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Abstract

This thesis constructs a triangular model of the interrelationship between Deweyan
Pragmatism(hereinafter referred to as DP), Confucianism and Marxism / Maoism by way of
chronological analysis of three historical periods spanning the past nine decades, and
discursive comparisons and contrasts between these ideologies. Specifically, this thesis
examines the confrontation, denunciation, displacement, reconciliation and co-optation that
have transpired between the three ideologies over the past ninety years.

On the basis of the triangular push-or-pull model, propositions regarding the parameters
and confines of DP application in contemporary Chinese education are put forward in order to
extricate the Deweyites who are intent on transplanting DP to China in a wholesale manner
out of their current theoretical paradox and methodical dilemma.

The conclusion of this thesis is that the optimal roles for DP to play in contemporary
Chinese education are supplementary tweaks at the technical level to the existing Confucian
system which functions in a Marxist framework, and DP will be effective only to the extent
that the cumulative impact of Deweyan practice is not perceived as a challenge or threat to the

Chinese educational establishment.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

John Dewey(1859—1952), whose educational Pragmatism((hereinafter referred to as DP)
focuses on learning-by-doing rather than dogmatic instruction and rote learning®, is widely
regarded as America’s chief exponent of progressive education®. From his two-year visit to
China in the early 20™ century to the recent spate of publications advocating DP in Chinese
educational reforms, arduous efforts have been made to Deweyanize Chinese education. In
this paper, | will attempt to construct a triangular model of the interrelationship between DP,
Confucianism and Marxism / Maoism by way of chronological analysis of three historical
periods, i.e. 1919 — 1949 (from Dewey’s trip to China during the Warlord Era to the end of the
Nationalist Era), 1949-1978 (the Mao Era) and 1978 — present (the post-Mao Era), and
discursive comparisons and contrasts between the three ideologies. Specifically, | will
examine the confrontation, denunciation, displacement, reconciliation and co-optation that
have transpired between them over the three historical periods. Then, on the basis of this
triangular model, 1 will put forward my propositions regarding the parameters and confines of
DP application in Chinese education, so as to extricate the Deweyites who are intent on
transplanting DP to China in a wholesale manner out of their current theoretical paradox and
methodical dilemma. Frustrating as it may sound to the ambitious Deweyites, | will argue that
Deweyanization efforts could have been, and will be, more effective in the reforms of Chinese

education if their role had been and remained purely technical as opposed to being

! Hongyu Zhou, “The Spread and Impact of Deweyan Educational Philosophy in China,”
(http://www.tc.columbia.edu/centers/coce/pdf files/v8.pdf , 2005) :1.

2 Shibao Guo, “China as a Contesting Ground for Ideologies: Examining the Social and Ideological Forces That
Influence China’s Educational System,” Canadian Journal of University Continuing Education 30, no.1 (2004): 57.
1
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unpragmatically twofold, i.e., ideological as well as methodical.

Analysing any educational issue of this scope cannot be done without admitting to
limitations, the most prominent one being that contemporary China is a society in transition
on an unprecedented scale. What was true in the past may be only partially true at present, and
entirely untrue in the future. Thus, in the genuine spirit of DP, and at the risk of sounding like
a wishy-washy relativist, | recognise that the analyses and propositions in this paper will be
subject to adjustments, modifications and refutations, on the basis of the rapidly changing

circumstances and the corresponding, continually-reconstructed inquiry.



Chapter 2
Literature Review

Since the mid-1970s, there has been research suggesting striking similarities between
Deweyan and Maoist educational thoughts. Sizer argued that Mao Zedong and Dewey’s ideas
on education were much closer than either one of them would have thought. Both of them
believed that the solution to concrete problems was an excellent entrée into the process of
education, that the relationship between theory and practice was complementary, and that
long-winded pedanticism in schooling should be distrusted.®

Guo observed that:

Both Dewey and Mao advocated change and brought everyday experience into

classroom for educational purposes. Both strongly opposed the use of rote learning and

imperial examination ... Instead, they guaranteed learners an active role in learning and

took their interests into consideration.”

Xu claimed that:

Although Dewey and Mao emerged from completely different cultures, times and

contexts, their theories had amazing similarities... Their views on the significant

connections between school and society, the social role of education, the role of

experience in learning, and their stress on moral education overlap a great deal.

She also noted that Dewey and Mao both believed that education was not an isolated

’ Nancy F.Sizer, “Dewey, China and the Philosophy of Development: A Contrast of American Progressive
Educational Thought and Practice with That of Modern China,” presented at the annual meeting of the
American Educational Research Association, Chicago, IL (April, 1974),17-23.

* Guo, 2004, 68.
* Di Xu, A Comparison of the Educational Ideas and Practices of John Dewey and Mao Zedong in China: Is
School Society or Society School? (San Francisco, CA: Mellen Research University Press, 1992), 3

3



enterprise, but an enterprise that is “closely connected with, affected by, and achieved with
and for social change™®.
The other route of the ongoing Deweyanization attempt is taken via a Deweyan
reconstruction of Confucianism.
Tan claimed that over the centuries, Confucianism has been severely distorted:
Since its establishment as the orthodoxy of the Chinese empire in the Han dynasty,
Confucianism has been misappropriated ... so much so that many have viewed those
distortions as constituting Confucianism itself.’
Specifically, with respect to the “misappropriation” of Confucian ritual practices, Tan
wrote that:
Unfortunately, the actual ritual practice in Chinese society has not always fulfilled the
promise of Confucian ritual practice as a way of achieving a rich and creative harmony.
How did ritual practices result in the kind of social oppression of individuals that has
sometimes been witnessed in China’s history?
A comparison of de jure ritual practice with de facto ritual practice shows that when
cultural patterns that sustain community become inflexible, when individual creativity is
viewed with hostility and prevented from revitalizing cultural patterns, then the pursuit
of community and social stability becomes perverted and self-defeating.®
Thus, it comes as no surprise that Tan is in favor of an inquiry-based, Deweyanized

Confucian system: “In a Confucian ethico-political order, as in a Deweyan democracy,

questions about conceptions of the good that should guide social and political actions are

6 -
Ibid., 97.
" Sor-hoon Tan, Confucian Democracy (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2003), 7.
¢ Ibid., 86.
4



resolved in cooperative inquiry”.’

Hoyt contended as well that in practice, Confucian ideals, which are not unlike
Deweyan inclinations, were far from being carried out:

Dewey’s moderate attitude is not singular to his philosophy. In Confucianism, Chung
Yung, or the Doctrine of the Mean, valued moderation and harmony as the soul of
living. Confucius took the virtue of Chung Yung to be the highest. However, this does
not necessarily mean that many Chinese people or even many Confucian intellectuals
actualized or embodied such a virtue. Even Confucius himself always questioned:“How
transcendent is the moral power of the mean! That it is rarely found among the common
people is a fact long admitted.”. ™

Hoyt then suggested a Deweyanized Confucianism from the perspective of individual
development: “The Confucian notion of examining the self frequently and Dewey’s worry
about dead minds both reflect the importance of constructing a human intelligence that is at
the root of a nation’s development™.**

In addition to the stress on the untapped or misguided Confucian potentials, qualifying
or modifying DP is another key prerequisite for transplanting Deweyan thoughts into the
Confucian structure. Hence, almost predictably, Tan wrote that:

Dewey’s culturalism is inherently democratic. For him, no culture begins as democratic;

a truly democratic culture remains to be created. The fact that one’s culture was undemocratic

in the past does not mean that one should reject democracy, since preserving one’s cultural

° Ibid., 202.

0 Mei w. Hoyt “John Dewey’s Legacy to China and the Problems in Chinese Society. ”Transnational Curriculum
Inquiry 3, no.1 (2006): 19.

1 Ibid., 24.



identity does not mean clinging to static traditions.*?

Regarding the role of laws and rules, Hall and Ames observed that law developed in a
Confucian system was to “articulate administrative duties and to overcome deficiencies of
ritual in maintaining social stability” while “in the West, law originates as a response to
despotic power”. Thus, in a Confucian society, resorting to law is “denigrated as a sign of the
failure of ritual to achieve social harmony”. *Then they concluded that Dewey’s vision of
democracy as ideal community life is “best suited to engage the realities and Chinese social
practice and to support the realization of a Confucian democracy in China”.**

Grange also strongly argued for a union between Confucianism and Pragmatism but his
emphasis is on the interrelationship between society and individuals. He stated that “the
whole thrust of the Confucian vision is to bridge the separation between the social order and

> Band:

the aims of the individual. The parallels with Dewey should be obvious
This brings us to what makes all this possible: the act of sharing. Dewey calls it a
mystery and Confucius expresses wonder that it happens at all. One thing is for sure: the
act of sharing means that there is more than one person in the neighborhood. Central to
the idea of sharing is the capacity to participate. Sharing and participation are ancient

philosophic themes. They are at the heart of both Eastern and Western philosophy.®

Grange continued:

12 Tan, “Reconstructing ‘Culture’: A Deweyan Response to Antidemocratic Culturalism”, in Democracy as Culture:

Deweyan Pragmatism in a Globalizing World., ed. Sor-hoon Tan and John Whalen-Bridge (New York, NY: State University

of New York Press, 2008): 43.

3 David L. Hall and Roger T. Ames, The Democracy of the Dead. Dewey, Confucius, and the Hope for Democracy in

China (Chicago, IL: Open Court, 1999) : 216-17.

¥ 1bid., 11.

B Joseph Grange, John Dewey, Confucius, and Global Philosophy(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2004):
84.

1 1bid., 96.



Our two thinkers, Confucius and John Dewey (the “Second Confucius™) put the social
environment at the forefront of their thought... In particular from Confucius we can draw
the standard of ren as the measure of our willingness to recognize the effects of our
actions on others. From Dewey we can learn the lesson of refusing the splits in
experience that drive us away from each other.*’
On the epistemological level, he asserted the affinity between Confucianism and
Pragmatism by arguing that:
Way is the conventional translation of the Chinese word dao. Exploring its depth of
meaning is fundamental to grasping a real understanding of the Confucian sense of
reality. I claim that it is the Confucian equivalent of Dewey’s primary concept of
experience.'®
Further, Grange suggested that “a primary working connection between Dewey and
Confucius is to be found in the concept of li (observing ritual propriety). It is to be understood
as the equivalent of the felt intelligence that grounds Dewey’s concept of inquiry” .*°
He also argued that the sociality of Deweyan and Confucian education has substantial
overlap:
Dewey and Confucius agree that human beings are primarily social. Their identity, their
achievements, and their possibilities are the outcome of how they were raised. This act
of “raising a child” is not simply the responsibility of parents. Rather Dewey and

Confucius would argue that the act of raising a child begins with parents, extends to the

immediate family and then reaches out to include the culture within which that human

7 1pid., 112.
8 pid., 23.
1° 1bid., 50.



being lives. The failure of one citizen is an indictment of the whole culture. *°

As for the cooperative, communal nature of inquiry, Grange wrote:

As with Confucius,[ for Dewey Jwhat is always to be sought is a harmony of conflicting
spheres of interest that is always the outcome of very strenuous intellectual labor and
debate. It is in finding the means whereby to communicate this harmony that the tough
and demanding experimental work ... consists. Dewey allows for no privileged hiding
places in this search for the public good. The private and the public spheres constitute
different dimensions of human experience, but they are not opposed. In finding their
harmonic relations, we establish what is best and most unique about ourselves. Thereby
we abide in the highest good.*
Dahlgaard-Park argued that as educational philosophies:
It seems that both Confucius and Dewey possessed a rather holistic and dynamic view of
knowledge and learning, in which the different dimensions of individual, social learning,
cognitive and practical learning, universal as well as situated learning, etc. are
considered. It was obvious that Dewey’s educational thinking is based on the Pragmatist
tradition, where he solved the basic dualism of mind-body division through a
learning-in-action concept. Even though it is not so explicitly clear as in the case of
Dewey, the ontology and epistemology held by Confucius seem to have been similar to
Dewey’s.22

As for the roles that these two ideologies can play, Ames contended that essentially,

20 H
Ibid., 15.
2 Grange, “The Disappearance of the Public Good: Confucius, Dewey, Rorty, ” Philosophy East & West 46, no.3 (1996):

357.

“ suMi Dahlgaard-Park, “Learning from East to West and West to East, "TQM 18, no. 3 (2006): 231.
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these two schools of philosophy are very similar reconstructive forces to improve human life:
In the Confucian tradition ..., philosophical “knowing (zhi),” far from being some
privileged access to a Reality lying behind the every-day world, is an attempt to
“realize” a world in the sense of orchestrating the existing conditions to “make a
desirable world real.” Speaking in the broadest terms, Confucianism is a meliorative
aestheticism concerned with appreciating the world—adding value to it—through the
cultivation of a meaningful, communicating, human community. And the prominence of
ritual as a primary level of communication in this process suggests that the site of
realizing this world is ritualized, concrete feeling. In general terms, we can observe that
the self-understanding of many Chinese philosophers approximates Dewey’s vision of
the philosopher as the purveyor of considered, intelligent practice to adjust situations
and improve upon the human experience.?®
Regarding moral education, Sim notes that “not only do Confucius and Dewey agree that

moral education leads to an expanded self, both also agree that the self is not a fixed

substance but is relational and in the process of formation.”?*

Sizer maintained that:

Dewey, like Confucius ... believed that innate in each human is an urge to grow

and to develop, to realize his fullest human potential. “Educating” the child is only a

matter of letting this individual development progress smoothly...Dewey went on to

sound more Confucian ... when he gave as his opinion the fact that a personal

23 Roger T. Ames, “Confucian and Deweyan Pragmatism: A Dialogue,” Journal of Chinese Philosophy 30, no. 3 & 4 (2003):

404 - 405.

24 May Sim, “Dewey and Confucius: On Moral Education, ”Journal of Chinese Philosophy, (2009): 86.
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arrangement cannot be considered on its own entirely but as part of the society which

causes it, and as subject, therefore, to standards of health or welfare to which the

society subscribes.®

When it comes to introducing DP to contemporary Chinese schools, Su proclaimed that
“Dewey’s progressive ideas may play a significant role in the transformation of Chinese
schools...given the similarities between Dewey and Chinese educators and politiciams.”26

Compelling as this massive confluence of pro-Deweyanization streams may appear,
they will remain problematic if the following concerns go unaddressed: (1) Should Pragmatist
and Marxist education essentially have so much in common, why was Pragmatism largely
ignored by Chinese intellectuals in favor of Marxism, after a very spectacular and yet
short-lived success of DP in the 1920s? (2) The fact that DP was roundly thrashed from 1949
to 1978 would be very hard to explain away; (3) In more recent decades, despite the
remarkable resurgence of DP advocacy, “the underlying Confucian traits of education remain
basically unchanged”?’, a situation poignantly reminiscent of Dewey’s lament that
“Conditions have changed, but ... education ... shows that nothing approaching a
transformation has taken place in ideas and ideals”.?® Well-founded doubts can be raised

about how the educational establishment will come to terms with the effects of wholesale

Deweyanization, which can be fundamentally challenging to the status quo.

