally comprehend the correct practices:

Since humanity was born into the world,** where there has been the
concrete, there have been names.'? Of names, from the start it was
the case that ordinary people coined some of them. Yet these were

9 EFHFHM. PBILBMESLTEEE . Simac . FEBAL IR ENE Tl EE
. (Ogyd 1974, 201; Ogyd 2006, 140).

10 Anachronistic as such criticisms might seem.
11 Sorai quotes from: Mengzi, Liang Huiwang xia.
12 Sorai quotes from: Shijing, Sheng Min.
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only names given to the concrete having form. When it came to the
concrete having no form, because ordinary people could not discern
it, the sages established names for it. Thereafter even ordinary peo-
ple could perceive and comprehend it.:3

Having set the ultimate standard (ji/kyoku), the sages created the way for
people to be brought together from a separate standardless existence and
guided to surpass their natural tendencies through being ordered according
to the way. The names are therefore to be understood for what the sages
put into them — for Sorai they must not be wilfully interpreted (Ogyt 1974,
209-10) or the way cannot be recovered.

To further emphasize that the ancient kings’ way follows no natural law, but
establishes the only proper laws for itself, Sorai maintains that the sages did
not pattern their way on any structural principles, and thus the way cannot
be known through any study of these.

Structural principles are what all affairs and things naturally have. In us-
ing our minds to figure matters, in some [courses of action] we see how
to do what we must and should do, and how to do what we necessarily
should not do. Such calculations involve structural principles. Whoever
wants to do good will indeed see the structural principles for what they
should do and will do it. Whoever wants to do evil also will see the struc-
tural principles for what they should do and will do it. In either case,
our heart-minds see what should be done and we do it. Thus structural
principles offer no fixed standards.*

To Sorai, the structural principles — in offering a way for both the good and
the bad, whichever a person sets their intention to — can offer no fixed stand-
ards for the proper practice of the people, and thus no true foundations for
the way. Sorai even claims that though the sages understood the structural
principles perfectly, they still did not base their way on them (ibid., 245). The
structural principles are therefore not something which needs to be studied,
nor something which can even be understood in a manner that would bene-
fit either those learning or the way itself.

In the same sense Sorai denies that rightness (yi/gi %) is among the virtues

13 EAERDK . AWAEYS . AMAEANAEE. RAMMZAREECD. 22
TEEH. MIE NG E. MEANVELE . R AR AT 70
. (Ogyd 1974, 209; Ogyi 2006, 171).

14 #HE, FYEARAZ. URGOHERE L, AR OUEZ O ER. B
B, LA, IR WA A2 . AR S, IRRIELEZ v A A2 . RO
AT AT At W5 M 2 5 . (Ogyd 1974, 244; Ogyi 2006, 295).
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(ibid., 221) the people can attain. For him rightness, as part of the way of
the ancient kings, is strictly the rightness of the rituals, as prescribed by the
sages — or rather, a set of “ritual principles”. Value and meaning of any kind
cannot be found in what things possess naturally, nor do virtues themselves
originate from people’s natural tendencies or their heart-minds (xin/shin ).
The only common systems of value and meaning, which can actually thrive
in peace and stability, derive from the way of the ancient kings, and only in
relation to such systems can we further speak of virtues.

People usually understand that the rites are those founded by the an-
cient kings, but do not realize that the principles of rightness are the ritu-
al principles of these rites. Because of this, none of their interpretations
of rightness make sense. Now, rightness is best understood as part of the
way. The myriad differences and the myriad distinctions within the rites
each have their rightful place. Therefore, it is said, “Rightness is what is
right”.1>16

Sorai considers ancient debates about people’s natural tendencies (xing/sei)
— whether they are inherently good or not — to be unproductive (Ogyl 1974,
204). Rightness, which gives the basis for standardized value and meaning,
is not something which is internal to people — it belongs to the rites of the
way. Therefore what is proper and right is measured against the way of the
ancient kings. When people follow the way, they gain their respective virtues
— virtues are thus what is gained by the proper directing of people’s natural
tendencies along the way, and what determines each person’s contributions
to it. People differ in their natural tendencies, and so they also differ in the
virtues they are able to complete (ibid.).

Sorai in some ways recognizes that any cultural expression is built on the
foundations of history, and also that the way of the ancient kings cannot be
reduced to either the wholly universal or the wholly particular. On the one
hand the way is seen as something concrete and particular, and on the other
as possessing universal ordering powers.

Bitd Masahide remarks on this in a concise fashion:

In the section on the Way in Benmei, we are told the Way is universal,
but that certain of its aspects change from age to age, and why this is
something only the sages know. [Sorai] is suggesting here that when the

15 Sorai quotes from: Liji, Zhongyong.

16 AZmilA%Tz 4. MAMBIRALTZH. MAMEANEL, BHHEZ .
T2 7. SAFHE. HEEEEN. (Ogyd 1974, 220; Ogyd 2006, 210-1).
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Way is altered to meet the conditions of each age, only its phenome-
nological aspect changes, not its essential substance. In his description,
the Way actually exists as real social institutions — as ritual, music, pun-
ishments, and governing — so it is natural for the Way to change as the
world moves from one age, and from the institutions a sage created to
meet its needs, to another. The sages, however, are plural, while the
Way, as Sorai describes it, is presumably singular. Nowhere is there even
the slightest hint that there are a variety of Ways. Rather, he notes re-
peatedly, as he does in the section on learning in the Benmei, that the
Way is always the same, past and present. (Bitdo 1978, 154-5)

The way draws its essential substance from its ordering power and purpose,
since it is the way which provides for peace and stability for the kingdom
under heaven. Such a purpose then also becomes the central measure of the
proper way — the proper way is such that it brings peace and stability. With
regard to how the different cultural expressions of the way would exist and
have this universal effect, and how even then there can be no such way ex-
cept that of the ancient kings, Sorai remains vague.'’ In the same manner, he
does not provide any clear means of adapting the way to the present time. As
the system was set out by the sages — who were people of the most extraor-
dinary intelligence — it cannot be adapted in any meaningful way without the
hand of another sage, whose coming remains a mystery.

This then leaves Sorai with the task of trying to explain why the ancient
Chinese kings’ way is the one way to bring peace to all under heaven — a
task which many Edo period scholars tried their hand at through numerous
different approaches.'® Sorai’s own approach is not to try and overwrite the
Chinese cultural specifics of the way, like some other scholars of the period,
but rather to claim that while the way does indeed come from the ancient
kings of China, their influence was far reaching and left its mark on ancient
Japan as well. Some of the traces of the way, which may have already been
lost in contemporary China, might therefore have been better preserved in
Japan.®

This of course does not solve the stated problem in any meaningful fash-
ion, and only seems to produce further ideological burdens. In the end Sorai

17 Sorai goes only as far as to say neither the east nor the west ever produced sages—only the
Middle Kingdom. (Ogyu 1974, 256).

18 For a study of this, see Wildman Nakai (1980).

19 Ibid. Itis also notable that the reason given is that Japan does not possess such original think-
ers as China, and thus the way would have been left in its primitive (and proper) state in the
former.
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turns to a different solution — one that is very well described by Kate Wild-
man Nakai:

Might not one conclude that the Tokugawa thinkers considered here,
faced with a set of contradictions that offered no ready prospect of di-
alectical resolution, chose both consciously and unconsciously to deal
with them as such, to regard the world as a series of fractured truths,
each absolute only within its own sphere? To live it was necessary to
make a commitment, take a stance; as Sorai says, to make up one’s mind
on the basis of faith. But it was also necessary simultaneously to recog-
nize, on another level, that there are no true absolutes, only a contradic-
tory multiplicity of apparent ones. (Wildman Nakai 1980, 198-9)

Sorai sets faith in the sages as the foundation of learning, and while this
offers a certain powerful insight into the nature of any common system of
value and meaning — that in some ways it is always based on an implicit faith
in the value of participation — it also brings with it certain ideological and
political considerations, which should be further explored.

Faith in the Sages and the Reverence of Heaven

“Learning” means studying the ancient kings’ way, and adhering to their
standards. There is no natural law on which the way is based — yet to affirm
that the way of the sages and it alone possesses not only its unique com-
mon-value-and-meaning giving space, but also its proper ordering powers,
Sorai does assert that the authority of the sages comes from the special rela-
tionship they had with heaven.

Culture (bun) is the reason that the way acquired a form and name.
Now, what is in the heavens, the sages called patterns (bun). What
is in the earth was called structural principle. The great origin of the
way emerged from heaven. Indeed, the ancient sage kings of an-
tiquity founded the way by modelling it on heaven. For this reason,
they provided the way with form as brilliant rites and music. Thus
these are referred to as culture.®

Sorai conceptualizes heaven as the origin of all ordering activity, and connects
it closely with the concept of the Lord on High (di/tei #7) — the concept of
both the absolute ancestral presence and the absolute ruler. Sorai describes
the relationship between the sages and heaven both in its epistemological

20 F. FrLUIREM Az . BEKRE . EHER, E2 KEHA K. HRBEEER
. WO AR EALIRIR . R ZFE . (Ogyd 1974, 151; Ogyd 2006, 322).
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and religious dimensions — the sages possessed both special insight into
heaven’s decree as well as perfect reverence of heaven itself. In this sense,
their work was unique: they named the formless, overcame the standardless
and brought to the people the cultural essence of the way, through which
they may complete their proper virtues. And in this light, Sorai’s insistence
that the work of the sages cannot be reproduced can also perhaps be under-
stood better.

Furthermore, Sorai’s concept of heaven possesses yet another key character-
istic — being fundamentally unfathomable.

Heaven cannot be fathomed. For this reason the ancient classics state,
“Heaven’s decree is not constant” and “The decree is not constant”. The
ancient sages perfectly worshiped, revered, and stood in awe of it without
cease. In doing so, they expressed the utmost reverence in relation to it.
They did this precisely because they were not able to fathom heaven.?

Heaven being unfathomable, even the sages themselves could not under-
stand it in an exhaustive way — they could only appreciate and revere it.
Possessing perfect virtue, they were able to model themselves on heaven’s
activity — to model their ordering activity on the ordering activity of heaven.
Heaven’s activity is itself not based on law, but is instead the activity of an
absolute ruler. Rather than being understood, heaven is to be revered: the
first ritual principle of the way itself becomes the reverence of the unknow-
able, whose activity is only ever properly appreciated in following the way.
As the sages have brought forth value and meaning through revering the un-
fathomable, such value and meaning can, with the sages gone, now only be
reproduced through proper reverence. The sages represent a looming histor-
ical/societal myth, but one that in Sorai’s formulation actually loses most of
its living dimensions, although very much present in classical Confucianism.

Here Sorai, who supposedly values rites and music above legal and adminis-
trative systems, in fact comes across as possibly manipulative in a way that
classical Confucianism was not. Bitd Masahide offers a pointed critique on
this point:

There is no question that the idea of instructing the people by means of
“ritual” or “ritual and music” occurs in classical Confucianism. Instruc-
tion by ritual though usually refers to ritual’s encouraging a moral aware-
ness in men. It does not mean that ritual is to be used to induce men,

21 HREW. AABMAEE R, WERGEE. HEaAhFE. d2BEAN. KSR
HiE, HREEEH. DHATMHANME. (Ogyd 1974, 235; Ogyd 2006, 264).
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through manipulation of their collective mentality, to act in a specific
manner. (Bito 1978, 158)

The sages stand as the brilliant forefathers, who could name the formless and
make comprehensible what the people could otherwise not comprehend,
but the sages-as-intermediaries, being gone from the world, now also turn
into a barrier between contemporary people and heaven’s activity itself. The
sages’ way is the proper way for rulers to model themselves after, and the
only way for the people to be brought to their proper virtues. The ultimate
standards belong to the special relationship sages had with heaven — one,
which can now no longer be replicated in its epistemological dimensions, but
only in its religious ones.

This of course also carries with it certain political implications. The sages are
not only people of a special higher intelligence, they are as a rule also the
leaders of antiquity —and as such are the models for the rulers of today. Their
way is the way, which defines the ultimate standard. When the ruler and the
ruled both work in service of the way, there can be no real questioning of a
ruler’s authority without also questioning the way and the sages. Because
the origin of a ruler’s authority is unfathomable and unassailable — the ruler
being the one who is carrying out the rites of the way — a person would have
to be a sage to actually question the ruler. The practical implications of this
are that the ruler rules (with reverence) and the people follow (with rever-
ence). Learning is no longer a noble path of rising above one’s station in life
— it is a way to properly conform.

It is thus no coincidence that Sorai’s own project in some ways falls victim to
his concepts. The strict adherence to the scriptural integrity of the ancient
classics as the sole repositories of the way of the ancient kings brings with
it an unpleasant undercurrent in Sorai’s work, which John Allen Tucker de-
scribes as authoritarian:

Sorai’s reconceptualization [...] was based upon his presumed insights into
the nature of meaning, and was meant to achieve nothing less than the re-
covery of the way and, thereby, realization of the grounds for possibility of
a peaceful and stable, well-ordered realm in which all could achieve their
innate capacities. While the latter was an undeniably humanitarian ambi-
tion, Sorai’s system of meaning announced in the Bendé and Benmei was
also intensely authoritarian, adamantly turning against the semantically
liberal and innovative tendencies that had earlier developed in association
with the genre [of philosophical lexicography]. (Ogyl 2006, 15)
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Conclusion

Sorai sets faith in the sages as the foundation of learning. While this seems
to solve some of his ideological problems, it at the same time produces impli-
cations which reverberate throughout his whole system, coming in the end
to dominate even his own project of semantic research. While Sorai’s project
is most definitely a work of seminal importance — and one which offers a
powerful insight into the ways societies are constructed on ideological foun-
dations —it cannot escape the impression that in important ways it ultimately
reveals just as much by what it manages to say as by what it fails to say.

And while at first glance Sorai’s teachings bring forth a humanitarian project
of reclaiming the way of the ancient kings and bringing peace and stability
to the realm under heaven, a study of some of his concepts — with knowl-
edge and learning chief among them — can also paint a different picture: of
a somewhat dishonest epistemological doctrine, which yet again reinforces
the parts of the Confucian legacy which most aim to uphold the deep ine-
qualities of its patriarchal hierarchies.
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A Vietnamese Reading of the
Master’s Classic: Pham Nguyén Du’s
Humble Comments on the Analects
as an Example of Transformative
Learning'

Abstract

Pham Nguyén Du’s influential text Humble Comments on the Analects (Ludn Ngi¥ Ngu An
aE %) is an outstanding example of a Vietnamese adaptation and reworking of an
East Asian intellectual tradition. In organizing his work, Pham departed from convention
by rearranging the extant chapters of the Analects into four “books”: “Sage” (Thdnh®g),
“Learning” (Hoc &), “Official” (57 11:), and “Politics” (Chinh ¥Z). Moreover, Pham placed

1 This research is funded by Vietnam National University Ho Chi Minh City (VNU-HCM) under
grant number (C2015-18b-05)/HD-KHCN.
The author’s sincere thanks go to two anonymous reviewers whose comments and sugges-
tions greatly helped to improve the paper’s quality. The author also would like to extend his
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particular emphasis on the “Learning” book, and thus underscored his contention that
the classic text was especially relevant and meaningful to 18-century Vietnam. This
paper attempts to read Pham’s work in the contexts of both Confucian tradition and con-
temporary education. First, it examines Pham’s composition of the Humble Comments
based on Jack Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning. Pham’s writing process in
this work presents a fascinating case of transformative learning, in which the author
questions received assumptions about the world and himself, puts forward new prop-
ositions, and elaborates these via an original reading of a classic. Through the analysis
of Pham Nguyé&n Du’s life and his preface to the Humble Comments, one can also gain a
better view of the Vietnamese reception of Zhu Xi’s Neo-Confucianism, and more par-
ticularly, of Zhu’s dictum of “learning for the sake of one’s self” (weiji zhi xue 2 C..2 ).
Lastly, this dictum will be reappraised to show its validity in contemporary educational
contexts.

Keywords: Sage, learning for the sake of one’s self, transformative learning, civil service
examination, kunzhi (acquiring true knowledge from predicaments)

Introduction

Although much ink has been spilled on the subject of Confucianism in early
modern Vietnam, many aspects of this important topic remain poorly un-
derstood. How did Vietnamese literati receive and adapt Neo-Confucianism?
How were the Confucian classics read to meet the particular needs of Viet-
namese intellectuals living in a society structured by civil service examina-
tions? What do the lives and careers of individual Viethamese Confucians
reveal about the broader picture of Confucian practices in Vietnam?

In this paper, | consider these questions by examining the career of Pham
Nguyén Du il (1739-1786) and his Humble Comments on the Analects
(Ludn Ngi¥ Ngu An FiiE B 4%, hereafter Humble Comments), a commentary
on Zhu Xi’s Neo-Confucian thought. | contend that Pham’s life and his compo-
sition of the Humble Comments can be analysed as a form of transformative
learning. As first defined by Jack Mezirow (1923—-2014) in the middle of the
1970s and then developed by other scholars, the theory of transformative
learning has become popular in North America, and is “gaining the interest
of scholars in Europe, Asia, and Africa” (Jarvis 2012, 201). The application
of transformative learning theory to the case of Pham’s life and his Humble
Comments allows a better understanding of his intellectual evolution and
distinctive understanding of the Confucian dictum of “learning for the sake
of one’s self”. This paper begins with an overview of transformative learning
theory, followed by a brief biography of Pham Nguyén Du. As we examine the
Humble Comments, traces of Zhu Xi’s Collected Comments on the Analects
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(Lunyu jizhu FaaE5ETE, hereafter Collected Comments) become observable,
providing us with an example of the Vietnamese reception of Neo-Confu-
cianism. This paper will make the case for the Humble Comments as an in-
stance of transformative learning, as reflected in Pham’s struggles to escape
his intellectual and social predicaments and gain true knowledge. Finally, the
Confucian dictum of “learning for the sake of one’s self”, as advocated in the
Humble Comments, will be reappraised to indicate its validity in the context
of contemporary education.

“Transformative Learning” — An Overview

The theory of “perspective transformation” was first put forward in 1975 by
Jack Mezirow, an American sociologist and professor of adult and continuing
education (Jarvis 2012, xiii). Mezirow was inspired in part by the experiences
of his wife, Edee, who returned to school as an adult (Lawrence 2015, 1).
Mezirow’s framework would later be developed into what is now known as
transformative learning, a theory of why and how human beings persistent-
ly struggle to better comprehend their world and cultivate a more critical
outlook.

“Frame of reference” is a foundational concept in the theory of transforma-
tive learning. This term has been defined as “the meaning structures of as-
sumptions and expectations that frame an individual’s tacit points of view
and influence their thinking, beliefs, and actions”. Each frame of reference
has two dimensions, known as “habits of mind” and “points of view”. Un-
derstood as habitual means of thinking, feeling, and acting effected by cul-
tural, political, social, educational, and economic assumptions about the
world of the subject, habits of mind can turn into a person’s viewpoints, or
in other words, they “get expressed in a specific point of view” (Jarvis 2012,
196). Transformative learning has been defined by Mezirow and others as a
process “leading to a deep shift in perspective during which habits of mind
become more open, more permeable, more discriminating, and better jus-
tified” (Cranton 2006 in Kroth 2014, 3). The deep shift in question is also
known as a perspective transformation, or paradigmatic shift, and this often
proceeds

..[T]hrough a series of cumulative transformed meaning schemes or as a
result of an acute personal or social crisis, for example, a natural disaster,
the death of a significant other, divorce, a debilitating accident, war, job
loss, or retirement. (Taylor 2008, 6)
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Going beyond the initial experiences that Mezirow observed through the
specific case of women’s re-entry programs in community college, the per-
spective transformation is clearly “not limited to women and appears even
in traditional cultures characterized by Gemeinschaft social relationships”
(Mezirow 1978, 55). Scholars in the field have also pointed out that trans-
formative learning can take place in any situation in which adults are learn-
ing, including “formal settings, informal settings, and in independent, auto-
didactic settings” (Kroth 2014, xv). Moreover, transformative learning is not
exclusively a form of individual learning, as it can also include group learning
processes and certain forms of social change (Jarvis 2012, 201).

Mezirow’s well-known “ten phases of transformative learning” are summa-
rized in the chart below.

Table 1: Mezirow’s Ten Phases of Transformative Learning
(Adapted from Kitchenham 2008, 105).

Phase 1 | Adisorienting dilemma

Phase 2 | A self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame

Phase 3 | A critical assessment of epistemic, sociocultural, or psychic assumptions

Phase 4 | Recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are
shared and that others have negotiated a similar change

Phase 5 | Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions

Phase 6 | Planning of a course of action

Phase 7 | Acquisition of knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans

Phase 8 | Provisional trying of new roles

Phase 9 | Building of competence and self-confidence in new roles and relation-
ships

Phase 10 | A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s
perspective

As these ten phases are well suited to Pham Nguyé&n Du’s life and his composition
of the Humble Comments, they are employed as an interpretive tool to present
the development of Pham’s thoughts. In its turn, Pham’s case can serve as an
exemplary narrative to be added to the repertoire of stories of transformative
learning.

Using the ten phases listed in this chart, a careful analysis of Pham’s life and his
preface to the Humble Comments illuminates the process of reception and ad-
aptation of Zhu Xi’s Neo-Confucianism in 18"-century Vietnam in general, and
Pham’s transformative learning process in particular.
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Pham Nguyén Du: A Widower Confucian in
18*-Century Civil-war Torn Dai Viét

Pham Nguyén Du JGBefi lived in a time of chaos and civil strife. He was born
and grew up in the divided kingdom of Dai Viét, which had split into rival
northern and southern realms during the 17% century. Over the course of his
life, Dai Viét would be torn by rebellions and civil war, culminating eventually
in the conflagration known as the Tay Son wars (1771-1802). As an intellec-
tual living amid war and political and social upheaval, Pham Nguyén Du i1 ¢
{fc was a Confucian who longed for an imagined earlier golden age of peace
and order.

Originally from Nghé An (a province in today’s central Vietnam, known for
its intellectual traditions as well as the rebellious spirit of its residents),
Pham Nguyén Du was first known as Pham Huy Khiém JU#55k; he later
used the names Hiéu Durc 4f1% and Dudng Hién T, while often writing
under the literary name of Thach Pdong f17lil. Renowned for his cleverness
as a youth, Pham was recruited to serve in the Imperial Diary Office of the
L&-Trinh Z2EF Court, which ruled the northern realm of Dang Ngoai (literal-
ly “outer region”). Pham passed the Metropolitan Examination in the 40th
year of the reign of Canh Hung i (1779), when he was 40 years old,
and was promoted to the Hanlin Academy and Historiography Institute.?
A loyalist to the Restored Lé dynasty, Pham considered all anti-Lé-dynas-
ty powers (including the leaders of the Tay Son uprising) to be usurpers,
and maintained this conviction despite considerable evidence that the Lé
dynasty was corrupt and in decline. According to the Records on Nghé An
(Nghé An ky X "Z*5t) and Comprehensive Study of the Metropolitan Grad-
uates through the Dynasties (Lich triéu ddng khoa bj khdo & FHiE #5),
Pham was serving as the official in charge of Nghé An province in 1786
when he learned that the Tay Son had seized Phu Xuan, the capital of Dang
Ngoai’s southern rival. Faced with this alarming news, he left for Thanh
Chuong-Nam ban, intending to recruit soldiers to fight against the Tay Son.
But he fell ill and died before he could put his defence plans into action
(this brief biography of Pham Nguyén Du is based on “Pham Nguyén Du and
His Records of a Broken Heart” in Pham 2001, 5-6).

Beyond socio-political events, Pham’s worldview was deeply affected by
personal tragedy. In 1772, while serving in the Ministry of Personnel,

2 In his preface to the Humble Comments on the Analects, Pham also indicated that he was
reinstated into the Hanlin Academy as commissioner in 1778.
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Pham received the sad news that his wife of 13 years, Nguyén Thj DPoan
Huong be o lim 2y, had passed away at the age of 29. Just sixteen years old
at the time of her wedding, Poan Huong joined Pham in a marriage that
was happy but often interrupted by his civil service duties. The death of
Pham’s wife was a devastating loss, and grief-stricken, he mourned her
with 14 eulogies, 49 parallel couplets, and 34 sorrowful poems. These
writings were later arranged chronologically in a collection titled Records
of a Broken Heart (Poan trudng luc EiiEk) (ibid., 2001, 38-39). This col-
lection reveals much about Pham’s emotional inner life; yet it also reflects
his thoughts about learning and the purposes of knowledge. On the heels
of this personal tragedy, Pham also underwent an intellectual crisis that
would change him forever. Rereading the Analects and writing a commen-
tary on it apparently helped Pham to reorganize his life around the goal of
Confucian enlightenment, and to overcome the above-mentioned difficul-
ties standing in his way.

The Humble Comments on the Analects and Zhu Xi’s
Collected Comments

Pham Nguyén Du wrote the Humble Comments on the Analects® between
1778 and 1780, while serving as a court official. The connection between
his work and Zhu Xi’s Collected Comments (Lunyu jizhu FiefE5F) is shown
in the title of Pham’s text. Pham was obviously familiar with Zhu’s Collect-
ed Comments, as he mentioned it in his description of the composition of
his Humble Comments. “At first | read the main text until becoming inti-
mately familiar with it”, he wrote, “then [I] elaborately examined the Col-
lected Commentaries, and later carefully went through other Confucians’
explanations” (Pham Nguyén Du’s “Preface” to the Humble Comments).
Pham’s attitude toward Zhu Xi’s work is consistent with the Confucian
notion of “Study of Principle” (Lixue E£%), as practised by Lé dynasty lit-
erati in 18™-century Vietnam (Zhang 2008, 22-26). In his Collected Com-
ments, Zhu employed the phrase “humble comment” (yu’an E4%) about
20 times in total throughout the work when introducing his commentar-
ies on specific chapters of the Analects (Chinese Text Project). By borrow-
ing this phrase, Pham was indicating his admiration and intellectual debt
to Zhu Xi’'s Neo-Confucian philosophy. At the same time, however, the

3 For its analyses, the paper relies on the handwritten copy preserved in the Institute of Han-
Nom Studies (Hanoi), call number VHV 349/1-2, reproduced as Pham (2011), and as part of
Pham (2013, 817-1001).
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Humble Comments’ distinctive attempt to re-interpret Zhu Xi’s ideas can be
glimpsed in Pham’s annotations to the original text, and especially in the
unusual organizational structure he adopted.

After carefully studying every chapter of the Analects in its extant form,
Pham decided to take another step in his autodidactic process: writing com-
ments on the classic. But instead of following the original work’s structure,
Pham radically changed the way the chapters were originally arranged. He
explained this as follows:

At the risk of being too bold, | have classified its chapters into categories
for convenient review. [Based on my classification] the work generally
has four books, twenty-three categories, and 493 chapters. In each chap-
ter, my “humble comments” are added below the original main text.
Thus, | have named this work Humble Comments on the Analects.

By reorganizing the Analects into four books called “Sage” (Sheng IE),
“Learning” (Xue £2%), “Official” (Shi f1:), and “Politics” (Zheng %), the Hum-
ble Comments signalled its author’s intent to seek new interpretive insights
from the classical text. The relationship between these four books has been
construed by modern Vietnamese scholars as an attempt to emphasize the
dictum of “Sageliness within, kingliness without” (neisheng waiwang WNE2
7L E) (Pinh 2012, 459-60). The dictum stands as an expression of the Con-
fucian principle of self-cultivation (Zhang 2008; Chu 2009, 47), and Con-
fucian literati can only take office and assume their social responsibilities
based on this foundation. Pham proceeded to break down each of the four
topics into sub-topics to further explore a wide array of issues present-
ed through the chapters that record both the Master’s and his disciples’
words. The chart below summarizes the resulting organizational structure
of the Humble Comments.
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Table 2: The Structure of the Humble Comments on the Analects by Pham

Nguyén Du.
Book Category Number
of
Chapters
Knowledge (Hoc van £:[]) 7
Dignified Manner (Uy nghi &%) 7
Sage / Thénh & Residing, Dressing and Eating (Cu x{, phuc thuc J& & 9
(105 chapters i)
total) Coping with human affairs and being exemplary to 30
people (Ung sw pham vat JEEFF47)
Dealing with Changes/Disasters (X(r bién Jiz5%) 7
Judging people (ThG nhan BLA) 26
Talking about Sages (Thuyét thanh 77 &) 8
Commenting on Sages (Nghi thanh 7% ) 10
Appendix: Disciples’ Records of the Transmission of 1
the Way through Sages (Mon nhan ky quan thanh dao
théng I NFCHEEETESR)
Extension of Knowledge 1 (Tri tri (%) 28
Extension of Knowledge 2 27
Appendix: Disciples’ sayings (Mon nhan ngon 1A &) 3
Learning / Hoc | Practising with vigour 1 (Lyc hanh 7J17) 39
£ (202 chap- Practising with vigour 2 39
tersitotal) Practising with vigour 3 19
Appendices:
Disciples’ sayings 19
Disciples’ records (Mon nhan ky ' A zC) 1
Filial and fraternal (Higu d& 2% 3) 10
Appendix: Disciples’ sayings
Social intercourse (Giao t& 3ZF%)
Appendices:
Disciples’ sayings 5
Disciples’ writings for their students 1




A Vietnamese Reading of the Master’s Classic

Book Category Number
of

Chapters

Ethically Res- Upper ethically responsible scholar/Official (Thwgng st 11

ponsible Scho- | /1)

lar or Official / | \pigdie ethically responsible scholar/Official (Trung st 18

Sift: (45 chap- £t

ters total)

Appendix: Disciples’ sayings

Lower ethically responsible scholar/Official (Ha si T {1)
Appendix: Disciples’ records

Self-rectifying (Chinh ky 1EC) 25
Observing people 1 (Quan nhan i \) 28
Politics / Chinh Obser e 2 28
F{ (141 chap- serving people a
ters total) Ritual and music (L& nhac & 4%) 28
Appendices:
Disciples’ sayings 1
Disciples’ records 1
Governing people (LAm dan F& Q) 27
Appendices:
Disciples’ sayings 1
Disciples’ records 2

At the end of each “book”, Pham Nguy&n Du summarized his thoughts on
the focal topic in a section called “General Statements” (T6ng thuyét i
Z).* Because of the central importance of these statements to the over-
all goals of the Humble Comments, some discussion of each of them is in
order.

In his “General Statements on the Sage”, Pham recapitulated the line of argu-
mentation in the Book of Sage in three main points. First, he emphasized that
the image of the Sage reassembled and reconstructed from various chap-
ters of the Analects was a model worthy of emulation. Second, although the
Sage had lived thousands of years earlier, Pham believed that he remained

4 For the original texts of the four “General Statements”, see Appendix B at the end of the
paper.
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accessible to contemporary readers thanks to his recorded words. Last but
not least, Pham maintained that learning the Way of the Sage was indispen-
sable, because it was both cosmologically immense and humanly pragmatic.
For Pham, this dual quality of the Way — its simultaneous relevance to the
entire universe and to the everyday reality of human beings — was precisely
what made it so appealing as a model:

This Book solemnly selects factual records of the auspiciously virtuous
Sage from the Analects. There are one hundred and five chapters, clas-
sified into four volumes, by which [the commentator] wants his readers
to submissively respect and admire the Sage as if he majestically comes
out before [them]. Admiring [the Sage] from a distance, one will have an
object worthy of honour; getting closer to him, one will have an object to
model after. One’s heart-and-mind relies on and turns towards [the Sage]
as if a traveller has his home, an archer has his target; as if artisans look
around and respectfully listen to their grand master, or as if the myriad
beings all together gaze at and simultaneously are supported by the sun
and moon, heaven and earth. Neither distracting thoughts nor wishful
thinking dare to germinate; nor does one dare to rush to wrong paths or
heresies. Alas! Being born a few thousand years later, as for those who
pursue the Sage’s remaining words, the superior direct their thought to
the mysterious, seeking the help of Confucianism [as a medium] to enter
Chan (Zen) Buddhism;® the inferior feel content with their official salary,
flowing into the degradation without knowing it. Who knows the refined
of the Way of the Sage can match with the movements of the limitless
and the supreme ultimate, and its unrefined does not go beyond the
tangibility of the daily common sense, ritual and music, criminal law and
government decrees. The far expansion of the Way spreads over the
endless space of the past and present universe, but its near range dwells
within the scope of [human activities, such as] coming-in or going-out,
actions, eating and drinking.

