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Abstract This paper explores, through the lens of childhood, the Chinese 
cultural dynamics that encourage harmonious human relationships at the price of 
individual development and yet support a deep appreciation of natural human 
experiences that allows room for the development of individuality. The purpose 
of such investigation is to reexamine our cultural heritage in regard to the ways 
we conceptualize human beings and treat them, retracing its promises, difficulties, 
pitfalls, and spiritual resources, and thus to help reconfigure a new individuality 
for education. 
 
Keywords Chinese cultural dynamics, childhood, individuality, cultural 
revitalization 

Introduction 

One of the prominent features of traditional Chinese culture under the influence 
of Confucianism is its insistence on the fundamental relatedness, or the social 
nature, of human beings. The strong group orientation of the Chinese is noted by 
most, if not all, as an indisputable fact (King, 1985, p. 60). As Deutsch points out, 
“In the mainline Confucian tradition, … the self is taken to be thoroughly social 
in nature. It is not so much that an otherwise autonomous self enters into 
relations with others as that she or he is constituted organically by those 
relations” (Deutsch, 1992, p. 96). He further states, “In Chinese philosophy we 
cannot even conceive of an individual or person as being apart from others” 
(Deutsch, 1992, p. 102). Hu Shih also remarks, “In the Confucians’ human- 
centered philosophy, man cannot exist alone; all actions must be in a form of 
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interaction between man and man.” (as cited in King, 1985, p. 57).  
In this context, the emphasis for the self is on attending to others, fitting in, 

and harmonious interdependence with others. To be a man, according to 
Confucius, is to be renzhe renye (two-men-minded, 人者仁也). The self is not 
without autonomy, however, as Tu and others have taken pain to illustrate. In 
Confucian ethics, ren (benevolence) and shu (reciprocity) can only be achieved 
by an active individual self who is capable of moral autonomy (King, 1985). “To 
be a junzi (gentleman) one must be able to assert oneself against all kinds of 
pressure, from both within and without” (King, 1985, p. 57). Yet, as C. K Yang 
comments, self cultivation, the basic theme of Confucian ethics, did not 
emphasize “defining, limiting, and guaranteeing the rights and interests of the 
individual … It sought the solution [to social conflict] from the self-sacrifice of 
the individual for the preservation of the group” (as cited in King, 1985, p. 59). 
The individual is expected to focus on the sentiments “shared by all members of 
the human community” rather than on “one’s own private desires, feelings, and 
thoughts” (Tu, 1985, p. 215). In Tu Wei-ming’s words, the cultivation of one’s 
“subjectivity” only leads to “holism” (Tu, 1985, p. 216). In this situation, then, 
“The autonomous person, if the expression were allowed, would be the 
self-disciplined, social person who was able spontaneously to know what was the 
right thing to do in any particular situation… To act autonomously means, then, 
to act with skill, in harmony with self and others” (Deutsch, 1992, p. 104).  

Defined by their relatedness, even with moral autonomy, individuals have to 
subject their interests to those of the greater society and are easily cast as without 
need for individual space, rights, freedom, and even dignity. As Chung-ying 
Cheng notes, in Confucius’ definition of man, individuals could lose themselves 
“in a network of social and political or ethical relationships” (Cheng, 1991, p. 157) 
and be suffocated and greatly constrained in their individual development and 
self-realization. This unfortunate aspect of the Chinese/Confucian construction of 
man or the human person, the constraints put on individuals, has not only long 
been noticed and commented on by Western scholars, but also deeply felt by the 
Chinese. Liang Shuming once lamented, “The greatest shortcoming of Chinese 
culture is that the individual can never be discovered” (Liang, 1974, p. 260).  

But this is only one side of the story of Chinese culture. There is a hidden side 
that contradicts and undermines the dominant cultural project and because of it, 
the precious root for the development of individuality is preserved.  

Chinese Cultural Dynamics 

The constraints put on the individual in Chinese culture represent what Eugen 
Weber called “Official Culture” (Bai, 2005, p. xiv). The official culture, or the 
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normative, only tells us what the cultural project is leading towards and working 
for. There is another side of the story in which Chinese culture actually accepts 
and legitimizes all human needs and interests, including individual and “selfish” 
ones. This side, along with the “official culture,” constitutes the dynamics that 
provide an inner logic to the Chinese cultural and social system. Even at times 
when the promotion of the collective good tends to wipe out concern for 
individual interests, individuals still have room to stay in touch with their 
existential needs and maintain a degree of individual freedom. 

