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Abstract Academic discourse is a way of questioning and exposition in academic research.
For a long time, talking about China in a Western way has caused two harmful consequences,
which separated theoretical research from its object and from its subject of researches in the
field of Chinese educational studies. With the prerequisite of cherishing our own culture, it is
an inner need for Chinese educational development to explore the national discourse in
educational studies, i.e., talking about Chinese problems in the Chinese way.
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Presentation of the problem

Academic discourse is a way of questioning and exposition in academic research, which
focuses on a set of cognate category system used by researchers. Hans George Gadamm, a
great master of hermeneutics and a famous German thinker, opposed language as only a tool.
In his opinion, language possesses an ontological function that is a model of human beings’
existence as well as comprehension and interpretation [1]. Even though we cannot agree to
his overexaggeration on the function of language, we have to accede that it not only is an
instrument for conveying ideas but also has participated in the construction of ideas and
experience and played a part in guiding and regulating ideology to some extent. Compared
with natural language, its role as a guide and as a tool for regulation became much clearer as a
kind of organized human language system. Obviously, whether one uses physical language
or chemical language, classical mechanics language or quantum mechanics language,
philosophical language or literary language will present various appearances when one faces
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the same muddy and puzzling daily world. In this sense, the basic training of academic
research is actually the process of understanding, familiarizing, and applying the given
academic discourse.

In the early part of the last century, Chinese educational discipline came into being,
accompanied by the emergence of normal education. Since then, Chinese educational
research had been conceiving and describing Chinese education basically according to the
simple Western logic. Around the drawing up of two school regulations in the late-Qing
Dynasty, a large number of translation and introduction on Herbart’s Pedagogy came up at
first, and many textbooks on pedagogy, edited by Chinese people, were mostly copied from
that of He’erbate and his school. Even his “five-step instruction method” (later called “five-
step teaching method”) was revered as sacred. Just as the famous scholar Chen Baoquan said
in a preface to one of his book:

It’s almost less known what teaching method was. As schools initiated in the late-Qing
Dynasty, I once remembered, we arrived at Japan for the first time. When hearing the
teacher tell about the ‘five-step-teaching method’, we all mistook it for the most striking
feature of new education with scientific methods to develop children’s instinct. As a
result, none of the teaching materials of elementary schools edited by public depart-
ments or private persons and some teaching method practiced in each elementary
school, were not adapted to this principle of ‘five-step-teaching method’ [2].

After the New Culture Movement, a variety of ideology schools came into China, in
which whether the liberalism holding the view of completely being Western, or the cultural
conservatism school sticking to developing quintessence of Chinese traditional culture, or
even the radical socialism advocating social reform introduced certainWestern social theories
as their backup force unexpectedly. For example, the most conservative representative (on
form) of New Confucianism—Liang Shuming—just oriented the values on Chinese tradi-
tional culture in the light of European idea history [3]. From an educational aspect, at first,
educational thoughts of the progression were represented and advocated in a big way in
China, then the pedagogy from the pre-Soviet Union called “Marxism” that had dominated
China after 1949 followed. Their theoretical discourse crammed in Chinese educational
circle at that time and Chinese educational research fundamentally played a role that can be
likened to a racehorse for foreign educational thoughts. Over 20’years of reform and opening
up, Chinese educational theory research has made an unprecedented progress, but the trend
of talking about China byWestern means is still obvious. In the beginning, it was a new series
of introduction on pedagogy from pre-Soviet Union, then it shifted toward European and
American pedagogy very soon. Nowadays, the more popular new teaching reform is com-
posed of three chief theoretical bases, which are no more than the three introduced Western
cultural and educational schools, i.e., postmodernism, humanism, and constructionism. With
the sound of rushing footsteps dying out and as the number of spectators dwindled, the only
ones left in this empty running area are the silent cleaner and the lonely goalkeeper.