% Sizer, 1974, 9-11.

26 Zhixin Su, “A Critical Evaluation of John Dewey’s Influence on Chinese Education,” American Journal of Education
103(1995): 319.

21 Jeffery T. Fouts and Jack C.K.Chan, “Confucius, Mao and Modernization: Social Studies Education in the People’s

Republic of China,” Journal of Curriculum Studies 27, no. 5(1995):526.
% 1w 2:323.
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Chapter 3
1919-1949: The Ideological Vacuum, the DP Fad and the Triumph of

Marxism

Marxism

4%5
(‘\
©
2

A

sidelined
Confucianism DP

Figure 1. The triangular relationship between DP, Confucianism and Marxism
in the period from 1919-1949

Historical Background

Over the latter half of the nineteenth century, the consecutive defeats that China
suffered in the two Opium Wars and numerous other wars fought with foreign invaders (all
followed with the signing of a series of humiliating treaties) had made the Chinese
intelligentsia increasingly disillusioned with Confucian pedagogy which had played an
essential role in shaping the Chinese education system since the Han Dynasty (207 B.C.
—220 A.D.)*. Confucian education had been characterised by “rote learning and learning

5530

only oriented towards examinations”™ and the Confucian curriculum, “with its sole

2 Guo, 2004, 61.

%0 Barbara Schulte, “The Chinese Dewey: Friend, Fiend, and Flagship. ”Encounters in Education 10(2009),76.
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reliance on classics, excluded natural sciences and technical subjects”. ®* More

fundamentally, Confucianism whose central tenet was respect for authority, conformity
and tradition and whose sense of duty and responsibility was built upon Wu Lun (five basic
relationships) — ruler and subject, father and son, husband and wife, elder and young
brother, and friend and friend, had been a conservative force in China for over two
millennia.

Consequently, at the turn of the century many Chinese intellectuals began to look to
the West for solutions to the mounting crisis of faith. As Guo Moruo, an eminent poet and
historian recalled in 1907, while he was still a middle school student:

| was extremely dissatisfied with the school curriculum. But aside from it | could not

find anything. | was agitated and anxious to an intolerable degree. By then, the craze

for going to America had been gradually spreading. Of course, | entertained great

fantasies about Europe and America.*®

On the other hand, the continuing invasions by various foreign countries and internal
political turmoil rendered it almost impossible for consistent Western-style educational
reforms to be implemented, which left the Chinese school system in constant flux.3* As a
consequence, the Chinese intelligentsia were “eager for suggestions on ways in which they
could remake their society so that China could take her place within the family of

nations”.>® It was this eagerness for transformation and the abhorrence for strife and

81 Guo, 2004, 61.
%2 Fouts and Chan, 524-5.

% Guo Moruo, Shao nian shi dai (Henan, China: Haiyan Publishing, 1947), 142.
%% See Roberts. W. Clopton and Tsuin-chen Ou, eds. Lectures in China, 1919-1920 (Honolulu, HI: University of
Hawaii Press, 1973), 4-30.

% Ipid., 5.
12



disintegration that generated the psychological need for the typically American philosophy
of DP, whose essential aim was “to discover ways of bringing harmony out of
disorganization ... through the creative understanding of experience”.*® To the Chinese
intellectuals at that time, DP was both America at its educational best and the West as they

were most able to understand it.%’

Another contributing factor in the forthcoming DP fad in China was the large
number of Dewey’s disciples and supporters who were also leading figures in the Chinese
educational scene. After the 1900 Boxer Uprising, China was required to pay a huge
amount of indemnity to Russia, France, Great Britain, Germany and the United States. The
United States then returned a sizeable portion of the indemnity payments to China in order
to fund scholarships for Chinese students to study in the US.*® By 1915, the US had
become an important destination country for Chinese students to pursue higher education.
In 1909, there were only 24 Chinese students studying at Columbia University while in
1918 the number reached 123.*° Some of the most renowned Chinese intellectuals in the
first half of the twentieth century — Hu Shih, Feng Youlan, Tao Xingzhi, Jiang Menglin

and Guo Bingwen studied under John Dewey at Columbia University.”> A prominent

% Jerome B. Grieder, Hu Shih and the Chinese Renaissance: Liberalism in the Chinese Revolution, 1917 — 1937,
(Cambridge, MA : Harvard University Press, 1970), 117.
%7 EarnestR. Hughes, The Invasion of China by the Western World (New York, NY: Macmillan, 1938), cited in
Su, A Critical Evaluation, 305.
%8 See Jessica C.S. Wang, John Dewey in China: To Teach and to Learn (Albany, NY: State University of New
York Press, 2007), 3.
» Zhou, 3.
0 Jie Qi, “A History of the Present: Chinese Intellectuals, Confucianism and Pragmatism.  In Inventing the
Modern Self and John Dewey: Modernities and the Traveling of Pragmatism in Education., ed. Thomas S.
Popkewitz ( New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan Ltd., 2008), 256.

13



Chinese educator Cai Yuanpei strongly recommended DP in his writing and lectures. He
“was greatly attracted to John Dewey’s pragmatic theory with its emphasis on the method
of experimental inquiry. He agreed with Dewey that modern education should be designed
to bring about the utilitarian aims of fostering human intelligence, democratic mobility and
economic growth” .*' In 1913, another famous Chinese educator Huang Yuanpei, the then
director of the Educational Office in the province of Jiangsu, published Discussion about
Using Pragmatism in School Education and called for a greater applicability of what was
learned at school and a more child-centred approach to teaching. “From 1916 to 1918,
Education Magazine, an influential journal published a series of articles introducing DP
thoughts. There was even a special edition devoted to DP in which intellectual
heavyweights Hu Shih, Tao Xingzhi, Jiang Menglin, Liu Boming and Zheng Xiaocang
introduced DP from varied perspectives. Then, “on March 31, 1919, An Introduction to
Dewey’s Educational Theories by Tao Xingzhi was published in Educational Weekly of
Shi Bao, following which a number of related articles soon appeared like mushrooms”.*?
Meanwhile, Hu Shih, Dewey’s chief disciple in China, delivered a series of public
speeches to introduce DP. Hu and Dewey’s other admirers in China were “all well-known
for their intellectual wit and rhetorical talent. The educated population took much pleasure
»s 44

in listening to them and flocked to their lectures as if they were featuring a pop star”.

The star-studded list of Chinese DP adherents and advocates had, doubtless, contributed

a Lizhong Zhang, “Cai Yuanpei:1868-1940.” In Prospects: the Quarterly Review of Comparative Education

XXIl11, no. 1/2 (2000):150.

42 gchulte, 69.
3 Zhou, 4.
4 schulte, 72.
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immensely towards the DP fad as it gave DP the appeal and credibility that a school of

philosophy would need to sway the intelligentsia in such an angst-ridden era.

Culturally, some ostensible similarities between Confucianism and DP also paved the
way for the upcoming “DP craze”. Ding argued that Dewey’s philosophy was consistent with
Chinese thought patterns and one of the most important reasons for Dewey’s influence on
China was the “holistic” nature of his thought, which made DP easily digestible to educated
Chinese audiences.”® Ryan also contended that DP’s immense popularity in China in the
1910s and 1920s should be attributed to the commonalities between Dewey’ vision of
democracy and Confucian thoughts about family and community loyalty.*® It should be
pointed out here that these purported similarities between DP and Confucianism are
generalised and “holistic” indeed.

In mid 1919, the fanfare reached a climax in Dewey’s arrival as “the first modern
Western theorist to visit and lecture in China”. " Dykhuizen summarized the late 1910s
and early 1920s in China as a juncture when Western philosophical ideas and thought
systems, notably American and British neo-realism, Pragmatism, Marxism and German
Idealism, met each other and strongly entrenched traditional systems, which resulted in
intense ideological boiling and bubbling. “Dewey’s presence [in China] -+ added to the

intellectual ferment; his lectures were eagerly awaited and his ideas vigorously debated”.*®

The “Second Confucius”

* Zijiang Ding, “A comparison of Dewey’s and Russell’s Influences on China.” Dao 6, no.2 (2007):157.
6 Alan Ryan, John Dewey and the High Tide of American Liberalism (New York, NY: Norton, 1995), 103.
47
Qi, 257.
48George Dykhuizen, The Life and Mind of John Dewey (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press,
1973), 196.
15



The famous American philosopher and his wife, who were later joined by their
daughter Lucy, arrived in China on May 1%, 1919. Dewey stayed in China for two years,
two months and 10 days, which made it his longest visit to a foreign country.”® The
extended sojourn was so conspicuous in the busy, American-based scholar’s career that it
was claimed that China was the foreign country on which Dewey exercised his greatest
influence.*

Doubtless, the philosopher’s mission was gigantic: “Dewey was a teacher of
teachers. Teaching Chinese people how to live and think in the new age of science,
technology, democracy and social development was his mission”.>* Nevertheless, Dewey
thought of his capacities and the orientation of his philosophy as being both appropriate
and adequate for such a task.>> He was a well-meaning visitor. The purpose in his lectures
was to “set forth the forces which make intellectual reconstruction inevitable and to
prefigure some of the lines upon which it must proceed”.>® However, it must be pointed
out that the majority of Dewey’ lectures focused on “holistic”, ideological issues rather
than on methodical or technical issues.

“As a teacher, he taught the Chinese everything he knew”.>* During Dewey’s stay
in China, he delivered seven lecture series, i.e., Social and Political Philosophy, Philosophy
of Education, Ethics, Types of Thinking, Three Contemporary Philosophers, The History

of Philosophy and Experimental Logic, and numerous occasional talks, altogether

49 gy, 302.
%0 | ectures in China, 1.
5 Ding, 151.

52Smith, John. E. “Pragmatism at work: Dewey’s Lectures in China.”Journal of Chinese Philosophy 12, no.3

(1985), cited in Su, 305.

% MW 12:79.
% \Wang, 13.
16



amounting to nearly 200 lectures.®® Hoyt claimed that “Through his speeches, he

[ Dewey] enlightened his Chinese listeners about the importance of reflective thinking
and reasoning in constructing human intelligence, of lively inquiries, and of education
rooted in science and democracy” .

The response to Dewey’s lecturing tour was overwhelming, to the extent that “the
comparison to the tour of a pop star does not seem far-fetched”.>” A group of Dewey’s
Chinese disciples followed him from city to city. The transcripts of his lectures were also
astoundingly well-received. By the time Dewey left China in 1921, a Beijing publishing
house had sold a dozen editions of Dewey’s most important lectures, each edition
consisting of around 10,000 copies and each copy containing about 500 pages.*®

Dewey also met with political leaders, including Dr. Sun Yat-sen, the chief leader
of the revolution that overthrew the Manchu dynasty, to promote his social and political
ideas.>® As well, he got chances to mingle with ordinary citizens and jostled with the
crowds on the streets. Specifically, Dewey was “distressed to find that so many of the
children, having to work and take on responsibilities at an early age, are grown up so
soon ... And Dewey wrote that he would like to donate a few millions for playgrounds and

toys and play leaders”®

, Which, despite its unmistakably sympathetic tone, amounted to a
clear indication of the Deweyites’ misjudgement of the true needs of Chinese children at

that time, and a foreboding sign of how the Deweyanization campaign would unfold in a

country so vastly different from America.

% |bid..
% Hoyt, 12.
57 Schulte, 72.
% Ipid.
% sy, 306.
8 Dykhuizen, 195.
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The thunderous welcome of Dewey culminated in the celebration of his sixtieth
birthday on October 19", 1919, which happened to fall on the same day as the lunar
birthday of Confucius. At the celebration banquet, the Chancellor of Peking University,
Cai Yuan-pei, portrayed Dewey as the “Second Confucius” in his speech. According to Cai,
both Dewey and Confucius were educators of the common people and they shared the
same faith in education as a vehicle for social change.®® This episode was very intriguing
given the fact that at the time, many Chinese intellectuals were attributing the social crises
in China to the Confucian confinement on China’s modernization.®? Nonetheless, being
likened to Confucius still seemed to be the highest accolade that a philosopher could get at
that time, as another prominent thinker, Bertrand Russell, was also lauded as the “Second
Confucius” by his hosts during his visit to China.®® It is clear that even while some of the
fiercest revolts against Confucian social and educational systems were taking place
then,%the term “Confucius” was by no means considered derogatory by the Chinese
intelligentsia.

On a personal note, the treatment of the Deweys was so cordial and so generous
that nearly forty-six years after their stay in China, Lucy wrote: “The Chinese are a
wonderful people, their consideration and generosity were boundless. Those two years are

s5 65

among the richest and most pleasant of my life and both my parents felt the same way”.

The Deweyanization of Chinese Education

61 See Wang, 14.
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DP was not just heard, it was put into practice in Chinese education as well, in a
decidedly wholesale manner: “In the 1920s, with Dewey’s visit, the American educational
system was transferred to China, and the American aims, methods and materials became
dominant.” ®Clopton & Ou aptly claimed that “of all Western educators, Dewey most
influenced the course of Chinese education.”® Nevertheless, their argument should be
qualified to the extent that in the arena of education, DP actually failed to exert lasting
influence on the teaching ideology, the purpose of education and teacher — student
relationship. In this historical period, DP’s enduring influence was solely evidenced in the
technical aspects of Chinese education. Specifically, first:

Chinese educational aims were reconsidered in the light of Dewey’s thought... In
1922 the New School System Reform Decree promulgated by the Chinese
government made no provision for the establishment of educational aims; only
general principles governing the school system were enunciated. This fact
constituted a clear example of the acceptance of Dewey’s teachings.®®

For Dewey, education is “a process of living and not a preparation for future
living”®®; accordingly, it should be understood as “being an end” rather than “having an
end”.”® It must be stressed that this experimentalist “aimless education”, which was, in
essence, subversive to Chinese education that had always served well-defined purposes,

was one of the Deweyan teachings that met strong opposition from the Chinese educational

circles in the later years of this period, invited harsh criticism between 1949 and 1978, and
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still constitutes a major obstacle for the reconciliation between Chinese education and DP
after 1978.™

Second, child-centered education predominated in the revision of the curriculum.
Although the term “child-centered education” did not appear in the National School
System Reform Decree, the spirit of such education permeated the document”.”® It is
worth noting that this distinctly Deweyan attempt to reverse the traditional Chinese
teacher-student relationship provoked harsh criticism almost immediately. For example,
Mo Feng-lin, a professor at Nanjing Normal University, accused the Deweyan-style
attempt of “advocating random expressions of the impulses of youth, thus turning ‘the
autocracy of the adult’ into ‘an autocracy of the child’. He also argued that Dewey’s
emphasis on interest and play would sacrifice the importance of discipline and effort in the
educational process”.”® This Deweyan attempt to overturn the traditional teacher-student
relationship also attracted acrid condemnation between 1949 and 1978, and still remains a
touchy issue to this day, which will be expanded upon in Chapter 6 and Chapter 7.