By positioning the Book of Learning after his discussion of the Sage, Pham
continued his discourse on the model of the Sage, drawing readers’ atten-
tion to what he saw as its defining feature. By modelling oneself on the
Sage, Pham argued, one was acting not simply to improve and complete
one’s own learning, but also to improve and complete the learning under-
taken by others. Pham’s “General Statements on Learning” reads in part:

5 Thisreminds us of the relationship between Chan (Zen) Buddhism and Song Neo-Confucianism.
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(...) [One should remember] three points on which Zengzi examined him-
self,? and four things that Yan Yuan avoided when subduing his self;” [these
points are:] preserve what you have attained, and pursue what you have
not yet been able to achieve; polish and cleanse your heart-and-mind;
[and], socialize with humanity to approach what is called “Uprightness”.
Alas! At present in responding to humans and other beings, there is noth-
ing other than the constancy of daily moral human relations. What we have
on the pages is the heritage of the Master, and all are the instructions to
practice the knowledge one has earned. From admiring the Worthy to ad-
miring the Sage, from completing one’s self to completing other human be-
ings — Confucians’ learning is completely comprehensive. (Emphasis mine)

For Pham, the concept of learning flowed naturally into the idea of eth-
ical and responsible service to society, since serving as an official allowed
one to move from self-improvement to facilitating other people’s efforts at
self-improvement. In The Book of the Official, Pham analysed the ideograph-
ic content of the Chinese character for “official”, noting that its two integral
components, “scholar” and “human”, constitute the two poles that serve to
define the essential meaning of official service. In Pham’s words, “without
being ‘scholar’ and ‘human’, it is truly impossible to be an ‘official.””® To be a
good official, moreover, one must constantly strive for self-cultivation. Below
is an excerpt from the “General Statements on the Official”:

If directing one’s aspiration to the upper rank, one may end up in the
middle one; if directing one’s aspiration to the middle rank, one unavoid-
ably attains the lower; moreover, if setting one’s aspiration to the lower,
how can one practice the obligations of the subject, acting according to
the humane way, and moving within heaven and earth?

Having linked self-cultivation to the ideal of ethical service, Pham turned in his
fourth and final book to the discussion of “politics”, or the actual practices of
governance. For Pham, the ideal of the self-cultivated official was linked to two

6 Zengzi YT said, “Every day | examine myself on three points: whether if | may have been
unfaithful when transacting business for others; whether if | may have been insincere when
interacting with friends; and whether if | may have not practised what | have learned” (Ana-
lects, “Xue er”).

7 When Yan Yuan EHil asked about benevolence, the Master said, “To subdue one’s self and
return to propriety” (keji fuli 7. C.#845). Yan ventured to ask about the steps of the process.
The Master responded, “Do not look at what is inappropriate to propriety; do not listen to
what is inappropriate to propriety; do not speak what is inappropriate to propriety; and do
not take any action that is inappropriate to propriety” (Analects, “Yan Yuan”).

8 Theoriginalreads: K [ff] 4 [41 #¢ TAL . ZHIELIEN, AL LF A,
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other Confucian concepts: the notion of rectification, and the idea of govern-
ing according to “the Mean”. Here he offered his own gloss on the well-known
claim put forward in the Analects that “to govern is to rectify” (“Yan Yuan” £H
i, 12: 17).° For Pham, the goal of “rectifying” the practices of a state or royal
court to bring them into line with Confucian principles could only be realized if
the officials involved were truly committed to their own rectification through
self-improvement. As Pham put it in his “General Statement on Politics”:

The Book of Politics collects the great teachings of the Sage as well as
his disciples’ sayings and records regarding politics, one hundred and
forty-one (141) chapters in total. Based on the meaning of each chapter,
this book classifies them into four categories, “Self-rectifying”, “Observ-
ing people”, “Ritual and Music”, and “Governing people”. On the basis of
the idea “to govern is to rectify”, the immensity of politics is contained
within these four categories, and is rooted in the rectification of the self.
Hence, all sagely kings of the ancient past who were “discriminating, uni-
form in the pursuit of the rightness, and sincerely holding fast the Mean”
took self-rectification as the foundation of justification.

Regarding the present structure of the Analects simply as the result of ran-
domly collected and diverse written records by and on the Sage into seem-
ingly casually named books that, in general, did not mean much to readers,
Pham Nguyén Du took it upon himself to rearrange and classify the chapters
into specific topics that would have maximum benefit for the learning pur-
poses of the readers. In this way, Pham aimed to make his reorganization of
the Analects serve and underscore his emphasis on the primacy of self-culti-
vation and “learning for the sake of one’s self”:

Do contemporary readers of the Analects essentially want to search for
the Sage’s instructions, being absorbed in contemplation [of them], ex-
periencing them for themselves, applying them in the universe in order
to pursue the [ideal of] “learning for one’s self”? Or do they necessarily
want to base themselves on the [current] order of books and chapters,
trying to figure out some meanings from this meaningless order, while
getting bogged down in its tiny details? If people wish to explore the
sage’s instructions by contemplating and quietly appreciating them, by
experiencing them within their own bodies, and by applying them in
practice in order to pursue the “Learning for the sake of one’s self”, then
they should understand this work as an effort at self-teaching, undertak-
en by me, Thach Béng.

9  The original reads: (¥, 1EtH,
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Pham’s rearrangement of the Analects’ chapters into specific topics proved
influential. By the early 20™ century, the use of the Romanized alphabetic
script as a method of writing Viethamese had largely displaced the Chinese
writing system in Vietnam. To preserve “traditional” values against Western
influence, Confucian classics were progressively translated into Vietnamese
by the means of the Romanized script. In 1922, the Analects was translated
for the first time into Vietnamese and printed in Romanized script by the
translator Duong Ba Trac (1884-1944). An anti-colonialist Confucian edu-
cator and one of the co-founders of the Free School of Tonkin (Béng Kinh
Nghia Thuc B HLFE%A), Duong B4 Trac followed in the footsteps of Pham
Nguyén Du when classifying the chapters into categories. (Duong 1922). Five
years later (1927), Lwong Van Can (1854—-1927), also a co-founder of the Free
School of Tonkin, produced his own translation of the classic, and classified
its chapters into sixteen categories (On 1927). Thus, the creative and criti-
cal rearrangement/classification model set by Pham Nguyén Du for the Ana-
lects in the 18 century lived on through the practice of a later generation of
scholars in early 20"-century Vietnam. To understand the enduring appeal of
this model, a closer investigation of Pham’s text is in order — especially those
parts of it which suggest the author’s transformative learning approach.

The Humble Comments as an Example of
Transformative Learning

In lieu of a thorough analysis of the entire Humble Comments, this paper will
focus on Pham’s preface. As we will see, this part of the text can be viewed as
Pham’s attempt to mix autobiography with Vietnamese Confucian discours-
es. Understood in this light, the preface can tell us a great deal about Pham’s
transformative learning process.

Pham opened his preface by recalling the negative impacts of the pressure
of preparing for the civil service examination as a teenager. The examination
system was often considered a means for people to climb the ladder of suc-
cess, bringing honour and wealth not only to the successful candidate, but
also to his relatives. For Pham, this state of affairs placed enormous strain on
exam candidates. In a later poem, he recalled encountering an entourage of
seven boats carrying the relatives of a high-ranking official, and noted that
“When a man is appointed as Minister Duke, a hundred of his people are
honoured — All are begotten under our Confucian ink brush” (Pham 2001,
132-4). The pressure to succeed through the examination was thus put on
men’s shoulders very early in their childhood, and Pham was no exception.
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Although he read the Analects during his early adolescence, Pham confessed
that his initial reading of the classic was very superficial, as he concentrated
mainly on “the sounds and meanings of its words” and thus failed to “appre-
hend its significance”. Merging in with the secular trends of his time, Pham
directed his learning to the “syntactic and semantic analysis [of the ancient
writings]” for about 25 years. During this long period, he occasionally referred
to the Analects, but only as a way to show off his erudition. As he explained,
“Although | used the book from time to time, it was only to glean and collect
bit by bit for the sake of memorization, so in the event that anyone asked, |
would have the resources to expound as needed”. However, Pham’s learning
style would change dramatically after he passed the Metropolitan examina-
tion and took up responsibilities in the Hanlin Academy and Historiography
Institute. Finding himself in the new and unfamiliar role of state official, Pham
became anxious about his “ignorance” of the substance and meaning of good
governance. In this time of difficulty, which might be labelled as the first and
second of Mezirow’s ten phases of transformative learning, Pham returned to
the Master’s work as a source of intellectual consolation. As he wrote, “One
night, thinking of the Analects, | took it out and read it”.

Like the Sixth Patriarch Hui Neng Z{#E, who became enlightened upon hear-
ing a line from the Diamond Sutra (Yampolsky 1967, 133, note 41),'° Pham
found himself awakened when reaching the sentence “Being at the age of
forty or fifty, but not yet making oneself heard of” from the Analects. Origi-
nally written in the book “Zi Han” %% (9:23),* the sentence is part of the
Master’s saying which Zhu Xi, in his Collected Comments, takes as a way “to
alert people, to urge them to exert themselves in learning in a timely fash-
ion”.12 Taken out of its original context, the cited sentence seems to be con-
cerned solely with a man’s career and reputation. However, when reread in
context and in association with Zhu Xi’s comments, it conveys an encour-
agement for learning. For Pham, this sentence offered a way to make new
connections among one’s career, reputation, and learning.

To illustrate these connections in his preface, Pham mentioned the case of
the Song Confucian Xu Heng #F{#ij (also known as Xu Luzhai #4875, 1209—
1281) as an example of self-reflection and determination to change after

10 The original reads: /il {743 iy 44 Htr o

11 The entire chapter reads: “The young generation is awesome. How can we know that the
coming generation will not be equal to the present one? But if a person at the age of 40 or
50 has still not been heard of, we should not be in awe of them either” ({841, 413k
FHZAWASW? U4 IS, Sh A Eefie. )

12 The original reads: PA# N\, i KB5S 4,
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recognizing mistakes. He may well have read Xu’s biography (“Luzhai xue’an
5B 22" in the Records of Song-Yuan Scholars (Song Yuan xue’an 7R G2
Z2), since he cited 40-year-old Xu’s regretful words for having “taught and
learned impetuously” (shoushou menglang %% ). In the first part
of Xu’s biography, the boy Xu asked his teacher, “For what purpose do we
learn?” (Dushu hewei 38 £{1] %) The answer he got was simply: “To take the
imperial civil examination” (Qu kedi er Bt{F} 25 F). Of course, what the teach-
er said did not satisfy his pupil. Later in life, Xu also became a teacher with a
number of students. His intellectual outlook changed radically after his visit
to the Neo-Confucian Yao Shu Bk (1201-1278), from whom he learned the
Cheng brothers’ and Zhu Xi’s thoughts. Returning to his school, Xu told his
students that what he had previously taught them was not right and should
be abandoned, and that they should have a new beginning, starting with Zhu
Xi’s Elementary Learning (Xiaoxue /|»2%), which, in the eyes and words of
modern scholars, shows the need “to take responsibility for, to define, and
to shape one’s self in the context of foregoing environmental factors and re-
lationships” (de Bary 2008, 404). Xu Heng's story, as narrated in Pham’s pref-
ace is also a case of transformative learning which encouraged the author to
thoroughly review his approach to, and understanding, of learning.

The story of Xu in the preface neatly frames the third and fourth phases of
Pham’s own transformative learning process. His rereading of the Analects
could be seen as the process of the third phase — defined as the “critical as-
sessment of epistemic, sociocultural, or psychic assumptions” undertaken by
anindividual who has achieved a long-cherished goal (in Pham’s case, passing
the imperial examination and taking office), only to discover that the achieve-
ment does not bring fulfilment. Having examined Xu Heng’s radical change in
his orientation towards learning, Pham considers his own circumstances:

Comparing my case with that of Luzhai pursuing the Way, | am still one
year younger than him. From now until my old age there remains quite a
significant amount of time. Shouldn’t | endeavour to move forward, and
follow in the footsteps of those who acquire knowledge from predica-
ments in which they find themselves?

With the comparison of his case to Xu Heng’s, Pham clearly arrived at the fourth
phase, in which he recognized that “[his] discontent and the process of trans-
formation [were] shared” with others who “[had] negotiated a similar change”
with him. Noteworthy here is Pham’s use of the concept of khén tri/kunzhi [& %1
(acquiring true knowledge from predicaments) in describing his circumstances.

13 In “Luzhai xue’an”, the phrase originally reads: ¥ & %52,k # /R tH
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Out of Predicaments with True Knowledge

To better understand how khén tri/kunzhi is comprehended in the Humble
Comments, we turn to Pham’s comments on a particular chapter of the Ana-
lects. In Chapter 9 of the Book “Jishi Z=[X”, the Master reviewed four types of
people endowed with different learning capabilities. The chapter in question
has inspired various interpretations (and thus various translations) for this
specific sentence, kun er xue zhi you qi ci ye K £:.2 X HYk M. Below are
some examples of how this has been rendered:

J. Legge: “Those who are dull and stupid, and yet compass the learning,
are another class next to these.”*

D.C. Lau: “Next again come those turn to study after having been vexed
by difficulties” (Confucius 1979, 140).

S. Leys: “Next again come those who learn through the trials of life”
(Confucius 1997, 83).

Ames and Rosemont: “Something learned in response to difficulties en-
countered is again the next highest” (Confucius 1998, 199).

D. K. Gardner: “Those who learn it but with difficulty are next” (Gardner
2003, 41).

E. Slingerland: “Those who find it difficult to understand and yet persist
in their studies come next” (Confucius 2003, 196).

R. Eno: “Next are those who study it only in circumstances of duress”
(Eno 2015, 92).%®

Although different from one another, the above-cited translations can be
sorted into three groups, depending how each of them interpret the key-
word kun [K. The first group takes it as an innate characteristic of the learner,
such as “dull and stupid” (Legge). Close to the first group, the second un-
derstands kun as the learner’s cognitive ability (Slingerland). But the most
common rendering treats kun as difficult environments and/or conditions in
which the learner acquires new knowledge. It is also worth mentioning that

14 The original reads: f{LFFEl: [AmAz#E, b, 2Bmmed, i, HmEr, X
Hkth, WA, BEZTNR. | . James Legge translates this as follows, “Those who
are born with the possession of knowledge are the highest class of men. Those who learn,
and so, readily, get possession of knowledge, are the next. Those who are dull and stupid,
and yet compass the learning, are another class next to these. As to those who are dull and
stupid and yet do not learn— they are the lowest of the people” (Chinese Text Project 2017).

15 All emphases mine.
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the same translator may have different interpretations of kun depending on
the context. Below is Legge’s translation of a passage from the Doctrine of
the Mean (Zhongyong ), in which he interpreted kun differently,

Knowledge, magnanimity, and energy, these three, are the virtues uni-
versally binding. And the means by which they carry the duties into prac-
tice is singleness. Some are born with the knowledge of those duties;
some know them by study; and some acquire the knowledge after a
painful feeling of their ignorance. But the knowledge being possessed, it
comes to the same thing.®

Similarly, khén/kun as a key concept in the Humble Comments might convey
various meanings depending on the context. Unlike what we have seen in the
preface, in which khén/kun should represent difficult circumstances, Pham’s
comments on Chapter 9 of “Jishi” provide us with a different interpretation:

Human beings possess four ranks of material nature, but they are all
people (ddn/min E) who hold fast to the law and love virtue. Thus,
those who have difficulties but still learn can reach the status of those
whose knowledge is inborn. Without learning, the transformation of ma-
terial nature appears impossible. Falling into difficulties but not learning,
one will forever be trapped in difficulties. Thus, although named “the
people”, they are not part of “the people” in reality.'’

Readers familiar with Neo-Confucianism can easily recognize the terminol-
ogy employed in Pham’s comments, such as his reference to the concept of
“material nature” (gizhi %8/&). Imperfect and incomplete (and thus needing
refinement), “material nature” is also known as “human psyches and tem-
peraments”, (Bell 2008, 80), and placed in opposition to the “original nature”
(benxing Z<1E), the perfect and good nature preserved in human subcon-
sciousness (Lee 2010, 129-53). As for the “original nature”, through Pham’s
comments, it can be identified as the nature of Heavenly pattern (tianli zhi
xing RKEEZ14), another vital Neo-Confucian concept. Based on Confucius’
belief that “men are nearly alike by nature” and Mencius’ theory of “humans
beings are good by nature”, Pham believed the following:

At the beginning, both the noble person and the petty person have the
nature of heavenly pattern. Protecting the pattern, one will ascend and

16 The original reads: A= 5 =3, K TFZEMM, FrUiTes—M. SEmMme, 25
misnz, sklmme, MHEKMZ, —. Emphasis mine. (Chinese Text Project 2017)

17 The Humble Comments, Book of “Learning”, vol. 7; the original reads: A7 VU455 &, A1)
ZFSEIE L I WU TR LR A AR SR AR R . RIS, TIER
W, ZERMmEIERR.
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become the noble person; losing the pattern, one will descend and turn
to be the petty person. When the least bit of difference has occurred,
heaven and earth automatically become apart.*®

Furthermore, the “material nature” in Pham’s comments is subsequently
linked to the “people”, a move which has its origin in the Classics of Poetry
(Shijing ###E). The poem titled “Zhengmin ZXX.” from this collection reads:

Heaven, in giving birth to the multitudes of the people, K4 & [X.

To every faculty and relationship annexed its law. HWYA R,
The people possess this normal nature, R 5.
And they [consequently] love its normal virtue. U TR,

Based on this poem, Pham talks about people under heaven who by their
“original nature” should be able to “hold fast to the law and love virtue”. This
also reminds us of Zhu Xi’s concept of “Heaven’s people” (tian min X X;) who
are all the same in possessing the commiserating mind-and-heart (Hon 2012,
16). However, this potential equality turns out to be almost impossible in prac-
tice, due to differences among their “material natures”. In this case, Pham ob-
viously follows Zhu Xi’s line of thought on the uneven endowments of material
nature that result in the unequal learning capabilities seen in human beings.
Commenting on the same chapter of “Jishi”. Zhu Xi explains:

Kun means that there is something obstructed. The passage indicates
that since people’s material natures are not the same, there exist these four
ranks in general. Yang [Shi, #5F] said, “From being born with the posses-
sion of knowledge, learning and getting possession of knowledge to getting
possession of knowledge with difficulties due to personal imperfection, al-
though their material natures are not the same, their [acquired] knowledge
is identical. Hence, the noble man only treasures learning as precious. Thus,
being entrapped in difficulties by imperfect material nature but not learning
accordingly is regarded as inferior.X® (Chinese Text Project 2017)

Thus, Pham'’s willingness to put himself “after kunzhi people” can be construed
as his self-identification with those who were born with limited “material na-
ture” and acquired knowledge from the difficult circumstances in which they
found themselves. This realization was undoubtedly a critical landmark in his

18 The original reads: & /NS R 2 o RILEA B AE 7. RIELHEAI R
RN ZE—, RIEA.

19 The original reads: i, sHE A, 5 ANZREANE, RAFMHIUSE, HIKE: [4£
%gi%uuﬁﬁl% HEFCE AR, RN . WOE MR A WinAE, SR
BET. |
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life. Having achieved this insight, Pham decided to “abolish learning for the
purpose of the civil service examination”, and instead began carrying the Ana-
lects with him day and night. This was the fifth phase of transformative learn-
ing (“Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions”), and the
beginning of Pham’s new journey of “learning for the sake of one’s self”.

The Humble Comments and “Learning for the Sake of
One’s Self”

During Pham Nguyén Du’s lifetime, a series of “abridged” (tiét yéu i %) Confu-
cian texts, including the Four Books and Five Classics, emerged. The series’ com-
piler was BUi Huy Bich ZEI#E% (1744-1818), a high-ranking official and contem-
porary and acquaintance of Pham Nguyén Du. BUi abridged not only the Four
Books and Five Classics, but also Neo-Confucian works, such as the Great Com-
pendia of Nature and Principle (Xingli daquan "E¥E K 42). As the purpose of this
series was to help Confucian students prepare for the civil service examination,
it was widely reprinted several times by various printing houses throughout the
19% century. A preface to the series found in the first book of the Abridged Four
Books — The Great Learning (Ti thu tiét yéu — Dai hoc VU EHE — K22 reprint-
ed in 1850) confirms that the series was designed to help candidates in their
preparation for the exam (tién v quyét khoa nhi di {E > £} T EL). The preface
also distinguishes “learning for the sake of argumentation” (nghia ly chi hoc %
.2 E2) from “learning for the sake of the examination” (khoa ct¥ chi hoc 5%
Z ). According to the preface,

Learning for the sake of the examination and learning for the sake of argu-
mentation are not the same. Learning for the sake of argumentation moves
from erudition to simplicity, whereas learning for the sake of the examina-
tion focuses only on simplicity. Therefore, the latter takes the entirety of the
classics and their commentaries and abridges them.?°

Another preface printed in the first book of the Abridged Five Classics — The Clas-
sic of Documents (Ngii kinh tiét yéu — Thu kinh FFEHT 2 —FEHKE, reprinted in
1842) stated:
Learning for the sake of the examination concentrates on the comprehen-
sion of the script, often abridging and simplifying it to prioritize memoriza-
tion and preparation for the examination.?

20 The original reads: FHE v BB Y BUOR[E, ZE 2 S0 [T 2 49, BHEZ SLHIE
RE) . WO 2 AT 2.
21 The original reads: FH 7 B2 BUAME S0, AAETMATZ UUERCAH . MEL.
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Solemnly printed in large-size characters at the beginning of every subset
in this popular series, the perception communicated in the prefaces of the
differences between the two learning styles must have reflected a common
belief in elite Vietnamese circles at the time. Moreover, the popularity of the
abridged series was evidence of the tendency of “learning for the sake of
the examination” in society. Led partly by Bui Huy Bich’s series, this tenden-
cy undoubtedly went against what Pham Nguy&n Du was aiming at, namely
“learning for the sake of one’s self”.

For Phamxx Nguyén Du, the two contrasting forms of learning reflect the
mindsets of two differing personalities. Commenting on Chapter 6:13 of the
Analects, “You should be a ru fi scholar after the style of the noble person,
and not after that of the petty person”,22 Pham Nguyén Du states that:

After Confucius and Mencius, people who learn to become Confucian
are numerous; but since their mindsets are false and not genuine, conse-
qguently their learning is only for the sake of reputation and fortune, and
is not based on [the improvement of] the self to serve magnanimous af-
fairs. In general, seeking knowledge turns people into the noble person,
when being anxious [for reputation and fortune] changes people into
the petty person. The tiny space existing in the contention between the
principle and the temperament entails the difference between the two
types of the noble person and the petty person.??

In a poem titled “Presented to Ton Am” (Ky trinh Ton Am 27 17 /#&), Pham
addressed a statement on his purpose of learning directly to Bui:*

FOREREAY FL

[Learning] for the sake of one’s self, one has modelled oneself on the
examples of Confucius and Mencius;

A SR JEAN I - 2R

Finding oneself at a right time, one should not be ashamed with Gao Yao
and Kui.?

22 “Yongye %t (6:13) of the Analects: FiHFHFl: [ LAE T, HANNGE. |

23 The original reads: fLfi 2 f%, 2R MFZR, HHLOBMAR, #ILRR LY
BB, ARBECH EE. BRHBUERRE TR ADAN, g —22
i, ZEE TN

24 T6n Am is the literary name of Bui Huy Bich. The poem is in the collection called Anthology of
Poetry from the Imperial Viét (Hoang Viét thi tuyén 2 #8;51%), also compiled by Bui.

25 Gao Yao was the legal officer of the legendary emperor Shun, who also appointed Kui as the
music master.
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Even though the context of this admiring poem remains unknown, it was
certainly no accident that Pham chose to offer a critical commentary on the
goal of learning when learning for the sake of the examination had already
become a trend. For Zhu Xi, even though the sages and worthies had numer-
ous discussions on the objective of learning, none of them were as essen-
tial as Confucius’ oft-cited dictum: “Learners of the ancient time learned for
the sake of [cultivating] themselves; nowadays learners learn for the sake of
[pleasing] others.”?® Based on the Master’s dictum, the phrase “Learning for
the sake of one’s self” became one of the most central themes for Neo-Con-
fucians. Zhu Xi even employed it as an important criterion to identify who
should be included in his circle of fellow scholars. An advocate of this spirit,
Pham would base his learning agenda on Zhu Xi’s tradition.

Having established the new goal for his learning, Pham Nguyén Du under-
took to devise a concrete agenda, which he tried to realize through a reread-
ing of the Analects. As described in the preface, having resolutely abandoned
“learning for the examination” (ct ttr hoc 2%-£%), Pham read the Analects
in three stages. First, he read the main text repeatedly until becoming in-
timately familiar with it (shoudu #G#). The term shoudu employed in this
specific context is actually also a key term in the Conversations with Master
Zhu, Arranged Topically (Zhuzi yulei +-5E%8), especially in the sections on
reading. According to Zhu Xi, becoming intimately familiar with a text means
the reader taking it into their heart-and-mind, an embodiment process that
requires both physical experiences of and deep reflections on the focal sub-
ject. As stated in Conversations with Master Zhu:

Generally speaking, in reading, we must first become intimately familiar
with the text so that its words seem to come from our own mouths. We
should then continue to reflect on it so that its ideas seem to come from
our minds. Only then can there be real understanding. (Chu 1990, 135)¥

Using this specific term, Pham clearly shared the same thoughts with Zhu Xi,
as the first stage of his reading method implied direct contact with and inde-
pendent understanding of the text without assistance from any intermediary.

In the second and third stages of his reading, Pham reread the Analects with
the help of the Collected Commentaries, and later, in consultation with the

26 The original reads: T'El: [HZ2HFAD, SZ22E /N | (“Xianwen E[H”, Ana-
lects, 14:24). Zhu Xi's original line reads: Hift £ &2, AKRA WM T 2 VI E# (Collected
Commentaries).

27 The original reads: KALEIEJC2HAGE, HFEAHNEZD; LKL, FHEE
FHREZ G, BETTULATSE .
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annotations made by other Confucian scholars. This appears similar to the
method described in Conversations with Master Zhu, which recommends
reading commentaries only after the attainment of intimate familiarity with
the text. In Zhu Xi’s words, the order should go as follows: “At the moment I'm
not even speaking about the recitation of commentaries; let’s simply recite the
classical texts to the point of intimate familiarity” (Chu 1990, 138).%8

The way Pham studied the Analects was thus very much in line with Zhu Xi’s
reading method. According to Zhu Xi, if people do not read a classical text in
this manner, their understanding of it will remain superficial: “the words will
be hollow and learning will not be for their own sake, as is now the case with
those preparing for the examinations” (Chu 1990, 156).

Besides the Humble Comments, Pham Nguyé&n Du’s thoughts on “learning for
the sake of one’s self” are also well presented in a poem entitled “Bequeathed
to Pham Lap Trai, Who Passed the Imperial Examination in the Same Year as
the Author”? (Di dong nién Pham Lap Trai i& [F14F-70 32 %5). The poem reads:

Memorizing well the remainder [of the teachings of the sages],

AU A7 44 B

Holding fast to them but losing their true subtleties,

R A

People are remote in time and space from the thoughts of Confucius and
Mencius,

&L=

And [the thoughts of the masters] increasingly become vague and unclear to
them.

H 28 7

[Following such a learning method], people will ruin their intention,

DL RO

Run into the apertures of fame and gain,

ENER

stz g

28 The original reads: I & AaaE AT, H R AGHIELL. As a breakthrough, the first and direct
reading of a text requires great effort, and the consultation of commentaries should only
come later. Zhu Xi reminds us that, “You must take the classical text and read it till you've be-
come intimately familiar with it. Savor each and every word until you know its taste. If there
are passages you don’t understand, ponder them deeply, and if you still don’t get them, then
read the commentaries—only then will the commentaries have any significance” (ibid., 155).

29  Lap Trai 375 is the literary name of Pham Quy Thich & & i# (1760-1825), who passed the
civil service examination and earned the title “presented scholar”, jinshi £, at the age of
19 in 1779. Like Pham Nguyén Du, he was uncooperative with the Tay Son.
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And even until their death, remain unaware of its danger.
FIFAHR

This is both regrettable and mournful.

A MEAR A

| am glad that at your young age,

REBTE

Through learning, you already found the gist [of the teachings].
TN

Various schools of thinkers have discussed [the classics] in succession,
EES S5

As a mixed assembly of disciples in chaos.

FEIEAE R

As gem-like stones, they can be thousands though,

i 2Tl Bk

But can any small piece of preciousness be found among them?
fof g —~}

Why don’t we go back to the essence [of the teachings],
AR

Probing [into the texts], gradually analysing and understanding them?
PR 1) et

When the latent has been revealed and honoured,

% & L EE %

It will expand, exposing its depth and vastness.

Be = VAR

Confucians of the Song and Yuan dynasties had gone ahead,
RIGHaH 5

Closing the door and carefully studying [the classics].

il kR

[Traveling on] the great road, one really looks up [to the high hill].
FAT B

All of the profound teachings can be examined

pEll=giks

And traced back up to their sources.

BB E

The effects [of this learning method] are not small, indeed.

I RAED
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If the cause of truth does not perish,
Wi AE
With it, one can rise again from decline and failure.

B RS T 1]

The last two lines in the poem are unmistakably based on Chapter 9.5 of the
Analects. In that chapter, the Master remained fearless when facing threats
because he confidently considered himself the embodiment of this culture.®
Similarly, Pham placed himself in a comparable position of a follower of the
Way, who had learned and experienced the Sage’s teaching, holding fast to
and finally practising it in his life. The poem nicely summarizes the last five
phases of Pham’s transformative learning process, whose starting point is
“Learning for the sake of one’s self”.

“Learning for the Sake of One’s Self” in Modern
Contexts

Determining the precise contexts of all Confucius’ sayings, made thousands
of years ago, remains an impossible task. In his discussion of the difficulties
of contextualizing Confucian classics, Tu Wei-Ming mentions the dictum of
“learning for the sake of one’s self” as an example of this arduous task:

The challenge all members of the scholarly community who are actively
involved in comparative studies must face is whether or not, in principle,
we can really understand such a deceptively simple Confucian statement
as “learning is for the sake of the self” out of context. The answer, unfor-
tunately, must be in the negative. We cannot know what it means if we
do not situate it in its proper context. (Tu 1985, 54)

However, besides their efforts in reconstructing the contexts of the say-
ings, people often try to read the Master’s words into their contemporary
contexts. It is not difficult to see that both Zhu Xi and Pham Nguyén Du
advocated “learning for the sake of one’s self” on similar grounds, work-
ing against the socio-educational evils of their times, which were learn-
ing exclusively for the sake of the civil service examination, for personal

30 The chapter reads: “The Master was put in fear in Kuang. He said, ‘After the death of King
Wen, was not the cause of truth lodged here in me? If Heaven had wished to let this cause of
truth perish, then |, a future mortal, should not have got such a relation to that cause. While
Heaven does not let the cause of truth perish, what can the people of Kuang do to me?"”
(Chinese Text Project 2017).
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career-advancement and interest, and nothing else.3! As pointed out by de
Bary, Zhu Xi’s thoughts started and ended with the goal of “learning for the
sake of one’s self” (de Bary 1991, 31), and the same is true of Pham Nguyén
Du. They both read, understood, and carried Confucius’ dictum into their
contemporary contexts.

Although still trying to reconstruct the socio-political and cultural contexts
of the tradition of “learning for the sake of one’s self” (Kuang 2012, 27-37),
modern scholars seem more interested in its potential impact on contem-
porary society (if it were to be widely taught and embraced). Bian Shiying
believes that Confucian “learning for the sake of one’s self” has nothing to do
with vulgar individualism that is now popularly understood as striving ego-
istically for the benefit of oneself. On the contrary, it is the need to morally
cultivate and perfect the self which is the core of strong human relationships
(Bian 2005, 124).

Based on the same understanding, Li Can feels the urgency to recover and
strengthen the tradition of “learning for the sake of one’s self” in order to
fight against utilitarianism, as well as the need to revivify it to reinforce the
interactive effects of the “college humanistic quality education model”. Li
even goes further, and criticizes the abuse of multimedia in college teaching
that can weaken the thinking abilities of the student, and suggests that the
tradition of “learning for the sake of one’s self” could be a way to reduce
the overdependence of college teaching and learning on multimedia sourc-
es — one that can enhance the proactivity of the learners (Li 2015, 49; 2011,
17-20; 2010, 122-25).