Today, the process of globalization is progressing remarkably; Chinese modernity is also
becoming increasingly complicated and confusing. When we are still walking to and fro for
acquiring these modern values (such as science and democracy), Western culture has already
been called forth to rebuild its modernity on the way to modernization. Hence, the problems
of modernization and modernity appeared in China at the same time. In this context, we are
currently suffering from “culture aphasia”: from academic culture to common culture and
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from ideology to individual spirit. The rapidly changing modernization caused our tradition
and reality to cross and excessively break off and confused history as well; vague ideas made
up a set of puzzled discourse that both lack clarity and brevity. Here, the comparatively clear
traditional, modern, and postmodern discourses in the development of Western history are
involved and entangled together. As people were criticizing the modern culture’s malpractice,
the thinkers’ vacillating ideas made it difficult to distinguish which standpoint is traditional,
modern, or postmodern; it especially reflects the crossing and overlapping of tradition and
postmodernity in the context of discussing China in a Western way. A few comparatively
independent discourse systems usually manifest their firm position without self-criticizing,
self-deconstructing, and tension caused by internal thinking. Hence, it is difficult to have an
efficacious dialogue language among various thinkers and their schools except for the
disagreement on cultural reality.

Just for this reason, “the national discourse” has become a popular issue in the cultural and
academic field recently. It originated from some introspection on the validity of Chinese
philosophy in the philosophical circle; then, it aroused some reactions from some other
human science scholars who have some inherent relation with the chief cultural theme of
“developing and cultivating national spirit.” It is well known that China was forced to go for
modernization due to the great pressure exerted by the superior Western culture. How to
communicate Western and Chinese cultures and open up blood relations between tradition
and modern epoch and calling forth modern Chinese culture with an endless vigor to meet the
inner mental needs of Chinese people and the strong aspiration to face the world and keep
pace with other countries to rejuvenate China have been an urgent requirement and a strong
impetus of modern Chinese cultural construction. However, it is not easy to keep a dis-
position of modesty, industrious learning, self-confidence, and self-affirmation and to have a
keen eye on global developing trends, self-observation, and self-understanding when facing
the predominant Western culture.

It goes without saying that Chinese pedagogy is a kind of an introduced product. It has no
alternative but to adopt the form of translation and imitation mainly at the beginning of its
establishment. However, more than a hundred years later, today, we still get used to seeing
that we have no other choice in the mirror of Western modernity; at least, Chinese intel-
lectuals have already been trained to be spokesmen of Western ideas among this objective
experience of watching in the mirror [3]. Besides the repetitive research “achievements” that
hold the largest number of educational researches for the time being, even those seemingly
novel studies often blindly follow the constantly changing doctrines in the West. This can be
likened to those small retailers and peddlers who have no regular market, who view novelty
as perfect, right, and profound, and who regard continuously peddling odd articles as their
normal job. We have had plenty of John Dewey, Jerome Bruner, and B.S. Bloom “in China,”
but we have no Dewey “of China.” Consequently, we could not form our own independent
educational textbooks and academic discourse, nor could we hold the free measure of
educational thoughts that can be easily controlled by external factors. The theoretical
discourse’s separation from both its subject and object has led to some fatal problems in
Chinese educational studies.
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The theoretical discourse’s separation from its subject and its object

The theoretical discourse’s separation from its object is one of the inevitable results of
“talking about China in a Western way” and governing Chinese educational history and
reality by foreign discourse. During the whole process of thousands of years’ development,
China has possessed not only a unique ancient educational tradition that is coherent and “old
school” but also a kind of particularly modern experience that has complicated problems and
quick changes. The influence of Western discourse over Chinese education has actually
endowed the modern Western educational theories historically (formed in the specially
historical and cultural tradition) with the meaning of universality. Analyzing and criticizing
the history of Chinese education in this way could separate theoretical discourse from
research objects. Thus, after ruthlessly cutting down the Chinese educational tradition arti-
ficially, we uncompromisingly squeeze them into a frame full of alien concepts and make this
originally fresh and vigorous Chinese educational tradition a body that has no cultural life,
losing both its personality and its function on meaning–conveying and creating. For instance,
when we divide the concept of “teaching students in accordance with their aptitude” into
some technological problems of “understanding students ”or “teaching students in light of
their characters and peculiarities” and then dissect and constitute the history of Chinese
educational thoughts on the basis of it, we not only get rid of the actual significance of
Chinese educational thoughts manifested by the tension between “humanity principle” and
“nature principle” and lose the various idealistic individualities of Confucian and Taoism but
also make the process of meaning–conveying and creating from all schools in the pre-Qin
period to new Confucianism in the Song and Ming dynasties display a kind of surface mirror
that had no changes and colors.