Third, student government, about which Dewey made quite a number of speeches,
was widely extended as a mode of school discipline. Under Dewey’s influence, the
Federation of Educational Associations in 1920 suggested an outline of regulation covering
the practice of student government. In its meeting of 1922, the federation reaffirmed its

support of student government as the most effective means of school discipline. As a
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consequence, student government was widely practiced in colleges and schools at the
time.”

Despite its initial popularity, it must be pointed out that this typically Western form
of student autonomy, after being transplanted to Chinese schools, “was carried to such
extremes as to produce unrest”, which aroused extensive criticism as early as in the
1930s.”

Fourth, the one and only arena in which DP exerted truly lasting influence on
Chinese education was the technical aspect, i.e., curriculum design and the specific
methods of teaching. In its meeting in 1921, the Federation of Educational Associations
urged the extension of the practice of the Deweyan project method in elementary schools.”
Also, Dewey’s influence was keenly felt in the standards for the curriculum in the new
school system released in 1923:

The complete list of constants in the junior middle school included social
sciences, languages, mathematics, nature study, art and physical training. The
junior middle school offered a general course while differentiated courses were
provided for in the senior middle school. Some vocational courses were offered
according to the special needs of the locality. All these changes were reflection of
the beliefs and demands of the Pragmatists.”’

Further, the textual presentation of this curriculum was deeply Deweyanised

through making the textbooks vernacular:

™ Lectures in China, 24-25.
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“In 1920, the Ministry of Education issued an order to the effect that all textbooks
for primary schools be written in baihua (the spoken language, or the living tongue) in
place of the classical” and “during this period a large number of reading materials [in
baihua] for children were published.”

In the meantime, experimental schools which utilized Deweyan methods of teaching
multiplied in China. In these experimental schools, children were allowed to write out their
own chosen topics and enjoyed children’s stories in class. They did not always have to
recite the readings. Also, the Dewey-style project method, pioneered by Dewey’s former
doctoral student William Heard Kilpatrick, which encouraged children to learn from
solving practical problems, was extensively applied and very popular in these experimental
schools. Even though the DP fad was short-lived in China, the experimental school
movement remained popular until the end of the 1940s."

The Decline of DP in China

Trying to teach a huge nation with a history of nearly 3,000 years how to adjust her

traditions to the concepts of an ideological system that, supposedly, “would enable her to

80 \vas not as

carry out the transition to industrialism more creatively and more effectively
easy as transplanting an exotic plant to Chinese soil and observing how it would thrive. As
a school of philosophy, Pragmatism stayed vigorous for only a few years in China. Since

mid-1920s, “the philosophical arena was taken over by Neo-realism, Rationalistic and

Idealistic Neo-Confucianism, and finally, Marxism”.** “For most Chinese intellectuals,
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American pragmatism, as a philosophical system, seemed ‘useful’ and ‘exciting’, but too
‘shallow’, too ‘materialistic’ and too ‘commercial’ ».% Its failure as a philosophy can also
be proved with the fact that “Dewey did not gain followers among the professional
philosophers on the faculties of Chinese universities”.®®
Dykhuizen concurred with these arguments on DP’s premature failure in China as a
philosophy by writing that:
Dewey’s lectures focused attention on Pragmatism, giving it renewed life as large
numbers of professional philosophers heard him speak or read the text of his talks in
the press and learned journals. But this interest waned a year or two after Dewey left;
eventually Pragmatism became one of the last influential schools of philosophical
schools in China. Chinese philosophers ... generally preferred the more abstract,
rationalist, comprehensive systems of western Europe or their own traditions.*
Politically, Dewey and his followers also failed to convince the Chinese political
leaders of DP’s relevance to China:
San Yat-Sen had always been doubtful about the success of democratic government in
China. Particularly in his later years, he considered that authoritarian government was
the only type of government that could satisfy the political needs of China and attain

those essential aims that were the objectives in other countries of democratic

institutions, in the proper sense of the word.®

In the educational sphere:
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Dewey’s influence began to diminish after the May 30 incident in Shanghai in 1925

[ which triggered nationwide protests and strikes against the imperialists ] .
Humiliated, a number of educators were dissatisfied with the cosmopolitan and
individualistic tendencies dominating educational thought and practice at the time.
These critics advocated the preservation and dignification of national culture, and
the cultivation of a national spirit. In response to this new development, subsequent
meetings of Federation of Education Association shifted the emphasis in

education.®®

Then, after the Nationalists came to power in 1927:

Sun’s followers set themselves the task of rehabilitating Confucius, and of revising
educational aims, curricula, and textbooks ... A detailed program for realizing these
aims was decreed, with emphasis on respect for the cultural heritage, cultivation of
the Chinese virtues, discipline and order in school life ... The traditional value
system was also reaffirmed. In a word, the recently established authority of
Deweyism was undermined in favor of the old Confucianism, and rather quickly a
cultural restoration was under way. Chinese thought and education proceeded more

or less along these lines from 1927 until the Communists’ takeover in 1949.%

Grieder also noted that the Nationalist movement had its origins in turn-of-the

8 | ectures in China, 25-26.
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century anti-Manchu organizations that were, intellectually and politically, at least in part
traditionalist. After 1927, Kuomintang turned more and more to a kind of conservative
culturalism as the basis of its world view, reaffirming the unique wisdom enshrined in
China’ s intellectual and social traditions. Even though this revival of Confucian values
was not formally acknowledged until 1934, when the Nationalists inaugurated what The
New Life Movement and reinstituted official observances of Confucius’ birthday, the

disposition to move towards the past was already evident by the late 1920s.%®

The revival of Confucianism was noticeable, yet it was eclipsed by the growth of
Marxism as an increasingly powerful ideological tool for the Chinese intellectuals. As
early as the 1920s, Marxism was already winning the allegiance of professors and students

throughout the country:

While Dewey’s disciples and their liberal journals extolled Dewey’s theory on
education on democracy as a very positive force and the greatest hope for building a
new China, a large number of intellectuals had been won to the Communist cause,
and the remaking of China on the Marxist pattern had begun in the universities and in
the publications that appeared during the years of decision... Eventually, the
Communists obtained superior standing with the intellectuals, particularly with

professors and students.®

The defeat of DP by Marxism was intriguing indeed in that Marxism was also a

Western philosophy but Marx never had the opportunity or “the luxury” to visit China.

8 Grieder, 230, 282-284.
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Moreover, during this initial encounter between the two schools of philosophy, Marxist
criticism of DP was generally reason-based and relatively mild. For example, in 1932 a
Marxist educator Jiang Qi criticized Dewey’s attempt to blur the distinction between
vocational education and liberal education. Quoting extensively from both Marx and Sun
Yat-sen, he argued that vocational education existed long before liberal education and it
fulfilled education’s original task of developing the social production forces, with which
liberal education had nothing to do.”

On closer examination, the reason for Marxists’ resounding triumph over DP was
clear: Marxism provided Chinese with “a program of action, definite goals, and a

%1 whereas the Pragmatists offered neither specific goals nor

historically determined role
roadmap for action. Ding suggested that Dewey himself did not pay any attention to the
isms and did not advocate any radical revolution.”? In a strikingly similar tone, Keenan
claimed that “Deweyan experimentalism, as a way of thinking, as a way of acting
politically, and as a component of democratic education, offered no strategies his followers
could use to affect political power.”*?

The Deweyanization of Chinese education took place in an age when “the times were

too frantic; the Japanese threats too great; the poverty of the peasants was getting more

desperate each year. In such a situation, the philosophical and gradual approach stood very

% Quoted in Schulte, 12.
*" Franz H. Michael and George E. Taylor, The Far East in the Modern World (New York, NY: Henry Holt & Co.,
1956), 232.
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little chance” >.%* Clearly, the Marxists understood the urgency of the political and social
crises much better than Dewey and his liberal followers: “Mao himself was involved in a
literacy campaign in 1922 ... Of the one thousand characters he was teaching the peasants, a

large number were frankly political”.®

Also, in the Report of an Investigation into the Peasant Movement in Hunan, Mao
analysed relations between culture and power and drew the conclusion that there would be
no genuine peasant culture until those in power have been overthrown. He also criticized

the reformists who claimed to be able to save the country through Western-style education:

Before long there will be tens of thousands of schools sprouting up in the rural
areas throughout the whole province, and that will be something quite different
from the futile clamour of the intelligentsia and so-called “educators” for “popular
education”, which for all their hullabaloo has remained an idle phrase...The
teaching materials used in the rural primary schools all dealt with city matters and
were in no way adapted to the needs of the rural areas. Besides, the
primary-school teachers behaved badly towards the peasants, who, far from
finding them helpful, grew to dislike them.*®
Further, in the Report of the Central Executive Committee and the Council of
People’s Commissars of the Chinese Soviet Republic to the Second All-China Soviet

Congress, Mao stated that:

% Sizer, 1974, 5.
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Education in the [Chinese] Soviet [Republic] must generally be aimed at
educating the toiling masses in a Communist spirit, harnessing popular education to
the revolutionary war and the class struggle, linking study and work, and ensuring
that every individual in the teeming Chinese masses has access to the joys of
culture.”’

Moreover, Mao “stresses repeatedly that it is absolutely vital for the intellectuals to
ally themselves with the workers and peasants, the better to fulfil their mission and gain the
acceptance of the masses”.%

It turned out that Mao was, in fact, more pragmatic, more anti-elitist and more
objective-oriented than Dewey’s experimentalist followers who felt scorn for China’s
backwardness and only wanted to remain as independent critics.

Herself being a vociferous proponent of the “affinities” between DP and Maoism,
Sizer also had to recognize that “The Chinese Communists, more than any other leaders in
Chinese history, have emphasised simple and understandable communications.”*®

Besides the crushing challenges posed by Marxism and Confucianism, the decline of
DP in China could also be attributed to two other factors, which painfully exposed the
Achilles’ heel of the Deweyites.

First, as Feng Youlan, who had also studied under Dewey at Columbia University,

wrote:

With little knowledge of the history of Western philosophy, the great majority of
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audiences failed to see the significance of their [ of John Dewey and Bertrand Russell

whose philosophy also only enjoyed ephemeral popularity in China] theories. One

cannot understand a philosophy unless at the same time he understands the earlier

traditions that it either approves or refutes. So these two philosophers, though well

received by many, were understood by few.*™*

Chow also observed that “Few people at the time had any genuine understanding of
how Western political democracy actually functioned.”*%

As a consequence of the lack of foundational knowledge of and relatability to the DP
tenets, the only sensible option for the Chinese intellectuals would be to either return to
traditional values or turn to more radical means when they found the Deweyites barely
intelligible.

The second important reason why the DP fad ebbed so swiftly was despite being ardent
Pragmatists, Dewey’s disciples “turned out not to be the most practical or flexible ... The
different experiences which each [disciple] had, the different reasons for his failure, are worth
describing, in order to illustrate ... the difficulties which are inevitably encountered in

philosophical transplantation”.'%®

The failure of Hu Shih, “Dewey’s chief disciple in China”, ***

was chiefly due to his
naivetéabout politics:

Shortly after he returned to China, Hu reached the resolution of “refraining from

political involvement for twenty years, from talking politics for twenty years.”
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Instead, he decided to devote himself to the task of “laying a foundation based on

thought and literature to reform Chinese politics”.**

This near-ignorance naweté about sordid politics blatantly flied in the face of
pragmatism in any sense of the word, and could hardly lead Hu Shih to action that made
sound practical sense, as no reform could operate in a vacuum. Bastid insightfully observed
that the authorities have always been keenly aware of the power of education to shape the
social order in China and thus its control by the state was crucial. Consequently, education
should always be closely aligned with political and social agendas.**®

Hsu also noticed the dichotomy between Hu’s unpragmatically apolitical approach to
intellectual reforms and the Pragmatism that he so vehemently preached:

Paradoxically, after preaching “more study of problems”, Hu and his followers delved

into the less practical pursuits of textual criticism, ancient history, and archaeological

investigations in the 1920s, at a time when social and political problems pressed for
urgent and immediate solution.**’

Hu Shih even attempted to discredit the intellectuals’ absolute faith in Dr. Sun Yat-sen
by claiming that the true meaning of Sun Yat-sen’s theory that “knowledge is difficult while
action is easy” was to make people believe in the foreknowers. Hu’s statement amounted to “a
sacrilegious offense which few Chinese would be daring enough to commit”.’® His

complaint in 1929 that “you may deny God, but you may not criticize Sun Yat-sen”'®
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showed all too well Hu’s frustration and the futility of his attempt.
Thus, as a loyal Deweyite so deeply embroiled in intellectual movements and yet so
removed from political realities in a tumultuous period, almost inevitably Hu found himself:
constantly in an angry mood and felt powerless... Unable to influence politics himself,

Hu supported the status quo, clinging to the hope that misguided politicians would

somehow come to their senses and that the little stability provided by the status quo

would give him a few precious moments for his intellectual endeavors.**

These “precious moments” were, indeed, mere indications of escapism. “Hu Shih’s
early shift of interests from technical philosophy to the cultural reform movement of which he
became an outstanding leader, had left Pragmatism without a strong, vigorous advocate™*.
More importantly, Hu’s preoccupation with literary revolution failed to appeal to the majority
of society as it “ignored the misery of the peasant, who constituted more than 80 percent of
the total population”, while “the plight of the peasant had reached the point of desperation”.!*?

Hu grossly underestimated “the emotions and selfish motives in politics and naively
believed in the power of reason and in the good will of those involved. He assumed that
disagreements, however fundamental, would be temporary and that consensus was always
within reach.”™® However, in an age when “power was computed almost exclusively in terms

5 114

of physical force , Hu’s self-imposed apolitical tendency must be equated with

self-seclusion and eventually, self-relegation from any intellectual movements.
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Little wonder that Hu’s thoroughly apolitical, but nonetheless elitist, approach to
reforms could only create transitory following. Dubs wrote in 1938 that “his [Hu Shi’s]
influence has declined considerably. He has failed to attract disciples, and today
Pragmatism is the smallest of the groups I shall mention” .**®

Similarly, another prominent figure in the DP fad, Chiang Menglin, was also
criticised for “both elitism and a failure really to grapple with politics”.*® “Certainly,
Chiang’s notorious idealism soon turned into a despair which was almost crippling in its
effect on his work.”*’

The only DP practice with lasting influence on Chinese education was carried out by
Tao Xingzhi (meaning doing — knowing in Chinese), whose former name was Tao Zhixing
(meaning knowing — doing). He changed his name due to his Deweyan belief that doing
comes first, and that by learning while doing, one will actually know.

