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A Response to "' Confucian Ethics and Chinese Views on Education:
Philosophical Reflection, Theoretical Construction, and Empirical
Research"

Feng-1 Feng™*
Abstract

In her article “Confucian Ethics and Chinese views on Education: Philosophical
Reflection, Theoretical Construction, and Empirical Research”, Prof. Fwu shares her research
journey and empirical research results on how she has been working on Chinese views on
education in order to explain the phenomenon of student learning in East Asia. This response
paper ask questions and discusses how to determine the culture of the “Culture Inclusive
Theory”, select perspectives for research concepts, and assess the validity of approximate truths
and the explanatory power of theory. It also attempts to propose an alternative explanation of
Chinese views on education, hoping to engage in dialogue with the author to better understand
her research thinking and provide reference for aspiring researchers of Chinese education.

Keywords: Chinese views on education, Confucian ethics, role obligation theory
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l. Introduction

For a long time, localization has been the goal pursued in the field of social sciences in
Taiwan, yet the educational academic community still prioritizes Western theories (Huang,
2009). Regarding the localization of educational theory, Lin (1999) identified three key points:
the cultural awareness and professional abilities of researchers; the social culture and
educational issues of our country as the foundation for research materials and interpretation;
and the reflection and critique of significant foreign educational theories to properly place them.

I have the honor of reading Professor Bih-Jen Fwu's masterpiece. This article shares her
extensive experience in the "Chinese Views on Education.” Recognizing that Western theories
cannot fully explain East Asian students' learning, she developed a theory of self-cultivation
role obligations from the Confucian cultural system to articulate the Chinese Views on
Education. Using the concepts of effort obligation and effort enhancement as the main
framework, she applies it to a series of empirical studies that explore why East Asian students
value effort, whether effort serves as a double-edged sword for them, the psychological
mechanisms that alleviate negative consequences, the psychological processes and dilemmas
of persisting after academic failure, the feedback provided by teachers to low-performing
students and its impact on their learning motivation, and the applicability of Covington's
achievement motivation model in Confucian society. She has amassed systematic research
results and highlighted the differences with Western phenomena and theories, emphasizing
academic subjectivity and making significant contributions to our country's pursuit of localized
educational research. The investment of ten years in honing one's craft, along with the academic
enthusiasm and persistence displayed, is admirable and sets a commendable research example

for future generations.

I1. Response

After reading the target paper, I gained a more detailed understanding of Professor Fwu's
research on indigenous psychology, which encompasses philosophical reflection, theoretical
construction, and empirical research. This has greatly benefited me. In writing this response, |
would like to pose the following questions to Professor Fwu, with the hope of gaining a clearer
understanding of her research thinking. This, in turn, will enable me to conduct a deeper study
and serve as a reference for those interested in Chinese education research.
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1. How is the Culture of ' Culture Inclusive Theory' Determined?

Given that Western psychological theories may not be applicable in explaining phenomena
in Chinese society, indigenous psychology must construct a "culture-inclusive theory" that
clarifies the mentalities within specific cultures. The ultimate goal is to absorb the essence of
Western modern civilization based on Confucian culture (Hwang, 2014). How is the culture of
"inclusive culture" determined? Professor Fwu developed the Chinese views on education
based on the Confucian theory of self-cultivation and obligation, exploring the learning
phenomena of East Asian students. However, Confucianism presents numerous propositions on
education. Why did she choose to start with the theory of self-cultivation and obligation when
explaining the Chinese views on education, instead of from other Confucian educational
thoughts? Secondly, Professor Fwu appears to regard the Chinese as a collective in her article,
whether referring to those in the Confucian cultural circle (such as Taiwan, Hong Kong, Japan,
South Korea, Singapore, and mainland China) or individuals in East Asian countries. What is
the basis for choosing Confucian culture as the foundation? From the perspective of
multicultural systems, taking Taiwan as an example, Taiwan's culture comprises various
cultural systems, including Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism. The values of Taiwanese
society may arise from the interaction between individuals, environments, and diverse cultural
systems. Culture is diverse and complex. Furthermore, culture is a fluid concept. Under the
influence of globalization and social change, the Chinese people's bicultural orientation is
becoming increasingly evident. Professor Kwang-Kuo Hwang's proposition indicates that the
variability of culture must be considered in theoretical construction. In addition, based on
criticisms of Western psychology as the mainstream in international research, adopting a law-
based interpretation model and using Confucian culture to govern Chinese culture will aid in
constructing Chinese-specific theories and engaging in dialogue with Western academics.
However, will Chinese psychology also see Confucian culture become the mainstream, risking
the generalization of all phenomena with Confucian culture?

2. How Should One Choose the Research Concept Entry Perspective?

Why do Chinese views on education opt to focus on the perspective of children rather than
exploring the viewpoints of parents or teachers? How should one choose the research concept
entry standpoint? To explain why children work hard from the perspective of parental
education, there is a fundamental premise that parents’ beliefs can be effectively communicated
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to children, making them willing to accept and implement those beliefs. The role obligation
theory of self-cultivation connects children's efforts to meet their parents' expectations with
ethics and morality, enabling them to fulfill their filial obligations and enhance their moral
development. If they fail to meet these obligations, they may feel guilt towards themselves and
their parents.

