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This is a historical work of high calibre by a rising scholar who will no doubt
produce more monographs focusing on the educational history of Republican
China. While this lengthy volume written in highly technical language could be
daunting for non-specialists, it is nevertheless a welcome addition to the growing
literature on the history of education in 20th century China.
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Dr. Lei Wang’s new book, John Dewey s Democratic Education and Its Influence
on Pedagogy in China 1917-1937, examines Dewey’s thoughts and analysis on,
as well as strategies for China’s reforms in the early 20th century, and the actions
of other Chinese intellectuals who were influenced by Dewey. The book is well
organized and can be divided into three themes: (1) The historical background in
China during Dewey’s visit and his analysis regarding the reconstruction of the
country comprise Chapters 1 to 4, and Chapter 6; (2) misunderstandings and
mistranslations of the lectures Dewey delivered in China are discussed in
Chapter 5; and (3) other Chinese scholars and/or reformers’ beliefs and actions
on pedagogical transformation in China influenced by Dewey are the focus of
Chapters 7 to 12.

Dewey arrived in China just after the May Fourth Movement broke out.
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Seeing what was happening in China in person, Dewey was able to take a
clearcut position on the status quo in China and possible solutions to China’s
developmental issues. Chapter 3 especially focuses on how Dewey analyzed the
problems and reform dilemmas facing China, offering thoughts on the country’s
future development. Dewey delivered his lectures in English. Hu Shih and Liu
Boming translated most of the lectures into Chinese so that the public could
understand them. The translations did not fully match the originals for various
reasons. Dr. Wang provides evidence about misunderstandings and
mistranslations of Dewey’s lectures in Chapter 5. Instead of commenting on them
at the end of the book in Chapter 12, it would have been more helpful and
coherent if Dr. Wang had discussed the consequences of these misunderstandings
and mistranslations, such as the influence on Chinese intellectuals’ thoughts and
actions, in more details in this chapter.

I consider Chapters 6 and 7 as the highlights of this book on Dewey’s theories
and his influence in China. Dr. Wang does an outstanding job of providing an
overall picture of the connections between science and education based on
Dewey’s theories. During Dewey’s visit to China, the country faced complicated
situations, including internal contradictions and external invasions. Dewey
pointed out that literacy education was overemphasized in Chinese traditional
education. Science and scientific methods were missing in China’s mainstream
formal education. The author points out to readers that Dewey believed the
Chinese should be able to inquire into and explore science and use scientific
methods to resolve concrete problems. Therefore, formal education should be
adequate to enable the public to apply science and scientific methods to their
everyday problems. Also, science and education should mutually influence each
other. Therefore, scientific methods and experience-based teaching methods
should be included in education. The general citizen also needed to cultivate the
ability to think and judge independently. The message was very clear: Science
and education are of vital importance to China’s development, and they have
been an important part of China’s strategy of “Invigorating China through
Science and Education” since the 1990s. Dr. Wang also emphasizes how
Dewey’s theories have influenced Chinese pedagogy. Today’s pupil-centered
teaching methods and educational goals to cultivate students’ healthy personality
along with a national spirit can be traced back to Dewey’s ideas about the growth
and public spirit of the whole country. From these two chapters, the readers will
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gain a thorough understanding of the analysis and strategies for China’s
development based on Dewey’s observations, and how these thoughts radiated
through other changes or reforms in China at a later date.

In the following chapters, the author shifts her focus from Dewey to two
China’s renowned intellectuals, also former students of Dewey: Tao Xingzhi and
Hu Shih. Dr. Wang illustrates some of Tao Xingzhi’s educational theories,
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including “life as education,” “society as a school,” and “teaching, learning and
acting forming a unity.” Life as education aligns with what we advocate as
lifelong learning nowadays. Dr. Wang shows that some of Hu Shih’s core
thoughts were based on Dewey’s, including his ideas on access to education by
the public, the solving of concrete problems and the introduction of scientific
theories in his published article, “The Meaning of the New Thought Stream.”
Introducing the two Chinese intellectuals who were also Dewey’s students
provides in-depth knowledge on China’s education and Dewey’s influence in
China, on society and especially on some intellectuals. For those who are not
familiar with China’s education in the early 20th century, Dr. Wang provides a
fine opportunity for them to learn more on this topic. Dewey had other Chinese
students who had studied with him in the US and took some of Dewey’s theories
into their value systems and actions. Yet the author chooses Tao Xingzhi’s and
Hu Shih’s experience to emphasize in her book. It might have been worthwhile to
explain the reasons why those two Chinese intellectuals were chosen, such as
their connections with Dewey and in what ways Dewey influenced them.

The rest of the book analyzes the weakening of Dewey’s influence in China,
mainly influenced by the lack of economic support for education and political
disputes. Dr. Wang also connects Dewey’s pedagogy with modern education in
China. In general, this is a thought-provoking book on Dewey’s democratic
philosophy and pedagogy about China. This will be an excellent read especially
for people who want to probe into Dewey’s reflections on China’s educational
and social reforms in the early 20th century.
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