Meanwhile, the two-way role in limiting and adjusting each other between theoretical
discourse and its objects among this separation became a one-way process of restricting
research object and cultivating educational problems by Western discourse, which in fact
played an incomparable part in reviewing and appraising Chinese educational development
history. Thus, unintentionally, we make Chinese educational history originally, as a research
achievement, a part of Western educational history and a process evolving toward modern
Western education. For example, during the academic frame of Hu Shi’s pragmatism, Feng
Youlan’s new realism, andMou Zongsan’s kantism, the basic concepts of Confucianism were
not only organized into the scope of European philosophical categories, such as ontology and
epistemology, but were also composed of some European historical categories, such as
“moving toward inside” and “reasoning and secularizing” (Wang Hui, 107). As a result,
though we could produce a new sense of questioning by Western discourse and pose new
problems for Chinese education, we lost our original questioning sense and the ability to
create our own problems based on our tradition and reality. Just as Zhao Tingyang (a scholar)
evaluated Chinese contemporary philosophy: Western philosophy evoked the problem con-
sciousness of Chinese philosophy while ruling out Chinese original problems at the same
time, gaining the problem consciousness but losing our own problems [4]. The intricacy of
the problem exactly lies in that even though we could make Chinese educational history a
part of Western educational history theoretically, we could not make it practically.

Research subject’s isolation from research object is another natural result of “talking about
China in a Western way.” As we know, one of the important differences between human
social science and natural science is existential relevance between research subject and object
[5]. With regard to Chinese educational study, it is relevant in that the research subject entails
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introspection and creates the historical and cultural value of Chinese education as well as
plays the role of both undertaker and agent. Reflecting on the premise of undertaking and
then undertaking rationally and developing through reflection is a one-bodied, two-sided
process. The introduction of Western discourse would have integrated the research subject’s
role as undertaker and creator based on further rationalization by introducing new reflection
materials into such existential relevance. However, the consequence of “talking about China
in Western discourse” cut off the relevance between research subject and object. On one
hand, people referred to researchers of Western discourse as an instrument, lost complacence
toward their ancestors and the culture that they had created, and lacked rational conscious-
ness about the Chinese culture that bred and fostered us. For this reason, sometimes, rational
reflection unexpectedly becomes a frenzy criticism of our cultural and educational tradition
from foreign strangers on the basis of Western discourse of preconceived ideas. During this
process, people not only manifest an incompetent state of mind as they visit ancestors and
Chinese traditional culture but also a ruffian state of mind in which they become fond of
making impromptu comic gestures and remarks at ridiculing traditional culture. There is no
use talking too much as regards Confucius’ being despised as “Kong the Second” (Kong
Lao’er in Chinese) during the movement of “criticizing and denouncing Lin and Kong” in the
Great Cultural Revolution, and even nowadays, claiming reason, there are still quite a few
“new school” scholars delivering the absurd remark: “why should we rescue Chinese culture
since it could not save us?” under the idea of “basing on humanity.” Early in 1918, Lu Xun
also noted in an informal essay: just as one of my friends called: if we want to cherish the
quintessence of Chinese culture, it should also preserve us (Lu Xun, 185). It seems that
Chinese culture actually has nothing to do with us but how to deal with it lies within us. We
have forgotten that carrying forward our culture is one of the fundamental missions of
Chinese education, which could never be erased for any narrow reason presently appealing to
utilities. Under the cultural state of mind that lacks awareness, how can we assure that theory
construction can extend Chinese cultural life and Chinese education?