Tao’s relative success should be attributed to the fact that he was a thinker who put his
Deweyan beliefs into practice and adapted Dewey’s theories to Chinese conditions — a
pragmatic approach that worked.*'® He was convinced that no country could proceed further
until it had achieved universal literacy, which made him practically the only leading Chinese
Pragmatist who did not willfully ignore the educational needs of peasants, servants and
labourers:

Tao developed many techniques for the teaching of literacy, mostly centering

around “relay-teaching”, starting in families, moving from parents to children or the other
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direction, and ending up with the household servants. He convinced several of his
returned-student friends to set up these household projects, and even went over to Chiang
Menglin’s house one night to show him how to get started. By the end of the evening,
everyone was excited about the project which they were undertaking.**°

Also, Tao attempted to free children from the traditional system. Unlike most of his
fellow Deweyites whose work was more concerned with unrealistically fond hopes, Tao
outlined highly practicable guidelines for his endeavors:

(@) Free the child’s eyes.
(b) Free the child’s brain.
(c) Free the child’s hands.
(d) Free the child’s mouth.
(e) Free the child’s space.
(f) Free the child’s time.

Specifically, alarmed at the elitism of so many of his Deweyite friends, he set up
Hsiao-chuang Experimental Village School, a teacher training institution started in a small
village outside of Nanjing:

The school was built around literacy and village renewal. There were classes

available for all ages. The buildings were very simple, mostly tents, by design as

well as by necessity. Teachers were expected to work in the fields and perform other

manual labor with their students, both to enhance the dignity of work and to attain a

closeness with their students... In fact, one of the parts of the entrance examination

119 Keenan, 92.
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for teachers who would attend this school was a day’s labor. The emphasis in this

school was on the importance of rural life and the ability of the peasant to make

intelligent decisions ... To underscore this point, Tao had meetings chaired by
students, with teachers participating only from the floor, and the whole village was
there.'?

Chu Don-chean pointed out that Tao’s experiments at Hsiao Chuang Normal School
exemplified Dewey’s educational ideas, and helped popularized Dewey’ teaching throughout
numerous normal and rural schools. Dewey was so impressed by Tao’s work that on his death
Dewey sent a telegram which read, “We honor Dr. Tao for his unsurpassed and heroic
devotion on behalf of a better education for the common people of China”.**

Even so, it should be stressed that Tao did not mechanically copy Dewey’s thought
and apply it indiscriminately in a rural Chinese setting. Rather, he daringly inverted the
famous Deweyan dictum “school is society” to “society is school”. Tao’s rationale for this
bold modification is that the notion of “school is society” wants to absorb all aspects of
society into a small school. It is easy, therefore, for educators to carry out the idea speciously.
In contrast, his notion of “society is school” seeks to extend all aspects of the school into the
natural world: “We take all creation as our teacher, the universe as our classroom, and life as

»122 Tao’s highly pragmatic attitude towards Deweyan theory was crucial in

our curriculum
his relative success given the utter political and economic chaos at the time.

Further, it should be pointed out that after 1978, thanks to Tao’s distinctive_pragmatism

in the application of DP in Chinese context, for an extended period his contributions to
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Chinese education acted as the main mediator between Chinese education and DP, which
unmistakably proved some degree of appreciation of Deweyan practices (rather than its
theoretical framework) from the Chinese educational establishment, a point which will be
expanded upon in Chapter 7.

Overall, as Ding contended, DP as a philosophy simply could not provide the

necessary bridge between Chinese traditions and Western liberalism.'??
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Chapter 4
Philosophical Contrasts: DP vs Confucianism
Despite the specious arguments made by some Deweyites about the “affinity between

John Dewey’s Pragmatism and Confucianism”'?*

, they are, in fact, virtually antithetical
philosophies.
Contrasting Historical Backgrounds

The fundamental differences between the theories of these two philosophers are deeply
rooted in the historical backgrounds of Confucius and Dewey.

Three generations of Dewey’s forebears were farmers in Vermont and both his parents
were raised on a quiet farm there. These forebears had characteristics typical of early New
Englanders: industrious, self-reliant, without pretense and independent in their thinking. More
importantly, Dewey himself had opportunities unusual for a child growing up in a Vermont
village in the 1860s — i.e., he had various cultural contacts because of the culturally mixed
population in his community of Burlington. The association with boys and girls who were in
the same community but were of cultural and income groups quite different from his own
undoubtedly liberalized Dewey’s understanding of life and society.*>® More importantly, his
philosophy was developed against the backdrop of an era of massive social integration such as
urbanization, industrialization and economic centralization.’®® Dewey’s intellectual struggle

can be seen as a symbol of cultural and social change which at every point in

twentieth-century history has been in conflict with institutional dogmas.*?’ Over his
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development as a thinker, he was active, rebellious and sometimes came across as a
postmodern anti-establishment thinker.'?®

Confucius was born in 551 B.C. to a poor but noble family of aristocracy. The world he
faced was unpromising with feudal anarchy rampant and no higher power, either spiritual or
temporal, to attract loyalty. Consequently, Confucius admired a fabled ruler, the Duke of
Zhou, for his morality and loyalty. This turbulent historical backdrop at least partly explains
the Confucian emphasis upon compliance with rules, which was embodied by famous dicta
such as “The ruler must rule, the minister minister, the father father, and the son son.”*#
Confucius’ admiration for order and harmony was indeed a living proof of Dewey’s statement
that “Order cannot but be admirable in a world constantly threatened with disorder”.**
Opposing Views on Education

Both Confucius and Dewey suggest that learning should be regarded as a lifelong

commitment. “Study as though you cannot catch up to it; and as though you fear you are

going to lose it.”*

said Confucius, a precept not unlike Dewey’s proposition that “The most
important attitude that can be formed is that of desire to go on learning”.**> Even so, with
regard to the objective of education, orientation of the curriculum, role of the teacher and

moral values, Confucianism and DP are two mutually exclusive schools of thought.

Dewey believes learning requires a reflective understanding of one’s purpose, which are
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intrinsically associated with the diagnosis of the problem one faces: “Without a problem, there
is blind groping in the dark.”™*® It is clear that Dewey’s understanding of the learning
experience is contextualized and very specific to the problem that one confronts. More than
that, Dewey believes that learning should involve the continual interaction between the
learner and the objective he/she attempts to achieve:
A man does something; he lifts, let us say, a stone. In consequence he undergoes, suffers,
something: the weight, strain, texture of the surface of the thing lifted. The properties
thus undergone determine further doing. The stone is too heavy or too angular, not solid
enough; or else the properties undergone show it is fit for the use for which it is
intended. The process continues until a mutual adaptation of the self and the object
emerges and that particular experience comes to a close.***
This can also be verified with Dewey’s adherence to ends that are “experimental and

135 \When it comes to education, Dewey

hence constantly growing as it is tested in action
believes that any past and current knowledge is material for a_hypothesis for the future and
therefore must be empirically tested when it is about to be applied in a new setting.
Accordingly, he stresses the reconstructive nature of each learning experience because there is
always the precarious, the unstable, and the unsettled in our experience of the world. For
Dewey, customs and traditional norms— including principles — must continually give way.

Neither the norms nor the principles tell us what to do in a new situation: The norms cover old

situations at best and the principles merely suggest topics for reflection which could broaden
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our perspectives.**®

In addition to his conviction that what is taught should always be empirically tested, he
asserts that:

It is its [ education’s] business to cultivate deep-seated and effective habits of

discriminating tested beliefs from mere assertions, guesses and opinions; to develop a

lively, sincere, and open-minded preference for conclusions that are properly grounded,

and to ingrain into the individual’s working habits methods of inquiry and reasoning
appropriate to the various problems that present themselves.”**’

Understanding these, we would find it easy to grasp the twofold purposes of Dewey’s
Laboratory School: (1) to exhibit, test, verify and criticize theoretical statements and
principles; (2) to add to the sum of facts and principles in its special line.

Since Dewey believes that “No matter what the present success in straightening out
difficulties and harmonizing conflicts, it is certain that problems will recur in the future in a
new form or on a different plane”™®®; therefore, his ideals about teaching are highly
inquiry-oriented. For example, Dewey’s conceptualization of an effective history course is
indeed very similar to historiographic research, helping students explore the driving forces
behind the industrial, cultural or intellectual development of society; his idea of the geography
course is essentially socially, economically or politically-oriented analysis of geographical
facts; his conception of vocation education is geared toward what students will need in the

future rather than toward the instructions about the present conditions and standards in

business or industry; his objectives for moral education is more concerned with the cultivation

136 gim, 89.
137 MW 6:202.
138 MW 14:197.

39



of open-mindedness, intellectual honesty and the sense of responsibility.**°

Now it should be easy to comprehend the irrelevance of DP to Chinese education from
1919 to 1949. The Deweyan education is intensely inquiry-oriented and emphasizes the
acquisition of experiential knowledge. Therefore, in an era when the pivotal inquiry was for
drastic change, and the overriding experience was “the struggle for survival”**, exciting as
DP might sound as a philosophy, its appeal could only be, at best, transitory.
As for teacher-student relationship, in Dewey’s view a teacher is a facilitator of
learning who should always try to discern and make adjustments to the child’s needs:
What concerns him, as a teacher, is the ways in which that subject may become a part
of experience; what there is in the child’s present that is usable with reference to it;
how such elements are to be used; how his own knowledge of the subject-matter may
assist in interpreting the child’s needs and doings, in order that his growth may be
properly directed.**
When actively practiced by the teacher, this obliging rather than patronizing
attitude can set the students free from the dualist, didactic dominant-teacher-and-
passive-student framework. On the other hand, it is hard for this practice to avoid antagonism
from the teachers who are used to the traditional instruction method of pouring knowledge
into “small receptacles — little ricebowls or tiny teapots”.**?
For Dewey, morality cannot be judged without context because he interprets human

nature as “something moving, changing, discrete, and above all initiating instead of final”.'*3
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He also rejects the view of will being “a power of choosing, having no ground or reason
outside the arbitrary choice itself which isolates the moral agent from all social relations”.
1%4As a result, Dewey believes that there is no fixed list of virtues. Virtues are numberless and
change with time and custom. Moreover, Dewey is vehemently against the unthinking or
moralistic goodness. “Only deliberate action, conduct into which reflective choice enters, is
distinctively moral, for only then does there enter the question of better and worse.” ***For
him, all morals are social issues and he sees moral development as an expansion of one’s ends
and the reconstruction of his character. Everyone is a social being who occupies various social
positions that call for certain modes of action. These actions lead people to still further roles.
Growth occurs when desire and duty conflict, and when habits which form one’s so-far settled
character conflict with desirable but nascent tendencies. For Dewey, the tension between a
settled past and a pregnant future is a creative tension.*°

A specific moral issue addressed in DP is the conflict between interest and duty. First,
Dewey offers a self that is not “ready-made” but is “in continuous formation through choice
of action”.**’Second, he puts forth a more intimate but less instrumental relationship between
“self” and “interest” :

The mistake lies in making a separation between interest and self , and supposing that

the latter is the end to which interest in objects and acts and others is a mere means . In

fact, self and interest are two names for the same fact; the kind and amount of interest

actively taken in a thing reveals and measures the quality of selfhood which exists. Bear
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in mind that interest means the active or moving identity of the self with a certain object,
and the whole alleged dilemma falls to the ground.*®
Third, Dewey offers a comparably flexible sense of self-interest so that risking one’s
interest is not “disinterested” but an act with which the self has come to identify. 149
It must be stressed that these rather fluid and contextualized beliefs on morality and
obligation have led to his comments such as “Is there not something strange in the fact that
men should consider loyalty to ‘laws’, principles, standards, ideals to be an inherent virtue,
accounted onto them for righteousness? » 150 \which, when taken out of their context, has
made him extremely susceptible to criticism that DP is immoral, amoral or demoralizing.***
Confucius also recognizes the possibility of encountering uncertainty and precariousness
in learning, yet addressing uncertainties is not the main thrust of Confucian education: “If you
listen broadly, set aside what you are unsure of, and speak cautiously of the rest, you will
make few mistakes. If you look broadly, set aside what is perilous, and act cautiously on the
rest, you will have few regrets.”*** Confucius had a concrete body of knowledge that was
supposed to be transmitted whereas Dewey merely emphasized the process of inquiry rather
than a well-defined body of knowledge for transmission.
For Confucius, ends are not the Deweyan “satisfactions” that emerge temporarily in the

153

course of progressive problem-solving; they are prescribed by li and xing.”™ When it comes

to education, the ultimate purpose of learning for Confucius is to grasp the Way: “If at dawn
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you learn of and tread the Way, you can face death at dusk.”*>* Specifically, in his dialogues
with his disciples, Confucius puts forth “the Way of the Former Kings”lss, “the Way of the

» 156 and “the Way of tian (Heaven)”*>’. Consequently, the learning patterns guided by

Master
Confucianism tend to be more knowledge-based than inquiry-based: “The Master said:
‘Having studied, to then repeatedly apply what you have learned — is this not a source of
pleasure?’ '8

Unlike Dewey, who “emphasizes deviation from customs and traditions in the
emergence of individual minds™**°, Confucius valued the exemplary roles of past precedents
and continuity with the past, hence his love for antiquity: “I am not the kind of person who
has gained knowledge through some natural propensity for it. Rather, loving antiquity, I am
earnest in seeking it out.”*®® Specifically, he attaches much importance to the study of five
ancient classics, namely, the Classics of Changes, the Classic of Documents, the Classic of
Songs, the Record of Rituals and the Spring and Autumn Annals.

Concerning teacher-student relationship, for Confucius a successful teacher should be
a role model to his/her students:

The Master said: “From fifteen, my heart-and-mind was set upon learning; from thirty

I took my stance; from forty | was no longer doubtful; from fifty | realized the

propensities of Heaven; from sixty my ear was attuned; from seventy | could give my
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heart-and-mind free rein without overstepping the boundaries.'®?