Huang Jianhua and Wang Derong examine the principle in connection with
Zhu Xi’s Learning Regulations of Bailudong Academy (Bailudong shuyuan
xuegui F A EREEL ). As Zhu Xi’s Academy took the principle of “learn-
ing for the sake of one’s self” as an integral part of its spirit, it emphasized
three key issues: the cultivation of morality, the pursuit of the self-improve-
ment of virtues, and the realization of an ideal personality. Like Xiao Qun-
zhong and other Chinese scholars (Xiao 2002, 5-9; Li 2008, 77-80), Huang
and Wang see this traditional moral education trend as advantageous in
modern society, because it can contribute to training a healthy personali-
ty, constructing a harmonious social environment, improving the self-con-
sciousness and initiative of the moral subject, and removing utilitarian and

31 Here is Zhu Xi’s description of what was happening in his time: “But in today’s world what
fathers encourage in their sons, what older brothers exhort in their younger brothers, what
teachers impart to their students, and what students all study for is nothing more than to
prepare for the civil service examinations” (de Bary 1991, 32).
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instrumentalist tendencies from modern education (Huang 2012, 18-21).%?
Other scholars, such as Zhou Zhixiang and Zhu Hanmin, also study Zhu Xi’s
perception of the tradition of “learning for the sake of one’s self”, conclud-
ing that for Zhu, this tradition is both the goal and foundational principle of
learning, and that the purpose of Zhu’s interpretation of the Great Learn-
ing (Daxue K%%) is to theorize and systematize the tradition, as well as to
implement it in his annotated text (Zhou 2011, 34—-39). The principle is also
studied in relation with Kant’s concepts of moral self-discipline and free-
dom (Wen 2006, 63-70).

Since the tradition/principle of “learning for the sake of one’s self” has
travelled far beyond national boundaries, it has been practised and stud-
ied not only within China, but also in other countries in East Asia. In Ko-
rea, the eminent Neo-Confucian Yi Hwang 2={% (1501-1570, more wide-
ly known as Yi T'oegye Z2%1&7%), had his understanding of the tradition
linked directly to the study of the heart-and-mind (simhak [>£), which
was systematized in the Study of Principle (/ihak #1£%) and centred on
Substance-Function (cheyong #% ) (Lee 2010, 165-90). Studying the in-
fluence of the Cheng brothers’ interpretation of the principle “learning
for the sake of one’s self” on Korean educational philosophy, Jang Jing Ho
focuses on the case of Yi T'oegye, and concludes that the revivification of
this tradition could be used to counter certain problems in contemporary
education, such as egoism, commercialism, and the worship of money
(Zhang 2002, 75-78).

The case of Pham Nguyé&n Du suggests that the notion of “learning for the
sake of one’s self” is both similar to and different from these latter-day at-
tempts to revive the term as a principle of learning. Among Pham’s many
elucidations of the dictum, his comments on Chapter 9:30 (“Zi Hanf-Z2”) of
the Analects are worth considering. Here he stated:

When understanding that learning is for the sake of one’s self, one will
be able to put forth one’s strength conscientiously; hereafter one can
believe in right principles with firmer sincerity;*® hereafter one can stand
erect in the middle without inclining to either side;** hereafter one can

32 There are a number of essays written in the same vein, such as Pang (2010, 8-9).

33 Chapter 19.2 (“Zizhang F-5&”) from the Analects reads: “Zi Zhang said, “When a man holds
fast to virtue, but without seeking to enlarge it, and believes in right principles, but without
firm sincerity ({51& /%), what account can be made of his existence or non-existence?”
(Chinese Text Project 2017; emphasis mine).

34 The Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong) records a conversation between Confucius and Zilu
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suit one’s actions to changing conditions. The attainment of this level is
already the sage’s affair.>*

For Pham, “learning for the sake of one’s self” is the foundation of the long
process of becoming a sage. With the right motivation, he believed, a person
will invest all efforts into the perfection of the self and knowledge. Self-cul-
tivation and knowledge learning are thus processes that require the learner
to use critical observation and analysis to verify the truthfulness of what he
has learned. Only in such conditions can the learner accept and live up to the
verified “right principles with firmer sincerity”. This critical mind helps to pre-
vent any biases, helping the follower of the Way to “stand erect in the middle
without inclining to either side”. Standing unbiased subsequently allows the
sage-to-be to act flexibly according to any given circumstances when holding
fast to his right principles. This depiction of this lifelong learning process can
serve as advice that is universally applicable to anyone who sincerely wish-
es to become more morally cultivated, intellectually improved, and socially
engaged. Thus, besides reading the dictum into contemporary contexts and
employing it as a way to fight against egoism, commercialization, corruption,
and other negative practices in modern education, Pham’s thoughts on the
motto “Learning for the sake of one’s self” presented in his Humble Com-
ments can inspire us with suggestions of how to live this motto to the fullest.

Conclusion

As a theory of adult learning, transformative learning theory allows us a deep-
er look into the intellectual life of Pham Nguy&n Du and his Humble Comments,
helping us to identify Pham’s deep shift in perspective from “learning for the
sake of others” to “learning for the sake of one’s self”. His transformative learn-
ing process was a long-running attempt to find true knowledge in the predica-
ments and circumstances in which he found himself. Although his chosen path
to Confucian sagehood was long and difficult, Pham was determined to take
it. By intensively reading the Analects in the light of Neo-Confucian philoso-
phy and in the context of civil-war-torn 18"-century Vietnam, Pham completed
what would later be formalised as Mezirow’s ten phases of the transformative

“FI% on energy (giang 58), in which the Master states, “The superior man cultivates a friend-
ly harmony, without being weak. How firm is he in his energy! He stands erect in the middle,
without inclining to either side (#3717 /N3). How firm is he in his energy!” (Chinese Text
Project 2017; emphasis mine).

35 The original reads: Z15 240, HIREVIEH 1, AERGEEE, REREP LA,
WA, ERUOAEANZER,
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learning procedure. Powerful and encouraging, Pham’s story is an example of
how a pre-modern Vietnamese member of the literati could read a Confucian
classic and adapt Neo-Confucianism to the socio-cultural and historical condi-
tions in which he lived.

Viewed in this light, Pham’s career and work offer a valuable perspective on
the question of whether and how Confucian tradition(s) of learning can con-
tribute to the acquisition of knowledge and self-cultivation in the information
age. Pham'’s agenda of “learning for the sake of one’s self” does not mean ego-
ism; instead, it reflects the quest for self-improvement as a means to promote
positive social change. Pham urged the learner not to blindly believe in and
dogmatically repeat what she has learned, but to experiment and draw out
meaningful lessons from her own experience. Moreover, the unconventional
organization of Humble Comments reflects Pham’s commitment to the ideal
of independent and creative thinking. Pham’s work thus offers us an oppor-
tunity to see Confucianism as a vibrant literary and philosophical tradition — a
tradition that many in Vietnam and elsewhere have used to reflect critically on
some of the most pressing issues of our contemporary era.
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Pham Nguyén Du’s “Preface” to the Humble Comments on the Analects (from

Al B 28, preserved in the library of the Institute of Han-

Nom Studies, Hanoi, Vietnam, VHV.349/1-2).
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“General Statements on the Sage.”
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“General Statements on the Official.”
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Kirill Ole THOMPSON

Lessons from Zhu Xi’s Views

on Inquiry and Learning for
Contemporary Advanced Humanities
Education and Research

We don’t read poetry because it’s cute. We read and write poetry be-
cause we are members of the human race. And the human race is filled
with passion. So medicine, law, business, engineering... these are no-
ble pursuits and necessary to sustain life. But poetry, beauty, romance,
love... These are what we stay alive for. (Kleinbaum 1989)

Whenever we proceed from the known into the unknown, we may hope
to understand but we may have to learn at the same time a new way of
understanding. (Werner Heisenberg)

Abstract

We are bearing witness to the rapid rise of a brave new world of education as flashy web-
sites and interactive software replace individual study and classroom lectures. The ex-
pansion of college lecture halls has been stretched thin with video lessons and distance
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learning, and the siren call of massive open online courses (MOQOCs) by star Ivy League
professors renders the traditional classroom barren in the eyes of savvy students who
have the system pegged.

Several questions arise in this context. Can the students of today receive a college
education in the full sense? Does learning still have the same quality without close
interactions with teachers and classmates in small to medium sized classrooms? Does
research hold the same significance today when much of the work is done and so
much information supplied by computers? What lessons do Zhu Xi’s teachings on in-
quiry and learning have for this educational world of e-texts and cyber-lessons? While
not a Luddite tract, the present study raises questions and concerns about the goals
and conduct of higher education today which, as Heisenberg avers, should not only
aim at transmitting knowledge understood in set ways, but also at inculcating new
ways of thinking and understanding.

A college education, which Zhu Xi would term “advanced learning”, is as much about
cultivating a thoughtful, responsible person as producing a professional expert. Such
education should include cultivating a student’s sensitivity, logic, and judgment, as well
as knowledge about humanity, society, and the world. It is often forgotten that such sen-
sitivity, logic, knowledge, and commitment not only make the student more thoughtful
and responsible, in short more self-conscious, but also give her additional perspectives
and enhance her professional expertise.

Keywords: Zhu Xi, the humanities, advanced research, self-consciousness, moral
perspective

Introduction

We contemporary scholars feel empowered by our access to digitized data
and research materials, not to mention the research aids, search engines,
and data crunchers at our fingertips. We enjoy unprecedented data reach
and computational capacity, as well as tools for compiling and arranging
materials for our research work and writing. Indeed, | can only imagine the
sorts of digital research paper templates now available, and wonder what
would Zhu Xi make of these rich data troves and analytic tools? How would
he assess the computer assisted approaches people now take in conducting
research, reflection, and writing, in the humanities in particular?* Would he

1 | highlight humanities research, reflection, and writing in particular because they are con-
strued to have, to a certain extent, a cultivational, humanizing effect on the researcher/writ-
er (Nussbaum 1998). Research, reflection, and writing in other fields should have this effect,
as well, in terms of the logic and values involved in conducting research, reflection, and writ-
ing with honest objectivity, yet with a sense of compassion and good purpose. Humanities
research, reflection, and writing tend to involve additional personal self-examination and
value reflections.
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regard it as adaptable to one’s larger purpose of dedicated self-cultivation
and person-making, or as inimical to this??

One might respond that Zhu Xi’s notion of inquiry and learning is closely
bound up with his concept of self-realization under a specific set of values
and cultural practices, at some remove from the free-spirited, liberal sort of
education that typifies this day and age. For the present discussion, howev-
er, let us grant that Zhu Xi’s value orientation and notion of knowledge and
learning are sufficiently general to be relevant for assessing the advanced
level approaches to research, reflection, and writing that are now adopted,
and especially in the humanities.

Believing that nature and human life operate according to given sets of pat-
terns, formations, and principles, which make them essentially understanda-
ble,® Zhu Xi would tend to consider that “humanities” research, reflection,
and writing in general should elicit similar sets of patterns and formations,
and provoke, whether implicitly or explicitly, similar patterns of cultivation-
al, humanizing self-reflection, development, and realization. That is, while
Zhu Xi does adhere to a specific set of Confucian values, cultural practices,
and cultivation goals, we here make the assumption that he would tend to
see similar sets of values, practices, and goals in play in almost any sincerely
and openly conducted humanities reflection, research, and writing. | would
venture to add that university and advanced level humanities research and
writing in today’s universities are thought to involve a project of self-cultiva-
tion, reflection, and realization as the student/researcher ipso facto breaks
through her original naive, parochial, biased views and values along the way
to establishing the epistemic objectivity, value awareness, and authority nec-
essary for preparing her dissertation, launching her career, and becoming a
fully responsible, self-conscious human being.*

2 In the Southern Song, Zhu Xi was already concerned that the easy availability of mass print-
ed books was detrimental to learning and cultivation, for students increasingly no longer
needed to memorize and recite texts or take them so deeply to heart. He also feared the
proliferation of commentaries that could be misleading as often as they were enlightening.

3 Zhu Xi understood these patterns and formations as mapped into focus-fields, li-gi (%)
orders and aesthetic order, and as manifested variously and to be discerned in diverse lights
and perspectives. On focus-field and aesthetic order, see Hall and Ames (1987). On li-qgi or-
ders, see Thompson (2015, 150-6).

4 Back in the 1970s, some professors of metaethics stressed that metaethical analysis was pure-
ly objective, and to be conducted irrespective of any particular set of normative rules. One
professor of mine even gave the example of the ethicist McTaggart, a century earlier, shoot-
ing neighborhood cats in the night, arguing that the best metaethical analyst might have no
personal ethical commitments. At the time, colleagues and graduate students countered that
simply by virtue of being a responsible member of a family, community, etc., such an analyst
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Cultural and Cultivational Context of Zhu Xi’s
Approach to Inquiry and Learning

Zhu Xi’s approach to inquiry and learning is bound up with what he regards
as the core cultivation efforts of abiding in jing %X (reverence), nurturing the
root, and examining the self. For the present considerations, we can regard
jing as covering the attitudes of concentration, openness, and alertness.
Mindfulness has been offered as a suggestive cover term for jing cultivation
and practice.> Nurturing the root is about preserving one’s native moral
propensities, sense of fairness, and impulse toward goodness and truth.®
It is to free oneself of acquired prejudices, biases and self-centeredness.’
Moreover, self-examination refers to assessing the probity of one’s motiva-
tions and the sincerity of one’s intentions, particularly in learning and inquiry
in this case, but also in one’s life conduct in general. Moreover, Zhu Xi also
came to understand that, in order to have purpose and be fruitful, one’s in-
quiry and learning need to have dedication and purpose, so he stressed es-
tablishing resolve (lizhi 3Z.i) as crucial, and cast off his practice of offering
learning packages or outlines:

..it is essential for learners to establish resolve. Consider the saying,
“Strive to restore the roots of one’s basic propensities (xing £) and en-
dowment (ming i), aspire to surpass the achievements of the sages
and worthies.” One who establishes resolve will make determined ef-
forts. It doesn’t do to just aim to be a good person and rest content after
realizing several daoli (JEEE, general truisms).® Such a person won’t

would still recognize and follow basic normative rules that make civilized life possible. Virtually
all humanities disciplines deliver insight into the importance of values and rules. The best me-
taethicist should thus know the importance of values and rules in her bones.

5 | use the Romanized Chinese term jing #{ in the following, taking reverence or reverential
regard as the core, and concentration, seriousness, and mindfulness as connotations that,
respectively, gain relevance in context.

6  This harks back to Mencius’ teachings on basic human propensities, the four beginnings (sid-
uan VU¥i), and inborn knowledge of the good (liangzhi R %) (Lau 1970). These are basic
planks in most liberal humanistic outlooks.

7 One thinks of Plato’s dialogue Meno (Guthrie 1956), which shows how faulty knowledge can
lead people astray.

8 This carries the connotation of one’s life mission, particularly in terms of interpersonal re-
sponsibilities to family, society, and career.

9 Zhu Xi is contrasting empty, wooden truisms with the deeper array of organizing patterns
that constitute life and value, and motivate cultivation. Zhu Xi’s use of daoli here diverges
from modern Mandarin, in which questioning whether an idea or proposition has any daoli
is asking whether it is reasonable, that is to say, reasonably grounded.
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make further progress. Consider, rather, Yan Hui’s “inability to give up,
even if he had wanted to” (Analects 9.11; Ames 1998, 128f ), and the
petty man’s “working tirelessly for his own benefit”, constantly bearing
it in mind (Mencius 7A:25; Lau 1970, 187). The cultivation effort of those
who lack in resolve will not succeed in the long run. (Zhu 1986, ch. 118)

The resolve that drives one’s conduct of inquiry and learning is existential,
and will continue to empower one throughout life. Indeed,

In the conduct of all sorts of affairs, one must first establish resolve. One
maintains jing in the midst of conducting affairs and things... One’s re-
solve, however, transcends the matters at hand; thus, it can’t be over-
whelmed and shattered into tiny pieces. (lbid., ch. 118)

Zhu even maintained that the achievements of Confucius, the sage, could be
attributed, not just to his gifts, talents, and special destiny, but to the existen-
tial resolve of his deepest purpose.

In the world are countless roads and crossings, why didn’t the sage take
other roads? He only arrived at this particular juncture because his [exis-
tential] resolve expressed his deepest purpose. (lbid., ch. 23)%°

At the same time, Zhu cautioned that one’s resolve and dedication should
not be translated into an exclusive concern with certain focal texts and
topics. While pursuing core projects and concerns, the learner/research-
er should stay open, alert, observant, and develop a practical grasp of the
things around her, so as to add texture and depth to her knowledge, and
thus enhance her versatility in responding to all matters. Such a grasp and
versatility distinguish a vital learner from an empty pedant, and make one’s
life increasingly resonant and fluent.

Generally, in free time one should strive to grasp the things at hand.
By developing a practical grasp of things, whenever you encounter new
affairs your knowledge will be extended case by case. But, people now-
adays feel disinclined to grasp things in their leisure time. When they
encounter affairs they balk at investigating their daoli** anew and take

10 Much is made of Confucius’ nurturing a hoary tradition, but he learned from many teachers
and his greatness lay in continuously reorienting tradition on an ethical foundation of mutual
care and responsibility. His example proves Sartre’s observation, “There is no traced out path
to salvation; one must constantly invent one’s own path. But, to invent it, one is free, respon-
sible, without excuse, and every hope lies within him” (Flynn 2014).

11 In this passage, daoli pertains to the operative general patterns that shape and guide phe-
nomena and events. The meaning thus differs from its alternative usage discussed in note 9,
above.
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ease in their own shallowness and vulgarity. Such people don’t mature
or make much progress; in the end, they have no achievements. The
problem is that they lack resolve and waste their lives in vain. (Zhu 1986,
ch. 15)

Moreover, establishing resolve does not involve casting off guided programs
of learning per se. Rather, it empowers one to get more out of such systemat-
ic learning while not becoming narrow and enclosed within it as an epistemic
cocoon.

Having established resolve, one should still endeavour to learn gradual-
ly step-by-step, bearing the general framework of appropriateness and
pattern (yili #££)2 in mind. Thus determined, one who feels trepidation
can engage in discussion, nurture the root, practice self-examination,
and expect to make some progress. Those who are satisfied to be dab-
blers need to wake up and redouble their seriousness, jing, dedication,
and nurturing, lest their progress be intermittent and their efforts wast-
ed for lacking the certitude of clear comprehension and the efficacy of
personal experience. (Zhu 2002, ch. 55, letter to Chen Zhaozeng)

Zhu Xi’s primary cultivations of abiding in jing, nurturing the root, examining
the self, and establishing resolve are attitudinal, orientational, and existen-
tial. They keep one grounded and centred as one embarks on inquiry and
learning, and facilitate one’s efforts at knowledge acquisition, self-transfor-
mation, and self-realization. When Zhu Xi speaks of staying open to the things
going on, it reminds us of the long-term value of acquainting oneself with a
variety of fields to establish a well-rounded knowledge of humanity, society,
and nature, and have a context for appreciating one’s own chosen field.:

Even in this brave new world of computerized learning and research and dig-
itized data, advanced students and researchers understand the need to stay
committed and motivated to achieve their educational goals. They have de-
monstrably less cognizance, however, of the need to abide in jing, nurture
the root, and examine the self. That is, they lose sense of the need to stay
alert and be aware of everything one does, to maintain one’s basic sense of
innocence and humanity, and to reflect on what one is thinking and doing.

12 Appropriateness (yi ) pertains to one’s sensitivity and discernment as to what is most fit-
ting in context, all things considered, against the backdrop of immanent patterning (/i ),
that structure and balance phenomena and events.

13 James Austin underscores the positive role of side interests and knowledge in enhancing
one’s ability to see connections and creativity (Austin 2003). As Austin shows, Alexander
Fleming’s side interests, extracurricular knowledge, and quirks were indispensable to his dis-
covery of penicillin.
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Computerized learning and digitized data are highly mediated and automat-
ed, and stir a sort of distancing from the self and mindlessness that can lead
to self as well as other alienation. Moreover, the more one keeps directly
interacting with digital machines through keyboards and monitors, the more
one’s crucial interpersonal intercourse becomes indirect and mediated. In
this sort of increasingly impersonal cognitive environment, any notion of
nurturing the root would tend to go by the wayside, and self-examination
would have more to do with data management skills and control than with
examining the probity of one’s ethical conduct and conscience.' Yet, with-
out doubt, such attitudinal, orientational, and existential cultivations remain
necessary to the proper and personally enriching conduct of advanced read-
ing, reflection, and research in the humanities.

Conducting Inquiry to Attain Knowledge

The notion of “attaining knowledge” (zhizhi %)™ is central to Zhu Xi’s
approach to cultivating mind, and he insists that one attains knowledge by
actively investigating things. For Zhu, attaining knowledge is tantamount
to exploring their constituent patterns and propensities. Zhu’s account of
knowledge seeks a sort of working “knowing that”, getting things right, the
value of which lay in the Rylean facet of “knowing how”. That is, the getting
things right is in order to inform one’s responses. Since so much Confucian
knowledge has to do with propriety and appropriateness in conduct, the ac-
cumulation of such knowledge, be it knowing how or knowing that,® lays

14 This does not necessarily mark an East-West difference in approaching humanities research. |
would instead put it that traditional, pre-computerized humanities research in the West tac-
itly involved the assumption of Zhu Xi’s attitudinal, orientational, and existential cultivations.
By the same token, contemporary students of Zhu Xi will use computers and digital data to
access his writings and his ideas. Whereas traditional students had to plod and ponder his
texts, turning to printed dictionaries along the way, the new breed roams enhanced texts
with built-in dictionaries and explanations that appear at the press of a key. However, with
the exponentially expanding use of study aids of all sorts, too many standard answers are giv-
en and facile understandings arrived at. The reduced pondering, too, results in less intimacy
and resonance with the text, as one’s own tacit assumptions and lines of approach remain
unchallenged as one heedlessly ploughs ahead.

15 The connotation of “extending knowledge” is often implied.

16  Gilbert Ryle’s famous distinction between knowing that and knowing how (Ryle 1949). Know-
ing that is cognitive and discursive and involves confirming the facts. Knowing how is be-
havioral and often cannot be put into words. | would put that for Zhu Xi a continuum exists
between the knowing obtained by study and knowing how, in that all sorts of “knowing that”
inform one’s considerations, judgments, even impulses, in taking action. He would agree
with biologists that every bit of knowledge feeds into our epistemic maps for navigating and

123



124

Kirill Ole THOMPSON

the ground for attaining performative “tacit knowledge”, a la Michael Polanyi
(1966, 2002). Zhu remains concerned with accuracy and getting it right; for
not only do we depend on such proper understanding to inform our instincts
and emotions, and guide our judgments and actions, many moralists make
mistaken judgments and make inappropriate responses precisely because
they do not know the warp and woof of the world in depth, but only general
truisms and customs of the tradition.'’

What then does Zhu mean by “investigating things”? He generally supports
Cheng Yi’s account of “investigating things”, which involves striking a balance
between subjectivity and objectivity, perspective and detail. Zhu Xi is atten-
tive to striking this sort of balance in his own approach to investigating things
to attain knowledge. By developing the notion of pattern as the nexus of
order and knowledge, and stressing a commonality of pattern, patterning
in the heart-mind and in phenomena and affairs, Zhu epistemically seeks a
sort of inner resonance in investigating phenomena and affairs. Achieving
such an inner resonance is important, since patterns are implicated not just
formally and cognitively, but also emotively and interactively, in their instan-
tiations (basic propensities) and settings. The knowledge one attains involves
grasping such patterns and propensities in the contexts, or matrices, of their
interactive relations, as well as one’s impulses of appropriate response.

To be sure, Zhu Xi broadened Cheng Yi’s account of investigating things and
made it more inclusive. In this effort, he gave the first definitive Neo-Con-
fucian account of investigating things in the “Supplement on investigating
things” he appended to chapter 5 in the Advanced Learning (X% Daxue),
which reads:

The expression “attaining knowledge lies in investigating things” means
that, if one intends to attain knowledge, it lies in exploring the patterns
of the things one encounters. Indeed, there is nothing the discerning
human mind cannot comprehend, for there is nothing in the world that
doesn’t possess patterns. It is just because there remain some patterns
one hasn’t explored that one’s knowledge is not exhaustive. This is why
the first step in advanced learning is, regarding everything in the world,
for the learnerto proceed in each instance on the basis of what he already
knows of their patterns, to explore them further in order to understand

responding to events as best we can; for Zhu Xi, it would be “as appropriately we can, and
with utmost propriety”.

17 The Buddha was similarly concerned with accurate knowledge to support enlightened
awareness and conduct.
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them to the utmost. Having exerted oneself at this for a long time, one
will suddenly have a penetrating comprehension. One will penetrate the
latent and the manifest, the seed and chaff of all things and understand
the whole substance and far-reaching function of mind. This is what is
called “investigating things”, it is what is called, “the utmost of knowl-
edge”. (Adapted from Chan 1963, 89)

Notably, since the self-same patterns/patterning constitute the heart-mind
as form the living world, the investigation of things and affairs discloses not
only their patterns of formation and intercourse but ipso facto the patterns
constituting the heart-mind and its perceptual and responsive operations.
For Zhu Xi, object realization as much as other realization is a mirror to reflex-
ive self-realization. At the same time, how can one hope to comprehend “all
things in the world”, even in principle? Zhu Xi explains that patterns/pattern-
ing are patterned, comprehended, and manifested throughout reality. Since
the patterns unfold organically in the flux of phenomena and the formation
and development of things, they are all organically related, parallel, symmet-
rical in form, and can be traced back to their originating form as the single
pattern.’® Hence, every new bit of knowledge one acquires, every new facet
of pattern one grasps, casts additional light onto the new phenomena and
the constituent patterns that one encounters.

These subtle, fine-mesh daoli are utterly inexhaustible. There is no di-
mension in which they aren’t manifested. They penetrate and connect
all the myriad complexities. (Zhu 1986, ch. 22)

The manifold complexities ultimately all trace back to the one pattern.
(Ibid., ch. 41)

Daoli is distributed amongst all things and affairs. It definitely isn’t con-
centrated in one place. (lbid., ch. 120)

Such daoli penetrate everywhere equally — seed and chaff, small and
large —in every direction. Grasp all four sides together in comprehending
them. (lbid., ch. 116)

For Zhu, this extension, unfolding, and dispersal, not to mention folding and
return, of patterns throughout the world mean that patterns are at once in-
tegrated and also manifested variously in multi-perspectival ways. For this
reason, one has to be constantly prepared to adjust one’s pre-conceptions
and stance to see through the phenomena appropriately, and grasp their

18 The originative single pattern would be supreme polarity (taiji &%), which triggers the yin-
yang polarity in gi.
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patterns effectively. Zhu observed this need for multiple perspectives for un-
derstanding human affairs, natural phenomena, and even artefacts.*

The learning of the common person usually deviates toward one set
pattern and stresses one position. Therefore, fierce debates break out
because people don’t see all four sides.?’ The sage [Confucius] stayed
balanced, upright, in harmony and fair, and thus remained free of devia-
tion or bias. (Zhu 1986, ch. 8)*

Although the myriad patterns are ultimately expressions of the single
[originative] pattern, learners still must attend to the manifold complex-
ities within the myriad patterns. By drawing together all four sides, they
will naturally realize the single pattern. Not attending to those myriad
patterns but attending solely to one set pattern is groundless imagining.
(Ibid., ch. 117)

Gather examples of all species in order to observe the spirit of transfor-
mations in nature. Collect all kinds of construction materials to under-
stand their respective functions in the building of a house. One must re-
lease one’s mind and spirit in order to pay attention. (Zhu 1986, ch. 117)

What is important is to comprehend inner and outer, root and branch,
hidden and manifest, seed and chaff, completely and comprehensively in
each respect. (Ibid., ch. 18)

Interestingly, in Zhu Xi’s account of patterns/patterning in the “Supplement
to Chapter 5” quoted above, he elaborates on patterns/patterning in more or
less general and specific, abstract and concrete senses.?? Zhu Xi also stresses
time and again that “understanding [a] pattern exhaustively” must be un-
dertaken on the basis of investigating things; he sees no sense in examining
the idea of pattern simpliciter, in abstraction from phenomena; for the sig-
nificance of patterns/patterning surely lies in its formative role in processes,
cycles, phenomena, and affairs. Li must be implicated in phenomena or af-
fairs to be discernible and have epistemic value, practical traction, and ethi-
cal significance.

Is any of this instructive for the contemporary computer-assisted conduct of
research, reflection, and writing? | would tend to say yes. While we might not

19 See Zhuangzi’s similar position in ch. 17, “Autumn Floods” (Watson 1968), and also see
Thompson (2015, 150-6).

20 “Four” stands for multiple.
21 Areference perhaps to Confucius’ four abstentions (Analects 9.4; Ames 1998, 127).

22 This can perhaps be likened to Russell’s notion of type levels and Hegel’s notion of levels of
abstract universals and concrete universals.
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subscribe specifically to Zhu Xi’s ontology of pattern, or pattern and gj, his
underlying conception of patterns/patterning, set in real dynamic contexts,
remains instructive and provides a handle for understanding and responding
to things and affairs.® The notion of pattern cuts to the chase of human
perception and knowledge, as contemporary neural science tells us that our
perceptions are coded on the basis of pattern recognition, which apparently
goes much deeper and is more exacting than, say, the venerable Aristotelian
categories.?® | would add that whenever we conduct research and reflection,
we arrange sets of relevant distinctions and categories for the data for the
purpose of that project. We could say that the logic, categories, and structure
that we project in our understanding of the data tend to shape both the data
sets (the phenomena) we are dealing with and our mindset as we attempt to
conceptualize the data and work with them. In that sense, the self-same pat-
terns are at work together both in (our views of) things and affairs and in our
minds and conceptualizations, particularly as our understandings get closer
to the truth. So, it is important not only to get things right, but also to think
about the things in a relevant and effective, systematic order.

Importantly, Zhu Xi at the same time understands that we can and do get
things wrong and invariably need to rethink everything when the data, or
experiential or experimental results, turn out very differently from our con-
ceptual or hypothetical expectations. Zhu Xi understands the provisional na-
ture of human understandings of the structure and processes of the world;
hence, he knows that an accurate account of a pattern with respect to knowl-
edge and, by extension, value, would refer it to the final outcome of ongoing
inquiry and reflection, rather than something given as understood at the out-
set.” It is important to realize that Zhu Xi’s notion of the this same patterns/
patterning permeating world and mind is reminiscent of the early Wittgen-
stein’s claim of a common logical space answering to world, language, and
thought, by virtue of which language — and knowledge — mirrors reality and
allows us to talk about real facts. Zhu’s notion of the basic intelligibility of the
world by virtue of the patterns which permeate and run through it parallels
Wittgenstein’s idea that every state of affairs in the world, in principle, can
be expressed as a fact in language, and so that my language constitutes my

23 See David Wade, Li: Dynamic Form in Nature (2003).

24 Think of the thousands of faces we can distinguish based on raw pattern recognition as com-
pared to the relatively few we could distinguish using Aristotelian categories. Neural research
shows our categorical understanding is parasitic on our pattern recognition, without which it
could not take place. See Hawkins (2004, 60f).

25 Thisresultis consistent with the “Supplement to Chapter 5” of the Great Learning and exem-
plified in some of Zhu Xi’s observations of natural phenomena.
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world. Zhu Xi would be committed to the notion that we express our cogni-
zance of patterns/patterning propositionally, and manifest that understand-
ing performatively through speech and action.?

Responsive Chord Within Cognition

A decisive plank in Zhu’s “Supplement to Chapter 5” of the Advanced Learn-
ing is, “On the basis of what one already knows of their patterns, to explore
them further”. This key insight harks back to the notion of instinctual human
responses,?” as well as knowing how and the tacit knowledge one builds up of
how things happen in the world.?® Though this might seem to be a departure
from foundational, “objective” Western styled research, in the humanities
one tends to conduct research on topics that one feels an affinity with and
responds to, that strike a chord, that resonate. | would propose that the re-
searcher’s resonance with his or her chosen research area contributes to his
or her arriving at an approach and basic argument about the data.?® Further-
more, this notion of resonance helps to explain the underlying human rea-
sonableness of giving charitable readings or interpretations. Such readings
are not merely charity work conducted out of sympathy, but reflect that the
critic’s responsiveness to the author’s basic feelings and take on the material.
Uncharitable readings and interpretations are often false to the extent that
they depart from the inclination and spirit of the original and push it in alien
directions, which might be formally justified but are just false to the spirit of
the material, even to the spirit of the argument. For example, many critical
expositions of arguments in Plato are only correct when the arguments have
been abstracted from their dialogical contexts and ironed out to fit logical
stencils, however they miss subtleties and nuances of the dialogue and its
context, and thus turn out to be irrelevant or merely a sidelight to Plato’s
own intentions and project. For his part, Zhu explains:

One must pay attention on the basis of one’s instincts (Zhu 1986, ch. 8).