On the other hand, the unity between existence and knowledge of “honoring virtue and
advocating moral principles” was broken after the existential relevance was cut artificially;
hence, educational studies have to proceed via the single collegial way. The collegiate way is
a means of moving forward with a professional, disciplinary, and knowledgeable style and is
characterized by the logical deduction of concepts as its important methodology. Though the
collegiate way is flaunted with the objectivity of scientific principle, the objectivity isolated
from “honoring virtue” probably might contain the greatest nonobjectivity. Confucius
advocated both “erudite learning” and “binding with rites” (博文而约礼); “the Doctrine of
Means” stood for “honoring virtue and advocating moral principles” (尊德性而道问学);
Zhu Xi strongly held the viewpoint that learning should be “observed thoroughly from
oneself,” in which a kind of humanistic exploring principle of existence and knowledge
penetrate each other and learning and personality unite from beginning to end. One of the
important connotations of this principle is that the ensuing culture must be on the condition
that culture must receive educational enlightenment. Only by cherishing the feeling of
cultural mission and historical responsibility, holding a deeply respected and understanding
attitude, and carrying out the faith and ideas of Chinese cultural value by actual efforts could
researchers possess a vivid cultural experience and objective comprehension of the Chinese
culture. Mencius promoted “being friends with the sages as prevailing custom”; Liang
Qichao pointed out in his essay “The Changing Trends of Chinese Academic Thoughts”:
“since boring and growing up in this country and being its citizen who cherishing bounties
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and kindness of its academic thoughts, it is our inevitable duty to sing and dance to extol it
and carry forward and expand it. But it is a pity that none is heard engaging in until now”
(Liang Qichao, 562). Today, there is a saying that goes: intuitive knowledge must be prior to
theory or intuitive knowledge must be prior to commentary [6]; both pertain to the same idea.
Chinese people are bound not to be and should not be bystanders, i.e., if we dominate
Chinese culture in an onlooker position with a discourse system outside the research object
and seek the so-called “objectivity” in a single logical way. Moreover, if we neither want to
work on this culture totally by heart before, nor be willing to practice with determination and
make full use of our knowledge and conclusions after research, our studies will only become
an accumulation of abstract things that has no vitality and has a separate personality. As a
matter of fact, it is a kind of objectivity that has no real objectivity.

For example, filial piety is one of the key concepts of Chinese tradition (especially of the
Confucian culture and education). For a baby who grew up in his parents’ arms and received
their delicate care, his predominant feeling about his parents is only attachment and not self-
awareness of filial duty, whereas a youth whose psychological development was still in a
stage where he seeks independence manifests a totally different kind of behavior (rebellion)
against his parents. Only after being parents could we acquire some true understanding about
parents’ love and thus produce a self-consciousness of treating our parents with filial piety.
When one’s parents pass away, one might feel ashamed for incompletely showing filial piety,
which may lead to self-criticism. Hence, the doctrine of filial duty could be understood
objectively only through sound living and life experiences. If we could just adopt a kind of
intellectual attitude and measure and comment on it in the context of democracy and equality,
we will certainly feel that the old moral proverb, which states that “there are only evil
children in the world but no wrong parents,” is unreasonable and just speaks of bad parents
having arbitrary power. In fact, the ancient instruction mainly aims at evoking children’s
moral awareness of filial duty through revealing the unfairness between parents’ love and that
of children and gaining the balance on obligation to reach the equality and harmony of human
relationships through children’s practice of filial duty. More importantly, though the
traditional filial piety looked on respecting and providing for the aged as its major content
based on human relations between father and son, it has surpassed the scope of family ethics
and acquired the significance based on value association with regard to Chinese culture.
When extending it, filial duty and filial instruction emphasize the responsibility the next
generation holds for the previous generation. Furthermore, it emphasizes that each Chinese
should be aware of carrying forward the national culture and value ideals. Just for this, “the
Doctrine of Means” could define filial piety with the instruction of “carrying out the ancients’
behests and recounting the ancients’ achievements.” It is only through our national discourse
feature and cultural value can we open up a rich, valuable association based on blood ties and
kindred relations. Even if, someday, man steps into a “world of great harmony,” and the
duties of fostering children and providing for elders are entirely transferred from family to
society, mother’s love and gratefulness will not disappear and will blend together as the
greatest human love. The great harmony ideal of respecting the aged and taking good care of
the young in the world is still regarded as a continuation and expansion of blood relations.