Confucius sees moral development as the conformity to a set of eternal virtues such as
ren and rules of conduct, such as li, which are qualities of exemplary people. For example, he
exclaimed, “How great indeed was Yao as ruler! Only tian (Heaven) is truly great and only
Yao took it as his model... How majestic was he in his accomplishments, and how brilliant
was he in his cultural achievements.”*® Thus, “The intent of the Chinese [ Confucian] moral
education curriculum is to create a particular type of person, who is ... honest, responsible
and conforming.”*®* Llasera also argued that:

The Four books and Five Classics which contained the morality, history, laws and

principles of human relations was spread throughout the Empire ... The moral unity...

of the nation was assured by the standardization of study programmes, and its social

cohesion was assured by the application of the principles that had been learned to

govern.'®®

As for moral conduct, Confucius emphasizes two aspects: First, it should be a virtuous
act conforming to li. Second, the agent must be modest and sincere in its performance.*® In
the same vein, Fouts and Chan claimed that “Confucian society demanded conformity, respect
for authority and responsibility to the various relationships as defined by traditional Chinese

society. These responsibilities defined what was moral.”®’

Duty and self-interest in Confucian thought are often pitted against each other to
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highlight selfless virtues: “Exemplary persons cherish their excellence; petty persons cherish
their land. Exemplary persons cherish fairness; petty persons cherish the thought of gain”168
and:
If one seeing a chance to profit they think of appropriate conduct (li), on seeing danger
they are ready to give their lives, and when long in desperate straits, they still do not
forget the words they live by — such persons can also be said to be consummate.*®
The revival of Confucianism in mid-1920s was essentially a pursuit of restoration of
order and harmony, a reaffirmation of eternal, self-sacrificing virtues, and a rediscovery of

exemplary figures in history, at a time that was only seeing ever-increasing misery,

lawlessness, clannishly unscrupulous politics and self-aggrandizing warlordism.*"™
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Chapter 5

Similarities and Differences between Marxism and DP
The Similarities
It can be argued that considerable similarities exist between the Marxist and Deweyan

understanding of the relationship between theory and action, and also between their criticism
of capitalism.

Both Marx and Dewey repudiate sterile pursuits of disembodied Truth and insist that
philosophy should serve the purpose of solving the problems of man:

Both Pragmatism and Marxism vigorously reject the conception of knowledge as a more

or less passive reception of impressions of one kind or another, and insist rather that

knowledge is praxis, which is to say that knowledge and action are inextricably related.

171

Marxism takes the view that matter existed independently of, and prior to, ideas; and that
ideas are the reflection or embodiment of matter.*’? On the other hand, for Marx:

The mind is not merely passive but knows the external world only by acting upon it; the

very nature as well as the purpose of knowledge is for action. The knowing-and-action is

a single process which, like the labor process in production, changes the world and man,

too, at the same time. It follows from this that thinking and knowing cannot be
|.173

disinterested: all understanding is for contro

Consequently, Marx asserted the uselessness of knowledge for its own sake. “His

1 John Ryder, “Community, Struggle and Democracy: Marxism and Pragmatism, “’Studies in Soviet Thought 27

(1984) : 107.
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attitude in this respect was thus closer to Pragmatism.

country

59174

Moreover, both Marx and Dewey remarked that the economy is the foundation of a
175 ‘and they are both vehemently critical of capitalism:

Dewey held, with Marx, that the class structure of capitalism is in its essential features
oppressive. The very fact that the few control the means of production and exchange
meant, he claimed, that the majority have little control over the conditions in which they
k.176

live and wor

Like Marx, Dewey also believed that capitalism is incapable of fulfilling crucial

individual and social expectations, and its own ideological justification is a hoax. "’Dewey

wrote:

Why have power and rule passed from people to a few? Everybody knows who the few
are, and the class-status of the few answers the question... They are an oligarchy of
wealth. They rule over us because they control banks, credit, the land, and big or
organized means of production... the railways and other means of transportation...
Power today resides in control of the means of production, exchange, publicity,
transportation and communication... In order to restore democracy, one thing and one
thing only is essential. The people will rule when they have power, and they will have
power in the degree they own and control the land, banks, the producing and distributing
agencies of the nation.*”®

More importantly, a generalized Deweyan end goal for critiquing capitalism would not
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differ much from the ultimate Marxist goal:
But by concentrating upon the task of securing a socialized economy as the ground and
medium for release of the impulses and capacities men agree to call ideal, the now
scattered and often conflicting activities of liberals can be brought to effective unity.*”
On the other hand, it should be pointed out that Dewey conceded that the wealth the
capitalism produces can also benefit the poor. His main criticism of capitalism results from
“the exploitative possessive individualism fostered by capitalism®®, which implies that
capitalism is not inherently exploitative and there should be plenty of means for making the
exploiting realize that “any real advantage of one group is shared by all groups”.*®
Speaking of his own age, Dewey argued that real significance of the increase in
productivity is that “the introduction of mechanically automatic operations in industry ...may
release the mind for thought upon other topics.”*®* Then it came as no surprise that in his
critiques of capitalist societies, Dewey was in fact more concerned about the psychological
and mental consequences of material insecurity than about destitution per se:
The most marked trait of present life, economically speaking, is insecurity... Insecurity
cuts deeper and extends more widely than bare unemployment. Fear of loss of work,
dread of the oncoming of old age, create anxiety and eat into self-respect in a way that
impairs personal dignity. Where fears abound, courageous and robust individuality is

undermined. The vast development of technological resources that might bring security

in its train has actually brought a new mode of insecurity, as mechanization displaces
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and:

labor.183

The mental poverty that comes from one-sided distortion of mind is ultimately more
significant than poverty in material goods... Economic associations are fixed in ways
which exclude most of the workers in them from taking part in their management. The
subordination of the enterprises to pecuniary profit reacts to make the workers hands
only. Their hearts and brains are not engaged. They execute plans which they do not
184

form, and of whose meaning and intent they are ignorant.

As a matter of fact, Dewey exhibited a strong tendency to disentangle the ideal of

uninhibited individuality from economic gain:

It is difficult for us to conceive of individualism except in terms of stereotypes derived
from former centuries. Individualism has been identified with ideas of initiative and
invention that are bound up with private and exclusive economic gain. As long as this
conception possesses our minds, the ideal of harmonizing our thought and desire with
the realities of present social conditions will be interpreted to mean accommaodation and
surrender.'®

It should be acknowledged that during his lectures in China between 1919 and 1921,

Dewey prophetically voiced his concerns about military misrule, oppression and corruption,

which he believed, if unchecked, would lead to peasant revolution.®® Even so, Dewey’s

intellectualistic understanding of economic issues still eased its way into Hu Shih’s general
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indifference to the sufferings of Chinese peasants during the height of the Deweyanizing
campaigns in the 1920s, which proved to be a strategic blunder. Instead, Hu and his followers
chose to concentrate on “esoteric matters, such as archeological investigations, the study of
ancient Chinese philosophy and history, and the textual criticisms of traditional literature.”*®’
The Underlying Distinctions

It can be argued that the most fundamental difference between Marxism and Pragmatism
can be largely attributed to the different influences they received from Hegelianism.

Mayo observed that Marxism was influenced by Hegelian dialectics. He noted that Marx
tried to distinguish his materialism from the mechanical materialism which regarded man as a
machine, or which reduced all human behavior to the laws of physics and chemistry. The
difference of Marxist materialism with mechanical materialism lay in its dialectic nature. The
function of dialectical materialism in the Marxist system is to strengthen the idea that the
universe and history move by laws unaffected by the motives of man, which gives Marxist
action clear-cut objectives and concrete plans. Marx did not intend his theory to apply in a
purely personal and subjective sense, toward which Pragmatism inclines.*®

On the basis of its dialectical materialism, Marxist education tends to be
knowledge-and-instruction-based, proficiency-oriented, well-disciplined and beneficially
goal-specific, which make it, as a construct, not unlike Confucian education. On the minus

side, if taken to extremes, as it was during the Cultural Revolution, education may become

over-concentrated and even exclusionary.

" Maurice. Meisner, Li Ta-chao and the Origins of Chinese Marxism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1967), 108.
188 See Mayo 29 — 58.
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It was Hegel’s treatment of culture and art rather than Hegelian dialectics that had
stronger attraction for Dewey. Ding summarizes Pragmatism’s “birth marks” from
Hegelianism as follows: (1) Dewey’s view of philosophy, as an intellectual instrument, being
a reconstruction of tradition, which owes much to the Hegelian vision of history; (2) Dewey’s
understanding of conflict came from Hegel in a psychological and cultural sense; (3) Dewey’s
theory of continuity was similar to Hegel’s, which considers continuity as pervasive; (4) His
description of subject and object was contained within the experiential whole through a
Hegelian influence; (5) His historicism, treating an individual as a uniquely historical
character, was also influenced by Hegel; (6) His social psychology reflects Hegel’s view that
the individual could not be isolated from history, culture or environment.*#°

Also, even though Dewey broke away from the Hegelian dialectics, the idealist spirit
in Hegelianism can still be found in DP. It is no exaggeration to say that his entire philosophy
is predicated on faith in humans’ innate inquisitiveness for knowledge and understanding. “In
Dewey’s mind, the quest to know permeates all of human activity and concern. And in his
idealized vision of society, everyone adopts the essentialism of inquisitiveness and acts in
accordance with it.”*%

It should be stressed that Hu Shih and his fellow Deweyites’ essentialism revolving
around “the quest to know” left these self-proclaimed “Pragmatists” so far removed from the

social and political demands of their time, made them callously oblivious to the true

dimensions of China’s agony then, caused them to harbor a deep distrust of the peasants, and
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rendered DP hopelessly inoperative both as a system of philosophical beliefs and as a guide to
action in this historical period.'**

Besides, it is only natural that the inquiry-minded Deweyites were very worried about
the existing practice of vocational training as at that time:

Some persons are trained by suitable practical exercises for capacity in doing things, for

ability to use the mechanical tools involved in turning out physical commodities and

rendering personal service. This training is a mere matter of habituation and technical
skill; it operates through repetition and assiduity in application , not through awakening
and nurturing thought.**

Nevertheless, it is easily conceivable that DP’s gradualist approach to cultivating skilled
workforce could only prove ineffectual, if practicable at all, when China’s reconstruction was
still saddled with “endless domestic and foreign problems”.1%?

Besides the idealist influence from Hegelianism, Dewey was also deeply influenced by
Darwin’s organicism™®*. He was “attracted to the idea that any given social element does not
exist independently and in isolation from the various elements constituting its
environment™*®®, hence his statement “I do not know of anything so disastrously affected by
the habit of division . . . in education, in religion, in the materialism of business and the
aloofness of ‘intellectuals’ from life, in the whole separation of knowledge and practice”®.

Accordingly, Dewey proposes “Making the individual a sharer or partner in the associated

activity so that he feels its success as his success, its failure as his failure, is the completing
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59197

step”™", and his reflective experience is the Pragmatist term for the interaction between the

individual and her social and natural environment.*®

The profound organicist influence contributes towards Dewey’s attachment to associated
living: “Associated living is characterized by cooperation, and that it is to the mutual
advantage of everyone concerned in it... Associated living is the highest ideal of social
development.”**°

He also argues that:

Ideally, of course, it is a good thing to have the people of a nation thinking about the

same problems and moving in the direction of agreement. But — and this is especially

true of a time like the present — this sort of consensus can be achieved only through

gradual development, as the result of free discussion and evaluation of conflicting ideas

and claims; it can never be achieved by force.?®

It must be pointed out that in the historical period between 1919 and 1949, their
pronounced organist belief in associated living resulted in the Deweyites’ acquiescence in
reactionary forces. Dewey told his audience in 1920 that live and let live should be the
response to crowded conditions. If things are fairly well off, then they should let well enough

alone. If things are evil, they should endure them rather than run the risk of making things

worse by interference.?®® This live-and-let-live attitude about disagreeable situations also led
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to Hu Shih and his fellow Deweyites’ tolerance of the warlords and their subsequent
acceptance of the Nationalist government in Nanjing, which Hu Shih was “bitterly critical
of*?%? as the ruling power. Moreover, Hu Shih repeatedly insisted that:

The unequal treaties, the foreign concessions, extraterritorial jurisdiction — the whole

edifice of imperialist privilege against which the students hurled their fury — was only

the visible fagde concealing more fundamental problems, problems to which no
solutions could be sought by revolutionary means.?®

The Deweyites’ near — appeasement and pacifist approach to social issues as acute as

territorial integration, even national survival eventually rendered DP a largely irrelevant
philosophy in this historical period.?*

The same weakness could also be found in the Deweyan understanding of class relations.
Dewey’s democracy is a matter of beliefs, of outlook upon life, of habits of mind, and not
merely a matter of forms of government. He firmly believes that the state is not just a lifeless
machine for insuring personal safety and convenience. Through open inquiry and
communication citizens can learn that democracy encourages the development of the common
good.?® The Deweyites’ misjudgment about the class relations in this historical period led
them to believe that the creation of a society for the common good should be obtained by a
gradual construction of communicative social relationships, and this process must be based

upon self-improvement. In sharp contrast, for Marx, a radical revolution was necessary to

expunge the reactionary class and its oppressions on the proletariat. Therefore, to Chinese
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intellectuals, Dewey’s philosophies and ideas about class relations were unclear, overly
complicated and inefficient while Marx pointed out a concrete destination, a clearly designed
and expedient way to implement it”.?% Therefore, with respect to the approach to addressing
class conflicts, which was indeed one of the most the most imperative issues in this historical
period, the debacle of the Deweyan reform was also inevitable.

The Darwinian influence on Dewey has been embodied in Dewey’s rhetorical statement
“Without a problem, there is blind groping in the dark” as well.”®” When it comes to intellect,
Dewey’s understanding of the learning experience is always specific to the problem that one
confronts. He believes that any past and current knowledge is hypothesis for the future and
therefore must be empirically tested when it is about to be applied in a new setting. He
emphasizes the reconstructive nature of every learning experience because there is always the
precarious, the unstable, and the unsettled in our experience of the world: “Axioms are now
held to be postulates, neither true nor false in themselves, and to have their meaning
determined by the consequences that follow because of their implicatory relations to one
another.”®® It must be pointed out that a smidge of misunderstanding or deliberate distortion
can easily make this contextualist approach to education interpreted as counterproductively
subjective, profoundly relativistic or simply cynical.

The organicist thrust of Dewey’s educational thought is also felt in his succinct dictum of
“Education is life and school is society.” For Dewey, education tends to be synonymous with
experience, i.e., the interaction between the individual and his social and natural environment,

which is by no means confined to classrooms. Despite its possible social merits, this tendency
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may lead to ill-defined curriculum, lack or absence of focus in instruction, or even students’
skepticism about schooling in general.

In his own appraisal of the Deweyanizing attempt in this historical period, Dewey wrote
with apparent resignation that:

China remains a massive blank and impenetrable wall, when it comes to judgment. My

guess is that what is accomplished is mostly by way of “giving face” to the younger

liberal element. It is a sort of outside reinforcement in spite of its vagueness. Other times

| think Chinese civilization is so thick ... that no foreign influence presented via a

foreigner even scratches the surface.?*®

It should be added that no foreign influence presented via Chinese advocates who are
woefully ignorant of the Chinese context can take root, either. The desertion of DP by the
Chinese intelligentsia for Marxism was, in essence, a clear indication of their frustration with
DP’s constantly-reconstructed and therefore ethereally vague solutions to do-or-die problems,
the near-concessionist associated living, the endless inquiry that “is an end in itself”, and the
student-centered education that blurred the distinction between instructors and playmates. In
Marxism which centrally emphasized dialectical materialism and class struggle, Chinese
intellectuals found clear-cut objectives, specific plans and concrete knowledge that they could

grasp, and more importantly, could turn into action.