26  Thus answering to the later as well as early Wittgenstein.

27 This refers to preserving the root and Mencius’ four beginnings, etc., mentioned above. See
note 6/142.

28 See Zhuangzi’s comments on the knowledge of nature and the knowledge of the human, and
the knowledge that one knows vis-a-vis the knowledge one does not know in the opening
paragraphs of Zhuangzi, chapter 6, “The Venerable Teacher” (Watson 1968). Wittgenstein
offers similar reflections in On Certainty (Wittgenstein 1971).

29 This goes on as well in much research that is deemed prima facie objective. Even mathemati-
cians and physicists speak of the beauty (aesthetics) of a compelling, well-formed argument
or theory.
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One must infer from what one knows in order to eventually reach the
level of knowing all (ibid., ch. 15).

What learners mean by “investigating things” nowadays lacks initial
clues and is merely blindly investigating by inquiring into things. (Zhu
1986, ch. 15)

To date, all verifiable knowledge is human knowledge, and to that extent
subject to human sensitivity.

Investigating Things to Extend Knowledge

Zhu's “Supplement to Chapter 5” of the Advanced Learning enjoins us to, “Seek
to reach its ultimate”. This imperative involves making efforts to attain an un-
derstanding of the full range of the implications of a phenomenon, concept, or
value. This is not pointing to an essentialist platonic ideal, but rather the full
range, the full gamut of what a phenomenon, concept, or value involves. As
Zhu Xi explains:

Everyone knows that a son knows to be filial, and a father knows to be
affectionate. The problem is that people just don’t understand these vir-
tues thoroughly. What’s important is to want to understand these virtues
in depth. Consider a light shining through a hole. The light grows brighter
when the hole is enlarged. All things have their patterns, and people are
acquainted with their own [constitutive life] patterns, such as filial piety
and affection. But, if one’s knowledge is not very penetrating it is as if one
remains mostly in the dark. (Ibid.)

Hence, Zhu's imperative “to reach its ultimate”, is intended to encourage peo-
ple to reach a penetrating comprehension of the concept or matter or value
under consideration. If one’s penetration is shallow one’s comprehension will
be weak and unsteady, like the narrow beams of light peeping through tiny
holes. While students tend to be uninterested in thinking about basic issues
like filiality and eager to consider more exotic, esoteric matters, Zhu Xi con-
sidered that people who remain unclear or in the dark about such basics as
filiality and filial affection would tend to be fuzzy headed and unable to grasp
the deeper things very well. Therefore, he set up genuine or authentic working
knowledge as a goal,

“Attainingknowledge” isthe means by which one seeks authenticknowledge.

Authentic knowledge involves penetrating things to the marrow to compre-
hend them thoroughly. (Ibid.)
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Knowledge, to be authentic, must penetrate to the marrow. Thus, the Mas-
ter further said, “Investigating things is just attending to phenomena, while
the knowledge attained is this mind’s penetrating comprehension.” (Ibid.)

Cutting through the metaphors, we may consider Zhu Xi’s notion of pene-
trating knowledge as in-depth knowledge that is at once detailed and com-
prehensive. For Zhu Xi, this would involve sensitivity to fine details, distinc-
tions, and differences. He stressed the importance of achieving penetrating,
in-depth knowledge, sensitive to fine distinctions, because he saw that many
people judge things crudely and act on vague, general concepts, and thus
while they might make judgments and perform actions that are prima facie
in accord with custom and virtue, on a closer look they actually violate or
contradict the values of propriety and humaneness.*® In the case of values,
in particular, one arrives at a penetrating comprehension by drawing infer-
ences in a variety of cases cued by one’s basic impulses in response to what
one intuits and knows within.

Consider King Xuan’s seeing an ox and feeling that he couldn’t bear the
suffering of others [Mencius 1A:6]. To extend this feeling such that all
things are covered by its empathetic concern is precisely what is meant
by “investigating” and “attaining”. This is to investigate, infer, explore,
and attain to the utmost. Each person has his own store of knowledge
and experience to draw on; nobody can be called completely ignorant —
even the infant knows to love its parents and, as it grows up, to respect
its elder brothers and so forth, down to knowing the basic distinctions
between good and bad and right and wrong, which one then discerns
clearly. But, as to one who doesn’t go on to infer, extend, and expand on
such feelings, experiences, and knowledge, one’s experience and knowl-
edge will, ultimately, remain like this. [...What is important is to explore
and investigate on the basis of the clues of one’s initial feelings]. (Ibid.)

This passage goes beyond one’s usual study and inquiry to consider the in-
born moral sensitivities that begin to inform the researcher and develop in
her thinking in the course of conducting humanities research. | stress moral
sensitivities as opposed to strict virtues or principles, because this involves
filling out and refining one’s basic responsive life knowledge with the deeper
lessons and insights that take place as one undertakes research and reflec-
tion in the humanities. We might say that Zhu Xi stresses the importance of

30 For this reason, Zhu Xi, following Mencius, spoke of the need to overturn ritual to fulfill
humaneness in cases in which a standard observance of the ritual would cause harm or
suffering.
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sensitivity and empathetic inquiry, and the bottom line is that one put one-
self fully into it.

Ininvestigating things, what is important is to pay close attention through
the self. (Zhu 1986, ch. 15; italics added)

To just explore the patterns of the myriad things in the world broad-
ly, without endeavouring to grasp them through the self, is what is de-
scribed by... [the Cheng Masters] as “galloping off with no point of re-
turn”. (Ibid., ch. 18; italics added)

Putting one’s heart into it is clearly a departure from the disinterested objec-
tivism that is encouraged by so-called advanced, computer-driven research
in today’s digital data. However, as Zhu Xi would remind us, the very nature
of humanities materials calls for sensitivity and empathetic reading and in-
quiry. The humanities researcher who does not read, reflect, and respond in
a responsive, humane way will not be up to the task.

Putting one’s heart into it turns out to be epistemologically justified for Zhu
Xi, in that his notion of heart-mind is emotionally (and responsively) as well
as cognitively (and rationally) wired into the living world of gi and patterns/
patterning such that,

...there is nothing the discerning human mind cannot comprehend, for
there is nothing in the world that doesn’t possess patterns. It is just be-
cause there remain some patterns one hasn’t explored that one’s knowl-
edge is not exhaustive. This is why..., regarding everything in the world, ...
the learner proceeds in each instance on the basis of what he or she
already knows of their patterns, to explore them further in order to un-
derstand them to the utmost. (Daxue zhangju, ch. 5)

Not only is putting one’s heart into it epistemologically justified for Zhu Xi;
since the same pattern/patterning constitute the heart-mind and knowledge
as the world, phenomena, and affairs, one’s exhaustive knowledge of the
world is tantamount to exhaustive knowledge of the heart-mind and self, not
to mention humanity.

Since the heart-mind is limitless, how could it be exhausted? Since things
are countless, how could they be exhausted? But, one who reaches the
level of penetrating realization and really grasps it will understand it all.
This is to be exhaustive. (Zhu 1986, ch. 60)

One can’t exhaust the function of heart-mind; what can be exhausted
are just the patterns/patterning of the heart-mind. (lbid.)
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Ultimately, we, “Investigate things in order to illuminate this very heart-
mind”. (Ibid., ch. 118)

“Illuminate this mind” refers to the inner realization that one has arrived at
penetrating knowledge, authentic knowledge, which gets into the marrow.
This is the sort of knowledge one acquires by investigating things to explore
patterns/patterning. One who has explored the patterns of numerous phe-
nomena, and reached the level of a sudden penetrating realization, in effect,
has fully grasped the patterns/patterning of the heart-mind; thereafter, one
is equipped to see through the myriads sorts of matters that arise. For Zhu
Xi, one who is armed with this sort of penetrating realization is equipped to
grasp quite readily any new things as they arise.

Nobody conducting inquiry and research in the humanities, or even the hu-
man sciences, would today make such sweeping claims for the general ap-
plicability of their epistemico-ontological assumptions, such as Zhu Xi’s basic
ideas of patterns/patterning, gi, basic propensities, and heart-mind. How-
ever, these assumptions do not make Zhu'’s ideas or system rigid or limited.
They stir the imagination, and provide useful ways to look at the facts and
assess our feelings. One must keep in mind at the same time that Zhu Xi’s
ideas of patterns/patterning and daoli do not form a linear, logocentric sys-
tem, but rather are multivalent, holistic, and regarded as organically unfold-
ing as well as re-enfolding. As noted above, this extending and dispersal, as
well as folding and return, of patterns/patterning throughout this flowing
world mean that patterns/patterning are regarded as at once integrated and
also manifested variously in multi-perspectival ways, such that one has to
constantly adjust one’s ideas and stance to grasp the phenomena and their
basic propensities and guiding patterns sensitively and appropriately. Zhu Xi
thus observed the need for multiple perspectives for understanding human
affairs, natural phenomena, and even artefacts.3!

Although the myriad patterns ultimately are expressions of the single
[originative] pattern, learners still must attend to the manifold complex-
ities within the myriad patterns. By drawing together all four sides, they
will naturally realize the single [originative] pattern. Not attending to
those myriad patterns but attending solely to the single originative pat-
tern is groundless imagining. (Zhu 1986, ch. 117)

The learning of the common person usually deviates toward one set
pattern and stresses one position. Therefore, fierce debates break out
because people don’t see all four sides. The sage [Confucius] stayed

31 See Zhuangzi’s similar position in ch. 17, “Autumn Floods” (Watson 1968).



Lessons from Zhu Xi’s Views on Inquiry and Learning...

balanced, upright, in harmony and fair, and thus remained free of devia-
tion or bias. (Ibid., ch. 8)

The argument might be made that Zhu Xi’s system and approach allow for
multiple perspectives and understandings, for multivalency and different
reads of the basic propensities and patterns, because they are more about
life praxis than theoretical understanding, which is the typical goal of ad-
vanced inquiry at present. They are not about reaching the sort of definitive
explanation and understanding that are the earmarks of traditional West-
ern philosophy and contemporary advanced research, in the humanities as
in other fields. For the moment, | would propose that Zhu Xi’s system and
approach are aimed at precisely the sort of subjective comprehension (ob-
jectively validated, nonetheless) that lends itself to enhanced self-realization
and self-conscious personhood and practice that remain the everlasting,
though increasingly tacit, goal of work in the humanities, whether creative
or academic.

Zhu Xi on the Conduct of Learning and Reading

Again, for Zhu Xi, learning and reading are part of one’s self-cultivation efforts
and goal, essentially to become a sensitive, responsible, and self-conscious
person, dedicated to humane values and living. The value to be derived from
mastering the subtleties of the texts lay in the basic truths of life they con-
vey, their ethical import. Zhu Xi was critical of those students of ancient texts
who seek esoterica and “enjoy mysteries and subtleties. They even probingly
speak of the imageless and formless (which are unspeakable)” (ibid., ch. 26).

By contrast,

The sage (Confucius) expressed himself plainly and uprightly. But, peo-
ple nowadays insist on seeking marvels and expounding on the lofty and
far-reaching. When interpreting texts, they insist on explaining even the
obviously shallow commonplace passages in profound phrases. Con-
cerning the outer, they insist on discussing the inner. (Ibid.)

Above, we saw that Zhu Xi’s approach to inquiry was bound up with the core
cultivation efforts of abiding in jing, nurturing the root, and examining self.
One’s serious learning and reading, especially of the classics, should involve
the project of establishing one’s great root, in effect, grounding and cen-
tring oneself in those patterns, principles, values, and way of life. As Zhu
elaborates,
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In the conduct of learning, one first must establish the great root. In the
beginning, one is quite narrow. In the middle phase of learning, one ex-
pands and broadens while at the end one again narrows down. Recently
learners have liked to pursue the narrow, but without seeking to go on
to broaden themselves; how are they then to confirm their narrow un-
derstanding? There are also those who seek only to broaden themselves
without returning back to the narrow. Their ailment is even worse than
that of being too narrow and lacking in breadth. (Zhu 1986, ch. 11)

Zhu regarded the middle stage of learning, the effort of broadening oneself,
as the most crucial and painstaking part of learning. This is where one learns
about the differences and fine distinctions that make one more discerning
and one’s responses more appropriate. The narrow “great root” is orienta-
tional and pertains to the laying and setting of one’s foundation. The process
back from breadth to narrowness refers to one’s integrating and synthesizing
one’s wide learning, making it viable for refining one’s judgments and ac-
tions, making them acute and propitious; this process would be a major step
in fulfilling one’s existential resolve to be a sensitive, responsible, self-con-
scious person.

Reading, for Zhu Xi, is an inherent part of the other cultivation efforts, linked
to the broader conduct of inquiry, culminating in investigating things to un-
derstand their patterns exhaustively. It is a little-known fact that Zhu was the
only prominent Neo-Confucian master to register the central role of reading,
and to discuss it extensively. His account of reading with regard to interpret-
ing and understanding classical texts is particularly relevant to discussions on
the study of humanities texts today. Importantly, he teaches keeping an open
mind about a text, being wary of forcing one’s preconceptions and personal
views on it, and the importance of reading a text over and over again, and
immersing and steeping oneself in it. For example, Zhu Xi writes,

In reading, one mustn’t foist one’s personal views onto the text. Look at
it according to the actual meaning of the words; distinguish the meaning
of the text clearly on the basis of the words. Review it tirelessly in this
way for long days and deep months. (lbid.)

If you read with preconceptions, since they aren’t necessarily correct
you shouldn’t stubbornly stick to them. Just set them aside and read the
text over again in order to arrive at a fresh view. (Ibid.)

It’s like draining muddy water, after which the clear water appears. (lbid.)
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For Zhu Xi, besides staying open-minded and free of pre-conceptions, the
reader must stay concentrated and focus on the text at hand.

Review and reread the passages one comprehends. (Zhu 1986, ch. 10)

Just read according to the sequence of the text; each guiding pattern
then will appear naturally in context. In this way after a long time, one
will experience an overall grasp. (lbid., ch. 11)

One needs this sort of solid mastery of a text for dealing with the problems of
interpretation that arise. Moreover, such problems and doubts are inevitable
for a serious reader who questions consistency and implications, as well as
basic meanings. For example,

The points at which the explanations of various masters differ or agree
are worthy of note. Supposing A explains it in one way, just grasp A’s po-
sition and examine his account thoroughly; then, suppose B explains it in
another way, just grasp B’s position and examine his account thoroughly.
Having explored these two masters’ positions completely, proceed to in-
vestigate the text further and consider the matter exhaustively. Certainly
one of the accounts will turn out to be correct. (Ibid.)?

Encountering doubts and problems are the bread and butter of serious read-
ing, which make it an intriguing exercise, and an utterly unproblematic phi-
losophy text would seem facile and vapid.

Read up to the point at which numerous doubts arise, such that you
neglect to sleep and eat. In this way, you can make rapid progress.... It is
like deploying troops: you have to score a major kill to be deemed adept
at gaining victory. (Zhu 1986, ch. 10)

Although one shouldn’t concoct groundless explanations, when doubts
arise in reading one will form opinions of one’s own. At such times, one
can’t help but form an explanation. Those who haven’t formed an expla-
nation simply haven’t encountered any doubtful places in their reading.
(Zhu 1986, ch. 11)

Such valid doubts reflect the seriousness with which one reads. At the same
time, the reader’s doubts must be well founded and not made up and ar-
bitrary. One who commences reading a text with doubts, in current jargon
simply problematizing for the sake of problematizing, is not going to grasp
anything or make serious headway in reading. Indeed, feeling and expressing

32 Thereis no reason there might not be more than two possible interpretations or readings of
a text.
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doubt with a true point and purpose depend on a basic initial mastery of the
overall text.

Otherwise, one won’t be equipped to extend doubt meaningfully, not to
mention to explain the problem.

Ultimately, such valid exercises of doubt involve bringing one’s cultivated
knowledge, values, logic, and powers of judgment into play. One’s develop-
ment as a resourceful, passionate thinker proceeds as much through such
exercises of doubt as by reading the noble thoughts of the sages.

During their famous symposium at Goose Lake, Zhu Xi wrote the following
poem in response to the poems by Lu Xiangshan and his brothers, which
celebrated insight learning:

Discuss past learning to increase your subtlety;
Nurture new understandings to increase your depth.

For Zhu, the first line expresses a requirement for carrying out the second.
It is best for the intellectual and moral vanguard to nurture their new un-
derstandings in the light of the long experience and lasting truths of earlier
generations. This is true whether one is basically accepting or rejecting the
truths of the past; otherwise, each successive generation will find itself in the
position of reinventing the wheel.

Zhu Xi’s discussions on reading become more pointed and begin to approxi-
mate modern hermeneutics when he considers reading the ancient classics,
yet he also finds much to criticize in the predilections of classical commen-
tators of his day. The Book of Changes remains among the most challenging
of the classics. As Zhu notes, understanding this text is not simply a matter
of understanding the words on the page and the underlying principles; it is
a matter of grasping patterns of change and transformation in nature and
human life.

The Book of Changes contains detailed information about material facts
and covers human affairs thoroughly. All the matters mentioned really
occurred. Learners today just review and recite every day beneath their
lamp or window without personally having responded or adapted to
changes in the world. Suddenly given this book to read, they are ill-pre-
pared to grasp it. (Zhu 1986, ch.11)

The Book of Change describes the patterns/patterning of things and af-
fairs according to transformations of yin and yang. Great and small, seed
and chaff, the Book of Changes covers them all. In particular, one can’t
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read it with a biased mind, stressing the inner but neglecting the outer,
bored of action and craving ease and tranquillity. (Zhu 2002, ch. 43, let-
ter to Li Kelian)

Clearly, for Zhu, it is useless to study the Book of Changes in a scholastic way,
quietly under a lamp or window. Zhu understands the limits of bookish learn-
ing and becoming a well-versed reader without knowing how things actually
transpire in the world, and so places equal emphasis on practical experience.

Moreover, Zhu understands that not all canonical texts are equal and present
the same sorts of problems to the reader and interpreter. For instance,

Naturally, some books are suitable for anyone to read, such as the Ad-
vanced Learning, Analects, Mencius and Zhongyong. Indeed, how could
one simply not read them? By reading these four books, one grasps the
indispensable daoli of daily life, as well as the proper sequence of learn-
ing. Afterwards, one can go on to read the Odes, Documents, Rites, and
Music. Although | heard others claim they’d read the Book of Changes, |
took them to be mistaken because they hadn’t observed the proper se-
guence of learning. The Book of Changes doesn’t directly present these
daoli and is by no means a common textbook. (Zhu 1986, ch. 67)

Indeed, recognizing that the Book of Changes was originally a divination
manual, Zhu first studied the images and the calculations (xiangshu 5285)
in the work, treating them as more important than the didactic significance
attributed to the text by Cheng Yi. He explains, “...the Book of Changes is es-
pecially difficult. Before opening the scripts, one must have made a serious
effort to master the images and calculations” (Zhu 2002, ch. 35, letter to
Chen Mingzhong).

Since the Book of Odes is a literary text, Zhu Xi’s account of his efforts to in-
terpret it is also relevant:

When linterpreted the Odes, I'd just read the original text 40 or 50 times
and gain a 60 to 70% comprehension. Then, I'd see how my impressions
jibed with the various commentaries. After I'd gained a general grasp of
an ode in this way, I'd reread it 30 or 40 more times and become conver-
sant with its main idea, and get it for myself. (Zhu 1986, ch. 80)

Zhu'’s tended to study individual odes in the Book of Odes in three stages.
He’'d first recite the ode many times. After attaining a basic mastery of the
ode, he would consult the commentaries, which was the second stage. He
tended to draw on all of the commentaries, old and new. Having mastered
these interpretations, he would reread the ode thirty or forty times more;
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the third stage. At this point, he usually felt adequately conversant with the
daoli of the ode, that he’d “got it for himself”. Zhu approached the other
classics in much the same way he approached the Odes. Consequently, his
learning drew upon the traditional readings and was solidly based on original
texts. Yet he also ventured to come up with innovative readings of his own.

What’s important in becoming well versed in an ode is to immerse one-
self completely in reading it a hundred times through. In that way, the
exquisite parts will come out and its subtleties and peculiarities will ap-
pear. In reading this one ode, you should spare no effort in reading it
over and over until you’ve thoroughly mastered it. Read it like there is
no second ode; that would be the best. But, if you just read this first ode
and then go on to the second one, you will never succeed in reading it
with comprehension. This would be to be lacking in concentration. It is
important to slay your “mindset to wander off and pursue other things”,
so you can just settle down to read. (Zhu 1986, ch. 80)

As a methodical reader, Zhu understands that the Odes has its own inner
structure, as does the Book of Changes. In approaching each classic one
should first inquire into its inner structure. Consequently, to read the Odes
and the Book of Changes simply according to one’s initial subjective im-
pressions would not be a valid application of “investigating things to under-
stand pattern exhaustively”. Moreover, in reading the Odes Zhu understands
that their literary merits transcend the didactic intent of most Confucian
interpreters.

In reading the Odes, besides their didactic significance, it’s even better to
appreciate their literary composition. (lbid.)

An ancient said one may be inspired by reading the Odes (Analects 8/8);
what’s important is that in reading the Odes one feels inspired at certain
points. That is to read the Odes. (lbid.)

The Odes contain moving sentiments. One who reads them without be-
ing moved simply is one whose sensibility was slain by the various Con-
fucian commentators. (lbid.)

Completely wash away the old interpretations and the sense of the Odes
will come to life. (Ibid.)

Zhu Xi’s approach to these two classics reveals that his commitment to truth
goes well beyond the ideology and didacticism of the Confucian tradition,
and that he is keenly interested in the actual patterns, principles, and pro-
pensities operative in the world and the deeper sentiments of human life,
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as expressed through poetry and song. Naturally, the books of Confucius,
Zisi, and Mencius express valid patterns, principles, and ideals that Zhu Xi
embraces and identifies as his own, yet at the same time he examines and
comments on these texts with the same keen critical eye. We thus see Zhu
registering several levels and valences of truth corresponding to the course
of nature and human life, the deeper sentiments of humanity, and Way and
teachings of Confucius and the sage kings and formative Confucian masters.

Concerning Zhu Xi’s quest for truth in these ways, Peng Guosheng usefully
compares his approach to reading and interpreting the Confucian classics
with Hans-Georg Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics. While Zhu Xi en-
gages in what may be termed Gadamerian baseline textual interpretation
to elicit the original meaning(s) of the extant text, and second order textual
reconstruction to clarify and elaborate the guiding principles at work it, par-
ticularly with respect to the Four Books, and with an eye to praxis, Zhu exhib-
its a sort of exuberance in his readings and commentaries that is not evident
in drier Gadamerian approaches (Peng 2015, 326). Peng accounts for Zhu'’s
exuberance in his reading and interpreting as due to his not just participating
in, but devotedly cultivating himself, in “sacred” Confucian traditions.

In my view, Zhu Xi’s exuberance about not just learning and reading but in-
quiry in general traces back to his inveterate hunger to probe to the mar-
row, and understand deeply and practically the world and human existence.
His existential resolve to realize himself as a sensitive, responsible, self-con-
scious person is not just to fulfil the Confucian ideal, but more broadly to be
conversant with the flux of reality in nature as well as himself. Certainly, he
would advise today’s advanced humanities researchers and writers not only
to delve whole-heartedly into their focal concerns, but also have a healthy
interest in a broad array of matters and phenomena.

Zhu Xi on Extracurricular Learning

Zhu Xi was rather unique in the Confucian tradition for seeking a firm grasp
of the patterns of change and transformation that constitute the world and
human life.®® Most of his Neo-Confucian brethren devoted themselves more
narrowly to what they considered orthodox learning, and often sought to

33 It might be contested that this impulse underlay the production and use of the Book of
Changes, and that Shao Yong anticipated Zhu Xi with the notion of observation. | would reply
that among Confucian scholars Zhu Xi did the most to think about and develop a method
of investigating things to extend knowledge. He developed this notion in greater depth and
applied it more widely than had Shao Yong or any other Confucian in traditional China.
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purge “extracurricular materials”. Some regarded even literary and historical
inquiries as borderline extracurricular, creating for themselves the appear-
ance of empty moralizers and lifeless pedants. By contrast, Zhu Xi sought to
understand the dynamics and depths of life and conducted his own learning
in a broad and encompassing way. To his Neo-Confucian peers, he would ask,
“How can one claim to grasp and carry out the Way if one doesn’t have a
handle on the ways of the world and society in which one lives, if one doesn’t
register the pulse of everyday life?” As emphasized by Qian Mu, the scope of
Zhu's “investigating things to understand pattern exhaustively” was poten-
tially all-embracing, and so his pursuit of learning extended into what other
Confucians would regard as borderline areas and beyond. Two extracurricu-
lar realms of particular interest to Zhu Xi were roaming freely in the arts and
investigating natural knowledge (Qian 1991, 215).3

Confucius advised his students to roam freely in the arts in their free time.
Zhu Xi saw value in such roaming, in that it encourages one to notice the lit-
tle things, the details, the finer things at hand in daily life, and that it allows
one to continue cultivating oneself whether in action or repose. In this way,
every moment becomes a precious occasion to be unlocked and appreciated.
Indeed, Zhu considered that learners who thus stay in the moment during
downtime as well as up-time would tend to have a firmer sense of priorities,
and be prone to nurture root and branch, inner and outer together.

For his part, Zhu Xi took joy in painting and drawing, and did some self-por-
traits. He also enjoyed the lute and was versed in harmony and melodies.
When a master of the lute, Cai Yuanding (Jitong, 1135-1198), came to study
with him, Zhu received him as an old friend and later discussed the instru-
ment in a letter to the master that linked the principles of the lute with the
appropriateness and patterns of the myriad things:

Generally speaking, as to the myriad affairs in the world, their appropri-
ateness and patterns are inexhaustibly subtle; it isn’t easy to determine
them thoroughly in a word. One must peer through them as through a
crystal screen such that they do not obstruct one another; that is a con-
firmation of investigating things. (Zhu 2002, ch. 44, letter to Cai Jitong)

Zhu also studied the major works on health, medicine, and the principles
of nourishing life, and discussed them knowledgeably. He even investigated
the art of quiet-sitting to nourish life, and discussed this with Cai Yuanting in
connection with the Daoist text Can-tong-qi 22182 (The Three Ways Unified
and Harmonized). When Cai was about to go into exile, Zhu discussed the

34  The following examples were drawn from Qian (1991, ch. 30).
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Can-tong-qi with gusto when seeing him off. Incredibly, Zhu later wrote a
commentary on this text under the pen name Kongtong daoshi Zou Xin ZZ[A]
18 - 8B5T (Daoist master of vacuity and identity Zou Xin). Some later schol-
ars ridiculed him for writing this commentary; however, they hadn’t grasped
that Zhu's version of Neo-Confucianism was all embracing, and thus included
these other dimensions.**

As noted above, Zhu’s method of investigating things was applicable in prin-
ciple to everything from the cosmos and heavens above, to humanity and
the myriad creatures below. Moreover, Zhu’s entire effort manifested and
authenticated his resolve to attain and extend knowledge by “investigating
things to understand patterns exhaustively”. It must be noted that while
Zhu'’s teaching of “investigating things” was more about culture and ethics
than scientific matters, he did make some salient scientific or proto-scientific
observations at a time when few Chinese intellectuals concerned themselves
with such things, and officialdom did not hold technologists or engineers in
very high regard (Kim 2000). Zhu Xi made numerous observations of natu-
ral phenomena couched in (and to a certain extent rationalized) in his li-gi
conceptual framework. He always sought the underlying patterns and gi per-
mutations of the natural phenomena he observed — as well as of the human
conduct and texts he investigated. The following are several examples of Zhu
Xi’s observations of and reflections on natural phenomena.

At several times, Zhu Xi observed fossil shells on mountaintops, and with
some amazement inferred a notion of geological evolution in light of re-
ceived principles of transformation. He writes, for example,

| often see the snail and clam shells atop high mountains, or embedded
inside stones: these stones are made of the soil of an earlier time. But,
snails and clams live in the water. Thus, the low transforms into the high,
the soft transforms into the hard. These matters, if one thinks deeply
about them, involve facts that can be confirmed. (Zhu 1986, ch. 94)

Now there are often various types of oyster shells embedded in stones
atop high mountains. Oysters must certainly live in the mud but, there
they are, in stone. Heaven and earth are changing and rotating; how can
anything remain constant? At the time when the mountains, rivers and
the great Earth were first produced, their settings must have been quite
soft. (Zhu 1985, ch. 1)

35 This text could be regarded as an extension or application of Zhou Dunyi’s Explanation of the
Diagram of the Supreme Polarity, the cornerstone of Zhu Xi’s system of thought.
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Moreover, while Zhu held that the earth was stationary vis-a-vis the rotating
heavens above, later when he considered that the earth lies nested below or
within the heavens, he raised the question that while

Heaven rotates on the outside, isn’t the earth revolving along with it?
Sitting here now, we don’t feel that the earth is moving, but how do we
know that while heaven rotates on the outside the earth isn’t revolving
along with it? (Zhu 1985, ch. 86)%®

Zhu Xi also offered a probing reflection on the formation of the cosmos. Rem-
iniscent of Spinoza’s notion of immanent reason and Wittgenstein’s logical
space, he regarded patterns/patterning as penetrating everything and not
conditioned or limited by extension, dimension, or direction. By the same
token, he understood that almanac makers only catch certain discernible an-
nual cycles and seasonal patterns in the world; they cannot register anything
deeper or get into the hows or whys these phenomena.

Someone said, “Shao Yong spoke of that which ‘lies beyond the six direc-
tions.” | fear there is nothing beyond them.” The Master replied, “Assur-
edly, pattern is free of inner and outer. The pattern of the six directions
certainly has inner and outer. When almanac makers calculate the gi,
they just calculate the revolutions of the sun, moon, and stars. Beyond
this, they cannot calculate. And, how could these matters be free of in-
ner and outer?” (Zhu 1986, ch. 1)

As to comprehending heaven, the cosmos, and its revolutions more gen-
erally, Zhu speaks exuberantly of expanding one’s mind and feelings, one’s
consciousness; by extending from all that one feels, sees, knows, and can
imagine, one can begin to get a sense of its immensity. This appears to be an
application of Zhu Xi’s method of “investigating things to attain knowledge”
to nature writ large:

Heaven is just a vast entity; one must enlarge one’s mind and feelings to
begin to gaze upon it. As to the revolution of heaven, in one day it defi-
nitely revolves in one cycle. But, there are also major revolution cycles;
one cannot approach this matter from just one perspective. (Zhu 1985,
ch. 1)

It is fascinating to consider the sorts of existential reflection that would ac-
company such reflective observations of nature itself.

Interestingly, besides making such discerning scientific remarks, Zhu Xi some-
times also came up with what might be deemed a scientific or proto-scientific

36 This is the sort of question that Copernicus, Kepler, and Columbus were asking themselves.
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model or thought experiment to facilitate understanding of natural phenom-
ena. In one such case, Zhu uses a steaming rice pot as a model for under-
standing precipitation:

When gi vaporizes and produces rain, it is just like when the rice pot is
covered: the gi pressurizes, condenses, and produces droplets. When gi
vaporizes and produces fog, it is just like when the rice pot isn’t covered:
the gi disperses and is not recovered. (Zhu 1985, ch. 111)¥

Zhu Xi was at once rational and empirical in spirit. He observed events care-
fully with a keen eye and yet sought underlying patterns and offered rea-
soned speculations on the workings of natural phenomena. He found such
inquiries into natural truths invigorating, almost empowering, touching reali-
ty in ways that cultural, textual truths never could. Zhu was deeply interested
in the patterns constituting, connecting, and guiding physical phenomena;
and he investigated natural phenomena in the spirit of roaming freely in the
arts, that is, he didn’t neglect to observe even the most trifling matters. And,
as in his conduct of textual studies and formation of cultivation approach-
es, he strove to confirm his ideas and hypotheses against the evidence or
the touchstone of effectiveness, often in dynamic terms, more in the sense
of asking whether that was “how something worked” in situ, rather than
whether “it was simply true or false”. In any case, he wouldn’t accept claims
or ideas without some indication of their truth, their practical veracity. For
example:

A while back, there was a monk who claimed, “In the growth of bamboo
sprouts one can observe the ‘night vapor’. So, | stuck a pole into the
ground to record the growth of a bamboo sprout. From morning until
night it grew less than one inch. When | observed it at dawn the next day,
it had already grown by several inches.” Afterwards, | tested the story at
the Jade Mountain Monastery, and found that the bamboo sprouts grew
the same amount by day or night. Their actual growth differed entirely
from that claim of the monk. (Zhu 1986, ch. 138)

Qian Mu notes that this story presents an interesting contrast to Wang
Shouren’s anecdote about investigating the bamboo in front of his hall.
While the young Wang just sat there and stared blankly at bamboo sprouts
expecting their patterning to be manifested before his eyes, and gained no
knowledge from the exercise, Zhu’s teaching and practice of “investigating

37 Itis a shame that nobody realized that the pressurized steam in a vessel could produce pow-
er. Laozi planted the seed for this discovery in Laozi, ch. 11. But the suggestion was never
noticed. See Ames and Hall (2003, 91f).
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things” involved observing with a clear question in mind, to be tested and
confirmed. Thus, after hearing the monk’s claim about the growth of the
plants, Zhu proceeded to measure the actual growth of the bamboo sprouts
by day and night when he had some free time (Qian 1991, 219).