The appreciation of individual needs and interests comes from the Chinese 
notion of tianren heyi (the unity of heaven and humanity, 天人合一). Although 
the Confucian construction of men as social beings has been dominant in Chinese 
history and has been the foundation for law, religion, and social and family 
structures, it itself is based on yet another fundamental principle. In fact, Tian 
(heaven), the highest being in Chinese civilization, and the principle of tianren 
heyi are the ground for all Chinese philosophical traditions, including 
Confucianism. The principle of tianren heyi presumes that human nature and 
natural experiences are imparted from Tian and therefore mostly benevolent and 
innocent. That human beings are fundamentally related to each other is only one 
implication Confucius inferred from this principle, because for Confucius, the 
most natural state of man was men in relationship with parents (Zhao, 2009), 
especially with their fathers,1 and therefore human relatedness is heaven-granted. 
The Chinese notion of transcendence does not seek to confront and overcome the 
world but connects the divine to humanity (Zhao, 2009).  

This principle has made it possible for the Chinese to embrace all human 
experiences unconditionally and positively, and to preserve and accommodate 
individual needs and interests no matter whether or not they fall within the range 
of the cultural project. Common human sentiments (including individualistic 
ones) are granted unconditional legitimacy and human feelings, concerns, and 
plights of all kinds and shapes are warmly embraced. To use Yü Ying-shih’s 
words when he commented on the neo-Daoist cosmos, this understanding of the 
cosmos and human beings “assures the ego of its inner freedom” (Yu, 1985,  
p. 135).  

Against this broad backdrop, different philosophies and traditions have 
emerged throughout history to provide theoretical constructions and 
interpretations of human nature different from the Confucian. In the second half 
of the fourth century B. C., Yangzi claimed the right to selfishness (Graham, 
1985) and the right to act “for myself” (Elvin, 1985, p. 165). Yangzi, whose 
doctrine was never firmly established in Chinese tradition, asserted that the self’s 
                                                        
1 Confucius believed that all animals knew their mothers, but only humans knew their fathers. 
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interests are natural and are more important than the social demand. Daoism, the 
other pillar of Chinese tradition, is even more assertive and resourceful in its 
advocacy and justification of the individual’s escape from social obligations. In 
particular, Zhuangzi, the ultimate defender of individual freedom in Chinese 
culture, uses the integration of the person with the larger whole to advocate 
freedom from social and political constraints (Berling, 1985), though he does not 
call for “the rights of the individual” (Berling, 1985, p. 101). In Daoism, 
individuals can find the meaning of life outside the social arena. In the places not 
occupied “by Confucian classical scholarship,… [and] in an area where the latter 
simply did not exist” (Yu, 1985, p. 140), Daoism provides the “spiritual 
resources” (Yu, 1985, p. 134) for the pursuit of individual freedom. 

Even though these philosophies and traditions have never had the same impact 
on the Chinese way of life as the Confucian, and Confucian thought has been the 
defining force of Chinese society and of individual lives, these different 
approaches to human relations have functioned as an undercurrent or on the 
sidelines to compensate for the inadequacy of the dominant cultural project in 
regard to human needs and relations. In addition, when there is a social and 
political breakdown, when the Confucian moral binding force is lacking, what 
emerges is often a radical “discovery” of individuality, as demonstrated in the 
post Han period of Wei-jin. According to Yu Ying-shih, “the time of the Han-Wei 
transition also witnessed the emergence of poetic individuality in China” (Yu, 
1985, p. 127). Influenced by neo-Daoism, “the self-development and self- 
sufficiency of the individual” was made “on a cosmic scale” (Yu, 1985, p. 135) 
in the writings of poets and authors of the time.  

Both Daoism and Yangzi urge people to act according to their nature, yet their 
understanding of the heaven-granted human nature does not have much to do 
with human relatedness. Facing this challenge, within Confucianism, it became 
necessary to further develop a theory of the innate goodness of the human heart 
that “took pleasure in a sensitive concern for others” (Elvin, 1985, p. 166). 
Mencius called this heart chizi zhi xin (the heart of a child) and his theory 
dominated later Confucian schools. In Neo-Confucianism, to avoid the fallibility 
of human nature, the struggle was to pull the experiential in the direction of the 
“mind of Dao,” “the ultimate good” (Metzger, 1977, p. 100) and eventually the 
self becomes “a microcosm reflecting a macrocosm” and “Heaven … is totally 
immanent in nature” (Elvin, 1985, p. 174). 

In this development of Confucianism, it is even less likely for the Confucian 
emphasis on the collective good to eliminate individual needs and interests. 
Therefore within and without the Confucian tradition and in the broad Chinese 
context, there is always an undercurrent of appreciation and acceptance of 
individual interests and pursuits. Even selfish interests, while strongly opposed 
by the official culture in a Confucianism-dominated Chinese society, are tacitly 
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accepted as long as they are regarded as naturally human. Thus the dynamics of 
rhetoric and resistance, of official cultural and the hidden current, are always 
present. The official and the rhetorical work strenuously to draw people in the 
direction of concern for others and harmonious relationships with others, even at 
the expense of individual needs and interests, but the hidden current undermines 
and works against such an endeavor and provides justification and resources for 
individual pursuits. With different philosophical approaches emerging in Chinese 
history, with the inner dynamics of Confucianism that claims the absolute 
legitimacy of human nature and natural experiences, and above all, with the 
fundamental principle of tianren heyi deeply rooted in the Chinese mind, this 
dynamic is inevitable.  