2% Quoted in Dykhuizen, 205.
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Chapter 6

1949-1978: The Condemnation of DP and the Admonition for Confucianism

Maoism

Confucianism DP
Figure 2. The triangular relationship between DP, Maoism and Confucianism in the
period from 1949-1978

The Tribulations of DP

If Chinese intellectuals’ abandonment of DP before 1949 was voluntary and of necessity,
the aspersions cast on it between 1949 and 1978 might appear willful or even bewildering.
After 1949, the authorities launched a nationwide movement to criticize the Deweyites.?*°
From 1954 to 1955, more than three million words were published condemning the “ghost of
Hu Shih” and “the source and fountainhead of his poisoning pragmatism of Dewey”.211

Specifically:

Already in 1950, Dewey was accused of “naturalism” or “biologism” ... His critics

blamed this on his orientation towards Darwinism: progress and development were

20 Ding, 163.
iy Shi,*“John Dewey in China,” In Philosophy and Culture East and West, ed. Charles Alexander
Moore( Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaii Press, 1962), 766-9.
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presented as innate, biological phenomenon that could and should not be manipulated or
accelerated through social forces ... this position was considered untenable, since Marx
clearly demanded that education promote human development in a certain direction. 22
Also, many critics expressed their indignation at the Pragmatist persuasion of “what is
useful is truth”, which was considered “utmost selfish and lacking morality”.?*®
In the field of education in particular, Dewey was labeled as the biggest obstacle to the

cause of building the people’s education®*

and portrayed as a supporter of the capitalist
system and an enemy who used education to reproduce the Western evils in the Chinese
society.**® “Dewey’s argument for ‘education is life’ and ‘school is society’ ... was
interpreted as an attempt to eliminate formal curriculum, systematic knowledge and formal
schooling.”**® The critics also claimed that DP promoted education which only had individual,
temporary, small goals and not social, future, large purposes, a complete failure to recognise
the aim of education. “A similar reproach was that this kind of ‘aimless education’ had no
ideology as a basis, and thus no standards of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. %" “Dewey’s real
intention ... was to cheat the working-class people and prevent them from demanding the
establishment of new educational goals according to their interests™.**®
As for teacher-student relationship:

Dewey was accused of discarding all scientific knowledge that had been accumulated

over the centuries, just to let the children be little “discoverers” and “inventors”; by
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replacing the discipline-oriented curriculums by project work, students would never
acquire systematic knowledge of the various sciences ... the teachers were bereft of all
authority. **°

The harshest educational criticism of Dewey came from the recanting Chen Ho-qin, who

used to be Dewey’s most devoted disciples:

How was Dewey’s poisonous Pragmatic educational philosophy spread over China? It
was spread primarily through his lectures in China preaching his Pragmatic philosophy
and his reactionary educational ideas, and through that center of Dewey’s reactionary
thinking, namely, Columbia University, from which thousands of Chinese students, for
over thirty years, have brought back all the reactionary, subjective-idealistic, Pragmatic
educational ideas of Dewey ... As one who has been most deeply poisoned by his
reactionary educational ideas, as one who has worked hardest and longest to help spread
his educational ideas, | now publicly accuse that great fraud and deceiver in the modern
history of education, John Dewey!??

Sizer argued that even though DP was harshly panned in this period, in fact DP-style

practices were not absent from Chinese education:

The institutions in China which strike one as most essentially Deweyan today are what
were called the “ Half — work, Half — study ” Schools during the 1950s, and are today
called ““ May 7 Schools”, after a directive issued by Mao during the Cultural Revolution.
These are schools which are designed not only to impart knowledge, but also to inculcate

the kinds of attitudes which both Dewey and Mao ardently believed were the right ones;

219 gchulte, 80.
220 Quoted in Dykhuizen, 204.

59



that work as well as study is honest and valuable; that one can learn as much about the
theory of something by practicing it as by sitting inside and reading books about it; that
one should always be on one’s guard against “pedanticism”, authoritarianism, “knowing
too much”, that open minds can solve as many of the world’s problems as well-trained
and cautious ones. For both men, this training prepares one for leadership, for they share
the conviction that the best leaders will be ... actually “taught” by the experience of
country living and being exposed to the experiences of people.?**

Sizer’s analogy between May 7 schools and Deweyan experimental schooling is valid to
the extent of the labour-intensive curriculum and the practice-oriented instruction, due to Mao
and Dewey’s shared emphasis on the instrumentality of experience in acquiring knowledge
and the role of knowledge as a transforming social force.

Specifically, first, Dewey advocates acquisition of knowledge through experience, a view
clearly influenced by Hegelian materialism??:

The rudimentary prototype of experimental doing for the sake of knowing is found in

ordinary procedures. When we are trying to make out the nature of a confused and

unfamiliar object, we perform various acts with a view to establishing a new relationship
to it, such as will bring to light qualities which will aid in understanding it. We turn it
over, bring it into a better light, rattle and shake it, thump, push and press it, and so on.

The object as it is experienced prior to the introduction of these changes baffles us; the

intent of these acts is to make changes which will elicit some previously unperceived

221 Sizer, 1974,17.
222 Gordon W. Allport, “Dewey’s Individual and Social Psychology,” In The Philosophy of John Dewey, ed.Paul Arthur Schilpp
(New York, NY: Tudor, 1951), 266.
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qualities, and by varying conditions of perception shake loose some property which as it
stands blinds or misleads us.?*®

Mao also asserts the paramount importance of experience (his term for it is practice),
as the means to acquire knowledge:

If you want to know the taste of a pear you must eat it yourself. If you want to

know the composition and properties of atoms you must make experiments in

physics and chemistry to change the state of atoms. If you want to know the

theory of revolution, you must participate in revolution.?**

The pivotal role of practice in Mao’s educational thought can also be proved by his
particular stress on physical education. In his first published work, titled A Study of Physical
Education, Mao wrote: “Physical education complements education in virtue and knowledge.
Moreover, both virtue (de) and knowledge (zhi) reside in the body. Without the body there
would be neither virtue nor knowledge.” 2%

Second, Dewey emphasizes the instrumentality of experience in ensuring the continuity
and consistency of knowledge:

What he has learned in the way of knowledge and skill in one situation becomes an

instrument of understanding and dealing effectively with the situations which follow. The

process goes on as long as life and learning continue. Otherwise the course of experience

is disorderly, since the individual factor that enters into making an experience is split. A

divided world, a world whose parts and aspects do not hang together, is at once a sign and
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a cause of a divided personality. When the splitting-up reaches a certain point we call the
person insane. A fully integrated personality, on the other hand, exists only when
successive experiences are integrated with one another. It can be built up only as a world
of related objects is constructed.?*®
It should be noted that this Deweyan process is almost identical to Mao’s “leap from
perceptual to rational knowledge”:
To reflect its essence, to reflect its inherent laws, it is necessary through the exercise of
thought to reconstruct the rich data of sense perception, discarding the dross and selecting
the essential, eliminating the false and retaining the true, proceeding from the one to the
other and from the outside to the inside, in order to form a system of concepts and theories
— it is necessary to make a leap from perceptual to rational knowledge. Such
reconstructed knowledge is not more empty or more unreliable; on the contrary, whatever
has been scientifically reconstructed in the process of cognition, on the basis of practice,
reflects objective reality.??’
Third, Dewey firmly believes that knowledge should be a constructive force to transform
social reality:
There was bequeathed to generations of thinkers as an unquestioned axiom the idea that
knowledge is intrinsically a mere beholding or viewing of reality—the spectator

conception of knowledge. So deeply engrained was this idea that it prevailed for centuries

after the actual progress of science had demonstrated that knowledge is power to
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transform the world.?

Similarly, Mao writes that “knowledge starts with practice, reaches the theoretical
plane via practice and then has to return to practice.”?*® More specifically:

The active function of knowledge manifests itself not only in the active leap from

perceptual to rational knowledge, but —and this is more important—it must manifest

itself in the leap from rational knowledge to revolutionary practice. The knowledge which
grasps the laws of the world, must be redirected to the practice of changing the world,
must be applied anew in the practice of production, in the practice of revolutionary class
struggle and revolutionary national struggle and in the practice of scientific experiment.

This is the process of testing and developing theory, the continuation of the whole process

of cognition. The problem of whether theory corresponds to objective reality is not, and

cannot be, completely solved in the movement of knowledge from the perceptual to the
rational, mentioned above.?*

Thus, both Mao and Dewey enthusiastically advocate progressive social roles for
education: “The great masses of China’s revolutionary intellectuals Serve as a spearhead or a
bridge. No success can be achieved in organizing the revolutionary forces and carrying on
revolutionary work without the participation of the revolutionary intellectuals”.”** and:

The reconstruction of society depends, to a very great extent, upon the school. The

school is the instrument by which a new society can be built, and through which the

unworthy features of the existing society can be modified. In the school, new elements of
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thought and new strength of purpose, the basic instruments of social reconstruction,

continue to come into being.?*

In sum, the commonalities between May 7 Schools and Dewey’s experimental

schooling which Sizer cites in her article stem from the underlying similarities between the

epistemological thought of Mao and Dewey, which, indeed, share their common roots in the

epistemological materialism and rationalism of Hegel.***

What truly separate the two great thinkers are their attitudes towards the dialectics in
politics. Mao’s political thought is based on the dialectical Marxism, which believes in class
struggle and the ultimate triumph of the proletariat, while Dewey’s politics derives from a
combination of Hegelian idealism and Darwin’s organicism®*, which advocates associated
living and a gradualist approach to open-ended social progress. This fundamental difference
was unmistakably manifested in the different moralizing roles that Maoist and Deweyan
education assumed. Dewey claimed that growth itself is the only moral end and “morality is a
continuing process, not a fixed achievement”.”®* “The formation of a cultivated and
effectively operative good judgment or taste with respect to what is ... morally approvable is
55236

the supreme task set to human beings by the incidents of experience.

Accordingly, the moral roles of Deweyan schooling are to acknowledge that:

232 John Dewey, “The Cultural Heritage and Social Reconstruction,” in Lectures in China, 213. See also MW 5: 93.
2% gee Kenneth R. Westphal, Hegel 5 Epistemology (Cambridge MA: Hackett Publishing Co., 2003), 52-3. See also
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Open-mindedness is the antithesis of prejudice, pride, and selfishness; it means
accepting all truth even when this means that one’s own ideas and preoccupations must
be altered or abandoned, or even when this requires that one forego some personal
advantage. At first glance it would appear that this sort of open-mindedness is a matter
of knowledge; but when we think about it, we can see that it is also a matter of moral
behavior, or of morality.*’
and to alter the existing situation that:
our schools do so little to cultivate a sense of responsibility ... The methods and
procedures which now prevail in our schools cannot be expected to cultivate
habits of responsibility based on independent judgment. In a school situation in
which responsibility resides solely in the teacher and the textbook, and the
students are allowed only to recite or write what their teachers and textbooks tell
them, there is no opportunity for them, in any realistic sense, to anticipate the
consequences of freely chosen courses of behaviour; there is no opportunity for
practice in the exercise of independent judgment; and with no opportunity to
practice, they cannot develop the ability to do these things. Harsh as it may
sound, irresponsibility is the logical outcome of the kinds of experience the

traditional school provides for its students; the school, by denying opportunity

for practice and development of the ability to be responsible, actually teaches

287 Lectures in China, 289. Dewey also wrote: The business of the educator —whether parent or teacher—is to see to it that
the greatest possible number of ideas acquired by children and youth are acquired in such a vital way that they become
moving ideas, motive-forces in the guidance of conduct. This demand and this opportunity make the moral purpose universal
and dominant in all instruction—whatsoever the topic. Were it not for this possibility, the familiar statement that the ultimate
purpose of all education is character-forming would be hypocritical pretense; for as everyone knows, the direct and
immediate attention of teachers and pupils must be, for the greater part of the time, upon intellectual matters. It is out of the
question to keep direct moral considerations constantly uppermost. But it is not out of the question to aim at making the
methods of learning, of acquiring intellectual power, and of assimilating subject-matter, such that they will render behavior
more enlightened, more consistent, more vigorous than it otherwise would be. (MW 4:267)
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irresponsibility.

For Pragmatists, ideally, the teacher “is not in the school to impose certain ideas or to
form certain habits in the child, but is there as a member of the community to select the
influences which shall affect the child and to assist him in properly responding to these
influences”.?*® More specifically, in keeping with his politics, Dewey claimed that once
moral education is affected by class character, it would lose its flexibility.?*® It was his

“aimless” education and moral “uncertainty”**!

that made Dewey objectionable to the
education system in this period.

Mao’s moral education is in line with his Marxist politics and has a distinct class
orientation:

They [ Students ] must make progress in their own political ideology rectification —

learning Marxism and politics. A man without a correct view of politics is like a body

without soul ... To meet the need of the new society and to be in accordance with

workers and peasants, intellectuals must continue to reform themselves. 2%

An article from the 1970s presented a detailed example of how students studied at the
May 7 School:

The students at the Huangho “May 7~ Cadre School in Honan spend half a day studying

and the other half doing manual labour. In the busy farming season, they work during

the day, studying in the morning or evening. Last year they studied the Manifesto of the

Communist Party, Critique of the Gotha Programme and The State and Revolution as
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well as On Practice and On Contradiction. They pay special attention to linking theory
with practice and often organize group discussions and criticism meetings.?*:
While discussing the purpose of work-study programmes starting in 1958, Zhu also
pointed out that:
More important was faith in physical labour as a means of moral development.
Work-study in higher schools was promoted at the same time as educated youths
working in the government and party apparatus were sent to the countryside to
participate in production labour. An article in a main youth journal asserted that, unlike
the old cadres who joined the revolutionary ranks during the war ... many of the young
officials lacked a firm political position ... and productive labour was a fundamental
means of their thought reform.?*
Clearly, cultivating and deepening the understanding of mass-line ideologies was the
over-riding aim of the reeducation of the officials, the educators and the students.
It should be recognized that securing the dominant role of Marxism in moral education
in Chinese schools was politically sensible for proper running of the young People’s

245 Nevertheless, when taken to extremes, excessive political interference with

Republic
teaching and learning began to disrupt rather than advance education and social order.

Claiming that bourgeois intellectuals dominated education, the authorities called for no effort

# “The ‘May 7° Cadre School.”, Peking Review,no0.19, May 12 (1972):5. Also: The object of students taking part in

industrial or agricultural productive labour is not only to create material wealth for the country but mainly

to better their ideology and to transform their subjective world as they transform the objective world. (“The ‘May
7’ Cadre School”, 1972, 6)

> Zhu Lisheng, “The Problem of the Intelligentsia and Radicalism in Higher Education under Stalin and
Mao,”Europe — Asia Studies 52, no.8 (2000): 1503-4.
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to be spared in criticizing the capitalist-roaders and other prominent reactionaries, and for

classes to be stopped in order for students to join “revolution”?