While this theoretical framework aids in understanding why some children study hard, it
appears to assume a specific context in which children study diligently based on obligations or
morality, potentially overlooking other factors that prompt children to study hard
independently, or the current reality that many children are compelled to study intensely. From
a meritocratic perspective, some Chinese children strive to achieve societal expectations
because they believe that education can help them gain recognition and transform their futures.
Moreover, both in China and the West, there is an emphasis on individuals fulfilling their
obligations according to their social roles. For instance, students are expected to study
diligently. It is also encouraged that children adopt or internalize the values emphasized by their
parents and teachers throughout the educational process. However, in reality, children possess
their own subjectivity and may not fully accept these values. Additionally, societal views on
morality may have shifted from the past. Fulfilling obligations might now be seen as merely
meeting one's duty, without a connection to moral development. Consequently, there may be a
disconnect between children's perceptions and the educational beliefs held by their parents.

3. How Can We Evaluate the Validity of Approximate Truth and Theoretical
Explanatory Power?

Professor Fwu adopts the philosophy of post-positivism in science and advocates that
scholars can fully exercise their creativity to propose approximate truths that allow Eastern
students to demonstrate their subjectivity. However, how can we evaluate the validity of
approximate truth and theoretical explanatory power? Is there an objective standard? Based on
Confucian theory, she deduced the hypothesis of the duty of effort and the promotion of
progress, then collected data to verify the hypothesis, using the research results to confirm the
appropriateness of the inference. If theory is a form of conjectural knowledge, and each
researcher strives to construct an approximate truth for the same problem, could there be a
phenomenon of many voices? When researchers construct tentative theories, the guesses that
influence their understanding of the problem and the solution are certainly not baseless. They
may be shaped by their personal experiences, backgrounds, and perspectives on the
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phenomenon. However, if they focus solely on the subjectivity of the researcher while
overlooking the voice of the research object, it may result in the researcher speaking for "others"
using their own cultural perspectives. Professor Guo-Shu Yang (1982) once said: "Human
knowledge is neither generated nor applied in a vacuum, but is derived and operated in a specific
social context." The difference between social science and natural science is that society
consists of individual interactions as acting subjects, and people cannot escape the influences
of society. Therefore, is it necessary for theory to understand the thoughts and social phenomena
of acting subjects through observation, induction, and deduction? Additionally, the provision
of theory also implies examining the problem from a specific perspective; especially if it is
reduced to research variables, it may overlook or fail to reflect the complexity of real
phenomena.

4. Another Explanation?

Chinese support and control under familism are two sides of the same coin. The traditional
concept of filial piety emphasizes the authority of parents and the obligation of children to obey
them. As Taiwan's family structure and social values have evolved, the notions of self-restraint
and obedience to parents, along with the ideals of protecting and honoring them, have
significantly diminished in the hearts of the people. More than half of parents and children are
increasingly interacting as peers, especially among parents with higher education levels (Yeh,
2009; Lin & Wang, 1995). However, influenced by the declining birth rate, parents remain
anxious about their children's futures. Hsu and Wei (2015) found that 60% of parents believe
children should obey their parents. Many parents protect, limit, and impose their specific values
on their children in the name of love, depriving them of their freedom (Chen, 2010). Lin and
Wang (1995) found that the tradition of family precepts affects parents’ educational
perspectives, particularly regarding strict education, discipline, and notions of respect and
inferiority. Parents predominantly choose educational methods characterized by external
control and heteronomy. Child Welfare League Foundation (2023) 2023 Taiwan Children and
Adolescents Learning Status Survey Report™ pointed out: Nearly 60% of Taiwan's junior and
senior high school students require after-school tutoring, and 52% of students have exams
(including cram school exams) more than four days a week; almost 40% of parents compare
their children’'s homework with others, and over one-fifth of parents prioritize academic
performance above other life aspects; 60% of children and adolescents are concerned that their
grades will not match those of their classmates; and nearly 60% of junior and senior high school
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students have already experienced learning fatigue (including moderate and excessive levels).
Compared to 2017, the proportion of students who have "thoughts of self-harm or suicide due
to academic pressure” has increased by about 7%, highlighting the ongoing prevalence of a
learning culture centered around test scores.

Guo-Shu Yang (1982) pointed out that Chinese people strive to meet the expectations of
parents, teachers, and other significant individuals or groups to earn praise and avoid
punishment, maintain interpersonal harmony, and leave a positive impression on others. Based
on this perspective, East Asian students may work hard to preserve a harmonious relationship
with their parents and avoid conflicts and penalties. Additionally, parents' educational views
often imply the concept of perseverance, emphasizing that children must work hard to achieve
vertical goals for a promising future, and that only those who endure hardships can achieve
success. They offer substantial learning support, such as enrolling their children in cram
schools, to encourage competition with peers, and they implement reward and punishment
mechanisms to ensure that children comply and put forth effort.
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