In modern society, especially in the New Culture Movement, and considering the
following circumstances: marriage under a feudal patriarch system, autocratic power, and
being armed with modern ideas as manifested through democracy and equality, people have
drastically criticized and attacked traditional filial duty. On one hand, since this criticism goes
on with the help of naturalism based on evolutionism, it reveals nature’s rebellion against
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culturism; on the other hand, what it stood for is political importance instead of cultural
significance. Hence, it seems that filial piety has absolutely become an outdated thought or
idea that is not in harmony with modern civilization; even the word “filial”was identical with
“reactionary” in the dominant language some time later, and “filial sons and obedient
grandsons” became derogatory terms. In addition, some people even announced breaking off
their blood relations with their “reactionary” parents to show their loyalty to politics (could it
really be?). The politically theoretical discourse has also taken the place of filial duty acting
as cultural discourse (for example, the work “He Shang” in that period was just one of the
examples of discussing Chinese culture through political discourse). It seems that one can
already be considered a real modern Chinese by the mere changing of the terms “brothers
(xiongdi)”or “sisters ( jiemei)” into “comrades (tongzhi).” Nowadays, any Chinese teacher
who has once contacted foreign students from various countries and districts (such as South
Korea, Japan, Singapore, and Taiwan), has to be deeply convinced regarding their Chinese
traditional cultural attainments (here, it does not mean their knowledge, but their attitudes and
manners when dealing with other people and things, especially respecting teachers). Even in
Thailand, which has the same level of modernization as China, the strong cultural atmosphere
of Buddhism is harmonized with modern civilization. When we found it hard to understand
the traditional instruction on our own and still wanted to break away from the traditional
shackles, we could only make up some false theoretical problems starting from the con-
ception of discipline that had no inner connection with Chinese educational reality, which
made us more ignorant.

Exploring the national discourse

Perhaps, advocating and exploring national discourse as a means of educational study
deserves much attention. According to my comprehension, the national discourse of Chinese
educational research ought to answer the critical question: “how can Chinese educational
research be ‘Chinese’?” The possible answer: talking about “Chinese problems” in a
“Chinese way.” Thus, what is the “Chinese way”?What are “Chinese problems”?What is the
relationship between the “Chinese way” and “Chinese problems”? What is the relationship
between other nations’ ways and problems and those of China? All of them are actually the
collation and stipulation of theoretical discourse and its research system with regard to China
being increasingly involved in globalization.

Regarding the relation between “way” and “problem,” undoubtedly, the latter has priority
over the former. Because “way” is used to solve the “problem,” it follows that, first, there
should be a problem, followed by exploring for a reasonable way to settle the problem. During
the globalization times, we could not ignore the correlation between Chinese problems and
foreign problems as to the certainty of “Chinese problems.” That is to say, though “Chinese
problems” need to be recognized independently by us (perhaps, mainly rely on them), it
could not be defined alone, i.e., without involving the relation between China and other
countries. This means that the connection between China and other countries constructs one
of the basic circumstances in creating contemporary Chinese educational problems. It not
only means that the connection between China and other countries comprises an important
aspect of Chinese educational problems but also that only through a mutual “watching” and
understanding of each other can China and other countries acquire a more clear-minded self-
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consciousness. Here, foreign problems and ways function as our factors and materials of self-
reflection and, hence, could not be considered as our own problems and ways. We neither
refuse absolutely the connection between China and other countries nor we judge by first
impression, which is usually prejudiced. We believe that today’s West is our tomorrow.
Otherwise, we would lose our own problems and could not attain the effective way of
thinking and solving Chinese problems.