However, this dynamic is in no way comparable to the Western individualism 
and concern for individual rights and individual realization. The official culture 
and the rhetoric still hold all the normative power and the undercurrent remains 
submerged and hidden. As Kenneth Abbott remarks, in Chinese culture, 
“Individualism exists, but it is interiorized and cannot be socially 
expressed….Self-cultivation differs from self-actualization in that the first is 
orderly and the second is spontaneous” (Abbott, 1970, p. 57). Without an official 
channel to express and systematically pursue individual interests, without 
allowing the self to insert its power spontaneously, the Chinese self remains 
mostly constrained and suffocated in its development. Tan Sitong in the May 
Fourth Movement testified:  

From the time I was young until the time I was grown up, I everywhere 
encountered the afflictions of the bonds and relationships [of conventional 
morality]. I swam deep in their bitterness. It was almost something a living person 
could not endure. The burden was deadly, yet one did not die (Tan Sitong, as cited 
in Elvin, 1985, p. 174). 

Thus for the Chinese, though the feeling of suffocation may be deadly, deep 
down in their mind and heart, individual needs and experiences have never been 
wiped out; instead, they have been deeply appreciated and justified. The root for 
individual flourishing is preserved and when circumstances allow, it surfaces 
passionately, as happened in the May Fourth Movement and in modern Chinese 
philosophy in the late twentieth century.  

The May Fourth Movement, was an “intellectual revolution” (Lee, 1985, p. 239) 
where radical intellectuals and writers claimed the “death” of traditional Chinese 
culture precisely because of its suffocation of the individual, and individualism 
was the flagship of a New Culture. According to Lee, in this movement, a 
“preoccupation with the self” (Lee, 1985, p. 240) emerged and an 
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“unprecedented…opposition between the self and society” (Lee, 1985, p. 239) 
was established, demonstrating the spiritual forces conserved within the culture. 
Similarly, in the late twentieth century, after years of forced sacrifice of the 
individual to the politically defined “collective good,” there also emerged a 
passionate concern for individuality. This time Chinese thinkers enthusiastically 
embraced the Western notion of “subjectivity” (zhuti xing). A Chinese scholar 
(Wang Pengling) observed in 1987 that “one can hardly open a journal without 
confronting a discussion of subjectivity” (Jochim, 1998, p. 40). Western 
observers commented that modern Chinese philosophy was “obsessed” with the 
concept of “subjectivity” (zhuti xing) (Jochim, 1998) and that this obsession was 
a sign of the Western influence at work. What they missed is the cultural reasons 
for Chinese thinkers to be so enthusiastic about the notion of subjectivity. I 
suggest that the experience of the suffocation of the individual self as well as the 
carefully preserved root of individuality are the reasons that the notion of self has 
become so “central” (Jochim, 1998, p. 40) in the contemporary Chinese mind. 
Clearly the remarkable Chinese dynamics that rejects and yet embraces 
individual needs and experiences has helped preserve and nourish individualistic 
sentiments and thus makes individual flourishing possible. 

This remarkable dynamics of the Chinese culture may prove very resourceful 
in the current worldwide search for a new notion of individuality and for the 
Chinese pursuit of cultural revitalization. The inhumanities taking place in the 
20th century have devastated the Western philosophical tradition. The Western 
construction of the modern subject, the hallmark of human emancipation, has 
caused damage to both the self and the other. A philosophical and cultural 
movement has moved the construction of man further away from the Cartesian 
atomic, rational, and all-encompassing agent to a new other-orientated 
subjectivity (e.g., Levinas, 1969). It would be interesting to see how the “Chinese 
pitfall” can be understood and avoided in this move. On the other hand, under the 
influence of Western capitalist culture, the Chinese are searching for a strong 
sense of individuality against China’s long history of emphasis on the collective 
good. Unfortunately the search has mostly resulted in a shallow, market-oriented, 
one-dimensional individual self that is only marked by the person’s monetary 
success or failure. How to re-conceptualize human beings, drawing on China’s 
strengths and spiritual resource and avoiding both pitfalls, is a task we must 
undertake in the present time. A cross-cultural endeavor that takes recourse to the 
humanist tradition of the Chinese while it reexamines and selectively absorbs 
some Western approaches seems essential.  