Above, we observed that Zhu Xi would have questioned the narrowness and
over-professionalization of current humanities research and writing at the
college level. In this age of accelerated advanced degree programs, scholars
are no longer limited just to the boundaries of their disciplines, but now to
their chosen areas and fields within their disciplines.?® This trend not only
erodes the scholars’ awareness of the intellectual-historical context of their
chosen academic niches, but also alienates them from the constellations of
other disciplines surrounding their own. Zhu Xi realized that his own focal
concerns, such as the Confucian Way, self-cultivation, and so on, could only
be understood, attested, and made more meaningful within larger contexts
of knowledge and awareness. His central preoccupations could only come
alive when related to a working sense of the world, history, his tradition,
other traditions, human nature, and the like. Consequently, his example
demonstrates that humanities students and researchers should acquaint
themselves broadly within their own field, as well as with smatterings of oth-
er fields, in order to add depth and reality to their thought and research.
In my case, my earlier efforts to study some science and the philosophy of
science were repaid not only in a firmer grasp of recent developments in this
area, but also in the writing of a crucial book review (Thompson 2002) and
academic presentation (Thompson 2016). These studies also facilitated my
recent work in agricultural and sustainability ethics, which has reinvigorated
my academic and professional life.>®

Calls to expand the purview of one’s interests and learning — so as to include
not only attending to and grasping the flow of events going on, whether at
hand or in the press, but also making oneself aware of and conversant in
ever wider swaths of one’s own discipline, as well as trends of others — per-
haps sound like a siren’s call, an impossible dream, in this age of informa-
tion overload. At present, our focal studies and research efforts are already
vastly overwhelmed by the wealth of information at our grasp with the aid
of digitization, computers, and the internet. We used to despair at reams of
information, now new information pours in by the gigabyte and megabyte!

38 | once heard an American Chinese historian say that he was only knowledgeable about the
last fifty years of the Tang dynasty and not to ask him about the early Tang or any other peri-
od of Chinese history. Hopefully, he was exaggerating.

39 See also Thompson (2012a, 2012b, and 2013).
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How can we be expected to cast our vision beyond this focal amplitude, this
infinite depth, which we can barely begin to get a grip on? In this time and
age, such calls, as implied in Zhu Xi’s teaching and practice, seem delusional if
not downright sadistic. However, | maintain that this call is crucial if contem-
porary humanities researchers and writers are to restore a sense of not only
their intellectual balance and equilibrium, but also of their academic com-
mitments and life direction. It is crucial, indeed, to keeping one’s academic
work and career relevant to life as well as in harness with one’s primary re-
solve to be a sensitive, responsible, self-conscious human being.

Now to the question, how is the contemporary humanities researcher to do
this? That is, how is she to keep abreast developments in her own area, not
to mention her field at large, while keeping aware of the events going on in
other fields of knowledge? After all, there are only 24 hours in a day, and
seven days in a week! Well, to this end, the internet may be of service. One
may subscribe to several news and academic sites to receive periodic news-
letters. One may choose news sites that reflect one’s outlook and politics,
although it would be healthier to also receive postings of contrary views.
Among academic sites, one may choose some that directly reflect one’s in-
terests, although again it would also be good to receive newsletters with a
more general interest in the field, as well as science reports, such as from the
New Scientist or Science Newsletter. One might visit the new books shelf and
the current periodicals room at a university library, say, twice per month, to
browse everything. It would also be intellectually expansive to read books
from other fields at least once or twice a year, not just for expanding one’s
intellectual breadth, but for challenging oneself to explore outside one’s in-
tellectual comfort zone.

Conclusion

Zhu Xi’s views and teachings on inquiry, learning, and reading, as understood in
the context of his approach to self-cultivation, are highly relevant for rethinking
and addressing the state of advanced education, study, research, reflection, and
writing in the contemporary academy, especially in the humanities. While the
tools of digitization, computers, and the internet grant us access to unimaginable
riches of information, and empower us to explore and crunch that data, they
and their applications in MOQCs, distance learning, and video classrooms are ul-
timately dehumanizing in various ways, and detract from the animating spirit of
humanities studies. Consequently, we in this day and age are rapidly losing touch
with some of the core elements of humanities education and learning. These
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elements are closely connected with the human touch, the personal touch, and
are directly involved with the reasons why one enters the humanities in the first
place. They have to do with the human spirit, with questions of the meaning
and purpose of human life, with the reasons why we all find the courage and
conviction to get up in the morning to face yet another day — or not. So much
of the true and significant humanities work depends on personal immersion in
the focal materials, struggling with them, trying to read the author behind the
writings, attempting to make personal sense of his or her productions, efforts
that easily become vapid on computer monitors when one is easily distracted
by other things online. So much of humanities training and interning involves
teachers and students, or just the latter, intensively reading and discussing core
texts together, trying to make general sense of these texts together while seeking
personal meaning for oneself or one’s set. Such activities and quests animat-
ed several advanced courses | took in philosophy and literature as a university
student, for example on Plato, Melville, Thoreau, the Romantics, Kierkegaard,
Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, Sartre, and others, and as a graduate student, such as
on Laozi, Zhuangzi, Seng Zhao, the Neo-Confucians, and so forth.* These sorts of
activities can be mimicked in online chatrooms, but those dialogues never carry
the same feeling or punch as face-to-face conversations.

This sort of humanities spirit and practice underlay Zhu Xi’s experience, commit-
ment, practice and teaching, which makes his ideas continue to be relevant and
suggestive even today, when this personal and face-to-face sort of learning and
study are being supplanted by digital and online tools and apps. Fundamentally,
Zhu Xi reminds us that the value of the humanities, and of advanced work in this
field in particular, lies precisely in one’s establishing the existential resolve to see
the project through, not merely as an intellectual task to be completed, but even
more as part of the existential humanizing project of cultivating oneself into a
more sensitive, reflective, responsible, self-conscious human being.

In closing, what Kleinbaum wrote of poetry could certainly be said broadly of the
humanities, and Zhu Xi would concur:

...We read and write poetry because we are members of the human race. And
the human race is filled with passion. Medicine, law, business, engineering... are
noble pursuits and necessary to sustain life. But poetry, beauty, romance, love...
These are what we stay alive for. (Kleinbaum 1989)*

40 These readings and activities made these courses absolutely crucial in my personal develop-
ment as a sensitive, responsible human being, as well as a humanities scholar.

41 Atheory-obsessed colleague working in the field of literature called The Dead Poets Society
a nice, sentimental story. | replied that this story gets at why we as human beings produce,
enjoy and study poetry, and literature generally, in the first place. Theory often loses sight of
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Between Tradition and Modernity:
Modern Confucianism as a Form of
East Asian Social Knowledge

Abstract

In the last decades of the 20 century, the revival of traditional Confucianism assumed
increasing importance and relevance. The revitalization of its complex philosophical her-
itage thus became part of the most important theoretical currents in contemporary East
Asian societies. Due to its potentially stabilizing social function and compatibility with
capitalism, Confucianism is often seen as the Asian equivalent of Max Weber’s “Prot-
estant ethic”. In modern Sinology, this view is known as the “post-Confucian hypothe-
sis”. The appearance of the “vacuum of values” in modern China and its problematiza-
tion and connection to the transformation of the structure, role, and function of social
knowledge provide a good example of the consequences of explosive social transforma-
tion. This also raises the question of whether the Confucian modernization model is in-
deed capable of generating a non-individualistic version of modernity. Proceeding from
this hypothesis, the present paper aims to show that the purported relation between
modernity and individualism, which international modernization theories have always
viewed as “inevitable” or “intrinsic”, is, in fact, little more than an outcome of Western
historical paradigms.

Keywords: Confucianism, Modern Confucianism, cultural heritage, East Asian moderni-
zation, social knowledge
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Introduction - Social Knowledge and the Confucian
Revival in East Asia

Proceeding from the notion of Confucianism as a form of social knowledge
in East Asia, and speaking about its impact upon the specific features of East
Asian modernization, we first have to clarify the meaning of these crucial
terms within the referential framework of the present paper. In this paper,
the term East Asia does not refer to a geographic or geo-political area, but
rather to a cultural zone, one that is defined through various common cultur-
al heritages, especially through the common Confucian ideational tradition.
In this sense, Vietnam, for instance, is also part of East Asia, although in a
strictly geographic sense it belongs to Southeast Asia.

When speaking about a “common Confucian tradition” we must ask our-
selves how this term, which refers to a complex ideational system, relates to
a common East Asian culture and its epistemology. Confucianism as a form
of knowledge is a particularly important part of the ideas and ideologies un-
derlying East Asian societies, and constitutes the main body of traditional
learning (Li and Yan 2006, 561). Various parts of this multi-faceted ideation-
al system thus form important elements of contemporary East Asian social
knowledge. This is a form of knowledge that constitutes an epistemologi-
cal common thread in societies, cultures, and communities. In contrast to
personal knowledge, social knowledge is formed by a common ideational
background, which provides a set of evaluative criteria by which incoming in-
formation is assessed. In other words: while personal knowledge and justifi-
cation are based on the coherent integration of individual information, social
knowledge and justification are based on the coherent aggregation of social
information (Lehrer 1987, 87), as shared by individuals belonging to a certain
social group. Here, we must also point out that this kind of social information
is not limited to learning or perceiving what is conveyed or represented in
the realm of factuality, but also includes ideas and values.

Confucianism as a form of knowledge has had a profound and widespread
impact on traditional Asian societies.! However, various social transforma-
tions in modern times have dislodged traditional and pre-modern forms of
Confucianism from the centre of these societies (Li and Yan 2006, 561). On

1 For scholars such as Joseph Levenson, Myron Cohen, and Margery Wolf, Confucianism is an
outdated patriarchal ideology whose gradual disappearance is highly desirable, as this would
open up areas for the consolidation of a new and much-needed cultural transformation.
Instead, for other scholars, Confucianism is a sine qua non for any “Chineseness”, and must
thus be maintained and further developed in the contemporary world (Ames 2001, 71).
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the other hand, the revitalization of traditional Confucian thought is one of
the most important intellectual currents in contemporary East Asia. In China,
which is the historical “cradle” of Confucian cultures and philosophies, this
revitalization began on the threshold of the 20" century, and manifested it-
self in the intellectual current of so-called New or Modern Confucianism (Xin
ruxue?).

Ininternational Sinology, this line of thought is translated with various names,
ranging from Neo-Confucianism or Contemporary or Modern Neo-Confucian-
ism, to New Confucianism and Modern or Contemporary Confucianism. The
first set, which includes the term Neo-Confucianism, is impractical because
it is naturally confused with Neo-Confucianism (sic), the same term that in
Western Sinology denotes the reformed Confucian philosophies of the Song
and Ming periods (/i xue or xingli xue). | therefore generally prefer the term
Modern Confucianism, given that we are dealing with philosophical discours-
es that belong to Chinese modernity.

Because the Confucian renaissance as a new, modern intellectual movement
started in China, its main representatives are also mainly found among mod-
ern and contemporary Chinese philosophers, although the Confucian revival
is increasingly shaping the current academic scene in other East Asian socie-
ties. In the present paper, however, we will concentrate upon the work of the
central representatives of these currents who lived and worked (or still live
and work) in the Chinese linguistic area. In order to clarify the abovemen-
tioned research question on the relation between Confucianism as a form
of social knowledge on the one hand, and its impact on the specific features
of East Asian modernization on the other, we shall thus examine and intro-
duce some of the most important epistemological elements contained in the
writings of the most prominent representatives of this revival. These analy-
ses will be based on the works of many philosophers belonging to all three
generations of Modern Confucianism,?® including Xiong Shili, Zhang Junmai,
and Liang Shuming from the first generation, Mou Zongsan, Xu Fuguan, Tang
Junyi, and Fang Dongmei from the second, and Tu Weiming and Chen Lai
from the third.

2 HifRE
3 The categorization into “generations” follows a long tradition in Confucian scholarship, which
is ultimately rooted in classical Confucianism.
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Modern Confucianism and the Special Features of East
Asian Modernization

Modern Confucianism is defined by a search for syntheses between Eu-
ro-American and traditional East Asian thought. It aims to develop a system
of values, ideas, and concepts that could prove itself capable of resolving
the social, political, and axiological problems of today’s globalized, modern
societies. In order to establish a model in which modernization is not sim-
ply equated or confused with Westernization, scholars who belong to this
stream of thought often attempt to revive “classical Confucian” values by
adapting and reconciling them with the demands of the present time (see Tu
2000 and 2014).

In this context, it is important to note that since the latter half of 20" cen-
tury East Asian societies have been constantly changing the map of world
progress, with the balance of economic and political power gradually shifting
from the West to the East. This process has its roots in a number of transfor-
mations in ideational and material paradigms by which the development of
East Asia can be defined, and which also strongly influence international re-
lations at the global level. If we want to understand these transformations in
the context of their individual cultural backgrounds, we must adopt a broad-
er perspective, for their internal structures are by no means limited to (visi-
ble and measurable) economic, political, and ecological issues. On a deeper
ideational level, these transformations are also tightly linked to the political
and social roles of culturally conditioned values and ideologies. These — of-
ten only latently present — ideational factors represent the crucial axiological
and epistemological foundations, as well as an inherent binding, of all the
specific institutions that are typical for these societies, and Confucianism is
undoubtedly one of these key ideational foundations. It is based on the in-
corporation of ideas linked to the concept of a “relational self”. The concrete
collective social consciousness that underlies this mode of (self-)reflection
manifests itself in the condition of the relational individual, who is necessar-
ily and existentially an organic part of a social group. Such consciousness is
reflected in the manner in which any given individuals come to view them-
selves as a part of a group, and in which patterns of commonality among
individuals bring explicit unity to interpersonal relations. This specific view
of the relation between the individual and society has been of crucial impor-
tance for shaping the Modern Confucian version of “Chinese” or “East Asian
Modernity”, for in this renewed system the concept of individualism can be
replaced by individualization (Abbeg 1970, 210), i.e. in the full realization of
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each individual’s potential within the relational network of their interactions
with the “Others”.

The prevailing classical Western modernization theories have created a tra-
dition that interprets the relation between past and present (i.e. “tradition”
and “modernity”) in a Eurocentric manner, one that remains globally pre-
dominant even today. Although they differ from each other, they still have
a common basis, established upon the supposition that “traditional” and
“modern” cultures or societies always represent two systems of interrelated
variables. In their various reformulations of the dichotomy between tradition
and modernity, this transition has been understood as a process in which
the former falls into decline and the latter is then established (Bendix 1967,
307-8). As such, according to these theories social systems are grounded
on a “before and after” model (ibid. 309). In this model, “traditional” and
“modern” social structures are distinguished by two sets of dichotomous at-
tributes, and individual societies are classified as more or less “modern” ac-
cording to the degree to which they exhibit one set of attributes rather than
another (Rosker 2015, 13). In this context, tradition and modernity are wide-
ly used as polar opposites in a linear theory of social change. In such a view,
the concept of change in economically growing societies, such as those seen
in contemporary East Asia, can be understood as one which is conditioned
by a linear development from a traditional, “conservative” past towards a
“highly modernized” future. A significant presumption in this bipolar model
of change is that the existing institutions and values that form the “content”
of tradition are barriers to progress and social change, and are thus seen as
obstacles to modernization (ibid.).

Following such ideas, most dominant Western theories of modernization
have naturally assumed that East Asia could only develop dynamic, modern
societies if it abandoned its most important traditional heritage, namely Con-
fucianism. Indeed, Karl Marx and several other classical Western moderniza-
tion theorists firmly believed that this ideational system was hindering any
kind of real modernization in this part of the world. For example, Max Weber
wrote extensively on Asia, especially India and China, concluding that Asian
philosophical, religious, or cultural traditions could by no means serve as an
ideational basis for social, political, and economic modernization (Makeham
2003, 33).

On the other hand, Joseph R. Gusfield (1967, 351) pointed out that relations
between “tradition” and “modernity” do not necessarily imply displacement,
exclusiveness or conflicts. Hence, the “modern” must not necessarily or
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III

categorically impair the “traditional”. He noted that traditional forms do not
always hinder change and progress, but can also provide support for them.

Modern Confucian scholars also follow similar presumptions. Hence Weber’s
widely known thesis, according to which the so-called “Protestant ethic” was
instrumental in the rise and spread of modernization, stands in contrast to a
presumption that has appeared in East Asia in recent decades, and which is
known as the “post-Confucian hypothesis”. This argues that societies based
on Confucian ethics might prove themselves as not only equal, but even supe-
rior, to the West in terms of modernization, industrialization, and affluence.

The abovementioned revitalization of Confucian thought, which first ap-
peared at the turn of the 20™" century and which developed in the theoret-
ical stream of so-called Modern Confucianism, is certainly among the most
important factors within such new modernization ideologies (Li 1996, 544).
Contemporary Confucian scholars thus generally believe that the successful
development of East Asian societies has been, and remains, mostly due to
the particular modernization model that has been adopted, one known as
“Confucian capitalism” (e.g. Kahn 1979; Vogel 1979).

This model is characterised by strong state leadership with a well-devel-
oped administrative structure, a hierarchical social structure with a well-de-
veloped network of social relations, and an emphasis on education. It also
stresses virtues such as diligence, reliability, and persistence together with
cooperation, loyalty, and a strong sense of affiliation with one’s community
or organization (Rosker 2015, 3).

In order to acquire a more coherent understanding of the East Asian Con-
fucian revival, its socio-epistemological functions in the modernization pro-
cess, and its theories, it is also important to understand that it cannot be
seen as a monolithic ideational formation. This revival includes a wide scope
of theoretical discourses, which are rooted in a tradition that is already in
itself very complex and heterogeneous.

Epistemology and Axiology of Social Transformations

Over the last few decades the developmental process of the Confucian re-
vival has been tightly linked to the dynamic and complex social transforma-
tions seen in East Asian societies, in which it functions as one of the most
important elements of common cultural heritage and social knowledge. In
this context, social knowledge can also be defined as one’s ability to under-
stand and predict others’ general patterns of behaviour. Therefore, social
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transformations are necessarily linked to simultaneous transformations of
social knowledge. The revival of traditional Confucian values thus represents
one of these ideational transformations.

As already noted, the Confucian revival is rooted in the presumption that
East Asian modernization cannot be completely identified with Westerniza-
tion, and that the process of modernization necessarily includes both uni-
versal and culturally conditioned elements. Here, we cannot forget that the
term modernity, which generally denotes a period of social transformation,
was developed within Euro-American discourses, and thus defining the “gen-
eral” theoretical evolution of this concept means (once again) addressing the
development of Western theory. Hence, we should also stress that in this
context we are not referring to any notion of so-called “classic modernity”,
i.e. to the Western “New Era”. We instead apply this term in the sense of a
process of general social transformation or social revival, one linked to cer-
tain specific conditions that dictate modernization (e.g. the enlightenment
movements, the dominant role and function of intellectuals, the spread of
industrialization, and so on). Depending on the specific tradition or cultur-
al environment in which they took place, such processes followed different
pathways. However, they always involved the transformation of many of the
conditions defining transitional societies.

Since the latter half of the 20t century, Southeast Asia has been one of the
most dynamic economies in the developing world. This process of economic
change has always been accompanied by several other attributes of modern-
ization, such as the spread of education, modern transportation systems, and
mass media (Hirschman and Edwards 2007, 4376). The reasons underlying
the economic success of some countries and the stagnation of others are still
subject to dispute. The East Asian model of state-sponsored export indus-
trialization is widely discussed in academic circles and among policymakers,
but the parallels between East and Southeast Asian strategies of economic
development remain rather unclear. An important element in this context
is the presence of market-driven capitalism. However, the function of the
regional governments in managing their economies has also been integral
to economic development in the area. Hirschman and Edwards (2007, 4377)
also point to the degree to which economic development in the region has
been carried out by fairly authoritarian states, stating that: “The relationship
between democracy and economic growth and development, argued to go
hand in hand by modernization theorists, seemed to be challenged by the
experience of Southeast Asian tigers towards the end of the twentieth cen-
tury” (ibid.). However, a lot of research remains to be done to investigate the
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reasons for and implications of economic development and modernization
in this area.

In dealing with the relation between economic growth and democracy, we
often come across the phrase “Asian values”. This has frequently been used
to express a key concept put forward by a number of authoritarian ideolo-
gies, which claims that, in order to contain the presumed threat and risks
of “Western” individualism within in their own societies, there is a need to
promote the “virtues” of Asian communitarianism and rigorous government.

“Asian values” as a doctrine of developmentalism can be understood
as the claim that, until prosperity is achieved, democracy remains an
“unaffordable luxury”. This “Protestant ethic” form of “Asian values” at-
tributes high growth rates to certain cultural traits. These characteristics
include hard work, frugality, discipline, and teamwork. Western democ-
racy hinders rapid development, authoritarian rulers in the Asia Pacific
claim, and thus must be delayed until substantial development has been
achieved. (Thompson 2001, 155-6)

This ideology thus warns against careless assumptions of “Western” de-
mocracy, arguing that it could lead Asian countries down the slippery slope
of degeneration. In this way, “Asian values” have become the antithesis of
everything that is seen as wrong with the West. The concept is very prob-
lematic, however, as it relies on the (wrongly understood) notion of “cultural
relativism”, or the idea that human rights are contingent upon Asian cultural
heritage (Moody 1996, 166). In such contexts, Western countries are seen
as having no right to impose their views, concepts and practices on other
cultures.

Even though this notion of “Asian values” has often been closely identified
with the Confucian tradition (see, for example, Fetzer and Soper 2007; Yu
2000; de Bary 1998; Lee 2003), this expression, in fact, has almost nothing
to do with the Modern Confucian scholars or their philosophies. Hence, it
is very important to be aware of the significant differences between mod-
ern and contemporary adaptations of Confucian theory and the related dis-
course on Asian values, which is often mistakenly comprehended as forming
part of the Modern Confucian stream of thought.

In general, this stream of thought has nothing against Western influences, as
it is even based upon searching for syntheses between Euro-American and
traditional Chinese (especially Confucian) discourses. The founders of Mod-
ern Confucianism as a system aimed at a more systematic re-interpretation
of traditional Chinese philosophy and culture, based on a deeper and more
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comprehensive understanding of Western philosophy, especially the thought
of Plato, Kant and Hegel, as well as other representatives of German Ide-
alism. Given that Modern Confucians viewed modernization primarily as a
rationalization of the world, they explored their own tradition for authentic
concepts comparable to the two Western paradigms essential for moderni-
zation, i.e. the concepts of subjectivity, and of reason and rationality.

However, this stream of thought also aims to elaborate and modernize some
Confucian values that could be used as a counterweight to the general dis-
persion of values, which is typical for industrial and post-industrial societies.
Because one of the central axiological elements accompanying profit-driven
capitalistic developments is widespread social alienation, traditional idea-
tional systems have — inter alia — been investigated in order to find a solution
to the so-called “vacuum of values” that appear as an omnipresent manifes-
tation of this phenomenon. In this context, Modern Confucianism aims to
elaborate on traditional epistemological approaches linked to the inherent
connections between knowledge and values or knowledge and wisdom, fo-
cusing on the cultural and axiological conditionality of comprehension. In
this sense, Confucian philosophers have followed the presumption that tra-
ditional epistemological and ethical concepts could serve as a foundation for
an “East Asian” modernization theory.

Knowledge and Value

In order to obtain a deeper understanding of the contributions of Modern
Confucianism to the solving of the global crisis of values, the present paper
will critically introduce the epistemological thought of some of its most im-
portant representatives. It aims to show the development of the traditional
Chinese epistemological presumption that moral cultivation is a precondition
for any comprehensive knowledge. An implication of this premise is that hu-
man perception and comprehension of reality, which is, in itself, permeated
by ethical values,* is not only rational, for it is, among other factors, also
defined by intentions, desires, and feelings. Modern Confucians assume that
the very same demarcation line that divides reason and intuition also divides
science and philosophy or the humanities.

In general, Modern Confucians do not oppose science, but are against sci-
entism — the belief that science and the scientific method are the best (or

4 On this basis, the contemporary Chinese philosopher Chen Lai elaborated an ontology of the
central Confucian virtue of humanness (ren) and introduced a vision of a humanness-based
ethics, pertinent to modern times (Lai 2014).
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even only) way to obtain the truth about the world and reality. Moreover,
most of them argue that science, which aims at the recognition of objects in
the external natural world by applying rational and analytical methodology,
will never be able to solve questions linked to the meaning of life, nor have a
significant impact on an individual’s worldview. While science explores facts,
philosophy and the humanities investigate meanings and values. As such,
Modern Confucians claim that the boundary between reason and intuition
not only separates science and philosophy, but also the realm of phenomena
from that of values (see, for instance, Xiong 1992, 357; Mou 1995, 549; Fang
1936, 160; Xu 1960, 2; Tang 2000, 293; and others).

Here we shall take into account that in the holistic Confucian tradition epis-
temology is inseparable from ontology, since every object of cognition is also
cognition itself. The concrete manner of an object’s existence is therefore
tightly linked to our understanding of it. This link is interactive, for it includes
mutual co-dependency. We thus cannot oversimplify the Confucian view by
claiming that it represents a solipsistic conceptualization of the world. What is
true for the perception of the external world also holds for its comprehension
and interpretation, which cannot be separated from the whole, but individual-
ized and thoroughly changeable, existence of the objects of cognition.

The main streams of thought in traditional Chinese epistemology were primar-
ily based on the method of introspection and the intuitive perception of reality.
In the Neo-Confucianism of the Song (960-1279) and Ming (1368-1644) dy-
nasties (upon which the majority of Modern Confucian discourses are ground-
ed), there were two schools: the first was “realistic”, and was known as the
School of the Structure (Li xue FE£%) or the School of Reason (Xingli xue 14
FiEL) . Greatly influenced by the teachings of the most important medieval
Chinese philosopher, Zhu Xi, this epistemology emphasizes realistic modes for
the perception of reality, and it introduced a new methodology suited to this
form of recognition called “exploring objects” (ge wu #%7). The latter school,
which instead advocated more idealistic and intuitive methods of recognizing
reality, was named the School of the Heart-Mind (Xin xue (»%), and was led
by the most famous philosopher of the Ming dynasty, Wang Shouren.> Most
Modern Confucian philosophers are more influenced by this latter school of
thought than by the more realistic philosophy of Zhu Xi. Moreover, they derive
their concept of reason from German philosophy, which generally occupies an
important position in their theories.

While Marxist theoreticians (such as Jin Yuelin) prescribed absolute priority
to the rational method in China, most Modern Confucians (especially Xiong

5 Also known as Wang Yangming.
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Shili and Mou Zongsan) applied the intuitive one. Some of them, however, like
Liang Shuming (1924, 97-102) and Zhang Junmai (Chang 1954, 100), drew at-
tention to the traditional binary understanding of reason and intuition. Here,
the two methods of inquiry are not only linked to each other, but are also con-
nected to the method of reasoning as such, because reasoning is always based
on distinguishing.

In such a view, philosophers who apply the method of intuition must also at
the same time apply methods of formal logic and dual differentiations; and
those who apply the rational method simultaneously use the intuitive one, as
well as dual distinctions.® For Modern Confucians, all these methods — those
of dual distinctions and intuition, as well as of formal analysis and inferences
— are necessary components for any coherent philosophical activity. However,
the recognition obtained from intuitive perception is deeply rooted in cogni-
tion, human will, and feelings, and thus represents a synthesis on a high epis-
temological level. Zhang Junmai, for instance, pointed out that this synthesis
cannot be established by study alone, in which intuition and reason appear in
a mutually contradictory relation, but only on the basis of much broader plat-
forms (Chang 1954, 100). In this context, Xiong Shili and his student Xu Fuguan
upgraded Wang Shouren’s method of recognition, which they called tiren &
#2 (bodily recognition) and tizhi &%l (knowledge obtained through the body),
respectively. This method is not based on intuition in the usual sense, nor on
rational reasoning about the logical relations between premises and inferenc-
es. Instead, tiren is a retrospective and active process in which “the subject dis-
covers moral subjectivity in the pseudo-subjectivity of human desires and af-
firms and develops it” (Ni 2002, 287). Here, the word ren (recognition) means
both realization and recognition. One reveals one’s own moral nature through
“overcoming the self” and by “reducing sensual desires” (ibid.).

Most Modern Confucian philosophers are also profoundly interested in ques-
tions regarding the nature of the relation between theory and praxis, i.e. be-
tween “knowledge and action” (zhi xing %/11T), which also represented one
of the central epistemological problems of traditional, especially Neo-Confu-
cian, discourses’ (see for instance He Lin 1938).

6 The comprehension of reality based on the method of dual differentiation and distinction,
respectively, is rooted in the awareness of binary oppositions like hard-soft, black-white,
pleasure-pain, etc. They form a contrast, through which objects can be easily categorized
and hence integrated into the comprehensive perception of reality.

7 In the framework of the Neo-Confucian philosophy (i.e. the reformed Confucian discourses
from the Song and Ming dynasties), this view has been elaborated in greatest detail by Wang
Shouren and some other representatives of the School of the Heart-Mind (Xin xue).
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In the traditional Confucian conceptual and referential frameworks, the
transcendent and empirical spheres of human performance mostly corre-
spond to the dual antipodes of “inner sage” and “external ruler” (“neisheng
INEE” and “waiwang 4 TE”). As Lee Ming-Huei points out (2001, 15), most
Modern Confucians see the “inner sage” as a foundation for the concept of
the “external ruler”. However, the latter cannot be understood only as a kind
of extension of the former. Due to their striving to establish an East Asian
theory of modernization, Modern Confucians aim to establish within the
complementary relation between the two polar opposites something similar
to the Western conception of the subject.

A subject so constituted could thus unite in itself the awareness of the
“subject of moral practice” (daode shijiande zhuti) in the sphere of
spiritual life, the awareness of the “political subject” (zhengzhi zhuti)
in the field of society, and the awareness of the “cognitive subject” or
the “subject of recognition” (renshi zhuti) in the realm of epistemol-
ogy and the natural world. The inner sage thus had to be posited in
the complementary relation with a “new external ruler” (xin waiwang)
who was responsible for the development of science and democracy.
(Rosker 2016, 156)

In this process of recognition, the unity of knowledge and action (zhixing
heyi 51174 —), as well as the subject and object of recognition, merge into
one. If the subject of recognition wants to gain objective knowledge, it must
“immerse” (Ni 2002, 292) itself in the object of recognition, i.e. in all that can
be recognized in that object. Only in this way can a certain insight become
genuine knowledge. On such a basis, the separation between knowledge and
the subject of recognition can be completely eliminated, and the incorpora-
tion of what has been recognized becomes a precondition for its actual and
complete recognition.

In the Neo-Confucian philosophies of the Song and Ming dynasties, the intu-
itive recognition of reality was closely linked to the concept of innate knowl-
edge (liangzhi K. %7), which constitutes the core of the moral nature of any
individual. This concept, which can be seen as a creative link connecting fact
and value, has profoundly influenced the entirety of Modern Confucian epis-
temology. For Xiong Shili (1992, 548), one of the pioneers of this stream of
thought, this innate knowledge, which manifests itself in the infinite heart-
mind (wuxiande zhixin #FR ) %1.0») and its phenomenal form denoted by
the original heart-mind (ben xin Z<:»), is the basic human moral substance
and provides a foundation of moral performance — it is transcendent and
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infinitely universal.® Many later Modern Confucians, such as Mou Zong-
san (1995, 38) and Tang Junyi (1985, 53-54), have seen it as a kind of moral
compass intrinsic to every individual. Similarly, Xu Fuguan appropriated the
traditional concept of moral reason (daode lixing &&= 14), which serves
as a fundamental principle for the guidance and regulation of human life
within the moral heart-mind, and manifests itself as an awareness of the
good and ethical within the moral self or original heart-mind (Xu 2005, 178).
Most Modern Confucian epistemological discourses are also based on the
presumption that this awareness is innate to all human beings.