For example, teenagers’ tendency toward being “self-centered” is a popular issue con-
cerning the society and the educational theoretical field in China today. It certainly is a
response as well as a reflection on individualism brought about by Western culture.
Moreover, the related Western social criticizing and postmodern theories actually offer help
for thinking and resolving some related problems for us in the form of major theories and
resources. However, the Chinese problem is different from that of Western countries. The
“self-centered” tendency of Chinese children has something to do with a lot of social,
historical, and cultural factors. For instance, the lives of all the family members revolve
around an only child, which constantly strengthens a child’s self-centered consciousness. For
a long time, we have been pondering and settling more common cultural problems by single
and narrow political thoughts and political ethics, excessively denying and criticizing the
basic value and ideas of our cultural tradition that has given young parents and their children
sufficient support in their daily lives. Moreover, many people misunderstood children’s
disobedience as a manifestation of creativity. Therefore, the “self-centered” tendency manifests
a lack of sense of social responsibility as well as an independent spirit of self-control, self-
discipline, and self-decision. In this condition, if we simply pattern our model after modern
Western social criticizing and postmodern theories and regard “being subjective to each
other” and “intersubjectivity” to replace the scheme in considering and solving Chinese
problems, its pertinence and availability become much too doubtful. That is to say, only
among the context of Chinese educational textbooks can we determine and understand
Chinese educational problems.

Of course, the value of “problem,”which is prioritized over “way,” does not show its prior
nature on time. In fact, problems often agree with way and represent at the same time that the
specific problems can only be revealed effectively in the special way and the special way
could effectively reveal problems only by corresponding to a specific object, just as the
microstructure of things could only be recognized through a microscope. Therefore, aca-
demic discourse is not a passive form outside the research object and process but an active
tool that possesses a creating function. It can reveal the research object from a given
perspective, and it can function as an important scale in analyzing, comparing, judging, and
evaluating the problems revealed. Whether a set of academic discourse can be a valid means
of academic research depends on its clearness (whether its basic concepts and category
composing it are compact and systematic) and on the discourse system’s agreement with
research object as well as whether the discourse system can effectively link the object with
the subject together in an existential sense.

As seen from it, the national discourse of Chinese educational research is the unity of
“problem” and “way” and the unity of “significance” and “discipline.”We cannot agree with
such an idea, which maintains that controlling via Western academic discourse is still an
inevitable stage of study in resolving Chinese problems until now; seeking national discourse
is a too hasty and metaphysical type of demand [7]. Because it would universalize the
Western experience and problems while universalizing the Western academic discourse
acting as local knowledge, it would hide the Chinese’s own problems. It is not hasty for us if
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we admit that national discourse is the unity of problems and ways and if we claim that our
own way is an inner requirement based on defining Chinese problems precisely. In addition,
we cannot approve another viewpoint that holds that the crisis of legitimacy, including
Chinese philosophy and Chinese educational research, is simply a question concerning
significance and not discipline [8]. Although getting through the crisis chiefly depends on
inheriting and recreating the value of Chinese traditional culture and since the form of
discipline or academic discourse is subordinate to the process of meaning–creating, there will
be no “creation of meaning” due to the lack of a necessary carrier, which, in turn, is caused by
a lack of academic discourse that had no direct and significant meaning.

Certainly, just as some scholars call, national discourse is probably a “latter-wit” and not
an idealistic supposition. However, it does not mean that the formation of national discourse
is a natural result that does not need any reasonable scheme. On the contrary, only through
closely exploring self-consciously the ties with times and culture could the “latter-wit” be
represented in a way that is most suitable for Chinese value and ideal. Because of the special
and complicated nature of Chinese educational modernization, it could not be accomplished
in a short period of time for exploring national discourse. Therefore, our educational
researchers should base Chinese educational reality on the premise of self-consciousness of
culture undertaking and open-mindedness, daring to draw lessons from others according to
the humane-seeking principle of “honoring virtue and advocating moral principles.” They
also should communicate the ancient and the modern educational tradition in China, open up
the relations between tradition and reality and between history and future, and achieve a
national discourse of Chinese educational studies during the extension of our national life and
cultural spirit.
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