Unfortunately, the Chinese dynamics, though deeply felt in people’s lives, 
have not been explicitly articulated by either Chinese or Western Sinological 
scholars. It is unclear in what ways the anti-rhetorical undercurrent contradicts 
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and complements the rhetoric, in what ways it plays a part in cultural endeavors, 
and especially how in this dynamic individuality can be preserved and nurtured. 
Without answering these questions, our understanding of how Chinese “think 
about human beings and act upon them” is far from complete and often only 
reflects a one-sided story of the suppression of individual rights. It is my purpose 
in this article to investigate the Chinese dynamic identified above through the 
lens of childhood. As Franz Rosenthal notes, “the attitude of [a certain] 
civilization toward the child…reflects the general outlook on many fundamental 
problems of human relationships” (1952, p. 2). Thus this paper investigates 
Chinese approaches to childhood, and how the person-making process embodies 
the dynamics of self-enfacement and self-enhancement, of oppression and 
resistance.  

Chinese Approaches to Childhood 

Moral Duty and Filial Piety 
 
Chinese historical materials, if they touch on childhood at all, have moral and 
educational purposes, such as primers, exemplary stories of children or mothers, 
and shrine carvings and didactic instructions intended for moral teaching. For 
Confucians, even though human nature is inherently good, like a seed, it requires 
careful planting and nurturing to grow strong and healthy. So education and 
environment are crucial factors in children’s moral development (Bai, 2005). 
Throughout history, Confucians have placed great stress on moral education and 
a large volume of materials testifies to such effort. Therefore the materials mostly 
represent the official culture, or the cultural rhetoric, that endeavors to steer, 
cultivate, and train the minds and hearts of people in the direction of the official 
cultural project. As C. John Sommerville cautioned us when studying childhood: 

literature of all sorts only supports a cultural history of “childhood”—a construct 
comprised of adult expectations, hopes, and fears concerning the rising generation 
as opposed to a social history of the actual treatment of children (as cited in Bai,  
p. xviii). 

Bai suggests that “we must interpret the contents of primers and other relevant 
Confucian writings… not as the Chinese treatment of children but only as an 
aspect of the elite view of childhood” (Bai, 2005, p. xviii). Thus not surprisingly, 
these materials stress children’s love for their parents and their submissive role in 
the parent-child relationship.  
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According to Kinney (1995a), one of the earliest texts focusing on childhood 
can be traced to the Han dynasty (206 BCE–220). Chinese thinkers of the Han 
“were the first to focus on childhood in philosophical discussion, in history 
writing, and in educational theory” (Kinney, 1995b, p. 17). The earliest extant 
work to focus on methods of motherhood, “Muyi zhuan” (Biographies of 
maternal paragons), a chapter in Lienü Zhuan (Biography of exemplary women), 
focuses on fostering the moral development of children while warning against 
permissive motherly love. Similarly, as Hung (1995) notes, the early shrine 
carvings and didactic instructions also stress mothers’ public duty over private 
love. A “stepmother was praised for her fulfillment of her ‘duty’—loyalty and 
righteousness—and she was given the honorable title ‘Yi’ (righteous). But in 
order to fulfill her duty [protecting her stepson] she had to give up her own 
private ‘love’ [love for her own child]” (Hung, 1995, p. 86).  

The first reading text for boys, Classics of Filial Piety, delineated the ways 
children should respect, serve, and submit to their parents. After the Han, Filial 
Piety became the core text of children’s education, and filial piety became the 
weightiest of the weighty among all virtues. The son, indeed all Chinese children, 
are urged to give parents “all… [their] personal attention and affection, that is, to 
provide…[their] parents with spiritual support as well as material provisions” 
(Bai, 2005, p. 111). Even when the parents are unkind, abusive, or clearly in the 
wrong, the son has no right to disobey (Bai, 2005). A story was told about an 
eight-year-old boy, Wu Meng, who “voluntarily let mosquitoes bite him, as he 
thought they would not attack his parents after being fed with his own flesh and 
blood” (Bai, 2005, p. 109). “[T]hese self-sacrificing examples were held up for 
children to follow as deeds of filial piety” (Bai, 2005, p. 110). 

Even though many ancient cultures have stressed filial piety as a virtue for 
children and embraced similar relationships, it seems none to the extent that the 
Chinese did. This emphasis has given the world the impression of the superiority 
of parents/adults over children in Chinese culture and of authoritarian patterns in 
adult/child relationships in child socialization and education. Such impressions 
have been manifested in recent discourse concerning Chinese childhood in both 
the modern and pre-modern eras (Kinney, 1995a).  