All this led to a modern elaboration of the traditional Confucian moral spirit,
which is both immanent and transcendent. The Modern Confucian elabora-
tions of such a moral spirit are based on the internalization of traditional reli-
gious concepts, which were transformed and changed from abstract external
ideas into symbols denoting different existential forms of the inner moral
substance (ibid.).

As already noted, Modern Confucian epistemology is closely related to its
ontology, for scholars belonging to this current usually see the world as a
metaphysical reality that is immanent to all that exists in the universe, while
also possessing moral qualities (Chan 2002, 306). In this respect, the central
Confucian virtue of (co)humanness or mutuality (ren 1=) is already part of
the cosmic entirety (see Chen 2014), while its recognition, or its simultane-
ous incorporation and internalization, manifests itself in the moral perfor-
mance of individuals. Chen Lai, who is one of the most important of today’s
Chinese philosophers, also points out that the ideational foundations of this
virtue form a basis for a unification between the Self and Other, since they
are rooted in an awareness of the importance of community, and thus in an
awareness of one’s own social responsibility (Chen 20144, 41).

Knowledge and Wisdom

This kind of ethically conditioned knowledge is also tightly connected to the
notion of wisdom, or, in other words, to the differentiation between factual
and axiological knowledge. In contrast to the former, the latter is not only
grounded in perceiving, gathering, and applying factual information, but

8 The human heart-mind (xin) as a necessary and constitutional part of the inner moral sub-
stance (or the inherent individual moral self ) is the key component in the recognition pro-
cess. When recognizing other human beings, this sensual compatibility must also be based
on empathy, a core notion defining the abovementioned central Confucian virtue of human-
ness (ren).
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also includes its concrete evaluation, allowing us to apply it in reasonable
and ethically irreproachable ways. This kind of knowledge is grounded in an
ethically aware understanding and evaluating of different positions in vari-
ous social contexts. It is rooted in the difference between facts and values,
i.e. in a classical epistemological distinction, which appeared in almost all
traditional philosophies, and which has gained a lot of attention in modern
times in the form of the increasingly problematic relation between science
and humanities.

Hence, throughout the 20™ century various attempts at clarifying the rela-
tion between knowledge and wisdom emerged to the forefront of Modern
Confucian philosophies. This task implied the need for a transformation of
these traditional discourses, which could not be comprehended, applied,
reproduced, or developed beyond the specific frameworks of the Chinese
tradition. This aspect has thus been connected to the need for the analytical
reconstruction of traditional concepts in the context of social modernization.
Most of the Modern Confucians were well aware of the importance of this
task, for it preconditioned any possibility of adapting these frameworks to
the modern era, and therefore of turning them into a possible foundation of
new, contemporary social knowledge. In these endeavours they aimed to fill
the emerging “vacuum of values”, which manifested itself in social dispersion
and a complete lack of generally binding axiological norms or criteria.

Many Modern Confucians elaborated on the concept of wisdom, as can al-
ready be found in Xiong Shili’s theories on the difference between qualitative
(xingzhi P4:%%) and quantitative (liangzhi &%) understanding (Rogker 2009,
376). In his Three Kinds of Philosophical Wisdom (Zhexue san hui, 2007),
Fang Dongmei also unites the notions “/i #1” (reason) and “ging 1&” (feel-
ing, sensation) into an epistemological concept of “sensuous reason (gingli
1HHE)”. In its unification of rationality and feelings, this notion provides a
fundamental and original core, or basis of recognition. Fang thus denoted it
as a “seed of wisdom” (zhihui chongzi % Z:#f1-). Tang Junyi’s epistemology
also implies both a theory of knowledge and a theory of wisdom. In Tang’s
philosophy, intuition and reason are thoroughly interconnected. Based on
this interconnection and the mutual influence amongst the different mech-
anisms and segments of the heart-mind, and with the help of analytical phi-
losophy, Tang formulated an innovative and very interesting hypothesis re-
garding the creativity of wisdom (zhihuide chuangzaoxing % £ i £ ).
For him, knowledge (zhishi %17%) includes ideas or concepts, logical cognitive
laws, inferences, and empirical intuition. Wisdom, however, is understood
as a kind of “miraculous creativity” (shenmiaode chuangzaoxing fHF0H]£l
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%), i.e. a type of intuitive reasoning that is neither completely empirical,
nor exclusively rational. It is a kind of thought that can apply previously ob-
tained knowledge, but only based on prior independent decisions for such
application. As such, knowledge is both integrated and surpassed. Morality
plays a central role in both theories, because it represents the foundation
of the self and thus of the heart-mind. In this regard, Tang argues that his
concept of rational intuition is able to directly “penetrate” the patterns that
were established on the grounds of synthesizing premises, and so can rather
easily obtain valid conclusions. This, of course, implies that rational intuition
is above logical reason. At the same time, however, Tang believes that pure
rational intuition can only lead to knowledge and not wisdom, because it is
only capable of non-inferential reasoning. He has also never fully elaborated
on or analysed in detail his notion of “miraculous creative wisdom”. All that
can be said of this idea is merely that it is founded on the moral heart-mind,
which is understood as a vital part of the human self, and that it functions
instantly and unconsciously.

In contrast, Mou Zongsan criticized the traditional concepts of intuition and
wisdom, claiming that they have had a devastating impact on Chinese history:

Historically, Confucian theoretical works had always treated intuition as
a manifestation of the personality of a sage or a saint, i.e. in terms of the
magical effects of wisdom... These effects were always posited within
humanity (or mutuality, ren), and therefore could not be separated from
it, even temporarily, in order to gain “pure recognition”. This is why logic
and mathematics were never developed in China.® (Mou Zongsan in
Han and Zhao 1994, 176)

However, on the basis of elaborating and synthesizing Kant’s epistemology,
Mou also developed a concept of specifically Chinese intellectual intuition
(zhide zhi-jue # ) HZ) that enabled people to perceive and comprehend
not only objects from the phenomenal world, but also the sphere of noume-
na.’® When manifest in humans, this kind of “divine recognition” (Mou 1971,
51) is certainly a kind of wisdom.

9 EURTHIBR SN D, IRRIEAEREE AT ESRERE L, RSO AR
RE.E A E R TR T A R Gl A 7 A »%ﬁﬁ’]%ﬂfé« PRk, SR
AR A

10 Mou Zongsan tried to define the position of reason within traditional Chinese thought by
comparing Western and Chinese cultures, arguing that they were based on different rep-
resentational forms of human reason. He called the Chinese form “functional or intensive”
(lixingzhi yunyong biaoxian¥ 14 3% F 2 #1) and the Western “constructive or extensive” (/ix-
ingzhi jiagou biaoxian PEVEZEREZRIH) (Mou 1995, 544-53).
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The traditional Confucian notion of wisdom was also developed and mod-
ernized by several philosophers, who until recently have not been seen as
Modern (or Contemporary) Confucians, but rather as purely Marxist theo-
reticians. This holds particularly true for Jin Yuelin’s student Feng Qi, and his
innovative work in the development of Chinese epistemology.

While Jin Yuelin’s theories of knowledge were based upon the traditional
Western understanding of epistemology as a discipline limited to a pure
theory of knowledge, Feng attempted to extend this approach and, based
on traditional Chinese discourses, sought to create an epistemology in a
broader sense, which he called “expanded epistemology” (guangyi renshi

lun & F58Hm).

He believed that epistemology should not be limited to the theory of knowl-
edge, but should also include the problem of exploring wisdom. In this context,
he strove to consider all the basic approaches to the main philosophical is-
sues of both ancient and modern times. For him, these basic approaches were
clearly expressed in both Western metaphysical inquiries and in the ancient
Chinese methods of cultivating the ideal personality. Similar endeavours were
also clearly visible in his general philosophical and/or methodological research,
through which he tried to establish a new approach to solving the contradic-
tion between the natural sciences and humanities. His attempt to transcend
the boundaries between ignorance and knowledge, and his theory of distin-
guishing between knowledge and wisdom, not only referred to epistemolog-
ical problems, but also implied ontological and metaphysical issues. By con-
sistently integrating ontological and ethical suppositions into the framework
of his “expanded epistemology”, Feng provided a unique and original solution
to the dichotomous relations of substance and phenomena. His epistemolog-
ical system, which included systematic, rational distinctions, as well as a holis-
tic reunification of comprehension, was a felicitous attempt at establishing a
theoretical framework that could provide the basis for fresher, more complex
methodologies in contemporary theoretical discourses (Feng 1983, 54).

For Chen Lai, wisdom belongs to the four central Confucian virtues, which
are categorized into ethics (Chen 2014, 251). Confucianism, since the time of
Confucius, emphasizes “practical wisdom” as the realization of philosophy:

This approach accentuates the practical aspects of wisdom rather than
the analytical rationale of the intellect.

Emphasis on practical wisdom persistently reinforces a moral foundation
that is not differentiated from personal virtue. At the same time, prac-
tical wisdom in Confucianism stresses self-cultivation, or the complete
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transformation of the self, derived from the internal state of the heart/
mind (xin). Finally, Confucianism insists that practical wisdom must be
transformed into practical action. (Chen 2015, 69)

In his commentaries on Feng Youlan’s philosophy, Chen Lai also expos-
es the difference between moral and intellectual (or, in Feng’s own words,
“non-moral”) knowledge, pointing out that they belong to two different cat-
egories of rationality. These two types of rationality must be sharply distin-
guished, for the objects of moral rationality are moral principles, whereas
those of intellectual rationality are existing laws (Chen and Xin 2007, 368). He
also lays stress upon the fact that one of the main critiques of Confucianism
by classical Western theories of modernization was centred on said theories’
suppositions that Confucian ethics were incompatible with the rationaliza-
tion inherent in the process of modernization. In this regard, the very Con-
fucian concept of wisdom was seen as one of the main culprits for this “in-
compatibleness”, because Confucianism allegedly “stressed the wisdom of
feelings rather than knowledge born of experience and assessment” (Chen
2009, 234). This was one of the central claims in the theories of Talcott Par-
sons, Weber’s successor, who in the 1960s established the hypothesis that
Confucianism was an obstacle to modernization. However, only a decade lat-
er the prevailing opinion on the relation between Confucianism and modern-
ization had radically changed, and not only in the Asian academic world, but
also in the Euro-American one.

Conclusion

As we have seen above, the Modern Confucian emphasis on the traditional
Confucian link between comprehension and the ethical evaluation of being
is an important part of the related epistemology. This epistemology, which
cannot be separated from ontology, is of utmost importance for the gradual
restoration of the “credibility” of ancient Chinese thought in the context of
modern social knowledge. In the framework of such onto-epistemological
discourses, the imparting of meaning does not refer solely to the subject,
but also to their intimate connection with their fellow human beings who are
thus seen as being something more than just the “Others”. In this sense, such
discourses could be well on their way to establishing a new, specifically East
Asian model of modernity. Such a model is by no means grounded in individ-
ualism, (which is, in the framework of classical Western modernization the-
ories, an absolutely necessary precondition for any kind of modernization),
but rather in the abovementioned notion of individualization.
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A subject in the sense of a moral self —who is, in addition to analytical and ra-
tional skills also endowed with intuition and wisdom — represents one of the
possible Modern Confucian responses to the global questions of the pres-
ent time. These questions are linked to the dilemmas of the modern subject
who is trapped within the complex technologies of the profit-seeking natural
world, and has thus forgotten the ethical dimensions which define their hu-
manity. A new East Asian social epistemology, which could be based upon
the Confucian notions of values and wisdom, might represent an instrumen-
tal factor in reviving traditional values and sensibly adapting them to the re-
quirements of the new social knowledge, making them suitable for the lives
of people in both modern and post-modern eras. The digital period in which
we live is defined by an overflow of factual, auditory, and visual information,
along with the accompanying overburdening of people’s sensory organs. In
such times, wisdom, which is a characteristic feature of Confucian sages, can
be more than useful, especially considering the fact that the original mean-
ing!! of the Chinese term sage (sheng ren) is “one who listens carefully”.
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A Comparative Study on Chinese
vs American Elementary Math
Textbooks Through a Transcultural

Lens

Abstract

Cultural frameworks remain central to how education is conceptualized and practised world-
wide. Although mathematics is often perceived as a neutral discipline, Chinese elementa-
ry textbooks subtly embed Confucian values, integrating moral cultivation, while textbooks
from the United States reflect Enlightenment-based individualism, prioritizing autonomy and
independent learning. This paper compares Grade 3 and Grade 6 math textbooks from the
two countries to examine how these cultural traditions are embedded in pedagogy. The find-
ings indicate that Chinese math textbook problems often highlight family, community, and
social responsibility, whereas US problems emphasize individual choice, competition, and
market-oriented reasoning. By analysing mathematics education through a cultural lens, this
study hopes to deepen cross-cultural understanding and suggest new possibilities for educa-
tional reform, positioning mathematics not only as a technical discipline but also as a site of
moral and cultural formation.

Keywords: Confucian relationism, neoliberal individualism, elementary mathematics educa-
tion, comparative education, textbook analysis
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Introduction

Confucianism, a Chinese philosophy that first emerged over 2,500 years ago,
remains deeply embedded in the cultural and educational fabric of mod-
ern China. Emphasizing values such as respect for one’s elders, filial piety,
self-discipline, and the pursuit of knowledge, Confucian ideals continue to
influence the principles and practices of modern Chinese education. Moreo-
ver, Confucianism has found its way into various facets of Chinese education,
including unexpected areas like mathematics. While math is often viewed
as a purely technical discipline, Chinese math textbooks subtly incorporate
Confucian values to shape students’ character alongside their cognitive skills.
This integration reflects the broader educational philosophy in China, where
academia is intertwined with moral education. Notably, Chinese students
consistently outperform their international peers in mathematics, and their
instructional methods and pedagogy do not align with educational standards
in the United States (US). This raises important questions about the underly-
ing factors contributing to their success.

To better understand these differences, this paper examines the content and
structure of their elementary mathematics textbooks from both China and
the United States. Textbooks serve as a foundation for curriculum design and
instructional practices. In China, math teachers adhere more strictly to text-
books for lesson planning and practice while in the US, math teachers report-
edly use about three-quarters of the textbook content to guide classroom
instruction.

Previous studies have already compared the pedagogical approaches of the
two systems; for instance, studies have contrasted mastery-based learning
— which Chinese textbooks emphasize, ensuring students thoroughly grasp
concepts before progressing — with the spiral learning approach commonly
found in US textbooks, where topics are revisited frequently. However, the
cultural dimensions embedded within these textbooks remain unexplored.
Although the definition of culture is fluid and ever evolving, as Michael
Wesch (2018) states in The Art of Being Human, enduring cultural frame-
works continue to shape educational practices. Deep-rooted traditions —
such as Confucianism in East Asia and Enlightenment-based individualism in
the West — persist beneath the surface of evolving systems. By analysing the
math textbooks through a cultural lens, this study seeks to uncover how dif-
ferent cultural values shape teaching and learning. This understanding may
enhance cross-cultural understanding, inform educational reforms, and ulti-
mately benefit students and educators around the world.
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Textbook Selection and Curriculum Differences

In China, elementary mathematics textbooks are standardized and approved
by the Ministry of Education, ensuring nationwide consistency with only mi-
nor regional variations. The most widely used and officially approved series
is Renjiao Ban (N #hi1), meaning the People’s Education Edition, published
by the People’s Education Press. These textbooks undergo major revisions
roughly every five to 10 years, triggered by revisions to the national curricu-
lum. For this study, | selected the Renjiao Ban Grade 3 and Grade 6 math text-
books, originally published in 2013 and then updated based on the Ministry’s
revision of curriculum standards in 2022.

By contrast, the US lacks a nationally mandated set of math textbooks. In-
stead, textbook selection is decentralized, varying by state, school district,
or individual school, with choices generally alighed to the Common Core
State Standards (CCSS). Popular elementary math series include Eureka Math
(Great Minds), Go Math! (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt), EnVision Math, and
Bridges in Mathematics. For comparison, this study uses the Grade 3 and
Grade 6 textbooks from Eureka Math.

Methodology

This study adopts a mixed methods approach, combining qualitative and
guantitative research. For the qualitative component, | use comparative con-
tent analysis to systematically compare the content of texts, examining pat-
terns, themes, and structures within a set of texts, comparing how similar
content appears in Grade 3 and Grade 6 math textbooks from China and the
US. To ensure comparability, | systematically mark and categorize passages
from math problems represented in both Chinese and American math text-
books. On the quantitative side, | apply a survey-based method, collecting
data from Chinese and American parents to assess their attitudes and opin-
ions toward the math textbooks and the broader education system. To com-
plement the survey findings, | also conduct interviews with four elementary
school math teachers —two from China and two from the US — to gain deeper
contextual insights.
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The Relation Between Individual and Society in The
Math Textbooks

The relation between the individual and society is a central theme in educa-
tion, often shaped by underlying cultural traditions. In China, one of the most
enduring influences on educational philosophy is Confucianism. Sometimes
referred to as Ruism, Confucianism has evolved over millennia, giving rise to
various interpretations across different historical periods. In terms of the-
ory, scholars distinguish between philosophical Confucianism and political
Confucianism, both of which share three core principles: 1) an emphasis on
social harmony, 2) a commitment to hierarchical relationships, and 3) the
cultivation of personal virtue for the sake of societal stability (Rosker, 2023).

The key distinction lies in how each defines harmony — philosophical Con-
fucianism values harmony through diversity, whereas political Confucian-
ism emphasizes unity and loyalty to state. Despite this difference, the two
are deeply interconnected and inseparable — when political Confucianism
gains prominence, Confucian ethics and philosophy are widely promoted.
Although the political form has risen and fallen with changes in governance
(e.g. rejected during the early years of the People’s Republic of China as feu-
dal), Confucian ethics — especially those rooted in philosophical Confucian-
ism — have remained deeply embedded in everyday Chinese life.

This moral legacy continues to shape educational content in subtle yet pow-
erful ways. Even in subjects like mathematics — often considered culturally
neutral — we can trace Confucian values embedded in elementary textbooks.
One of the most prominent is the ethic of relationism, which emphasizes in-
terconnectedness and the individual’s role within a social network.

At its core, Confucianism is an ethical system grounded in relational morality:
the idea that one becomes a virtuous person through harmonious interac-
tions within a network of defined social roles. This principle is embodied in
the fundamental concepts of ren (1) and /i (#L). The etymological meaning
of ren is “man in society”, often translated as “humanity” or “co-humane-
ness”. It embodies the idea of interconnectedness, emphasizing the cultiva-
tion of virtue through relationships (Rosker, 2023; Hall and Ames, 1998). Li
refers to self-cultivation through social interactions. One’s ability to engage
in relationships — whether through filial piety, brotherhood, or friendship —
reflects one’s level of /i. A key traditional Confucian principle, 7. .2 4L (ke
ji fu li), can be translated as: “A return to ritualism through self-control leads
one to humaneness.”
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This emphasis on self-integration within a larger social context reflects a view
of the self as relational rather than autonomous. As Rosker (2023) and Hall
and Ames (1998) explain, classical Confucianism does not see the individual
and society as opposing forces. Rather, personal identity is forged through
social roles, and the internal self is deeply interconnected with its outward
relationships.

At first glance, the relational worldview may seem unrelated to mathematics,
yet it significantly influences how math problems are framed in elementary
textbooks. Many math exercises contain prompts that introduce real-world
scenarios for problem-solving, and in Chinese math textbooks these prompts
often involve family, community, or group dynamics — contexts that subtly re-
inforce the Confucian ethic of interconnectedness. In contrast, American math
textbooks tend to frame math problems around individual experiences, per-
sonal preferences, and consumer choices, reflecting a more individualistic cul-
tural orientation.

A key expression of relationism in Chinese math texts is the emphasis on family
relationships, particularly the virtue of filial piety (xiao, ) — a foundational
Confucian value. Math problems often depict children helping their parents or
grandparents, reinforcing respect for one’s elders and familial duty as everyday
norms. For example:

A EAdkk L R RAE LA DS S, BPAES
£308F K, M1 L8t A, A% FHEIRITEFR,
P12 B pE F) A 0D 7

Translation: Mum took Xiaoliang and his sister on a long-distance car trip to
visit their grandparents. The car needs to travel 308 kilometres. They set off
at 8:00 AM, and the car travels at an average speed of 80 km per hour. Can
they arrive by 12:00 PM?

This is a distance-speed-time word problem, also known as a “rate” or “motion”
problem. However, beyond the mathematical content, the scenario reflects Con-
fucian values —specifically filial piety (xiao, Z¥). Visiting grandparents is portrayed
as a natural and virtuous act, reinforcing intergenerational bonds and the ethical
significance of family relationships in Chinese culture. A similar problem from the
American Grade 3 textbook is shown below:

An earthworm tunnels 2 centimeters into the ground each day. The earth-
worm tunnels at about the same pace every day. How many days will it take
the earthworm to tunnel 14 centimeters?
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In contrast, the American version presents a neutral, hypothetical context,
focused solely on computation. There is no social or ethical subtext, nor any
reference to family. In reviewing several US math textbooks, | found no prob-
lems mentioning “grandparents”, “grandpa”, or “grandma”. While parents
are occasionally referenced, extended family members are notably absent.
This absence reflects a more nuclear conception of family, in contrast to the
relational values embedded in the Chinese example.

In the next two distance—rate—time problems from the Chinese textbooks,
family interactions are central to the scenarios — one featuring a daughter
and her parents, the other a grandson and his grandfather.

Example 1:

IEFIES . SIS —iR AT HIE % 800 m T 4y b fdt Lk vh s, FHEY 20
Sreb. 1BGE) TSRO E I EER FIEE, EREH T 20 08, S
B R B P LB T 10 b, SRIG /N 4B MBI, T 5 A,
MEEEERZ P, HT 15 s08h. T i wb- P A 1 00w 2 [H) A g
FI RN ? W ERIREEN 7 WMk 22 7

HEIEH /m HEIEH /m HBEIEH /m
A A A

800 800 800 |

400 400 400 |

0 10 20 30 40 50 %iu‘j-b s 10 20 30 40 sog}iu‘; o’ 10 20 30 40 50 .‘EZZB‘;
ia] / % [a / % 6] / 4~

Translation: Xiaolan, her father, and her mother walked to the park fit-
ness centre, which is 800 metres away from home, taking 20 minutes. Af-
ter reaching the fitness centre, the mother immediately returned home,
also taking 20 minutes. Xiaolan and her father stayed at the fitness cen-
tre for 10 minutes for exercise. Then, Xiaolan ran back home, taking 5
minutes, while her father walked home, taking 15 minutes.

Example 2:
NS E— R BBG S . NIE—BTE 8 4, FFE—RITE
10 43-%F.
(1) WM FEE R, METT, 2008058 RE87
(2)" ISP b R, R IAIAT, 22000 8ha/ NI 4545 — ke
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Translation: Xiaoming and Grandpa went for a walk together at the
sports field. Xiaoming takes 8 minutes to complete one lap, while Grand-
pa takes 10 minutes to complete one lap.

1. If both start at the same time and walk in opposite directions, after
how many minutes will they meet for the first time?

2. *If both start at the same time and walk in the same direction, after
how many minutes will Xiaoming overtake Grandpa by one full lap?

These problems involve shared physical activity and highlight intergenera-
tional bonding, reinforcing relational values embedded in daily life. In con-
trast, similar problems in US textbooks are framed as individual challenges.

US Examples:

1) A runner is 7/8 mile from the finish line. If she can travel 3/8 mile per
minute, how long will it take her to finish the race?

2) A biker is 6/7 miles from the finish line. If he can travel 5/7 miles in one
minute, how long until he reaches the finish line?

Neither scenario involves others, and both focus on personal achievement.
In contrast, subsequent examples in the Chinese textbooks go beyond the
nuclear family, involving uncles, aunts, and even elderly non-relatives. This
reflects the Confucian ethic of relationism, which emphasizes broad, inter-
dependent social ties and cultivates a sense of collective responsibility and
cohesion.

PR—RERM, FF. EE, A B, DB BRREA
RIBT BecAs, s, BB, FF. PRAARBT EE, &
. FF. SHEIARET RN,

R B 4 A R % RAw B

(1) RABBLLATFo N A TUA?
(2) RABLLATFH Bt H A LAY
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Translation: Xiaoming’s family went fruit picking.

e Grandpa, Dad, Maternal Grandpa, Uncle, Xiaoming, and Grandma
(6 people) picked persimmones.

e Grandma, Mom, Grandpa, and Xiaoming (4 people) picked
strawberries.

e Paternal Grandma, Maternal Grandma, and Maternal Grandmoth-
er (3 people) picked melons.

Questions:
1. How many people picked both persimmons and melons?
2. How many people picked both persimmons and strawberries?

This is a set theory and intersection problem, as it requires identifying
the overlap between different groups of people based on their fruit-pick-
ing activities. Extended love towards further family members is shown in
this example. As Cantero (2021) notes, Confucian relationism begins with
the family and radiates outward to encompass the community and natu-
ral world. This relational worldview was also emphasized by Mencius, who
stated, “The basis of the world is the state; the basis of the state is the
family; and the basis of the family is the individual” (Mengzi, Li Lou I:5). He
also advocated the extension of familial love outward through “#f£3& . iy
JN”12 — what Confucius called the principles of Zhong (conscientiousness)
and Shu (altruism) — as a path toward human-heartedness (Ren). Unsur-
prisingly, | found no comparable problems in US math textbooks. This may
stem from the cultural framing of US problems, which tend to focus on
individuals rather than group-based interactions — thus offering fewer op-
portunities for exploring intersections between social sets.

The next example shows the bonding within the school community. As
a student, the second most significant social relationship, after family, is
school. The emphasis on the school environment is frequently reflected
in Chinese math problems. For example, a Grade 3 Chinese math textbook
presents the following addition problem:

12 “§EZIH TN (tui shan gi sud wéi) meaning “extend the goodness in one’s actions”. This
comes from Mencian Confucian thought, and it plays a role in his broader theory of extend-
ing moral concern outward from the family to society.
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Translation: This image consists of four separate illustrations, each depicting
groups of students standing together in an outdoor setting. Each group is
holding a sign indicating their respective class and the number of students in
that class.

Based on this set of pictures, an exercise dedicated to teaching students how
to solve addition problems using mental math strategies is then presented.

1) (1) —Fm—RHEE YA AtE?
35+34=
A I 897 AR —F

£IF 35+30=65, 3% 30+30=60,
M-I 65+4------ ) | M3 5+a=0-..-o-
35+34=69 35+34=69
30 4 30 5304
65 60 g

(2) =Fm—RTk 2 A 27
39+44=

M 39+40=79, HIH T9+4-

39+44=83

40 4
79

AR AT RAEAI?

A similar addition and multiplication math problem is illustrated in the US
textbook in a different form:
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1. Label the array. Then, ill in the blanks below to make true num!
y o Y

180

As shown above, the US version of the addition and multiplication problem
focuses on numbers and symbols along, with no reference to people, let
alone social relationships. Another example for the different approaches to
the sense of community is shown in the exact same addition problem in a
Chinese textbook, presented below:

BAGHEA 108 £F A, SAFTHAH S BF AT

Each formation has 108 students. How many students are there in total
in 3 formations?
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Here, we see three groups of classmates dressed alike and making the same
gestures in formation — once again emphasizing a sense of community, as
in the earlier example. While some may interpret this as reflecting socialist
values, | will later address this point in my discussion on the misuse of Con-
fucianism in modern Chinese education. In contrast, a US addition problem
that touches on community presents a markedly different tone, revealing
a distinct cultural attitude toward the group and the individual, as shown
below:

b. It takes the Red Team 37 minutes to run the relay. Est

the actual difference in time between the two teams. =

In this scenario, each individual is named and involved in a team competition
—something rarely seen in Chinese textbooks. Beyond the school community,
Chinese math textbooks often highlight other types of community members.
In Confucian tradition, elderly neighbours are respected and often addressed
by children as “grandpa” or “grandma”, regardless of blood relation. The dis-
tinction lies in the use of surnames: for actual grandparents, no surname is
added, while unrelated elders are referred to with their family names — for
example, “Grandma Li” or “Grandpa Wang”. In the Grade 3 textbook, there is
a multiplication and addition question involving a Grandma Li:

(P172)

GO (1) FBBHRTERM, FOMYRKABNTIE, A
FEDPiS Y
(2) 24435#T 6 246, 42 29, Y 2 ML 4865 JLAE?

Grandma Li raised 6 geese, and the number of ducks she raised is 7 times
the number of geese. How many ducks did Grandma Li raise? Grandma
Li raised 6 geese and 42 ducks. The number of ducks is how many times
the number of geese?

Grandma Li is likely a non-family elder from the neighbourhood or broader
community. The inclusion of her poultry-raising activity in a math problem
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suggests a cultural norm of attentiveness and care toward elderly community
members. This reflects Confucian values that extend beyond the family to
the wider society. Similar examples in Chinese textbooks emphasize compas-
sion and relational awareness toward others, even when they are not kin.
In contrast, consider an example for multiplication and addition math prob-
lems from the US math textbook, which is more concerned with individuals’
activities:

Ari sells 6 boxes of pens at the school store. a) each box of pens sells for

S7. Draw a tape diagram and label the total amount of money he makes

as m. Write an equation. b). Each box contains 6 pens. Draw a tape dia-

gram, and label the total number of pens as p. Write an equation, and
solve for p.

This is a straightforward business-style problem focused on a single person’s
transactions. Such selling and buying scenarios are common in US math text-
books. Another example for a multiplication problem is as follows:

Denice buys 7 movies. Each movie costs S9. What is the total cost of 7
movies?

Numerous additional examples of buying and selling scenarios appear
throughout the two US math textbooks analysed here, further illustrating
the emphasis on individual, transactional contexts

Solve each problem. Remember to round to the nearest penny when necessary.

1. Calculate the product. 45.67 x 32.58

2. Deprina buys a large cup of coffee for $4.70 on her way to work every day. If there are 24 workdays in the month, how
much does Deprina spend on coffee throughout the entire month?

75 every time he sells a new gym membership. Last

y earns an extra $4.
3. Krego earns $2,456.75 every month. Healso 7 1 g ea tmomit

month, Krego sold 32 new gym memberships. How much mon

i h
ew house and needs to buy new sod for her backyard f the dimensions of her yard are

just bought a n
4. Kendiglie g at is the area of her yard?

| 24.6 feet by 14.8 feet, whi

h

A notable pattern across the Chinese math textbook examples is the absence
of full names. Characters are typically referred to by generic labels such as
“classmate”, “Little Liang”, or “Little Ming”. Within the examples already dis-
cussed, “Little Ming” appears multiple times. These names, derived from
family surnames, imply roles within the family — e.g., “Little Liang” means
“the youngest member of the Liang family”. “Little Ming” has become an
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iconic, almost symbolic figure in Chinese educational materials, frequently
portrayed as a diligent, respectful, and family-oriented student. In contrast,
US math textbooks feature a broader range of named individuals, often with
distinct personalities, activities, or even entrepreneurial roles. This contrast
reflects broader cultural orientations: Chinese textbooks emphasize rela-
tional identity and social roles, while US textbooks prioritize individual traits
and personal agency. In the next two examples, we see the emphasis on
group collaboration, which is also an important value of Confucian ethics of
relationism.

HEAH BAZERR 300 BRA%, FHENBUMFD, FHoEi® 8 Ky ZBAHIhFh, FhsE
W2 10 Ko BAEMBAGFR, 5 KAEEMSED?

Translation: The tree-planting team needs to plant 300 trees. Team A
alone takes 8 days to complete the planting. Team B alone takes 10 days
to complete the planting. If both teams work together, can they finish
planting in 5 days?

52K, I{E1E%%ﬁﬁfﬁ§%7kﬁﬂﬁ%, 2 LR R i SR
31—00 WIAGHE, JLKREESE?

Translation: To dig a canal: Uncle Wang can dig 1/20 of the entire canal
per day. Uncle Li can dig 1/30 of the entire canal per day. If they work
together, how many days will it take to complete the canal?