, Which plunged schools into
chaos and left education in disarray. “Students often attacked teachers who were seen as
politically impure and many teachers were sent to the countryside to learn the ways of labour
and the people.”®'The extreme emphasis on the significance of class struggle in education
and the propaganda function of education ... and a stereotyped correct view ... was taken to
unprecedented lengths, resulting in serious disruption of educational institutions at all
levels.?*®

In summary, despite some technical similarities between the curricular and instructional
orientation of May 7 Schools and Deweyan schools, they were intended for fundamentally
different social and political purposes. Dewey was a Pragmatist educator and theorist who
was centrally concerned about how a school could achieve full progressive potential in the
society where it functioned while Mao was a political leader who felt compelled to ensure that
schools acted in accordance with Marxist ideology, hence the drastic divergence between the
two great thinkers’ understanding of the moralising roles of education. It should also be

emphasized that it was the contextualised Deweyan truth®*°

, the fluid Deweyan purpose of
moral education, and the perpetually-reconstructed Deweyan morality, rather than the
integration of theory with practice, or the stress on manual labour, that made DP completely

unpalatable to Maoist education.

The Attitude Towards Confucianism
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The differences between the treatment that DP and Confucianism received in this
historical period further bear out the dissimilarities between the moralizing roles of Maoist
and DP education.

As Zhuo pointed out:

Mao highly valued the outstanding cultural heritage of China. He believed that during

the course of several millennia the Chinese people had created a magnificent

civilization which they should both appreciate, from Confucius to Sun Yat-sen, and

take further, in a spirit of critical awareness, retaining its best features and rejecting the

dross ... These were the principles that informed his educational activities. 2>

Also, a historical debate about Confucius’ contribution continued in academic circles
after 1949. In the late 1950s a large conference of philosophers and historians came to the
conclusion that Confucius represented the progressive forces of his time. **'Even though in
the concluding years of this period, Confucianism also received denunciation due to political

reasons®?, shortly after 1978, it was rehabilitated and its merits were fully recognized.?*®
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Chapter 7
1978-Present: The Drive for Modernization, the Reinstatement of

Confucianism and the Reevaluation of DP

Post-Maoism

Confucianism Co-optation DP
Being Attempted
Figure 3. The triangular relationship between DP, post-Maoism and Confucianism in
the period from 1978-present

A Second Deweyanizing Attempt

The Cultural Revolution left behind it a socially devastated China. Mao’s successor,
Deng, adopted more pragmatic economic policies which resulted in a series of marketization
reforms in China.”®* At the same time, he affirmed the crucial role of education as a
productive force. At the National Conference on Education in 1978, Deng asserted that:

the realization of the Four Modernizations would depend heavily on the development of

science and technology, the foundation of which lay in education... Teachers were able

to reclaim their respectable status and ... formal curricula with a focus on traditional

academic subjects replaced those offered during the Cultural Revolution.?®

24 gy, 314-5.
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Successful marketization of the Chinese economy was followed by increasing
marketization of the education system. Mok noted that under the slogan of socialist
construction, the Chinese Communist Party started to reduce political involvement in
education. At the same time, diversification in provision of educational services has begun.
Min-ban (non-state run) schools, colleges and universities have emerged to meet the
increasingly heterogeneous educational needs and the state’s attitude towards these min-ban
educational institutions can be summarized by slogans such as “active encouragement, strong
support, proper guidelines and sound management”.

Along with the increasing marketization of education, some other adjustments have
come about: (1) adoption of the fee-paying principle in education; (2) reduction in state
provision, subsidy and regulation; (3) popularity of revenue-driven courses and curricula; (4)
emphasis on parental choice; and (5) Managerial approach in educational administration /
management®*®

It is in this gradually liberalized administrative, economic and operational context that
another Deweyanizing attempt took place. This time, the Deweyan reestablishment went
about indirectly: “through a re-appraisal of Tao Xing-zhi’s educational thought and his
contributions to China, Dewey was re-evaluated ...The reassessment of Tao’s legacy paved

the ground for a more positive reception of Dewey’s thought.”*’ Tao, as a Pragmatist, was

praised for having “quickly recognized the necessity of revolution, and of education to serve

28 Als0: “Education policy development is increasingly guided and shaped by the perceived needs of consumers and the

markets. In education, for instance, curriculum design and programme developments is to cater for emerging market needs
and perceived manpower requirements ... Multiple suppliers of education services are now open to choice and competition.”
Ka H. Mok, “Riding over Socialism and Global Capitalism: Changing Education Governance and Social Policy Paradigm in
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the revolution.”® Also, he was described as having “critically absorbed the contents of
Dewey’s educational theory that made sense, but thrown away its scum” and having “upheld a
notion of ‘discipline’ which was lacking in Dewey’s thought.”**°
Since this mediation did not spark much discord, open acknowledgements of

Dewey’s own contributions were published. Authors began to attach great importance to
Dewey’s “experience-based” approach and saw such an approach as perfectly suited to the
times of modernization, even though their praise invariably came with some reminders about
the shortcomings of DP.?®® Fouts and Chan also argued that During the 1980s, “education was
promoted as the means to modernization. The need for a skilled workforce meant that ...
education has taken on a more decidedly pragmatic and technological flavor.”?*! Also, the
emphasis on the development of quality education, a concept broadly-defined as education
that is “more holistically-oriented.”?®® instead of being solely geared towards examinations,
also serves as a bridge between DP and Chinese education reforms, as quality education
tangentially involves the cultivation of initiative and individuality in classrooms. For example,
Zhu and Luo wrote that “The quiet advent of the knowledge economy urgently cries out ...
[for education that can] train a large number of innovative talents while the key to training

innovative talents lies in the development of people’s individuality” 2%

, Which is strikingly
similar to Deweyan arguments.

Even so, as a school of philosophy which had been roundly condemned for promoting
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“aimless” education, “planless” classroom activity and more broadly, a completely
“uncertain” future®®*, DP was still perceived by the educational establishment as a potential
threat to the existing teaching order and therefore has to be handled with great caution.
Consequently, a considerable body of ambiguous, disorienting literature came along:

Dewey is a reactionary in his political ideology of class position... but he is also a

respectable scholar and thinker because of his lifetime efforts, his intelligence, and his

accomplishments. Dewey’s ideas are the products of a special era and a specific

society.”®

Also, regarding the application of DP in the actual teaching process, Zhou wrote:
“Therefore, we must learn useful, reliable knowledge and seek for the yet unknown
knowledge, absorb what is already there and nurture the search for the unknown path.”%

Some other Chinese educators ended up paradoxically differentiating “between Dewey
as theorist and Dewey as a practitioner: while his political attitude was ‘wrong in theory’, his
approach yielded useful results in practice”.®’

An added challenge to the second, ongoing effort to Deweyanize Chinese education is
that it takes place amid the surge of nationalism resulting from the economic boom and

China’s outstanding re-emergence as a great world power. Traditional classics have become

the latest craze, Confucian teachings are enjoying a spectacular revival in Chinese schools and
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“courses on Confucianism are among the most popular on university campuses.” % 2%

It came as no great surprise that some Deweyites started arguing for supposed affinities
between Confucianism and DP. Some typical arguments from this camp has been presented
earlier in the literature review section. It should be pointed out that these claims fail to come
to grips with the majority of contemporary Chinese educators’ indifference or reluctance
toward fundamental liberalization of education. The hard fact is that the underlying Confucian
traits of education have remained essentially unchanged. “Most Chinese classrooms are still
highly traditional, teacher-centered and textbook-oriented with very few hands-on
activities.”?’® “Didactic teaching is still the norm.”*"* More broadly, the Confucian ideals of
respect for authority and tradition and the proper relationships within society still run deep in
Chinese education.”®’® “The textbook, as the source of knowledge, and the teacher, as the
presenter of that knowledge, still stand at center stage for the activity of Chinese schools.”?"®
Take the teaching of history for example:

For each history course the teachers are provided with a teacher’s reference that contains

a number of very specific directives on how history is to be taught. It is clear that

instruction in history is textbook-oriented with primary attention given to learning that

%88 Daniel A. Bell, China’s New Confucianism: Politics and Everyday Life in a Changing Society (Princeton, NJ:

Princeton University Press, 2008), 11.

%°Note that this backdrop against which the current ongoing Deweyanization effort is made is in sharp contrast to Chinese
intellectuals’ disillustionment with and renunciation of Confucianism in the early 20" century, the background against which
the first Deweyanization campaign in Chinese educational history was conducted. It can then be argued that unlike Hu Shih
and his followers who “over-Deweyanized” Chinese education, i.e., seriously overestimated the transformative power of DP
and largely ignored Chinese educational traditions and the political and economic environments in that period, the
contemporary reform-minded Dewey scholars are very likely to, consciously or unconsciously, “under-Deweyanize”, i.e.,
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which is ‘testable’. Each teacher’s reference corresponds chapter by chapter to the
student text.?™

When the teachers were asked if there was a diversity of interpretations of history that
could be presented in the classes, the immediate consensus among them was that there was a
unified interpretation at least at the secondary level "

Furthermore, present-day education in China is still examination-centered. “Almost a
century has passed since the Civil Service Examination was abolished... but, in essence, the

way of testing students remains much the same”?’®

. In the education system of the most
populous country (with more than 1.4 billion citizens as of 2010), elitism still necessarily
plays far-reaching roles: “Tracking and ‘key’ schools are very popular, and admissions to
university are highly competitive and based on examination results”.?’

The curriculum, instruction and evaluation in the typical Chinese classroom remains
generally untouched by Deweyan practices®’®, which is rather curious given the increasing
clamor for reintroduction of DP to Chinese education and the considerable merit attached to
DP methodology by a rapidly-growing number of Deweyan educators.

One of the likely causes of the stagnation in Dewey-style reform in Chinese education is
Deweyites’ failure to recognize the reservation, aversion or apprehension that the majority of
Chinese educators have about DP as an ideology. As a philosophy, DP’s deconstructive faith

that “education is a process of living and not a preparation for future living®™®, its

depoliticizing call for abandoning any “systematic, almost deliberate avoidance of the spirit of
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criticism in dealing with history, politics and economics”?%°

, and its conception of discipline
as “a power to endure in an intelligently chosen course in face of distraction, confusion and
difficulty”®" still sound profane to most Chinese intellectuals who are deeply accustomed to
Confucian and Marxist educational thoughts. Clearly, the distrust of the DP as an educational
philosophy or a political, social or moral philosophy; will continue to hold back the adoption
of Deweyan practices, even though many of these practices do have the potential to meet
some pressing educational needs.
The Current Dilemma of Deweyites

Fouts & Chan pointed out that within the traditional Confucian society, Chinese
education exhibited a number of characteristics attributable to Confucian influences and the
examination system. These included: (1) a teacher-centered pedagogy. The teachers were
purveyors of the knowledge dictated by tradition to be true and valuable; (2) acceptance of
authoritative answers. Since what was important to learn had already been decided,
questioning or independent thinking was not encouraged; (3) a highly elitist system. The
selectivity of the examination system ensured that only a few advanced passed each level.?®?

All of these qualities still distinctively characterize present-day Chinese education.
Despite the pragmatic changes driven by economic concerns, it is contestable that Chinese
education is still permeated with Confucian thoughts which are regulated in a Marxist
framework. As Mok correctly points out:

The paradigm shift from the interventionist state model to the accelerationist state model

may be interpreted as ... instrumental strategies adopted by the state to strengthen its
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capacity to deal with pressing demands for education, rather than an ideological shift

from socialism to a philosophical commitment to the neo-liberalism values.?®®

Hence, it will be presumptuous and bordering on ignorance to assume that as a
philosophy, DP or a spurious concoction of DP and some traditional elements, will be
perceived by the authorities as foundationally constructive to the current Chinese social and
educational fabric. The only pragmatic roles that DP can play in Chinese education should,
and have to, fall within the technical sphere of education where DP is not the virtual antithesis
of Confucianism, where DP and Marxist practices have substantial overlap, and thus where
DP-style reform can be allowed certain leeway.

When we examine the renewed Deweyanizing attempts which are building up to a
crescendo, we should not forget some subtle analogies may exist between Hu Shih and his
followers’ failure in the 1920s (and the concurrent relative success of Tao Xing-zhi) and the
ongoing Deweyanizing efforts:

It is true that although Hu’s vision of China’s future condition transcended China’s

present ... Hu remained ... dependent for the realization of his vision upon the

functioning of the very institutions that were to be transcended. It must be conceded,
moreover, that in China liberalism provided slight impetus to social action; it failed, by
and large, despite a transitory intellectual following, to excite an emotional commitment
to solutions sought in the liberal (or pragmatic) fashion, and it offered an insufficient

sense of direction.?®

> Mok, 237.

24 Grieder, 330.
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Chapter 8
Recommendations

On the basis of the practicalities and confines noted above, it should be argued that DP
is relevant to Chinese education only to the extent that its roles in China’s educational reform
can remain purely technical, i.e., to tweak the current instructional, curricular and
technological practices without challenging their ideological underpinning.

Curricular Measures

In China’s educational reform, “the curriculum will be modified only to the extent that
the political climate will allow” .?®* Accordingly, the following Deweyan measures can be
proposed to enhance the present curriculum.