While the official cultural project works on instilling duty and obligation in the 
individual, one might ask why the Chinese attitude to children was particularly 
unbalanced and focused only on children’s obligation to parents? This highly 
asymmetric relationship stems from the Confucian ethos that builds its entire 
ethical, familial, and social system on the natural love and affection of children 
for their parents. According to Robert J. Lifton, “While there are other cultural 
ideals in the Confucian teaching, ‘filialism was the source of the predominant 
identity of traditional China, a basic ideal against which any other form of self 
image had to be judged’” (1967, p. 419). Mencius explained, “There are no 
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young children who do not know loving their parents…loving one’s parents is 
benevolence (ren)…[W]hat is left to be done is simply the extension of [this 
feeling] to the whole empire” (Mencius 7A:15). Thus children’s natural love for 
parents was used as the foundation for the development of other virtues as the 
child expanded his social contacts.  

Nevertheless, the prominence of filial piety, even though confirming and based 
upon natural human affections, turned out to be oppressive in its emphasis on 
“what children owe parents rather than what parents owe children” (Kinney, 
1995a, p. 11). As King remarks, “There was no recognition of the independent 
existence of the individual [child]; the individual was submerged into the 
familistic ethics” (King, 1985, p. 58). In this case, the Chinese embrace of human 
experience works to justify and support the cultural project that is apparently 
oppressive. Ironically, since children have no power in society compared to 
adults, children’s natural experiences, especially individualistic ones, even 
though deeply felt by children, are easily dismissed in the name of what children 
naturally are and how they should naturally feel. Adults get to define what 
children’s nature is and what natural experiences are to be embraced. And this is 
why the Chinese cultural project can be particularly oppressive for people raised 
in this cultural environment. For adults, the weight given to public duty over 
private love in the cultural project is based upon a recognition of the “unspoken 
premise” (Hung, 1995, p. 91) that whenever possible, direct kin affection and 
bond is the most preferable and the most reliable. The existence and therefore the 
legitimacy of parents’ love and affection for their children are apparently beyond 
question.  
 
The Case of Female Infanticide 
 
The Confucian cultural project not only builds its entire legal and social system 
upon people’s natural experiences, it also builds on the experiences arising from 
people’s concrete relationships with particular “others.” Five cardinal 
relationships constitute the context within which the Confucian ethical endeavor 
takes place: ruler-subject, father-son, elder-younger brother, husband-wife, and 
friend-friend. Thus the ideas of human relatedness and of human beings as 
“relational beings” (King, 1985, p. 63) have their particular meanings in the 
Confucian context. The “others” are not just any others, not strangers or abstract 
other beings, but the other that has a particular relationship with the self. Beyond 
the cardinal relationships is the realm of undefined others, such as strangers or 
the larger society that does not have a particular relationship with “me,” and 
Confucianism provides no ethical guidance for individual interaction there (King, 
1985). Since the individual has never struggled against his natural aggressions or 
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selfishness in the Chinese context because of Chinese dynamics that tacitly 
legitimize all natural human experiences, the untamed, undisciplined, dark side 
of human interests may be found out there. King remarks, “As a result, the 
Chinese who appears to conform to the ‘cult of restraint,’...might be just as 
aggressive as any non-Chinese in the world beyond the ‘concrete’ family” (King, 
1985, p. 65). Wilfram Eberhard also observes,  

As the Chinese must suppress all aggression within the family, the outer world is 
the field in which aggression finds its outlet.…Only with complete strangers, such 
as in encounters in a modern big city, or in a foreign country where one is sure that 
the contact is casual and not lasting, is the individual free and can discharge his 
aggression directly as the individual in Western society may feel free to do. What 
counts in such contacts is aggressive intelligence, making the most of every 
chance as often as one can without risking too much. The biographies of Chinese 
immigrants, especially Chinese businessmen in other societies testify to this 
(Eberhard, 1971, p. 8, 11). 

As King points out, this is why the term “individualism” is often interpreted, 
unfortunately, in Chinese society “as ‘individual firstism’ or ‘undisciplined 
liberalism,’ meaning ‘placing personal honors, status and interests above other 
things’” (King, 1985, p. 65). When the individual no longer feels “socially 
restrained or ethically illegitimate” (King, 1985, p. 65), egoism becomes rampant. 
This may also explain the current extreme materialistic individualism in China. 
At times when the cultural forces and appeals are relatively weak, the underlying 
individual pursuits may flourish.  