Both examples illustrate measurement division problems. However, similar
division math problems in US math textbooks are framed within markedly
different narratives. Consider the following two examples:

1) Kaliah spent 2/3 of her money on an outfit. She spent 3/8 of the remain-
ing money on a necklace. If she has 515 left, how much did the ouftfit cost?
2) Parks spent 1/3 of his money on a sweater. He spent 3/5 of the remain-
der on a pair of jeans. If he has 536 left, how much did the sweater cost?

Here, both examples focus on how to spend money and consumer behav-
iour, which is rarely shown in the Chinese textbooks.

In the following two math problems in the Chinese textbooks, collaborative
social achievements are even more highlighted, from a large community to
a national level.
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Hi-B R UM AT 15 K,
HISTF = SO AT
Rl 2 W= B R
HTHE DR

Translation: The Shenzhou 10 manned spacecraft remained in orbit for
approximately 15 days, which was 5/61 of the time the Shenzhou 13
manned spacecraft stayed in orbit.

How many days did the Shenzhou 13 manned spacecraft remain in orbit?
(A photo of a spacecraft orbiting Earth is shown on the right.)

ﬁ@@ﬁﬂﬁ,%@ﬁﬁﬁsmomhE@ﬁ%%@%%%%a@ﬂmﬁ
L T Her

China is a vast country with a width from east to west of approximately
5,200 km. The east-west distance is 52/55 of the north-south distance.
Approximately how many kilometres is the north-south distance?

These two examples are multiply-to-divide problems, where multiplication
is used to solve a division question by applying inverse operations. US text-
books contain similar mathematical structures, such as:

1) Summer used 2/5 of her ground beef to make burgers. If she used 3/4
pounds of beef, how much beef did she have at first?

2) Alistair has 5 half-pound chocolate bars. It has 3/2 pounds of choco-
late, broken into chunks, to make a batch of cookie. How many batches
can Alistair make with the chocolate he has on hand?

While mathematically equivalent, these problems diverge sharply in context.
The US examples centre on individual consumption, ownership, and personal
decision-making — reflecting a cultural emphasis on autonomy and economic
agency. In contrast, the Chinese examples are embedded in broader, collec-
tive contexts, such as national geography or space exploration, situating the
learner within civic or communal narratives.

This contrast suggests a deeper cultural orientation. US math problems often
highlight the autonomous individual as an economic actor, making personal
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decisions about resources. By contrast, Chinese math problems tend to em-
bed the learner in a relational or communal framework, where mathemat-
ics is used to understand and support collective life — be it family, school,
environment, or nation. The presence of state-led projects, public welfare
themes, and environmental efforts in Chinese math word problems reveals
an underlying ethic of social responsibility, aligning with Confucian ideals of
relational selfhood and societal harmony.

Holistic Confucian Humanism

It is widely recognized that Confucius, who lived slightly before Democritus
and Protagoras, passed on a wealth of improving advice to his followers, later
compiled into the Analects. At the heart of these teachings is the concept
of ren ({=), commonly translated as benevolence, goodness, virtue, ethical
wisdom and recently most often as humaneness. The concept of ren (1) is
very close to that of humanitas (Bakewell, 2023). While western humanism is
often traced to Cicero, or earlier to the pre-Socratic philosopher Protagoras,
whose well-known statement — referred to in philosophy as the homo men-
sura thesis — serves as a foundational expression of human-centred thought
(Plato, 1856, 9/152a/) — the term humanism itself emerged only in 1808 with
Immanuel Niethammer’s The Conflict Between Philanthropism and Human-
ism in the Educational Theory of Our Time (Rosker, 2024). The initial phase
of European humanism, also known as Renaissance humanism, emphasized
a break from medieval dogma, while the second phase, Enlightenment hu-
manism, advanced ideals of critical reason, self-governance, and individual
autonomy. By contrast, Confucian humanism focuses less on the individual
intellectual exploration or the responsibility of the self-governing individual
but more on being ethical towards others in an interconnected human rela-
tionship and further extends to heaven and earth.

As the Doctrine of the Mean suggests: “One cannot perfect oneself while
disregarding the perfection of others. One can develop one’s nature to the
utmost only through the human relationships — that is, within the sphere of
society.” In Confucian thought, because the concept of humanism is closely
tied to ren (1Z), a junzi (& T°), or noble person, is one who cultivates virtue
and continually strives for self-improvement as part of the process of hu-
manization. Positioned just below the sage, a junzi is expected to embody
and practice ren in daily life. In contrast, the xiao ren (/> \), or petty person,
is driven by self-interest and egoism, lacking the broader moral responsibil-
ity that defines humanistic values. As Confucius notes: “the superior man
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comprehends yi (righteousness); the small man comprehends /i (profit)” (An-
alects, IV.16).

Furthermore, the concept of tian ren he yi (K A\ & —), often translated as
“the unity of heaven and humanity”, reflects the holistic orientation of Con-
fucian humanism (Tu, 1985). In this worldview, the self is not an isolated
individual but an ethical being formed through relationships — with others,
with society, and with the natural world. The full realization of the Confucian
self thus depends on the cultivation and practice of ren, understood as both
the foundation of morality and the essence of being human. This Confucian
humanistic ideal is reflected in Chinese math textbooks, where moral lessons
are embedded in math problem-solving. One example is a math problem
centred on donating to the Hope Primary School (75 22 /)N %), reinforcing the
value of generosity and social responsibility.

fe NSRS SR E P, U E S AR A E N T

—®E ¥,
KN RIRME B IR ST R
b = = = w9 £ B
B 45 A 98 124 145 217 276 301

1| ESBU-FHEKEVARH?
276-124=

EAFEXN? AIF— AL AL?

\9' 2 7 6

P -1 2 4

Translation: During the “Heart-to-Heart” reading activity, each grade
at Guangming Primary School donated some books to a Hope Primary
School. Table: Statistics of Book Donations by Each Grade at Guangming
Primary School

Grade Ist 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th
Number of Books 98 124 145 217 276 301

How many more books did the fifth grade donate compared to the sec-
ond grade? 276 - 124 = [Robot character: “How do we write this
vertically? Which place value do we start subtracting from?”]

This is a simple subtraction problem, but the textbook designer took the op-
portunity to introduce the humanistic value. A subtraction problem from the
US textbook is shown below:
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;. Solve the subtraction problems below,

a. 370 ¢m — 90 cm = 280 cm

b. 800 mL — 126 mL
> 10
Q0 mL Before | subtract, | need 1o see If any tens or hundreds.
need to be unbundled. There are not encugh ones to
=126 mL subtract, 50 | can unbundie 1 ten to make 10 ones.
But there are O tens, 5o | can unbundie 1 hundred to
make 10 tens. Then there are 7 hundreds and 10 tens.

mi 1 Still am not ready to subtract because | have to unbundie
ten to make 10 ones. mnunmumqm.na ‘mon-;

This example is a pure math number question without any storyline. An-
other example of a subtraction math problem that does involve human
behaviours is shown below:

Mr. Williams owns a gas station. He sells 367 liters of gas in the morn-
ing, 300 liters of gas in the afternoon, and 219 liters of gas in the
evening. A. Estimate and find the actual total amount of gas he sells
in one day. B. Estimate, and the find the actual difference between the
amount of gas Mr. Williams sells in the morning and the amount he
sells in the evening.

This example centres on individual economic activity.

Turning back to Confucian holistic humanism, it extends beyond interper-
sonal ethics to include harmony with nature. Through the practice of ren
(42), individuals strive for unity between heaven and humanity (tian ren
he yi, ) N\-&—), realizing a meaningful existence within a broader cos-
mic order. This vision emphasizes integrated moral cultivation — self, family,
society, and the environment — as a foundation for peace and harmony.
Reflecting this ethos, many Chinese math problems incorporate environ-
mental and ecological themes, echoing the principles of ecological Confu-
cianism advanced by contemporary scholars. For instance, a situation of
two groups collecting mineral water bottles to protect the environment is
shown in the following addition problem:

F A o 4 e BT R AR HLEY L o2 — -
Rk, A — T
T % VAF RRAL? s % 7
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Translation: The situation of the two groups collecting mineral water
bottles is shown in the table on the right. How many mineral water bot-
tles did the two groups collect in total?

A similar question from a US textbook is shown below:

188

This example presents an addition problem, featuring Jen and Kevin making
individual choices about the beverages they drink. It exemplifies a broader
contrast between Chinese and US math problems: the former often empha-
size group identity, social responsibility, and communal care, while the latter
highlight individual preferences, personal autonomy, and independent de-
cision-making. Another example presents ecological Confucianism in a Chi-
nese math textbook:

O 2B VAR, Y E AU E T i FR MK
1.8 T TRG/NAL 1.2 FEFTHK, BEVHEBKLE T H
a2

Translation: After comprehensive sand control and desertification pre-
vention measures, the completely desertified area of a certain desert in
the western region has been reduced from approximately 18,000 square
kilometres to about 12,000 square kilometres. By approximately what
percentage has the completely desertified area decreased?

For division problems like this, the US textbooks would sometimes simply
provide a few numbers and ask the student to use a calculator to find the
quotient:
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More division problems shown in Grade 6 Chinese textbooks are concerned

with waste, recycling and environmental issues, as shown in the following 189

example:
() A R A 4K SRR T2 S
PR AARTK , B R ARRERE LA,
BISY IR AR, [
BEACET AAIL T AR FREAR o
& & s, -
(1) ZEPTHEE A EEE L 80 kg B IHIRAT . 4348, (ST Hl kA4,

AR AT S A
(2) ARsh AL SE, 2021 FARAL LG 12650 7,
SFLeAT 2 TR, ATEMGRII AR AR S 0T

Translation: Recycled paper is made by processing wastepaper as raw
material. It is known as an environmentally friendly paper with low en-
ergy consumption and low pollution. Recovered wastepaper can be pro-
cessed into recycled paper that weighs 4/5 of the original wastepaper
weight. (1) Li Amei’s office sorted out 80 kg of old newspapers and books.
If they are used to produce recycled paper, how many kilograms of recy-
cled paper can be made?

(2) According to the China Paper Association, the total consumption of
paper and paperboard in China in 2021 was approximately 126.5 million
tons. If 2/5 of it can be recycled, how many million tons of paper and pa-
perboard can be recovered? [The image also features a robot character
saying: “This is a notebook made from recycled paper.”]
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Another division problem is also contextualized with a recycling issue, as
shown below:

O A BT R 70 e E R, H T ORI 535
T o EARIRART 15 RIUCEI B A 2T IR

Translation: A garbage disposal site receives an average of 70 tons of
household waste per day, of which 1/3 is recyclable. How many tons of
waste can be recycled from the waste collected at this site over 15 days?

Another two examples are concerned with the issue of saving water:

INKREIFRAEA FHKY 10 t, BT kLIRS A KL 9, A
IKELFESRITA T B a2/

Translation: Xiaofei’s family originally used 10 tons of water per month.
After replacing the faucet with a water-saving one, their monthly water
usage was reduced to 9 tons. By what percentage did their monthly wa-
ter consumption decrease compared to the original amount?

WEYNK . DRECE

4R 09 3 ) 22 H At A S o
“HHAKH" . 2017 4E, C1 ) 0t JN) I 705 A T 2R K i) B
HHE SN 35 07 PEE i K B 0 . MAAT, UERW e s Rd )y
5732 m®, iR A 30y i RN, JFEUREE L350 kY
*f: BRAK BE AL Ky 2029 m*, ELT AN
TRINEA R LM X BRAK, 0§ (2) A1 S 4 i) 1) % 0] LA A 418 41€
AN N L HE s VY £ 1 K 0 PEAS . TR L A 4R AT WY AR Y
|, L g
5 ) A A X AN B Y AK S
KL 10 474 0k 89 1 474 e A
B A K e A
R — B M 2 R AR
T B A e A
A A e A AR

WM — I
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Saving Water, Start with Me

Every year, March 22 is World Water Day. In 2017, the per capita renew-
able freshwater resources worldwide were 5,732 cubic metres, while in
China it was only 2,029 cubic metres per person. China is a country with
severe water scarcity, and everyone should develop good habits to con-
serve water.

Classroom Activity Suggestions:

1. Observe and determine if there is any water wastage in daily life. If
5o, measure the amount of water wasted within a certain time frame and
report your findings.

2. If possible, create a bulletin board or collect materials related to wa-
ter conservation.

lllustration Dialogue:

e Student 1: “Li Ming’s faucet is leaking water. This is the water wasted
in 10 minutes.”

e Student 2: “This is the water wasted from another faucet in 1 minute.”
e Student 3: “Do all faucets leak the same amount of water?”
e Student 4: “No, different faucets leak different amounts of water.”

e Student 5: “What kind of methods can we use to reduce water
leakage?”

(1) FARG RIS T 165 A-Syiutll, AERETAFRETKT 7 . A

LI T S04 B
(2) WARRHAFGA T T 5, PHRRIRSE R T 505 e

Translation: The fifth-grade students collected 165 aluminium cans.
The sixth-grade students collected 2/11 more than the fifth grade. How
many cans did the sixth-grade students collect? The fourth-grade stu-
dents collected 1/3 fewer cans than the sixth grade. How many cans did
the fourth-grade students collect?
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The five preceding examples from Chinese math textbooks follow a con-
sistent format, integrating environmental themes and emphasizing indi-
vidual contributions to collective ecological responsibility. In contrast, a
comparable set of division problems in US textbooks centres on personal
decisions and individual actions. One particularly notable case is question
6, shown below, in which Mr Scruggs receives birthday money, spends
1/5 on dog treats, and donates the remainder to his favourite charities.
While this resembles the donation scenario found in Chinese textbooks,
the framing differs: here, charitable giving is portrayed as a matter of per-
sonal preference — comparable to shopping — rather than a social obliga-
tion. The prioritization of the pet over charitable causes further reflects a
cultural emphasis on individual autonomy and lifestyle choices, revealing
subtle differences in how moral behaviour is framed in each educational
context.

Notably, holistic Confucian humanism, which upholds the principle of tian
ren he yi (“the unity of heaven and humanity”), is neither purely secular
nor anthropocentric. Rather, it extends beyond human concerns to en-
compass animals and the entire ecosystem. This emphasis on ecological
harmony is reflected in many math questions in the Chinese textbooks,
where the principles of ecological Confucianism are evident.
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Here is a simple addition problem showing concern for birds and reptiles in
wetlands.

(1| RERALEFRIEDIR S IH?
271+122=

Translation: How many species of birds and reptiles are there in the wet-
lands of China?271 + 122 = Think about it: How should the vertical
addition be written?

1999 43 [ 7 # F 1 $ i e
77 REA, F2021 4 ﬁ?
EJRI MBI 30 F REAES.

2021 AFAF IR 3 R L
1999 4R3I T Hr 2 %07

Translation: In 1999, the number of Tibetan antelopes in China was ap-
proximately 70,000. By the end of 2021, the population had increased to
around 300,000. By what percentage did the number of Tibetan ante-
lopes increase in 2021 compared to 19997

Tibetan antelopes were once on the brink of extinction. To raise awareness
about protecting this endangered species, China has actively promoted con-
servation efforts. | remember reading numerous articles about their plight
in Chinese literature textbooks as | grew up. It is encouraging to see that the
number of Tibetan antelopes is now on the rise. This recovery is not just a tri-
umph of policy and science, but also resonates with the values embedded in
ecological Confucianism — as mentioned earlier —a modern reinterpretation
of classical Confucian thought in response to environmental crises. In Con-
fucian philosophy, nature is not an external, exploitable resource but part of
a continuous moral and cosmological order that includes humans, animals,
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and the broader environment. The principle of “the unity of heaven and
humanity” (tian ren he yi) expresses this interdependence, suggesting that
ethical human conduct must be harmonized with the rhythms and needs of
the natural world. Within this framework, protecting species like the Tibetan
antelope is not simply a scientific or utilitarian concern, but a moral obliga-
tion — a way of cultivating ren (=), or humaneness, through the respectful
stewardship of life. Ecological Confucianism emphasizes restraint, relation-
ality, and balance, countering anthropocentric and extractive attitudes with
a vision of coexistence. The rise in the Tibetan antelope population thus be-
comes more than an ecological statistic, as it symbolizes a broader cultural
shift toward harmony with nature. Tu Weiming (2001) describes this holistic
model as anthropocosmic — where moral cultivation influences society and
the cosmos. Furthermore, Brasovan (2016) frames ecological Confucianism
as a necessary response to environmental degradation, as reflected in the
math textbook content on recycling and water conservation.

After encountering numerous examples that contain Confucian ethical mes-
sages, a question arises: How are these moral elements perceived by teach-
ers, students, and parents? Are they viewed as valuable components of ed-
ucation or as distractions from core mathematical learning? The responses
were mixed. Interviews with Chinese math teachers revealed overwhelm-
ingly positive attitudes, as they recognize these messages as part of Holistic
Humanistic Education (4> A #{ &) — also known as whole-person cultivation
— a key educational approach, which is in line with Confucian doctrine of
self-cultivation, as currently promoted in China. A teacher named Li, one of
the educators interviewed, emphasized that this philosophy seeks to nurture
students not only academically but also in their personal and moral develop-
ment. However, the Parents’ views were more divided. Some expressed con-
cern that the narrative complexity of ethically framed math problems might
hinder their children’s focus on computational skills. Others appreciated the
contextualized content, believing it made mathematics more meaningful and
engaging.

A Western parallel to Holistic Humanistic Education (4> A Z{ &) can be found
in the concept of pansophism, developed by the Czech educator John Amos
Comenius — often referred to as the “father of modern education”. Widely re-
spected in China’s early childhood education discourse, Comenius envisioned
education as universal, holistic, and interdisciplinary (Comenius, 1967). Pan-
sophism integrates science, ethics, philosophy, and theology to cultivate the
intellectual, moral, and spiritual dimensions of the learner, ultimately aiming
for peace and harmony through comprehensive understanding. To further
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explore parental perspectives, a questionnaire was distributed to parents
of primary school students, focusing on the perceived role of Confucianism
in their children’s education. When asked to identify the Confucian values
they deemed most important for their children to learn, the following results
emerged:

Translation: ....

# & FIE (Social Harmony) 0,98
o H#& 5 812 (Diligence and Self-discipline) | 0
g
S
O H)ME & (Respect Teachers and the Way) 44,12
&

2|7 (Filial Piety) 54,9

Option

B B L (Percentage)

Values Percentage
Filial Piety 54.9%
Respect for Teachers 44.1%
Social Harmony 1.0%
Diligence and Self-Discipline 0.0%

As the question allowed multiple selections, over 99% of respondents chose
values such as filial piety and respect for teachers. This suggests that Confu-
cianism is perceived not as a single dominant value but as a constellation of
moral principles, each regarded as equally important in the minds of parents.
In response to the question “How important is it for your child’s school cur-
riculum to include traditional Chinese cultural education, including Confucian
teachings?”, the results were as follows:
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Option Frequency Percentage
Very Important 47 46,08
Relatively Important 46 45,1
Not Important 9 8,82

AEZE (Not Important) 8,82

E B L (Percentage)

As we can see, among the 102 responses, 46.1% indicated that they believe
it is very important to incorporate traditional Chinese cultural education,
including Confucian teachings, into the school curriculum. However, when
asked which specific subjects they think are best suited for this, the answers
were as follows:

R AEE (School Philosophy) — 42,57

PR EAREDD (Class Group Activities) _ 36,63
s (History) [ 64,36

#% (Mathematics) | 0

1B (Chinese Language) _ 68,32

0O 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

m B/ (Percentage)
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The results revealed that 68.3% of parents associated Confucian teachings
primarily with subjects such as Chinese language, literature, and history,
with none seeing a connection with mathematics education. This percep-
tion, however, might shift with a closer examination of contemporary math
textbooks. In response to an open-ended question about the relevance of
Confucian values in modern society, parental opinions were mixed. While
many acknowledged the value of Confucianism — particularly its emphasis
on moral development and social harmony — others expressed reservations.
Some criticized the tradition as overly rigid, suggesting it might suppress cre-
ativity or individual expression. One parent characterized Confucianism as a
form of ideological control aimed at the population. A recurring concern was
the tension between Confucian values — such as filial piety and deference
to authority — and contemporary ideals of personal autonomy. For instance,
one respondent worried that children raised to be respectful and kind could
become vulnerable in unsupportive environments. Another feared that ex-
cessive moral instruction could lead children to suppress their identities to
accommodate others. Several also questioned the effectiveness of Confucian
virtues —such as tolerance and self-restraint — in today’s competitive, individ-
ualistic, and materialistic society.

Other responses show that some parents believe Confucian values continue
to hold relevance in contemporary educational contexts. The primary school
years are a critical stage in the formation of a child’s worldview and moral
framework. One parent reflected extensively on the role of Confucianism in
this process, emphasizing its value in cultivating moral character and social
responsibility. The Confucian ideal that “a benevolent person loves others”
encourages compassion, empathy, and harmonious peer relationships. Prin-
ciples such as “Do not impose on others what you do not desire for yourself”
promote tolerance and mutual understanding in daily interactions. Further-
more, the concept of /i (#L), or ritual propriety, is seen not merely as be-
havioural etiquette, but as a reflection of inner cultivation. Through learning
respectful conduct, students develop filial piety at home and respectful rela-
tionships with teachers and peers at school, fostering harmony in both fam-
ily and educational settings. Values such as honesty and trustworthiness are
also central, guiding students to act with integrity in both academic and per-
sonal life. One parent believed that the Confucian ideal of the junzi (# ¥), or
noble person, provides a moral exemplar, and that exposure to classics such
as the Analects allows children to internalize the wisdom of ancient sages
and strive for continuous self-improvement. In this parent’s view, Confucian
thought — with its core values of ren (benevolence) and /i (ritual propriety)
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— remains a vital force in character education and holistic development.
However, the parent also expressed concern about the compatibility of these
traditional values with modern society, where competition and individualism
often outweigh moral cultivation. Those mixed responses highlight a broader
societal dilemma: the growing tension between enduring traditional values
and the ethos of modernity in contemporary China.

Notably, while the parents articulated a strong belief in Confucian relational
ethics and holistic humanism, they did not recognize the presence of such
values within mathematics education — despite their subtle integration into
contemporary Chinese math textbooks.

The Danger of the Misuse Of Confucianism in Modern
Education

While Confucian ethics do not inherently endorse authoritarianism, the se-
lective appropriation of certain doctrines — particularly the emphasis on so-
cial harmony over individuality — can be exploited to justify the suppression
of personal autonomy under the guise of maintaining societal order. This
tendency is not new: the ideologization of Confucianism began as early as
100 BCE, when it was institutionalized during the Han dynasty as the official
state ideology. Integrated with Legalist governance methods, Confucianism
became a tool of control, most notably through the imperial examination
system, which emphasized memorization and orthodoxy rather than moral
reflection. As Yao (2000) argues, this system diverged sharply from Confu-
cius’s original focus on self-cultivation and critical introspection, yet persisted
as the main vehicle for transmitting Confucian doctrine until the early 20t
century.

Confucianism has been selectively reintroduced into the national education
system in contemporary China, with state-led initiatives promoting values
such as filial piety, altruism, and social cohesion. This state-led promotion
can highlight the positive aspects of Confucianism and positively influence
students’ moral development. However, it also raises concerns about the im-
position of state doctrines on them. It is therefore crucial to distinguish Con-
fucian philosophy — ethical discourses — from the state doctrine or dogmatic
ethics, even if the boundary between the two is often blurred in practice.

As Sidorkin (2023) cautions, relationality itself —though potentially beneficial
—can also foster uncritical social conformity. In Confucian relationism, ethical
identity arises not from individual autonomy but from one’s embeddedness
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in preassigned social roles. Xunzi’s maxim — “Let the ruler be a ruler, the min-
ister a minister, the father a father, the son a son” (Xunzi, trans. Knoblock,
1994, pp. 30-32) — highlights this belief in fixed social positions as the foun-
dation of order. Such role-based ethics, while promoting stability, may sup-
press individual agency and critical thought. As Cantero (2021) observes,
social cohesion in Confucian societies is structurally produced through hier-
archical relationships, rather than organically formed.

Misinterpretations of Confucian values can further entrench gerontocratic
structures, in which the younger generations are expected to obey their el-
ders unconditionally. In this distorted form, Confucianism is used to justify
rigid hierarchies and discourage independent thought. Yet this view departs
from the core of Confucian ethics, which emphasizes reciprocal respect,
moral responsibility, and the pursuit of wisdom across generations. Moreo-
ver, the politicized application of Confucian ideals can give rise to uncritical
patriotism, where loyalty to the state is prioritized over ethical deliberation.
When Confucianism is leveraged to enforce obedience rather than encour-
age moral reasoning, it risks cultivating a conformist culture that suppress-
es dissent and stifles the pluralism essential to a healthy society. One math
problem in the Chinese textbooks presents a political symbol, a “red star”.
| O frEmE?
oAt
PR “Biednte
S AR BRSPS, MRS SHACHA R IEZ S T8
KRR AR BEZ Lo, BRATHERA AR A M (2950618 : 1),
8 AERTIA TR K IE 0 KB A B, 400 2 ARy
WIBSE, FTEh, AMTEHVFEHRI 2RI e X — K .

«——b ——»|
a

a:b=0618:1

PR A A B PR AT LA 2R B BE A HUAT & B S 2
TR B R — A I e R B S R 228 3

Translation: The Golden Ratio: Have you heard of the golden ratio? If a
line segment is divided into two parts in such a way that the ratio of the
shorter part to the longer part is equal to the ratio of the longer part to
the whole segment, this ratio is called the golden ratio (approximate-
ly 0.618:1). When the lengths of two parts of an object conform to the
golden ratio, it often gives people a sense of aesthetic beauty. Therefore,
many objects in design consider the golden ratio as a key factor.
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In this example, the red star is praised for aligning with the aesthetic ide-
al of the golden ratio, subtly reinforcing its symbolic connection to national
identity and ideological legitimacy. By associating a politically charged sym-
bol with a universally admired mathematical concept, the textbook elevates
the red star from a political emblem to an object of aesthetic and scientific
validation. This integration of mathematical aesthetics and national symbol-
ism deepens students’ emotional and ideological engagement, linking math-
ematics learning with patriotic sentiment.

Yet this blending of ideological or humanistic content into mathematics
instruction has sparked criticism. While proponents argue that such inte-
gration fosters holistic humanistic education (4> A#(#) and develops stu-
dents’ problem-solving abilities, detractors contend it imposes unnecessary
cognitive burdens. A notable controversy arose in December 2024 with the
Shenzhen Nanshan Exam Case, which became a national flashpoint. Critics
questioned the excessive reading load in a primary school math exam, ask-
ing, “Why does a math test require so much reading?” This debate reflects
a broader tension between the goals of cultivating moral and intellectual
development and ensuring accessibility and clarity in math instruction. Still,
advocates maintain that confronting complex, real-world scenarios — as op-
posed to solving decontextualized algorithmic problems —is essential for de-
veloping genuine problem-solving skills (Zhang, 2025).

Neoliberal Individualism in the American Mathematics
Education

As illustrated by the contrasting examples above, the math problems found
in Chinese textbooks often reflect broader societal themes and human rela-
tions, while the math problems in US textbooks tend to feature narratives
that revolve around individuals engaged in independent activities. This dis-
tinction highlights the differing educational philosophies and cultural per-
spectives embedded within math instruction in the two countries.

As Rosker (2023) notes, the notion of individuals as equal citizens — a founda-
tional idea of free society — was already established in ancient Greek political
thought. Historically, individualism was classified into three stages — devel-
opmental individualism, meritocratic individualism, and moral individualism
— as set out in “A Sociological Critique of Individualism in Education” (Har-
greaves, 1980). In this, Hargreaves examines how these forms of individual-
ism manifest within educational contexts. With individualism at the centre,
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education is not primarily concerned with creating a certain kind of society,
but instead its primary duty is the promotion of the educated individual. Har-
greaves further warned that excessive individualism might erode the collec-
tive ethos necessary for educational flourishing.

The early 21 century saw the global spread of neoliberalism, a market-cen-
tred ideology emphasizing privatization, economic rationality, and individual
responsibility. In education, this has led to the reconfiguration of students
as entrepreneurial agents rather than civic participants. As Wilson (2017)
explains, neoliberalism reframes learners as competitive market actors.
Rosemont (2015) similarly critiques this anthropological shift, observing that
the modern self is conceived as atomistic and self-sufficient — a perspective
embedded in much of American educational practice. Within this paradigm,
the individual is evaluated through economic performance, reduced to what
Ong (2006) calls the “neoliberal subject” — a self-managing, efficiency-driven
homo economicus. Stephen Ball (2012) describes this process as constructing
the “entrepreneurial self”, where homo sapiens becomes homo calculus. The
US math series Eureka Math exemplifies these values. Word problems often
feature individuals in competitive or entrepreneurial contexts — buying, sell-
ing, saving, or optimizing outcomes —thus reinforcing the logics of individual-
ism and market reasoning. Baker et al. (2010) show that across the 20" cen-
tury, US math education increasingly emphasized cognitive independence,
and Hoffman (2000) notes that this focus begins in early childhood. Mathe-
matical literacy, in this view, becomes a tool not just for calculation, but for
developing traits such as self-reliance, autonomy, and personal choice.

To better understand how neoliberal individualism is situated in daily edu-
cation, | conducted two interviews with US elementary school math teach-
ers. The first was with a Grade 3 math teacher at a STEM-oriented private
school in the US. STEM, an acronym for science, technology, engineering,
and mathematics, has gained considerable prominence in K-12 education
over the past decade. Several private institutions have been established with
a specific emphasis on STEM education, often strategically marketed to fam-
ilies employed in the technology sector. According to the teacher, the school
caters to families in the finance and tech industries and emphasizes early nu-
meracy as a foundation for future academic competitiveness. “We focus on
training children’s number sense” (Appendix C), she explained, linking math
skills directly to career aspirations.

The second interview was with the head teacher of a language-immersion
private school, who also teaches math. While she initially said she had not
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considered the curriculum through a cultural lens, she acknowledged that
family contexts and teacher figures are rarely present in math problems. In-
stead, scenarios emphasize peer relationships and diverse individual pref-
erences. “Math instruction is straightforward — it’s about strategies, tools,
and logic,” she noted, adding, “the focus is on how everyone has different
preferences — personal choices” (Appendix C).

To gain insights from parents, | also distributed a 15-question survey to over
100 US elementary school parents. Their responses, analysed in a later sec-
tion, further illuminate how neoliberal individualism shapes not only text-
book content but broader attitudes toward mathematics education.

Parental_Attitudes_Toward_Individualism_in_U_S__Elementary_Education

Question Strongly Agree / Support (%) Agree (%) Meutral (%) Disagree (%) Strongly Disagree (%)
Q3: Children to take full for their and failu | 2983 52.78 1389 o 093
Q4 among by 28.7 39.81 29.63 556 098
Q5: Schools. q group 34.26 48.15 13.89 5.56 0.8
QB P: hould be able to ch kings, even if 2.7 40.74 15.74 1204 ar
ar n, self-reliance e to work in groups. 16,67 3476 87 2037 37
8 npé 3056 a2 1852 648 093
Q13: Support or 297 2.3 2804 17.76 841
Q15 than rely. 2449 46.94 243 714 102
Parental Attitudes Toward Individualism in U.S El yEd
Question Strongly Agree/ | Agree (%) Neatral (%) Disagroe (%) Strongly Disagree
Support (%) %)
Q3: Children should leam to take full responsibility for their successes and failures at school. 29.63 5278 1339 741 093
Q4: Competition among students helps them perform better. 287 39.81 29.63 5.56 093
Qs: focus more on devel h child's unique talents and achievements than on group 34.26 48.15 1389 5.56 093
cooperation.
Q6: Parents should be able to choose schools based on performance rankings, even if it increases imequality. %7 40.74 15.74 12.04 7
Q7: In ¢lementary education, self-reliance is more important than leaming to work in groups. 16.67 3426 287 2037 7
Q8: Public education should focus on preparing children to compete in a global economy. 30.56 4122 1852 6.48 093
Q13: Support or oppose education as a competi 2897 2136 2804 1796 841
Q15: Math instruction should help children by i blem-solvers rather than rely on i 2449 4694 2143 14 1.02

Parental attitudes in the US further illuminate the cultural foundations of
neoliberal individualism in elementary mathematics education. The survey
results reveal strong support for values such as personal responsibility (Q3:
82.41% agree or strongly agree), competition (Q4: 68.51%), and individu-
alized achievement over group cooperation (Q5: 82.41%). These attitudes
resonate with the ideological underpinnings of Eureka Math, a curriculum
known for embedding neoliberal values such as self-reliance, efficiency, and
market logic into its word problems and instructional design. For instance,
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math tasks that revolve around consumer choice, budgeting, and entrepre-
neurial scenarios echo the priorities reflected in parental support for mer-
itocracy and competition. A notable 69.44% of respondents also agreed
with the statement that public education should prepare children to com-
pete in a global economy (Q8), reinforcing the alignment between parental
expectations and market-driven educational models. Moreover, while only
24.07% supported turning education into a competitive marketplace (Q13),
the broader support for school choice (Q6: 69.44%) and independence over
collaboration (Q7 and Q15) suggests a nuanced but prevalent acceptance of
neoliberal logic. This constellation of beliefs not only validates the cultural
embeddedness of neoliberal individualism in US math education, but also
points to the potential challenges of introducing more relational, collabora-
tive, or communitarian approaches, which may be perceived as undermining
personal merit and accountability.