First, due to the increasing marketization of Chinese education and the diversification
of funding resources®®, a certain degree of localization in the curriculum will be acceptable to
the educational authorities. Courses and materials that are of regional or local significance can
be provided for the students many of whom will find a local job when they graduate, which
reflects the Deweyan emphasis on the interplay among school curricula and the demand and
supply of the local communities.?®” On the other hand, it is essential to retain a national core
curriculum in elementary and secondary schools as it not only provides a predictable
foundation for higher education curricula, but also ensures that the knowledge acquired by
students remains testable by nationally-administered examinations which is and will remain
one of the centrally characteristic mechanisms of Chinese education;

Second, the promotion of vocational education, either in non-academic secondary or

285 Eouts and Chan , 542.
286 Mok, 228-230.
287 See MW 8: 248-274, 314-338.
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post-secondary institutions, or in the form of credit-earning electives in elementary and
secondary schools, can serve to reconcile DP and the educational establishment to the extent
that they both, at least theoretically, emphasize the cultivation of individual potential, and
individuals® contribution to the well-being and the development of society as well:
“Transmitting professional-related ethics would train ‘persons in harmony’ and ‘workers of a
high quality, thus preventing them from becoming ‘useless machines’ .2%® “Vocational
training is now understood [by Chinese educators] as a part of the cultivation process of each
individual”.?®®

Dewey was always concerned about the role that educational should play in the

livelihood of the majority of the members of society:

As long as the school puts such a disproportionate emphasis on humanistic studies, it
caters to the interests of a minority of the population — the relatively small class which
engages in endeavor that is primarily intellectual. The great majority, who must earn
their living by the sweat of their brows, find the content of such schooling far from their
interests and needs. But society fosters the intellectual tradition, and accords to
intellectuals a privileged position. Our present schools cater to the interests of this class,
and thus serve to perpetuate privilege, while neglecting the needs and interests of those
to whom intellectual studies are largely irrelevant.*®

On the other hand, the Deweyan vocational education should not be equated with

trade education or education for any particular trade:

Training for a special trade is mechanical because it does not usually require thought and

288 \\ei, quoted in Schulte, 94.
289 gchulte, 90.
290 | ectures in China, 196. See also: MW 9: 237-8.
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learning, but only a specific group of skills. This is not what we mean by vocational

education. Vocational education provides training in the scientific method, and thus

enables people to appreciate the significance of the various processes utilized in
industrial enterprise. Workers who have had good vocational education can make
effective use of their physical energy on the one hand, and can have scientific
knowledge about their work on the other.?**

Essentially, what Dewey tried to promote was a form of education that utilizes an
inquiry-based curriculum and an experiment-intensive laboratorial method, and is intended to
enhance the students’ vocational skills as well as the students’ intelligence, intellect and
judgment as future workers.

A vocational component of this kind will work as a very welcome supplement to the
existing curricula as, theoretically, it will echo the call for quality education, and, in practice,
it will hone students’ vocational interests and aptitudes, and contribute to China’s drive for
modernization by nurturing a more capable and engaged workforce which can meet the
challenge of new, increasingly culturally-oriented technologies. It will be immediately

conducive to technical Deweyanization in that it will familiarize students with Dewey’s

291 Ibid., 282. Also: “As new subject-matter is needed, so are new methods. Our inherited instruction knows, in the main,

two kinds of methods. One is that of habituation in various specialized modes of skill, methods of repetition, and drill, with a
view to getting automatic skill. This is the method which is most likely to be resorted to in an unintelligent industrial training.
It is adapted to securing mechanical proficiency in a narrow trade, but is no more adapted to the specific needs of industrial
democracy than is the other inherited method—the theoretical and scholastic method of acquiring, expounding,
and ‘interpreting literary materials. What is needed is a recognition of the intellectual value of labor—the same kind
of recognition of intellectual results in facts, ideas, and methods obtained from ordinary industrial materials and processes
that the laboratory (significant name) has brought about for a limited range of materials and processes. Or, put the other way
about, what is needed is development of laboratory methods which will connect them with the ordinary industrial “activities
of men. In that case, there will be no danger that the necessary personal insight and initiative will not be secured.” (MW 10:
141-2).
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method of work and the Deweyan-style project method, which can help students learn things
that “are intimately related to their daily life and form the experiential basis on which, when
the time comes, they can understand more highly theoretical matters.”?%?

Third, creative dramatics has always been a method about which Dewey was
enthusiastic but largely overlooked by Deweyanizing attempts in China. It should be noted
here that Dewey conceived of creative dramatics primarily as an instructional method:

There are many areas from which we can select materials for creative dramatics:

literature, human geography — all of which are closely related to society. Novels and

short stories from literature can be dramatized easily; the personalities, customs ... and
there is virtually nothing in history that cannot be dramatized... | [Dewey] do not
suggest that we write play for children to perform, but rather that we present historical
events, stories, novels, personalities, or customs in such a way that children are
stimulated to create and to play different roles. In short, the point here is that we must let
children express the subject matter through their own through their own words, their
own actions, and their own attitudes, as though they themselves were involved in it —
and, in fact, if we do this, they will be involved in it ... In traditional instruction, the

teacher asks questions and the pupils answer them accordingly to the text. This is a

relatively easy task, but even the answers are correct, the teacher has no way of knowing

whether they represent anything more than mere rote learning. But when the method is

that of creative dramatics, the pupils cannot act out the material they have read unless

they understand it clearly. They have an incentive to grasp the meaning of the words

292 hid., 208. See also: MW 8: 365-87.
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used, the nouns, the verbs, and the qualifiers. They must know — or find out — what
sort of thing each noun represents, and what kind of action each verb denotes. >

When (belatedly) introduced to Chinese education, however, creative dramatics must be
employed as a fringe component of or a supplement to the curriculum, rather than an
instructional method utilized to facilitate presentation of the curriculum. The reason for this is
that Chinese education is, and will continue to remain test-oriented. As an instructional
method, the claim of creative dramatics on lecture time, even if just fractional, will be
dismissed as wanton and reckless tampering with the current instructional order. Only when
its role is well-defined, through being treated as an optional component of or an added
supplement to the curriculum, can it take hold in the existing system in the first place.

Either as a non-credit-earning course or as an extracurricular activity, creative dramatics
can work as a distinctively Deweyan element that befits the Confucian schooling insofar as it
does not de-emphasize the stress on moral education:

As a younger brother and son, be filial at home and deferential in the community; be

cautious in what you say and then make good on your word; love the multitude broadly

and be intimate with those who are authoritative in their conduct. If so behaving you still

have energy left, use it to improve yourself through study.?**

Interestingly, when Dewey delivered his lecture on creative dramatics in China ninety
decades ago, he went to great lengths to highlight the moral role of creative dramatics, which

clearly demonstrated his respect for the traditional Chinese emphasis on morality:

When creative dramatics is utilized in moral education, the results are much better than

29 |pjd., 206.
2% AN 1.6.
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outright moral instruction ... Moral education must be a matter of behavior. But

oftentimes we must deal with ideas and concepts which do not operate in the immediate

environment, and in such cases moral insights and moral behavior can be cultivated

through the action out of stories.*®

Fourth, Ramo argued that “Every nation now perceives its national security and
economic health to be vitally dependent on its strength in technology. This is creating
international contests for technological superiority, a world technology Olympics.”® China’s
economic reconstruction as a major power has led to very strong concerns about technology
education, which can also be an area well-suited to the application of the Deweyan method of
work and project method. In Social Reconstruction Curriculum and Technology Education,
whose opening lines are Dewey’s famous quote “to shape the experiences of the young so that
instead of reproducing current habits, better habits shall be formed, and thus the future adult
society be an improvement on their own”?®’, Zuga presented several examples of using
technology education curriculum as a vehicle for addressing technological concerns of society,
such as helping students design alternative transportation systems for the community, create a
manufacturing business which makes a product identified as valuable to a select market such
as senior citizens in the local community and market that product to them on a cost recovery
basis, examine advertising claims by doing product testing and reporting the results to the

local community, and conduct an energy audit on the school building and making

2% | ectures in China, 205.
2% 5 Ramo , qtd in "The Potential for Technology Education in People's Republic of China," by Xinli Wu, 4,
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recommendations to the school administration for retrofitting energy saving devices®®, all of
which are not only practical suggestions for American schools, but indeed highly feasible
activities in Chinese classrooms as well.

From a Deweyan point of view, introduction of technology-oriented courses to Chinese
education will be significant in that it will fulfill Dewey’s ideal of:

An identity, an equation, exists between the urgent social need of the present and that of

education. Society , in order to solve its own problems and remedy its own ills, needs to

employ science and technology for social instead of merely private ends. 2%

More importantly, it will meet the nation’s pressing demand for greater technological
literacy and capability of the citizens, and therefore will be a truly pragmatic reform measure
to Chinese education.

Instructional Change
Regular group discussion or “play”, which is, in Dewey’s definition, activities in which
children freely and spontaneously take part, such as pretending to cook, boys playing with top

automobiles or trains, girls dressing and undressing their dolls,**

are unlikely to be accepted
as a beneficial addition to class instruction by the majority of Chinese educators, because: (1)
They will take up much time that is now spent on the instruction geared towards testable
knowledge and skill, which will make them practices unacceptable to most teachers and

parents alike, who still see test scores as the primary criterion for teaching standards; (2) It

will turn the teacher from a judge into a mediator, and introduces a gray area to classroom

2% |caren F.Zuga, “Social Reconstruction Curriculum and Technology Education,” Journal of Technology

Education 3, no. 2 (1992) : 54-6..
29 | W 8:69.
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instruction that the teacher does not have absolute control over, which is bound to meet
antagonism from teachers who are accustomed to the Confucian teacher-student relationship.

Even so, a teacher may feel compelled to fine-tune his/her instruction if he/she is faced
with competition from other teachers, which may make some Deweyan influence on
classroom instruction possible. The progressing marketization of Chinese education is
introducing competition among schools, and some schools have begun to present more
peer-rivalry to the teachers. For example:

Hading Chemical Industry Institute proposed a reform measure called “teachers hanging
up their shingles and students choosing their own courses”. This means that, for the same
course, classes ... requiring different amount of study time, providing different amount of
credits, and using a diversity of teaching methods are employed. These are taught by
teachers with varied teaching styles, each of whom “hangs out” his or her “shingle”,
while students may choose whichever teacher they like best.3*

Mok _commented that the implementation of this measure puts students “in control of
teachers’ standards and the amount of wages and bonuses they receive” and therefore can be
used to “inspire excellence and to encourage everyone to put all their energies into teaching
and research”. 3%It can be argued, though, besides the benefit of more faculty motivation and
commitment, pushing for this measure will bring two other substantial benefits.

First, even though it remains highly unlikely that students will be given considerable

say in instruction method in the near future, it is entirely possible that students will be allowed

SOIWei, qgtd. in Ka H. Mok, “Marketizing Higher Education in Post-Mao China,” International Journal of

Educational Development 20 (2000): 120.
%02 Mok, 2000, 121.
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to choose from different sections of a course which will be taught by different teachers in
different fashions, and teachers’ class enrollment rates will be closely linked to their
remuneration. Such a mechanism will essentially turn teachers into competing service
providers and the students into demanding consumers. As such, the teachers will be willing to
make at least moderate adjustments to their instructional style and methods according to the
students’ expectations, while the students will cast their votes on their teachers’ performance
by choosing teachers to their liking. Accordingly, on the instructional front, Deweyites’ role
should not be specifying clear-cut methods for Chinese educators, which in fact
fundamentally contradicts Dewey’s belief that we must be careful not to assume a new
situation “so closely resembles former ones that conclusions reached in these earlier cases can
be directly carried over”.®®® Each educator is presented with different demands from a
different group of students; therefore, dictating “proven”, and often distinctively
Western-style, Deweyan methods to Chinese educators is fundamentally unPragmatist and
unpragmatic. Rather, true Deweyites should get to the bottom of the issue by promoting the
benefits of healthy competition among teachers, which compels teachers to modify their own
instruction to suit the students demand and come up with spontaneous, context-specific
solutions to instruction-related concerns raised by their own students.
Second, it represents a policy of student choice under which students do not have to

yield, involuntarily, to what one single choice dictates. Limited as the options may be, they
turn students into decision-makers who are free to choose coursework that interest them most,

and assume responsibilities for the consequences of possible misjudgment. Therefore, this

803 | W 12:144.
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incipient autonomy in student life is fundamentally in line with the Deweyan educational
ideal of producing students with “that attitude of mind which is conducive to good judgment

in any department of affairs in which the pupils are placed”.
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Chapter 9
Conclusion

Chinese education has been changing over the past nine decades as Chinese society
developed from an exclusively Confucian society through to Maoism to the ongoing, more
pragmatic efforts at modernization. Chinese Deweyanization in the 1920s was short-lived
because survival of China as a nation was the overriding priority then and the dialectics
between survival and extinction were too acute for the contextualist and gradualist DP
intellectuals to solve. Deweyan thought was condemned for three decades after 1949 because
the educational roadmap over this period was also purely dialectical —the proletariat vs. the
bourgeois, while the organicist DP made it easily mixed up with the latter despite Dewey’s
sympathy with the former. After 1978, with the economic boom and the continuously elevated
standard of living, which has made intellectual, artistic, moral and other cultural issues as
prominent as economic ones, with the increasing fluidity in contemporary China’s social
structure, which has blurred class divisions and mediated class confrontations, with the
pushing forward of marketization of education, which has made it increasingly difficult in
drawing distinctions between various economic forms, and amidst the sweeping globalization
which has whisked the Contemporary Chinese youth into an amalgam of the old and the new,
the East and the West, some foreign or foreign-born Chinese Deweyites have started a second
attempt to Deweyanize Chinese education. Regarding the overwhelmingly complex fabric of
Chinese education in the twenty-first century, | agree with Guo insofar as that:

In years to come, Dewey’s progressivism and Maoism will join Deng’s pragmatism,

traditional Confucianism, and many other trends of thoughts in informing, defining,
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guiding ... China’s educational system ... It is this complex dynamic that makes China’s
educational system unique and vigorous.>*

On the other hand, I argue that over the past one and a half century, while Confucianism
was, at various junctures, discredited, condemned or revolted against, China never strayed far
from Confucian values, with which Marxism is fundamentally akin to. Today, despite the
deep-felt need for the cultivation of creative intelligence and critical thinking ability, Chinese
education remains strongly traditional. One thing clearly predictable®® is that China will
remain a fundamentally Confucian society, and ideologically Confucianism will continue to
play dominant roles in China’s education system for the foreseeable future, regardless of any
political progression or regression.

The following observation on Hu Shih’s abortive Deweyanising attempts, which was, in

effect, “a complete Westernization”*

serves as a crucial caveat for the contemporary DP
wholesalers: “Hu had fallen victim to the same error that he had perceived in his more radical
colleagues, the error of importing foreign theories without paying sufficient attention to the
social environment in which these theories had been created”.*"’

The optimal roles for DP to play in Chinese education are supplementary tweaks at the
technical level to the existing Confucian system which functions in a Marxist framework, and
it will be effective only to the extent that the cumulative impact of Deweyan practice is not

perceived as a challenge or threat to the Chinese educational establishment.

The contextualized orientation and organicist essence of DP allow alteration and

%4 Guo, 2004, 74.
%05 Note that Dewey is critical of philosophies engaging in “the quest for a certainty which shall be absolute and unshakable”

(LW 4:5) and all action necessarily involves “peril, the risk of misadventure, frustration and failure” (LW 4:17).
%% Hsu, 589.
%07 Meisner, 108-9.
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reshaping of itself to meet different social needs and situations. In Transforming the Mind of
China, Dewey unequivocally stated that China’s intellectual reforms “must be a transforming
growth from within, rather than either an external superimposition or a borrowing from
foreign sources”.>® More broadly, in today’s world, where contending ideologies remain
fiercely unforgiving of one another, the hopes that any education system can welcome a
fundamentally antithetical educational ideology with open arms are mere indication of

political, social and cultural naiveté

308 MW 11:213.
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