The case of female infanticide in pre-modern China, the marker of Chinese 
“barbarism” (Waltner, 1995, p. 193) that has made an impression on the West, 
bears witness to this social phenomenon. Unlike the Western concept, in China 
an unborn fetus is often considered a piece of tissue and blood of the mother’s 
body. The same is true of the newborn infant. Before his or her subjectivity is 
demonstrated and felt by adults through empathy, the infant is often considered a 
non-person. The baby is not a stranger, but not in any way related to the family 
through the defined, concrete, Confucian relationships; therefore, she is beyond 
the Confucian moral context and no ethical force constrains the way she is 
treated. All that is left is her kin’s consideration and calculation; the infant’s 
needs and feelings are not part of the consideration. As Waltner explains, the 
domination of patrilineage in Chinese society makes it possible to see the 
sacrifice of a female child as necessary and acceptable if it works for the greater 
good of the family, for she is only the contributor to her husband’s lineage and an 
economic burden to her natural family (Waltner, 1995). In this case, “the birth of 
a child was at times regarded not so much as the birth of an individual with its 
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own individual right to existence but as one link in a network or continuum of 
lives connecting ancestors with descendants. Extraneous or inappropriately 
placed links would weaken rather than strengthen the network” (Kenney, 1995a, 
p. 7). 

Female infanticide is certainly not part of the cultural project, but the 
Confucian construction of human beings provides no binding force to prevent 
such cruelty. It belongs to the realm where there is no rule, no moral deliberation, 
but only undisciplined self-interest, in this case, the undisciplined selfish interests 
and calculations of the kin. The infant, as a newborn that is not yet considered a 
human being, is also not included in humanity, whose natural experiences are the 
basis for the Confucian cultural project. There is just no cultural source to draw 
on in the struggle against this practice. In settings like this, “the Confucian values 
and norms would seem to [the individual] not morally abiding and relevant” 
(King, 1985, p. 65). The only appeal seems to be, again, the weak call to their 
humanity, as in an entry in the Jiajing-era (1521–1567) gazetteer from Chun’an 
(Anhui): 

Tigers and wolves: Their nature is extremely evil, but even they know the proper 
relation between father and child. Among the myriad things only humans possess 
spirit, how is it that they alone are ignorant of this rule? (Waltner, 1995, p. 202)  

This is a failure of the Chinese construction of humanity that only sees a 
person in his/her relationship with others and a failure of the Confucian cultural 
project. The humanist dynamics also failed because the acceptance of human 
experiences leaves no strong force to stop the dark side of human interests. There 
is no ultimate point of reference or absolute principle such as generated by the 
notion of individual rights and dignity to which to take recourse. In this case, the 
Chinese tolerance for human feelings and experience acts to undermine the 
cultural project.  

This failure in Chinese culture has caused serous problems and concerns at 
different times in history. For example, in Taiwan of China, when the 
modernization process accelerated, undisciplined egoism became rampant and in 
1981, there was “an intellectual outcry to establish di liu lun (the sixth cardinal 
relation), namely qun-ji lun (the relationship between the individual and the 
group or the society)” (King, 1985, p. 65), a link which is ignored in Confucian 
ethics. But can the establishment of a sixth cardinal relationship solve all the 
problems? If an individual life does not have its own inherent worth and dignity, 
if s/he is only relational and has to be part of some concrete relationship to be 
treated as a human being, there will be plenty of cracks for people to fall through, 
and hence be treated as subhuman, or even nonhuman. What ethical recourse is 
there to protect them from being killed or mistreated for the sake of others’ 
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interests?  
 
Private Love and the “Spoiled” or Sacred Child 
 
Aside from the voluminous written materials for the purpose of transmitting 
moral lessons, there is little historical record of real child-parent interactions or 
children’s daily lives and well-being in pre-modern and modern China. We know 
a considerable amount about the official culture, or the “cultural history of 
childhood” (C. John Sommerville, cited in Bai, 2005, p. xviii), but we do not 
know much about the “social history of the actual treatment of children” (C. John 
Sommerville, cited in Bai, 2005, p. xviii), which may illustrate the inner logic of 
the Chinese cultural dynamics and how it is reflected in actual children’s lives, 
except in the extreme case of female infanticide. Even biography and autography 
in Chinese historical writings do not tell us much about real childhood. The 
purpose for writing them is to transmit certain moral lessons, or what’s worthy of 
transmission to posterity, and the incidents and events are highly selective to 
serve these purposes. Hence childhood is often totally absent in traditional 
biography. If it is touched at all, “it is usually represented by a few standard topoi 
such as early signs of precocity or commendable acts of filial piety” (Wu, 1995, 
p. 130). Children’s real life experiences, if serving no cultural purpose, are not 
likely to be recorded.  