The Problems With Neoliberal Individualism in Modern
Education

Drawing on insights from the two interviews with US mathematics teach-
ers, the differentiation and marketing strategies of private schools illustrate
the market-oriented logic characteristic of neoliberal education policy. As
Stephen J. Ball (2003) argues, neoliberalism reconfigures education into a
competitive marketplace where schools operate as businesses and parents
as consumers. In this context, private schools strategically brand themselves
to appeal to specific parental expectations, enabling families to “shop” for
educational experiences that align with their aspirations for their children’s
academic and professional futures, thus reinforces broader patterns of edu-
cational inequality, reproducing social stratification under the guise of choice
and meritocracy. Andrew Hacker (2016), in The Math Myth: And Other STEM
Delusions, critiques the emphasis on advanced mathematics in US education,
arguing that it serves neoliberal goals by framing student success narrowly
in terms of workforce readiness. Education thus becomes valued not for its
intrinsic intellectual or ethical merits, but for its utility in producing econom-
ically competitive individuals.

In Keywords: The New Language of Capitalism, Leary (2019) examines terms
that relate to individualism within the context of contemporary capitalism.
Notable keywords include entrepreneur, human capital, innovation, meritoc-
racy and possessive individualism, valorize personal agency, competition, and
self-investment, often at the expense of recognizing structural inequalities.
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Indeed, US education has long been known for its basis on meritocracy,
which suggest that the individual and their efforts are the sole determinants
of success, potentially overlooking systemic inequalities. Moreover, an ex-
cessive focus on individual achievement denies to children those essentially
collective experiences which are the necessary medium of such learning. Ball
(2003) argued that:

we become blind to the fact that collective experiences in school are em-
bryonic experiences of social solidarity; and because such experiences
will sometimes threaten the rights of individuals, they are experiences in
learning to recognize and to respect the rights of individual.

The effects of neoliberal individualism extend beyond the classroom. Edgar
Morin observes a weakening of civic spirit, while Nancy Fraser (2016a) de-
scribes a broader erosion of social bonds —those intergenerational and com-
munal ties that sustain families, neighbourhoods, and society at large. These
forms of care and connection, both affective and material, constitute the
“social glue” necessary for cooperation and collective well-being. Without
them, the foundations of society — its economy, politics, and culture — begin
to unravel.

A Pedagogy of Relations

As early as Aristotle, the ideal of self-sufficiency (autarkeia) was critically ex-
amined. (Aristotle, trans. 1999). He insisted that complete independence is
an illusion, as humans are inherently dependent on one another, an idea
which became the foundation for Western communitarianism. Charles Tay-
lor’s essay “Atomism” (1991) also critiques the notion that individuals can be
understood independently of their social contexts — a concept he attributes
to certain strands of liberal thought. He argues that this perspective over-
looks the fundamental role that communities play in shaping individual iden-
tities and values, and further emphasizes that identity and values are formed
through relationships and communal affiliations, not in isolation.

Emmanuel Levinas deepens this relational view by asserting that ethics
precedes ontology: before being thinking subjects, we are ethically responsi-
ble beings, summoned by the face of the Other (Levinas, 1969). For Levinas,
subjectivity is defined not by autonomy, but by responsibility — being for the
Other (Levinas, 1981). This radically opposes the liberal or neoliberal ideal of
the self-contained, self-interested learner, and parallels Confucian notions of
the relational self-shaped through family and society.
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Within education, many US scholars and educators have increasingly warned
against the atomizing effects of individualism, and have called for a renewed
focus on relational pedagogies. Alexander M. Sidorkin, for instance, advo-
cates a pedagogy of relation, arguing that learning is fundamentally social
and cannot be reduced to knowledge transfer or efficiency metrics. As he
notes, education cannot be optimized like transportation or communication,
because it depends on human relationships. Sidorkin and Bingham (2010)
summarize this view succinctly: “no education without relation.” Similarly,
Gert Biesta (2010) has critiqued what he calls the “learnification” of educa-
tion — the reduction of education to measurable outcomes, competencies,
and individualized learning gains. In his view, such a framework neglects the
subjectification function of education: the formation of individuals as ethical,
relational beings who can exist with and for others in a democratic society.
Biesta’s work resonates with the Levinasian and Confucian commitments to
relational subjectivity, offering a robust alternative to the economistic logic
that dominates contemporary educational policy.

Taken together, these perspectives reveal a growing convergence among
philosophers and educators across traditions — Confucian, communitarian,
phenomenological — all of whom resist the reduction of the learner to an
isolated individual and instead emphasize the inherently social, ethical, and
interdependent dimensions of human development. In contrast to neoliberal
individualism, which frames the student as a self-maximizing unit of human
capital, these thinkers collectively reimagine education as the cultivation of
people in relationships — with others, with communities, and with society at
large. Furthermore, rather than choosing between individualism and rela-
tionism, might there be a more integrative framework capable of transcend-
ing their shortcomings while preserving their strengths? This question leads
us to the concept of sublation, a dialectical process that opens the way for
reimagining education beyond entrenched binaries.

Sublating Confucian Relationism and Neoliberal
Individualism

In the face of both unprecedented opportunities and profound challenges
within contemporary global education, there is an urgent need to recon-
sider prevailing perspectives on the aims and practices of education. This
moment calls for a paradigmatic shift — one that moves beyond binary op-
positions and toward a more integrative and reflexive framework. Central
to this transformation is the concept of sublation, drawn from the Hegelian
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term Aufhebung, which entails the simultaneous negation and preservation
of opposing ideas. In the educational context, sublation offers a productive
pathway to transcend the limitations of both neoliberal individualism and
Confucian relationism by critically integrating their respective strengths.

Neoliberal individualism emphasizes personal autonomy, self-determination,
and responsibility. These values can cultivate a sense of agency, innovation,
and diversity, as individuals are encouraged to pursue their own interests,
develop independent thought, and contribute to society through entrepre-
neurial and creative endeavours. Moreover, this framework tends to support
pluralism and tolerance, acknowledging the multiplicity of human experienc-
es and promoting freedom of expression. However, when left unchecked,
neoliberal individualism can foster social fragmentation, hyper-competitive-
ness, and a diminished sense of communal responsibility. Individuals may
become isolated or instrumentalized, detached from meaningful social re-
lationships and the broader ethical fabric of their communities. Conversely,
Confucian relationism offers a relational and context-sensitive view of the
self, grounded in the cultivation of virtues through social roles and interper-
sonal obligations. It emphasizes interconnectedness, moral responsibility,
and the importance of harmonious social bonds. This perspective can serve
as a counterbalance to the atomizing tendencies of individualism by promot-
ing mutual care, solidarity, and collective flourishing. Yet Confucian relation-
ism — particularly in its more rigid or hierarchical forms — can also risk reifying
status-based norms, suppressing individual voice, and prioritizing conformity
over personal development or dissent.

The task, then, is not to choose one framework over the other, but to pursue
a sublation of the two: a dialectical synthesis in which the empowering as-
pects of individual autonomy are preserved alongside the ethical grounding
and social coherence offered by relational models. Such a vision seeks to cul-
tivate individuals who are free to develop unique identities and express inde-
pendent thought, yet who are also deeply embedded in, and responsible to,
their communities. In this model, personal freedom and communal solidarity
are not seen as oppositional, but as mutually reinforcing. Indeed, the urgen-
cy of this integrative approach is underscored by today’s growing public con-
cern in Chinese society, where the uncritical convergence of neoliberal and
Confucian logics has led to troubling social consequences. On the one hand,
Confucian relational ethics continue to promote hierarchical obligations and
social harmony, often at the cost of individual voice and critical agency. On
the other hand, the increasing influence of neoliberal values introduces a
market-driven ethos of self-interest, competition, and performativity. When
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these paradigms intersect without thoughtful mediation, they can produce a
cultural climate characterized by instrumentalized relationships, intensified
pressure to perform, and widespread feelings of alienation and moral disori-
entation. As critics have noted, this uneasy synthesis neither fosters genuine
community nor supports authentic individuality.

To sublate these two correctly, RoSker (2024) proposes a model of “critical
relationism” that preserves the ethical substance of Confucian relationali-
ty while simultaneously integrating the emancipatory aspirations of modern
humanist thought. She argues that the way forward is not a return to hier-
archical collectivism, nor an uncritical embrace of neoliberal autonomy, but
the construction of a new ethical paradigm — one that is dialogical, flexible,
and rooted in mutual recognition. First and foremost, this requires the recog-
nition that relationality and autonomy are not necessarily opposites but can
coexist in dynamic tension when reframed through a relational ontology that
affirms both personal dignity and social embeddedness.

Building on Rosker’s concept of critical relationism, we may envision a model
of elementary math education that affirms both the agency of the individu-
al learner and the ethical significance of community. In such a framework,
mathematical learning is not reduced to either personal utility or social
obedience but is instead reframed as a process of ethical co-development.
Students learn to reason independently while also engaging in cooperative
problem-solving that emphasizes empathy, listening, and collective growth.
Individual strategies are valued not for their novelty alone, but for their con-
tribution to a shared understanding of mathematical concepts.

This model could involve classroom practices such as: pair and group work
designed not only for efficiency but for cultivating mutual respect and di-
verse perspectives; mathematical storytelling that draws on both personal
experiences and social narratives, integrating context with content; teacher
facilitation that combines moral encouragement with intellectual challenge,
respecting student agency while anchoring learning in shared values; and as-
sessment strategies that balance individual mastery with collaborative com-
petencies, recognizing that mathematical thinking often flourishes through
dialogue and interdependence.

Such a sublation reframes math education not as a site of competition or
conformity, but as a relational space where students learn to think clear-
ly, act ethically, and exist meaningfully with others. Rather than positioning
freedom and harmony in opposition, this model treats them as mutually
constitutive elements of human flourishing. Children are thus not groomed
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solely as future economic actors or dutiful citizens, but as relational agents
— capable of independent reasoning, yet deeply aware of their interdepend-
ence with others and the ethical weight of their learning.

To apply this sublation method to the two textbooks | have been analysing, |
am presenting a practical example by rewriting a word problem:

Eureka Math style:

“A student wants to buy 3 notebooks that cost $2 each. How much money
does she need?”
(Focus: economic reasoning, individual calculation)

Renjiaoban style:

“There are 6 students cleaning the classroom. If each group has 2 students,
how many groups are there?”
(Focus: group roles, cooperation, classroom context)

Sublated version:

“A class wants to buy notebooks to donate to children in need. If they buy

3 packs of notebooks, each costing $S2, how much do they spend? How can
they fairly divide the cost?”

(Focus: math as relational and ethical reasoning; combines individual com-
putation with a social purpose)

In this way, the dialectical synthesis of Confucian relationism and neoliberal
individualism holds promise for reimagining elementary school math educa-
tion as a space not merely for skill acquisition and cognitive development,
but for the cultivation of ethics and community building.

Overall, this comparative inquiry into US and Chinese elementary math ed-
ucation reveals how deeply educational practices are shaped by underlying
cultural and philosophical paradigms — namely, Confucian relationism and
neoliberal individualism. In China, the Renjiao ban textbooks exemplify a re-
lationist framework rooted in Confucian ethics, where selfhood is cultivated
through social roles, and mathematical problems are embedded in commu-
nal or familial contexts. In contrast, in the US, curricula such as Eureka Math
reflect and reinforce a neoliberal ethos that privileges personal autonomy,
market rationality, and competitive self-management. Survey data from
American parents further affirm this orientation, highlighting a strong en-
dorsement of meritocracy, individual responsibility, and global competitive-
ness. Yet neither model is without limitations. By analysing both curricular
content and stakeholder attitudes, this study has argued for a reflexive and
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integrative approach to math education — one that affirms the individual not
as an atomized unit, but as a socially embedded and ethically responsible
being. In doing so, it points toward a future of education that resists the false
binary between collectivist conformity and individualist self-interest, instead
seeking to nurture both meaningful community and authentic individuality
in the elementary classroom and beyond.
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Appendix: interview transcription

Transcript
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(A Chinese-American math teacher teaching Grade 3 in New York)
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Translation:

I: Today I'd like to talk with you about American elementary math education
from a cultural perspective.

A: Teachers here have to read the questions — it’s a language habit, not just
“1+1=2".

I: | see.

A: There’s a lot of logic involved — students build their own models. One very
famous one is the bar model. Through the bar model, we solve algebraic
problems; actually, even in elementary school, there’s already the idea of
“chickens and rabbits in one cage”. But honestly, | seldom think about it from
a cultural angle. Usually the questions just feature a kid’s name, and then the
kid does something.

I: Do the math problems you teach ever mention family life?

A: Very rarely — mostly school related. For example, something about a teach-
er giving someone a greeting card. Or questions about length, height, size —
two kids compare their heights, and that’s about it. At most they’re friends,
not family. What appears most often is friendship. Hardly ever family. And
the textbooks try to include diversity: pictures show different kids — different
skin tones, hairstyles, curly or straight hair. They try to include diversity vis-
ually. It’s not like in China.

I: Right, in China the kids usually all look the same —same clothes, same hairstyle.

A: Exactly. That’s cultural influence. In the US, math focuses more on strate-
gy; not much time is spent on the pictures themselves. Singapore Math has
a core strategy called CPA — from Concrete materials to Pictorial representa-
tion, and then to Abstract. Concrete materials are counting blocks or objects;
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the pictures show familiar animals or scenes; then the transition uses circles
or squares; finally the goal is abstract thinking.

I: Got it.

A: And there are lots of comparison problems. For instance: one person rides
a bike around a track — how long does it take? Another person walks — how
long does that take? The problem never says who'’s better — it’s objective,
comparing mathematical quantities. There’s no single image of success. It
focuses more on everyone’s personal choices — different people like different
things, choose different methods.

I: I've noticed US textbooks often mention the marketplace. Do you use ex-
amples like that when teaching?

A: When | teach upper-grade algebra, we often have compound-interest
problems —how interest is calculated. But it’s not real bank data — since rates
change yearly — so they just use 2% as an example.

I: Do parents have certain expectations for their kids’ math learning?

A: That depends on the school community. At my school, math scores mat-
ter; many parents send kids to after-school math programs like Kumon. | also
work at Art of Problem Solving after school. There are many Indian and Chi-
nese kids there. Some go because their parents want them to excel in math;
others genuinely love math and want more challenging problems. Parents
hope teachers can do better differentiation. But most parents still measure
success simply by test scores.

I: Are the tests standardized?

A: It varies. Public schools have their own state tests — New York’s and New
Jersey’s are different. Private schools choose their own exams; they don’t
take state tests. At our school we use the ERB'’s.

I: What’s the kids’ attitude toward testing?

A: There’s pressure, of course — not like in China, but still. Kids know their
parents will check the scores.

I: Do they think about their learning in terms of personal growth?

A: The older ones do. When | taught seventh and eighth grade they under-
stood clearly — scores determine the grade teachers give them, which high
school they can attend. One student wanted to apply to a better private
school, so grades mattered. Those who have to apply somewhere else are
more aware of personal growth.
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I: What skills or qualities should math education focus on, in your view?
A: Using strategies — finding better, faster ways to solve problems.
I: So, finding the optimal solution.

A: Yes. And also cultivating a growth mindset. When facing a hard problem,
it’s okay — try again. That mindset is valuable. We have a student who's very
good at math, but he used to think he was just “smart”. Later, harder prob-
lems taught him that effort matters.

I: Mm-hmm.

A: Another thing is collaboration — how to explain your reasoning to others,
how to work together, how to learn from others.

I: If you could redesign math education, what would you do?

A: I'm quite interested in Finland’s education — nature-based, forest educa-
tion, no exams. Without exams there’s no pressure — though some pressure
can motivate. Maybe more math-related games outside the curriculum. But
school scheduling is tight.

I: So math class is once a day?

A: Yes, 50 minutes. | heard Chinese schools stream students by math scores
even in elementary school?

I: I'm not sure, but there are “Olympiad Math” classes.

Teacher B

(An American math teacher teaching Grade 3 at a private school in New
Jersey)

I: What do you think is the core strategy in American math teaching?

B: We use lots of multimedia — songs, nursery rhymes — like Friends of 10,
Friends of 20, “One plus one equals two”, up to “12 plus 20”. Through multi-
sensory methods kids grasp basic facts, and then build upward. For example,
before doing 8 + 9, they’ve learned the songs and can decompose numbers
naturally. By decomposing, they internalize mathematical thinking.

They learn number bonds visually — like a chart: a number on top, two branch-
es below showing the parts it’s made of. For instance, 6 can be 1 + 5. With
this visual help, they understand a number can split into two numbers — the
core concept. Then they use number bonds and facts to explain 8 + 9 —they’ll
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think, “1+9=10; | already know that by heart. If | take 1 from 8, | have 7 left.”
They see number patterns.

We also use number charts — the 100-chart or 120-chart — ten numbers per
row, so you can see digit patterns vertically. After mastering these patterns,
they can apply them to larger numbers — knowing 10 + 8 is easier than 8 + 9.
It’s all about strategy — training the mind to simplify computation.

I: Interesting.

B: It’s really about thinking — how to make reasoning efficient. But it doesn’t
apply to all kids. Some simply don’t have strong number sense — maybe they
didn’t get enough early exposure.

I: Then | must be one of those whose number sense wasn’t well developed!
But | get what you mean — each number has its own character.

B: Exactly, and relationships between numbers, too.

I: That does feel different from China’s math education, which now empha-
sizes reading comprehension more than abstraction.

B: True, though that may be specific to my current school. My previous school
wasn’t so STEM-focused — it was a traditional American private school. They
also emphasized Whole-Child Education, interdisciplinary learning. For exam-
ple, when teaching fractions I'd bring in moral values. My current school is
moving in that direction too — telling parents we want to connect math to
real life. You can’t teach ratio and proportion apart from life. It’s also very
problem-solving oriented.

I: Are the students here specially selected — more motivated?
B: Yes, many have parents with engineering backgrounds.
I: Do they say they want to follow their parents into engineering?

B: | haven’t really discussed that, but I've noticed some compare themselves
to peers and feel they’re “not good at math”. If they were in a regular public
school, they might be average or above average, but here they feel nega-
tive — anxious, always saying “I’'m so dumb”. Somehow, human society treats
STEM as the measure of intelligence. If you’re good at math or science, you're
smart; if you're good at English — okay, that’s fine. At this age they already
admire kids who are quick with numbers. No one says, “Wow, you read three
books today!”

I: In China, reading is considered a good thing. But | can imagine your school
emphasizes STEM.
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B: Right. Being great at humanities or history is considered brilliant, but not
smart.

I: Yes, people think those who study humanities are knowledgeable, not
smart. It’s a fascinating value system. Nowadays smart has become such a
prized quality. | remember “smart” originally came from Old English, mean-
ing “to sting,” not a positive word. For example, when you praise your stu-
dents, do you call them smart?

B: No, never. We praise what they do, not what they are. We don’t use smart
with parents either — we’re very careful.

I: But the kids themselves talk about who’s smart.
B: Yes, it’s this strange social norm.

I: Exactly — a product of modern society. Do they think they’re smarter than
other kids because they’re in a STEM-focused school?

B: | haven’t seen them interact with kids from other schools.
I: The textbook you showed me today is really interesting. Do the kids like it?
B: They love it!

I: So most of them are motivated. Are there any current education policies
that affect you?

B: We're a private school, so not much. I’'m not sure about public schools.
I: Do you notice students comparing themselves to each other?

B: We're very cautious about that. No comparisons. Even when grading, we
tell them, “Keep it to yourself”. They’re curious, want to see classmates’
work, but | say, “Everyone’s at a different place —it’s fine”.

I: In China, rewards and punishments are very clear.

B: Here every child has something worth rewarding — we give stickers. It’s
process-driven, not result-driven.

I: Are there still rankings in China?

B: I'm not sure — I've heard there are.

ZIiC
(A Chinese math teacher teaching Grade 6 in Hubei)
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Translation:

I: Hello, it’s great to interview you. I'd like to understand the current state of
elementary math education in China. I've read some textbooks —

C: From the People’s Education Press (PEP)?
I: Yes, the PEP Grade 3 and Grade 6 books. You teach third grade, right?
C: That’s right.

I: My biggest impression is that the problems rely heavily on everyday life
examples.

C: Of course. We combine with life experience — step by step, from easy to
hard. Learning should come from life and return to life — that’s our tradition.
As children explore human life, they naturally encounter quantity, shape, and
time. Dividing candies, measuring water, comparing heights — those are the
beginnings of math.

I: So learning sequence is important?

C: Very. We always say “from easy to difficult”. Let children feel math in life
first, then move to abstract ideas — decimals, fractions, equations. Only then
can knowledge be absorbed instead of memorized.

I: So math isn’t just math — it also includes moral education?

C: Hmm... yes, that’s true. The illustrations and problem contexts often in-
volve moral messages. For example, there was that “toxic textbook” issue.
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I: Oh yes, | heard about that — it was pretty outrageous.

C: Some thought the illustrations looked too “Westernized”, weakening na-
tional character. So they made changes.

I: Did those changes affect students?

C: | think so. Now the textbooks highlight China’s ancient mathematical
achievements — Zu Chongzhi, Qin Jiushao, Sunzi’s Algorithm, The Nine Chap-
ters on the Mathematical Arts, and so on. When kids read that, they think,
“Wow, the ancient Chinese were amazing!” It boosts their national pride.

I: Do they actually become more interested?

C: Yes. When they read that Zu Chongzhi calculated pi between 3.1415926
and 3.1415927 without a calculator, they’re astonished. That emotional con-
nection is more effective than rote memorization.

I: American elementary math focuses a lot on number sense. Is it different
in China?

C: Well, formulas are important here. In the US they just use formulas; we
emphasize how they’re derived. And memory matters, too.

I: | see. Both sides value reasoning, but in different ways.

C: And in China the whole system faces fairness issues — education tracking.
About 30% of students go to vocational schools for skill exams, so there’s
pressure.

I: The policy aimed to reduce pressure, right — to let everyone follow their
strengths?

C: Yes, but it makes parents anxious — they fear their child’s upward mobility
is blocked if they’re tracked into a vocational school.

I: So math pressure increases?

C: Of course. Math is still one of the heaviest-weighted subjects.

#JTD
(A Chinese math teacher teaching at Grade 6 in Hubei)
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A Comparative Study on Chinese vs American Elementary Math Textbooks Through a Transcultural Lens

Translation:

I: You’ve taught for decades — how do you see the direction of math educa-
tion changing?

D: In the past we focused only on calculation; now we emphasize thinking
processes — and character building. It’s a shift from knowledge-centred to
human-centred education. It’s not just training problem-solvers, but teach-
ing kids how to think.

I: | heard reading materials have increased a lot?

D: Yes, exam questions now have much more text. Math problems are no
longer just equations but also reading comprehension and contextual analy-
sis. Some refer to the ancient Sunzi’s Algorithm, or stories like “Chang’e Fly-
ing to the Moon” or “Shenzhou 10", then ask students to build models. These
story-based problems make math feel closer to life and strengthen national
pride.

I: So national narratives enter math textbooks?

D: Exactly. When learning the area of a sector, the book might mention that
Zu Chongzhi calculated pi 1,500 years ago and connect it to China’s aero-
space achievements.

I: Does that also bring in moral or value education?
D: Definitely. That’s part of what we call Holistic Education.
I: Could you explain what “holistic education” means?

D: It’s a philosophy — educating a whole person rather than just a skill. In
math, when we stress observing, conjecturing, verifying, we’re not just
teaching technique but cultivating habits of thought, aesthetics, patience,
and confidence. Some kids solve quickly but lack steadiness; we don’t want
machines that calculate — we want people who use math to think about the
world.

I: How does this approach affect students’ thinking?

D: It develops critical reasoning. They learn analogy and induction and start
to see beauty —in symmetry, proportion, order. Aesthetics in math cultivates
a higher sensitivity. For example, when teaching symmetry we show Chinese
architecture; when discussing Earth’s surface, we mention the saying “three
parts mountain, six parts water, one part farmland”. They start to see the
world through numbers.
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I: But I've seen reports saying that with all this reading, math exams are no
longer about math but about language. Could that trouble students who are
strong in math but weak in language?

D: That’s indeed an issue, and it’s a challenge those students must face. The
original intent is good — to help them focus not only on numbers but on
knowledge, language, emotion, and culture all together. Through learning
math, children can also understand fairness, efficiency, order, and beauty.

I: That’s wonderful.



Summary

The Scholar’s Compass: Confucian Ideals and Education in a Global Context is
a collected volume that critically reconsiders Confucian models of education
in light of global educational crises and the search for alternatives to dom-
inant neoliberal paradigms. Its central argument is that Confucian pedago-
gy — often misinterpreted as hierarchical and authoritarian — offers rich and
nuanced approaches to moral cultivation, dialogical learning, and relational
autonomy, which are increasingly relevant in today’s world.

The book is structured in two major parts: the first focuses on theoretical
reflections on classical and regional Confucian educational thought, while
the second examines its contemporary practical implications. Together, the
contributions cover a wide geographical and disciplinary range, from an-
cient Chinese, Japanese, and Vietnamese sources, to modern debates on
social knowledge and education in a humanistic spirit. The book concludes
with an interesting chapter which includes a transcultural textbook analysis,
pointing to alternatives models of pedagogy based upon certain elements
of Confucian ethics.

Since Kant’s What is Enlightenment? (1784), critical and autonomous think-
ing has been upheld as the cornerstone of progressive education. Yet under
neoliberalism, even this ideal has been turned into a commodity. Against this
backdrop, the book highlights Confucian models of education as offering im-
portant alternatives.
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Summary

Confucian pedagogy, far from being a mere doctrine of obedience, emphasiz-
es reciprocal responsibility, moral cultivation, and relational autonomy. It is
grounded in dialogical forms of teaching, where the teacher guides students
through questions, analogies, and classical references, rather than through
authoritative lectures. Education, in this view, is not limited to the acquisition
of theoretical knowledge and practical skills but represents a lifelong process
of becoming fully human and developing one’s own humaneness (ren 1-).
The volume challenges widespread prejudices about Confucianism by show-
ing how its ideals, originally rooted in complementarity and responsibility,
can enrich contemporary debates on global education.

By bringing together diverse perspectives, The Scholar’s Compass highlights
the continuing relevance of Confucian education in a globalized world. The
volume shows that Confucian models of learning are not relics of a rigid past,
but dynamic frameworks that emphasize relational autonomy, ethical re-
sponsibility, and lifelong cultivation. These models contrast sharply with ne-
oliberal educational policies that prioritize efficiency, measurable outcomes,
and marketability.

Instead of mourning the decline of humanistic learning, the book proposes
Confucianism as a resource for rethinking what it means to educate human
beings. Confucian pedagogy underscores that education is not only about
professional expertise but also about cultivating humane, reflective, and
responsible individuals who live meaningfully within communities. In to-
day’s world, where different traditions increasingly interact, this Confucian
heritage can be combined, synthesized, and enriched through transcultural
exchange.

In sum, the volume advocates for a pluralistic and ethically grounded vision
of education. It reclaims Confucian ideals of ritual, relationality, and humane-
ness as resources for addressing contemporary crises in education and offers
a transcultural framework for developing new paradigms that integrate criti-
cal reflection, moral cultivation, and global responsibility.

Téa Sernelj



Povzetek

Pricujoca knjiga je zbornik, ki nudi kriticen razmislek o konfucijanskih mode-
lih vzgoje in izobrazevanja v Iuci globalnih izobrazevalnih kriz ter is¢e alter-
native prevladujo¢im neoliberalnim paradigmam. Osrednje izhodis¢e knjige
je najti v predpostavki, po kateri nam lahko konfucijanska pedagogika, ki je
pogosto napacno razumljena kot hierarhi¢na in avtoritarna, nudi zanimve in
socialno senzibilne pristope k moralni vzgoji, dialoSkemu uéenju in relacijski
avtonomiji, pristope torej, ki so v sodobnem svetu vse bolj aktualni.

Knjiga je razdeljena na dva glavna dela: prvi se osredotoca na teoretske raz-
misleke o klasi¢ni in regionalni konfucijanski vzgojno-izobrazevalni misli,
drugi pa obravnava njene sodobne prakticne implikacije. Skupaj ti prispevki
zaobjemajo Sirok geografski in disciplinarni razpon, ki sega od starodavnih
kitajskih, japonskih in vietnamskih virov pa vse do sodobnih razprav o druz-
benem védenju in humanisti¢nih izto¢nicah izobrazevanja. Zbornik se zakljuci
z zanimivo transkulturno analizo uc¢benikov.

Od Kantovega spisa Kaj je razsvetljenstvo? je bilo kriticno in avtonomno
misljenje razumljeno kot temelj naprednega izobrazevanja. Vendar je bilo
to idealno nacelo pod neoliberalizmom spremenjeno v blago. Na tem ozad-
ju knjiga izpostavlja konfucijanske modele izobraZzevanja kot pomembne
alternative.

Dale¢ od tega, da bi bila zgolj doktrina poslusnosti, poudarja konfucijan-
ska pedagogika vzajemno odgovornost, moralno kultivacijoj in relacijsko
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avtonomijo. Utemeljena je na dialoskih oblikah poucevanja, pri katerih uci-
telj ali uCiteljica ne izvaja avtoritarnih frontalnih predavanj, temvec ucence in
ucenke na interaktiven nacin vodi skozi vprasanja, analogije in razlage klasic-
nih referenc. IzobraZevanje v tem pogledu ni omejeno na pridobivanje teo-
retskega znanja in prakticnih vescin, temvec predstavlja vseZivljenjski proces
kultivacije in zorenja, ki se manifestira v vrednoti (so)¢loveénosti (ren 1-).

Zbornik izpodbija razsirjene predsodke o konfucijanstvu, saj pokaze, kako
lahko njegovi ideali, ki izvirajo iz obCutka vzajemne odgovornosti, obogatijo
sodobne razprave o globalnem izobrazevanju.

Z zdruZzevanjem raznolikih perspektiv zbornik izpostavi tiste elemente kon-
fucijanske vzgoje, ki so v globaliziranem svetu lahko trajno relevantni. Knjiga
pokaZze, da konfucijanski modeli ucenja niso zgolj relikti toge preteklosti, tem-
vec dinamicni okviri, ki poudarjajo relacijsko avtonomijo, eti€no odgovornost
in vsezZivljenjsko ucenje. Ti modeli so v jasnem nasprotju z neoliberalnimi iz-
obrazevalnimi politikami, ki dajejo prednost ucinkovitosti, merljivim rezulta-
tom in trZznosti.

Namesto da bi obZalovala zaton humanisti¢cnega ucenja, knjiga predlaga po-
sodobljene el¢emente konfucijanstva in konfucijanske pedagogike kot vir za
ponovni razmislek o tem, kaj pomeni vzgoja ¢loveka. Poudarja namrec, da iz-
obraZevanje ni le pridobivanje strokovnega znanja, temvec tudi poucevanje,
ki vodi k izoblikovanju humanih, reflektivnih in odgovornih posameznikov, ki
Zivijo v skupnostih, v kagterih so ljudje vzajemno intherentno povezani in s
tem tudi osmisljeni. V danasnjem svetu, kjer se razli¢ne tradicije vse bolj pre-
pletajo, je to konfucijansko izroc¢ilo mogoce modernizirati, ga sintetizirati in
bogatiti skozi transkulturno izmenjavo.

Zbornik, ki je pred vami, torej zagovarja pluralisticno in eticno utemeljeno
vizijo izobrazevanja. Ponovno oZivlja konfucijanske ideale obrednosti, od-
nosnosti in ¢lovecnosti kot vire za soocanje s sodobnimi krizami v vzgoji ter
ponuja transkulturni okvir za razvoj novih paradigm, ki zdruzujejo kriticno
refleksijo, eti€ni razvoj in globalno odgovornost.

Téa Sernelj
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