But beyond historical documents, there is one type of written work that does 
give us a glimpse into the real feelings, emotions, and life experiences of the 
Chinese, including children: poetic writings. Elvin notes that, even though there 
was a strong cultural preference for harmonious relationship among people rather 
than the self “as a distinct locus of decision-making” (Elvin, 1985, p. 159), we 
often see an individualistic self described in poetry, such as in one autography in 
verse from the Scripture of Poetry. We also see “a conscious tension between the 
individual and society, between ideals and an inadequate reality” in poetry, such 
as in Qu Yuan’s Li Sao (Elvin, 1985, p. 159). The poets seem to have different 
concerns than the philosophers of antiquity (Elvin, 1985, p. 164). When there is a 
social and political breakdown and a radical “discovery” of individuality and 
strong expression of the self, such as in the Wei-jin period and the May Fourth 
Movement, poetry is also the vehicle for such expression. Yu notes how in 
post-Han Wei-jing time, the “Chinese poets were mainly concerned with 
expressing their personal feelings in the face of life’s joys and sorrows” (Yu, 
1985, p. 127). In the May Fourth Movement, the conflict between the self and 
society was also “most articulately expressed in the literary works of the day” 
(Lee, 1985, p. 239). Lee comments that “creative literature constitutes a 
particularly intense form of self-expression” in the movement (Lee, 1985, p. 240). 
In fact, Chinese literary theory has historically focused on the emotional aspects 
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of the authors’ lives rather than on realistic descriptions of events, as in the West. 
The Chinese appreciation of people’s natural experiences has made possible the 
“consistent and all-pervading emphasis on the affective life of human 
beings….The feeling, emotional aspect of life was considered of primary 
importance in sustaining people in a human form of existence” (Berry, 2003,   
p. 96), and this emphasis is centrally expressed in poetry. 

So the genre that serves to preserve the “unofficial” lives of children, not for 
the purpose of moral training, but only for the purpose of expression, is literature, 
particularly poetry and the poets’ writing about their departed children (for lack 
of a better term, I will follow Pei-Yi Wu to call it necrology). Poetry and 
necrology help reveal the deep, the heartfelt, true feelings of adults towards 
children and give us a glimpse into the real adult-child relationships in China. 
Instead of formal relationships and masked persona playing their cultural roles, 
in poetry we often see vivid, even affectionate, descriptions of people’s private 
lives and individualities. Because these poems are not meant for moral or 
historical purposes, this genre has not been looked at closely for traces of 
Chinese views of childhood. But I believe this area of writing provides a more 
authentic perspective on adults’ attitudes toward children and real children’s lives 
and from there we can see how the individuality of the child can be nurtured and 
preserved, as shown in the following excerpt from a requiem written by Shen 
Cheng (1588–1624) for his deceased three-year-old daughter:  

Last year, wuwu [1618], was a bad year for me. As I have to leave for the 
examination, I parted from you reluctantly several times. Nurse Zhao died, and I 
failed my examinations. When I came home you greeted me by holding onto my 
sleeves and demanding gifts of toys. With you by my side my unhappiness was 
relieved.… you often knocked on the door and then quickly went inside and asked: 
“Who is there?” When my nephew came you called him “brother.” He teased you 
by pretending to snatch your toys, you darted and dashed away. When your 
mother’s brother came, you seized him by his jacket while gleefully shouting, 
“Mom! Mom!”… 

Your mother was too strict. From time to time she would discipline you for fear 
that your habits would be carried into adulthood. Although I agree with her, I said 
to her when you were not around: “A little child cannot be expected to know right 
and wrong. Let her be until she is a little older.” 

When you were still in Soochow your parents were about to return home in 
Loudong. You were asked whether you would go back with them. You couldn’t 
make up your mind. When you did come back I was overwhelmed with joy. We 
played together – I taunted you and surprised you, and you would play along by 
feinting dumb. You carried jujubes in a small basket and sipped porridge in a low 
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chair…. Sometimes you would play a guessing game with me and the winner 
would chase the loser around the house. When you finally caught me, you laughed 
jubilantly and clapped your hands. Who would have believed that not quite half a 
month later you would breathe your last? Was it decreed by heaven, or was it 
simply fate? Who could fathom the mystery? (as cited in Wu, 1995, pp. 150–151).  

The “self-assured and perhaps a bit spoiled” child who was “playful, agile, and 
totally engaged with all the people who came her way” (Wu, 1995, p. 149) is 
probably far from the typical submissive image we have of Chinese children. The 
loving, even a bit indulgent attitude of adults is also far from the familiar 
authoritarian ones. There is no demand for filial piety and the child is far more 
self-assured than we imagined. For Western eyes, the adults’ interaction with her 
is even a little too permissive and lacks control. Even though this is far from a 
description of “typical” Chinese family life of the seventeenth century, many 
Chinese would feel familiar with this scene, with this kind of interaction and 
relationship between fathers and daughters, or parents/grandparents and children, 
especially when the child is still young and his or her moral education has not 
taken precedence. This is precisely where the resistant side of the Chinese 
dynamics plays out. The assumed love between parents and children, the human 
natural feeling that is the foundation upon which Confucius built his entire ethics 
and philosophy, ironically, is the least expressed and articulated and the most 
ignored and suppressed in the official culture. But in poetry, we see the powerful 
release of the poets’ “unabashed avowal of affection and their unrestrained 
outpourings of grief” (Wu, 1995, p. 174). Perhaps the strong attachment of the 
Chinese to their natural feelings is the basis for the felt need in the cultural 
project to curb people’s natural affections and instead to cultivate duty and 
responsibility. In the private space reserved for nourishing natural human 
affections, the child’s individuality flourished.  

Eventually, in the fifteenth century, the Wang Yangming school of 
Neo-Confucianism developed a theory of childhood that reaffirms the innocence 
and purity of children and their innate knowledge. The child’s mind is even 
considered superior to the adult in its spiritual perfection. Preservation of this 
purity “becomes more important than the mere acquisition of knowledge” (Wu, 
1995, p. 146). This theory not only elevates the child in the Confucian hierarchy, 
but also entails a different educational approach, from the traditional didactic 
approach to a modern emphasis on play and removal of restraints. “The essence 
of Wang Yangming’s proposal was to keep children ‘happy and cheerful at 
heart’” (Bai, 2005, p. 50). This may have been why the “child-centered 
philosophy of thinkers such as John Dewey was particularly attractive to 
intellectuals of [the May Fourth] era” (Kinney, 1995a, p. 10).  
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Towards a New Individuality for Education 

Although traditional Chinese culture, dominated by Confucianism, has 
overwhelmingly emphasized the duty and obligation of the individual and 
appears rather oppressive and suffocating, it has at the same time encompassed 
an underlying deep appreciation for and acceptance of natural human feelings 
and experiences. These dynamics of the official culture and the underlying 
current, of rhetoric and resistance, play out in different ways in the cultural 
endeavor. At times they support and justify the cultural rhetoric and at other 
times they undermine its effect. It is clear from the lens of childhood that, while 
these dynamics have failed to curb the dark side of human interests, they have 
also made possible the development and flourishing of individuality.  

It is apparent from the discussion of childhood in China that the Chinese 
conceptualization and treatment of human beings is not limited to the official 
articulation and there is always the underlying current where individuality is 
expected to find expression. Thus at a time when we are searching for a new 
concept of human beings, a new individuality, an inclusive consideration of our 
cultural heritage as demonstrated in the Chinese cultural dynamics will enrich 
our thinking. An appreciation of the complexity, an examination of the potential 
as well as the problems of the Chinese understanding of men and women may 
contribute to the emergence of a new concept of humanity that not only centers 
on social harmony, but also nurtures individual flourishing and self-realization. 

This possibility is particularly important for the current search for a new 
direction for education. Throughout history, both in China and in the West, one of 
the essential goals of education has been to form, mould, or produce a particular 
kind of humanity, as envisioned in different cultural and moral contexts. As Bai 
mentioned, “The origin of Chinese education was designed to foster children’s 
humanity” (2010, p. 108) and education was for moulding the morally 
transformed person, who “became the basis of a good government and of a 
harmonious society” (2010, p. 112). In Zhang’s (2010) discussion of 
contemporary Chinese education, it is also proposed that education is to cultivate 
a new “inclusive” individuality. In the West, one of the goals of modern 
education, as envisaged by Kant, is to “contribute to the ‘emergence’ of human 
subjectivity” that is “fully autonomous and capable of exercising… individual 
and intentional agency” (Usher & Edwards, 1994, pp. 24–25). Thus the 
conceptualizing of humanity is crucial for re-envisioning the direction of 
education. How to re-conceptualize a new individuality in China that will draw 
on our cultural resources and potential while at the same time avoiding their 
pitfalls is a challenge we must face. As Biesta’s discussion of the opening and the 
closure of modern education made clear, modern education failed in its purpose 
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precisely because the conceptualization of humanity has ensured that education 
only functions as socialization and normalization, but not as “subjectification” 
(2009, p. 5). In the face of the predominant character of educational systems 
today, that only foster a one-dimensional, external-gain-driven, competitive, and 
egoistic individual, what kind of individuality can we envisage that will fulfill 
the contemporary aspiration of the Chinese? Would a call for a return to the 
traditional Confucian articulation of human persons help solve the problem and 
re-orient people into other- and society-oriented individuals? Or would such an 
endeavor trap us again in the old pitfall of suffocation of the individual? If the 
modern Western endeavor for human freedom through education has failed, what 
kind of resources can we draw upon from our heritage that can contribute to a 
different approach? Certainly further examination of Chinese ways of “thinking 
about human beings and acting upon them” and further analysis of the ways 
these may help to rescue the failed project of the modern subject and to address 
the issues of individual freedom and autonomy in fresh ways, is needed. 
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